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            Preface

         
 
         This book has been in the making for a very long time. In working with individuals and groups who are applying to university, I found myself taking them through my 7 Step process. I realised that the time had come to record the seven steps, writing a manual that could be picked up and used for either a short space of time, a few weeks, a term or spread over an academic year.
 
         My hope and intention is that this book will feel like a one-to-one coaching session. It isn’t filled with lists of bullet points of ‘what to do’ and ‘what not to do’. It doesn’t contain sample personal statements or templates. My plan was to incorporate activities that would complement each stage of the ‘statement journey’, encouraging you to start the creative process. I use these exercises on a day-to-day basis with students and clients, either writing their personal statement for university or developing an expression statement for a job application, and I have found that there are great similarities between the two.
         
 
         When you are ready to begin completing the online UCAS application, you will find Section 5, Writing the Personal Statement, perhaps a little daunting. The section where you enter your degree choices also needs similar focus and attention. The other three sections, personal details, education and work experience are fairly straightforward. Once registered with UCAS, applicants usually fill in these first, leaving time to concentrate on the two remaining areas – degree choice and the personal statement.
 
         The initial preparation is what I like to call ‘gathering and pruning’. This is the time when you start to play with ideas, collect information, prune away things that are not relevant and allow your mind to reflect and remember achievements, interests and accomplishments. Completing the activities that I have incorporated in this book will help you to do just this.
         
 
         Throughout, you will be gently guided through the exercises; some of them may appeal to you more than others and you may also find that you don’t complete all of them – there’s no pressure because you will achieve your statement even if you follow only 70 per cent of the book. However, I would encourage you to give them all a go. The more data you collect, the more reference material you will have in front of you when you begin the writing phase.
 
         Staring at a blank page, not knowing where to start, can make things worse. One of the questions I am asked the most is ‘Where do I start?’ This book will hopefully provide you with all your own material so you don’t face a blank page for too long.
 
         At various points during the seven steps you will be involving others, maybe a statement buddy, family, friends, work colleagues, tutors, advisors or a head of department. This is a living, breathing, working document, it doesn’t require intense periods of concentration – the idea is that you can dip into it whenever you have 15 minutes to answer a few questions. Before you know it, you will find that you have developed an excellent expression statement of who you are, why you want to study your chosen subject and what vision you have for yourself in years to come.
 
         Complete the seven steps in seven days, seven weeks or seven months. You could take one month to work through step 1 Collect It – and that would be a good thing as you really will be taking your time, not feeling pressurised to complete it quickly. Taking each step slowly helps you to process what you’ve written and this subsequently helps you develop your personal statement further. You may even find that prior to reading this book you have already completed one or more of the steps or something similar. That’s great. Add your personal statement in here and increase your reference material.
 
         I hope that as you undertake this statement journey, you will enjoy it and feel inspired about your own skills and abilities. The sooner you start the personal statement, the less stressful it will be for you, so I’d encourage you to begin as soon as you have made the decision that university is the definite route for you.
         
 
         UCAS set deadlines for submission, and I’ve included these at the back of this book for reference. Of course, schools and colleges have their own deadlines too. So the aim of this book is for you to get started sooner rather than later, collecting information, recording it and evidencing your skills.
 
         I cannot guarantee you will get that all-important place at university, but I can guarantee that by the end of this book you will realise what you have to offer, why you want to go, what attracts you to your chosen degree courses, why those universities need to choose you and of course you will have your completed personal statement. You will also have a good idea of the skills you have to offer with so much more information to hand to sell yourself on paper and at interview.
 
         Wishing you the very best of luck.
 
         Julia Dolowicz 
 France and Liverpool
         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Foreword

         
 
         Start your text here…During the last two years university places have become  increasingly scarce and many good candidates are currently  being turned away from institutions across the country because  of the shortage of places. As a university applicant you need to  be as well prepared as possible if you are going to be accepted  on the course of your choice. This requires work on all aspects  of the process, from attending university open days to find out  about your chosen universities and subject areas to checking  the spelling on your application form.
 
         Admission tutors value the opportunity that the personal  statement gives them to find out who you are, what interests  you and what you might gain from studying on their degree  programmes. We will often be unable to interview you to  understand your motivations and aspirations, but a well-written  personal statement will tell us all we need to know about your  educational background and how you intend to use your  experience at university to further your academic and personal  ambitions.
 
         As well as containing all of the information about yourself  relevant to your chosen field of study at university, your personal  statement should represent you in the best possible light. We  need to know that our future students are thorough, dedicated  and enthusiastic about the programmes we offer. By using this  workbook you are taking one of the many steps necessary to  ensure that you achieve your full potential in your university  career.
 
         Julia Dolowicz has many years experience in coaching sixth-form  students and adult returners to get the most out of the  admissions process. During her time in the Student Recruitment  and Admissions Office at the University of Liverpool she worked creatively and innovatively with colleagues from my department (School of Cultures, Languages and Area Studies) to enable students from a wide variety of schools to understand better the opportunities that university study could offer them. As Senior Admissions Tutor in SOCLAS and now Academic Lead for Admissions in the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, I am delighted to support Julia as she helps more potential university applicants unlock and express valuable insights into their own personal and intellectual development.
         
 
         Dr Pollie Bromilow
 
         Senior Admissions Tutor 
 School of Cultures, Languages and Area Studies
         
 
         Academic Lead for Admissions
 
         Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences 
 University of Liverpool
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
             

            Introduction

         
 
         Before you begin
 
         When I decided to write this book about creating your personal statement, the question I asked myself right at the beginning was, ‘Do I include information about course and campus – the choosing side of the process?’
 
         The student experience is high on the agenda for all universities and you’ll notice this as you begin to contemplate degree choices while studying in sixth form, school, college or as a mature student returning to education via the traditional route or distance learning.
 
         There’s such a wide range of information out there to help you with your course search. Universities provide prospective students with print and web information so you really can get a ‘taste’ of university life before you go. Almost ‘try before you buy’, which I suggest you do.
 
         There are mini films on university websites that focus on the student experience, student life talks and accommodation profiles featuring reviews of catered or self-catered options. You’ll find intense debate around league tables and reams upon reams of booklets, podcasts and mini films focusing on ‘being a student’.
 
         Universities have turned to Facebook, Twitter and You Tube, which a few years ago they thought they would never do. It’s the norm to create fan pages and events for them to notify you about the all-important open days or taster sessions. Social networking provides accessible forums for discussion and awareness.
 
         You will find many places to search for viewpoints on courses and campuses by using popular search engines – which I would recommend, as you can register and ask questions on any student-related topic.
         
 
         Consequently, I realised early on that I was going to focus just on the personal statement section. This is often the area that applicants have the greatest difficulty starting, editing and submitting. It is where I can offer the most support and coaching.
 
         So…
 
         I’m assuming that you have decided to go to university to study for an undergraduate degree or a foundation degree. You have listened to talks about being a student, read through finance booklets to learn about the commitment and you have a good idea of your subject area. You’re ‘in the know’ when it comes to your predicted academic grades and realistic about your entry requirements.
 
         The prospective student is changing. Students who are studying A levels, International Baccalaureate, BTEC etc. and Access are still applying to university but more adult returners and more younger people are completing degrees via distance learning as working becomes a necessary part of the mix. The financial implication of being a student means that work and study are now being considered when making a decision. Therefore, people who have taken a year out to earn some money, without the formal structure of a school or college to guide them, often struggle to write their personal statement.
 
         This book is not geared to writing your personal statement for specific subjects. The bottom line – you are selling yourself to admission tutors. Some degrees are more competitive than others, but times are changing and more students are applying for fewer places. The heat has just been turned up. The challenge is about recognising (and remembering) your skill base and evidencing this, making sure you have a breakdown of the student profile for the degrees you’re choosing. If you’re applying to Medicine, Dentistry or Veterinary Medicine, then I feature a short section in FAQs, but you’ll probably get much more specialist advice from the university departments that you’re considering.
         
 
         Is this book for you?
 
         The answer is ‘yes’ if you are applying to study an undergraduate degree at university and are:
         
 
         
            [image: ] studying at school or college in the UK;
            
 
            [image: ] an adult returner (also known as a mature student, over the age of 21) applying after a break in education or recently completing an Access course; or
            
 
            [image: ] an International Student applying to a UK university.
            

         
 
         Three questions to ask yourself
 
         Before you begin, answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the following questions:
 
         
            1. Are you writing your personal statement before choosing your course and university?
 
            2. Do you already have access to support and guidance from tutors, careers advisors or colleagues?
 
            3. Have you seen what a personal statement looks like?

         
 
 
         1. Are you writing your personal statement before choosing your course and university?
         
 
         If you answered ‘yes’, then I would encourage you to spend more time focusing on your course choice. It is often quite tricky writing your statement before knowing where you’re heading. If you are still wondering whether university is for you, check out the alternatives with tutors and careers advisors and Higher Education coaches. One of the questions that you will have to ask yourself is, ‘Am I on track to achieve grades that will enable me to go to university?’
 
         If you answered ‘no’ to question 1, then that’s great because you already have an idea of what you hope to study and your university choices.
         
 
         If you’re still not sure about question 1, question 2 may help.
 
         2. Do you have access to support and guidance from tutors, careers advisors or colleagues?
         
 
         You may have answered ‘no’ to this question. It’s a challenge to go through this process without guidance from someone who has been through it already, or had experience of supporting others. If you are in school or college and have tutors or careers advisors, make yourself known if you’re having a tough time deciding. They will help you with prospectuses and much more.
 
         If you are not associated with a school or college and applying as an individual, seek out a professional, a colleague, friend or family member who can support and help you through the process.
 
         If you answered ‘yes’, make appointments to see your tutor, careers advisor or colleagues and go through your choices, your questions and any anxieties you may be feeling.
 
         3. Have you seen what a personal statement looks like?
         
 
         If you answered ‘no’, sometimes seeing a personal statement before you begin can be a good thing, but there’s no hard and fast rule on this one. I don’t really think it’s that necessary to read other people’s statements. The reason I say this is that it can often ‘freak you out’. What you’re reading is the finished product, the one that was submitted. You are not reading the seven previous drafts, the nip/tuck of words or comments from tutors, friends or colleagues. So bear this in mind if you do read somebody else’s personal statement.
 
         It can be helpful to speak to your tutor or advisor and ask to see some previous candidates’ statements. This way you’ll be able to view the format, see how it looks and realise that it’s not rocket science.
 
         You can find personal statements online, especially searching for specific subject choices. However, I would be concerned about the reliability and the origins of these. Seeing statements online can give you an indication of what they look like, but I would encourage you to ask family or friends who have been to university or just follow the steps in this book and begin to build your own.
         
 
         Remember again, if you’re viewing someone else’s finished version, please let go of the huge expectation that you have to complete yours ‘just like it’. The personal statement needs to be a true reflection of you, the individual.
 
         In a nutshell, you’re aiming to produce a piece of writing, equating to 4,000 characters including spaces, 47 lines which can equal approximately 600 words.
 
         As an additional note, UCAS have copycatch software installed when they’re scanning and reviewing statements. Therefore, it is totally inadvisable to copy someone else’s personal statement found on the internet or that of a previous applicant.
 
         OK, so that’s the harsh bit over – let’s move on.
 
         A step-by-step overview
 
         Step 1: Collect It – One of the first activities is ‘First things first’, a place for you to record your university choices, the courses, your reasons for choosing them and the entry requirements. This way you’re starting with them all to hand and in one place. You may find as you research further that your choices change – that’s fine, and all part and parcel of the process of selection and deletion.
         
 
         The next activity is ‘Going with the flow’. Here you’re involving family, friends, tutors and colleagues to assist you with identifying your positive traits, skills, abilities and accomplishments. The first aim is to recognise these and the second aim is to begin to feel confident about promoting them.
 
         Selling yourself on paper is a challenge for most people, but the personal statement is the only opportunity you will have to promote yourself to admission tutors.
         
 
         You’ll be asked to bring together all the course information in the next activity, ‘Gathering and pruning’. It is more than likely that you will already have this, in the shape of prospectuses, academic brochures and notes from visits. If you don’t, this section encourages you to assemble the appropriate information.
 
         Step 2: Expand It – This second step asks you to examine the material further, outlining key words and traits that are being described, you will be encouraged to build your own ‘degree specification profile’. In choosing five degree courses from different universities and departments, you will be asked to amalgamate words, phrases and outlines and notice any similarities or differences. In creating your own specification sheet, you will see similarities to an employee specification.
         
 
         In the exercise ‘Revealing more’, there are eight questions asking you why you want to go to university, what interests you about the courses, who motivates you, and so on. Are you beginning to notice how you match the ‘degree specification profile’ that you created?
 
         Step 3: Prove It – A phase well stocked with activities. In the first exercise, ‘Skill surprise’, you will be asked to provide an example in nine popular skill categories:
         
 
         
            [image: ] communication skills: speaking, listening;
            
 
            [image: ] organising;
            
 
            [image: ] working and studying independently;
            
 
            [image: ] dealing with deadlines;
            
 
            [image: ] teamwork;
            
 
            [image: ] information technology;
            
 
            [image: ] using initiative;
            
 
             [image: ] solving problems;
            
 
            [image: ] specific talents
            

         
 
         The aim is for you to begin to evidence and think of examples from your life, inside and outside education.
 
         The next activity, ‘Me, myself and I’, asks six specific evidence-based questions, followed by a clear space for you to ‘mull over’ any early indications of your USP (unique selling point). You can return to this activity at any point in the process.
         
 
         The final exercise in this section is ‘Taking stock of your skills’; 48 questions split into eight groups. This isn’t going to put you in a specific category but it will give you the opportunity to think about what you’re offering, your strengths and which areas need to be developed. The hope is that you will begin to see a pattern emerging, which may also assist you in interview preparation, should an interview be on the cards (always assume it may be on the cards!).
 
         Step 4: Draft It gives you some breathing space. It’s a section which leads into the next stage. Here, you’ll be offered some of my thoughts on how a personal statement is built, block-by-block. I talk in more detail about structure, format and about writing introductions, giving a short preview of the paragraphs and a guide for what to include.
         
 
         Also here is the ‘alternative structure’, which lists many questions: Which? Why? What? Who? When? Where? How? This may appeal to you if you’re still feeling a little stuck in getting your ideas onto the page. By answering the questions you will be collecting more information about yourself and your skills, and fusing them in an informal way.
 
         Step 5: Build It – By now you will have collected quite a large amount of information. This section focuses on the building blocks and begins to piece together the paragraphs. In an easy format you can refer back to previous activities and start to build your sentences. With a reference to word count and lines, this makes it easier to start.
         
 
         Step 6: Review It certainly packs in a great deal. The aim of this section is for you to sit back and review what you’ve collected and written. It encourages you to type up your Build It section so that you can begin to see form and make changes. Spelling, grammar and punctuation are present here, as is more information about formatting, a snapshot thesaurus and using prepositions. In activity ‘A–Z reshape’ you’re given 162 words to tinker with when reviewing your statement. Review It is really just that – with eight crucial hints and tips plus support and guidance about receiving feedback.
         
 
         Step 7: Submit It is the final stage and a place for the 4 Rs – Reflection, Rejig, Refine and Reassure. It’s at this point that you might feel you’re ready to hit the Submit button, but I suggest you take a breather and reassess. Submit It is not necessarily about submitting to UCAS, because the personal statement is only one slice of the online application form, so you would also have to make sure that all the other areas of your application are completed. However, this could be when you feel confident to submit your personal statement to your tutors for assessment.
         
 
         In Part Two, I answer 14 frequently asked questions, which may tick a box for you too. I have also included a section about Interviews, which seemed to be a necessary part of this process. Not all of you will be invited for an interview, but it works well with selling yourself on paper to incorporate a chapter on selling yourself in person. A Glossary unravels some of the university terminology that often is not difficult to understand, just new to you, and finally, I include an application deadline section from UCAS Dates for your Diary.
 
         A whistle-stop guide to UCAS
 
         It’s important to give you a little background information on UCAS. There is a phenomenal amount of content on their website which guides you through the application process from start to finish, but you may like to know some basic facts about the organisation. UCAS is an acronym, which stands for Universities & Colleges Admissions Service, and it is the central body that manages and processes all higher education applications to university in the UK. It not only deals with all the processing, it is at the forefront when it comes to providing the online tools and resources for students choosing degree courses. UCAS also manages the applications for the Conservatoires UK Admissions Service (CUKAS), Graduate Teacher Training Registry (GTTR) and the UK Postgraduate Application and Statistical Service (UKPASS).
         
 
         There once was a time when we could apply to UCAS on a paper form, but these days have long gone (although there may be certain circumstances when you could apply this way). Now it’s an online application processed pretty smoothly at its offices in Cheltenham. As an independent careers counsellor my work revolves around the personal statement section of the application but it’s incredibly important for you to become familiar with the way UCAS works. Its website is awash with information, all things social media (Facebook, Twitter), UCAS TV, online assessment tools and a new website that connects you with other students embarking on a university education called yougo.co.uk. UCAS conventions are held every year to help potential applicants consider what’s on offer. It brings together universities and colleges as well as organisations that may appeal so you can gather material and assess course choice, accommodation and fees.
         
 
         Spend some time acquainting yourself with the UCAS website, become familiar with the way it works, UCAS Apply and how you can track your progress. The sooner you start to do this, the more enjoyable the experience will be. Seriously.
 
         Now let’s turn our attention to the seven step process.
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