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Personal statements – oxford

PurPose

from oxford’s point of view, the purpose of the personal statement is to provide additional information in the applicant’s own 
words about why they have chosen the subject and why they think they are suitable for the course. students will be neither 
successful nor unsuccessful in gaining a place at oxford on the basis of their personal statement alone. tutors understand that 
the uCas personal statement is written for up to four other university choices and therefore it cannot be tailored specifically 
for oxford, especially for those subjects, and combinations of subjects, that few other universities offer. nevertheless, it is 
helpful if the student applies to courses that are similar in nature at their university choices, otherwise writing the personal 
statement becomes more challenging. 

unlike many other universities, oxford does not use the personal statement alone to make offers, or reject applicants, as 
tutors have a huge range of more detailed information from the rest of the application beyond the uCas application. It is 
worth remembering that all of the following elements are used in order to make these decisions:

•	 Previous examinations record
•	 a level (or equivalent) predicted grades 
•	 uCas school/college reference
•	 submitted work (where requested)
•	 test results (where applicable)
•	 Contextual data
•	 Interview(s)

However, the personal statement is a helpful tool because it gives the tutors a general picture of the applicant and it may be 
used in the interview process to find out more about their motivations and interests for studying the subject.

WHat are oxford tutors lookIng for WHen tHey read tHe Personal statement?

the key issue is to find out more about why an applicant is applying for the course they have chosen: this is particularly 
important when applying for a subject that they have not studied before, such as medicine or engineering. the personal 
statement should tell the tutor the reasons why that subject genuinely interests them, and should evidence that they 
understand what is required to study the course. for example if applying for Computer science at oxford, they should 
demonstrate that they know maths is integral to the subject. It is important to remind students that oxford tutors do not 
have a checklist of criteria or topics that they expect to read in the personal statement but it can be helpful for applicants to 
follow the selection criteria for their chosen subject at oxford and their other university choices. 

tutors are also looking to find out about the applicant’s skills and experience which may demonstrate their potential to succeed 
on the course. However, it is important to note that work experience is not a formal requirement for undergraduate courses 
at oxford and candidates are free to make reference to skills or experience acquired in any context to illustrate compatibility 
with the selection criteria. steve roberts, Professor of materials science, makes clear that not having any work experience 
does not mean the applicant receives a mark against them, instead, where work experience is mentioned, it is important that 
an applicant is able to reflect on their experience and what they have learned as a result. the length or perceived quality of the 
work experience is not an important factor; what matters is that an applicant has thought critically about it. 
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lucinda rumsey, english tutor and tutor for admissions at mansfield College, is interested in further reading beyond the 
bounds of the current curriculum, particularly as students studying english at oxford may be reading up to 100 books a year.

tutors want more than a list of authors and texts; they want to know what the applicant thought of what they read. try to 
remind students to engage critically with everything they include in the personal statement. not all applicants will be asked 
about aspects of their personal statement in the interview but if they are, it is important that they have considered any 
counter arguments in texts that they have mentioned as well as their own personal opinion.

students applying for maths, or maths based subjects, often worry about what to include in their personal statement as 
the selection criteria essentially focuses on their mathematical ability and potential. dr richard earl, tutor in mathematics, 
suggests students should focus on writing about those areas they particularly enjoy in maths and any wider reading in maths 
that students have come across. suggested further reading for maths is available here 
www.maths.ox.ac.uk/prospective-students/undergraduate.

tutors are not looking to make applicants jump over hurdles in the interview and often the personal statement is a useful 
starting point for a student to talk about something in their comfort zone. therefore it is even more important that applicants 
think carefully about what they choose to include in their statement as they are essentially highlighting topics to tutors which 
they should be knowledgeable about and able to discuss in some detail. for example, a student applying to study experimental 
Psychology, who states they have a keen interest in consumer behaviour, should be prepared to answer questions about their 
thoughts on consumer behaviour, relevant models or independent reading and research around this topic.

WHat don’t oxford tutors look for In tHe Personal statement?

the university picks the best and brightest students purely on their academic merit and potential for their chosen course. 
some institutions may be looking for ‘rounded’ students who are successful across a broad range of both academic and extra-
curricular activities. It is important to reassure candidates who have preconceptions that oxford expects applicants to excel 
in all aspects at school or college that all our admissions decisions are based on academic criteria, and excellence in an extra-
curricular activity will not compensate for lower academic potential. 

those students who live and breathe their subject will be able to write a full personal statement concentrating on their chosen 
course and why this particularly motivates them. those students who do many things beyond their academic subjects and feel 
unsure which activities to include need to focus on linking their extra-curricular activities to their proposed course of study as 
much as possible. for example, a student who plays a musical instrument and is applying for engineering may wish to expand 
on the engineering acoustics behind their violin. the key point is for students to turn a shopping list of additional activities into 
demonstrable skills which link to their own interests in the course they have applied to. 

tutors are more than aware that differences in applicants’ social, cultural, geographical and economic backgrounds are likely 
to affect their opportunities to engage in their subject beyond the school curriculum. no emphasis is placed on whether an 
applicant has travelled abroad or attended a particular event or exhibition to strengthen their subject knowledge. In the same 
way that work experience is not expected, tutors are looking for applicants to engage critically with the opportunities they 
have had at school or college and beyond. dr Helen swift, tutor of medieval french, is less interested in whether an applicant 
has visited france recently and more concerned to find out about the section on reading molière and Voltaire in the applicant’s 
statement.



Page 3

details of mitigating circumstances do not need to be included in the personal statement. the uCas reference is often best 
placed for this information.

struCture 

oxford tutors, and representatives from many other leading universities, recommend that three quarters of the personal 
statement should be academic focussed and the remaining quarter may broadly be used for extra-curricular activities. If the 
applicant knows what they would like to achieve after completing their degree they may like to include a short explanation 
of this in the academic section of their personal statement. It is not necessary to go into detailed career plans and students 
should remember that they are applying for an academically rigorous course so their reasons for wanting to study the subject 
for three years or more should take precedence. for example, if a candidate is applying for law, it is more useful for the tutors 
to find out about their interests to study law, and specific areas of law that interest them, rather than how much they want 
to become a lawyer and work in a particular firm and so on.

If an applicant is applying for a joint course, such as History and english, there is no strict rule on structure but it is important 
that applicants demonstrate their motivation and interest for both subjects. It is also useful for the applicant to consider 
the interdisciplinary nature of studying the subjects together and how they may complement each other. students who 
have applied for different subject combinations at different universities will find this more challenging; the best advice here 
is to remind the student that they can usually find five universities offering a similar subject combination or subjects with 
a compatible concept. PPe, for example, is currently offered at eight other institutions in the uk. the wider context of the 
subjects the students have applied for and the skills required to study them will be important for students to consider. using 
the example of oriental studies, the ‘the motivation to tackle languages which in most cases will be radically different from 
languages learnt previously’ is part of the selection criteria and an example of the student’s experience or skills in this area 
would be useful.

style

the style of the personal statement should be personal to the applicant. there is no need for a student to try and be 
something or someone different in order to stand out from the crowd. for example, attempting to use humour or trying to 
appear outrageous is not necessarily going to help them stand out in the right way. as mentioned before, students will need to 
be prepared to answer questions on their personal statement in the interview, so their choice of language and their ability to 
define words or statements may be part of this questioning.

the personal statement is part of a formal document, so students need to avoid sounding over-familiar and remember that 
the quality of their writing reflects the quality of their thinking. good writing is often concise. nevertheless, many students 
worry that they should be using complex language in order to impress an oxford tutor. It is much more useful for students to 
use their limited space carefully by putting their point across directly and simply. the uCas website has some helpful examples 
of this, further details go to www.ucas.com/students/applying/howtoapply/personalstatement.

It almost goes without saying that the presentation of the personal statement demonstrates the applicant’s use of english 
language and grammar and tutors will be looking to see that this is at a standard suitable for entry to oxford.



Page 4

toP tIPs for adVIsIng students

•	 extra-curricular is secondary. remind students that oxford’s admissions decisions are based on academic criteria, and 
excellence in an extra-curricular activity will not compensate for lower academic potential. link any activities, hobbies or 
outside interests to the subject as much as possible and don’t write lists; choose what is included carefully.

•	 Honesty is key! each year a number of students still find themselves in the awkward situation of being asked about a book 
they said they read or a topic they said they were ‘passionate about’ in their personal statement but unfortunately they 
never managed to complete the book or perhaps were not so keen on the topic after all. the best advice to give students is 
that they need to remember that anything they include in their personal statement could be a talking point in the interview 
so they should only choose to mention books, or topics, they have definitely read, thought about and will feel comfortable 
talking about in depth.

•	 read aloud. some students might find it easier if they imagine they are talking to a tutor across their desk. this is a good 
way for them to spot where their statement does not work well by reading it aloud. If possible, asking students to read 
each other’s statements in pairs and then asking them to note down the applicant’s key qualities that they picked up on is a 
useful exercise to get students to think about how they are selling their skills.

•	 mind map. many students find just starting the first paragraph the trickiest part of writing their personal statement. 
Creating a mind map of all their reasons for choosing the course, their skills, achievements and relevant extra-curricular 
activities could be a helpful start and a good self-esteem exercise.

•	 read the last paragraph first. often the first half of the personal statement is the section that is re-drafted and considered 
more carefully. If you ask the student to read their statement backwards (from the last paragraph to the first) they may 
pick up on some of those obvious errors and hopefully it will draw closer attention to the content and style of the second 
half of their statement.

•	 limited space. don’t forget, students can only enter up to 4,000 characters (this includes spaces) or 47 lines of text (this 
includes blank lines) in their personal statement. uCas recommend that students prepare their personal statement offline 
using a word-processing package and copy and paste it into the apply system to prevent any issues with time-out (apply 
will time-out after 35 minutes of inactivity).

•	 keep a notebook with you. It can be difficult for students to remember, when required, all those things that they wanted 
to put in their personal statement about their interests in the course and the wider reading they have done. Writing down 
anything relevant that comes to mind or remembering any books, programmes, public lectures or even conversations that 
inspired them about their subject leading up to their application is helpful. this is a useful way for students starting year 
12/ lower sixth (or equivalent) to think early about their subject motivation and the value of wider reading. 


