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Objectives
• To consider the form and function of the personal
statement in your UCAS application
• To outline the structure of an effective personal statement
• To offer guidance on suitable content for each section
• To put you in the best possible position to produce a full
first draft by the beginning of Year 13*

(* or before the summer break if you are an early entry
candidate)

The function of the personal statement
The personal statement is an opportunity to:
• portray your character, knowledge and ambition
• give evidence of relevant interests, skills and
experiences
• show your enthusiasm and commitment to the
course for which you are applying
• show admissions tutors that you are worth a
place at their institution
• personalise your application and reflect your
individuality

The function of the personal statement
• All personal statements are read by admissions officers
• Part of a wider data set used to make decisions, along with predicted grades, teacher
reference, contextual data and, where applicable, admissions tests, interviews,
auditions or portfolios
• Personal statements enable universities to:

-

understand the person applying
see how much preparation they have done
determine whether they are likely to succeed on the course
differentiate between similarly qualified applicants.

• For non-interview courses, admissions tutors can rely heavily on the information given in
personal statements when making their decisions
• Leading universities receive tens of thousands of applications. The personal statement
can make a difference between an offer and rejection
• It is a marketing tool for your interests, talents and accomplishments – you are
competing against many other applicants and so you have to make yourself stand out

• You will need to take your time and give careful consideration to the key messages you
wish to deliver through this document

Personal statements in context

Observations from UCAS…
‘A personal statement is what sets up an accurate
portrayal of your character to universities. It’s one of the
most important things you need to do, and it’s one of the
things that your application relies on, but it’s not too
difficult to make it perfect.’
(https://www.ucas.com/connect/blogs/how-write-personal-statement)

And yet it’s also very easy to produce something far less
than perfect which is bland, insipid and uninspiring…

Form & Structure
One statement; 4,000 characters maximum (or 47 lines of text when using Verdana font size 12).
This is approximately 550 words in length. Draft in MS Word to allow for easy editing.

It should include:
• Why you want to study your chosen
subject
(200 words)

• How your studies have helped you to
prepare for study at university

Between 70-80% of your
statement needs to focus on
academic and courserelated (super-curricular)
information

(150 words)

• Extra-curricular activities, which
demonstrate that you are the sort of
student a university would be lucky to
have

Extra-curricular content needs
to be capped at 25%

(150 words)

• Concluding statement, linking back to
the subject and mentioning future
career ambitions
(30-50 words)
Spelling and
grammar must be
perfect!

Allow yourself the opportunity
to round off your statement

Making a start
• Try not to use examples from the internet for
inspiration – they are ok for reassurance
afterwards, but will strike the death knell for
originality when starting out.
• ‘Ever since I accidentally burnt holes in my
pyjamas after experimenting with a chemistry set
on my eighth birthday, I have always had a
passion for science’ – widely copied by hundreds
of applicants a few years ago. Not just plagiarised,
but also blatantly dishonest.
• Your Personal Statement needs to be built on
concrete truths and should contain as much of
your voice as possible. Trying to make your
statement too much like someone else’s is a
recipe for blandness.
• That said, there are certain basic ingredients one
would expect to find in most Personal
Statements…

Making a start
A strong opening is obviously very desirable, one which clearly and
immediately establishes your passion for your subject.
• Golden rule #1 here, though, is to show, not tell – communicate your passion
without actually using the word ‘passion’ or ’passionate’.
• Golden rule #2 is to avoid these over-used opening lines:
➢ For as long as I can remember I have…
➢ I have always been interested in…
➢ Reflecting on my educational experiences…
➢ Nursing is a very challenging and demanding [career/profession/course]…
➢ Throughout my life I have always enjoyed…
➢ I am applying for this course because…
➢ I have always wanted to pursue a career in…
➢ I have always been passionate about…
➢ From a young age I have (always) been [interested in/fascinated by]…
➢ “Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the
world…”

• The last example is a quote (from Nelson Mandela). Golden rule #3 is to be
very careful about using any quote – it doesn’t really shout ‘original thinker’,
especially when thousands of others are using it too.
• Personally, I am not a big fan of starting with questions either (e.g. ‘Have you
ever wondered why…?’) These people are academics – they spend their
lives wondering why…

Developing your opening
Returning to our outline structure, you need to focus
prominently on these questions as you seek to develop your
content:
1. Why do I want to study my chosen subject?
2. How have my studies and experiences helped to
prepare me to study (this course) at university?
The structuring of ideas in these first two ‘sections’ need not be
applied too rigidly. Allow yourself the scope to be fluid and
flexible in sequencing your content but keep in mind that this
strand of your statement is intended to detail your academic
strengths, skills and interests, and this should be reflected in
whatever content you choose. It will also represent the bulk of
your statement (70-80%), but try to focus on quality of content
over quantity.

The academic content
1. Why do I want to study my chosen subject?
2. How have my studies and experiences helped to prepare
me to study (this course) at university?

The following are suggestions of examples of suitable
‘academic’ content that might be offered in answer to these
questions. They are not part of a checklist to be ticked off in a
given order!

Academic content – Some
suggestions
• Explain why you want to study that subject and give specific reasons for
your interest in the course.
• What are your particular areas of interest? What has sparked these
interests? (Looking at specifications for courses you are interested in
can be helpful here)

• Show evidence of relevant research and background reading and of
your engagement with the subject beyond the curriculum. Don’t just
produce a list, though – analyse the experience and reflect critically on
whatever you have read/watched/listened to/visited.
• Why are you studying your current subjects and how are you enjoying
them? How will they help on your university course? (Consider both
content and skills)
• Show that you know and are prepared for studying the course –
especially if it is a vocational course or a subject you haven’t studied
before.
• What are your career aspirations beyond the course? (You might prefer
to mention this in your final paragraph instead)

Academic content – Further
suggestions
• Mention attendance at any masterclasses, workshops, summer
schools or related lectures – it will enhance the impression of a
motivated student – but again, try to offer some sort of critical
reflection on the experience.
• Describe how you have approached a syllabus-based project.
Top universities will look for independent academic activity e.g.
work done on an A-level or BTEC topic beyond school
requirements. EPQ or IRR can be excellent here, both for
evidencing a genuine interest in your subject and also for
demonstrating that you have the independence and the skills
to make a success of higher level study.
• Include any relevant job, work placement or voluntary
experience, including any observations of practice, particularly
if it’s helped develop skills and give experience that normal
schoolwork would not expose. This can be especially helpful if
you’re applying for more vocational courses.
• Focus on developing some ‘super-curricular’ content…

Super-curricular: Some good starting points (accessible from
your armchair)

Extra-curricular content
• Your non-academic interests, hobbies, pursuits
and (significant/relevant) achievements and
responsibilities e.g. sport, music, volunteering,
clubs, societies, paid employment
• No more than 20-25% of your final statement
• Anything you spend lots of time on might be
worth adding, especially if it is slightly unusual
e.g. breeding rare llamas. ‘Socialising’ is neither
unusual nor interesting.
• Again, avoid simply listing items – focus on the
transferable skills these experiences have helped
develop e.g. teamwork, leadership, organisation,
commitment, reliability
• If it’s already listed on your UCAS form, ask
yourself whether using up valuable characters in
your personal statement is really worth it e.g. D of
E bronze award.
• Try to make sure everything flows together into
one story, ideally one in which most of your
interests and abilities lead towards the course
you’ve picked.

Concluding your statement
Compose a brief concluding statement(s), linking
back to the subject and mentioning future career
ambitions
• Round off your personal statement, restating your
course choice and linking to where you think this
will take you beyond university, if this hasn’t
already been established
• End positively: I look forward to…
• Without this, most statements will invariably close
with a reference to something extra-curricular, like
volunteering with the Beavers – not the most
impactful of endings…

Comments from Admissions Tutors
“Careful research is the key to finding the right course at
the right university. I look for individuals who understand
and show motivation for the subject of their choice and
have taken the opportunity to find out about and gain
a feel for the experience of studying the subject at
university.”
“You need to go beyond a proclaimed love for the
subject – show detail and research and justify any
statements.”

“An element of reflection and analysis really makes the
difference to the application. It’s not about what
you’ve done but how you think about what you have
done.”
“What makes a good personal statement is enthusiasm,
wider reading and a statement that is, in fact, personal
and that touch different or interesting.”

Task: Evaluating Example 1

Read Personal Statement 1
How could this personal
statement be improved?

What advice would you give to
the student who wrote it?

What’s wrong with Personal
Statement 1?
• Too many clichés – “from a young age”, “passion”,
“fascinated” etc.
• No need to offer a definition of what philosophy is
• The extra reading is just a long list. No critical
engagement, and seems too good to be true
• No indication of how the hobbies and work experience
are relevant to the subject of philosophy
• The final two paragraphs don’t really add anything

Task: Evaluating Example 2

Now look at Personal
Statement 2
Why might this be
considered a more effective
statement?

The relative virtues of Personal
Statement 2
• This time the applicant doesn’t just say that they have
passion; they actually demonstrate this through their writing
• There is a focus on the skills which would make the
applicant successful on the degree course
• There is a “research paragraph”. It has a particular
theme (Stoicism)
• Quality as opposed to quantity with extra reading. The
applicant has engaged critically and ties the different
pieces into one story
• The applicant still focuses on relevant skills when talking
about their extra-curricular activities and employment

Common pitfalls…

Common pitfalls…

In summary…
DO

DON’T

• Establish your commitment
and motivation to study your
chosen subject
• Emphasise your academic
interests
• Use your own insights and
personal experiences to
stand out
• Develop research references
by being critical, analytical
and reflective
• Refer to any relevant work
experience
• Show that you have an
appreciation of current
developments in your field
• Be careful with attempted
uses of humour (and quotes)
• Be original
• Proof-read your work carefully

• Use generalisations or clichés
• Refer to specific universities apart from when referring to
outreach activities/summer
schools
• Lie or over-exaggerate
• Use unnecessary or unnatural
language – avoid repetition
and waffle
• Compose lists of wider
reading/skills/work experiences
without seeking to discuss them
further
• Include definitions of the
subject
• Start every sentence with ‘I’

Key ingredients…

Recommended links
• UCAS - How to Write a Personal Statement
• Which? - How to Write a Personal Statement
• The Uni Guide - Personal Statement Advice
• The Complete University Guide - Tips for Writing your
Personal Statement
• The CATalogue - Materials to Support the Planning and
Writing of Personal Statements

Next steps…
• Your tutor will be expecting to see a full first version of
your statement in September.
• In addition to the input and guidance offered by your
tutor, statements will receive a final check from Mr
Leggott or Mrs Cronk before they are uploaded to UCAS
forms.
• A premium checking service will be guaranteed for all
students whose personal statements are approved (by
tutors) for sending to Mr Leggott by Friday October 23rd.
• A basic checking service will be on offer for statements
received after that date and up until Friday November
20th, CSF’s internal deadline for all UCAS paperwork.
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