
Welcome back to

Highly Competitive applications

PERSONAL 
STATEMENTS



June Session
• What are personal statements and why do they 

matter?
• What does a powerfully effective personal statement 

look like, and how do you write yours?
• Putting it to the test… analysing two real examples

Year 12 



Q: What even is a personal 
statement?
Answer from UCAS: “The personal statement is 
your chance to describe your ambitions, skills, and 
experience to university and college admissions 
staff.”



Q: What even is a personal 
statement?
Answer from Cambridge: ”We want to know about 
you; your motivations, your academic interests, 
your passions, and ultimately discover whether we 
think you’ll be the right fit for the course you have 
applied for.”



Q: What even is a personal 
statement?
Answer from Oxford: “This is where you can write 
whatever you’d like to say about yourself and your 
motivation to study your course. People sometimes 
think that there is a trick to writing a personal 
statement for Oxford, or that we are looking for 
some special secret formula, but this is not the 
case.”



Q: What even is a personal 
statement?
Answer: The only part of your UCAS application 
where you can express yourself freely, telling your 
universities about:
- Your interests and motivations to study the 

specific course you’re applying for. 
- What you already love about the subject and 

course area
- Any experiences that make you a great candidate 

for this course
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UCAS applications for 
undergraduate courses each year

AKA a whole lot of personal 
statements

600,660
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statements
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Academic 
ability for 

their course?

Do you really 
know what 

the subject is?

Do you really 
like it?

Who’s your reader? Remember these two?!



So in one sense, 
it’s personal but 
it’s not about 
you…



“I am well-respected by my 

classmates.  At school, I hold the 

position of head bog and it is a 

post I am performing well.”

“I have a black 

belt in karate 

and enjoy 

marital arts.”

“Ever since I watched 'Shaun the 

Sheep' on CBBC, i have been 

passionate about becoming a 

farmer. For me, nothing in life 

would be as good as a farmer's 

life.”

“What is physics? 

I don’t know; 

that’s why I want 

to take it at 

university.”



Yes, but

5 things



Yes, but

5 things



Throw-back…

Remember the 
October Session?!

→ → → → → →



Oxford University on 

personal statements...

"It really doesn’t matter if you haven’t 
got any friends or hobbies or if you 

don’t do any charitable work. It’s 
purely academic judgement.“



On medical work 
experience, you meet 

someone with 
dementia…

…which leads you to 
read an article on 

dementia…

…which leads you to 
read a book on illnesses 

affecting the elderly. 

Top tip: be an academic 
bloodhound.
Start by reading / observing something you are interested 
in in your area. Anything – just follow your nose. 

Once you’ve picked up the scent, pursue it. Track it down.

You listen to a 
podcast on the 

history of political 
ideas about Weber…

…which leads you to 
reading one of 

Weber’s books…

…which leads you to 
a TED talk on 

political 
philosophy…

…which leads you to 
another book on a 
different political 

thinker 

These trails of learning, 
where pursuit of an interest 
led you down an intellectual 

rabbit hole, should be 
explicit in your personal 

statement!



Top tip: be an academic 
bloodhound.
Start by reading / observing something you are interested 
in in your area. Anything – just follow your nose. 

Once you’ve picked up the scent, pursue it. Track it down.

You listen to a 
podcast on the 

history of political 
ideas about Weber…

…which leads you to 
reading one of 

Weber’s books…

…which leads you to 
a TED talk on 

political 
philosophy…

…which leads you to 
another book on a 
different political 

thinker 

These trails of learning, 
where pursuit of an interest 
led you down an intellectual 

rabbit hole, should be explicit 
in your personal statement!

I was fascinated by an episode of David Runciman’s podcast “Talking Politics 

- History of Ideas” which focused on Weber’s concepts of the state’s 

monopoly on the legitimate use of violence. The idea that violence might be 

the backbone of a largely peaceful modern state like the UK felt like an 

alarming paradox to me, so I went on to read Weber’s 1919 lecture on 

“Politics as a Vocation”, and was struck by his insistence on the necessity of 

legitimate violence in order to maintain the existence of the modern state. 

Wanting to pursue this further, I watched a TED Talk by…”



However, my favourite read thus far was “War and Peace” by Tolstoy. The tenderness with 
which Tolstoy presents his characters, especially the children such as Natasha, makes him, in 
my opinion, one of the finest novelists ever.

An article from The Economist which caught my attention was ‘200% and Counting’, which 
discussed the unique and complex nature of China’s national debt. I found it staggering that 
even an economy which is doubling in size every decade has such a high national-debt-to-GDP 
ratio. 

John Gribbin’s, ‘In Search of Schrodinger’s Cat’ introduced me to quantum mechanics and the 
enormity of its impact in the 20th century. I was particularly interested in the Many Worlds 
theory: the notion that each possible alternate history could create its own real branch of the 
universe has profound implications for our perceptions of science and humanity.

Additionally, my part time job in Waitrose both Saturdays and Sundays has taught me to be 
disciplined with my studies during the week.

✓ Reflecting on your reading and experiences (rather than simply 
listing them) is the key thing for writing a great statement. 

✓ Consider these real examples, with reflections in red…





And be 

careful 

with  what 

the 

Internet 

might offer 

you… steer 

well clear!



And be 

very, very 

aware of 
this →



Permissable 
(…but still not preferable?)

Ill-advised or 
actively forbidden

Use AI to check readability and 
grammar BUT NOT REDRAFTING

Don’t let AI write whole statement 
or even parts of it.

Use AI to find super-curricular 
activities and sources (which you 
then explore yourself)

Don’t let AI plan, structure or 
come up with ideas for you.

If you intending to use AI in any 
form, double check all the 
websites of the places you’re 
applying to – what’s their policy?

Don’t copy, paste, or plagiarise 
from AI or other sources (…it’ll 
end up bland and generic 
anyway).



➢ Submitting an AI-generated personal statement (or a 
large part of it) as your own work is considered 
cheating and may harm your application chances.

➢ You are now required to declare that your personal 
statement is original and not copied from AI or other 
sources.

➢ UCAS Verification Team checks applications for fraud 
and similarities in personal statements to protect all 
parties.

➢ If UCAS detects similarities in a statement, the 
relevant universities or colleges may be notified.
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You know the basics…



You know the basics…





https://www.ucas.com/applying/applying-university/writing-your-personal-statement/2026-personal-statement-guides


1. Aim for a roughly equal split across the 3 boxes, 
but don’t stress about this 

2. Top-end universities still only really care about 
the most directly academic, subject-related 
content, so keep material in the 3rd box / 
question as subject-focused as possible

3. Don’t stress too much about what goes where! 
The boxes are supposed to help, not trip you up

4. Question 1 might be the hardest – start with 
Question 2, and Question 1 will probably come to 
you.



Make a “mark scheme” for personal 
statements – a list of things you 

would look for in good ones. We’re 
then going to apply it to some real 

examples…





Questions in 

the chat?


	Slide 9: Welcome back to Highly Competitive applications
	Slide 12
	Slide 13
	Slide 14
	Slide 15
	Slide 17
	Slide 18: For clarity’s sake… literally what is it?
	Slide 19: So what do they actually want? Top tips…
	Slide 21
	Slide 22
	Slide 23
	Slide 25
	Slide 26
	Slide 27: Not this…
	Slide 28: Yes, but how?
	Slide 29: Yes, but how?
	Slide 30: 1. Here’s the big thing: subject focus
	Slide 31: Oxford University on personal statements...
	Slide 34
	Slide 35
	Slide 36: 2. Reflection is key!
	Slide 37: 3. Tailor-make it!
	Slide 38: 4. Be genuine!
	Slide 39: 4. Be genuine!
	Slide 41
	Slide 42
	Slide 43: 5. Finally: structure…
	Slide 45
	Slide 46
	Slide 47
	Slide 48
	Slide 49
	Slide 50: 5. Headlines for the 3 questions
	Slide 51: So…
	Slide 60: Final thought…
	Slide 61

