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Writing references – OxfOrd

PurPOse Of the reference

the purpose of the reference is to provide tutors at Oxford with additional information on the academic suitability of a 
candidate to study their chosen subject. this will be read by at least three and sometimes as many as ten tutors when 
assessing the application. great attention and emphasis is placed upon the reference because it is provided by an educational 
professional who has known the candidate, and who has the experience to make a clear, comprehensive and realistic 
assessment of the student’s academic ability and potential for degree-level study.

Predicted grades

When predicting grades the details on how you (or your school or college) are determining what differentiates this candidate 
and, for example, what makes them an a* or a grade student is really helpful to tutors in the reference. however, the 
university is aware of the challenging nature of predicting exact grades and that in some international schools and colleges 
this is not common practice. 

Methods of making predictions will of course vary from institution to institution but tutors value the key role teachers play in 
providing reliable information about a student’s academic potential in a particular subject. it is important to note that tutors 
will expect students to have the relevant predicted grades for their chosen course but the offer will be conditional* upon the 
student achieving these grades. 

*conditional offer: an offer made to an applicant by the university, whereby the applicant must fulfil certain criteria before 
they can be accepted on the relevant course. 

What are adMissiOns tutOrs lOOking fOr When they read the reference?

the reference should provide an objective assessment of the candidate’s academic suitability for their chosen subject, and to 
that end, it would be useful for the referee(s) to be aware of the specific selection criteria for the Oxford degree.

When writing the reference, familiarity with the specific selection criteria should help provide a focus. it is also probable 
that, given that a candidate is likely to be applying to five competitive degree courses, all of whom are likely to be looking for 
broadly similar qualities amongst their candidates, that constructing a reference with knowledge of Oxford’s selection criteria 
will be just as valuable for a student applying to study for other highly selective institutions.

the reference is a useful addition to the many other pieces of information that are used to assess a candidate’s application to 
Oxford:

•	 Previous examinations record
•	 a level (or equivalent) predicted grades 
•	 ucas Personal statement
•	 submitted work (where requested)
•	 test results (where applicable)
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•	 contextual data
•	 interview(s)

the university of Oxford does not require the reference to be written by the headteacher or head of sixth form; it is more 
important that it is written by someone who knows the student well enough to comment on their academic abilities and any 
personal qualities that will help them to succeed. Often the subject teacher in the most relevant field to the applicant’s chosen 
course is best suited to write the reference.]

ideally, the primary content should focus on the academic skills and experiences of the student, with the reference giving 
prominence to the subjects the student is undertaking that are most relevant to their chosen degree. if this means that the 
information on the candidate’s a-level Biology course is twice that devoted to their a-level in english literature because they 
are applying for a degree in Biological sciences, that is highly appropriate.

if the school or college uses a standardised template and/or it is traditionally completed by the head teacher or head of sixth 
form, it is still useful to receive comments from the most relevant subject teacher which can subsequently be included in the 
reference.

the reference is a good opportunity to focus on the individual applicant and their particular strengths relevant to the chosen 
subject. tutors at Oxford, like other universities, are interested to find out if the student is expected to flourish in an intensive 
academic environment and how they may cope with a sustained workload; specific examples are useful here. relating the 
relevant selection criteria to specific pieces of work, activities, experiences or interactions with the students are helpful 
indicators and bring the candidate’s qualities to life.

the university is aware that under the data Protection act uk students can obtain a copy of the ucas reference if they 
choose to do so and sometimes this can have an effect on the overall nature of the reference. Whilst it may seem difficult for 
a reference to include comments which, although accurate, do not portray the applicant positively, it is important to recognise 
that it is ultimately not in the interests of either the candidate or the referee to overstate a candidate’s suitability for study on 
a demanding course.

the limited space for the ucas reference is best used to address the individual applicant and their skills, achievements and 
qualities relevant to the student’s chosen subject. the particular strengths and achievements of the school the student 
attends have more limited value unless they have a direct impact on the particular applicant. 

structure

the structure of the reference is an important consideration. Oxford uses information on the educational context of an 
applicant’s school or college, but this is not derived from the reference. further details about the use of contextual data are 
included later in this section.  a short (two to three lines) paragraph about the school at the top of the reference may be 
important if there are particular issues that may have had a direct impact on the applicant (e.g. high staff turnover, major 
disruption because of rebuilding work which closed the labs for a term), but if there is more required then it is best to include a 
more detailed statement on the school website and then put the url link.

When qualifying student achievement, it is again helpful to tutors who may be confronted with a sea of top grade 
predications, to have some subjective, but nevertheless valuable information about the specific candidate. for example, if this 
student is the best candidate you have taught in fifteen years in Biology, why not include that in the reference? and it is even 
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better if you follow that up with a statement explaining why you have reached that conclusion (e.g. in ten years of teaching 
a-level history, sophie is the strongest candidate i have taught, evidenced particularly through her careful and considered 
interpretation of source material whilst undertaking her extended project on the causes of the War of Jenkins’ ear, and her 
innovative and thought-provoking essay assessing the impact of the Watergate break-in on the subsequent fortunes of the 
republican Party in the 1970’s). this not only provides a tutor with some context to the candidate’s ranking and ability, but 
also gives initial avenues for discussion during any interview the candidate may attend. 

if an applicant is applying for a joint course, such as classics and Modern languages, it is important that their suitability for 
both subjects is addressed as tutors from both departments will be assessing their application. tutors are aware that it may 
be challenging to write a reference if a student has applied for slightly different subject combinations at other universities. 
in these cases, similar to the challenges faced when the student writes their personal statement, the wider context of the 
subjects and the skills required to study them will be more helpful to comment on. using the classics and Modern languages 
example above, the ‘ability to express ideas clearly and effectively both in writing and orally’ is state in the selection criteria for 
both subjects and an example of the student’s skills in this area would be useful.

Mitigating circuMstances

tutors rely heavily on referees to indicate where there have been mitigating circumstances, and to make an assessment of the 
impact this has had on the candidate’s education to date. tutors are concerned however that they may “double count” as some 
mitigating circumstances may well have been reported to exam boards and the examiners will have taken consideration of this 
in the final results.

Where a candidate has a disability or specific educational needs, it is again helpful for this to be commented on by the referee, 
particularly if specific support may be required. Whilst there can be a reluctance by candidates to make a declaration, because 
they are concerned that it may prejudice the outcome of their application, there is usually a much greater impact if the 
information is not factored into consideration, particularly if support would be required for the interview period or the conduct 
of any tests that may be part of the admissions process.

extra-curricular activities

finally, an awareness of what a candidate may be engaging with outside their school or college environment to develop their 
academic suitability for their course, particularly where this shows initiative or commitment by the individual candidate, is very 
useful. if this activity allows them to display particular aptitudes or skills that will be relevant for their degree so much the 
better, and if the referee can comment on the value that this is adding then this is very helpful.

this is a reference about an individual, and the more that it reads as if the person completing it knows and understands the 
candidate, rather than it being a mechanistic exercise, the better and more valuable it will be to the tutors.

cOntextual data

three aspects of contextual data will be considered for uk students applying for entry: 

1)  Prior education:
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the performance of the school or college that the applicant attended for gcse or equivalent level and; 

the performance of the school or college that the applicant attended for a-level or equivalent level. 

in either instance a candidate will receive a flag if their educational establishment performs below the national average 
using department of education or equivalent data. gcse data will consider achievement at 5a*-c gcse including 
Mathematics and english/Welsh in the school performance information. 

candidates applying from scotland will receive a flag if their school or college has lower than the national average 
performance for student progression to higher education;

2)  socio-economic circumstance

the postcode that an applicant gives as their home address, assessed using acOrn information.

acOrn is a system that associates specific geodemographic profiles to individual uk postcodes; it is widely recognised and 
used by both the public and private sectors to assist in the effective targeting of policies, services and communications.  
Where a candidate’s postcode falls into acOrn categories ‘Moderate Means’ or ‘hard-Pressed’ the application will be 
flagged. for more information about acOrn categories please visit www.caci.co.uk/acorn-classification.aspx.

3)  care status

Whether a candidate has been looked after/in care for more than three months (determined from the ucas application, 
and subject to later verification checks); 

action to be taken:  

Where an applicant is predicted to achieve the published minimum offer for the degree, or equivalent qualifications (the 
usual requirements of a conditional offer of a place at Oxford), and performs to an appropriate standard in any required 
pre-interview admissions test, a candidate will be strongly recommended for interview if the contextual information for 
both prior education and socio-economic circumstance is flagged. 

Or, a candidate who is flagged as being looked after/in care for a period of greater than three months, and who is predicted 
to achieve the published minimum offer for the degree or equivalent and perform at an appropriate standard in any 
required pre-interview test will also be strongly recommended for interview. 

Where a flagged candidate is not shortlisted for interview, an explanation must be provided to the department. all 
unsuccessful applicants are entitled to receive feedback from January, after the admissions interviews have taken place. 
schools and colleges are only able to follow this up if the applicant has ticked the relevant box on ucas apply.

note that this use of contextual information does not result in either an automatic offer of a place or a lower offer to a 
candidate. the candidates flagged through use of contextual information are interviewed in addition to students who are 
short-listed for interview using the usual departmental interview short-listing criteria, so they do not displace students 
who have already demonstrated the expected academic ability and potential.


