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Preface


In 2011, over 580,000 students competed fiercely for limited university places at leading UK universities where acceptance rates are less than 20 per cent. Places at top educational institutions are highly competitive and selective, and all students are looking for an edge. This book will help prospective candidates answer a very specific question: what makes for a successful Personal Statement?


The content of this book will have a broad appeal to prospective university students applying to universities in the UK and abroad. It is meant for anyone wishing to apply for an undergraduate course at a university that requires writing a sample and/or a statement of purpose. Tutors, advisers and parents who are looking to provide candidates with university subject advice, plan future careers and consult on meeting admissions criteria will also find this book a useful tool.


We would like to point out that the views and opinions expressed in the book do not reflect those of the University of Cambridge, nor are they officially endorsed by its admissions committee(s). Reading this book does not guarantee admission into any university but, used judiciously, it should help students put together a more thoughtful, honest and holistic package when compiling an application to a university.


Our goal is to highlight personal statements of the highest standard from students at Cambridge University to set a benchmark of success, and to offer practical ways of improving your own Personal Statement to gain admission to the university of your choice. Throughout the book, we’ll also discover that there is no right or wrong approach to writing a strong Personal Statement. What truly matters is that your Personal Statement shows depth of self-awareness, passion and a clear path to your future goals, and then goes on to explain how studying at a university will help you achieve those goals.




Part I


Applying to a Top University
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Why Study at a Top University?



Most common reasons


Going to university is tough. It takes time, energy and, let’s not forget, money! So why do so many people spend a majority of their teenage years working hard so they can get into a top university, only to work harder again?


The answer is simple: university is the gateway to opportunity. It is that one, undeniable, stamp of approval that endorses your intelligence, persistence and fortitude. Sure, there are many who have gone on to do great things without a university education, but the number of people who have done so is extremely low. In the bestselling book by Nassim Nicholas Taleb, The Black Swan, you may come to realize just how lucky many of our society’s high achievers are. Universities tend to ‘normalize’ our luck. Opportunities are useful only when you are ready for them. Studying at a university increases your chances more than almost anything else to prepare you for life’s major opportunities.


In going through some of the Personal Statements from the university graduates we interviewed, you will notice that people tend to go to universities for a variety of reasons – some personal, some professional:


I went to Imperial because it is in the heart of London, the gateway to Europe and a place I always wanted to live. Imperial is consistently ranked in the Top 20 universities in the world and has a great reputation for science and engineering. As an aspiring engineer, it is the ideal place for me to gain the knowledge for my future career.


Ralph Qiu, Imperial College (Bachelor of Material Engineering)


As an Asian-American student studying in the US, I wasn’t aware that not going to university was an option.


Elaine Chow, New York University (Bachelor of Journalism)


College was never really a question, always wanted to go. I actually enjoyed studying and learning. As for where I went, I wanted to go somewhere that I could gain some independence from my parents (thus distance from Florida) and I wanted to go to a well-ranked school. Since I had a scholarship from the Army, I also needed to find a school that had an Army ROTC program.


Ruthie Levy, Cornell University (Bachelor of Science, US Army)


[I went to college because] I recognized the financial and intellectual value of a college education, and also to challenge myself personally.


John Wingfield-Hill, King’s College London
(Bachelor of Science in Physics)



Benefits


We believe there are four major benefits to attending a top university: branding, network, skills and financial outcomes.


Branding


Universities with the strongest brands attract the highest-calibre students – these are individuals who are already programmed for success because they are hard-working, smart and learn quickly from their failures. We have been conditioned to believe that a student who has attended a university (or, in some cases, a top university) is more likely to succeed. In some ways, it’s a self-fulfilling prophesy, too; opportunities open up for them more easily, and those very opportunities are seen as some measure of ‘success’.


So, having that brand on your résumé is definitely going to help you get noticed more easily; in our overcrowded job market, sometimes that’s the biggest hurdle. And it is no secret that all employers use ‘signals’ to narrow down the number of candidates they think would succeed in their advertised roles. One of the signals they use is university education. The more educated you are, the stronger the signal you send to the employer of your employability. Indeed, it also follows that the more renowned and the higher regarded your university is, the stronger the signal.


Network


For most of us, university is the place we will make the strongest bonds with our friends, partners and colleagues. This network of people we create at university is going to be one of the most important, and one shouldn’t underestimate its value. Whether you are planning to enter the corporate world, start a firm of your own or enter academia, this network, if developed honestly and carefully, will serve you well. Some of the most famous companies in the world – including Google and Facebook – were co-founded by people who met and became close friends while attending university.


University is full of countless opportunities for networking and building your circle of friends by providing opportunities to become involved in (or lead) the numerous organizations and clubs that add value to the student community on campus. The list of people who were actively involved in serving the student community, and who later went on to become CEOs or even leading statesmen and women, is a long list indeed. For example, US president Barack Obama was the first black president of the Harvard Law Review while he was a student at the Harvard Law School in 1988. Getting involved in these roles allows one to make new connections which might lead to interesting and highly productive opportunities in the future.


Skills


University not only teaches you the tactical skills you will need to succeed, it can also provide the foundation for advanced thinking in a variety of academic studies, be they in the Sciences or Arts, and it will also teach you how to be an accomplished problem-solver. You will learn how to structure your thoughts, develop hypotheses, collect and analyse data to support your hypotheses, and how to engage others and communicate your findings in a way that encourages participation.


Leadership is another skill that every young adult can develop very successfully at university. Employers regard leadership as one of the most desirable skills they would like prospective employees to have demonstrated before joining an organization. Clubs, student organizations and sports teams offer great opportunities to learn these skills.


Moreover, beyond these practical skills, most students at university are living away from their families for the first time. University will teach you to be truly independent, which can be a double-edged sword – the main consequence of complete freedom is personal responsibility. You appreciate very quickly that if you forget to complete an assignment, then you only have yourself to blame. People you may want to work for, or with, in the future know that past performance is often indicative of future performance, and understanding this may very well be one of the most important life lessons that your time at university will teach you.


Financial outcomes


Research has shown that if you graduate from a top university, you will substantially increase your worth in the workplace. CNN Money reported in September 2012, ‘Depending on where you go to college, you could pull in an annual salary of as low as $44,490 or as high as $122,500 in ten years after graduation.’ The CNN Money website went on to state that graduates from top universities like Princeton with at least ten years’ experience earn an average of $137,000. Compared to this, graduates from the lesser universities average an annual pay packet of around $45,000.


In the UK, graduates from top universities average £25,000–£29,000 after graduation from top universities like Oxford, Cambridge and the London School of Economics, with the average graduate salaries at around £19,000 or less, according to The Complete University Guide UK. Please note that this number for UK universities is for graduate starting salaries, and not for an eventual average salary after ten years.


The following table from The Complete University Guide (UK) shows just how wide the starting salary gap is between those who graduate and those who do not.


Graduate versus non-graduate salary (2012)






	Subject


	Graduate employment or self-employment


	Non-graduate employment or self-employment







	Geology


	£29,182


	£14,558







	Chemical Engineering


	£27,722


	£16,000







	Economics


	£26,940


	£16,630







	General Engineering


	£26,294


	£19,859







	Mechanical Engineering


	£25,703


	£16,761







	Veterinary Medicine


	£25,690


	£18,880







	Mathematics


	£24,296


	£16,196







	Electrical and Electronic Engineering


	£24,214


	£15,510







	Aeronautical and Manufacturing Engineering


	£24,133


	£16,008







	Physics and Astronomy


	£23,964


	£16,687







	Civil Engineering


	£23,707


	£15,774







	Social Work


	£23,445


	£14,391







	East and South Asian Studies


	£22,922


	£18,429







	Complementary Medicine


	£22,818


	£14,205







	Computer Science


	£22,793


	£15,780







	Nursing


	£22,626


	£17,403







	Politics


	£22,479


	£15,251







	Business and Management Studies


	£22,103


	£15,910
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Which Are the Top Universities?


In 2014, according to the QS university rankings, US News university guide and the Times Higher Education world rankings guide, the majority of the top universities are in the US, UK, Canada, Europe, Australia and Asia, in no particular order. It’s also important to remember that the following league table rankings vary slightly year-on-year due to different assessment criteria by different news media companies and the changes in university characteristics. However, there are a handful of universities that regularly appear in the league tables. Please use this as a guide only.


In this book, we will concentrate on English-speaking countries and universities. Our analysis will focus on institutions in the US, UK, Canada and Australia.



Top 20 US universities by US News ranking (2013)



[image: image]
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Top 15 UK universities by UK Guardian ranking (2013)
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Top 10 English-speaking Canadian universities by QS ranking (2013)
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Top 10 Australian universities by Times Higher Education rankings (2013)
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Finding a Course to Suit You



Choosing the right course and university


The advice for students is simple – study your passion. Choose the courses that interests you the most, do your research and check the entry requirements.


However, there are a lot of students who choose courses for career ambition, or simply because the course will lead to a higher-paying job such as finance, law or medicine. If this is the case, then make sure you research, study, prepare and know the subject very well before you apply.


And here’s a really useful tip: if you choose to study medicine, be sure this is a subject you are passionate about or are at least interested in. If you are called for an interview, you are guaranteed to be interviewed by a professor or expert in the field who will test you. If you can’t talk about medicine or why you want to pursue this field, you will almost certainly be rejected.


So which university is the right one for you? Is it one of the US Ivy League, Oxford or Cambridge in the UK, or an Australian university in sunny Queensland? We can’t answer this question for you, but we can help you identify some criteria to help you decide.


Do I have the grades?


Am I in the ballpark for grades to the university I am applying for? For international students, it is advised you match your test scores to the equivalent in your country of study. For example, if you want to apply to Harvard, the SAT average is in the 97th percentile, which is an indication that you should have a similar percentile ranking in your respective country’s educational system. For example, in the UK, a 97th percentile in the SAT is equivalent to A*AA or AAA for A-levels.


Do I meet the minimum English requirements?


Courses in all English-speaking countries are taught in English, so there is a minimum language requirement that these universities require. Usually, that will involve an International English Language Testing System (IELTS) or Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) examination, supplementary documentation about courses completed in English, or assignments or projects completed in English. Normally, the requirement for a top university is:






	Examination


	Grade







	IELTS


	Overall score: 7.0 in four components







	TOEFL (paper-based)


	Overall score: 600
Test of written English score: 5.5







	TOEFL (Internet-based)


	Overall score: 110
Listening: 22
Reading: 24
Speaking: 24
Writing: 24








How much can I afford?


Read the section ‘Which Are the Top Universities?’ which offers an indicative list of tuition fees in the US, UK, Canada and Australia for local and international students. Not all information is available for all schools, so please use the available figures as a general guide, and be sure to contact the schools directly to confirm the latest tuition fees.


In addition to the tuition fees, students need to calculate the total cost based on the course studied and factor in other costs. For example, is the degree a 3- or 4-year programme, where would you be living – in New York City or London, perhaps – or does the university offer student accommodation? Here is a sample guide to the approximate cost of living per year in different countries. Please note that certain cities are more expensive than others, and the figures below indicate the average cost per year for the respective countries, just to give you a rough idea of the expenses involved:


[image: image]



Research your university


Admissions for students in the US and Canada are usually accomplished directly with the universities themselves. These universities hold school visits, campus tours and sit-in-on lectures. They offer students a good opportunity to get a feel for the universities and their courses before making any admissions decisions. On the visit days, speak to students, alumni and tutors/professors and ask any questions you have about the university, classes, culture and so on.


Admissions in the UK are completed via a central agency called UCAS, which organizes events and allows students to talk to a course provider directly. For UCAS events, visit www.ucasevents.com. Students can also attend open days to check out the campus and talk directly to other students and faculty staff. It is a great way to ask your questions in person, and get a feel for the campus, accommodation, facilities and so on. You can find details about university open days at www.opendays.com.


In Australia, international students should apply directly to the universities themselves, unless you are studying in high school and have the status of a local student. For local students, each state has its own centralized agency to apply for tertiary education. For example, New South Wales uses UAC – the University Admissions Centre – for all standardized tests in the state, and for admissions.



Available courses


Here is a sample (see tables on the following two pages) of what individual students can study in the US, UK, Canada and Australia. Availability is variable according to individual educational institutions.


[image: image]
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The International Examination Systems Explained



US examinations


SAT – Scholastic Aptitude Test


SAT is the standardized test for most college admissions in the United States. The test takes about 3 hours and 45 minutes to finish, and currently costs $50 ($81 for international students). The possible scores range from 600–2400. The test comprises three sections of 800 points each, separated into Mathematics, Critical Reading (previously Verbal) and Writing. In each section, a student can score from 200–800, and all scores are in multiples of 10. Each section also includes a twenty-five-minute ‘experimental’ section, which does not count towards the final grade, but rather serves to normalize questions for future SAT administrations.


Students also get an eleven-minute timed break between each section. The questions range from easy, medium to hard. Typically, easy questions are in the beginning, and harder ones are towards the end. This exam is usually taken by high-school sophomores, juniors and seniors who are applying for undergraduate admissions in the US.


Structure


Critical Reading is made up of three sections. There are two twenty-five-minute sections and one twenty-minute section that include sentence completion, and short and long reading passages. It normally tests a student’s vocabulary and understanding of sentence structures, and asks students to select the best word to complete the sentence. The passages might include, for example, excerpts on literature, or pieces relating to the social or natural sciences.


Mathematics (or Quantitative) consists of three sections. There are two twenty-five-minute sections and one twenty-minute section. One twenty-five-minute section is twenty questions which are all multiple choice, and the other twenty-five-minute section has eight multiple-choice and ten grid-in questions. For the grid-in sections, the test taker is asked to write in the answer. The last twenty-minute section is all multiple-choice with sixteen questions. Four-function, scientific and graphing calculators are permitted to be used during this exam.


Writing includes multiple-choice questions and a brief essay within an hour time limit. The essay is about 30 per cent of the total score, and the multiple choice section makes up the remaining 70 per cent.


Average score, timing and contents – college board


[image: image]


Grading system explained – college board






	Percentile


	Score, 1600 Scale* (official, 2006)


	Score, 2400 Scale (official, 2006)







	99.93/99.98**


	1600


	2400







	99+†


	≥1540


	≥2280







	99


	≥1480


	≥2200







	98


	≥1450


	≥2140







	97


	≥1420


	≥2100







	93


	≥1340


	≥1990







	88


	≥1280


	≥1900







	81


	≥1220


	≥1800







	72


	≥1150


	≥1700







	61


	≥1090


	≥1600







	48


	≥1010


	≥1500







	36


	≥950


	≥1400







	24


	≥870


	≥1300







	15


	≥810


	≥1200







	8


	≥730


	≥1090







	4


	≥650


	≥990







	2


	≥590


	≥890










* Score of 1600 implies you are in the 100th percentile.


** The percentile for the perfect score was 99.98 on the 2400 scale and 99.93 on the 1600 scale.


† 99+ means better than 99.5 per cent of test takers.





For more information on SAT examinations please visit www.collegeboard.org.


The alternative examination system used in the US is the ACT Examination, which is very similar to the SAT. For more information please visit www.actstudent.org.


It is recommended that international students sit for the SAT or ACT, and include their transcripts from high school in their application. The standardized exam is a key way for US universities to rank your ability against other candidates. If English is not your first language, be sure to check the requirements for IELTS and TOEFL exams.



UK examinations


A-levels, or the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (GCE Advanced Level), is an academic qualification offered by the educational institutions in England, Wales and Northern Ireland for students completing secondary or pre-university education. It is also offered in Scotland, but under an alternative qualification. Admission is mainly based on academic results.


A-levels are recognized by many universities and as such are used as the basis for conditional admissions offers on predicted A-level grades. The A-levels are a subject-by-subject examination which assesses a student’s strengths and ability to demonstrate understanding in specific, pre-chosen subjects rather than a standardized test for all students.


A-level subjects are offered over a two-year period, within which examinations are held at the end of each year; these are administered by an official assessment body. The A-levels are completed in Year 12 and Year 13 (age 16–18), either in a secondary school or a sixth-form college for further education. AS Level and the A2 Level are taken at the end of each year respectively. Students can take a minimum of three subjects, but some students do take more than five.


Grading system – Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS)






	Grade


	Percentile







	A*


	Students who achieved an A in all A-level subjects







	A


	Top 10% (90th percentile)







	B


	Next 15% (75th–90th percentile)







	C


	Next 10% (65th–75th percentile)







	D


	Next 15% (50th–65th percentile)







	E


	Next 20% (30th–50th percentile)







	O (Ordinary Level or Pass)


	Next 20% (10th–30th percentile)







	Fail


	Final 10% (10th percentile)








 


Subjects that can be taken at A-level are determined by the five UK examination boards – AQA, OCR, Edexcel, WJEC and CCEA:


A-level subjects – UCAS


[image: image]
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For more information on A-levels, please visit www.britishcouncil.org.


The other examination used in the UK is the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme (IBDP). For more information please visit www.ibo.org.


International students are not required to sit A-levels, although they can sit the IBDP exams. Students can apply to UK universities using the university entrance examination scores from their respective countries and include their transcripts for high school in their application. If English is not your first language, be sure to check the requirements for IELTS and TOEFL exams.



Canadian examinations


Entrance into a Canadian university or college varies from province to province, but basically requires the completion of a ‘high-school diploma’ such as the Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD). This means that the student has successfully passed a provincial or federal ‘literacy test’ – i.e., the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test; and successfully passed a certain number of credits – i.e., thirty credits in Ontario in a Canadian secondary school system.


In addition, some students are required to complete forty hours of community service or volunteer work to graduate.


The Ontario Secondary School Diploma is granted to high-school graduates in the province of Ontario and applied to grades 9–12. To obtain the OSSD, a student needs to complete the following credits:


Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD) system






	Credits


	Subject







	4 credits


	First language (English or French)







	3 credits


	Mathematics, at least one grade in 11 or 12







	2 credits


	Science, one grade in grade 9, and one in grade 10







	1 credit


	Canadian History in grade 10







	1 credit


	Geography in grade 9







	1 credit


	Arts







	1 credit


	Health and Physical Education







	1 credit


	Secondary languages, e.g., Mandarin







	0.5 credit


	Career Studies in grade 10







	0.5 credit


	Civics in grade 10








 


In addition, also 1 credit from each of the 3 groups:






	Group


	Subject







	Group 1


	Aboriginal Language, Classical or International Language, Social Science, Humanities, Canadian and World Studies, Career Education







	Group 2


	Health and Physical Education, Arts, Business Studies, Cooperative Education







	Group 3


	Science, Technological Education, or Cooperative Education








 


In Canada, there is a big difference between colleges and universities. Colleges are usually more suited to individuals who seek vocational careers like roles in the catering and hospitality industries, or who wish to become electricians or a plumbers. University is for academic careers, where a university degree is a prerequisite for entrance into professional educational bodies, such as law school, business school, medical school and so on.
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Cambridge | England £20,000
£33,000
(Medicine)
2 | University of | Oxford, £3,500- | £13,000- 18.4%
Oxford England £9,000 | £20,000
£30,000
(Medicine)
3 | London London, £,500 | £15168 13.8%
School of England
Economics
4| University of | Fife, Scotland | £9000 | £15,460 10.0%
St Andrews
5| Warwick Coventry, £9,000 | £9,000- 111%,
University England £16,000
6 | University London, £9,000 | £14750- 11.9%
College of England £19,500

London
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Stanford Stanford, CA | $41,787 2100~ | 3.80-
University 2340 | 400
Duke University | Durham, NC | $43,623 [ 14.0% 2190- | 3.83-

2340 | 400

University of | Philadelphia, | $43,738 | 12.4% 2100- | 3.80-
Pennsylvania | PA 2340 | 400
(Ivy)

0= | California Pasadena, | $39,588 | 12.8% 2100- | 375-
Institute of cA 2340 | 400
Technology

10= | Dartmouth Hanover, NH | $45,042 | 101% 2190- | 3.85-
College (Ivy) 2349 | 400

12 | Northwestern | Evanston, IL | $43,779 | 18.0% 2070- | 3.70-
University 2310 | 400

13 | Johns Hopkins | Baltimore, | $43930 | 18.4% 2001- | 378
University MD 250 | 4.00

14 | Washington Stlouis, MO | $43,705 [ 16.5% 2130~ | 375-
University of St 2319 | 400

Louis






OEBPS/images/f0010-02.png
15= | Brown Providence, | $43,758 | 8.9% 2130- | 3.85-
University (vy) | RI 2340 | 4.00

15= | Comnell Ithaca, NY | $43,413 | 18.0% 2070- | 3.80-
University (Ivy) 2306 | 4.00

17= | Rice University | Houston, TX | $37202 | 18.8% 2151- | 3.80-
2340 | 400

17= | Universityof | Notre Dame, | $42971 | 24.3% 2031- | 368
NotreDame | IN 2265 | 4.00

7= | Vanderbilt Nashville, TN | $42,118 | 16.4% 2070- | 3.70-
University 2331 | 400

20 | Emory Atlanta, GA | $42,980 2010- | 3.66-
University 2246 | 4.00

* Tuition is the same for local and international students
*% SAT and GPA are for the range 25th to 75th percentile
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Irem us UK Canada Australia
Average | US$28,500 £9,000-£20,000 | CADS$6,000- | AUDS15,000—
Tuition $25,000 $33,000
Living | Accom.:$8,000 | Accom.:£5,000 | Living Living expenses
Expenses | Food: $5,354 | Food: £3,000- | expenses including
Books:$800 | £4,000 including accom.:
Expenses: Books: £300 accom.: AUDS5,000-
$1,630 Expenses: CAD$4,800- | $10,000
£1,000 $9,600
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Section Average Time Content
score (minutes)
Writing 493 60 Grammar, usage and diction
Mathematics 515 70 Algebra, functions,
geometry, statistics,
probability and data analysis
Critical Reading | 501 70 Vocabulary, critical reading

and sentence completion
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