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The aim is to form a complete picture of the applicant
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Reference

•

References are a way for admission staff to gain an insight from an education professional about an
applicant’s suitability for a course.

•

An informed and academic assessment of an applicant’s suitability for further study.

•

The reference is one of the factors on which a conditional and unconditional offers are based.

•

Want to know about the academic ability and interests of each student and how their current skills
will enable them to thrive in higher education.

•

A vital ingredient of a good UCAS application is the synergy between the personal statement and the
reference.

•

You can use up to 4000 characters or 47 lines of text (including space and blank lines).

•

There is no perfect format for a reference – concrete examples are invaluable, with a particular focus
on the subject going to be studied at undergraduate level.
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Reference

•

The contextual information submitted in the UCAS application is critical to facilitating contextualised
admissions.

“Debbie has had to deal with a lot of trauma at home over the last fifteen months due to a serious ongoing
illness involving her mother. In the past this has coincided with examinations. She has coped well in the
circumstances. With Debbie what you see is what you get: an honest, hardworking and fiercely determined
student with potential.”
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School
Information
•

Include brief details about the school.

•

Is the school involved in a widening participation programme? (for example LIFT OFF, Aspire North,
LEAPS, FOCUS West).

•

BUT…what admissions tutors really want to see is information about the student.

•

Dedicate no more than 20% of reference on school information.

•

SO… UCAS recommend schools add a URL link to a webpage. This provides valuable additional
information to help HEI’s understand more about the school.

•

Advantageous to the applicant if admissions know of challenges out of the candidates control.
“In his studies of Geography, Sarah showed good understanding and an analytical ability. Her rather
disappointing C grade was in no small part a reflection of the difficulties the school and her class faced as a
result of two lengthy periods of absence through sickness of the subject teacher. In these circumstances her
C grade could be seen as creditable”
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Applicant
Information
•

The student’s academic performance

•

Their potential for academic performance in HE

•

Why the course they have chosen is suited to them

•

Any personal qualities which will benefit them at University

•

What they can bring to the University.

The most important part of your reference is your assessment of the applicant’s suitability for the higher
education courses they have chosen.
Consider the following:
•

Existing achievements and details of performance from subject teachers

•

Motivation and commitment towards chosen course

•

Any relevant skills

•

Relevant work experience / volunteering

•

Any other factors (contextual information)
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Academic
Ability
•

Mentioning a specific piece of excellent work in a subject reference can be effective way to bring a
reference to life.
“Steven’s ability to draw comparisons and make contrasts between different political systems in

particularly worthy of praise. Steven’s up to the minute knowledge of political affairs, his ability to
generalise from his knowledge and relate current events to relevant political theories is most impressive”
•

Real and concrete examples of how the student has performed are the most powerful things to put in
a reference.
“I cannot recommend Ben to you highly enough as being on of the most suitable candidates for a place to
train as a Primary School Teacher. Within the Art and Design department Ben assists with several classes
and has even managed to encourage a group of disaffected boys to take part in meaningful work”

•

Subject-specific language / vocabulary.

•

Achievements against CfE benchmarks / E&O’s.

•

Assessment (formative + summative)
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Personal
Qualities
•

While academic ability is essential, it must be accompanied by the right attitude and personal qualities
if the student is to thrive in HE.

The demands of student life:
• Hard working
• Organised
• Determined
• Motivated
• Self-Disciplined
“Steven is enthusiastic, determined and highly focused and will be well suited to the challenging,
intellectual life of University. He is a balanced and sensible individual who has shown a high level of
commitment to the school, his studies and employment”
Think about:
• Do they demonstrate intellectual curiosity and the ability to question?
• Do they demonstrate critical thinking skills?
• How much enthusiasm do they show for learning?
• How well do they communicate?
• How willing are they to be self-critical?
• How motivated are they to achieve and drive their own learning?
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Extra-Curricular
Activities

•

Extra-curricular interests can be related to future student life and/or can simply help to convey the
individuality of the candidate.

•

Outstanding achievement is generally the result of dedication, determination and lots of hard work.

•

Also provided an opportunity to develop interpersonal skills and confidence.

•

Multi-tasking is going to feature at HE life – so the ability to cope with extra curricular activities augurs
well and may reflect an attitude which is equally valuable in a study context.

“Ben’s other forte is bagpipe playing and his hobby has given him the opportunity to play in the winning
team at the world championships”
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Subject Teacher
Reference
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Subject Teacher
Reference
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Chris Whyte

Jack Nield

christopher.whyte@abdn.ac.uk

j.nield@abertay.ac.uk
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