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Introduction

Interviewing is an onerous and exhausting activity, especially at the end of a very busy term. It is, however, an essential element of the way we admit students at Cambridge and we are required to conduct such interviews in a professional manner. 

The Admissions Forum has agreed that those interviewing undergraduate applicants to Cambridge shall receive appropriate training. This leaflet forms one element of this training. In addition training sessions are collectively run by the Colleges and further details including how to book a place can be found at www.training.cam.ac.uk/cppd/. All new interviewers must attend one of these training sessions (or receive equivalent training organised by their College) before carrying out any interviews.
You will find more detailed information about undergraduate admissions policies and procedures at Cambridge in the online Undergraduate Admissions Handbook which can be accessed at www.admin.cam.ac.uk/offices/admissions/handbook/. 

Please read the contents of this booklet very carefully. If you have any further queries or concerns, the Admissions Tutor of the College for which you are interviewing will be happy to help.
Dr Geoff Parks

Director of Admissions for the Cambridge Colleges

Dr Mike Sewell

Chair of the Admissions Forum
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1.
Undergraduate Admissions Code of Good Practice 

Aims of the Admissions Policy

The aims of the admissions policy of the University and the Colleges, reaffirmed in the University’s Access Agreement submitted to and approved by the Office for Fair Access (OFFA) in March 2005, are as follows.

The principal aim is ‘to offer admission to students of the highest intellectual potential irrespective of social, racial, religious and financial considerations’.

Two further aims are specified in the same document as:

1. Aspiration: to encourage applications from groups that are, at present, under-represented in Cambridge

2. Fairness: to ensure that each applicant is individually assessed, without partiality or bias, in accordance with the policy on Equal Opportunities, and to ensure that, as far as possible, an applicant’s chance of admission to Cambridge does not depend on choice of College 

To achieve these aims Colleges should, as far as possible:

1. Assess applicants individually, without partiality or bias, in accordance with the policy on Equal Opportunities, and monitor their admissions statistics on a regular basis.

In assessing potential, interviewers shall only have regard to factors relevant to the applicant’s academic aptitude and no applicant will receive less favourable treatment because of age, sex (gender), sexual orientation, race (including colour, ethnic or national origin), socio-economic background, disability, family circumstances, religion or belief, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity or marriage and civil partnership. 
2. Ensure that all those involved with recruitment and admissions are appropriately prepared, and that all interviewers are given copies of the booklet ‘Information for Admissions Interviewers’.

3.
Ensure that all applicants are given sufficiently detailed information about the interview procedures, written tests, or any other form of assessment for their subject, before they attend for interview.

4.
When requested to do so, within the constraints of the Data Protection Act, communicate feedback to schools/colleges about individual applicants, and always for those who have applied through the Cambridge Special Access Scheme (CSAS).

5.
Respond promptly to letters from schools/colleges or other appropriate bodies concerning decisions taken and, where appropriate, send a copy of the Admissions Complaints Procedure. If there are issues that cannot readily be resolved, Colleges should consult with the Director of Admissions for the Cambridge Colleges as to how to proceed.

6.
Co-operate with the University authorities in attempting to admit an agreed annual intake of undergraduates, broadly divided between Arts and Sciences as previously agreed, and admit students for the Medical and Veterinary Sciences Tripos as agreed with the Chair of the appropriate medical group.

7.
Co-operate with Cambridge Admissions Office (CAO) and other Colleges over subject moderation, the working of the Winter and Summer Pools and the allocation of open applications.

8.
Abide by the agreed timing for communicating with applicants at various stages of the admissions cycle, and check the contents of such letters against the UCAS guidelines.

9.
Examine ways in which able students from under-represented groups can be encouraged to apply to Cambridge, and co-ordinate such initiatives with the Head of Widening Participation at CAO and, where appropriate, the Group to Encourage Ethnic Minority Applications (GEEMA) and the CUSU Target Campaign.

2.
Selection Criteria used by the Cambridge Colleges 

How do we assess applicants to Cambridge?

Admission to Cambridge is highly competitive and selectors are required to make very difficult decisions in choosing between applicants, based on each applicant’s potential to benefit from and flourish on the course for which they have applied. Applicants are assessed individually using all the information available to selectors. Decisions about applicants are made on the basis of the following:

· Academic record, including GCSE (or equivalent) grades, AS Level (or equivalent) marks and grades and A Level (or equivalent) marks/grades or predictions

· School/college reference

· Personal statement

· Submitted work, where requested

· Test results, where a written test forms part of the assessment

· Performance at interview, if interviewed
All of these indicators are considered when we make admissions decisions, and all are important. 
For the 2012 entry admissions round, information about the gathered field of applicants in each subject will be provided in the form of a spreadsheet that presents a preliminary ranking of applicants who have taken GCSEs and AS/A Levels, based on the findings of admissions research undertaken in Cambridge Admissions Office, and that also provides contextual information about applicants through a flagging system. Further information about the spreadsheets and how the information they present should be interpreted is provided in a separate document (Appendix U in the Undergraduate Admissions Handbook).
What are we looking for?

· Academic ability: Selection is based overwhelmingly on academic potential. Successful applicants are amongst the most able students in their school/college in the subjects most closely related to their chosen university course. They are normally predicted at least A*AA in A Level subjects (or equivalent) appropriate for their chosen course, unless they are applying through the Cambridge Special Access Scheme. They show intellectual flexibility, analytic ability, clarity of thought and an ability to argue logically. They are not afraid of complex and challenging new ideas.
· Motivation and suitability for the chosen course: Successful applicants have a strongly demonstrated commitment to their chosen course. This might be shown by, for example, an exploration of the subject beyond the bounds of the school curriculum through wider reading, or by appropriate work experience or non-school activities. 

· Commitment and self-discipline: Successful applicants are self-motivated, self-disciplined and academically committed. This can be shown by good time management in the balance of their various academic and personal commitments. 

What are we assessing in our written tests and interviews?

The main focus of interviews and written tests is to explore academic potential, motivation and suitability in the chosen field. This may include problem solving ability, the assimilation of new information and ideas, intellectual flexibility and analytical reasoning. Interviews may also be used to explore any questions that may be outstanding from the written application.

Mature students

The same criteria are used for the selection of mature students. Academic potential is judged by evidence of recent academic work at a level sufficient to show that the applicant will be able to cope with the rigorous Cambridge course at the point of entry.

3.
Guidelines for the Conduct of Interviews
3.1
Before the interview

· Please check well in advance any special requirements needed by applicants coming for interview (e.g. test available in Braille, assistant for sign language etc.). Consult Section 4 below and an Admissions Tutor for more information.

· Those who will be interviewing the same applicants at different times should try to confer about their lines of questioning, in order to devise a rounded strategy and, in particular, to avoid duplication of questions. 

· The applicant has a right to expect that you will have read the copy of his/her UCAS application and Supplementary Application Questionnaire (SAQ) submissions (which are pulled together into the Cambridge Applicant Print Out (CAPO) (see Appendix A)). 
· Cambridge applicants sometimes emphasise the unsettling physical environment of the interview. A congenial, yet tidy and reasonably formal, environment will help nervous applicants show their strengths; however, too much domesticity should be avoided, since it can feel threatening and uncomfortable, especially (but not only) to a female applicant being interviewed alone by a man. 

3.2
The interview
· Tell (or remind) the applicant who and what you are, and make sure that you get their name right.

· Explain the structure of the interview at the beginning, so that the applicant knows, for example, that it will include different sorts of questions, and that there will be an opportunity at the end for them not only to ask questions of you but also to tell you things that your questions have not given them a chance to reveal.

· Try to ensure that the questions asked of different applicants are of comparable difficulty, although this need not mean using identical questions. Structured interviews are the recommended best practice. 

· Have several potential areas of questioning available so as to avoid being bogged down on an issue which is going nowhere.

· Different examination boards have different syllabuses, and large elements of the alleged ‘common core’ may not yet have been covered by the applicant. Hence it is generally advisable to establish early on what the applicant has covered so far. This information should be available on page 6 of the applicant’s CAPO, but it is wise to check.

· Try to ask open-ended questions, rather than ones with a single ‘right’ answer. The most revealing questions are often those which can take advantage of, but point somewhat beyond, the applicant’s present knowledge.

· Sometimes, one forms a negative opinion rather rapidly. You may find that you need to revise your first opinion, especially in the case of a very nervous student. Some students will have been very well prepared for interview by their schools; others may take more time before they can show their true potential.

· Make sure that you give each applicant the full allotted time, even if you are running late. If you are running late ensure that you notify subsequent interviewers.

· Standard advice to interviewers includes some “don’ts”:

i. Don’t do too much of the talking yourself

ii. Don’t rely on your first impression, good or bad

iii. Don’t place too much weight on one particularly pertinent or foolish answer

iv. Don’t overvalue (or undervalue) an applicant because of his/her similarity to you

v. Don’t be intimidating or over-casual in dress or manner

vi. Don’t convey the impression during the interview that you have formed any conclusion about the applicant, their school background or the outcome of their application
3.3
Constraints

· You must not reveal to an applicant anything written in a confidential reference or letter, including details of predicted A Level grades. Although the UCAS reference is not now confidential, it is not good practice to discuss details of the reference with the applicant.

· The Council for the Heads of Medical Schools recommend that applicants for Medicine should not be asked about their views on abortion or euthanasia; equally applicants for Veterinary Medicine should not be asked for their views on blood sports. (See also Section 5.)

· Under the UCAS ‘principle of invisibility’, applicants must not be asked about which other institutions they have chosen to apply to. If there are concerns about an applicant’s commitment to their chosen course at Cambridge, you may enquire about their other course choices although care should be taken to ensure that the line of questioning does not elicit information about the other institutions they have chosen to apply to. 
· The Admissions Forum has agreed that applicants should not be asked why they have chosen to apply to a particular College, as some will have submitted an open application and therefore been allocated to rather than choosing a particular College. It is also difficult to see how such a question will elicit any worthwhile information about the applicant’s academic ability or potential.

· It is important to avoid questions that may be interpreted as implying a gender or racial bias. Be aware that what you may intend as a friendly or neutral inquiry about, for example, an applicant’s name, family origins or circumstances may be interpreted, by an applicant sensitised to discrimination, as discriminatory.

· It is also important to avoid questions that may be interpreted as implying a bias associated with the type of school or college attended by the applicant. Relevant information about educational background (class sizes, schooling difficulties, the amount of special ‘Oxbridge’ preparation etc.) can be found on page 4 of the CAPO. There may, however, be circumstances in which, in order to assess the applicant fairly at interview, it is necessary to ask them questions related to their schooling; great care should be exercised in such cases.

· Applicants must not be asked questions relating to health or disability during an academic assessment interview. (See also Section 4.)

3.4
Interviewers’ reports

To ensure effectiveness of the Inter-Collegiate Pool all Colleges have agreed to adopt a common grading scheme and report form (see Section 3.6 below). Interviewers’ reports serve the following important functions:

· Evidence to be considered during the decision meeting

· Information about the applicant for colleagues in the Pool

· In some cases a basis for letters to applicants’ schools/colleges; these are sometimes written as much as two months after the interviews

· Evidence which may be produced by the College in the event of a complaint or dispute
While you may well take informal personal notes during the interview to remind you of how the applicant performed, the main purpose of the formal interviewer report is to be read by other people. There is a space on the standard interviewer report form for a full, legible summary statement of your assessment of the applicant’s strengths and weaknesses at interview. In the interests of colleagues using the Pool please write legibly.

3.5
Data Protection Act

Interviewer report forms that are retained in an applicant’s file and passed, if required, to the Pool are subject to the Data Protection Act. An applicant may request to see these reports, particularly in the event of a complaint. Informal personal notes that are not held in a file and destroyed after the interview process can remain confidential. If they are still in existence at the time of any request to see the data held, on paper or electronically, they will be required under the Act to be included in the information that has to be made available to the applicant requesting it.

3.6
Grading scheme for the overall assessment of an applicant

It is essential that you enter an overall grading of an applicant in the relevant box on the report form. Please avoid the temptation to give too much weight to the interview in this final grading; remember in reaching the final grading to include an assessment of:

· examination results 

· UCAS reference/CSAS reference 

· written work/tests if you have marked or discussed them. 

When entering an overall grade, don’t place too much emphasis on the quality of any submitted school work (other than as a jumping off point for discussion). It may tell you more about the school than about the applicant. 

Remember also that different applicants will have received different degrees of preparation and training for interviews, both from school/college and from home. This can range from almost nothing to the use of mock-interviews, video-recordings and even professional analysis.

The following overall grading scheme should be adopted, and used as a basis for pooling decisions:


10 
Exceptional applicant – must take


9 
Very strong – definitely worth an offer


8 
Strong – worth an offer


7
Probably worth an offer


6
Possibly worth an offer


5
Doubtful for an offer


4
Weak


3
and below, probably unacceptable

It is important that this scale is used consistently: the process of moderation (the comparison of the gathered field of applicants in a given subject) relies on this. Arguing that ‘a 6 at my College is worth an 8 at any other College’ is not helpful – score the interview 8 if you judge the applicant to be strong and worth an offer.

3.7
Communication with schools/colleges, parents and applicants

Each year the Cambridge Colleges collectively reject well over 5,000 applicants who achieve at least three A grades at A Level (and many more who achieve the equivalent in another examination system). All these students are high achievers, and many inevitably feel a sense of injustice. In some cases parents feel sufficiently strongly to write to the College or the Vice-Chancellor, or even their local MP or the press. 

Colleges are encouraged to send feedback to schools/colleges for applicants who have failed to secure a place. An increasing number of applicants are also requesting feedback themselves. Given the sensitivity of these matters, the Admissions Forum has agreed that interviewers should not engage in any discussion or correspondence concerning the outcome of an application with an applicant, teacher or parent without consulting the appropriate Admissions Tutor. Please pass all queries to the College Admissions Tutor in the first instance. 

4.
Assessing Students with a Disability or Chronic Illness

If you find that you will be interviewing an applicant with a disability or chronic illness, please refer to ‘Applicants with Additional Support Requirements’ (www.admin.cam.ac.uk/offices/admissions/handbook/appendices/). The following guidelines are a summary. Consult the appropriate Admissions Tutor well in advance of the interviews if anything is not clear.

The following guidelines should be followed:

i. Colleges should check which applicants may require special assistance at interview or when they get here. Applicants are asked to indicate their UCAS disability code on their UCAS application. This is reproduced near the top of the first page of the CAPO.
ii. Colleges should encourage such applicants to discuss in advance of the interviews what these requirements may be. With some disabilities it will be obvious what is needed, but sometimes with, say, a chronic illness it may be that interviews need to be spaced to give time for rest/special food etc.

iii. It is very important to separate the subject/academic assessment during an academic interview from any discussion of illness/disability. Interviewers should not normally make any reference to a health or disability problem, except, perhaps, at the start of the interview when they may need simply to check whether the physical arrangements for the interview are acceptable to the applicant. 

iv. If it is necessary to ask an applicant about the support that (s)he would need, this must be done separately, either by sending an additional letter with the offer letter or at the end of one interview. If this is discussed at the end of one interview, the discussion should be preceded by a statement such as: ‘This is now the end of your academic assessment, but you may wish to raise with us any special requirements that you may have to enable you to enjoy your course if you come here.’

v. A pre-interview/at time of interview meeting should be arranged for the few applicants who have complex or significant disability (particularly full-time wheelchair users and blind applicants), with Disability Resource Centre representative(s), College Tutor or Director of Studies and the relevant Faculty Administrator or Department/Faculty Disability Liaison Officer present. If reasonable adjustments cannot be made, provided the applicant is made aware of this situation as soon as possible by letter from the College and, via CAO, through UCAS, s/he can choose to substitute another university in place of Cambridge. It is better for the applicant and College if this can be done before Christmas, and before any offer is made. 

vi. Once an offer is made to someone who needs additional support, this information should be passed as soon as possible to the University department concerned and to the University Disability Adviser. However, where at all possible, offers should not be made until a needs assessment has been undertaken. The Admissions Tutor is responsible for ensuring that mechanisms are put in place to ensure the necessary support will be available in the College and department prior to the start of the course. For more details see the flowchart in the Undergraduate Admissions Handbook summarising admissions procedures for undergraduate applicants with disabilities.

5. Additional Information for those Interviewing Applicants for Medicine

If you are interviewing applicants for Medicine, please note the additional guidance below from the Council of Heads of Medical Schools.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR THE ADMISSION OF MEDICAL STUDENTS (March 2010)

The following revision to the Medical Schools Council guiding principles for the selection and admission of students to UK Medical Schools has been prepared following a helpful workshop at the Admissions to Medicine and Dentistry Conference 2009. Tomorrow’s Doctors 2009 i requires Medical Schools to demonstrate open, fair and objective processes for student selection. This document reflects the criteria for student selection outlined in Tomorrow’s Doctors and the principles are based on those commended by the Schwartz Reportii: transparency; selection for academic merit, potential and diversity; reliability, validity and relevance; the minimising of barriers; professionalism. Due consideration has also been given to Unleashing Aspiration the final report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professionsiii, which asks that admissions policies take account of the social and educational context of applicants’ achievements. 
1. Selection for Medical School implies selection for the medical profession. The Role of the Doctor Consensus Statementiv, agreed in 2008, outlines the unique combination of attributes and abilities doctors require. A medical degree, entitles the new graduate to hold provisional registration with the General Medical Council (GMC) provided their fitness to practise is not impaired. Consequently there is a need to select those with appropriate attributes for training and entry into the profession, and to consider fitness to practise issues when selecting students. 

2. The aim is to select those with the greatest aptitude for medical training from those with high academic ability. Candidates are expected to have a high level of academic attainment but it must be recognised that some students will not be suited to a career in medicine, even though they have attained the necessary academic standards. Understanding science is core to the understanding of medicine, but Medical Schools generally encourage diversity in the subjects offered by applicants and will publish the range of acceptable subjects together with the typical offers which will be made. Medical Schools will also publish details of any admissions test(s) applicants are required to take. Medical Schools’ admissions policies, will take account of the personal attributes and academic abilities needed in a doctor as set out in Good Medical Practicev and the capacity to achieve the outcomes set out in Tomorrow’s Doctors. 

3. The practice of medicine requires the highest standards of professional and personal conduct. Where significant concerns exist regarding applicants’ behaviour or probity it is in the interests of such students and of the public that they should not be admitted, rather than to have to leave the course or the profession subsequently. Applicants should be made aware that medical students have certain additional responsibilities to other students, and because of this, different standards of professional behaviour are expected of them.vi 
4. Applicants are required to pass a number of checks prior to their enrolment. Medical Schools will inform candidates of the purpose, implications and timing of each of these checks. Applicants are required to undergo an enhanced criminal records check prior to enrolment, which will identify spent and unspent convictions, cautions, admonishments (Scotland), reprimands and warnings.vii Medical Schools will send the details of how and when to apply for criminal records checks to applicants, applicants are generally expected to pay for their criminal records check. In addition, Medical Schools will also ask applicants to make known a positive declaration as early as possible, so that the individual circumstances may be considered in a timely fashion, and so that study is not interrupted or terminated due to the late disclosure of something relevant to an enrolled student’s fitness to practise. Not all convictions will result in being barred from the profession. Certain types of offences against children will always disqualify an applicant, and offences against the person and recent/serious dishonesty are likely to disqualify a candidate from entry onto a medical degree. The Vetting and Barring Scheme was set up to protect children and vulnerable adults from harm. Under this scheme, candidates applying to medicine from 2010 will also be required to register with the appropriate bodyviii to be eligible to complete clinical placements and to practise as a doctor. 

5. Failure to declare information that has a material influence on a student’s fitness to practise may lead to termination of their medical course. Honesty and integrity are considered to be essential attributes for the practising doctor and by extension the medical student. If it were to come to light that a student failed to declare something relevant to their fitness to practise as a doctor it could indicate a lack of honesty and integrity. 

6. The practice of medicine requires the highest standards of professional competence. Medical students are expected to demonstrate all outcomes required by the GMC in Tomorrow’s Doctorsix before they graduate. An impairment or health condition may make it impossible for a student to meet the outcomes required by the GMC at the point of graduation. However, in most cases health conditions and disabilities will not be a bar to becoming a doctor, as reasonable adjustments can be made to the method of learning and the assessment by which the student demonstrates the required outcomes.x Issues relating to a candidate’s health will not be dealt with by the interview panel. 

Health matters will be considered separately from the selection process, by a Health and Conduct Committee or equivalent and informed by an Occupational Health assessment. This process would be run in parallel with the general admissions decision-making process. Applicants should declare a history of any serious physical or mental disorder, and individual circumstances will always be considered on a case-by-case basis. Applicants are encouraged to seek advice from the Medical Schools as early as possible to facilitate timely consideration. A history of serious health issues will not jeopardise a career in medicine unless the condition impinges on professional fitness to practise. In addition to the Medical Schools, the disability centre within the University can also advise disabled applicants. 

7. The primary duty of care is to patients. Both Medical Schools and medical students have a duty of care to patients. Freedom from infection with blood-borne viruses (BBVs) is not an absolute requirement for those wishing to train as doctors; as such BBV testing is performed post admission to Medical School. However, BBV-positive students (and students declining testing) will not be permitted to perform exposure-prone procedures (EPPs) whilst infectious. Experience of EPPs is not a requirement to meet the outcomes in Tomorrow’s Doctors, although applicants must recognise that careers, especially in surgical specialties, may not be open to them if their infection persists. The guidance: Medical and dental students: Health Clearance for Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, HIV and Tuberculosisxi provides more detail on the Medical School’s and medical student’s responsibilities in relation to health clearance. 

8. Applicants should demonstrate some understanding of what a career in medicine involves and their understanding of, and suitability for, a caring profession. Applicants may draw on relevant work experience, either paid or voluntary in health or related areas, to demonstrate this understanding. Medical Schools recognise that practical experience in hospices and residential homes, or domestic caring responsibilities, is equally appropriate as work in a conventional healthcare setting such as a hospital or GP surgery. More important than the experience itself, is the ability to demonstrate an understanding of the relevant skills and attributes the profession requires by reflecting upon and drawing on any experience they may have. Applicants should be advised that, in order to engage in health care related work experience, under vetting and barring legislation, they will be required to register with the appropriate body. 

9. Medical Schools have agreed that the selection process for medical students must be transparent, involving procedures that respect obligations under relevant diversity and equality legislation. Medical Schools will make available to prospective applicants details of their admissions policies and explanations of the admissions processxii, via their websites and the Entry Profiles on the UCAS Course Search website. Medical Schools welcome diversity among their applicants. Medical Schools will engage with admissions practices and other activities, which support widening access to the medical profession. The broader widening access to the professions agenda, and the role of Universities to this end, is described in Unleashing Aspiration the final report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions. 
i 
Tomorrow’s Doctors (2009). General Medical Council 

ii 
The Schwartz Report: Fair Admissions to higher education: Recommendations for good practice (2004) 
iii 
Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions (2009) 

iv 
The Role of the Doctor Consensus Statement (2008). The statement was agreed by: The Chief Medical Officers of England, Scotland, Wales and N Ireland, The Academy of Medical Royal Colleges, The Association of UK University Hospitals, The BMA, COPMeD, The GMC, The King’s Fund, The Medical Schools Council, NHS Employers and PMETB. 

v 
Good Medical Practice (2006). General Medical Council 

vi 
Medical students: professional values and fitness to practise (2009). Guidance from the GMC and the MSC; Paragraph 3, Page 4 

vii 
Definitions and classifications vary between the Devolved Administrations. Applicants from England, Wales and Northern Ireland are handled by the Criminal Records Bureau (www.crb.gov.uk/) and applicants from Scotland by Disclosures Scotland (www.disclosurescotland.co.uk/). 

viii 
In England, Wales and Northern Ireland this body is the Independent Safe Guarding Authority (www.isa-gov.org.uk/) and in Scotland it is Disclosures Scotland (as before). 

ix 
Tomorrow’s Doctors (2009). General Medical Council 

x 
Gateways to the Professions: Advising medical schools: encouraging disabled students (2008). The General Medical Council and the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (England) 

xi 
Medical and dental students: Health Clearance for Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C, HIV and Tuberculosis (2008). The Medical Schools Council, the Council of Heads and Deans of Dental Schools, Association of UK University Hospitals and the Higher Education Occupational Physicians Group 

xii 
Admissions Policies: Guidance for Higher Education Providers (2009). Supporting Professionalism in Admissions; 2.1.2.–2.1.3. www.spa.ac.uk/good-practice/admissions-policies 

Cambridge applicants and College selectors should obtain this advice, in the first instance, from the Director of Medical Education on 36733.

Appendix A: General Admissions Information

Changes to the application procedure

Until the 2009 entry admissions round Cambridge applicants had to submit both a UCAS application and a Cambridge Application Form (CAF) by 15 October, followed by a paper Supplementary Application Questionnaire (SAQ).

UK or EU applicants now only need to submit a UCAS application naming Cambridge as one of their choices. After their UCAS application has been received they are asked to provide additional information through an online Supplementary Application Questionnaire (SAQ). The information provided by each applicant through their UCAS application and through their SAQ submission will be available to interviewers in the form of the Cambridge Applicant Print Out (CAPO). 
The Cambridge Special Access Scheme (CSAS) continues, with those applying through the scheme having an additional CSAS reference. More information about the CSAS is enclosed on the following pages. 
Applicants from outside the EU and those applying for Organ and Choral Awards must complete a Cambridge Online Preliminary Application (COPA) in addition to making a UCAS application. Such applicants provide the information sought in the SAQ through the COPA. The information provided in the UCAS application and COPA are made available to interviewers through the CAPO. 
Information about interviews
There is a great deal of information available to applicants about the admissions process, and particularly interviews. Most applicants will have seen the short Interview video and the longer Interviews in Action film available on the University website (www.cam.ac.uk/interviews/).  On the website you can also find the Cambridge Interviews: the facts leaflet. If you have not seen these, you may find it helpful to do so, if only to be aware of what applicants are expecting. There is also extensive information both accurate and apocryphal on other websites (see Appendix F for more details).

Widening participation and recruitment activities

The University and Colleges of Cambridge spend over £3 million a year on a wide range of widening-participation, aspiration-raising and subject-enrichment initiatives, including:
· Oxford and Cambridge Student Conferences in Merseyside, Newcastle, Leicester, London, Cardiff, Edinburgh and Lisburn

· Open days

· CUSU Target Campaign which involves current students visiting schools/colleges and student shadowing events

· Summer schools and other residential events

· GEEMA (Group to Encourage Ethnic Minority Applications) events

· Subject masterclasses
There are likely to be students who have participated in some of the above activities amongst the applicants you are interviewing.

Student finance
Tuition fees for home undergraduate students in 2012-13 will be £9,000 a year. Tuition fees do not  have to be paid up front, the cost instead being met through a government Student Loan for fees. Students will continue to be able to take out an additional Student Loan for maintenance and a means-tested government maintenance grant will also be available. Both loans will be paid back in instalments when the student graduates and is earning a minimum of £21,000 a year.

The Cambridge Bursary Scheme, operated by the Isaac Newton Trust, offers substantial, means-tested bursaries to students in all Colleges. In 2012-13 all students who are assessed as having a household income of £25,000 per year or less will also receive a Cambridge Bursary of £3,500 per year (£5,650 a year for some mature students). Smaller bursaries will be awarded on a sliding scale to all those students who qualify for a lower level of maintenance grant.
Appendix B: Cambridge Special Access Scheme
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Cambridge Special Access Scheme (CSAS)


Background
The University of Cambridge wishes to admit the best students whatever their background. Admission to Cambridge is often extremely competitive and details of typical entry requirements can be found in the Undergraduate Prospectus.

Admissions Tutors are aware that some applicants may not be predicted the high grades required, but will nevertheless have the potential and the motivation to follow a course in Cambridge successfully. The Cambridge Special Access Scheme (CSAS) is a University-wide initiative designed to ensure that all Colleges have the information they require in order to accurately assess applicants who have experienced particular personal, social or educational disadvantage.

The CSAS is open to UK and EU students only. Applicants will be eligible for consideration if either of the following circumstances apply:

	· Few people from the applicant’s school/college proceed to higher education and the applicant’s family has little or no tradition of entry to higher education to study for a degree.

or

· The applicant’s education has been significantly disrupted or disadvantaged through health or personal problems, disability or difficulties with schooling.



The Scheme is designed to help Admissions Tutors in a number of ways, it will:

· provide a context against which Admissions Tutors can judge the academic record of applicants

· provide information useful in assessing applicants’ performance at interview and also in determining the content of interviews

· assist Admissions Tutors to decide on a fair and realistic level for conditional offers to applicants entering through the Scheme, although it will not necessarily lead to a lower offer being made
Please note that mature students applying to one of the mature Colleges (Hughes Hall, Lucy Cavendish, St Edmund’s and Wolfson) should not use this form as these Colleges automatically give special consideration to mature applicants.
Procedure

Schools/colleges wishing one or more applicants to be considered through the Scheme are asked to complete a Cambridge Special Access Scheme form for each applicant. It is helpful if enquiries about the Cambridge Special Access Scheme can be initiated by teachers and not by individual applicants or parents.  

A copy of the form is attached: this can be photocopied or further copies can be obtained from Cambridge Admissions Office (CAO) or any College admissions office. Please include any information on the form that you think is relevant and significant.  

It is hoped that the Scheme will not put staff in schools/colleges to significantly more trouble than the regular admissions process, but that it will be of great benefit to applicants and Colleges.

Important notes

Schools/colleges considering whether to endorse an applicant’s application through the Scheme are asked to note the following points:

1
All University of Cambridge Colleges (except the four mature Colleges) participate in the Scheme

2
The Scheme will operate alongside the Colleges’ long-standing policy of considering all applicants on the basis of all the information available, and applicants who do not apply through the Scheme will also be considered in the light of any information provided by their schools/colleges about their educational and personal background

3
The Colleges would usually expect any applicant through the Scheme to have the support of his or her school/college

4
The Colleges are looking for potential as well as achievement in their applicants, but wish to make offers to applicants who are well suited to the specific course for which they have applied. Students need to be highly motivated and have sufficient background knowledge to cope with the challenging Cambridge courses

5 Applicants are strongly advised to read the University of Cambridge Undergraduate Prospectus, available from the Cambridge Admissions Office or on the website at www.cam.ac.uk/admissions/undergraduate/, carefully before applying and to ensure that they understand the structure of the course they hope to study. College admissions offices can often provide additional information about particular courses, as well as about the Colleges themselves

6 Applicants with disabilities are advised to contact the University Disability Adviser at the  Disability Resource Centre, for general advice and further information as to whether this Scheme is applicable, on 01223 332301 or email disability@admin.cam.ac.uk. In cases where the Scheme is applicable but the applicant’s school/college is unaware of the circumstances, a doctor or social worker may submit the submit the form on the applicant's behalf.

Further information

If you require further information or advice about the Cambridge Special Access Scheme, the Admissions Tutors of any College or staff in the Cambridge Admissions Office will be happy to advise. Please note such preliminary discussion is not necessary before making an application.

This Scheme is not an application for financial support. Details of financial support available can be found in the Undergraduate Prospectus.


Appendix C: The English Education System
School Types
a)
State maintained schools:

· Community schools: These are schools maintained on government funding, distributed to Local Authorities (LAs). They have previously been termed ‘comprehensives’. All children within the ‘catchment’ area (a specified surrounding area) of a state school are entitled to an education regardless of their academic standard. Although every effort is made to prevent it, considerable variance can and does exist between state schools both within a region, and between regions. 

· Academies: These are publicly (government) funded independent schools with the freedom to endeavour to raise standards through innovative approaches to teaching, governance and management. The first wave of academies were often established in disadvantaged areas, or to replace poorly performing schools. It is now possible for high-performing schools to apply for academy status. There are currently around 600 academies in England.

· Foundation schools: These were formerly ‘grant’ (government) maintained schools. They are publicly funded but the school’s own governing body has responsibility for admissions, staff employment and teaching. They thus have the potential to be selective although many are not.

· Grammar schools: These are a selective secondary (age 11 and above) school system still run by some LAs. Students are selected on the basis of an entrance test called the11+. They are, therefore, (highly) selective. 

· Faith schools: These schools have a particular religious character but generally accept children from all denominations. A charitable trust usually owns the buildings and land. They can be further divided into (i) voluntary aided, where the trust contributes to teaching costs and where the trust controls admissions, or (ii) voluntary controlled, where the school is dependent on the LA for running costs and the LA controls admissions.
· Other state maintained schools/colleges: In addition to the schools listed above, there are also City Technology Colleges, Sixth Form Colleges, Further Education Colleges, University Technical Colleges and special needs schools. 
b)
Independent/public schools
These are private schools that are managed by a governing body and funded by fee-paying students. They can be single sex or co-educational and can control their own admissions. They are not accountable to the LA but many use the core basics of the National Curriculum in their teaching. Some independent schools have an admissions test others do not. There is a wide range of academic standards achieved by schools in this category.

The National Curriculum

The National Curriculum is a government educational framework that is used by all state maintained schools to ensure that teaching and learning is balanced and consistent. The Curriculum is divided into blocks of years, known as Key Stages. Students sit a ‘Standard Assessment Task’ test (SAT) at the end of each Stage to determine progress. At Key Stage 3 SATs are used to determine appropriate teaching in tiered GCSE subjects (see below).

	Age
	School Year
	Key Stage
	Activity/Examination

	4
	Foundation
	
	

	5-7
	1-3
	1
	SAT exam

	7-11
	3-7
	2
	SAT exam

	11-14
	7-9
	3
	SAT exam

	14-16
	9-11
	4
	GCSEs

	17
	12
	5
	AS Levels

	18
	13
	
	A Levels


Summary of Qualifications
· GCSEs (General Certificate of Secondary Education): 

Introduced in 1986 to replace ‘O’ levels and CSEs, GCSEs are studied over two years, are assessed by both coursework and examinations and are graded A*-G. 

Apart from Art & Design, History, Music, PE and Religious Studies all GCSE’s are tiered. The decision as to which tier a particular child takes is based on their SAT results at Key Stage 3. Students expected to gain a grade between A* and D are taught in a ‘Higher tier’, and those from C to G in a ‘Foundation tier’. (Mathematics has three tiers, Higher (A*-C), Intermediate (B-E) and Foundation (D-G).)
Science subjects are studied either as: (i) three separate GCSEs in Biology, Chemistry and Physics; (ii) two GCSEs (Science and Additional Science) which cover the three areas; (iii) a single award GCSE (Science) which covers all three areas, but in less depth. In some schools option (i) is not available and students wanting to study all three sciences only have options (ii) and (iii).

GCSEs are at Level 1 (grades D-G) and Level 2 (grades A*-C) on the National Qualifications Framework.

· AS and A Levels (Advanced Subsidiary and Advanced): 

AS and A Levels are modular qualifications with units examined separately. AS Levels are graded A-E; A Levels are graded A*-E (the A* grade being awarded for the first time in 2010). The majority of AS/A Levels are now structured as follows:

· AS Levels = two AS units 

· A Levels = two AS units plus two A2 units 

Some subjects will, however, comprise of three units at AS Level and three at A2 Level. Further information can be found in the Appendices of the Undergraduate Admissions Handbook (www.admin.cam.ac.uk/offices/admissions/handbook/). Students usually take AS Level in Year 12 (first-year sixth form) and then continue, if appropriate, in Year 13 (second-year sixth form) with A2 Level units thus gaining the A Level qualification. AS Level double awards (comprising of four/six AS units) and A Level double award (comprising of four/six AS units and four/six A2 units) can be taken although they are less common. 
AS and A Levels are at Level 3 on the National Qualifications Framework.
· Advanced Diplomas: 
The Diploma has been taught in a select number of areas since 2008. It is a flexible qualification that combines theoretical and practical skills and, through industrial collaborations, puts these new skills into practice. Students will be able to study the Diploma at three levels:
(i) 
Foundation (Level 1)

(ii) 
Higher (designed for students expected to achieve grades A-C at GCSE)
(iii) 
Advanced (aimed at Level 3 study on the National Qualifications Framework)
Currently only the Advanced Diplomas in Engineering, Manufacturing & Product Design, and Environmental & Land-based Studies have been judged to provide a suitable preparation for related Cambridge courses and even then only if specific options have been taken within the Additional & Specialist Learning part of the Diploma.
Appendix D: Summary of Non-A Level Qualifications

The majority of applicants to Cambridge are taking A Level qualifications although some applicants have alternative qualifications. Generally these are checked by the College Admissions Tutor for eligibility before being invited for interview. Brief descriptions of the most common non-A Level qualifications are given below. 
· Scottish Highers and Advanced Highers: Scottish Highers can be used for entry into four-year Scottish university courses and are also accepted by many English universities. They are to equivalent to AS Level standard. Students normally take 4-6 subjects. A realistic Cambridge applicant would have high grades in five subjects. Advanced Highers are equivalent to A2 (the second half of A Level) standard. Three subjects are typically studied and a typical Cambridge offer would be AAA. Unlike A Level, there are no opportunities to retake examinations. There are wide variations in provision at Advanced Higher. Some schools offer a full timetable in the whole range of available subjects, but others restrict either the amount of teaching time available and/or the range of subjects. Scottish Standard Grade examinations equate to GCSEs.
· Irish Leaving Certificate: Students sit examinations at both ‘Ordinary’ or ‘Higher’ level. Passes at the Higher level have been equated to AS Levels or Scottish Higher and those at Ordinary level to GCSE. Students typically take eight or more subjects. Students can also sit a Transition Year which focuses on personal development prior to entering higher education. 

· The International Baccalaureate is being used increasingly in English schools and is at Level 3 on the National Qualifications Framework. Students study six subjects from the following areas: first language; second language; experimental sciences (Biology, Physics, Chemistry, Design Technology); individuals and society (Economics, History, Psychology, Geography), Mathematics; and the arts (Visual, Music, Theatre). Normally three subjects are taken at Higher level and three at Standard level. In addition there is the compulsory core (which comprises of Theory of Knowledge; Creativity, Action and Service (CAS); and an extended essay). There is a maximum score of seven for each subject studied and three for the core modules giving a maximum total score of 45. Realistic Cambridge applicants would typically be expected to score 7 (or 6) in relevant subjects with an overall score greater than 39.

· The Cambridge Pre-U is a new 16-18 qualification developed by Cambridge International Examinations (CIE), part of Cambridge Assessment, as an alternative to A Levels. It is a diploma style award. Students taking the full award do three Principal Subjects, a Global Perspectives course and undertake an Independent Research Report. Principal Subjects are slightly larger in size than an A Level and assessed solely by terminal examinations. Principal Subjects are graded on a nine-point scale: D1-D3, M1-M3, P1-P3. D2 is approximately equivalent to the A* grade at A Level and D3 to the A grade. Each component of the Pre-U can be taken as a free-standing qualification, so we see some applicants taking a mixture of A Levels and Pre-U Principal Subjects.

· The European Baccalaureate is awarded by 10 European schools in the European Union. Students take compulsory subjects (a language, Mathematics and physical education) and then a combination of specialised subjects to ensure a minimum weekly timetable of 31 periods. Typical Cambridge offers would be 80% or above overall in the Arts and 85% or above overall in the sciences, with 90%+ in specific subjects.

· German Abitur: Students take eight subjects, two Leistungskurse (intense, specific) and six at Grundkuse (general, broad). The latter contribute to two thirds of the curriculum and subjects applied for should be taken at Leistungskurse. Subjects are scored from 1-6 with 1 the highest. An average score of 1.3 or higher would generally be expected. 

· French Baccalaureate is split between Technical and General. The General is further divided into Scientific, Literary and Economic and Social and should be appropriate for the degree applied for. The maximum score in any of the 5/6 subjects studied is 20. Marks under 12 are regarded as AS rather than A Level standard, and many Colleges would expect 16 or above in relevant subject(s). 12/20 = good, 14/20 = excellent, 16/20 = outstanding. Marks of 18-20 are rarely given.

· IELTS (International English Language Testing System) measures ability to communicate in English across all four language skills – listening, reading, writing and speaking. It is scored on a nine band scale. The standard requirement at Cambridge is for a score of 7.0 overall with at least 7.0 in each element, although Colleges can vary this if judged appropriate. Further information can be found at www.ielts.org. IELTS is used in preference to all other English language tests (e.g. TOEFL).
Appendix E: Protocols for Live Interviews (agreed by the Admissions Forum 2004)
	Issue
	Protocol or other action suggested

	1. Applicant appears in interview in emotional/ distressed state
	If obviously severe, Plan A (below). If not obviously so, spend no more than 5 mins trying to settle, with inconsequential talk, then ask if ready to go ahead. If not, Plan A – do not soldier on, ignoring distress.

	2. ‘Frozen rabbit syndrome’ (subset of the above)
	Should be able to sort this by spending up to 5 mins trying to settle, asking irrelevant questions. 

NB Beware asking about EO-prohibited areas, such as family… If ready to go ahead proceed – if not, Plan A.

	3. Wrong set of interviewers arranged (due to form being misread)
	Plan A

	4. Applicant says interview was short
	Prevent: All applicants should be told (same!) expected length of interview, e.g. ‘25-30 mins’ at start.
To prepare for possible complaint, note start/end times on paperwork. Helpful to note planned finish time anyway when starting interview.

	5. Lost/late/delayed applicant
	Take subsequent applicant in if there. Do not delay start of interview by more than 5 minutes unless this would not affect others (check the timetable); otherwise Plan A.
NB A problem here is ‘fault’ of e.g. lateness: a delayed train may seem more faultless than a hangover, but was it really late? Important to be fair = equally helpful to all.

	6. Female doesn’t want to be interviewed alone by a man/men
	Offer door left open. If this is not acceptable, and female interviewer/s not readily available for swap, use Plan A

	7. The incomprehensible applicant
	Recognise that this is an especially difficult situation, as all your attention is going on trying to understand, none is left for thinking of strategies (or, maybe, making accurate judgements). Note that reason for incomprehensibility may be stress or language incompetence. Must adopt Plan A if your understanding of what is being said is substantially below par.

	8. The surprise (e.g. wants to take your photograph, show you some product of their inventiveness)
	Decline. Emphasise that interview is formal situation and carefully planned and must keep to time and to interviewer’s plan. May have time to do/discuss this in ‘their’ time at end of interview, but this is limited. This also gives you time to decide whether request (e.g. photo) is acceptable (probably not). 

If a general academic interview forms part of the assessment procedure, suggest to the applicant that that interview is a more suitable one in which a record of attainment, a ‘product of their inventiveness’ etc. might be considered.

	9. ‘Copycat’ interviewee who will not engage but just defers
	Interview guidance gives enough warning of need to do other than defer to interviewers. Proceed with interview as best as possible, encouraging and legitimising debate with interviewer/s.

	10. The (to the interviewer) absurd or unbelievable answer
	Note, confirm if you might have misheard, explore briefly (if you would have done another reply). Do not mentally blackball on the basis of this, but take to interviewers’ meeting, see Note 1.

	11. Applicant has a disability/ specific learning difficulty that was not declared in advance 
	Plan A, if needed.


Plan A:
Request College Admissions Office to collect and settle in empty room. Notify Admissions Tutor of situation. S/he will deal with this during break, trying to re-schedule on day or take other action, as appropriate. Offering an applicant a January re-interview slot may appear kind but can be less than this if no vacancies transpire, but is probably only fall-back if same day re-schedule not possible.
Notes:

1. The interview’s defensibility is greatly enhanced if decisions are seen as being taken as far away as possible from a single interviewer during the interview. Thus wherever possible, difficulties should be taken to the interviewers’ meeting/s, afterwards. They – and the consequent decisions – are thus the responsibility of a group of expert peers 

2. It is not uncommon that parents and others write emails and letters to complain about the interview. However, applicants should be reminded that only they can make a formal complaint. All communications really should go to the Admissions Office rather than the interviewer/tutor, or be redirected there.

3. Emphasise need to start interviews on time in interests of all, and it is applicant’s responsibility to get there when due. The telephone number of the Admissions Office, on the invitation letter, should be used for emergencies

4. It might be appropriate in the interview invitation letter to draw the attention of applicants for whom English is not a first language to the need for effective spoken communication in the English language in the interview

5. Tell interviewee that ‘own agenda’ (i.e. questions but also other things they may want to ‘offer’ you) will be dealt with in final five mins of interview

6. Admissions Tutor needs empty slot in own schedule (tea-time or end of day) to deal with problems

7. All interviewers should have comfort and coffee/tea-breaks built into their programme. The value of empty ‘buffer’ slots should be considered

All interviewers are reminded that the Colleges collectively offer admissions selection training workshops.
Some workshops are open to all new interviewers in any discipline; other workshops, however, have been given a particular subject-group focus. Please note that if you would like to attend a session with a subject focus, but are not able to participate on the dates offered, additional subject sessions will be offered if there is adequate notice and sufficient demand. Experienced interviewers who wish to review their technique are most welcome to attend. 

See: www.training.cam.ac.uk/cppd/ 

Appendix F: External Information About Interviews
Below is a selection of links that give an indication of the extent of interview training that takes place, as well as the extent to which information about interviews and interviewers is shared amongst applicants and those who advise them. The following represents a small sample of the types of advice and information to which our applicants have access. The list below is derived partly from prior knowledge and (mainly) through a ten minute Google search on such keywords as ‘Oxbridge interviews’. It is clear that numerous schools and colleges offer very full guidance to their students. 

We have experience of detailed accounts of interviews appearing on sites, including some listed below, within hours of the interview concluding and before all the field in a subject at a particular College had been seen. Social networking sites also provide opportunities for such information to be shared; there is for example a “Clare College, Cambridge, Interviewees (Dec 2007)” group on Facebook. So even within an admissions round there is a case for varying questions. Questions used in previous years are likely to have been discussed somewhere.  

Free student sites include:

www.thestudentroom.co.uk/forumdisplay.php?f=15
www.oxbridge-admissions.info/
There are also commercial providers such as:

www.oxbridgeapplications.com/
www.oxbridgetutor.com/ 

www.intooxbridge.com/ 

www.oxbridgepersonalstatements.com 
www.oxbridgeinterviews.co.uk/ 
www.mpw.co.uk/camb/guide-oxbridge.asp?scW=1280
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