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Introduction

For aspiring top students, the academic world of Oxbridge remains the ultimate goal. Its international reputation, field-leading research and exceptional teaching make both universities consistently top of the UK’s prestigious university rankings. These features are also what make the Oxbridge applications process a hugely competitive journey, and one that is shrouded with a degree of mystery. I have spent many years tutoring students, reviewing countless personal statements, setting essays and practising interviews to help hundreds of students with the application to the very best universities. My goal is to help you stand out at each and every stage of selection to ultimately win your place in the fabled halls of Oxford or Cambridge.

Many of you will already be clear in your minds about the advantages of attending Oxford or Cambridge. For others, take your time to read in Chapter 1 about what makes Oxbridge so different, for both a comprehensive understanding and motivation. Initial preparation for your application with both academic and non-academic considerations is vitally important and covered in Chapter 2.

College selection is often a difficult conundrum, but this is made simple by using the college selector devices in Chapter 3, which also explains the importance of college choice and the roles of the admissions tutors.

I put a strong focus on a long-term and continuous preparation programme. This is because, in my experience, school-aged applicants are very poor actors, and pretending to be interested in or good at something which they are not rings very untrue, in both written and verbal communications. Although I explain several areas of your application which can be improved by technique alone, in order to make the best use of this book you must commit to a sustained organic development of your intellectual potential, which is described in Chapter 4.

The Oxbridge application is about hard work, but it is also about passion and enthusiasm. Chapter 5 guides you on how to take a seed of an interest and develop it down many branches which you might not even have considered in the past, through the extracurricular activities map. It is the love of your subject which is most likely to sustain your efforts when you feel overworked and pushed to your limits. Support from your peers also plays an important role in this stressful time, and is covered in Chapter 6.

The written aspect of your application requires a large amount of time and preparation, and in particular the necessary qualities for your UCAS personal statement are carefully considered in Chapter 7. In order to gain an edge over your competition, you must work intelligently and be ready to prepare in slightly unusual ways, particularly for areas such as teacher references (Chapter 8), submitted written work (Chapter 9) and the crucially important aptitude tests (Chapter 10).

For those of you who have been told that one cannot prepare for an Oxbridge interview, prepare to change your mind entirely, and then work very hard indeed. What to expect and how to prepare are covered in Chapter 11. Sample questions and, more importantly, sample answer frameworks which can be used in multiple situations are detailed in Chapter 12. Fine-tuning of your interview performance, with attention to speech, language and vocabulary, is described in Chapter 13. Details of financial issues, bursaries and scholarships are all addressed in Chapter 14, with particular insight into the college-based funding that is unique to Oxbridge.

Finally, there is a special word to international students, who face an even more competitive environment and some special hurdles, as featured in Chapter 15.

From the moment you pick up this book until you have completed each step of the applications process to the best of your ability, there is a great deal of hard work in store. As your reward lies a place in an internationally renowned academic institution, tuition of the highest quality, a world of opportunities for the future and a truly incomparable university experience. Despite what many people say, there are a huge number of ways to prepare for your application, and I wish you all the very best of luck in taking all those steps towards your own bright new future.








CHAPTER 1

Why Oxbridge?


•The Oxbridge difference

•Advantages

•Disadvantages

•‘Is Oxbridge for me?’

•Oxford or Cambridge?

•Oxbridge selection criteria


I do not need to make any effort to convince you of the value of an Oxbridge education; the reputation speaks for itself. Nevertheless, it is important that you have a comprehensive understanding of the actual advantages of these institutions both to refer to in your application and for motivation. This chapter will help you understand in depth about what you stand to gain from attending one of these top universities. This is particularly vital for excelling at interview stage, by showing admissions tutors that you know exactly why their college and university are number one on your list. However, it is also important that you understand the disadvantages of the courses offered, and there may be some who change their minds based on the information in this chapter. If this is the case, I consider this to have saved you from a great deal of anguish, as not everyone is suited for such a challenging environment, and indeed Oxbridge may not be ideal for every person. An informed choice will be the wisest choice at this stage, and each candidate should bear this in mind. If you do decide on making an Oxbridge application, you will also need to decide between Oxford and Cambridge, and there are some important differences to bear in mind when coming to this final decision.

The Oxbridge difference

What is the fuss about Oxbridge? When thinking of university applications, parents, schoolteachers and peers will all utter the word ‘Oxbridge’ to the best and brightest students. There is a special feel about these two universities, and this is due to both their academic and their non-academic benefits. Both Oxford and Cambridge are consistently ranked as the top two institutions in the UK, and very highly in the world stage, often vying with top ‘Ivy League’ competitors such as Harvard for the absolute top spot. It is vital to understand what makes them so highly ranked, and measures such as teaching, research activity, student–staff ratios, student satisfaction and graduate prospects are important in this.

It is also true to say that preparing for an Oxbridge application is not like that for the remainder of the UK universities. You can only apply to either Oxford or Cambridge, and not both. Furthermore, not all universities will conduct an interview. However, at Oxbridge you can be certain that this will be a critical step in gaining your place. There may be additional written work or tests, depending on your subject of choice. The competition for places is ferocious and you should expect to come up against the top students from other schools.

In short, there is a considerable amount of commitment which is involved in making an Oxbridge application. Prepare yourself for a tremendous journey of developing your critical thinking, verbal and written communication, and depth and breadth of your area of interest. This will, whatever the result, make you a better candidate as a student and future professional or academic in your chosen field.

Advantages

Tutorial system

One of the main attractions for the Oxbridge applicant is the high level of teaching provided. Almost all universities will feature lecture-based learning as part of their programme; in addition to this, they may have classes with tutors, assignments and group study. Both Oxford and Cambridge offer a unique style, which involves a tutorial with only two students per group, taken by a supervisor who is usually an academic member of staff at your college. (These are known as tutorials in Oxford and supervisions in Cambridge.)

As you can imagine, this close level of work is a fantastic opportunity. It facilitates high-level discussion with leaders in the field of your subject. You can explore avenues of interest, as well as clarify important points with tutors who may be your lecturers. You can expect to have as many as one supervision per week in each sub-topic of your subject, as well as lectures and assignments. This is a significant workload, and you will quickly be found out if you have come to a supervision unprepared; there is only one other person there to hide behind! There is no doubt that in the age of rising tuition fees, this represents a very high level of educational provision.

Resources

Access to academic resources is another key feature of Oxbridge. There are usually at least two libraries which you can use, the first of which is your own departmental library, which tends to have a large selection of texts in your specialized field. They tend to be located at or near your faculty, and are also a focal point for student interaction between study sessions.

Your college library is likely to be near to you in terms of location, and therefore conveniently accessible. Although it will have a more limited selection of books within your subject, it does often offer convenient services such as access to past papers and photocopying. The social aspect of these libraries adds a cross-disciplinary flavour to your academic endeavours.
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CASE DM, Trinity College

‘Using libraries was also a good way to economize as a student. I found that I often did not have to pay for most of the main reference texts. My college even offers £50 of book grants per year towards the cost of purchases!

‘Libraries were surprisingly social areas too. Although it was all diligent study and silence inside, during breaks we would stand around outside and chat about our studies, and let off a little steam. In the summer term, at 3 pm the college would offer coffee and doughnuts outside the library, which was a lovely treat, and the caffeine and sugar fuelled many a hardworking afternoon!’
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Finally, there is the large university library, which is accessible to all students from all disciplines, and this represents yet another avenue to explore, particularly in exam times. This is a particularly good place for students from different colleges and subjects to meet up and study together.

All of these are wonderful resources but also areas to spend time studying. An additional bonus is that because students can choose from their college, departmental and university library, the sheer number of different options you have means each one can be less crowded than those of other universities. Many libraries are open until late or even 24 hours a day, to cater for the night owls amongst you. Lastly, although primarily for books, you will find that there are a number of additional resources available at most libraries: electronic access to the latest online journals of research and education, as well as other media, videos, DVDs and many more.

Academic activities

The potential for extra academic activities is one characteristic of Oxbridge which attracts students with explorative and creative minds. The first type of activity will be competitions, which can be as varied as imaginative essay competitions, research proposals, musical and artistic pursuits, or even less subject-specific pursuits such as film review competitions. All of these offer some degree of prize, but more importantly, a chance to pit your wits against some of the best students in your year and earn some all-important recognition for your future CV.

The second main branch of academic activities is collaborative research. This is really where Oxbridge stands out, as the vast amount of cutting-edge research pursuits being undertaken and the number of keen academics are second to none. You can often find yourself discussing a particular topic or subject area, and if you show sufficient keenness, this can start at the very bottom by assisting with the literature review or data collection, and progress right up to co-authorship of important academic papers. The highly active university staff at these institutions make this a real possibility, and in particular you may find your college academics more willing to allow you to participate, giving each student a unique set of prospects.

Apart from such formal activities, one of the wonderful things about the Oxbridge environment is meeting all the fellow students from other disciplines. The collegiate atmosphere really promotes mixing between subjects, and it is a less-advertised but very valuable experience. The network of contacts you can make in such an environment can have long-standing benefits on your future career.

Tradition

The halls of Oxford and Cambridge are steeped in tradition. Some colleges have quaint induction rituals such as running around the courts before the clock strikes 12 times. Even the more modern colleges will have their own spectrum of customs and rituals. You will wear formal robes to the dining hall on special occasions, as well as for ‘formal halls’ which are silver-service dinners preceded by a Latin reading. If this puts you in mind of a Harry Potter-like experience, you should note that the movies were filmed within an Oxford college dining hall. Although dining like this may seem ‘not your thing’, it is simply an event where students can get dressed up nicely and let off some steam together, and has a few perks such as being significantly cheaper than dining at restaurants outside college.

Many students, myself included, were put off by the prospect of all this. However, you will find that many of the traditional activities are simply normal forms of entertainment dressed up in a fuzzy black gown. It is a rite of passage like so many other universities have, but also contains within it a touch of class and sophistication, which makes it really very enjoyable.

Extracurricular activities

Most universities offer a full range of student-led activities, and certainly Oxbridge is no different in that regard. Particularly famed are rowing and debating at the Cambridge and Oxford Unions, which also host a large number of notable speakers for talks during the year. Colleges have their own sporting facilities, and often they can be in rather interesting settings; for example, at St John’s College Cambridge, you will be playing badminton with full-size portrait paintings of past academics in the background.

For actors and actresses, there is a thriving arts community in the form of well-funded student societies. Students are given the opportunity to write, act, produce and direct, on both stage and screen, and there are large and small-scale projects available to suit your level of ability and commitment. Musicians will particularly enjoy the convenience of college-level bands and music groups, as well as practice facilities. There are, of course, grand-scale university-level orchestras and choirs, but there are also other openings to make yourself heard; these can range from open microphone nights at college bars to performing on the main stage at college May balls.

I can probably say without too much risk of contradiction that whatever interests you may have, you can be fairly certain of finding a group of like-minded people to share them with. I have seen societies ranging from the Cobblewalkers (who enjoy a brisk morning walk barefoot over cobbles) to a gliding society that whisks you away to a nearby country field to take flight in an engineless plane. I should also say to all you prospective students: do not be afraid or ashamed of any of the hobbies that you pursue. What is most important is that you genuinely enjoy what you do, and you will find at university, perhaps more so than schools, a sense of community, tolerance and respect. This principle is carried over to your UCAS application and interview, covered in Chapters 7 and 12.

Subject options

Considerable flexibility is made available for top students, and this is particularly evident in the third year, where you can integrate the study of another subject into your degree in some subjects. There is a huge range of options by which you can take an in-depth look at a particular sub-speciality of your field, often helped by advice from world leaders at the cutting edge of that topic. Looking further afield, History students can embark on pursuits of Literature and Economics, Human Geographers can tackle Psychology, and sciences students, perhaps more than any others, are encouraged to embrace cross-disciplinary areas of study. Some students may be interested in taking a year in Management, which is facilitated by the Judge Institute in Cambridge, and can lead to excellent possibilities upon graduation.

Short term times

Nominally, Oxbridge terms are eight weeks long, although in practice they typically last 10 weeks once you factor in the activities around the start and end of term. This means that you have very long breaks for Christmas, Easter and summer. This is a huge benefit when compared to other universities, as you can take great advantage of your long breaks to get involved with undertakings to further your knowledge and enhance your CV. The university and various student societies offer a range of activities, from charity fundraising events to teaching programmes abroad. Long summer breaks offer the possibility of internships in industry, or summer-school learning in another university, often in subjects that are not your primary focus. The range of possibilities is further extended due to the potential for funding, as described below.

Funding, bursaries, grants

Colleges, departments and the university as a whole have a large number of sizeable funds from wealthy endowments, which are specifically designed to help students pursue worthwhile activities. These can support you in travel overseas, learning new languages, attending conferences, as well as sporting and extracurricular endeavours.

You will become skilled at planning ahead and drafting letters of support for your project. Students have been sent as teachers to China, Japan and Africa, as research assistants to the USA, and on language courses to Europe, funded by the university.

Graduate prospects

The employability of Oxbridge graduates is considered very high by employers, as the extent of intellectual testing and transferable skills gained in the course of your education is valuable. Both universities have very well-connected careers departments, and for interested candidates there are often mentorship programmes with Oxbridge alumni answering your queries and aiding your application. Needless to say, many firms from the City, and all manner of professions, come to give talks and recruitment events, which can be very informative. There are also fairs for careers in the media, arts and humanitarian work. Not only will this be supported by your top-class degree, but these events will also help you with soft skills such as CV writing and interview skills.

For those interested in an academic career, the possibility of research placements in your field is high, and it is not uncommon for students to have work published in a national or international journal before graduation. You will usually be given an opportunity for an in-depth research period, taking the form of a dissertation (essentially a very long essay) or project, which can help direct you towards further study such as a master’s degree or even a PhD programme.

Disadvantages

Workload

There is a substantial workload to consider. Essay-writing assignments designed to stretch your mind can be very demanding in terms of research, and you may find you have several to do each week. The short terms mean there is a great deal of information to acquire in just eight weeks, and this can mean significant pressure, particularly if you happen to fall behind due to sickness or other reasons. For some subjects there can be very full timetables involving lectures, supervisions/tutorials and other activities such as laboratory practicals. Even for those without a full-seeming timetable, you will quickly find your time filled with additional reading.

If you find it difficult to cope with the rigours of balancing A levels and extracurricular activities at school, this problem may become worse at Oxbridge. You will find yourself working amongst an elite crowd, who might represent the top few per cent at school level. There can often be a sense of competitiveness to score highest, and you should be ready to deal with the pressure as well as the volume of work.

Size

Neither Oxford nor Cambridge are big cities by any stretch of the imagination, and you may find that the range of entertainments in particular is not as large as the other metropolitan universities. For those of you who place importance on a bigger city experience as part of your university life, you may wish to consider options in London, Manchester, Birmingham, Edinburgh and the like.

College lifestyle

Provision of college accommodation for three years takes a great deal of the hassle out of student life and allows you to focus on academia; however, the struggles of living with housemates, paying bills and learning what to do when the washing machine floods the kitchen can also be considered part of your university education by some, and some students find the Oxbridge environment a little too sheltered for their taste.

‘Is Oxbridge for me?’

You can ask yourself if you like the sound of all the advantages listed above. Do they sound worth the effort of the application process? You should also consider whether the negative points are likely to prove problematic for you as an individual.

In my experience, school students are notoriously bad judges of their academic ability and potential. It is therefore a tremendous waste not to apply to Oxbridge just because you do not think you are likely to get in. Leave that decision up to the admissions tutors. For now, you should try your utmost to gain a place, through hard work as well as intelligent effort. Furthermore, as I will discuss later, the depth and breadth of testing for Oxbridge admissions mean that a few less-than-top grades in examinations should not necessarily be the end of your ambition. One of the most important characteristics is a desire to get into Oxbridge, and a vision of what it means to have an Oxbridge education. The rest of this book deals with how to get there, if this is truly your aim.

Oxford or Cambridge?

There are several key differences which can make your mind up about the choice between these two prestigious institutions.

Traditionally, Oxford has been considered above Cambridge in the arts and humanities, with Cambridge topping the sciences. However, please consider the following points:


•Individual subjects may be ranked higher in the one institution or the other, and it is best to check impartial university ranking systems such as The Times Good University Guide, published each year.

•Look at the absolute difference in score and what this difference is based on. There may be small differences in student satisfaction on the course or large differences in graduate prospects, and you may wish to take these details into account when choosing your university.

•Oxford or Cambridge may not be ranked the highest in a given subject compared to other universities, but do bear in mind the additional benefits of an Oxbridge education as listed previously.

•The character of the city and university environment itself may play an important role in where you wish to spend your next three years studying.

•There may be unique subjects which you can study at only one institution, eg Politics, Philosophy and Economics (PPE) at Oxford, and Politics, Psychology and Sociology (PPS) at Cambridge.


Oxbridge geography

Cambridge is often described as being quite nuclear in its arrangement: many of the colleges and activities are focused around the river and the central market square. This produces a lively centre and makes it easy to cross paths with fellow students many times per day. By way of contrast, Oxford has more of a city feel to it, and is slightly more dispersed, with possibly more in the way of shopping, restaurants and entertainments.

I suggest that you take the opportunity to visit both cities for several reasons; as I will discuss later, current students are an invaluable source of ‘hidden’ information. Visiting the colleges themselves can also give you information as well as inspiration. Take your time to tour the city, visit a few colleges and try to contact students to arrange a brief meeting if possible. One method of doing this can be via school alumni who are now present students – you can ask your school’s careers department for the contact details of successful applicants.

Oxbridge selection criteria

In addition to the criteria listed above, there are some fine but important differences in the weighting of selection criteria between Oxford and Cambridge. This may play an additional role in influencing which university you wish to apply for.

It should be said that both universities require high grades at your school-level examinations, both GCSE and AS level, with good predictions at A2. However, the modern era of aptitude tests changes this slightly, as these are tests specifically designed for selecting top students for university admissions. Please read Chapter 10 for further details on what they are and how to excel in these tests.

Oxford has a number of aptitude tests for a substantial proportion of its subjects compared to Cambridge. However, Cambridge asks for specific AS-module marks (UMS marks) in a special additional application form (SAQ).

The result is that if you have a very strong UMS result, this can count positively in your favour, particularly because Cambridge admissions tutors will get to see this on the SAQ. If you have not done so well, however, this can count against you for the same reason. Furthermore, aptitude tests are not the same as A-level examinations, and test your ability rather than how much you know or how well you were taught. Therefore, excelling in these tests may compensate, to a degree, for any adverse AS-level results.

It is a far oversimplification to say that if you do well in your AS-level module marks you should apply to Cambridge, and if not, to Oxford. There are countless examples of successful students who have done the opposite of this. There are also aptitude tests for several subjects such as Law and Medicine for Cambridge. Nevertheless, because of these slight differences in the assessment pathways for these two universities, it is one of a number of considerations for you to bear in mind. The qualities of academic ability and passion for your subject will need to be your strongest points to showcase to either university, and the interview as the final stepping stone is the greatest test of these.

Summary


•Oxbridge education is quite different from that of other universities.

•Tutorials, essays and field-leading expert tuition are amongst the academic perks.

•May balls, dining in halls and extracurricular grants and bursaries are additional features.

•Graduate prospects are usually highly ranked, with additional benefits such as networking.

•Courses may be more academic in nature than at other universities.

•You will be expected to manage a heavy workload and there can be significant stress and pressure.

•Choosing between Oxford and Cambridge should be an informed decision.

•Visit both universities, and read the relevant data before coming to your decision.









CHAPTER 2

Principles of preparation


•Positive decision making

•Academic considerations

•A levels or other school examinations

•Deferred entry


Positive decision making

The burden of making life choices at the young age of 16 or 17 can often be a difficult one, and is being made more essential in the modern university application system. However, throughout this book I will emphasize one take-home message; that well-considered, thoughtful and firm decision making is the cornerstone to an excellent Oxbridge application. This ranges from your choice of subject, university and college to essay topics, areas of special interest and individual interview answers.

Why is the decision making so vital? As we will go on to see in Chapter 7, Oxbridge admissions tutors value not only intellectual potential but also the ability to manifest this potential to its maximum. Key elements of turning potential into reality is making firm choices about our lives and choosing one subject area over another. It is therefore vital to demonstrate your capacity to make thoughtful and measured choices.

Although this seems like a great deal of pressure, I urge you to see each decision as an opportunity for yourself as a young student to consider what is important to you. This process of reflection and careful consideration will ultimately strengthen your choices, and therefore how you come across in both your written application and interview. The following series of decisions demonstrates the series of choices you will have to make:


•decision on subject;

•decision on Oxbridge;

•decision on Oxford vs Cambridge;

•decision on college;

•decisions on preparation;

•decisions on interview answers;

•decision on acceptance!


Decision on subject

The first step in your university application is to decide on your subject of interest. This is a most daunting step and requires careful consideration. For the purposes of this section I will divide candidates into three groups: specific preference, area preference and non-specific preference.

If you already have a subject in mind, you may be classed as a having a specific preference. If you have a general direction but no particular subject, you have what is termed an area preference. If you have no idea what to do, you have a non-specific preference.

For those students with a specific preference, this choice seems like a simple one, and one which has already been made. You may well have a burning and undying passion for a subject and feel that it is the right one for you. However, one critical characteristic of all informed decisions is to make sure you have considered the other options. A choice is not a real choice if you have not thought of the other possibilities.

[image: ]

Think about similar subject areas to your original subject. Are there fields which might suit your academic interests more? Also consider careers, future and potential in your subjects and try to envisage what you will be doing in five and 10 years’ time with the knowledge and skills you will gain. Is this what you want to do?
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Many of you will not have decided specifically by this stage, and you will fall into the area-preference group, which may grossly fall into physical sciences, social sciences or arts and humanities. You will undoubtedly be influenced by your choice of A levels; these are usually a good starting point for determining what you enjoy studying. You will have already gone through a process of eliminating some subjects from GCSE which you did not like, and actively choosing those you wished to pursue further. It is a good chance to revisit those decisions and see if there were any options which you overlooked at that time.

It is also vital to consider subject options which were not available for you for higher study. For example, Law, Engineering and Medicine are not usually offered at A level, and less commonly taken subjects at A level such as Anthropology or Land economics should also be considered. Combination subjects such as Politics, Philosophy and Economics may also interest you.

For non-specific preference candidates, your task seems the most challenging, but I encourage you that you may find this period of consideration one of the most important, exciting and life-changing experiences in your young life.

First, ask yourself if you want to take a university degree. There are other options which include employment, apprenticeship or practical-skills courses. You may be wondering why I bring this up at all – after all, this is an Oxbridge application guide which presumes you have already expressed a desire for such an education. It is important that you build your application from the ground up, and this means carefully weighing up your own subject choice to make sure it is definitely the right one for you. This will allow you to give that genuine and original presentation of yourself as an individual which will shine through on paper and in interviews. Put simply, you cannot convince admissions tutors of your passion for a subject if you have not already convinced yourself.

As with the other candidate types, you must try to think about your own A levels and indeed GCSE subjects, and think about what you enjoyed as well as what you would like to take forward to a higher level. However, one of the best exercises to do is to find a university subject list, which you can locate on both the Oxford and Cambridge websites. Each one has a summary of what that field of study is about, and is a fantastic resource. The first thing you will notice is the vast array of possibilities; do not limit yourself! Explore the subjects which sound appealing to you, but don’t forget to check over those which do not immediately catch your eye; titles can often be deceptive.

The most genuine sign of interest is when you find an interesting subject and feel compelled to explore more and more as your application progresses. Although it is good to take the advice of teachers, peers and parents, try to focus on what really stimulates you, and follow that up with further research.

Subject choice decision-making checklist

Do you enjoy the subject?

Do you do any informal reading or research on it outside the classroom?

Is it something you talk about with friends?

Do you find yourself asking questions in class/after class?

Do you have an understanding of what this subject entails at university?

Do you know what the current developments are in the field?

Have you considered career possibilities with a degree in this subject?

If you find you are doing some or all of these activities, this may be the subject for you.

Now that you have come to the end of this section, I will reveal the catch. You may not have come to a final decision, and you may find it impossible to decide what you want from your future at this time. Do not worry. As long as you have gone through the thinking processes described above, you have taken your first steps towards finding your goal. You need not decide on your entire life today. The beauty of university education is that you will gain many transferable intellectual skills, outside the knowledge that you acquire. A further advantage of an Oxbridge degree is that it is considered particularly intellectually demanding, which is valued highly by employers or further-education institutions. There are Classicists from Oxbridge who have gone into investment banking, Engineering students who have become management consultants and History students who have become film directors. As long as you follow your passions in your subject and strive to your utmost, there are many possibilities for you.

Your further decisions – on whether or not Oxbridge is for you, on which university of the two and which college – will all be considered throughout the book. However, your subject decision is the vital step.

Academic considerations

Admissions tutors often say that they receive a number of applications each year which do not meet the minimum criteria for admissions and are therefore rejected out of hand. It is important that you do not fall into this group, as it would be a waste of one of your university choices, with no chance of success. Carefully read the university prospectus and website to ensure that you meet the specified requirements.

It is important to bear in mind that these are the absolutely minimum requirements, and that you are competing between a number of candidates for a limited number of places, rather than trying to meet a certain standard. The good news is that this means any effort to gain an advantage will not meet a ‘ceiling’, as you will always improve your chances relative to others. The bad news is that it means your efforts must exceed those of your competitors from the moment you read this book until you have completed your interview.

In academic terms, this lack of ceiling is almost true, as admissions tutors do place significant importance on your school examinations, both GCSEs and A levels, in slightly different ways. GCSEs are commonly seen as a good measure of the general ability of a candidate, and having a good range of capability in a variety of disciplines is advantageous. I am often asked what level of GCSEs would be the minimum I would recommend for an Oxbridge application, and my answer is always the same: there is no minimum other than the specific subject requirements specified by the course, which are often as low as a grade C or above in certain specified subjects. (It is important to check the relevant university website for up-to-date details.) GCSEs must be put in context with other achievements, such as excellent AS levels, A-level predictions and aptitude tests; so candidates with what might be considered mediocre GCSE results still have multiple chances to atone for this. It is important not to get too worked up by the hype of comparing the minutiae of exam results with colleagues – I commonly hear students thinking that the odd extra A* or two will make them favourite to win an Oxbridge place, and years of experience tell me that this is absolutely not the case. However, if you are performing generally poorly compared to your peers on multiple public examinations, this is an indicator that the academically taxing surroundings at Oxbridge may not be ideal for you.

Independent vs state school

At this stage I will touch on a relatively controversial topic which is the divide between independent and state schools. Several admissions tutors whom I have spoken to say they expect slightly less in terms of grades from students from state schools compared to independent schools. They argue that the level of support and education available to students in independent schools may facilitate their higher achievement in the A-level and GCSE systems.

There is some debate as to how this degree of compensation functions, but certainly one tutor said that the most accurate method is when two students have identical grades, but one is from a state background and the other from an independent school; all else being equal, he would favour the state-educated student. This is slightly different from counting lower grades from a state student as being more valuable than a higher grade from an independent-schooled student, as he claims this is more difficult to justify or apply consistently.

Additionally, tutors are quite clear that the standard expected from state and independent school students are the same when it comes to the specialist tests and interview. This is because these tests are specifically designed to rank students in a manner which is not dependent on how well they have been taught.

The bottom line is that if you are from a state school and you have grades which exceed the minimum requirements but do not seem outstanding to you, do not be put off from an Oxbridge application. The special tests and interview are designed to give all students a fair chance to gain a place on merit – but you should be prepared to work very hard for these hurdles as well as to make the required grades.

If you are from an independent school, do not be put off by any concepts of ‘state-school bias’. As you can see from the methodology, the main effect of any compensation is for shortlisting, and the special tests and interviews are a chance to compete on fully equal grounds. Statistically you are more likely to gain better grades, but statistics do not necessarily apply to each individual and you must apply yourself to the fullest. It may not be immediately apparent, but as you will see in Chapters 11 and 12, preparing for AS and A levels doubles up as practice for interview; you will need to be very comfortable with the material in your subjects to form the basic structure of many of your answers. Therefore the effort that you put in now cannot be wasted, and yields double results in terms of your application.

A levels or other school examinations

AS level

To students of any background, the following is true: there is no ceiling for the achievement in your school examinations. Tutors have access to your module marks for your AS-level grades, and these are quite useful to them as predictors of performance at university. Tutors will therefore put significant store on looking for the students who have high module marks as well as showing good performance in all modules in all subjects. There may be a significant difference in performance in students who score 95 per cent and above for all modules, compared to another grade A student who is only scoring 81 per cent.

[image: ]

Oxbridge applicants should never aim for grades. You must aim for the highest numerical score possible for each and every one of your modules, in order to give yourself a competitive edge compared to others in this ‘no-ceiling’ environment.

[image: ]

A2 level

In the past, before A levels were split into AS and A2 level, universities were forced to use the predicted grades from a school as part of their academic assessment. In recent times, the access to AS-level grades and individual module marks makes this predicted grade largely redundant. There are some circumstances where a school may predict grades which depart from the AS-level results, for example if the student is seen to have underperformed in their examinations, or conversely if they barely scraped a certain grade. Nevertheless, it was seen as relatively unhelpful by admissions tutors and therefore not of great consequence.

The introduction of the A* grade has injected a new value into the predicted school grades. The requirements of achieving an A* requires both a high performance in AS level as well as a future performance at A2. This means that, once again, the school’s assessment of the probability of achieving A* grades is a useful measure to distinguish between a group of very capable students and select the best candidates.

How will this impact you? First, you need to make sure that you are achieving high results. As discussed previously, aiming for grades is not enough, and you must try and look at each module as being an opportunity to score as highly as humanly possible. Second, you must be able to achieve the required offer, which is, for most subjects, A*AA, with the A* subject not specified. I impressed upon you that achieving an A* is no mean feat, and you must feel confident in making this set of grades in order to seal your place in Oxbridge, after all the hard work to gain an offer.

Last, and in some ways of equal significance, you must gain predicted grades of the highest order from your school to give you yet another competitive advantage over those who lag behind.

How can you achieve this? There is no shortcut for getting good predicted grades; much like the school reference, this can only be expected if you put in a reciprocal effort. Try to undertake the following activities:


•Hand in assignments and projects on time, and completed to a very high standard.

•Pay particular attention to coursework as this gives an indicator of your performance on future coursework assignments – it should be as flawless as possible.

•Prepare as carefully for internal/mock exams as for your public exams. This shows a consistency of performance which makes it easier to predict you top grades.

•Make life easy for the teacher. Organize your work carefully, write neatly and in large print, and use headings and diagrams where necessary. You are more likely to leave a good impression if your work has excellent content and is also easy to read.

•Avoid arrogance at all costs. Be polite, humble, listen first and ask intelligent and well-thought-out questions. Teachers who dislike you may wish to bring you down a peg, or may think that you overestimate your own ability and may predict you lower grades on that basis.


Remember that there are several areas of your application which are judged by admissions tutors but not written by yourself; these include the teacher reference and predicted grades. Students commonly make the mistake of overlooking these areas, when they can gain a significant advantage over the less-well-prepared student. The most important thing is not to try and ‘suck up’ or impress the teacher in an artificial way. A consistent, humble and dedicated approach with high performance throughout the year will secure you the genuine support of your teachers, which will come across in their assessments. For further information on the teacher reference, see Chapter 8.

Deferred entry

It is possible to apply for a deferred entry in order to undertake a gap year before commencing. However, the universities and colleges all agree that the only candidates to be accepted for deferred will be the strongest in the groups. This is because you will be competing with not only the students in your year but also the theoretical students in the upcoming year.

[image: ]

KEY POINT

Applying for deferred entry will decrease your chances of success. Only consider this if you are very confident in your entire application.

[image: ]

Gap-year students

For students who are currently on a gap year and applying, the extra difficulty seen by deferred-entry students does not affect your chances. In fact, admissions tutors see several advantages in taking a gap year, including increased maturity and demonstrating an independent nature. Furthermore, your profile of innovation and dedication can be enhanced by some of the activities which you will undertake during your gap year; working and travelling may not seem like very ‘productive’ pursuits, but they do nevertheless give you valuable experience in a position of responsibility and opportunities to learn about interactions in the workplace. There can be strong benefits to travelling, particularly in social science and arts and humanities subjects, as you will get to see other cultures and their practices first hand, broadening your range and understanding of humanity as a whole.

Therefore, you should not be averse to planning a gap year, particularly if there is a specific activity which you wish to undertake. Try to make it as structured and official as possible – ‘a bit of travelling around Europe’ will not win over support from any admissions tutors. Some impressive gap-year activities undertaken by students include:


•swimming training at a professional aquatic centre in the USA after high performances;

•teaching English and learning Japanese in Kobe;

•learning Ancient Greek and visiting classical sites of interest in eastern Europe;

•working to fund a European tour with a local improvisational jazz group;

•six months on a methadone distribution bus for drug addicts in Paris, practising French and discussing the background of the addicts to make a journal.


There are really as many options as you can think of activities to do. The key points are to make sure that the activities are feasible, worthwhile to yourself and are planned in advance of your application and interview. Have the names of the specific organizations, cities and dates to hand; this will ensure you can show interviewers your organizational skills and that you have committed to a well-thought-out and enriching plan. Also bear in mind the long summer breaks of Oxbridge terms; you may find it is possible to undertake such activities during your breaks, and this can be a consideration as well.

Summary


•Positive decision making will be a process that occurs throughout your application.

•Careful consideration of your subject choice is vital.

•Academic considerations are the first and most important point in your application.

•Check the minimum entry requirements for each course.

•GCSE and AS-level module marks play a large role in shortlisting for interview.

•Never aim to achieve grades; always aim for the highest numerical score for each module.

•A2-level predictions play a moderate role in selection.

•Only the very best students are accepted for deferred entry; do not undertake this lightly.

•A well-planned gap year does not have any negative impact on your chance of success.
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