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How to Choose a University Course 
 

Choosing a university course is like writing an A Level essay: if you conduct careful research and refer closely 

to the evidence in reaching unprejudiced conclusions, you will achieve a good result. 

 

Applicants often find it difficult to penetrate beyond the marketing gloss of prospectuses, in which every 

university is top in some survey, is near a “vibrant” city, and has constant sunshine beaming down on 

uniformly contented students. 

 

Blind reliance on brand name prejudice, a prejudice bolstered with reference to clumsily constructed league 

tables and what mythical employers want, is a high-risk strategy. As with the Sixth Form essay, a more 

evidence-based approach is advisable. It will also help an applicant to draw up a short list from what seems an 

overwhelmingly long list of courses. 

 

Start at the UCAS website (www.ucas.com) with “Find a Course”. This will show which universities offer a 

particular subject or combination. All university websites can be reached from the UCAS website: they give 

much more detailed information about compulsory and optional modules than is found in the hard copy 

prospectus, and departmental entries give a good indication of the spread of interests among the academic 

staff. There are many strands, for instance, which might be woven into a French course: anything from 

medieval literature to translations of “The Simpsons”. Some websites will give details of course modules, and 

even lecture notes. Make no assumptions. Even courses whose content is largely determined by external 

professional bodies might be delivered in very different ways. Medicine is a good example. 

 

Those who wish to apply to research-intensive universities, in which, to a large extent, students are expected 

to teach themselves by using research-based methods, should look at the results of the Research Excellence 

Framework published at the end of 2014 (www.ref.ac.uk).  These give an indication of an individual 

department’s research strengths but suggest nothing about the quality of the teaching. 

 

Some universities, such as Bath and Surrey, give detailed information about the jobs which their graduates 

have entered: the Careers Service section of the website should point you towards it. It is no coincidence that 

among those universities which are keen to provide this information are those which offer a year’s paid work 

placement as part of a course: usually two years at university, one year in work, and a final year at university 

(hence the term “sandwich” course). Business Management applicants, for instance, should consider that the 

extra year taken to complete a degree might be well repaid by a much enhanced c.v. in a competitive field – or 

even by the promise of a job on graduation from the placement. 

 

The National Student Survey (available at https://unistats.direct.gov.uk ) of satisfaction among final year 

students is a useful check, but remember that it might be more a reflection of how easily students are 

satisfied than of the quality of what is provided. Law students seem to be particularly hard to please! 

 

Look at the Student Union websites or Alternative Prospectuses of individual universities. Sometimes the 

election manifesto of an Academic Vice-President on the website will highlight major academic issues within 

the university, such as lack of feedback on examination results. 

 

It is very important to ask Admissions Tutors about contact time, in particular the size and frequency of 

tutorials/classes/seminars (Lecture size is far less crucial.). At one “big brand name” university, the smallest 

first year classes range from 6 to 30 students, depending on the subject. I think that current class sizes should 

be published in prospectuses, in the interests of “transparency”, but only St Andrews gives detailed 

information. Moreover, the role of a “Personal Tutor” can be interpreted very differently, even within the 

same university. 

 

It is vital to visit. I have visited all 130 UK universities during the last few years, and each one has its own 

“feel”: a mixture of situation, site(s), size and atmosphere, the last of which is, of course, most discernible 

when students are there. 
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Current students are the most important source of information on the current situation in their degree 

programmes. Quizzing the student helpers at an Open Day might give as much insight as hearing the formal 

departmental talks. 

 

After years of trying to persuade universities to develop a microsite to help less well resourced HE advisers 

and the many DIY potential applicants who do not receive adequate guidance, I was delighted to form a 

partnership with University of East Anglia, who launched “UniBox” in October 2014. Potential applicants and 

their parents will find a variety of resources at http://unibox.uea.ac.uk/ . 

 

The good news is that most students seem contented with what is on offer. At Sherborne, we have for many 

years conducted an annual survey of those who left 7 years before, who have passed through university and 

started a career; a few years ago, worried by reports about varying teaching provision at universities, we 

instituted a further survey of those who left 3 years before. This feedback is our single most important 

resource. 

 

With the advent of higher tuition fees in UK universities, potential applicants need to consider carefully the 

full range of routes open to those leaving school at 18 years, including: entering employment directly, perhaps 

as part of a formal apprenticeship; schemes combining employment with university study; university level 

study now offered by institutions such as BPP University and The University of Law; and university study 

abroad. 

 

Such an evidence-based approach might not yield conclusive results, and a large dose of intellectual humility is 

advisable among those of us who are scratching at the surface of a huge subject. However, this is more likely 

to be effective than relying on a false sense of continuity in a rapidly changing area. One campus, for instance, 

has been part of three universities in almost as many years, and those who were undergraduates 20 or 30 

years ago would do well to check current student numbers before advancing claims about their alma mater 

based on their own nostalgia. Above all, if anyone makes sweeping statements like “university x is good for 

subject y”, ask for the evidence and its date. It is what a conscientious A Level student should be doing 

anyway. 

 

Philip Rogerson 

 

Director of Higher Education and Careers 

Sherborne School 

 

 

 
 

Checklist 

 
Read: 

1.  “Find a Course” on UCAS website 

2. Course details, department entries, and graduate destinations on 

 university websites 

3. Results of 2014 Research Excellence Framework 

4. National Student Survey results and Student Union websites  

5. Consider “sandwich” courses for work–related subjects 

6. Ask about size & frequency of tutorials/classes/seminars 

7. Speak to current students 

8. Visit universities 

9. Consult the “UniBox” website 

10. Rely on datable evidence. Never rely on hearsay or  assumption. 
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The Careers Department and its Resources 

 
Members of the Careers Department are available 9am-5.30pm from Monday to Friday in the Careers Room 

and the Careers Room is open at times beyond these, including Saturday morning. We are also happy to make 

appointments to see both boys and parents. 

 

(1) Our own resources 

 

As a Careers Department, we are unusual in having the following resources. Please make good use of them. 

 

� Responses by Old Shirburnians to 2 annual surveys: conducted among those who left the U6 7 years 

and 3 years before 

        (6 ring-binders: 3 alphabetically by HE subject, 3 alphabetically by uni.) 

       N.B. Their comments on teaching quality and class size! 

 

� “Recently visited universities”: notes written by members of the Careers Dept. from visits to unis.- 

these include interviews with students and more detailed studies of over 60 unis. (incl. research foci 

for each academic dept.) from 2005-2016. 

        (2 yellow ring-binders) 

       

� Lists of A Level entry requirements: for 40 subjects from 2016 entry prospectuses 

       (2 ring-binders – updated each summer) 

 

� Bibliographies: suggested further reading by subject – some from uni. websites, others from 

Sherborne departments 

        (3 blue ring-binders – also on the Library section of FROG VLE: under “Reading” →”Uni Reading Lists”) 

 

� “Choosing Your Course”: sheets for 40 subjects with questions (& suggested resources) to help with 

narrowing the choice of universities 

        (green and black ring-binders) 

 

� OS currently at university: one list alphabetical by HE subject, another alphabetical by uni. 

        (green ring-binder) 

 

� “What does it lead to?”: a database constructed from the OS responses to the “7 yrs. on” survey, 

showing A Level grades, uni. course, degree class & employment area 

        (blue ring-binder) 

 

� Photographs: taken by members of the Careers Dept. from visits to unis. – what the prospectus does 

not show! Many are from 2005-2016. 

        (Please ask a member of the Careers Dept. to show these)  

 

� Sherborne Guide to Medical School Applications  

 

� Sherborne Guide to Apprenticeships & other Post-18 Career Opportunities  

 

 

(2) Useful Books 

 

“What Are Universities For?” – Stefan Collini 

Penguin 2012    (£9.99)   ISBN 978-1-846-14482-0 

The author is Professor of Intellectual History and English Literature at University of Cambridge. 

This book has had a profound effect on the current debate about the future of UK universities. He argues the 

case for the inherent worth of intellectual enquiry, challenging the idea that universities must show their 

contribution to economic growth. An excellent introduction to the current state of UK Higher Education.  
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Guides such as The Times Good University Guide and  The Virgin Alternative Guide to British Universities 

contain a lot of useful information and a lot of subjective comments. They are useful in highlighting recent 

developments in individual universities and issues to consider when visiting, but do not judge a uni. 

department by its league table ranking in The Times guide! 

 

(3) Useful Websites 

 

www.ucas.com  

The UCAS website contains the UCAS Directory of all HE courses at UK universities & colleges, information on 

how to apply and gap year opportunities, and answers to frequently asked questions on undergraduate study. 

It has links to the websites of all UK universities. 

 

http://unibox.uea.ac.uk/ 

This website is regularly updated and contains resources and articles by me and others on a wide range of 

issues ranging from recommended preparatory reading to student finance. 

 

https://unistats.direct.gov.uk  

This website includes results from the National Student Survey of student satisfaction. Use this with care! 

 

http://university.which.co.uk/  

Much useful information on universities and courses, including films. Be aware that much of this is subjective, 

and other people’s views might not be yours. 

 

www.push.co.uk/  

An interactive section allows you to create your ideal university course by entering criteria which are 

important to you. Some of the judgements about individual universities are very subjective, but there is a lot 

of useful information. 

  

http://unipodadvice.com/ 

Good general advice on the application process, including writing Personal Statement. 

Produced in association with Oxford Brookes University. 

 

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/undergraduate/courses/apply  

The Univ. of Birmingham website contains much very useful information. This section contains a link to a video 

and transcript on “The Personal Statement”. 

 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/undergraduate/apply/personalstatement/ 

Durham University also has very useful information on how to write a Personal Statement. 

 

www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk  

There is some useful information here, e.g., on how to choose a course, but beware of putting trust in league 

tables! 

 

www.gov.uk/student-finance   

The official guide on student finance.  

 

www.essex.ac.uk/studentfinance  

A particularly clear guide to student finance. Includes a useful section on estimated living costs. 

 

www.thescholarshiphub.org.uk 

The first comprehensive database of funding available for UK students wishing to study at UK universities. 

 

www.bucs.org.uk 

British Universities’ and Colleges’ Sport (BUCS) is the governing body for competitive uni. sport. The website 

has points tables for individual sports and unis.. 
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www.prospects.ac.uk 

Information on graduate employment. 

 

www.ratemyplacement.co.uk . The “Rate My Placement” website gives useful feedback from students who 

have undertaken “sandwich” placements: i.e., courses which include up to a year of paid work experience. It 

includes videos with advice on “Assessment Centres”, “The Perfect C.V.”, “Internships &Work Experience”, 

“About Psychometric Tests”, “Interview Tips”, “Interview Techniques in Detail”. 

 

Other websites are suggested in other sections of this booklet. 

 

 

(4) Taster courses 

 

https://www.ucas.com/events/exploring-university/learn-about-uni-taster-course 

A guide to finding taster courses. 

 

www.isco.org.uk 

A wide variety of Careers-related and HE subject-related courses, found under “Futurewise Courses and 

Events”. 

 

www.etrust.org.uk/headstart.cfm 

Headstart courses are mainly, but not entirely Engineering-related. There are some Science courses. 

 

http://www.workshop-uk.net/  

At Univ. of Nottingham: e.g., Medlink, Psychology, Law. 

 

www.london.ac.uk/tasters 

A wide variety of HE subject–related free 1 day courses in London usually in late June and early July.  

 

www.icmacentre.ac.uk/open_days 

At Henley Business School, University of Reading on 18 June 2016: includes seminar on Careers in the Financial 

Markets and a Dealing Room Session, as part of university open day.  

 

 

(5) MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) 

 

There are now many of these free courses online. They usually last 3-8 weeks and only require 2-4 hours per 

week. None of the units is compulsory, so you can dip in as you wish. Many courses offer an insight into 

possible areas of study at university. For courses offered by UK universities, see the list at: 

https://www.futurelearn.co m/  

 

I recommend Univ. of East Anglia’s “Preparing for University”, as it addresses issues faced by students making 

the transition from school to university study: https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/preparing-for-uni  

 

 

(6) Podcasts and online extension activities 

 

There are many free lectures now available from UK universities. See the list at, e.g.,  

Oxford - https://podcasts.ox.ac.uk/units  

Cambridge - https://sms.cam.ac.uk/  

 

Look also at Villiers Park Educational Trust’s online extension activities: 

http://www.villierspark.org.uk/course_level/a-level/  
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Application through UCAS 
 

The Universities’ and Colleges’ Admissions’ Service (UCAS) is based in Cheltenham and acts as an intermediary 

between applicants and Higher Education institutions. 

 

Applicants apply on-line using UCAS Apply. They are then given an application number, which applicants 

should store safely, and they can at any stage check the progress of decisions made by their chosen 

universities using UCAS Track. 

 

 

(1) Timetable of events 

 

September 2015 Students complete “Centigrade” questionnaire on Higher Education. 

   Students & parents are given outline of 6th Form Careers Dept. programme 

   Students are encouraged to visit universities at Half Term to get sense of uni.  

   atmosphere and meet students during term time (uni. terms are shorter!) 

 

November 2015 Students have an individual 30 minute interview to discuss Higher Education plans (in 

– January 2016  the context of “Centigrade” questionnaire results) and agree further research. 

  

December 2015 “Medlink” course for prospective Medicine applicants                    

 

January 2016    Visit to Oxford  

 

February 2016   Lecture on UCAS system and HE choice 

  

 Students are offered an individual interview: Tutors monitor research and encourage 

them to match their “aspirations” (grades required for courses under consideration) 

with their “perspirations” (current academic achievement)    

 

 Students are encouraged to visit universities at Half Term 

 

4 March 2016 Lower Sixth Form Parent/Staff Meeting 

 

11-12 March 2016   L6 Careers Convention: an opportunity to test evolving HE ideas against career areas 

before deciding on HE courses 

 

24 April 2016   Higher Education Forum: an opportunity for parents & students to meet admissions’ 

tutors, alumni currently at university, school staff recently at uni. & Careers Dept. 

staff. Includes introduction to UCAS process. 

 

May 2016   Students are encouraged to visit universities at Half Term 

 

June 2016   Visit of whole of Lower Sixth Form to University Open Day 

  

June 2016   Students complete personal information sections of UCAS Apply & have at least one 

individual 20 minute interview 

 Students begin drafting their UCAS Personal Statement 

 

July-August 2016  Students undertake “taster” courses (e.g., “Headstart” for Engineering), work 

shadowing, reading & other activities to improve their UCAS application. 

 Medicine applicants sit UKCAT Clinical Aptitude Test 

 

August 2016  Members of the Careers Dept. work much of the week following A/AS Level 

examination results. Their focus is on helping U6 leavers with university entrance 

issues, but they might discuss evolving HE plans in the light of AS results. 
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September 2016   Students are interviewed individually to discuss their HE plans in the light of AS 

examination results. 

 Students complete their final research and fill in a UCAS form as soon as possible.  We 

often hear Admissions Tutors saying that an early application is likely to get a better 

response. 

 

30 September 2016   all Oxford, Cambridge, Dentistry, Medicine, Veterinary applicants must complete a 

UCAS form by this date. Other applicants for courses at highly selective universities 

should also complete a UCAS form by this date. 

 

15 October 2016   all other applicants should aim to complete a UCAS form by this date. Submission in 

November runs the risk of losing offers and reference compilers not having an 

opportunity at the busy end of term to compile a reference. 

 

2 November 2016    BMAT (Medicine, etc.) and Oxbridge exams. for some subjects are sat by applicants at 

school. LNAT (Law) exams. are sat throughout the application period. 

 

10-13 November 2016 Students who have not submitted a UCAS form by 10 November finalise form with 

Tutors on Sunday 13 November.  

 

November 2016  Practice Interview Evening, with other local schools, for Oxford, Cambridge, Dentistry, 

Medicine & Veterinary applicants.  

 N.B. Practice interviews can be arranged (with reasonable notice) for all applicants 

offered a university interview. 

Practice Multiple Mini Interview session for Dentistry, Medicine & Veterinary 

applicants.                  

 

15 January 2017  The official deadline for many UCAS applicants. However, many universities have 

been making offers from October, and there are correspondingly fewer offers to be 

made by this stage. DO NOT REGARD THIS AS YOUR DEADLINE! 

 

Mid-January 2017 UK applicants complete a student finance application at: 

  www.gov.uk/student-finance 

 

February 2017 Students are interviewed individually about their evolving HE plans in the light of 

offers/rejections received from unis., in particular about which unis. they plan to 

make first (Firm) and second (Insurance) choice, when they reduce their offers to two. 

 

May 2017 Final Decision of Firm and Insurance choices MUST be sent to UCAS by the specified 

date, or UCAS will conclude that all offers have been declined. 

 

June 2017 Check that the address which UCAS has for you is up to date.  

THIS IS VERY IMPORTANT. 

 

August 2017 It is highly desirable that applicants are available (preferably in this country) at the 

time A Level results come out in mid August, in case the Careers Dept. needs to be 

contacted and universities need to be visited, if the results are unexpected. It is 

sometimes necessary to act quickly. 

  

The procedure when results are published: 

 (1) If required grades for Firm choice univ. have been achieved, 

 simply wait for confirmation of place & sign acceptance form. 

 (2) If required grades for Firm choice univ. not achieved, consult UCAS Track.  

 If Firm choice does not accept you with reduced grades, your application is 

automatically passed to Insurance choice. 
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 (3) If required grades for Insurance choice univ. achieved, 

 simply wait for confirmation of place & sign acceptance form. 

 (4) If required grades for Insurance choice univ. not achieved, consult UCAS Track & 

univ. directly.  

 If Insurance choice does not accept you with reduced grades, your application 

automatically enters “Clearing”, and you might try to gain a place on a course where 

there are still spaces.  

 It is important that you engage in this process before many places are taken by 

other applicants in Clearing, but it is also important to visit any univ. which you are 

now considering and not jump into somewhere (perhaps in a state of shock from 

disappointing results). 

 The Careers Dept. is available for most of the week after the results are published to 

offer advice. 

  

September 2017 PLEASE NOTE!  ANYONE APPLYING THROUGH THE SCHOOL AFTER LEAVING SCHOOL 

IS EXPECTED TO APPLY BEFORE THE DEADLINES SET FOR OUR CURRENT STUDENTS 

(30 September & 15 October – see p9 above).  NEITHER WE NOR REFEREES ARE IN A 

POSITION TO DROP EVERYTHING TO HELP A FORMER STUDENT WHO SUBMITS AN 

APPLICATION AT THE LAST MOMENT. 

 

 

(2) The UCAS Tariff 

 

The most selective universities make offers in terms of 3 A Level grades. Some subjects at some of these 

universities also require a fourth subject at AS Level.  

 

Many other universities, however, use a points system based on the following UCAS Tariff. 

Please note that this is a new Tariff from 2017 entry. 

 

(full A Level)    Grade         (AS only) 

 56   A* 

 48   A    20 

 40   B    16 

 32   C    12 

 24   D    10 

   16   E      6 

 

Thus an offer of 120 points might specify “from 3 A Levels” (i.e., BBB, ABC, AAD, etc.) or might allow an 

applicant to include his “stand-alone” AS Level result, as well as his 3 A Levels (e.g., BBC at full A Level, plus the 

extra 10 points from a grade D at AS Level). 

 

Even if a points offer is confined to only 3 A Levels, it is more flexible than an offer of specific grades. For 

example, if an applicant achieves ABC, he has failed to make an offer of BBB, but has made an offer of 120 

points. 

 

 

(3) Application in the Upper Sixth versus application after leaving school 

 

We strongly advise all students to submit a UCAS application in the Upper Sixth, even those who are 

strongly committed to a “gap year” and those who are unsure about choice of subject. 

 

There are two strong arguments in favour of applying during the Upper Sixth: 

- As is clear from the timetable above and other details in this booklet, there is quite a complex system 

to learn and negotiate. It is far easier to learn the system while a student has the Careers Dept. 

available to help directly on a daily basis. Students who have not applied in the Upper Sixth usually 

experience far greater difficulties than they have anticipated in getting to grips with the system. 
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- Having offers to aim for acts as an incentive to greater academic achievement in the Upper Sixth 

year.  

 

Remember that applicants are not committing themselves to going anywhere or to studying any subject, until 

after they have received their A Level results. It is only at this stage that the applicants are required to sign 

their side of the contract. If they wish to withdraw and reapply, this is fine: it is most unlikely that a previous 

application to the same department of a university will count against them. If applicants are unsure about 

choice of subject(s) in their U6 application, they should regard this as a trial run for a post-A Level application.  

 

Those who postpone an uncomfortable decision by insisting that they will apply “next year” are advised to 

consider that they will be reapplying just a couple of months after they leave school. 

 

Those applying after leaving school and contemplating distant travel during a “gap year” need to bear in mind 

when universities might need to interview them or when they might need to sit entrance tests (e.g., early 

November for BMAT and many subjects at Oxford and Cambridge). 

 

The applicants who apply after leaving school will, of course, have A Level grades to show to universities, so 

they will receive an unconditional offer based on their performance, unless they have chosen to resit 

examinations during their “gap year”, in which case they will be given a conditional offer in terms of grades or 

points required, as for an U6 applicant. 

 

 

(4) “GapYear” tactics  

 

Taking a “gap year” is a personal choice and can be of immense benefit in a variety of ways. If a student is 

considering a “gap year”, we urge that it is structured: i.e, that it includes periods of time dedicated to 

productive projects and that it does not consist of drifting from job to job to raise funds for drifting from 

beach to beach. Those students who “drop out” of university are, so far as we can tell, often of the drifting 

variety, who, after a year of drifting, find the self-discipline required in a university environment too difficult. 

 

In terms of university application, it is important that applicants check the view about “gap years” with the 

departments to which they are applying. Some departments have strong views; most welcome students with 

or without a “gap year”.  Some institutions, especially music and drama colleges, do not accept applications 

for deferred entry. 

 

(a) It is possible to indicate a “gap year” from the outset, by applying for 2018 entry rather than 2017. 

However, it is not possible to change a 2018 to a 2017 entry application later in the 2016-17 application 

cycle.  

 

(b) However, many but not all universities are prepared to let 2017 entry applicants defer their entry to 2018 

during the application cycle. This has the advantage of allowing applicants more time to decide about a “gap 

year”. However, it is vital that the applicants CHECK BEFORE THEY APPLY whether the departments to which 

they are applying are happy to grant a deferral later in the 2016-17 application cycle. 

 

While (b) might seem preferable to many as a tactic, there are some applicants every year who do not check 

a department’s attitude to deferral and end up facing a dilemma between losing their offer or losing their 

“gap year”! 

 

 

(5) Take care! 

 

The prospectuses and university websites require careful reading. Bear in mind that these documents are not 

likely to be entirely objective or written by disinterested observers. 

 

In the Careers Dept. we are available to offer advice and support. By asking students for the evidence on 

which they are basing their conclusions, we are helping them to make informed decisions. 
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Experience suggests that too many applicants do not discuss their choices soon enough or widely enough. 

As indicated above, we offer a structured programme, but much rightly depends on the initiative of 

individuals in charting their future as independent learners in Higher Education. 
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The UCAS Personal Statement 

 

This is your opportunity to show admissions tutors that you stand out from the crowd of applicants. 

 

Your interest in the subject applied for (first 2/3 of Personal Statement) 

 

• An Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) or any such research in a relevant subject should be 

prominent. You might even choose to start by mentioning such an individual research project: it is 

relevant to skills required at university level, and an eye-catching project can immediately get the 

reader’s attention. 

 

• Otherwise, you might begin with something like “Of my A Level subjects, I have been particularly 

interested in…”.  Or maybe there was a defining moment, when your interest took off (e.g., a 

Geographer peering into the crater of Mt. Vesuvius). 

 

• Then perhaps discuss your interest in general terms (e.g., wide variety of topics covered; opportunity 

to look at ethical issues from a different standpoint), before mentioning specific areas which you have 

researched (support this with reference to a few books or articles read).  You are in effect saying: 

interview me on these topics. Do not simply list books: give your opinion on the author’s viewpoint. 

 

• Perhaps mention any periodicals that you read regularly in connection with the subject for which you 

have applied, and refer to one or two specific articles. 

 

• Mention work experience and courses attended, if they are relevant to the subject applied for.  You 

should suggest how they helped your decision to apply for this subject. 

 

• Applicants for subjects not studied at A Level (e.g., Engineering, Medicine, Psychology) must justify 

their application by showing extensive research (e.g., courses, reading).  Admissions tutors will first 

ask themselves whether the candidate is looking for an escape route from current subjects. 

 

Style 

 

� Always be positive.  Never be negative. 

� This is a personal statement, not a biographical sketch or a summary of an essay justifying a pet 

theory. 

� Avoid exaggerated statements: e.g., “I have always been interested in…”, “I am constantly 

fascinated/intrigued/beguiled/captivated…”. 

� Keep it clear and simple, but try to leave an impression of curiosity and enthusiasm. 

 

Your other interests and achievements: you the rounded person  

(last 1/3 of Personal Statement) 

 

• Use full sentences, but do not give too many items.  This can suggest that you flit from one activity to 

another or will have no time left in which to fit your studying.  It is better to specify ways in which you 

have benefited from an activity. 

 

• Admissions tutors value signs of persistence: e.g., “I have played the piano for five years”, even if you 

have never taken Grade 1. 

 

• Only relatively recent interests and activities should be mentioned.  If you mention what you did at 

prep./primary school, the admissions tutor might think that you have done little since then. 

 

• It is quite reasonable that admissions tutors expect you to have taken advantage of some of the extra-

curricular activities on offer in schools such as this. 
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A few pieces of advice 

 

• If the courses for which you are applying have “qualities sought in applicants” on the uni. website, use 

these as a guide to what you should include in your Personal Statement. 

 

• Keeping a file of newspaper cuttings of articles relevant to your subject interest can be a great help at 

interview (e.g., Medicine candidates: reports of cases involving medical ethics). 

 

• Speak with subject teachers about books to be read and opportunities to give talks to class or 

societies. Oxford and Cambridge offer useful bibliographies on their websites; LSE (London School of 

Economics and Political Science) offers suggested reading in its prospectus. Make notes on what you 

have read in a “log book”. 

 

• Get something down in writing as soon as possible, however imperfect it seems. 

 

• Discuss your draft with your tutor and then with a member of the Careers Department. 

 

• Even if you decide to apply for another subject later, you will find it very useful to have done this 

drafting early on. 

 

• You should try to fill up most of the area offered on the form (4,000 characters, including spaces), but 

the overall layout should not be cramped.   

 

• Applicants for Oxford, Cambridge, Medicine and other highly competitive courses should devote the 

first 3/4 rather than 2/3 of the Personal Statement to explaining their interest in the subject(s) applied 

for. It might be particularly helpful to remember in these cases that you are addressing an “obsessed 

specialist” (as a Univ. of Bristol History admissions’ tutor advised). 

 

• There is no perfect Personal Statement. The more opinions you seek, the less personal and therefore 

less convincing it is likely to become. You will also find that different people have different opinions! 

 

• NEVER BORROW PHRASES OR IDEAS FROM OTHER APPLICANTS. UCAS has sensitive anti-plagiarism 

software, which will be used to check your Personal Statement against those in the current and 

previous application cycles. Any similarities will be passed on to all your university choices. DO NOT 

RUN THE RISK OF DISQUALIFICATION FROM THE START! 

 

Applicants to Durham 

 

Applicants to Durham have the opportunity to send a separate Personal Statement to Durham. You are 

strongly advised to take advantage of this opportunity, as Durham is looking for “rounded characters” who will 

be an asset to their college as well as serious academics. The first 2/3 of the Personal Statement should be on 

academic interests and should be tailored to the relevant Durham course (e.g., medieval focus in History). You 

must send this Personal Statement to Durham within 3 days of submitting your UCAS form. If you do this, the 

Personal Statement on your UCAS form will not be read by Durham.  

http://www.dur.ac.uk/undergraduate/apply/personalstatement/substitute/  

http://www.dur.ac.uk/undergraduate/apply/personalstatement/  
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UCAS applicants : what the Careers Dept. expects from you 

and what you should expect from us 

 
 

(i) What we in the Careers Dept. expect from you 

 

● TO CHECK YOUR EMAILS ON A DAILY BASIS, and act as soon as possible on any request to come to the 

Careers Dept. 

 

● to draft a Personal Statement and start your UCAS form by the end of the Trinity Term of the Lower Sixth 

Year; and to update it before the start of the Michaelmas Term. 

 

● to put in a UCAS application in your Upper Sixth Year, unless you have a very good reason for not doing so. 

Many years of experience have shown us that it is much easier for you to learn the system while you have the 

support from us on a daily basis. You are not committing yourself to going anywhere or to studying any 

subject, until after you have received your A Level results. 

 

● (Oxbridge, Dentistry, Medicine, Veterinary applicants) to complete UCAS form by 30 September. 

 

● (others) to complete UCAS form no later than 1 week before the Michaelmas Half Term break.  

Submission in November runs the risk of losing offers, so we will require you to finalise your form with your 

Tutor on Sunday 13 November, if you have not submitted it by then.   

 

● to check whether or not you need to sit entry tests (eg LNAT, BMAT) and to ensure that you are entered 

for these. 

 

● TO SUBMIT A PAPER COPY OF THE UCAS FORM TO THE CAREERS DEPT. FOR CHECKING before you click on 

“Pay/Send”. 

 

● to take the initiative in discussing the progress of your research and application with members of the 

Careers Dept. 

 

● to discuss your application with subject teachers: in particular, to discuss the predicted grades for your A 

Level subjects to go on your UCAS form at the very beginning of the Michaelmas Term. If you have 

underperformed at AS, you might ask them to give another prediction by 30 September, after they have seen 

your progress in September. 

 

● to keep your reference compiler up to date with the progress of your application and to remind him/her of 

any factors which you feel should be included in the reference (e.g., anything which contributed to a 

disappointing AS performance or characteristics which admissions tutors for your chosen courses highlight in 

the prospectus/website) 

 

● to take responsibility for: 

- conducting research into courses and universities (including whether they will allow you to defer offers 

later in the year, if you have not declared a “gap” year from the outset) 

- acting (or not) on advice which has been given (e.g., attending “taster” courses) 

- entering correct information on your UCAS application (deliberately supplying false information can have 

serious consequences) 

- ensuring that your Personal Statement does not contain any material taken from or given to a Personal 

Statement of another applicant. UCAS has very sensitive anti-plagiarism software and will report instances 

of copying to the universities applied to by those involved. This is likely to result in disqualification from the 

UCAS process. 

- checking that you have the right qualifications for the courses applied for (e.g., that you are offering A Level 

Maths. for those Economics courses which require it) 
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- applying for the courses which you intend to apply for (when we are checking the form, we might spot 

contradictions or omissions, but we cannot read your mind!) 

- the final content of your Personal Statement (including accepting or rejecting suggestions made by us at any 

stage of the process)  

- replying to UCAS and universities by the deadlines which you have been given by them  

- updating UCAS and your chosen universities on any changes in examination subjects to be offered after you 

submit your application (e.g., deciding to opt for AS Further Maths. rather than full A Level) 

- informing UCAS of your change of address for correspondence before you leave Sherborne 

(N.B. Every year some boys run the risk of losing university places by failing to do this) 

 

● to recognise that, when you have finished your part of the form, it is not immediately sent; that reference 

compilers are busy people, and increasingly busy towards the end of term; that you are one among 130 or 

more applicants (including OSs). 

 

● to discuss your offers with the Careers Dept. before you choose your Firm and Insurance offers (as you may 

be unaware of some issues) and visit any universities under consideration.  

 

● to give contact details for A Level results’ day; to show exact details of your Firm and Insurance offers to the 

Careers Dept.. 

 

(ii) What you should expect from members of the Careers Dept. 

 

● to have as our focus helping you to find the courses which seem best to you and guiding you through the 

application process. We should not tell you where to go or what to study! 

 

● to offer a structured programme in June of L6: to take you on a university visit, get you launched on UCAS 

Apply, help you to conduct further research and to write a Personal Statement. 

 

● to see you individually both in June and September at designated times, and to be available at other times 

on a sign-up or drop-in basis. 

 

● to make the Upper Sixth Form our priority until the Michaelmas Half Term break.  

N.B. In November we interview many of the 5th Form and L6 Form, and U6 Form boys should recognise that 

we have correspondingly less time for them. 

 

● to offer advice on courses and universities by giving recent evidence, or to admit that we do not have recent 

evidence. 

 

● to provide materials and guidance for your further research (e.g., OS Survey replies about HE; notes from 

our own university visits; “Choosing Your Course” sheets). 

 

● to offer advice on Personal Statements based on what, in our experience, we believe the likely reaction of 

an admissions tutor to be. We might suggest improvements in expression, but we shall not write it for you! 

 

● to get your form (including the reference) checked twice before it is submitted to UCAS and to discuss the 

form with you, or the reference with the referee, if we feel that it might be presented in a better way.  

 

● Mr. Dawson oversees the appointment of Mentors. He and individual Mentors are responsible for 

overseeing Cambridge and Oxford applications. The role of Mentors is to offer advice and to encourage you to 

be well ahead of deadlines in submitting any separate university application forms and any written work 

required.  

 

Please note that your interests are at the heart of what we are trying to do. We welcome the opportunity to 

discuss your application with you and your parents at any stage.  
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Some basic information about British universities 
 

Each university has its own style and atmosphere, to which various factors contribute, including: 

• Location (or locations, in some multi-site universities) 

• Size 

• Courses offered (their range & type) 

• Facilities (academic, accommodation & recreational) 

• Teaching methods 

• The people currently teaching & studying there 

 

In order to get the most out of a university visit, it is therefore advisable: 

 

1. to visit during the university’s term (but note the school’s policy on this on p35); 

2. to speak with current students (as they have the most up to date information); 

3. to ask questions about the facilities and courses as they are at the moment. 

 

The following list is designed to highlight some basic features of universities.  Although I have divided the 

universities into groups by date of foundation and country, it is important to stress that there are significant 

differences in style and atmosphere between individual institutions within the same group. 

 

Figures in brackets after each university give the approximate number of full-time undergraduates on full 

degree programmes. Source: HESA statistics for 2012-3: http://www.hesa.ac.uk/ . 

 

ENGLAND 

(1) Oxbridge (established 13th century onwards) 

Cambridge  (12,000) 24 colleges 

Oxford   (12,000) 30 colleges + smaller permanent private halls 

 

N.B. 1. At Oxbridge, the college is a student’s academic & residential base, although   

  much teaching is done in university facilities. 

 2. Colleges at Cambridge are generally larger than those at Oxford, but there is   

  a wide variety in size & age at each place. 

 3. 3 Cambridge colleges are for women only. 

 

(2) University of Durham (est. 1832) 

Durham  (12,000) 15 colleges 

   (1,000 students are based on Stockton Campus 20 miles away) 

 

N.B. 1. As at Oxbridge, the college is a student’s residential base, but, unlike Oxbridge, all teaching is 

  done through university departments. 

 2. There is a large variety in size & age of colleges. 

 

(3) University of London (est. 1836) 

University of London is a group of colleges of very different sizes and styles spread across London and beyond.  

Some facilities are shared across the university, but the individual colleges are in most respects more 

independent institutions than those at Oxbridge and Durham. 

 

N.B. 1. There has been a lot of restructuring in recent years, with smaller colleges   

  (e.g. medical schools) being absorbed by larger colleges. 

2. There are many other universities in London which are not part of the Univ. of London (e.g., 

 City Univ., Univ. of East London, Univ. of Westminster). 

 

(i) larger colleges offering a wide range of courses 

Goldsmiths    (5,000)  1 main site in SE London 

King’s College    (13,000) 5 sites in central London 

Queen Mary    (11,000) 1 main site in East End 
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Royal Holloway    (7,000)  greenfield campus nr. Windsor 

University College   (14,000) 1 main site in central London 

  

N.B.  1. Royal Holloway does not offer engineering courses. 

  2. Goldsmiths does not offer science or engineering courses. 

 

(ii) larger specialist institutions  

For Social Sciences: 

London School of Economics and Political Sci.   (4,000)  1 site in central London 

 

School of Oriental & African Studies  (3,000)  2 sites in central London 

               

(iii) smaller specialist institutions 

For Drama: 

The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama  (700)  at Swiss Cottage 

 

For French: 

Univ. of London Institute in Paris  (150)  in centre of Paris 

 

For History of Art: 

Courtauld Institute of Art   (150)  1 site in central London 

 

For Music: 

Royal Academy of Music   (300)  1 site in central London 

 

Royal Veterinary College   (1,500)  2 sites in Camden & Herts 

 

St. George’s Hospital Medical School  (2,000)  1 site in Tooting 

 

(4) Urban “red brick” universities (est. 1881-1948) 

(i) civic 

Bristol       (14,000) various sites in city centre 

Leeds      (22,000) c ½ mile from city centre  

Liverpool     (16,000) city centre campus 

Manchester     (26,000) 2 city centre campuses: UMIST merged  

        with Manchester in 2004 

Newcastle     (15,000) c ½ mile from city centre 

Sheffield     (17,000) c 1 mile from city centre 

 

For Science & Engineering: 

Imperial College    (9,000)  1 main site in Kensington 

N.B. Imperial College became independent of Univ. of London in 2007 

 

(ii) city/town campus 

Birmingham     (18,000) large campus 3 miles from city centre 

Nottingham     (23,000) large campus 3 miles from city centre;   

        new campus ½ mile away; smaller   

        campus 10 miles south 

Reading     (9,000)  large campus 1½ miles from town centre 

 

 

(5)“white tile” (est. 1950-1983) 

(i) universities offering a wide range of courses 

(a) collegiate 

Kent     (15,000) 1 mile from Canterbury + Medway campus 

       4 colleges are students’ base at Canterbury 
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Lancaster    (9,000)  3 miles from town centre 

       8 colleges are students’ base 

York     (11,000) 2 miles from city centre 

       7 colleges are students’ base 

 

(b) city campus 

Exeter     (14,000) main campus is 1 mile from city centre +  

       Cornwall campus at Falmouth 

Hull     (12,000) main campus is 2 miles from city centre +  

       Scarborough campus 

Leicester    (10,000) main campus is 1 mile from city centre 

Southampton     (16,000) main campus is 2 miles from city centre +  

       Winchester School of Art 

 

(c) greenfield campus 

East Anglia    (11,000) 2 miles from Norwich                                                                       

Essex     (10,000) 3 miles from Colchester (but Drama is 50 

      miles away at Loughton) 

Keele     (7,000)  2 miles from Newcastle-under-Lyme (Staffs.) 

Sussex     (10,000) 4 miles from Brighton 

Warwick    (12,000) 3 miles from Coventry 

 

(ii) technological universities 

These universities specialise in science, engineering & business courses, but some have arts & social science 

courses.  Many students take “sandwich” placements as part of their degree course.  

 

Aston     (7,000)  on campus ½ mile from central Birmingham 

Bath     (10,000) on campus 2 miles from city centre 

Bradford    (9,000)  main campus 1 mile from city centre 

Brunel     (10,000) main campus at Uxbridge 

City     (8,000)  main campus is adjacent to City of London 

Loughborough    (11,000) on greenfield campus 

Salford     (14,000) main campus is in Salford (2 miles from   

       centre of Manchester) 

Surrey     (9,000)  on campus ½ mile from centre of Guildford 

 

(iii) private university 

Buckingham    (1,000)  main campus is on edge of Buckingham 

       (offers 2 yr. courses in arts, business &  

       science subjects) 

 

(6) New Universities (est. as univs. 1992-) 

Anglia Ruskin    (13,000) campuses in Cambridge & Chelmsford 

Bath Spa    (5,000)  main campus is 5 miles from city centre 

Bedfordshire    (12,000) campuses in Luton and Bedford 

Birmingham City   (15,000) main campus 3 miles from Birmingham + 

       8 other sites in Birmingham area 

Bolton     (4,000)  2 sites just outside town centre 

Bournemouth    (12,000) main campus 2 miles from town centre 

Brighton    (14,000) 3 sites in Brighton + 1 in Eastbourne 

Univ. of West of England (Bristol) (19,000) 4 campuses around Bristol outskirts + Hartpury 

Buckinghamshire New   (6,000)  main campus in High Wycombe  

Canterbury Christ Church  (10,000) main campus is just outside city centre + 

       3 campuses across Kent 

Central Lancashire    (18,000) main campus nr. centre of Preston 

Chester     (8,000)  campuses in Chester + Warrington 
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Chichester    (4,000)  campuses nr. Chichester + in Bognor Regis 

Coventry    (17,000) in city centre 

Cumbria    (6,000)  campuses in Lancaster, Penrith & Carlisle 

De Montfort    (15,000) 2 sites in Leicester 

Derby     (10,000) main campus 2 miles from city centre + other 

      sites in Derby & Buxton 

East London    (13,000) campuses in Stratford, Barking and Docklands 

Edge Hill    (10,000)  main campus at Ormskirk and 4 others in 

        Liverpool area 

Gloucestershire    (6,000)  campuses in Gloucester & Cheltenham 

Greenwich    (14,000) 3 major campuses in SE London & Kent 

Hertfordshire    (17,000) 2 campuses at Hatfield  

Huddersfield    (14,000) nr. town centre 

Kingston    (17,000) 4 campuses in Kingston area 

Leeds Beckett    (18,000) main campus nr. city centre + 1 other site 

Lincoln     (9,000)  main campus + 1 other in Lincoln, 1 nearby + 1 in   

                          Hull 

Liverpool Hope    (5,000)  campus is 5 miles from city centre 

Liverpool John Moores   (17,000) 2 main campuses in & nr. city centre 

London Metropolitan   (12,000) several sites in City of London + extended  

       “campus” along Holloway Rd 

London South Bank   (10,000) main campus is in Elephant & Castle area 

Manchester Metropolitan  (24,000) main campus nr. city centre + other campuses in  

       Manchester area + 1 each in Crewe and Alsager   

       (35 miles away) 

Middlesex    (14,000) campuses in Barnet, Hendon + Trent Park 

Northampton    (9,000)  main campus is 2 miles from town centre 

Northumbria    (19,000) main campus is nr. Newcastle city centre 

Nottingham Trent   (20,000) main campus is in centre of Nottingham 

Oxford Brookes    (11,000) main campus is on edge of Oxford + 2 others 

Plymouth    (21,000) main campus is in city centre + 1 in Exeter 

Portsmouth    (17,000) main campus is in city centre 

Roehampton    (6,000)  4 colleges nr. Richmond Park 

Sheffield Hallam   (22,000) 2 sites in and nr. city centre 

Southampton Solent   (10,000) main campus is in city centre 

Staffordshire    (10,000) main campuses at Stoke + Stafford 

Sunderland    (10,000) 3 campuses in Sunderland 

Teesside    (9,000)  campus nr. centre of Middlesbrough 

Univ for the Creative Arts  (5,000)  art colleges at Canterbury, Epsom, Farnham,   

       Maidstone and Rochester 

Univ. of the Arts, London  (14,000) 6 art colleges: Camberwell, C St. Martin’s,   

       Chelsea, London Colleges of Fashion &    

       Communication and Wimbledon 

West London     (7,000)  main campuses in Ealing + Brentford 

Westminster    (12,000) campuses in central London + Harrow 

Winchester    (5,000)  main campus is on edge of city 

Wolverhampton   (12,000) 2 sites near city + campuses in Walsall +  

       Telford (16 miles away) 

Worcester    (7,000)  campus is ½ mile from city centre 

York St. John    (4,000)  campus is in city centre 

 

SCOTLAND 

(1) Medieval foundations 

Aberdeen    (11,000) main site 1 mile from city centre 

Edinburgh    (18,000) 3 main sites in the city 

Glasgow    (16,000) 2 miles from city centre 
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St Andrews    (6,000)  in “city” centre 

 

(2) “red brick” & “white tile” (est 1882-1966) 

Dundee     (9,000)  main campus is nr. city centre + 1 at Kirkcaldy  

       (30 miles away) 

Heriot-Watt    (6,000)  on campus 8 miles from Edinburgh + campuses  

       in Galashiels (37 miles) + Orkney 

Stirling     (6,000)  on greenfield campus 3 miles from Stirling 

Strathclyde    (12,000) main campus is in centre of Glasgow 

 

(3) New Universities (est as Univs. 1992 -) 

Abertay Dundee   (4,000)  4 sites in central Dundee 

Edinburgh Napier   (9,000)  main campus is 3 miles from centre of Edinburgh 

Glasgow Caledonian   (11,000) 2 sites in Glasgow 

Queen Margaret, Edinburgh  (3,000)  new campus at Musselburgh 

Robert Gordon    (7,000)  2 main campuses in/nr. Aberdeen 

Univ. of the Highlands & Islands (4,000)  13 college bases from Perth to Shetland Isles 

West of Scotland   (10,000) campuses in Paisley (7 miles from Glasgow), Ayr, 

       Dumfries & Hamilton 

 

WALES 

(1) “red brick” & “white tile” (est. 1872-1971) 

Aberystwyth    (8,000)  main campus is nr. town centre 

Bangor     (7,000)  main campus is nr. “city” centre 

Cardiff     (17,000) main campus is in city centre 

Swansea    (10,000) main campus is 2 miles West of city centre; new Bay  

         Campus is 1.5 miles East of city centre 

Univ. of Wales Trinity St. David  (7,000)  2 campuses in Lampeter and Carmarthen  

 

(2) New Universities (est. as universities 1992 -) 

Cardiff Metropolitan   (8,000)  5 sites within 4 miles of city centre 

Glyndwr    (4,000)  2 campuses in/near centre of Wrexham 

South Wales    (16,000) greenfield campus nr. Pontypridd + media centre 

       in Cardiff; campuses in Newport + Caerleon 

Swansea Metropolitan    (4,000)  5 sites in or near city centre  

 

 

NORTHERN IRELAND 

(1)  “red brick” 

Queen’s, Belfast   (14,000) ½ mile from city centre 

 

(2)   “white tile”/ex-polytechnic 

Ulster     (16,000) campuses in Coleraine, Jordanstown, Derry +   

       Belfast 

 

Note also: 

 

Smaller specialist colleges which gained full university status in 2012-4 

Bishop Grosseteste University  (2,000)  in centre of Lincoln  

Leeds Trinity University   (3,000)  in Horsforth, NW of city centre 

Newman University   (2,000)  in SW Birmingham 

St Mary’s University    (3,000)  Twickenham, London 

University College Birmingham  (3,000)  in city centre 

University of St. Mark and St. John (2,000)  just north of Plymouth centre 
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Art and Design: 

The Arts University Bournemouth  (3,000)  2 miles from town centre 

Falmouth University   (4,000)  main campus in town centre 

Norwich University of the Arts  (2,000)  in city centre 

The Glasgow School of Art  (1,000)  in city centre  

 

Land and Property-related courses: 

Harper Adams University   (2,000)  10 miles from Telford 

Royal Agricultural University      (900)  1 mile from Cirencester  

 

 

Performing Arts: 

Birmingham Conservatoire    in central Birmingham 

Leeds College of Music     in central Leeds 

Liverpool Institute for the Performing Arts   (700) in central Liverpool 

Guildhall School of Music and Drama         (500) in central London 

Mountview Academy of Theatre Arts            (400) London N22 

Royal Academy of Dance          (100) Battersea, London 

Royal College of Music           (400) in central London (opposite Albert Hall) 

Royal Northern College of Music         (500) in central Manchester 

Royal Scottish Academy of Music and Drama  in Glasgow 

Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama     (500) in central Cardiff 

Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance (600) in central London 

 

Private universities which gained full university status in 2012-3 

Business and Law: 

BPP University       Business college is in City of London; study centres in 

       Abingdon, Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge, Leeds, 

       Liverpool + Manchester 

Regent’s University, London  (4,000)  in Regent’s Park, London 

The University of Law     in central London 

 

Pearson College     in Central London 

                 (offers degrees in Business + Law validated by Royal Holloway)  

 

Humanities: 

The New College of the Humanities (56 in 2012-3)    in central London 

(opened September 2012) 

 

Universities specialising in part-time study 

Birkbeck, Univ. of London   (900 FT + 11,000 PT) in central London 

The Open University    (5 FT + 157,000 PT!)  HQ in Milton Keynes 

Arden University (private)  (8,000)   HQ in Coventry 
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The advantages of a “sandwich” course at university 

 
A “sandwich” course is a course which includes at least one period based in a placement, often in industry or 

commerce, away from the university: i.e., the placement(s) = the filling of the sandwich. 

 

The most common type of sandwich course is the “thick sandwich”:  i.e., one long placement, usually in Year 

3.  For instance, many Modern Languages courses have the structure: 

 

 Year 1-2   university 

 Year 3    year abroad 

 Year 4    university 

 

 Note that the year abroad might be spent in a variety of ways: 

(i) teaching in a school; 

(ii) studying at a university; 

(iii) working in an industrial placement. 

 

There are other types of sandwich course.  Brunel University, for instance, pioneered the “thin sandwich”: i.e., 

two shorter periods in a placement, alternating with periods in the university. 

 

Sandwich courses are offered in a large number of subjects, including Business, Engineering, Finance, 

Psychology and Sport Studies. 

 

Although courses with a sandwich element are usually one year longer as a result, there can be significant 

advantages to opting for this type of course: 

• financial: a salary is paid during periods of work. 

• security of work during the period at university. 

• a practical dimension is given to the academic side of the course. 

• personal development, including acquisition of new skills through full-time work. 

• insight into potential areas of employment: the opportunity to see a variety of areas within the same 

firm or in different firms. 

• possibility of full-time employment with the placement company after graduation. 

• a competitive edge in applying for graduate careers. 

 

Not everyone is suited to such a course: some might see the placement as an unwelcome interruption to full-

time study.  However, there are significant advantages to embarking on such a course, if your university 

subject is likely to lead to a career in a similar area. 

 

In researching the placement element in these courses, it is important to check the following: 

• the amount of assistance given by the university in finding a placement. 

• the variety of placements available and the scope for students to choose. 

• the amount of support given by the university while the student is in a placement. 

• whether/how the student’s performance in the placement is assessed as part of the ultimate degree 

result. 

• how much pay would be received by students on these placements. 

 

Bearing in mind these criteria, as well as the academic component offered by the university (the bread of the 

sandwich), we feel that the following universities offer some good sandwich courses in “vocational” subjects. 

 

Aston, Bath, Bournemouth, Brunel, Harper Adams, Hertfordshire, Lancaster, Loughborough, 

Northumbria, Nottingham Trent, Oxford Brookes, Plymouth, Portsmouth, Surrey. 
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Case studies 

 

The following case studies of recent students indicate the value of such courses in securing employment, even 

if, in some cases, the student had mediocre A Level results. 

 

Student A 

Bath   International Management with Spanish  (2:1 degree)    

“I feel Bath’s IMML programme is excellent.  An academic programme will only get you so far, and the year in 

industry adds real world credibility to Bath’s graduates.” 

(International Banker – HSBC Canada) 

 

Student B 

Bath   Physics       (2:1 degree)   

“My placement year with BAE Systems was a very important part of the degree. Bath Uni.’s Physics Dept. is 

very good at providing placements.” 

(started his own business 1 year after graduation: In-CarPC Ltd – car computer systems) 

 

Student C 

Loughborough  Banking, Finance and Management   (2:1 degree)   

“My placement at Ernst & Young was extremely useful for putting theory into practice and learning a huge 

range of skills. I would highly recommend it.” 

(given full-time post by Ernst & Young on graduation; now with Credit Suisse) 

 

Student D 

Plymouth  Civil and Coastal Engineering (MEng)      

“My 12 month placement at Red 7Marine doing Marine Construction has been a great insight. Plymouth’s 

placement department actively advertised placements and gave advice.” 

 

Student E  

Sheffield Hallam Computing: Networks & Communications  (2:1 degree)    

“I worked for Johnson & Johnson.  I strongly recommend a sandwich course because it matures you further and 

gives you a lot extra for your CV.  Employers increasingly want good work experience.  A degree is no longer 

always enough.” 

 

 

Look at the “Rate My Placement” website for further feedback from students who have undertaken 

“sandwich” placements: www.ratemyplacement.co.uk . It includes videos with advice on “Assessment 

Centres”, “The Perfect C.V.”, “Internships & Work Experience”, “About Psychometric Tests”, “Interview Tips”, 

“Interview Techniques in Detail”. 
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Application to Oxford and Cambridge 
 
(1) Who should apply? 

 

These universities are looking for students who are academically very able, enjoy challenging academic work 

and have a very real enthusiasm for their chosen course. 

 

In the 2013-4 application cycle, 3,448 students were accepted by Cambridge from 16,752 applicants. Of those 

offering A Level, 97% achieved at least A*AA at A Level.  GCSE results are looked at as a performance 

indicator; most applicants have at least 4 or 5 As or A*s at GCSE. (Cambridge Admissions’ Website) 

 

In the 2013-4 application cycle, 3,161 students were accepted by Oxford from 17,848 applicants. Of those 

offering A Level, 90% achieved at least A*AA at A Level. Applications to Oxford have risen 46% in the last 10 

years.  Applicants should have a “strong” GCSE profile: a large majority of A* and A grades. (Oxford 

Admissions’ Website) 

 

It is important that a school’s applicants focus on the high grades needed at A Level, and are not lulled into a 

false sense of their national standing by good or even outstanding results at GCSE. 

 

The serious applicants from the start of the Sixth Form have demonstrated commitment to their subjects by 

thoughtful reading and other research into their chosen subjects. Applicants’ commitment to independent 

reading during the summer vacation before application is a very significant test of their enthusiasm. Advice 

on appropriate reading should be sought from the appropriate subject teachers and/or the Careers Dept.. 

 

46,000 UCAS applicants gained AAA at A Level in 2012, and Oxford and Cambridge have space for only a 

fraction of them. Oxford only guarantees an interview to 20% of their Medicine applicants, the 20% with the 

best results in the BMAT test in early November. Similar screening is done by Oxford and Cambridge in those 

subjects which also have tests in early November. Other subjects have tests at the time of interview. 

Performance in these tests is an important criterion in selection. 

 

The interview is a crucial part of the selection process. Cambridge has stated that at interview tutors are 

looking for: 

- genuine passion for the subject(s) chosen; 

- appropriateness of the course chosen; 

- motivation, commitment and organisation; 

- enthusiasm for complex and challenging ideas; 

- clarity of thought and analytical ability; 

- intellectual flexibility; 

- (where appropriate)  vocational/professional commitment 

       budding interpersonal skills 

 

Cambridge stresses that “excellence in an extra curricular activity will not compensate for lower academic 

potential”, and we have heard similar statements from Oxford. 

 

As small tutorials are a key part of the teaching at Oxford and Cambridge, an applicant should be keen on 

defending a point of view orally, listening to other points of view and collating in discussion a number of  

conflicting threads. An applicant should relish the possibility of being taught by professional academics with 

international reputations in their field. Students should expect to work hard and independently. 
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(2) The application process  

 

It is vital that the school knows about any Choral or Instrumental Award applications before 1 July 2016, as 

applications need to be sent to colleges before 1 September. 

 

All applicants, including former students, must submit a paper copy of their UCAS form to the Careers 

Department by 30 September 2016. We have many forms to process and the 15 October deadline stated by 

Oxford and Cambridge is not the boys’ deadline. 

 

It is not permitted to apply to both Oxford and Cambridge (except Organ Scholarship applicants). 

 

Mr. Dawson oversees the preparation process. Each applicant will have an Academic Mentor, who will 

probably be the relevant Head of Department, if the application is for a subject currently studied. Advice on 

criteria for choosing a college is available from the Careers Department. 

 

Applicants will be required to fill in a log book (recording relevant reading, work experience and academic 

input), so that the progress of their application for entrance tests, submission of written work and interviews 

can be monitored. 

 

Check carefully what is required for a particular subject. Some subjects require an entrance test to be taken in 

early November; others require tests to be taken at interview. Some subjects require written work to be 

submitted. If so, prepare this in good time, so that there is plenty of time for this to be commented on and 

improved before the deadline. Regurgitated coursework is unlikely to be satisfactory. 

 

There is a Practice Interview Evening, with other local schools, in November. We try to ensure that at least one 

of the two interviewers has not taught the student. Other interviews are available on request. 

 

Decisions are communicated to applicants early in January. Some Cambridge applicants are placed in the 

“Pool”, from which candidates might be fished out for further interview in January. Some of these will receive 

offers. 

 

Change for 2016-7 cycle: Cambridge is now joining Oxford in requiring applicants for many subjects to sit an 

entrance test on 2 November 2016. 

 

 

Further details: 

 

Cambridge admissions: 

http://www.study.cam.ac.uk/undergraduate/  

 

Oxford admissions: 

http://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/index.html  

 

On November admissions tests: 

http://www.admissionstestingservice.org/ 

 

 

Feedback from former applicants  

(N.B. most profiles seem genuine, but some look bogus: e.g., it is not possible to apply to All Souls Oxford as 

an undergraduate!): 

www.oxbridge-admissions.info 
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Medicine, Dentistry and Veterinary Medicine 

 

All applicants, including former students, must submit a paper copy of their UCAS form to us by 30 

September 2016. We have many forms to process and the 15 October deadline stated by UCAS for these 

subjects is not the boys’ deadline. 

 

These are the most competitive of vocational subjects for university entry (e.g., Edinburgh had 2,068 

applicants for 199 places in Medicine in 2013-4).  The selection procedure at all medical / dental / vet schools 

is rigorous.  Students are allowed to apply to only 4 schools, but may apply for a different subject as their 5th 

choice.  

 

Nearly all medical / dental / vet schools will interview a short list of applicants as part of their selection 

process.  The interviewers will review both your academic and personal qualities. Interviews might be of a 

traditional format or Multiple Mini Interviews (MMI): a series of 6-10 stations of perhaps 8 minutes each, 

ranging from questions on videos to role play. MMIs test resilience. 

 

Academic qualities 

 

• A history of consistently strong academic performance is important, and A-level predictions of AAA will be 

required as a starting point. A* grades are now starting to be introduced into offers as well. 

• Medical / dental / vet schools may have specific GCSE or A-level requirements, and the up-to-date picture 

must be fully researched before applying.  If there are any queries, do not hesitate to contact the medical 

school directly, by telephone or e-mail. 

• Do not be fooled by bland statements of GCSE entry requirements: many applicants will have 8 or more 

A* grades. 

• Medical schools will mainly screen applicants firstly by their academic track record plus admissions tests, 

and secondly by their UCAS Personal Statement. 

 

 Personal qualities 

 

• Personal qualities sought include: 

- vocation/commitment, and empathy (based on relevant work experience) 

- resilience (to withstand the long training programme) 

- personal management skills (to cope with the volume of work) 

- good stress control 

- willingness to take responsibility 

- good problem-solving abilities 

- IT skills 

- broad interests, with pro-social attitudes 

- enthusiasm for independent learning. 

• The student must also be healthy and physically capable of fulfilling the role of a doctor.  Disability (of any 

sort) is a challenging issue and, if there is any doubt, advice should be sought early.  Poor hearing and poor 

vision are problems which would prevent a person becoming a doctor.  Disclosure on the UCAS application 

is important: to withhold information (e.g. dyslexia) would be regarded as deception (applicants with a 

dyslexia diagnosis should make direct contact with the Medical School to enquire what support is 

available). 

• Integrity is essential, and, after a formal offer has been made by a Medical School, enhanced clearance 

through the Criminal Records Bureau will be required (this will reveal cautions, warnings, and offences).  

Any offence involving assault, or a record of drug-related incidents, would be likely to prejudice an 

application. 
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Work experience 

 

• This is extremely important.  As well as being a test of your commitment, it will show you the critical 

significance of good communication (interpersonal) skills.  For Veterinary Medicine there may be a 

minimum requirement: e.g. Nottingham looks for at least 6 weeks’ animal-related work experience before 

application.  For Medics, work experience does not necessarily have to be in hospitals or GPs’ surgeries 

(which can be difficult to achieve because of issues of Health and Safety and patient confidentiality).  

Experience with people, however, is very important indeed, and could include working with the elderly or 

disabled.  You are encouraged to talk to a variety of people employed in the NHS, to be fully aware of what 

is involved.  A long list of work experience is much less useful than perceptive and reflective commentary 

on it in the Personal Statement. 

 

Admissions tests 

 

All applicants to Medicine/ Dentistry / Vet. Med. are high-achievers, and admissions tests will provide 

additional information on the applicants, thus helping to discriminate between them.  These tests, BMAT and 

UKCAT, are challenging even for those who will achieve the highest grades at A-level.   

 

BMAT (the BioMedical Admissions Test) 

Some med/vet schools will require the BMAT test.  This test is taken at School early in November in the Upper 

Sixth year, and entries are made through the School Examinations Office in September.  See 

www.admissionstests.cambridgeassessment.org.uk/adt  

 

UKCAT (the UK Clinical Aptitude Test) 

Most medical and dental schools now require this. Applicants must themselves register (and pay) for the test 

online, from May in their Lower Sixth year, and arrange to take the online test during the summer (this is the 

student’s responsibility).  See www.ukcat.ac.uk 

 

Be prepared 

 

• It is generally recognised that early applications are often the strongest.  Do not delay unnecessarily. 

• Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for applicants to have forecasts of AAA and still not receive any 

interviews or offers.  It is in your interests to prepare yourself and your Personal Statement to the best of 

your ability. 

• Attend relevant school society meetings regularly and be willing to give talks and ask questions. 

 

Other useful websites 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-of-health/about  – provides very useful 

background on the health and social care system. 

www.gmc-uk.org and click on “Education and training” – General Medical Council website 

www.wanttobeadoctor.co.uk – created by a group of medical students at University of Leeds. 

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/medicalschool/undergraduate/mbbs-admissions/faqs/select.pdf  – UCL’s procedure for 

selecting applicants for interview and offers is particularly clear.  

 

A useful book 

Among the many that might be recommended, one stands out for its insight into issues involving patients and 

colleagues for someone training to be a doctor. Each chapter could be taken as the basis for a seminar discussion. 

 

“Direct Red : a Surgeon’s Story”  Gabriel Weston  Vintage 2010 (£7.99) ISBN 9780099520696  
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What A Level grades do I need, in order to apply to the most selective universities? 

 
The “most selective” universities, for the vast majority of degree courses, are those which were members of The 

Russell Group and The 1994 Group in 2012 : i.e., leading UK research universities. These are: 

 

 Bath   Glasgow      Queen Mary   Reading 

 Birmingham  Imperial      Royal Holloway  St. Andrew’s 

 Bristol   Lancaster        SOAS     Sheffield 

 Cambridge  Leeds             University College  Southampton 

 Cardiff   Leicester   Loughborough   Surrey 

 Durham  Liverpool   Manchester      Sussex 

 East Anglia  London:   Newcastle   Warwick 

 Edinburgh     Goldsmiths’   Nottingham   York 

 Essex      King’s College   Oxford 

 Exeter      LSE    Queen’s Belfast 

 

I have listed below how many of these universities require A*AA, AAA, AAB, etc., at full A Level against most of the 

undergraduate degree subjects which they offer. 

 

Please note: 

1. For science & engineering, I have given grades required for a 4 yr. Master’s course, if offered. 

 

2. Highest grades largely reflect highest number of applicants.  

 

3. There is a lot of competition for some of the courses requiring AAA or A*AA:   

this is not just an Oxford and Cambridge issue.  

 

4. Most courses require three good A Level grades: AAC can be a severe disadvantage.  

Some courses also require a good AS grade in a fourth subject. 

 

5. These grade requirements are increasing every year: e.g., for Economics, 6 unis. needed AAA in 2008, 12 needed 

A*AA or AAA in 2010, but 20 need A*AA or AAA for 2014 entry. 

 

            A*AA+ AAA AAB ABB BBB BBC BCC  

 

Accounting & Finance    0 8 16 3 0 0 0 

American Studies    0 0 3 5 0 0 0 

Anthropology     1 4 5 6 1 0 0 

Archaeology     1 1 5 13 4 0 0 

Architecture     2 6 2 2 0 0 0 

 

Art & Design     0 2 1 6 2 0 0 

Biological Sciences    3 9 12 8 1 0 0 

Business Studies/Management   3 9 16 7 0 0 0 

Chemistry     5 6 17 3 0 0 0 

Classics/Classical Sts./Anc. History  1 3 10 6 0 0 0 

 

Computer Science    10 8 14 3 0 0 0 

Dentistry     0 12 0 0 0 0 0 

Drama/Theatre Studies    0 0 12 3 1 0 0 

Economics     11 9 10 5 0 0 0 
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            A*AA+ AAA AAB ABB BBB BBC BCC  

Engineering:      

 General     3 7 3 0 0 0 0 

 Chemical    6 7 2 0 0 0 0 

 Civil     7 9 4 0 0 0 0 

 Electrical & Electronic   3 14 10 1 0 0 0 

 Mechanical/Aeronautical  8 11 5 0 0 0 0 

 

English      3 13 14 5 0 0 0 

Environmental Science    1 2 7 6 0 0 0 

European Studies    0 0 4 4 0 0 0 

Geography     5 9 9 6 1 0 0 

Geology/Earth Sciences    3 6 11 2 0 0 0 

 

History      5 13 10 6 0 0 0 

History of Art     1 3 9 7 1 0 0 

Law      8 17 5 2 0 0 0 

Mathematics     12 16 6 1 0 0 0 

Medicine     5 22 0 0 0 0 0 

 

Modern Languages: 

 French     1 3 12 15 1 0 0 

 German    1 2 12 10 2 0 0 

 Spanish     1 2 13 14 2 0 0 

Music      1 4 10 6 2 0 0 

Pharmacology     1 5 8 2 0 0 0 

 

Philosophy     1 7 14 6 1 0 0 

Physics      12 12 7 0 0 0 0 

Politics      1 11 13 11 0 0 0 

Psychology     6 13 10 5 0 0 0 

Sociology     1 1 8 15 3 0 0 

 

Sports Science     0 4 4 4 0 0 0 

Theology/Religious Studies   1 2 6 8 1 0 0 

Veterinary Medicine    2 4 1 0 0 0 0 

 

 

Overall % for each grade requirement  13.6 29.6 34.0 20.6 2.3 0.0 0.0 

Cumulative % A*AA-BCC   13.6 43.2 77.2 97.8 100.1 100.1 100.1 

 

N.B. Results from equivalent surveys: 

for 2014 entry: Cumulative % A*AA-BCC  13.3 44.4 77.9 96.3 99.9 100.0 100.0 

for 2012 entry: Cumulative % A*AA-BCC  9.4 41.6 72.1 92.9 99.7 100.0 100.0 

for 2010 entry: Cumulative % A*AA-BCC  4.2 22.9 53.9 81.7 98.3 99.8 100.0 

for 2008 entry: Cumulative % AAA-BCC  - 16.6 43.5 71.9 93.7 99.1 100.0 

for 2006 entry: Cumulative % AAA-BCC  - 12.7 34.5 58.5 86.2 96.3 99.6  

 

Source of information: 2016 entry prospectus of each university.                    
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What is the relevance of  

the 2014 Research Excellence Framework  

to undergraduate applicants? 
 
In the 2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF) the research of 52,061 academic staff from 154 UK 

universities was peer-reviewed by 36 subject panels comprising UK and international academics, and external 

users of research. The results were published on 18th December 2014 and will be used by the four UK HE 

funding bodies to allocate c£2 billion of research funds annually from 2015-16. Details are available at 

http://www.ref.ac.uk/ . 

 

The REF gives no indication about the quality of teaching and some uni. departments keep their major 

research players away from undergraduate teaching. Most universities, however, do not, and the REF gives 

a good indication of the strength, in a crucial area, of a department, for those applicants who wish to apply 

to research-intensive universities, in which, to a large extent, students are expected to teach themselves by 

using research-based methods. Not all applicants are suited to such methods and it is important to work on 

the premise that in university choice there is no such thing as “a good university”, as what is good for some 

students is certainly not good for others. 

 

This is the seventh such research assessment: the others, called Research Assessment Exercises (RAE), were in 

1986, 1989, 1992, 1996, 2001 and 2008. For the first time in 2014 the overall quality profile awarded to each 

submission is derived from three elements that were assessed: 

1. The quality of research outputs. As in 2008. (65% of the overall quality profile).  

2. The social, economic and cultural impact of research. A new feature. (20%). 

3. The research environment. Assessed differently in 2008. (15%). 

 

The results for 2014 have been produced as “overall quality profiles”, which show the percentage of research 

activity in each submission judged to have met each of the 4 quality levels 4* to 1* or to have been below 1*: 

 

quality in terms of originality, significance & rigour  UK overall % at this level 

4*  world-leading      30  

3*  internationally excellent but not world-leading  46  

2*  internationally recognised    20  

1*  nationally recognised     3  

Unclassified not nationally recognised    1  

 

It should be noted that universities were not required to submit the work of all research-active staff, but the 

number of FTE (full-time equivalent) research-active staff submitted is shown against each subject and 

institution profile. 

 

In order to make comparisons, “Times Higher Education” (THE) has produced a “grade-point average” score: a 

subject score of 4.0 would indicate that 100% of that institution’s work is judged to be 4*. 

 

I am to an extent sceptical about such statistical results, and this scepticism has been reflected regularly in the 

THE and shared by REF and RAE participants whom I have met across the UK in recent years: for instance, the 

rush to get prominent researchers transferred from one uni. to another before the deadline has made the 

January “transfer window” in football look like a kick-about in the park. However, I do believe that the 2014 

REF has value for prospective university applicants.  Moreover, the fact that the THE league tables constructed 

from the results are based on peer review rather than suspect criteria and weightings attributed by non-

specialists makes them more significant. 

 

I think that a major benefit of the 2014 REF is that its results should warn us against stereotyping. 
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1. Cambridge, Oxford, LSE and Imperial remain the leading research institutions in the UK, but they are 

far from dominant in all subjects. 

 

As in 1996, 2001 and 2008 RAEs, the “Big Four” still head the THE “Table of Excellence”.  

 

Of universities offering a full range of subjects Cambridge and Oxford are dominant (they submitted 

respectively to 32 and 31 out of the 36 subject panels): Cambridge was ranked 1st or 2nd in 31% of its 

subject submissions, Oxford in 39%; Cambridge was ranked 3rd to 10th in 50% of its subject 

submissions, Oxford in 45%.  

 

However, Cambridge was ranked outside the top 10 in 6 subjects (19%) and Oxford in 5  subjects 

(16%): 

 

Cambridge: Archaeology (19th=); Politics and International Sts. (14th); Sociology (12th);  

English Language and Literature (25th=); Philosophy (14th); Music (30th=) 

 

Oxford: Anthropology (14th); Modern Languages and Linguistics (32nd); English Language and Literature 

(13th); Theology and Religious Sts. (12th); Art and Design: History, Practice and Theory (36th=). 

 

Of more specialist institutions Imperial and LSE (14 subject submissions each) are dominant: Imperial 

was ranked 1st or 2nd in 21% of its subject submissions, but was ranked 3rd to 10th in the remaining 79% 

of its submissions; LSE was ranked 1st or 2nd in 50% of its subject submissions, and 3rd to 10th in 29%.  

 

In 3 subjects (21%) LSE was ranked outside the top 10: Mathematical Scis. (27th); Anthropology (15th); 

History (21st=). 

 

It is notable that the profile of Essex, which also made 14 submissions (also mostly in Arts & Social 

Scis.), again rivals LSE in areas where the latter has been traditionally dominant: 

   LSE  Essex 

Economics 2nd   7th   

Philosophy 5th=  9th= 

Politics  2nd   1st  

Sociology 8th   7th   

 

  

2. The term “Russell Group” is not synonymous with “the élite research universities”.  

 Many, but by no means all 24 Russell Group universities fill the top 24 places in the THE “Table of 

Excellence”. 

 

The Russell Group consists of the following 24 universities/colleges: Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge, 

Cardiff, Durham, Edinburgh, Exeter, Glasgow, Imperial, KCL, Leeds, Liverpool, LSE, Manchester, 

Newcastle, Nottingham, Queen Mary, Queen’s Belfast, Oxford, Sheffield, Southampton, UCL, Warwick, 

York. The group was founded in 1994 to represent their common interests through “an association of 

leading UK research-intensive universities”, although some of their publicity suggests that they are 

“the leading UK research-intensive universities”.  

 

If one discounts two small specialist institutions (Institute of Cancer Research and London School of 

Hygiene & Tropical Medicine) which only made a combined total of 4 subject submissions, only 18 

members of the Russell Group have got into the top 23 in the THE table. Universities not in the Russell 

Group feature prominently: Bath (12th=), Lancaster (16th=), St Andrews (19th=), East Anglia (21st). 24th 

place is shared by 2 non-Russell Group (Royal Holloway and Swansea) and 2 Russell Group (Newcastle 

and Nottingham), while the following Russell Group universities are further down the order: Exeter 

(28th), Birmingham (29th=), Liverpool (31st=), Queen’s Belfast (40th=). 
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About a quarter of the top 10 entries in the 36 subject tables are non-Russell Group universities: East 

Anglia, Essex and St Andrews are in the top 10 in 6 tables, Bath and Royal Holloway in 5. 1st place is 

claimed in 5 of the tables by Aberdeen, Bath, Essex, Reading and Strathclyde. 

 

3. The overall quantity and standard of research submitted by “post-1992” universities varies greatly. 

Some are matching the standard of older universities. 

 

Positions 54th-87th= in the THE table show an overlap between “old” and “new” universities which 

submitted to 10 or more panels. The overlap is greater than in 2008. In descending order (pre-1992 

unis. underlined): 

 

Ulster (54th=) and Open, Goldsmiths, Keele, Aberystwyth, Brighton, Roehampton, SOAS,  Liverpool 

John Moores, Sheffield Hallam, Portsmouth, Plymouth, Manchester Met., Westminster, Northumbria, 

East London, Hull, West of England, Brunel, De Montfort, Oxford Brookes, Huddersfield, Birmingham 

City, Hertfordshire, Nottingham Trent, Middlesex, Salford & Lincoln (87th=). 

 

 

4. Although there is remarkably little difference in the rank order of universities in the THE 

 tables for the 2001 and 2008 RAEs and for the 2014 REF, especially in the top half of the 

 tables, several universities have shifted position dramatically. 

 

As fewer subject submissions are, in general, made by universities in the bottom half of the table, 

fluctuations there might be considered less significant. I have considered here only universities that 

have made 10 or more subject submissions. 

 

The biggest climbers among pre-1992 universities between 2008 RAE and 2014 REF: 

 

+26 Swansea (52→26; +39 since 2001) 

+16 Cardiff (22→6; +2 since 2001) 

+15  KCL (22→7; +16 since 2001) 

 +12 East Anglia (35→23; +12 since 2001) 

+12 Heriot-Watt (45→33; +21 since 2001) 

+10 Bangor (52→42; +8 since 2001) 

 

 

 The biggest fallers among pre-1992 universities between 2008 RAE and 2014 REF: 

 

-30 SOAS (31→61; -31 since 2001) 

-26 Salford (61→87; -48 since 2001) 

-24 Essex (11→35; -25 since 2001) 

-21 Loughborough (28→49; -10 since 2001) 

-18 Kent (31→49; -3 since 2001) 

-13 Aberystwyth (45→58; +2 since 2001) 

-13 Hull (59→72; -19 since 2001) 

-12 Brunel (63→75; -23 since 2001) 

-10 Surrey (35→45; -20 since 2001) 

-10 Sussex (30→40; -9 since 2001) 

 

The biggest climbers among post-1992 universities between 2008 RAE and 2014 REF: 

 

+25 Sheffield Hallam (88→63; +4 since 2001) 

 +20 Liverpool Hope (127→107; +23 since 2001) 

 +19 Liverpool John Moores (81→62; +24 since 2001) 

 +18 Edge Hill (124→106; +20 since 2001) 

 +13 Canterbury Christ Church (111→98; +20 since 2001) 

 +11 Northumbria (81→70; +29 since 2001) 
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The biggest fallers among post-1992 universities between 2008 RAE and 2014 REF: 

 

-25 Hertfordshire (58→83; +10 since 2001) 

 -23 Derby (96→119; +8 since 2001) 

-22 Leeds Beckett (88→110; -18 since 2001) 

 

Although prospective undergraduate applicants and their advisers should in many cases benefit from careful 

consideration of the REF 2014 results and the websites of individual university departments, which give the 

detail of the research interests of academic staff, it is, of course, more important that they focus on teaching 

rather than research quality: e.g., how the curriculum is delivered, the nature and amount of contact time, the 

size of classes, the availability of academic staff for individual discussion. My research among current students 

suggests that there are often very great differences between departments in the same university, in teaching 

as in research. Rely on “blind brand-name loyalty” at your peril! 

 

Philip Rogerson 

December 2014 
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School Policy on University Visits 

 
The overall aim is for a boy to gain maximum insight into universities and courses, while causing minimum 

disruption to school life, especially teaching time. 

 

Open Days are not necessarily the best opportunity to learn about a university. 

 

Lower Sixth Form 

 

Boys are encouraged to visit universities during the Half Term holidays and Long Exeats:  

i.e., when undergraduates are in residence. 

 

The Careers Department keeps records of O.S. undergraduates at universities, and boys are encouraged to 

take advantage of these contacts, when they visit. 

 

The Careers Department arranges a visit to Oxford in late January. 

 

In the period from Lent Half Term holiday until after the end of AS examinations in Trinity Term (i.e., mid-

February to mid-June), boys should not go on any university visits which involve missing any academic periods. 

 

The Careers Department arranges a visit for all Lower Sixth Form boys to visit a university after Trinity Term 

examinations. 

 

Upper Sixth Form 

 

There are various types of university visit: e.g., 

- before submitting a UCAS form 

- after submitting a UCAS form: - before an offer is made 

- after an offer is made 

 

An interview might be included either as part of the selection process or as a chance to get to know the 

department better. 

 

While recognising that priority should be given to minimising disruption to curricular time, we should also be 

sensitive to the fact that choosing a university is a crucial decision to be made by a boy during this year. 

 

All visits will be considered on an individual basis. The final decision will rest with the Head of Sixth Form 

(Mr. Cameron). 

 

The procedure is as follows: 

 

1. At least ONE WEEK before the proposed visit, the boy must collect a green form from Mr. Cameron. 

 

2. The boy must complete his section of the form. 

 

3. One of the boy’s parents should sign the following declaration of consent on the form: “We are 

happy to allow our son to go on this visit and we are aware that whilst out of School he will be our 

responsibility. We are happy with the travel arrangements he has made and (if appropriate) consent 

to him being driven by the above named driver. We acknowledge that the School has not undertaken 

any formal risk assessments for this activity”. An emergency contact for the parent should also be 

given. 
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N.B. If parents are not available to sign the form, an emailed, faxed or written letter of parental 

consent must be attached to the form. 

 

4. The boy’s Housemaster should sign the form, giving his consent. 

 

5. The Housemaster should send the form to the External Visits’ Coordinator (Dr. Hamon) the day 

before departure at the latest. 

 

Any boy who is to be absent for such a visit should give as much notice as possible to those who teach him 

on the day(s) affected. He should also consult the Careers Department, who might be able to offer contacts 

or suggest important questions to ask about a particular department or university. 
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International (non-UK) Higher Education 
 

Since the rise in UK tuition fees in recent years there has been more interest from UK applicants in 

opportunities to study at universities abroad. 

 

We advise those considering this option to ask the same questions which they should ask of any UK university: 

e.g., 

- Am I likely to be interested in the course content and the course structure, including methods of 

assessment, possible integrated work placements, areas of possible specialisation? 

- What is the contact time? How frequent are tutorials/classes/seminars, where I can talk about the 

course with an academic member of staff? How many students are there in such groups? 

- What is the provision for accommodation and extra-curricular activities? 

 

In addition, it is important to consider other issues, such as: 

- What is the match between the level I will have reached in A Level subjects and the entry level 

required/desirable at the university abroad? Is there a good match, or will I be over- or under-

stretched? 

- How much will I need to pay in tuition and living costs? Will I need to pay tuition fees at the start of 

each year? Will this represent value for money, when compared with an equivalent course at a UK 

university? 

- What recognition will be given to this degree in the UK? This is particularly important, if the degree is 

part of a professional qualification. 

- What evidence is there of career paths of the UK students from this degree programme? 

- What support network would be in place, if I had a medical or other emergency? 

- Is this university one which particularly attracts local students and therefore largely clears at 

weekends? 

- Are there cultural or climatic issues which I need to consider? 

 

USA 

 

There are over 4,000 universities in the USA.  

 

Most international students opt for 4 year “Liberal Arts” programmes: a range of subjects is studied in the 

early years, with specialisation particularly in the last 2 years. 

 

Tuition fees vary greatly: $10k-$55k p.a.. US unis. are more expensive than UK unis. and US private unis. are 

more expensive than most US public unis.. 

 

There is no equivalent of UCAS, but over 500 US colleges and universities use The Common Application, in 

order to provide a common, standardised form for prospective undergraduates. Applications are significantly 

different from UK applications (e.g., extra-curricular activities in a personal statement are more likely to be 

relevant) and SAT standardised tests will probably need to be sat. 

 

Do not choose a short list from unreliable ranking lists or brand-name prejudice: remember that the term “Ivy 

League” was coined by a sports’ commentator, the 8 member colleges have significant differences, but one 

major similarity – a hugely competitive entry! 

 

It is important to start research early: i.e., before the end of Trinity (Summer) Term 2014 for 2015 entry. 

 

The Educational Advisory Service of the US-UK Fulbright Commission is the best starting point for advice on 

univs. in USA: www.fulbright.co.uk/study-in-the-us 
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A useful book: 

 “The Good Schools Guide: Uni in the USA ” – A Fishburn (Lucas Publications 2015, 4th edition- ISBN 0978-1- 

909963-04-7) There are chapters on individual “big name” universities. The most useful section is the guide to 

application written by Anthony Nemecek, formerly Director of The Educational Advisory Service of the US-UK 

Fulbright Commission, who now runs a consultancy: education@ajnemecek.com    www.ajnemecek.com 

 

One interesting recent development has been the establishment of satellite campuses by some prominent US 

unis. in the Middle East. New York Abu Dhabi, for instance, offers an exciting opportunity with very generous 

financial support to students who are academically able, have a global outlook and have demonstrated 

leadership ability. 

 

InTuition Scholarships ( www.student-scholarships.com ) negotiate with 120 US unis. to find appropriate 

scholarships for individual students. 

 

Australia & New Zealand 

 

Australia has 18 universities (including an elite “Group of Eight”); New Zealand has 8. 

 

The education systems are based on the UK model, but the academic year runs February to November. 

 

Some programmes might attract by their environment (e.g., Marine Biology, Sport Sciences) or entry 

requirements (e.g., lower for Veterinary Medicine than in UK). 

 

Consult the Study Options website: www.studyoptions.com . They offer a free, independent service to support 

UK applicants. 

 

Europe 

 

There is an increasing number of universities across most countries in continental Europe offering degree 

programmes with English-medium teaching (700 by 2012). There are also 7 universities in the Irish Republic: 

they operate a similar system to UCAS, but do not make conditional offers, places being allocated after results 

are received. 

 

Some countries (e.g., Scandinavia) do not yet have tuition fees, but living costs might be high. 

 

Entry requirements are generally lower than in UK unis., but there might be stringent exams. at the end of 

Year 1. Ask about the percentage of students passing from Year 1 into Year 2. 

 

Start at European Universities’ Central Application Support Service, whose website has a database of English-

medium programmes: www.eunicas.co.uk . Guy Flouch, the Director of EUNICAS, travels extensively and is 

very well informed on evolving opportunities in Europe. 

 

See also A Star Future: www.astarfuture.co.uk  

 

Maastricht University (Netherlands) has attracted much UK interest recently:  

- 16 out of 19 undergraduate programmes are taught in English 

- It has 14,500 students, of whom 43% are international (80 from UK) 

- There is a focus on problem-based learning methods, with much group work 
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A Higher Education Vocabulary 
 

Academic Course 

This is a subject, like History or Biology, which is studied for its own sake, and which does not directly lead into 

a trade or profession. 

 

Adjustment (UCAS Adjustment) 

If you have passed your A Level exams with better results than expected and exceeded the conditions of your 

Firm choice university course, you have an opportunity to reconsider where and what to study immediately 

after you receive your results. You can approach individually any university that is offering a course which still 

has places. 

Campus University 

A university which completely takes over an area and provides its own shops, banks etc., such that the student 

living in a Hall of Residence on the campus does not have to leave it for any of the usual needs of life. 

Clearing 

Generally affects you, if you fail to get the grades needed for the universities you have chosen.  Mainly it 

happens in August, when the universities find out through the results how many places are not filled with 

qualified students.  They publish these in “The Daily Telegraph” and on the UCAS website  – and often make 

offers below their normal grades to fill the places. At this point, or any time before this, if you decline any 

offers you hold, or if your grades are not acceptable to your universities, you are “in Clearing” and can make 

approaches to universities with places and follow this up via UCAS. 

 

Degrees 

A qualification awarded by a university after a satisfactory level has been achieved. 

1st Degree  

You take it on leaving school, as an “undergraduate”.  Most of these are Honours Degrees, which are 

classified by results into 1st, 2:1, 2:2, 3rd and Fail.  They are entitled BA (Bachelor of Arts), BSc (Bachelor 

of Science), BEng (Bachelor of Engineering), but some 4 year 1st degrees are entitled MEng (Master of 

Engineering), etc.  “Ordinary Degrees” are Pass and Fail and are easier to get into, but less highly 

rated. 

Postgraduate Degrees 

(1) MSc - often a one year taught course in a specialist subject – e.g. a Geography graduate might 

do an MSc in River Management. 

(2) PhD/DPhil – is an Arts or Science research-based degree taking at least 3 years – after it you 

would be called a Doctor (non-medical). 

 

Extra (UCAS Extra) 

If you have applied through UCAS, used all five choices on your application and are not holding any offers, you 

might be able to apply through Extra for another course. In Extra, you can apply for any course with vacancies. 

Extra is open between the end of February and early July. In Extra, you apply for one course at a time. 

 

Higher Education 

University-level education.  Distinguish this from Further Education (post 16 education). 

 

Sandwich Course 

In many vocational courses, especially in engineering and business, instead of doing final exams in the 3rd year, 

students take up paid placements where they can do serious work for the firm which employs them.  Salaries 

of between £10,000 and £15,000 are common.  The students then return to university for the final year, in 

which they will often write a dissertation or extended essay, usually drawing on their placement experience.  
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This is a “thick” sandwich. Some universities run “thin” sandwiches, which are several shorter periods of 

placement. 

 

 

 

 

Students’ Union 

This is an organisation, based in a building of the same name, which provides support, food and 

entertainment.  Some can have turnovers of £10 million or so.  Some have cinemas or theatres built into 

them.  Very good ones include Cardiff, Sheffield, East Anglia, Leicester, Warwick and Birmingham. 

 

UCAS 

Universities’ and Colleges’ Admissions’ Service.  Based in Cheltenham and acts as an intermediary between 

applicants and Higher Education institutions. 

 

Vocational Course 

This is a subject, like Engineering, Medicine, Business, Law or Applied Biology, which leads towards 

employment, though it does not limit a graduate to its area. 
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Taking a Gap Year 
 

When planning a Gap Year you might like to consider some of the following issues. 

 

Reasons for taking a Gap Year 

 

• A break from academic study 

• Spend time in industry or commerce before continuing your education 

• Opportunity to travel and explore new countries and continents over an extended period and broaden 

your horizons 

• Gain new and useful skills 

• You want to do something for less privileged people or for a particular cause 

• Need to earn money for university 

• Get away from family & your usual environment 

• Set yourself new challenges 

• Gain more confidence 

• Learn how to fend for yourself 

• Time to think and to make sure you are heading in the right direction 

 

10 Things to do before you go 

 

• Get insurance 

• Have local knowledge 

• Check visas 

• Be health aware 

• Avoid drugs 

• Be careful with alcohol 

• Be vigilant 

• Take care of your belongings 

• Take enough money 

• Keep in touch 

 

1. Get insurance 

 

Make sure you take out comprehensive insurance before you go – the range of policies is vast.  Policies should 

cover:  medical (make sure they will bring you home, if necessary), legal, passport loss, ticket loss, cash loss, 

luggage and possessions, cancellation, missed flights, dangerous sports or activities, if you are going to be 

doing any, and most medical conditions. 

Do not take anything too valuable with you – leave the Rolex watch at home.  It will just make you a huge 

target. 

 

2. Have local knowledge 

 

Read up on local laws and customs to avoid offending people or breaking local laws. 

 

Check the Foreign & Commonwealth Travel Advice website – www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-abroad/    

 

3. Check visas 

 

Ensure you have the right visas 

 

4. Be health aware 

 

Check out what jabs and health care you need with your GP at least six weeks before you set off.  You may 

need to start a course of malaria tablets or the surgery may need to order in the vaccines. 
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5. Avoid drugs 

 

Be aware of the consequences of being caught with drugs in your possession.  Using drugs abroad can carry 

heavy penalties, including the death sentence; and being a British citizen won’t get you out of jail. 

 

6. Be careful with alcohol 

 

You are unlikely to be covered by your insurance, if you have an accident as a result of being completely 

drunk.  You are also a much easier target for theft, when you are reeling home in the small hours of the 

morning. 

 

7. Be vigilant 

 

Be aware of what is going on around you.  Try not to stand out from the crowd – you will stand out anyway 

because of your western clothes and appearance. 

 

Find out what areas to avoid when you first arrive. 

   

Do not put yourself in danger’s way, if you can help it. 

 

Carry a false wallet containing a bit of money, so the thief feels he has got something. 

 

Carry a squeezy lemon, as it is not illegal like pepper spray, but it might just stop them in their tracks for the 

few seconds it would take you to get away. 

 

8. Take care of your belongings 

 

Keep an eye on your belongings and lock valuables away, when you can.  Hostels have safes. 

 

Beaches and crowded streets are favourite places to catch you unawares.  Someone fell asleep on the beach 

and when he woke up he was left with just his boxer shorts – everything else had been stolen. 

 

Use a door wedge on the inside of your door at night to stop anyone coming in when you are asleep. 

 

Make copies of your tickets, passport, insurance policy (with the 24 hour emergency number), itinerary and 

contact details and leave one at home – just in case. Keep a spare in a different part of your luggage. 

 

9. Take enough money 

 

Make sure you have access to sufficient money to complete your trip or pay for a return ticket home in an 

emergency. 

 

10. Keep in touch 

 

Make sure friends and family have a travel itinerary, so they know where you will be at any given moment. 

 

Send texts or emails regularly and tell someone where you are and where you plan to go next. 
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Things to do in your Gap Year 

 

• Gain a qualification or take a course 

 

Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) 

Watersport Instructors’ Course 

Snowboard & Ski Instructors’ Course 

Cookery course 

Drama course 

Art History or cultural course 

 

YOU COULD EARN SOME MONEY AFTERWARDS & CONTINUE TO EARN MONEY IN YOUR UNIVERSITY 

HOLIDAYS 

 

• Improve or learn a language 

 

Take language course or spend time living in a country immersing yourself in their culture and 

language. 

 

• Paid work placement 

 

Year in Industry – working in commerce or an engineering company- this is a well respected scheme 

with lots of places all over the country. 

 

Deloitte ‘Scholars’ Scheme’; IBM and KPMG offer work placements. 

 

Army Gap Year Commission 

 

• Conservation project 

 

Working on game reserves and in zoos 

Protecting wildlife 

 

• Community development 

 

Working with street children in India or South America 

Building or renovating a village school in Africa 

 

• Teaching 

 

If you are keen on sport or music, maybe you could work in a prep school – OS have done this in 

Australia, NZ and South Africa. 

 

TEFL – Teaching English as a Foreign Language in any country in the world 

 

• Volunteering   (both in the UK and overseas) 

 

This really will build your confidence: discovering that you can think on your feet and cope.  There 

are even claims that volunteering can improve your health! 

 

This school has various links with charities in the UK and overseas.  If you are interested, speak with 

The Chaplain. 

 

Rank Foundation encourages and develops leadership amongst young people, supporting 

disadvantaged young people and those frail and lonely through old age and disability. 
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You might want to work in an orphanage. 

 

 

• Expedition 

 

You might have a burning ambition to climb Everest or cross the Sinai Desert. 

 

Or you could go Inter-railing round Europe or buy a round the world ticket. 

 

There is no such thing as an ideal gap year but it would be a good idea to have a range of experiences. 

 

Try to do at least 2 different things: 

 

o paid work and some volunteering 

o paid work and some conservation work 

      

You have 15 months to fill. 

 

Spending the whole year working in Tesco’s or McDonald’s will not look impressive on your CV.  You will be 

entering a very competitive job market, when you finish university, and you need to be able to stand out. 

 

Employers are going to be interested in how you spent your gap year.  It can tell them quite a lot about you as 

a person, quite separately from your academic achievements. 

 

Personal transferable skills such as problem-solving, team-working, effective communication and self-reliance 

are in great demand by employers of graduates. 

 

A well spent gap year can help you do just that. 

 

Do something that gives you a sense of achievement. 

 

Plan carefully – the devil is in the detail.  Learn everything you can about the country or countries you are 

visiting.  Find out about their cultures, transport systems, food and language. 

 

Look at the Foreign & Commonwealth Office website. Their “Know before you go” travel safety campaign is 

there to prevent common travelling traumas, risks and dangers: http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-

abroad/about-kbyg-campaign/  

 

The CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) also has a website with a World Factbook. 

 

Travel advice  

 

• Do you need a visa? 

• Passport needs to be valid for the whole of your trip 

Some countries have an immigration requirement for a passport to remain valid for a minimum period 

(usually six months) beyond the date of entry to the country. 

 

Some top tips 

 

• Make a note of the passport number, date and place of issue, and keep this separately in a safe place 

• Check the passport expiry date 

• Complete the Next of Kin details at the back 

• Leave a photocopy of your passport with a friend or relative at home 

• Take a second means of photo ID with you 

• Keep your passport in the hotel safe and carry a photocopy with you 
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• If your passport is lost or stolen overseas, contact the nearest British Consulate or Embassy 

immediately for advice.  Have all these numbers with you 

 

 

Reasons not to take a Gap Year 

 

• You want to get on and complete your education 

• It might be hard to get back to academic work if you have a long break 

• Your friends will be a year ahead of you at university 

• Academic study might suffer from interruption: e.g. high level Maths and Music.  

• You prefer to have just a 3 month break in the summer 

• It might be hard to go back to having no money 

• Your family may not be supportive of you taking a Gap Year 

• You may not be able to think of what you could do to fill 15 months constructively 

 

 

Useful Websites: 

 

Foreign & Commonwealth Office 

(travel safety and information on countries to 

be visited) 

 

 

http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travel-and-living-

abroad/travel-advice-by-country/  

CIA (Central Intelligence Agency) 

World Factbook 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/index.html  

 

Suzy Lamplugh  (travel safety) www.suzylamplugh.org 

 

Year Out Group (umbrella organisation for 

approximately 38 Gap Year companies) 

 

 

www.yearoutgroup.org 

 

Rail Europe (Inter-rail tickets) 

 

www.raileurope.co.uk 

Year in Industry 

(Engineering, Science, Computing &  

 Business Placements)                                    

www.etrust.org.uk/year_in_industry.cfm  

 

   

  

Deloitte ‘Scholars Scheme’ http://mycareer.deloitte.com/uk/en/schools/scholar-

scheme  

 

 

IBM Gap Year Programme http://www-05.ibm.com/employment/uk/school-

leavers/index.shtml   

 

 

Army Gap Year Commission    http://www.army.mod.uk/training_education/26335.aspx  
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 Alternatives to Higher Education 
 

Just because many young people go to university, do not assume that all should! 

 

Here are just some resources for those considering not going to university. 

 

www.notgoingtouni.co.uk 

A website set up by a young man specifically to make it easier for such people to find more information about 

qualifications at different levels, including different apprenticeship schemes, distance-learning-courses and 

Open University. It also contains advice on c.v. writing, interviews and related topics. 

 

www.unisnotforme.com 

Contains video clips and other advice on a variety of options: e.g., school leaver schemes, starting a business. 

 

www.direct.gov.uk/en/YoungPeople/Workandcareers/index.htm 

work experience and volunteering; planning your future career; getting your first job; your rights and 

responsibilities at work; creating your own c.v. and on-line communication with independent careers advisers 

 

www.careersbox.co.uk 

career films 

 

www.skillset.org 

industry body which supports skills and training in UK creative industries: advertising, animation, computer 

games, fashion and textiles, film, interactive media, photo imaging, publishing, radio, television. 

 

www.apprenticeships.org.uk 

apply online for vacancies; top 100 apprenticeship companies 

 

https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk 

contains careers advice, job profiles, courses, employment news, “Skills Health Check Tools” and “CV Builder”. 

 

www.directions.org.uk 

Part of the Sector Skills Council for Finance (Financial Skills Partnership): includes job vacancies in finance, 

accountancy and financial services. 

 

 

 

 

 


