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Slide 2 What makes Oxford and Cambridge Different 

to Other Universities?
● Broad range of courses

● World-class teaching 

● Small group teaching

● Excellent facilities and resources

● Academic, pastoral and financial support

● Wide range of extra-curricular options

● Excellent graduate opportunities, irrespective of 

degree discipline

 

• Courses are academic arts, science and social science subjects – generally cover 
subject area very broadly initially, with opportunity to narrow focus/specialise as 
progress; regularly top numerous league tables 

 
• Expert teaching staff – many national and world subject leaders 
 
• Have lectures, classes, practicals (where relevant) as would at any other university 
 
• Tutorials/supervisions – one tutor/supervisor – although this may change throughout 

the term/year/course (expert in subject area being looked at) and typically one, two or 
three students; frequency varies from course to course but on average at least one per 
week; get feedback on work you do for the tutorials/supervisions but not formally 
assessed so opportunity to take risks with ideas, delve deeper into areas of subject of 
most interest to you and clear up anything from department teaching unsure of; 
additional, high quality contact time 

 
• Extensive facilities and resources available – lots of libraries (University, department, 

College), computer suites, labs, equipment, museums and collections; all help keep 
course/study costs low (some Colleges/departments may also have grants/funds etc 



available to help students with particular course costs, check relevant websites for 
information) 

 
• Plenty of guidance and support available – eg Tutor/DoS keeps an eye on your 

academic progress and will advise and support you throughout.  Also, Universities’ 
disability services – information, guidance and support for disabled students/those with 
a health condition/specific learning difficulty, contact for advice regarding particular 
circumstances and College to discuss any specific needs/requirements 

 
• Financial/cost effective – value for money (quality of teaching, graduate prospects etc); 

eg College-owned accommodation (Ox – usually at least 2 years; Cam – at least 3 
years, all except St Ed’s) and normally charged when in residence, all the resources 
we provide keep course costs low, minimal travel costs in the cities, lots of low-
cost/free recreational options; University support, College support, some departments 
have funds available – check websites to see what may be eligible for, apply for any 
funding as early as possible (especially government support) 

 
• Hundreds student groups/clubs/societies, plus everything in the cities would expect – 

get involved, opportunity to pursue what already enjoy/try new things (many have 
taster sessions at the beginning of the year so can try them out), good for CV 
(transferrable skills employers look for), may lead to career options 

 
• Oxbridge have among highest graduate employment rates in UK, regardless of degree 

subject; If you have specific career in mind research what those in that profession 
studied at university/how they progressed/if certain degrees are a requirement for 
accreditation. Careers service for life and guidance, events and talks available from 
first year of study.  

 
• You can’t apply to both Oxford and Cambridge, and the two universities offer different 

course and student experiences. It is therefore important to research both universities 
individually when making your choice about where to apply 
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● This slide provides an overview of the Oxbridge application process. 
 
● The first step, as with any application to University, is to choose the course you 

are interested in. Oxford has 52 different courses (including 4 Foundation Year 
courses). Cambridge offers 30 different courses (including a foundation year 
course).  

 
● Cambridge also has some courses that are unique to them – like Land Economy, 

and Anglo Saxon, Norse and Celtic. It’s worth looking into these unique courses 
as there may be something that fits you very well, 

 
● Also, Cambridge doesn’t offer degrees in Biology, Physics or Chemistry – rather 

we run Biological Natural Sciences and Physical Natural Sciences courses. These 
courses give students the opportunity to study a broad range of different scientific 
disciplines in their first and second year before choosing to either stay broad, or 
specialise, in your third year. 

 
● It’s very important that you research into things like this so that you can apply to 

the courses, and the places, that are right for you. 
 
● Some courses have ‘Essential’ and ‘Recommended’ A Level subjects It’s really 

important to check and pay attention to these when deciding on your course as 
they will affect the outcome of your application. The Essential and Recommended 
A Level subjects can vary depending on the College you are applying to as well. 
For example Churchill College require engineering applicants to have taken 
Further Maths A Level, whereas Trinity College only requires Maths. 

 
● The next step in the application process is to decide on the College you wish to 

apply to, or to choose to make an open application. 
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DARWIN  

● Cambridge has 31 different colleges; Oxford has 39 different colleges. Each of 
these colleges act like a mini campus, providing a base for students – they provide 
accommodation , dining facilities, social events, as well as pastoral and academic 
care, 

 
● Although you are applying to the University as a whole, your application is seen 

first by the College that you apply to – it is this college that will interview you, 
 
● There is no advantage in terms of admissions by making an open application, but 

if you genuinely have no preference as to which College you end up at then it may 
be a choice you want to make,  

 
● This slide shows the different Cambridge colleges 
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DARWIN  

● Both Oxford and Cambridge have a number of colleges that only admit students 
for postgraduate degrees 

● They have been marked off with a cross 
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DARWIN  

● There are also a number at both Universities that only take mature students. That 
means that students just have a minimum age of 21 
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DARWIN

? ?

 

● Some of the colleges at Cambridge are women’s colleges. These have been 
marked with a question mark as not everyone can apply to them. 

 
● The best way to get a feel for which college you wish to app[y to is by visiting 

them. But lots of people choose colleges for reasons as varied as the 
accommodation, the architecture, the location, and the general vibe of the college, 
If you can’t visit the Colleges in person, then using their websites and their 
Alternative Prospectus (prospectuses made by current students) is also another 
great place to look. 

 
One common misconception is the idea that some colleges have a higher standard of 
teaching than others. This isn’t true – teaching is conducted by the University and the 
departments so it doesn’t vary from college to college. 
 
You should also be aware that, even if you apply to a college directly, you can’t be 
guaranteed a place there as you might end up in something called ‘The Pool. This is 
where the best applicants who can’t be accepted by the college they originally applied 
to (i.e. because that college has had a very high number of applicants that year) can be 
made an offer by another college. 



 
A large number of students do receive offers from Cambridge in this way – in 2022 18% 
of all offers made were made through the pool. This means that success rates are very 
similar from College to College. 
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● After choosing your course and college, it’s worth checking admission assessment 
ad registration deadlines. This is something that your school can help you with. 

 
● Some courses, but not all, require you to set an admissions assessment as part of 

your application. You sometimes have to register for these separately to your 
UCAS application so it’s important to make sure you are aware of those dates. 

 
● Oxford and Cambridge have an earlier UCAS application deadline for other 

universities – the deadline is 15th Oct. This means that you need to be working on 
an earlier timeline than those applying to other universities – it’s a good idea to 
start your research now, and be writing your personal statement in the summer. 

 
● Cambridge also has something called the My Cambridge Application. This collects 

information that isn’t in UCAS that will be useful for assessing applications – it’s 
automatically emailed to applications once we have received your application and 
it’s something that you must complete. We can’t consider your application without 
it. 

 



● Some subjects require you to submit written work and/or take an admissions test. 
Again, it’s useful to check whether the subject you will be applying to requires this 
so that you’re not taken by surprise. Whether or not you are required to do this 
can also vary between Colleges, so it is worth checking the website of the College 
you are applying to for the most up to date information. 

 
● Interviews are usually held in the first two weeks of December so it’s important 

that you keep this period free of unbreakable commitments if you do decide to 
apply. Everyone who receives a place at Oxbridge will have been interviewed, 

 
● Please be aware that there are private companies/individuals that offer, at a 

charge, information and advice on our admissions processes, assessments and 
interviews. We DO NOT support or encourage any of these commercial 
enterprises. None of them have access to any information that is not not already 
available free of charge from the University Admissions Office, Colleges and 
University Students’ Unions; and we cannot verify the accuracy of the information 
private companies/individuals may provide. 
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What are Oxbridge Looking For?
● Interest in your chosen course,

● Supra curricular activities,

● Understanding of what the course involves (content and skills),

● Ability to think independently, critically and analytically,

● Enthusiasm for complex and challenging ideas,

● Motivation, commitment, and organisation,

● Vocational or professional commitment where appropriate (e.g.) Medicine and 

Veterinary Medicine
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• Also known as super-curricular activities –

they mean the same thing!

• Subject-based activities done outside of the 

classroom – different from extra-curricular 

activities,

• Not just about knowledge accumulation –

understanding the underlying patterns, 

problems, and issues that exist within a 

subject,

Why are these important?

• Personal statement usage,

• Universities want to know you care about your 

subject!

 

● One of the things that you can be doing now if you want to make a start on 
strengthening your application is something called Supra-curricular activities. 

• Supra-curricular is technically the correct prefix to use and Googling it returns different 
activities than ‘super-’ does – so suggest searching for both, but they are the same 
thing 

 
• It’s used to describe any subject based activity that you might do outside of your usual 

curriculum and time in school/college – wider exploration and reading around your 
interests 

 
• It’s NOT extra curricular activities, like music, sports, or drams, but subject activity that 

will deepen your knowledge of your subject and go beyond what you study in lessons  
 
• You can still talk about extra-curricular activities in your personal statement – most 

universities will recommend a split of about 80% focused on academic/subject interest 
and 20% focused on other areas.  But Oxbridge is more focused on your academic 
capabilities. For this reason, if you are talking about extra curricular activities, try to 
reflect on what you have learnt from them and how they have helped you to develop 



transferrable skills/attributes e.g. time management, organisational skills, capacity to 
cope with increased workload  

 
• The point of doing this supra-curricular exploration is that it firstly demonstrates your 

motivation to learn about a subject you might apply for; but, moreover, it helps to 
deepen your understanding of what a subject is actually all about – the concepts and 
patterns that underlie it. For this reason, the aim of subject exploration shouldn’t be to 
accumulate knowledge, but instead an opportunity to reflect on what makes a subject 
tick, and what makes that subject tick for you 

 
• Doing this reflection is important – not only because universities want students who 

actually care about their subject, but because you can work out if you actually want to 
study it or not. If you find yourself dreading doing some extra reading on Biology, or 
hate the idea of practising Physics problems, then that’s a really useful sign that the 
subject might not actually be for you.  

 
• They help you to better understand your current studies and may result in you finding 

new areas of interest, 
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• Reading books, journals, newspapers, online articles,

• Watching documentaries and online talks (e.g. TED Talks)

• Keeping up to date with latest developments in your subject

• Practising maths or science problems

• Enrichment activities in your local area – at libraries, museums, local universities

• Taking part in trips, expeditions, school clubs, competitions (check the University and 

College websites)

• Getting relevant work experience or voluntary work (if applicable)

• Talking about your subject with teachers, peers, families etc.

What Counts as Supra-Curricular?

 

● There is no one way to demonstrate your interests – here are lots of examples. 
The skills and knowledge gained through supra-curriculars can often be inter-
disciplinary – so it’s OK to explore different subjects 

 
● Essentially anything related to your subject that is outside of school (i.e. not 

compulsory) is good 
 
● When engaging with supra-curricular activities, think about the skills a course 

requires. How can you practise and demonstrate these? E.g. willingness to read 
books for humanities, and to critically engage with them… ability to explore new 
mathematical theorems and use new formulae for Maths/Sciences… 

 
●  This is just as important as using supra-curriculars to display interest – 

because university admissions staff will be looking for both interest AND aptitude 
 



● Lots of subjects have real world applications that you can engage with 
 
● Have a think about the activities you already do and whether they’re linked to your 

subject academically 
 
● Also particularly want to highlight last point on this list. Practicing talking about 

your subject is another great way that you can help your application, 
○ At the end of the day, a large portion of your interview will involve you 

talking about your subject. Not all of it – applicants for science based 
subjects often have some problems to work through, and arts/humanities 
students are often presented with a source – but there will be a portion of 
your interview where you are discussing your subject and your interest in it. 

○ The more that you have practiced talking about your subject with friends, 
family members, teachers the more confident you will be in that section of 
the interview and it’s a really easy way that you can practice what an 
Oxbridge interview is like 
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● There are many different places that you can use to find supra-curricular content 
● Google is one of your best place to start, and initially its worth just exploring 

different sites that are likely to have good resources like BBC Sounds, and 
Oxplore, 

 
● Can also ask your teacher if they have any sources they recommend, 
 
● If you’re not sure where to start, why not watch a TED talk that’s connected to the 

course you’re interested in and see where it takes you! 
 
● As mentioned before, it doesn’t just have to be books, so find whatever resource 

suits you best 
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Effective Exploration

Quality over quantity!

If you come across unfamiliar terms of concepts, look them up. If 

something interesting is mentioned, follow it!

Ask yourself questions after each activity to check you have 

absorbed the information

Keep a log of activities you engage in

 

• Given that there are so many ways to explore a subject, it can be easy to just jump in – 
it’s important to note that you should be exploring effectively, 

• Quality over quantity, 
• You don’t have to do tonnes and tonnes of supra-curricular activities; the key is 

to consider them in as much depth as you can, and reflect on the skills and 
understanding that they’re giving 

• Keep a log – hand written, Excel spreadsheet, word doc – in here you can note 
a summary of the activity you have done, the skills it helped you to develop and 
the thoughts you have had as a consequence 

• Supra-curriculars are meant to be something new, so natural that you’ll come across 
things you haven’t seen or heard before. 

• The whole aim of subject exploration is to extend and deepen your understanding of a 
subject, so try and pursue those unfamiliar terms and concepts, and work out how they 
link to things you already know, 

• One of the best ways to do this, and to make sure you’re reflecting on activities, 
is to ask yourself questions about it and put these questions and your answers 
in your log, 
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Ask Questions

Do you trust what you’re 

reading/watching? 

What is its purpose?

Interrogate the 

Terms

What do the terms 

actually mean?

Extension

How can you take 

this further?

Evaluating the 

Source

How useful is it?

What have you 

learnt?

Critical Thinking

 

● Especially for humanities and arts students, critical analysis should be a key part 
of your supra-curricular work. 

 
● Critical thinking is ‘the objective analysis and evaluation of an issue in order to 

form a judgement’  
 
● Think about what it actually is to be critical – a lot of it is about challenging what 

you are presented with. 
 
● Try and do this and go through the steps on the slide when you are doing your 

supra-curricular content, make a note of your thoughts in a log so that you can 
come back to it before an interview or when you are writing your personal 
statement. 
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It isn’t too early!

● Getting started is the hardest part

● The more you do, the more comfortable you will 

become in discussing your subject

● Don’t be scared to be challenged by other people 

and their ideas

● Having an opinion is a good thing

● Being wrong is not a disaster

● Become a flexible thinker – be prepared to 

change your answer upon receiving new 

information, or justify why you’re not changing 

your answer  
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CREDITS: This presentation template was created by Slidesgo, including icons by 

Flaticon,and infographics & images by Freepik

Any 

Questions?
slo@queens.cam.ac.uk

 

 

 


