
How much work have you done on 
your personal  statement so far?

1.  None
2.  I ’ve thought  about i t
3 .  I ’m made some notes
4.  I ’ve done some paragraphs 
5.  I ’ve done a  draft

Head to s l ido.com and enter  the 
hashtag:

While we wait…

WadhamLive



Personal Statement 
Writing for Oxbridge

Wadham College, University of Oxford



• What we’re looking for

• How to structure a 

statement

• Being super-curricular

• Plan your next steps

STRUCTURE



What are universities looking for 
in a personal statement?

• People with the skills and attributes tailored to the course.

• People ready for university style learning

• A more accurate name is: personal ACADEMIC statement

• The same statement goes to each university you apply to

• Deadline for Oxbridge and medicine-related subjects: 15th October



What are the outcomes of going to 
university?

1. Critical thinking
2. Discipline 

knowledge
3. Problem solving
4. Teamwork
5. Communication

6. Professional skills
7. Ethics and values
8. Creativity
9. Learning to learn

Source: OECD 2013



80% Academic 
including 
super -curricular

20% Extra-
Curricular

Super-curricular
• What have you read, watched, visited or listened 

to that has inspired you?
• Why was it interesting?
• How do these support and compliment the 

course you are applying for?

Extra-curricular
• Try and focus on transferrable skills
• Selection criteria for other four universities

Why do you want to study this course?
• Current studies 
• Outside reading
• What has inspired you?



Being 
Super-Curricular

How have you developed 
your knowledge outside 
the classroom?

What have you done, 
read, visited, listened to 
that has inspired you?

summer
school / EPQ

practical 
experience /
work 
experience 

reading

podcasts / 
lectures



WHERE ARE 
YOU AT?• What are your super-

curriculars? 

• Have you got any lined 

up?

• Need some ideas?  

Look here!



Some Wadham ideas…

wadham.ox.ac.uk/
schools/resources
/student-resources

http://www.ox.ac.uk/oxfordforee/springboard
https://www.wadham.ox.ac.uk/news/2021/march/summer-school-applications-now-open


What looks really impressive is if you can...

…take your super-
curricular activity and 
say what it made you 

think or link it to things 
you are have done or 
are learning about.

(critical thinking)

Or…say what it made 
you think, and use it as 
a link to other activities

(Using it as a stepping 
stone)



“To extend my understanding I read 
some poems by John Donne.  I found 
them really interesting and it 
furthered my understanding of 
poetry written in the time period.  It 
developed my text analysis and I 
have been able to apply this to my A-
level work.” English

Critical 
Thinking?



“After reading John Donne's "The Flea", I was 
intrigued by his choice to represent love for a woman 
through the conceit of a parasite, eating away at 
himself. I saw this as an example of Donne's alleged 
misogyny furthering the stereotype of women as 
"cruel and sudden", in contrast to his predecessors 
who idealized and even worshipped them. However, I 
think it is equally interesting to consider the view 
expressed by Ilona Bell that Donne does not present 
the woman as singularly cruel, but as being capable of 
independent thought and challenging patriarchal 
authority, even if Donne himself viewed that in a 
negative light and considered it a perversion of gender 
roles.” English

Critical 
Thinking



“I listened to a Radio 4 series, Darwin: In 
Our Time, about how Darwin reached his 
theory of evolution and how this was 
received by 19th century society. I have 
taken the opportunity to attend lectures, 
at the Imperial College Festival and at a 
residential course at Trinity College 
Cambridge, amongst other events.” 
Biology

Stepping 
Stones?



“Reading the book prompted me to listen to a Radio 4 series,
Darwin: In Our Time, about how Darwin reached his theory of 
evolution and how this was received by 19th century society. 
As well as reading seminal texts on Biology, I have taken the 
opportunity to attend lectures, at the Imperial College Festival 
and at a residential course at Trinity College Cambridge, 
amongst other events. I particularly enjoyed a lecture by 
science author Kat Arney on genetics. It highlighted how 
much we don't understand about the function of much of our 
DNA, and expanded on what I had previously read in 'The 
Animal Kingdom: A Very Short Introduction', by Peter Holland, 
about embryological development and how DNA can code for 
the construction of a complex body plan.” Biology

Stepping 
Stones



Example

1. Select something that you have done. 
2. What were you struck by? What questions did it raise?
3. What did you do to find out more?
4. What grabbed your attention and why?

“I find human and cell biology interesting and this inspired me to read 
'Genome' by Matt Ridley (1). It explained each chromosome and its 
relationship to a part of human history or a disease. The chapter on stress was 
especially interesting, but what really intrigued me was the section on cancer 
(2). This led to me reading 'The Emperor of All Maladies' by Siddhartha 
Mukherjee (3) which I enjoyed, as it included cases rather than just being a 
history of cancer. The book demonstrated how current treatments were 
developed and tested (4).” Medicine



Some Wadham ideas…

1. Reading/ Attending/ Listening/ Work Experience in/ 
Participating in 

2. I was struck by/ I was particularly interested in/
3. This led me to/ To further my understanding/ In 

response, I/ Fascinated, I/ Extending my knowledge, 
I…

https://causeway.education/howto


Personal statement openings tend to follow a 
similar format:

• Why you are excited about your subject?
• What you have done academically to show 

this?
• Keep it simple.  Keep it short.

(Tip 1: Leave it until last)
(Tip 2: Draft 5 first sentences)

O
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h



Top Tips

01

AVOID 
CLICHES

“I got my first computer when I was X 
years old.”

The five most frequently-used opening 
statements: 

1.”I am currently studying a BTEC National Diploma in ...” 
2. “From a young age I have always been interested in ... “
3. “From an early age I have always been interested in ... “
4. “Nursing is a very challenging and demanding career ... “
5. “For as long as I can remember I have been fascinated 
with ...” 



Top Tips

02

DON’T COPY 
(OR LIE)

Don’t Copy

“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.”

Don’t Lie 

Saying things you haven’t done.
Saying you’ve read something you haven’t



Top Tips

03

DON’T BE 
QUIRKY

“My interest in Biology began when my pet cat 
Snuggles died and I performed an autopsy.”

"On the 20th of April a great figure in history 
was born...It was me, who will go on to make 
great changes in history as we know it"



Link them to skills useful for university:

“Balancing my work in school as a language and student 
council prefect, as well as working part-time, has greatly 
improved my organisational skills, as well as teaching me 
how to properly arrange my time.”
Classics 

“…represent my school in hockey and netball, for which 
teamwork and commitment are crucial.”
Human Sciences



Or keep it short and simple:

“To relax I play hockey and was captain of the team at 
school. I enjoy Music and Dance; achieving Grade 8 in 
Dance, Grade 7 in Piano and Singing, and competing at a 
national level in Dance.”
Medicine

“Outside academia, I enjoy reading, playing hockey, and 
taking part in drama productions, both on and off stage.”
Biochemistry



Next 
Steps

Reflect on one thing you’ve done 
you could write about

Identify one thing you’ll do as a 
super-curricular activity

Use the ‘Analysing Experiences’ 
sheet to reflect on something 
you’ve done
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