
ucas
personal

statement

writing your

◘dotmaths

matthew handy
ma bsc dipmaths

“

”

✎

for entry in

2016



I’m Matthew Handy and I tutor mathematics in Harrogate and give 
advice on university entrance, including UCAS and Oxbridge.

Teaching
I have been teaching for over twenty years, at top-ranking schools including 
Charterhouse in Surrey and Phillips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire, 
USA. I’ve been a private tutor for nine years, successfully helping hundreds 
of  students achieve higher grades in their exams and gain entry to their 
preferred university.

Academic
I was a Kitchener Scholar at the University of  Cambridge, where I was 
awarded an Entrance Prize by Trinity College and the Philpott Prize for a 
first class examination performance in Tort Law. I took a second degree in 
Mathematics with the Open University, where I won the Leslie Walshaw 
award for being the highest scoring student in Mathematical Methods and 
Models. And most recently I had to write a UCAS personal statement again 
when I applied to the University of  York to study Physics – I was accepted!

I can be contacted by e-mail at ucas@dotmaths.com or by call or text on 
07704 677 400.

Matthew Handy
http://www.dotmaths.com/

about me

If you downloaded this pdf, or were sent it by someone else, 
and if  you find it helpful, please consider making a donation 
of  £2 to my paypal account via http://www.dotmaths.com/ucas



I’m not going to write your personal statement for you.

There are good reasons for this. First – although you may be finding it trau-
matising – the process of  writing your personal statement is an incredibly 
valuable one. It helps you work out who you really are and what you really 
want. It forces you to think hard about university and why you want go. And 
it’s good that it does so: you’re making a huge decision – one that will cost 
you three or more years of  your life, as well as tens of  thousands of  pounds. 
That’s not something you want to rush, and it’s certainly not something you 
should want someone else to do for you. Indeed, they can’t.

The second reason is that a really good personal statement is precisely that: 
it’s personal. It’s about you. What you write should make you come alive 
on the page. That’s the only way admissions tutors are going to be able to 
distinguish you from the hundreds of  other applicants they’ve got whose 
grades are just as good as yours. No-one else has had your experiences. 
No-one else knows what you’re thinking – unless you tell them, and if  you 
can tell them, you can write it down in your personal statement in your own 
words.

It is difficult.  But it’s important. Don’t rush it.

If  you don’t take it seriously, you may go down a path you’ll regret.

Like I did.

before we start



I read Law at Trinity College, Cambridge.

It doesn’t really get any better than that. It’s one of  the hardest subjects to 
get accepted for – and at the best college, at the best university, in the world. 
Pretty much.

And it’s my greatest regret.

In 1986 I applied to Cambridge to read Maths – that was, and is, my true 
love. But I was rejected. The truth is I just wasn’t good enough. I had of-
fers from all four of  my other choices and my maths teacher recommended 
Manchester: he thought it would be a great fit for me.

But I was a snotty little public school boy and I wanted to go to Cambridge. 
So I applied again after I’d taken my A levels, and I applied for Law because 
. . . well, because they wouldn’t take me for Maths and being a lawyer looked 
cool on TV.

And I’ve regretted it ever since.

Don’t get me wrong. Cambridge is a fantastic university: the facilities were 
breathtaking, the teaching outstanding. I still enjoy telling people I went 
to Cambridge: they’re always impressed – admit it: you are, too! – because 
there’s nowhere better.

But it wasn’t the right course for me. After I graduated I then had to start all 
over again and take a second degree in the subject I really wanted to study. 
And second time round I had to do it while holding down a full-time job: 
no more student life for me.

a confession



So a big theme in this book is this: be honest with yourself – about who 
you really are, and what you really want.

I’m not saying it’s easy. But the consequences are serious if  you get it wrong. 
Back in my day not only were there no tuition fees, we got a maintenance 
grant to pay for food and accommodation: we were paid to go to university. 
If  you make the wrong choices, not only will it cost you time, it may cost 
you thousands of  pounds in student loan repayments.

So which university is right for you?

a confession



We’ve been obsessed with academic league tables since the 1980s.

Schools are ranked, universities are ranked, individual departments in uni-
versities are ranked. For some, it’s big business: there’s money to be made in 
publishing league tables. Times Higher Education spends a fortune publishing 
and promoting its World University Rankings each year and holding expen-
sive dinners around the world to celebrate the winners.

But I believe league tables are of  very little value to you.

We all agree Cambridge is the best university in the world. (Don’t we?) So 
you may as well apply there.

Except you probably won’t get in. Unless you’re very good. And even then 
you probably won’t get in. They just don’t have enough places.

OK, well apply to Manchester then. That’s what my maths teacher said I 
should do. He went there, had a great time, did very well and got a job he 
loved afterwards. Of  course, he was also a lot older than I was. And his 
Manchester was not the same Manchester I would be applying to. Places 
change. New facilities are built. Lecturers come and go. And he wasn’t the 
same kind of  person I was: I don’t like big cities for a start.

On the other hand Professor Brian Cox (the one off  the telly) now works at 
Manchester. So maybe you should apply. Except how likely is it that he will 
be teaching one of  the specific modules that you’ll be taking in your course? 
And even if  he did teach your favourite module last year, how do you know 
he’s still going to be teaching it by the time you get there? Lecturers get 
bored with teaching the same material over and over again every year. May-
be he’ll be poached by Harvard and he won’t even be at Manchester at all.

league tables are stupid



Besides everyone knows that Durham is better than Manchester. Probably.

But what does that mean? I challenge you to turn that into a meaningful 
statement. Seriously. Are the facilities better? (What does that mean? Do you 
learn more things if  you study in a building designed by a famous architect?) 
Are the lecturers better? (What does that mean? Perhaps Durham’s lectur-
ers are more highly qualified, but does that make them better teachers? Or 
maybe Durham has a better reputation for research, but how’s that going to 
help you?) Are Durham graduates more employable? (Does that mean you’ll 
get a better job? Do you think Manchester graduates are all unemployed and 
living in poverty? Are all Durham graduates pulling in six figure salaries? 
Would you be if  you went there?)

Don’t even get me started on the meaninglessness of  school league tables. 
(If  you do want to get me started on the subject, read my blog post An A 
grade is not the same as an A grade at http://www.dotmaths.com/blog.)

Nonetheless, every year the tables are published and no doubt you want to 
look at them. Here’s a selection.

Links to these can be found on my website at http://www.dotmaths.com/links

The Telegraph publishes all kinds of  click-bait league tables:

Top 10 universities for job prospects
Top 10 hardest universities to get into
Universities rated by their own students

The Telegraph even publishes a league table of  which league tables are the 
best: How to read the different university rankings

league tables are stupid



The Guardian website has exhaustive listings, publishing its overall university 
league table, as well as individual subject tables

Then there’s Times Higher Education, which I referred to at the beginning of  
this chapter:

Times Higher Education Table of  Tables 2015
Times Higher Education World University Ranking 2014-15

Finally, there are league tables for individual Oxbridge colleges:

The Tompkins Table (which ranks colleges at Cambridge)
The Norrington Table (which ranks colleges at Oxford)

So I hate league tables. But what should you do, if  I’m right and league ta-
bles really are stupid?

I’d suggest three things.

First, talk to people who actually go to the universities you’re interested in. 
If  you don’t know any, ask around at school for names of  people and then 
stalk them on Facebook. If  you don’t fancy being a stalker, join relevant 
groups on Facebook and listen in on the conversations. Or try The Student 
Room at http://www.thestudentroom.co.uk

Second, read alternative prospectuses. These are written by current stu-
dents. 

Third, go there. There’s no substitute for this. Go visit the university – and 
the town it’s in: after all, you’re going to be living there for three or more 

league tables are stupid



years. Open Days are great, but they’re stage-managed: it’s all cakes and 
dancing girls. Go whenever it suits you – but ideally during term time – and 
just wander about, drinking it in. If  you look like you know what you’re do-
ing, you can easily sneak into buildings and even lectures to get a real feel 
for what the place is like. If  anyone challenges you – or if  there’s a card-
entry system blocking your path – just say you’re a prospective applicant and 
you’ve come for a look around. If  you’re brave and outgoing, try chatting to 
people and asking them what they think of  the place.

But glamorous trips around the country aren’t the only preparation you 
need to be doing.

You should be reading, too.

league tables are stupid



Are you applying to university to study Economics?

Do you read The Economist?

No? Why not?

I’m not telling you off. I’m asking you to consider why you’re applying to 
spend three years studying a subject when you’re not even sufficiently inter-
ested in it to spend an hour a week reading a magazine.

There are lots of  good reasons to go to university, but one of  them is to 
immerse yourself  in one of  your (academic) passions. You’re really missing 
out if  you don’t take advantage of  that. You’ll probably never have the op-
portunity to do so again. So if  you think The Economist is boring, don’t apply 
to study Economics.

No doubt the scientists amongst you are feeling rather smug. You all read 
New Scientist and Scientific American, right? Ever taken a look at On the Origin 
of  Species? (And I don’t mean the two paragraphs quoted in your textbook. I 
mean the whole thing.) Or Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica? (It gets 
4.2 stars out of  5 on Amazon, so it must be pretty good.)

Some of  you might be complaining that the Principia is in Latin. But Feyn-
man’s Lectures on Physics are in English and they are widely regarded as some 
of  the best writing ever on physics. (OK, they’re over £100 on Amazon. But 
they get 4.9 stars out of  5. Maybe your school library has them. If  it hasn’t, 
bully the school into buying them. Or get a job at Asda and save up.)

Want to read English? How many of  Shakespeare’s plays have you read? 
Just the one that’s on the specification? There are thirty-six to choose from 

are you serious?



in the First Folio. Why not pick one of  the ones no-one’s heard of. That’ll 
make you stand out.

Back to you Economists. I assume you’ve read On the Wealth of  Nations. It’s 
99p on Amazon kindle. (The Biologists will be pleased to hear that On the 
Origin of  Species is free.)

But OK: I’m not being entirely fair. I wonder how many university lecturers 
have read the seminal works in their subjects, cover-to-cover. But you could 
give it a try – the experience (good or bad) will certainly give you something 
to talk about on your personal statement:

I have to admit I found Descartes ‘Discourse’ incredibly hard-going. But it hasn’t put me 
off  Philosophy – indeed, it’s why I want to study the subject at university so I can learn 
how to understand it.

No-one’s going to judge you for finding Descartes difficult. Everyone does. 
Besides, you’re only 17 and can probably barely spell your own name, let 
alone understand “cogito ergo sum”. But you’ll score points for giving it a 
try. (It gets 4.5 stars on Amazon. I won’t even make you read it in French. 
You can buy a translation.)

Here’s some good news for the physicists: Feynman cherry-picked sections 
from his three volumes of  Lectures to produce the appropriately named 
Six Easy Pieces. That gets 4.4 stars out of  5 on Amazon, so it’s even better 
than Newton’s Principia. Fenyman followed it up with Six Not-So-Easy Pieces, 
which only gets 4.1 stars out of  5. I guess many people don’t like hard 
books. I hope you’re not one of  them.

Applying to read Law? Presumably you’ve visited your local court?

are you serious?



You see, I’ve seen students who have tried to lie and cheat their way into 
universities. I don’t necessarily mean that literally. One was falling behind 
with his schoolwork and I asked him why. He said he was frantically read-
ing a book he’d claimed he’d read on his personal statement in case he was 
asked about it in his upcoming interview. What on earth is the point of  that? 
At some point that kind of  approach is going to go blow up in your face. An 
initial sense of  victory and achievement in getting in to university may well 
be followed with the misery and disaster of  failing or dropping out. You 
should read books because you want to read them, not because somebody 
tells you to, or because you think you should, especially if  you’re only trying 
to impress someone.

Studying at university used to be called “reading” as in “I’m reading Biol-
ogy at Nottingham”. It’s one of  the real pleasures of  being at university. 
It’s also one of  the realities of  being at university. You should really already 
have started reading your subject. Admissions tutors will be looking at your 
personal statement for evidence that you have.

If  you haven’t, you should ask yourself  why. Perhaps the subject you’ve 
chosen isn’t right for you.

Because if  it is right for you, it shouldn’t be hard to get you to talk about it. 

Indeed, your personal statement should pretty much write itself.

are you serious?



What’s the thing that really excites you?

Anything at all.

Football? Playing Fifa on the PS4? X Factor? Beer? (I don’t know. I’m 45. 
I have no idea what you people get up to when you’re not studying maths.)

Do you find it hard to talk about it? I doubt it. You probably talk about it 
all the time.

If  you’re about to write your personal statement, you’re intending to com-
mit at least three years to studying full-time at a university. And spending 
tens of  thousands of  pounds to do so.

So you’d better be really sure that this is what you sincerely want to do. You 
should be genuinely excited at the prospect of  spending all that time study-
ing the subject you’re applying for.

If  you’re not excited about it . . . well, maybe you should think about things 
a bit more first. Universities are not going anywhere. There’ll always be the 
option to go to one. But only do it when you’re certain it’s the right thing 
for you.

Because if  it is, it should be easy to write your personal statement. All you 
have to do is talk about the thing you can’t wait to do. You’re talking about 
yourself. You’re talking about your passion. Easy. Just sit down and write.

But if  you find yourself  staring at a blank sheet of  paper and you can’t think 
what to say . . . well, maybe that’s because applying to university to study this 
course isn’t the right thing for you. Or, at least, not now.

it should write itself



Don’t let parents or teachers or friends pressure you into applying. Going 
straight from school to university isn’t the right thing for everyone. It might 
not be the right thing for you. Think about it. Carefully. Then have another 
try writing about it. If  the words flow easily, you can feel reassured that you 
are doing the right thing after all.

Of  course, it’s not quite as simple as that. Your enthusiasm needs to be 
structured and expressed in the right way.

But before I get to the detail, there is one question that needs to be consid-
ered.

How important is the personal statement?

it should write itself



Students can become obsessed with creating the perfect personal 
statement. 

It can eat up huge amounts of  time. Time that could more productively be 
spent working to get the highest possible A level grades and reading around 
the subject.

But the personal statement is really important, isn’t it?

Well, maybe: I’ve heard conflicting views on this from admissions tutors.

You see the problem with the personal statement is that admissions tutors 
don’t really know who actually wrote it. Maybe it was the applicant. Or 
maybe they downloaded a model personal statement from the internet. Or 
maybe they paid someone to write it. Or got their father to write it.

Even if  the applicant did write it themselves, admissions tutors don’t know 
what advice they were given. Maybe their personal statement is poor be-
cause they were given poor advice. And that’s not their fault so it wouldn’t 
be fair to reject them.

So you may spend hour after hour after hour honing the perfect personal 
statement when, actually, it didn’t make any difference to your application 
at all. (If  you’re applying to Cambridge and your average UMS is below 
97%, good luck trying to get an interview, however brilliant you think your 
personal statement is.)

Here’s some hard data. The University and College Union carried out a survey 
in 2015 of  2,155 admissions staff. Only around a half  of  them agreed with 
the statement “Personal statements are a useful tool to distinguish between students.”

does it really matter?



Here are some quotations from admissions staff  responding to the survey:

“Personal statements are useful in guiding interviews, but not useful at all as indicators 
of  how good the students are or how well they will do at university (not the same thing, 
necessarily): most of  them are essentially indistinguishable.” 

“There is still a bias in the system towards public schools. The students get better coaching 
on statements.”

“When are the scam of  admission statements going to be revealed? Everyone in the sector 
knows the vast majority are never read – certainly not by an academic.”

“There is a clear mismatch between the personal statements and the interviews. My overall 
impression is that most students did not write them themselves. The references from the 
head teachers are also too exaggerated.”

The rest of  this guide will assume that your personal statement matters at 
least a bit. But try not to go overboard with it. There’s no need to spend two 
months writing eighteen drafts.

It’s time to look at the structure of  the UCAS form.

does it really matter?



Your UCAS application essentially has four parts.

First is factual information about you: name, date of  birth, address and so 
on. Boring, but easy.

Second is your exam results. This is arguably the most important part of  
the form. It’s solid, independent facts about your academic performance. 
(If  your grades aren’t as good as they should be, you’re going to have to ad-
dress this in the personal statement. See the section titled Bad things.)

Third is your personal statement. I’ve already discussed how important – 
if  at all – this section is.

Lastly is the school’s reference. There’s a question mark about how impor-
tant this section is, too. A central feature of  it are your predicted A level re-
sults. But schools are notoriously poor at getting these right. (Astonishingly, 
in 2014, of  those students predicted by their schools to get ABB grades in 
their A levels, only 21% actually did.) It’s hardly fair for you to be penalised 
for your school’s inability to forecast how you’re going to do. Your predic-
tions will be supplemented with additional remarks. These are often written 
by people who don’t know you very well, cobbled together from comments 
submitted to them by your teachers. It’s not at all clear how useful all this 
ends up being. (And don’t forget the quote from the UCU survey in the 
previous chapter: “The references from the head teachers are also too exaggerated.”)

But I would make one comment at this stage. If  at all possible liaise with the 
person responsible for writing your reference. Some information sounds 
much better coming from the school than it does from you.

For example, if  you say

completing the Duke of  Edinburgh award has really improved my leadership skills

the structure of  the form



the structure of  the form

you may sound self-regarding and even a little arrogant.

But if  the school says

we’ve really noticed how Jonny’s hard work in successfully completing the Duke of  Edin-
burgh award has enhanced his leadership skills, especially in his role as a prefect respon-
sible for younger students

you sound like dream undergraduate material.

But before you start writing, spare a thought for who’s going to read your personal state-
ment.



You may be surprised to hear that admissions tutors are actual, real-life peo-
ple. So when you’re writing your personal statement, write like an actual, 
real-life person writes.

Students often write ridiculous, overblown, pretentious, pompous nonsense 
in their personal statements. They use language that no ordinary human 
being would use. No-one is impressed by this; indeed it’s off-putting. Just 
write normally.

That doesn’t mean use text-speak – be grammatically correct – but don’t be 
like Joey from Friends, who tried to impress an adoption agency by describ-
ing Monica and Chandler as

humid prepossessing Homo Sapiens with full-sized aortic pumps

when he just meant

they are warm, nice people with big hearts

Once you’ve actually written it, get someone to read your personal state-
ment and ask them, “Does this sound like me?” If  it doesn’t, rewrite it until 
it does. You should be selling the real you, not some version of  you that you 
think admissions tutors will like.

Remember also that admissions tutors have a huge stack of  personal state-
ments to read, and it’s really boring. Cut them some slack. Write like a nor-
mal person and try to make it interesting. You know how to be interesting: 
you talk to your friends all the time and they seem to come back for more. 
Write as if  you were talking to them. Well, not exactly as you would talk to 
them, but not a million miles away from it, either. You can tell when people 

real people



are enjoying listening to you. When you read through your drafts of  your 
personal statement, ask yourself  if  you enjoy reading it. If  you don’t, it’s 
going to be a grind for the admissions tutors, too. Put some colour into it.

Now that you’ve thought about who’s going to read your personal statement, it’s time to 
think about what they want to hear.

real people



This is a cynical view, but universities are all about money.

Students represent income. That’s why they want you. You bring cash into 
the university which they can spend on impressive buildings and expensive 
equipment for their world-beating research. But if  things go wrong with 
you, they won’t get the cash.

So what can go wrong? You can leave the university before you graduate.

There are four reasons why you might. The first two are the same. So is the 
third one.

First, you fail the exams. The truth is you just weren’t smart enough to 
cope with the course. So admissions tutors want some reassurance that this 
won’t happen. The primary source of  this reassurance is the actual exam re-
sults you’ve already got. They show what you can achieve. (Your predictions 
may be relevant here but, as I’ve said, they’re not very reliable.)

Second, you fail the exams. The truth is you’re an idiot and think universi-
ty is all about getting drunk. You don’t do any work and you fail. The admis-
sions tutors want some reassurance that this won’t happen, either. Again, 
the fact you’ve actually passed exams in the past is a help. But so is evidence 
that you’ve behaved responsibly in the past. Holding down a menial job for 
a decent length of  time, for example. 

Third, you get thrown out. The truth is you’re an idiot and think univer-
sity is all about getting drunk. It gets so bad they have to ask you to leave. 
Once again, the boring job you’ve had stacking shelves at Asda for the last 
eighteen months is pretty strong evidence that you can be responsible when 
you need to be.

what it’s really about



Fourth, you drop out. The truth is the course was really boring and you just 
couldn’t bear doing another year of  it. This is a really important point to 
address in your personal statement. You need to show that you really under-
stand what it means to study one subject, full-time, for three years, and that 
you are genuinely very keen to do it. Because it’s not easy. The third year is 
really hard. The material gets difficult, the workload is high. The courses get 
pretty specialised. Go into it with your eyes open, and show the admissions 
tutors that you know what you’re letting yourself  in for.

You can reassure them about this in four ways.

First, by showing that you’ve researched the content of  the degree and 
you’re excited to get started on studying the material at undergraduate level.

Second, by showing that you already spend a lot of  time reading about 
the subject you’re applying for because you are genuinely passionate about 
it – and not just from the textbook you’ve been given at school: I’m talking 
about independent reading. Ideally something more impressive than reading 
The Economist, though you should definitely be doing that if  you’re applying 
for Economics.

Third, by showing that you’re the kind of  person who has committed 
to long-term projects and has seen them through to the end. This is 
where you mention your Gold Duke of  Edinburgh, or your Grade 8 violin. 
Or the eighteen months you’ve spent at Asda.

Fourth, you have a life-plan and this degree is an essential part of  it. You know 
that you want to become an investment manager, and studying Economics 
will help you be a really successful investment manager.

what it’s really about



(You may not have a clue what you want to do with your life after university. 
That’s totally fine. Lots of  people your age don’t. Lots of  people my age 
don’t. University is not just about getting a job after graduation. But if  you 
do know what you want to do, it can be reassuring to admissions tutors to 
hear about it.)

So we know what admissions tutors are hoping to hear. But who should tell 
them?

Who should write your personal statement? (Clue: you.)

what it’s really about



It’s always wise to ask for advice, especially from people more expe-
rienced than you.

So once you’ve written your personal statement, it’s definitely a good idea 
to ask someone to check through it. It’s very hard to proof-read your own 
work.

But the more people you ask, the more opinions you’ll get. If  you’re not 
careful you’ll lose control of  the whole process and your personal statement 
will be a mess.

At the same time, don’t let one person’s advice dominate your thinking. 

Worse, don’t let – or ask – someone else to write your personal statement 
for you. I’ve seen brilliant personal statements – that were obviously written 
by the candidate’s parents. Admissions tutors aren’t stupid; after all, they do 
work in universities.

Besides, it’s your personal statement. It’s your voice. Take responsibility and 
use it.

OK. We can’t put it off  any longer.

It’s time to start actually writing.

limit your editors



Ever since I was a child I’ve always wanted to write a book about UCAS per-
sonal statements.

My grandfather wrote a book about UCAS personal statements and that 
sparked my first interest in them.

If  those two ghastly paragraphs sound like your first paragraph, delete it.

Every UCAS personal statement I’ve ever read seems to start with one of  
those. They’re unoriginal, and the first one is probably a lie.

There are two ways to write a seductive opening paragraph. One of  them is 
much harder than the other.

The hard way is to be brilliant and original. One of  the best opening 
paragraphs I’ve ever seen was for someone applying to read Biology. It 
began

I don’t believe in the theory of  evolution.

What?! You’re applying to read Biology and you don’t believe in evolution? 
Are you insane? As an admissions tutor, you must read on. You have to find 
out what’s wrong with this kid.

Or so the teachers at the junior school in the USA that I attended would have me say.

Ah. Bait and switch. He’s not serious. But he has a bit of  an edge. And an 
interesting background.

A start like that draws the reader in. (Well, it drew in the admissions tutor at 
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the University of  Manchester. The student was offered a place. He gradu-
ated last year. And now works in advertising.)

It’s very hard to come up with something original, let alone something bril-
liant. But, as I said, there is also a second way to seduce admissions tutors: 
tell the truth and be sincere.

What is the actual reason you’re applying to university to study this course? 
Suppose you meet up with an old friend you haven’t seen for a couple of  
years and she asks you

So why are you applying to read Law at uni?

What would you really say? Why are you applying to read Law at uni? Surely 
you know. There must be a reason.

I actually did apply to read Law at uni. Indeed, I got into Cambridge to read 
Law so my personal statement can’t have been that bad.

I started by talking about a television programme I used to love called Crown 
Court. It was a drama set in a criminal court. (It was replaced by Neighbours 
in the 1980s.) I thought the barristers were brilliant. I loved the whole wigs-
and-gowns thing. I loved their clever arguments. I wanted to be one. And 
so I looked into it. I read about the stages involved in becoming a barrister. 
(I loved the fact that one of  them involves eating dinners while being chal-
lenged to answer ridiculous questions.) I visited my local real-life Crown 
Court and talked to a judge. (He asked me what I would do if  I was repre-
senting someone and they admitted to me that they were guilty. I was fas-
cinated and surprised by his answer.) I went on a school trip to Gray’s Inn, 
one of  the four places in London where barristers train and actually joined 
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one of  the dinners with the ridiculous challenges. I did a week’s work expe-
rience at a barristers’ chambers, which included attending court and making 
notes. I read Learning the Law by Glanville Williams. The more I researched, 
the more certain I became that this was what I wanted to do.

And that’s the truth. And it’s what I wrote, more or less, when I applied to 
Cambridge. It’s not a particularly clever approach. But it’s honest. And it 
worked. It ticks the boxes I mentioned in the previous chapter.

You may be thinking “but I haven’t done all those things!” Well, why not? 
You’re saying you want to commit to three years study and tens of  thou-
sands of  pounds of  debt. Shouldn’t you have done all those things? I once 
had a student who was applying to university to read Physics. In her per-
sonal statement she said she’d always want to go to CERN on the French/
Swiss border, home of  the Large Hadron Collider and Professor Brian Cox 
off  the telly. I asked her why she hadn’t already been. “Book a flight,” I said. 
“Get on a bus at Geneva airport. And go there. Then write about it in your 
personal statement.” So she did. And she got into her first choice university 
to read Physics.

(And now you’re thinking you couldn’t afford to do that. Get a job at Asda. 
Work there for six months to pay for it. Now you’re ticking two boxes on 
your personal statement.)

After the first paragraph comes the second. And then the third.
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The advice schools often seem to give to students about their personal state-
ments is very formulaic and tends to result in very dull pieces of  writing.

For some reason everyone talks about how A level Maths has improved 
their problem-solving skills. Really? (And isn’t that what your school should 
be saying about you, not what you should be saying about yourself ?)

I think the best personal statements weave together a series of  specific an-
ecdotes about you and what you want to study at university. The mantra is: 
show me, don’t tell me.

So don’t say

I read “The Economist” every week

because I don’t believe you.

Instead say

In a column titled “Philosopher Kings” in The Economist, Schumpeter argued that 
business leaders would benefit from studying great writers. Although I ultimately want to 
work in finance, I am applying to study English jointly with Business Studies because I 
agree that there’s more to commerce than balance sheets and profit forecasts.

That’s specific and it’s relevant. And now I believe you read The Economist.

You see, your personal statement is just that: a personal statement. When I 
read it, it should be clear that it was written by you because only you could 
have written it. Only you have read those things and had those thoughts and 
been to those places and had those experiences. Your goal should be that 
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– by the time I’ve finished reading your personal statement – I have a clear 
sense of  who you are, and I really want to teach you.

Because if  you don’t achieve that goal, you’ve simply written the kind of  
generic personal statement I see all the time. And how on earth can an ad-
missions tutor distinguish you from all the other identikit applicants? Why 
is she going to give you an offer and not them?

Maybe you’re scared to be really you because you’re worried about something bad that you 
don’t want to admit to . . .
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What should you do if  there’s something in your school history which is 
bad? I take a controversial position on this.

I think you should tell the truth.

Suppose, for example, you have a “disappointing” grade somewhere. You 
can’t hide it. You have to put it on the form. So the admissions tutor will 
know about it. Which means you need to address it in your personal state-
ment. What happened? What went wrong? And – crucially – what did you 
learn from it?

Perhaps you just didn’t do enough work. Fair enough. Admit it. And then 
say that the grade gave you a wake-up call. You’ve taken a study skills course. 
You’ve dropped some of  your extra-curricular activities. You spend an hour 
in the library every day after school. Or whatever it is that you do now.

(Incidentally, if  you did get a disappointing grade at some point and you 
haven’t changed the way you study, perhaps you should. There’s no point 
getting an offer from a university if  you’re not going to get the grades they 
ask for. And there’s no point going to university if  you’re going to make the 
same mistakes you made at school. Dropping out of  uni is a very expensive 
mistake to make.)

Admissions tutors typically respond in one of  two ways to poor grades. 
Some will rule you out immediately, no matter what you say. That may seem 
unfair and even short-sighted of  them. But they have a stack of  applications 
to get through and a big chunk of  them don’t have bad grades that need 
explaining away and it’s just much easier to take those people.

But others will be more impressed with you than if  you had got a set of  top 
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grades. You’ve learned from your mistakes. You’ve shown growth and self-
awareness. You have the maturity needed to study at undergraduate level.

Talking of  mistakes, don’t make any in your personal statement.

bad things



If  your anything like me, speling and gramatical errors will leap of  
the page at you.

Whoops.

If  you’re anything like me, spelling and grammatical errors will leap off  the page at you.

They’re jarring and off-putting. And theirs simply no excuse for them. Er, 
sorry. I mean there’s simply no excuse for them.

Use spell-checkers; ask learned friends, parents or teachers to read through 
and check for mistakes. (Just don’t ask too many people for their opinion. 
They’ll only confuse you. Besides, what do they know?)

cheque it



If  you couldn’t be bothered to read the six thousand or so words in the 
previous chapters, here’s what you missed.

Your personal statement should be honest.

Your personal statement should give a clear picture of  who you really 
are, so that admissions tutors can find a reason to specifically admit you, as 
opposed to all the other candidates they have.

Your UCAS form as a whole should address the admissions tutor’s prin-
cipal concerns:

You’re clever enough to pass the course
Your actual exam results should convince them of  this. If  you think they 
won’t, you’ll need to explain why your past does not adequately describe 
your present and your future. You’ve learned from your mistakes.

You’re mature enough to handle university
Specific achievements that take sustained commitment – like Duke of  Ed-
inburgh Gold and Grade 8 violin – can demonstrate this. If  you don’t have 
these things, use your personal statement to show that you really are an 
independent learner who knows what they want and is prepared to work 
hard to get it.

You have the motivation and commitment to finish the course
Three years studying one subject is a long time to do something you don’t 
really love. Prove that you do by writing with sincere enthusiasm about your 
passion for the subject and – if  you know – what you hope to do with it 
after you graduate.
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Write your personal statement yourself and once you’ve written it, check it. Have 
someone you trust read it. But don’t overwhelm yourself  with dozens of  
opinions. And don’t spend months writing dozens of  drafts – it’s really not 
that clear how important the personal statement really is.
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On results day 2014, a record 412,170 students had their place at a uni-
versity or college confirmed.

Universities are no longer restricted in the number of  students they accept. 
There may be practical constraints, but the government no longer imposes 
caps. If  you’re good enough to study at university, somewhere is going to 
offer you a place. It may not be Cambridge – but does it really matter? Ulti-
mately the university experience is about what you learn and who you meet. There 
are great people – both teachers and students – at every university. (There 
are not-so-great people at every university, too. Even Cambridge has some 
duff  lecturers.) If  you work hard and get involved, you’ll have a great time 
and you’ll graduate with a good degree. And – if  you’ve planned it carefully 
– you’ll end up with a good job. If  that’s what you want.

And don’t worry about the fees. Student loans are not loans. They are a 
graduate tax.

They’re not loans because they don’t come with any of  the disadvantages 
of  loans:

You only pay them back if  you’re earning more than £21,000 a year. You 
pay 9% of  the amount you earn over £21,000. So if  you earn £22,000 you’ll 
pay back less than £100 a year. (And if  you keep earning at that rate, you’ll 
pay back less than £3,000 no matter how much you borrowed.)

If  you take a year-off  after university and don’t earn much money, you’ll pay 
back nothing that year. If  you take a career break, perhaps to have children, 
and don’t earn much money, you’ll pay back nothing until you return to work 
and start earning above £21,000.

stop stressing out



Student loans don’t count as a debt in your credit record. After 30 years – 
admittedly a long time – if  you haven’t paid them off, you don’t have to: 
whatever’s left is written off. Around 50% of  students will never have to pay 
off  their total student loan.

Although interest is added to what you owe, the rate is vastly lower than 
you’d get with a commercial loan.

If  you get a good graduate job after you graduate, you’ll pay around 3% to 
6% of  your total salary. There are conflicting figures about what kind of  sal-
ary you can expect and there are big variations depending what kind of  job 
you end up doing.

At the lower end, if  you earn £18,000 a year, you’ll pay nothing. At the 
higher end, if  you get a job as a trainee manager with Aldi on £42,000 a year, 
you’ll pay back roughly £160 a month, leaving you with a whopping £2,400 
after income tax and national insurance contributions. Plus you get an Audi 
A4. I think you’ll manage.

It’s really not that big a deal. Especially when you consider how much more 
graduates earn over their lifetimes compared with people who don’t have 
degrees. Research published in 2013 showed that men earn around £168,000 
more over their lifetimes (and that’s after student loan repayments). Women 
earn around £252,000 more.

On the subject of  money, just how rich do you want to be?
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One of  the reasons for going to university (but it’s definitely not the only 
reason) is to improve your prospects of  getting a good job. But what exactly 
does that mean?

Like a lot of  things, I think it comes down to money. A lot of  people choose 
a job and then decide what to do with the money they earn afterwards.

(There’s a nausating magazine produced by the Financial Times called How To 
Spend It. I think this represents everything that’s wrong with our society, but 
this may not be the place to debate that particular point.)

I think you should consider doing things the other way round. Figure out 
how much money you want (and what you want it for) and then find a 
job that pays you that much money. My hope is that this will allow you to 
choose a job that you really want to do, rather than one that you think you 
should do.

My main source of  income is from private tuition. I charge £40 per hour. 
There’s a lot of  demand for maths tutors in Harrogate and I could prob-
ably teach thirty hours a week for, say, ten months a year. That’s not far off  
£50,000 a year before taxes and expenses. Kerching!

I don’t in fact teach thirty hours a week. This is partly because it would 
drive me insane. Private tuition is quite intense and that many hours would 
be exhausting. I’d be tired and fed-up and the quality of  my teaching would 
suffer.

But another reason why I don’t teach thirty hours a week is because I don’t 
need the money. I don’t want that much money. Or, rather, the extra money 
isn’t worth the sacrifice I’d have to make to earn it.

it’s not all about money



You see, I really did sit down and ask myself  how much money I wanted. 

(Well, strictly speaking, the starting point is how much money I needed: to pay 
my rent, and buy groceries and so on.) I then figured out how many hours 
a week I’d need to work to earn that much money. And that, more or less, is 
how many hours a week I actually work.

How do you imagine your adult life? Do you expect to have children? (Ac-
cording to a report from the Centre of  Economic and Business Research, each 
child will cost you over £200,000 up to the age of  21.) Do you expect to 
own your own home? What kind of  car do you want to drive? How many 
holidays a year do you want to go on? And to where? Do you like camp-
ing, or do you prefer five-star hotels? Economy, or business class? Do you 
expect to get married? Will your partner work as well, so that you have two 
incomes?

Now, you can fantasize all you like, but do bear this in mind: if  you plan on 
being rich, you’d better plan on working very hard and for very long hours and 
for a very long time. There are no easy or quick routes to wealth. If  you really 
are determined to get rich (and if  you’re not determined, you won’t get rich) at 
least try to find something you’re happy to work hard at, and for long hours, 
and for many years.

Now – what are you waiting for? – get on with it!

Oh, but before you do: one last thing . . .

(but it’s somtimes about money)

If  you downloaded this pdf, or were sent it by someone else, 
and if  you find it helpful, please consider making a donation 
of  £2 to my paypal account via http://www.dotmaths.com/ucas


