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A presentation for Year 11



Aims of this talk

▪ To give you early advice on researching and applying for competitive 
university courses

▪ To give advice on choosing A-Level subjects

▪ To give advice on how to create an outstanding personal statement

▪ To explain the Aiming High programme at Highdown



Researching and applying for 
courses



What is the significance of these numbers?

▪ 370

▪ 37,000

▪ 5

▪ 1



What is UCAS?
• For those who don’t know, UCAS is the organization that deals with 

university applications in the UK.

• You don’t apply to individual universities but choose up to 5 
university courses on the online UCAS application form.

• UCAS really has 2 purposes for Sixth Form students
• For Year 12 – it is a really useful tool for advice and research.

• For Year 13 – it is the application portal.  It is the only way to apply to UK 
universities.



What is the Russell Group?
▪ Formed in 1994 at a meeting convened in Russell Square.

▪ An association of 24 major research intensive universities committed 
to maintaining the highest standards of research, education and 
knowledge transfer.

▪ The purpose of The Russell Group is to provide thought leadership 
and strategic direction for its members.

▪ Representing just 12% of the higher education sector, the 2008 
Research Assessment Exercise found that over 60% of the UK’s very 
best (‘world leading’) research took place in Russell Group 
universities.



The Russell Group
University of Birmingham

University of Bristol

University of Cambridge

Cardiff University

Durham University

University of Edinburgh

University of Exeter

University of Glasgow

Imperial College London

King's College London

University of Leeds

University of Liverpool

LSE (London School of 
Economics & Political 
Science)

University of Manchester

Newcastle University

University of Nottingham

University of Oxford

Queen Mary University of 
London

Queen's University Belfast

University of Sheffield

University of Southampton

UCL (University College 
London)

University of Warwick

University of York 

Last year, 40% of 
Highdown UCAS 

applicants went to 
Russell Group 

universities



What grades would I need?

• AAA-A*AA for Oxford with a few A*A*A requirements

• A*A*A and in some cases higher for Cambridge

• At least AAA in most cases for Medicine

• English at Sheffield AAB

• Chemistry at Durham A*AA

• Good GCSEs still important and some course will have specific requirements 
◦ eg some Medicine courses

• BUT there are many other degree courses which will require lower grades than 
this – and many offer a CONTEXTUALISED OFFER scheme



Choosing the right subjects



Facilitating Subjects? – See www.informedchoices.ac.uk

▪ Some A-level subjects are more frequently required than others –
these used to be called ‘facilitating subjects’

▪ Maths and Further Maths; Physics; Biology; Chemistry; History;

▪ Geography; Modern and classical languages; English Literature.

▪ In most cases 3 facilitating subjects are not required for entry to a 
degree at a Russell Group university – but many courses do require 
you to have studied one or more facilitating subjects.

▪ But for some degrees only one facilitating subject is required and 
there are also courses with no specific requirements or where 
subjects are desirable but not an absolute requirement.



Some University Courses will Require Particular 
A Levels
• Generally, medical schools require Chemistry at A level and often ask for 

Biology as well.

• One other science subject is also often required, for example Physics or 
Maths.  

• Dental schools require Chemistry at A level and often ask for Biology as 
well. 

• Vet schools vary in their requirements but you will probably be expected to 
have Chemistry as an A level together with two from Biology, Physics or 
Maths.



Some University Courses will require particular A-
levels
• Not surprisingly, many degree courses will require that the subject 

itself has been studied at A level 

• eg Maths (or even Further Mathematics for some Maths Degrees)

• There are some courses at university for which studying that subject 
at A level is not necessary.  Law and Psychology are examples of this



An Introduction to Course 
Search

https://digital.ucas.com/search


How to use UCAS Course Search

• First off – follow this link - https://digital.ucas.com/search

• Next – try typing the subject you are interested in here.  Remember, 
you are interested in Undergraduate Courses

https://digital.ucas.com/search


How to use UCAS Course Search

• Next, you will see a list of courses, usually organized by alphabetical list 
of universities – my simple search for ‘history’ came back with 2288 
courses containing some element of history, at 135 different 
universities!



How to use UCAS Course Search

• If you click on one of the courses, you will get more detail on that 
course.  Let’s use Birmingham as an example



How to use UCAS Course Search

• You can see that you 
can find out about 
the course, the 
application process 
and the important 
entry requirements

• There are also links to 
‘virtual open days’



How to use UCAS Course Search

• Entry requirements are a vital part of research – here is an example of 
the grades you would usually* need to study this course here

*more about this later!



Creating an outstanding 
personal statement









Super-curricular activities

•Has anybody heard this phrase before?



Supercurricular activities

Activities that you do outside of school that are to do with your subject

• Summer Schools

• Work placements (esp. medicine, law, teaching)

• Public lectures

• Voluntary work

• Competitions

• Online courses

• Opportunities in the local area (and beyond)

• Reading!



• Read magazines

• Listen to the radio / download podcasts / watch TED talks

•Watch more TV (the right kind of TV!)



• Subscribe to a MOOC – Massive Open Online Course (many are free!)

• Try a virtual museum visit

• Check out ‘subject specific’ societies (the chances are, most A-Level 
subjects have a ‘society’ that have free resources for Sixth Form 
students

• Follow academics on social media (or be old-fashioned, and write to 
them!)







#AimingHigh at Highdown



Aiming High Group – Year 12
▪Students initially identified using GCSE data, but also internal 

tracking

▪ Regular sessions on subjects like
▪What are Russell Group universities?
▪What are competitive subjects?
▪Super Curricular activities
▪Applying for UCAS
▪Researching Bursaries
▪ Academic competitions



Aiming High Group – Year 12

▪ Support on applying for Summer Schools and Taster Days

▪ Sutton Trust Summer Schools

▪ UNIQ – Oxford Summer Schools

▪ Social Mobility Foundation

▪ Widening access to Medicine

▪ Guest speakers

▪ Former students

▪ University outreach teams



Aiming High Group – Year 12

▪ Encouragement for students who take the EPQ qualification

▪ Links with University College, Oxford and Corpus Christi College, 
Cambridge

▪ Trip to St Catherines, Oxford & University College, Oxford

▪ Participation in local cluster events



Aiming High Group – Year 13

▪ Small group seminars on UCAS course research and effective 
applications

▪ Participation in Reading Cluster Oxbridge interview support

▪ Reading Abbey Rotary Club Mock Interviews

▪ Use of local network to prepare students for Oxbridge and Medicine 
interviews



Coming Soon….

• The Road to Sixth Form resources

• Induction Day – 27th June



HIGHDOWN SIXTH FORM CENTRE

www.highdown.reading.sch.uk

On Twitter -

@Highdown6thForm

http://www.highdown.reading.sch.uk/

