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How to write a personal statement

• Your personal statement is basically a 
love letter to your subject. 

• Your statement should be course-
focused, not university focused, 
because all universities see the same 
personal statement. 

• It is vital part of the UCAS process 
because it is your chance to sell 
yourself – for most universities the only 
chance!

• What makes you stand out? 



• Where should you be at this stage? 

• You should now be deciding on your courses and universities, in the process of 
narrowing it down to 5 options. Find out their requirements and be 
aspirational but also realistic. You should also have an institution with lower 
requirements in your list as an insurance.  

• Make sure you choose the right course – research into its priorities, structure 
and also have a look at the students’ satisfaction survey to see how students 
felt about their experience at that particular institution.  

• Start noting down ideas for the personal statement – add ideas to it, especially 
when you read or engage in something new from the super-curriculum.

• Do your first draft over summer ready to hand into your form tutor in 
September. 
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• Important facts
• You can enter up to 4,000 characters or 47 lines of text (this includes blank 

lines). 
• When you save the text, the system will tell you how many characters are 

still available or if you have used too many characters. 
• You can preview your statement after you have saved it. 
• You will not be able to change the presentation of your Personal Statement 

by using features such as bold, italic or underlined or foreign characters. 
• Prepare your Personal Statement offline first. You can then copy and paste 

this into APPLY. When you enter your personal statement into APPLY, you 
must save it! APPLY will time out after 35 minutes of inactivity.

• Make sure that your Personal Statement is your own work. UCAS has 
software to detect plagiarism. 
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Use Unifrog to help you! 

• https://www.unifrog.org/studen
t/personal-statement-section-1

• You will be expected to write 
your personal statement on 
Unifrog so your tutor can track 
your progress. 

Home - Student - Unifrog

https://www.unifrog.org/student/personal-statement-section-1
https://www.unifrog.org/student/home


• Do brainstorm your ideas on paper before attempting to write anything.
• Do aim to use about 4-5 paragraphs, making sure that each one flows in a logical 

way.
• Do expect to produce several drafts before being totally happy.
• Do ask people that you trust for feedback.
• Do ensure that you use correct English and do not let careless spelling and 

grammar mistakes spoil your statement.
• Do show that you know your strengths and can outline your ideas clearly.
• Do be enthusiastic – you can have very good grades, many extra curricular 

activities and be a strong candidate but if admissions tutors feel that you are not 
passionate about your subject you may not get a place.

• Do use the ABC method – Activity, Benefit, Course - What is the activity, what 
skills and qualities have come from it and how does it relate to the course?

• Do use subject related terminology/ definitions where appropriate – show your 
engagement with your chosen subject.
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• Do not use fancy, flowery language. If you try too hard to impress with long 
words that you are not confident using, the focus of your writing may be lost.

• Do not open with a quotation. 
• Do not try to be funny as admissions tutors may not share your sense of 

humour.
• Do not lie or exaggerate – if you stretch the truth you may fall down at 

interview when you are asked to elaborate on an interesting achievement. It 
is also an offence to lie on your UCAS statement.

• Do not rely on a spellchecker – proofread as many times as possible.
• Do not leave it to the last minute.
• Do not ask too many people to read it for feedback – a couple of peers, your 

form tutor and a subject teacher in the relevant / related subject should be 
enough. Otherwise you might get too much conflicting advice. 
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• What to include

• Why you have chosen to study that particular course and why that subject area interests you.

• Aspects of your current studies that relate to the course you have chosen.

• Why you think you would be a good person to follow your chosen course.

• Evidence of your passion for the subject – your engagement with the super-curriculum, extra 
reading etc. 

• Details of jobs, placements, work experience or voluntary work that you have undertaken, 
particularly if it has relevance to your chosen field. 

• Hobbies, interests and activities that are relevant to the course. 

• Non-accredited qualifications e.g. Duke of Edinburgh, Young Enterprise.

• Any other achievements that you are proud of.

• Positions of responsibility that you hold or have held inside and outside school (school officer 
team, subject prefects etc.).

• Attributes that make you interesting, special or unique.

• Future plans – how you will use your university studies.
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• Show, don’t tell; discuss, don’t list 

• Persuade the admissions tutor you really want to study a particular course. 

• Lots of students apply with suitable predicted grades so why offer a place to 
you? 

• Show passion for your course – don’t say you are passionate – illustrate that 
passion through engagement, extra reading, past-times etc.. 

• Show what you have done, but most importantly, explain what you took 
away from it. This includes extra work, reading as well as life experiences. 

• Remember ABC – What was the activity, how did it benefit you, how will it 
support you with the course. 
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If you are struggling for material for your UCAS 
statement, you could:

• Speak to your subject teacher for 
some recommended reading 
material.

• Think about any visits you could 
make e.g. exhibitions, student 
conferences, lectures. 

• Join organisations that are linked 
to your subject. 

• Subscribe to magazine and 
podcasts

• Watch Ted Talks or visit the Radio 
4 website for academic 
discussions e.g. In our Time, 
Front Row, The Infinite Monkey 
Cage, Open Book



#ExploreYourSubject
@Peterhouse_SLO

Critical engagement
• What is the argument in this 
book/article?
•What is the supporting 
evidence?
• What do I think? How can I find 
out more?



• ‘At the interview the statement can often form the 
starting point for a discussion about what the 
student has done and what he/she enjoys.’

• ‘It’s more important that they talk interestingly about 
what they do, however ‘narrowly’ or ‘broadly’ based 
that is.’

• ‘Show interest in the course applied for. This is 
particularly, though not uniquely, vital when applying 
for a subject not studied at A Level.’

• ‘I do like structured teamwork, like the Duke of 
Edinburgh Award. It’s no good making a statement 
like “I get on with people”, it’s demonstrating it!’

Comments from Admission Tutors



Key phrases

• Adding information – key discourse 
markers 

• In addition, 

• In addition to 

• As well as 

• Furthermore,

• Moreover, 

• Apart from

• Not to mention

• Not only … but also 

• Firstly,

• Secondly, 

• Finally 

• Introducing a new subject – key 
discourse makers 

•
• As regards
• With regards to  
• On the subject of 
• As far as … is/are concerned, 



Key Phrases

• Verb and verb phrases to show 
skills
• Reinforce

• Strengthen

• Develop

• Foster 

• Participate 

• Enabled me 

• Provided me

• Required me

• Gave me the opportunity to

• Summarising – key discourse 
markers 

• To conclude,

• In short, 

• In summary,

• Overall, 



Unifrog suggest a very useful 3 paragraphs structure with guidance along the 
way. 

• The important things is to have a clear structure and use paragraphs. 

• Ensure that it is subject focused (aim for about 60-70%of your Personal 
Statement being about the subject – and more for a competitive place e.g. 
Oxbridge, Medicine, Vet. Science or Dentistry – at least 80%). Please note 
that this includes activities that you are involved in outside of lessons that 
are related to the subject in some way. 

Structuring a personal statement



• Don’t tell, SHOW! Evidence. 

• Don’t open with a cliché

• Explain exactly what it is that excites you about the course. You can refer 
to explicit reference to examples of topics, lessons, practicals, research, 
courses, fieldwork, projects that you have enjoyed. 

• Show your passion for your subject! 

• If you have not studied your proposed degree subject at school, explain 
exactly what has attracted you to it, and offer details of research that you 
have done. 

Paragraph 1: Why do you want to study this subject?
This part should make up 30% of the total statement.



The dreaded first sentence! Advice from admission tutors

• 'Don't waste time trying to think of a catchy opening; it's often a complete turn-
off.'

• 'The best personal statements get to the point quickly.'
• 'The opening is your chance to introduce yourself, to explain your motivation 

for studying the course and to demonstrate your understanding of it.'
• 'It's your enthusiasm for the course we want to know about. Start with that.'
• 'What you want to study and why should be in the first two sentences. What 

excites you about the course and why do you want to learn about it more?'
• 'It's much better to engage us with something interesting, relevant, specific and 

current in your opening line, not 'from a young age' or 'I have always wanted 
to'. Start with what's inspiring you now, not what inspired you when you were 
six.'

• ‘I think the opening line is the hardest one to write, so I often say leave it until 
last and just try and get something down on paper.'

• ‘Don’t start with a quotation – we are interested in what you think’ 



Never begin with …

• 'From a young age…'

• 'For as long as I can remember…

• 'I am applying for this course 
because…'

• 'I have always been interested in…'

• 'Throughout my life I have always 
enjoyed…

Try starting with an experience, 
something you read or did that 
triggered your fascination in the 
subject – something unique to 

you!!! 



• I find the built environment fascinating and perplexing, marvelling how 
engineers build such towering skyscrapers with complex designs that 
appear surprisingly simple. In reality, it takes a vast amount of effort and 
skill to achieve the end result. This focused my desire to study engineering. 
I began to understand that it embraces not just bridges and buildings but 
water systems, nanotechnology and robotics. I like the idea of being 
involved in large-scale projects with tangible results and that each project 
could be different, each with a different set of problems to solve and 
requiring flexibility. Engineering is innovative and I am fascinated by the 
idea of developing new mechanisms that have never been attempted 
before and I am excited by the opportunity to apply the theory of physics 
and mathematics in a practical way.

Sample paragraph 1



• Experiencing volcanoes, geysers and waterfalls first hand in Iceland on a 
school trip was the beginning of my fascination with the Earth and the 
environment. I have also been to see the fjords of Norway, and it put my 
classroom learning of Geography into reality as I could see evidence of the 
submergent coastline for myself. My passion for Geography stems from the 
fact that it deals with some of the most pressing and important topics we as 
a society face daily. These include pollution, migration and climate change. I 
am particularly interested in the environmental side of Geography as it is not 
only essential to the survival of our planet, but adds an interesting link 
between my subjects Geography and Biology. This interest was sparked 
especially after attending a lecture by Christiana Figueres on her work in the 
2015 UN Paris Agreement; I was inspired by her ‘stubbornly optimistic’ 
outlook on the global challenges of climate change. As a result, I want to 
discover everything that I possibly can about our planet, and learn how to 
protect it from these international threats to the environment. 

Sample paragraph 1-2

See Unifrog for other examples 



There are lots of prompts on Unifrog with lots 
of examples



• This is a good place to reference the all-important super-curriculum and, 
reading outside the syllabus, conferences, lectures, extra reading, 
subscribing to podcasts or magazines. 

• This is also where you can If you have done work experience, physical or 
virtual, explain how you benefited and what you learnt. 

• If you plan to take a gap year outline the reasoning behind your decision, 
and try to give some indication of what you are planning to do; any activity 
that is likely to develop your wider skills is particularly worthwhile in this 
context.

• Give specific titles or details and explain what you gained from these 
activities. If you have chosen a joint honours degree you should do this for 
both subjects. 

Paragraph 2: What have you done in the past that makes you 
particularly suitable to study the subject? This part should make 
up 60% of the total statement



Sample Paragraph

I have consistently taken part in UKMT maths challenges, achieving gold at all levels and a 
distinction in the Mathematical Olympiad for Girls. These were my first introduction to more 
abstract problem solving, and I enjoyed developing skills that focus less on the complexity of 
the mathematics and more on finding creative ways to tackle a question. Attending 
lunchtime groups ahead of individual and team maths challenges taught me the importance 
of collaboration within mathematics. This inspired me to create a team for the Integral 
Ritangle competition, completing with friends the ‘advent calendar’ of problems. Outside of 
school, I love discovering areas of maths in ways not covered in the syllabus: a series of 
‘Lockdown Math’ lectures online approach many fundamental topics from angles I have not 
seen before. I am currently reading Körner’s Calculus for the Ambitious. Attempting the 
initial exercises which focus on the simplest of examples contradict the ‘method taught’ 
style I have come to expect in school, and rigorous proof is something I hope to apply far 
more during my degree. By reading a mixture of books about pure and applied mathematics, 
I have come to appreciate the differing intricacies of each discipline. In Keith Devlin’s 
discussion of The Millennium Problems, I was fascinated at the degree of abstraction much 
of contemporary mathematics has reached, and am intrigued to find out how, amongst 
increasing specialisation, the grand links across far flung areas of mathematics are made. 
This again stressed to me the importance of collaboration, confirmed in the book by the 
suggestion that quantum physicists could have a role in proving Riemann’s Hypothesis.



I have taken an active involvement within the Pauline Quirke Academy, which 
has taught me the value of every member on a film set, and also meant I was 
supplied with new opportunities to make experimental films that would be 
screened at a cinema. Through my participation in a ten-second film 
challenge, I learnt how to shorten a story so that it made sense by only 
including crucial moments of the plot. Despite being limited to a 
smartphone, I was still able to create an engaging film with a clear character 
and scenario, which taught me that I didn’t need industry standard 
equipment to create a well-rounded film. I was also lucky enough to be 
involved in the filming of a CBBC short film “The Poppets Road Trip”, where I 
was given training on how to use a boom-mic and sound recording 
equipment from an industry professional. I was thrilled to have been given 
this opportunity and it wouldn’t have been made possible if I hadn’t 
attended the Pauline Quirke Academy for over six years. 

Sample paragraph 2



Work experience at East Wickham Primary School in July 2018 solidified my 
decision to work with children. I was given the responsibility of working 
independently with Year 5 children and learnt the importance of being caring 
and compassionate. In addition, my part-time positions in retail, waitressing 
and education have furthered my ability to work in stressful environments, 
meet set deadlines and work as a part of a team. Working at Explore 
Learning has given me the opportunity to work with children with special 
educational needs and allowed me to develop a more observant and 
organised approach when working with adolescents. Additionally, my new 
position as a volunteer at Queen Elizabeth's Hospital has given me a key 
insight into the roles that nurses undertake on a day-to-day basis, whilst 
advancing my adaptability and confidence working in a hospital 
environment.

Sample paragraph 2



Prompts on Unifrog



• This is where you should make clear your individual strengths and qualities and 
thus impress the admissions tutors with your likely contribution to university life. 

• The aim here is to include examples of activities which demonstrate your 
leadership skills, your capacity for teamwork, your enterprise or originality, your 
contribution to the community or school and your determination to stick at a 
task. 

• Select 2-3 activities which best show these qualities. 

• They do not have to be confined to school activities and might include things such 
as sporting, musical, artistic & dramatic talents & achievements, charitable works, 
team membership, posts of responsibility and unusual hobbies. 

• Do not just include long lists of school sports teams that you have been part of or 
foreign countries you have visited. You are trying to demonstrate skills and 
qualities as well. 

• Where possible, link them back to your course. 

Paragraph 3: What else have you done that would contribute to 
the university community? This part should make up 10% of the 
total statement.



• Outside the classroom, my dedication to Geography has been reflected 
through the responsibilities I have been given as a Geography prefect, 
including promoting the subject to the lower school. My commitment to 
the wider school community is further shown in the English department, as 
I help run a creative writing club for KS3. I have also participated in school 
musicals and Shakespeare plays, which I hope to continue at university. 
They have helped me to gain communication skills and have developed my 
self-confidence beyond academic progress. I have taken part in the 
Marlborough School buddy scheme, which has developed my 
understanding of others and leadership. All of these activities, as well as 
being enjoyable, have taught me how to manage my time and be 
organised. I am sure these qualities will assist me to become a successful 
university student. 

Sample paragraph



Unifrog Prompts 



• ENDING OFF – YOUR FINAL CHANCE TO IMPRESS

• Alternatively, you could identify an area you have already mentioned and 
find a way of building on it for a concluding comment about your course or 
suitability for university. Tied back to your opening point – ‘book-ending’ 
your statement  

• You could link to your future career. 

• You could say how you will be an asset to your university

• Remember that the aim is to establish that you are an interesting individual 
in your own right, with your own values, priorities and agenda, someone 
who will clearly benefit from both the course and university life. 

Ending Off



Endings: Advice from admission tutors

• ‘Try the ‘necklace approach’ –make a link with your opening sentence’ 

• ‘Look ahead to the future – this shows you are goal-oriented and 
ambitious’ 

• ‘Try talking about the how you might be an asset to our university’

• ‘It would be nice to see something separate at the end summing up why 
you are an ideal candidate’



What else will I have to do? 

• There may be an interview

• There may be extra tests

• You may be asked to provide 
examples of your written work



• Do not leave UCAS till the last minute – you need September and 
October for your A Level studies! 

• Choose your courses and research fully into them.  

• Ensure you have enough material for your personal statement – if not, 
start reading and researching! 

• Write your first draft of the personal statement. 

• Complete your personal achievement booklet so your tutor can write 
your reference 

• Consolidate all of year 12’s work and keep working hard. Without the 
grades, you won’t get the place! 

Over summer


