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The universities of Oxford and Cambridge, known together as Oxbridge, are the two most prestigious universities in the UK. It is unsurprising therefore, that every year, thousands of applications are received by the universities, making places highly competitive and an achievement in their own right. 

We have spoken to Oxbridge students to find out more about the application process and how blind and partially sighted students can prepare at each stage to give themselves the very best chance at success.

Keep reading to find out what you need to do to maximise your chances of making it through the application process!
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[bookmark: _Considering_Oxbridge]Considering Oxbridge
Applications to Oxbridge can feel a bit intimidating at first. The main difference between applications to Oxbridge and those to other UK universities is that the deadlines are much earlier. Applications must be submitted a year in advance; in early October of the academic year prior to the one you hope to start studying in. Offers are made in early January, with several steps in between. Though this intensifies the timeline, students have told us the clear structure to the process and advance notice of important events takes out a lot of the stress.

“Objectively the application does not feel all that different to applying to any other university, I think because you know what to expect. You always know where you are in the process, the procedure is very clear”, Kelsey.

“There is a very clear timeline – Oxford can tell you from the beginning ‘this is the date you will find out if you have an interview; this is when you will find out if you have a place’. Whereas, with other universities it is a bit more fluid, they do it as-and-when applications come in”, Tiri.

A second significant difference is the more rigorous selection process. There are entrance exams for every course, and interviews with timed tasks to complete, requiring pre-planning and adjustments for accessibility.
	
[bookmark: _Open_days][bookmark: _Hlk51081718]Open days
Attending an open day is a great first step when considering university and where to apply. Not only do they help you learn a lot about the university and courses you are interested in, they provide an opportunity for you to ask about support available to students with disabilities.

“Visiting on a school trip and then open days was a big part of my decision to apply. My dad pushed me to ask about accessibility and adjustments to get an idea of their approach, which I was a bit nervous about, but it was fine and really helped me make the decision of where to go”, Aure.

“There is a lot to be said for going to the colleges before you select which to apply for, as you can get a sense of the place, the staff and the students that you meet there, you get a feeling for it that you can’t get just from reading about it in the prospectus”, Kelsey.

[bookmark: _The_application_process]The application process
Personal statement
Your UCAS application will involve writing a personal statement. The primary focus of your personal statement should be your academic interests and capabilities. 

You do not have to detail your disability here, as this is covered in other areas of your application. However, if there is something specific you would like to mention that you think would support your case, for example taking part in disability activist roles in school or wider society, this can be included. 

“Start the UCAS application and your personal statement as early as possible! And you should write it how you want to write it. Advice online can be contradictory so if you are happy with it, leave it at that, it is yours”, Kelsey.

Admissions test
The majority of courses at Oxford and Cambridge require students to sit an entrance exam or admissions test, and you will need to register for these separately to your UCAS application. There are different admissions tests for different subjects, ranging from multiple choice and short answer questions to essays depending on the required skills of the course. Typically, they are held very soon after applying, often in early November, and most do not allow re-takes.

Exams are timed, sat at a registered test centre or potentially your school or college. The reasonable adjustments granted to you for other public exams (GCSEs, A Levels etc.) can be applied to your admissions tests. This includes extra time and material in alternative formats. It is important to communicate your accessibility needs for the exam when you apply, as some venues are not set up for good accessibility.

“[The exam] was held at a driving test centre where people sit theory tests. Obviously, this meant they were not really set up for someone with a vision impairment. The test itself is incredibly visual with lots of shape work, and there were no accessibility features built in. I had to send lots of emails to get it available in enlarged font and better colour schemes”, Tiri.

You may be charged a fee to take some entrance exams, however there are bursaries available for many, and exemptions for students in receipt of certain benefits including the 16-19 Government Bursary, Income Support and Adult Learning Grant. Further information on these can be found on the website for the entrance test you are due to take, under a heading such as ‘Registration’.

The students we spoke with, highly recommend using past papers and example answers when preparing for your entrance exam. This is to get used to the new style of questions and tasks, and ensure you are confident navigating the papers.

“You may be asked to do something you are not used to, or work in a different way, so it is really good to ask your school or college to help you get some practice in”, Kelsey.

Past papers and further guidance can be found online here:
· Oxford - Admissions tests | University of Oxford
· Cambridge - For test-takers | Cambridge Assessment Admissions Testing

Interview
The next stage for successful applicants is an interview, normally with a member of your faculty. Some interviews may require you to read a passage of text, compose a short piece of writing, and occasionally there is a practical element (particularly in subjects of the arts) where you are asked to demonstrate your skills. Ask what you will be required to do so that you can plan out how you will approach the necessary tasks and can ask for any adjustments that may be needed due to your vision impairment.

“I rang the disability resource centre at Cambridge before my interview and they had lots of ideas for adjustments. I asked to be seated with my back to the window so I could look towards my interviewer’s face and requested any materials to be available in large print or PDF form. When I got there, the interviewer checked with me that that was how I wanted the chairs set up and moved them so they were right, which really made me feel at ease”, Aure.

Again, it is always good to have practice runs, and some alumni offer mock interviews to new applicants which can be really valuable. 

It is always good to take notes with you to interviews, so that you have lots of examples ready to demonstrate your competencies and abilities. If you would like to take a short break to read over these during the interview, particularly if using a screen reader or braille pad, this is fine and completely understandable – just explain to the interviewers that you need to take a moment before answering.

[bookmark: _Getting_ready_to]Getting ready to start
Once you have an offer and have accepted, it is a bit of a waiting game. This is a good time to make sure your application for Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) is on-track. If you have not already started your application, now is the time to get things started. Check out our guide to applying for DSA.

It can also be helpful to stay in contact with the university and your accommodation provider to help make sure everything will be in place for when you start your studies. Students have been able to select their rooms based on accessibility needs, arrange for mobility and orientation training when they arrive, and communicate with lecturers in advance. These are all things which can make the big transition to university much easier.

Many universities have student groups on social media, and it can be really valuable to get involved with these. Some are broad, others may be just students with disabilities or specifically for blind and partially sighted students. They can be a great place to start making friends and getting in touch with more experienced students.

“There are really well used Facebook groups for asking questions and getting advice from other students, with anonymity if that is more comfortable”, Tiri.

[bookmark: _Top_Tips_for]“Having people to reach out to and ask questions I don’t want to email the university about is really helpful and will be important throughout my studies”, Kelsey.

[bookmark: _Top_tips_for_1]Top tips for your application

“Don’t panic – applying to Oxford sounds scary but take it one step at a time, make sure you are always looking ahead and pre-planning for what is coming next. With that initial organisation, the rest will fall into place. It means that you can get your needs addressed straight away, and then with them out the way you can just focus on getting ready like any other student”, Kelsey.

“Be confident, communicate what you need. The worst thing they can do is say no. The worst thing you can do is not ask, because then people just don’t know how to help. Also have fun!”, Aure.

“My main advice is to get in touch with as many people as possible as early as possible. There are a lot of traditions or just ways things have always been done that are not particularly accessible, so it’s really important to communicate what you need to be on an equal footing with everyone else and give them time to adjust or achieve change”, Tiri.

“There are very few vision impaired students at Cambridge compared to other universities, but there is no reason why we can’t come here. In fact, I think a lot of the challenges are the same for all students, such as the intensity of the pressure and expectations. For disabled students, I just think you have to be a bit more resourceful, independent and know what you are entitled to”, Jasmin.

Life as an Oxbridge student
Students of Oxford and Cambridge spoke to us about their experiences applying, studying and more. Check out their stories.
· Studying at Oxford as a blind/partially sighted student
· Studying at Cambridge as a blind/partially sighted student

Get in touch with us
The Thomas Pocklington Trust Student Support Service is here to support blind and partially sighted students aged 11+ to get the most out of their secondary, college and university education.

Our website has a wealth of information, guides and resources to support you on your education journey, so check them out, you’re bound to find something useful!
https://www.pocklington-trust.org.uk/student-support/

If you have questions or require more in-depth support, get in touch!
· Contact us via email at studentsupport@pocklington-trust.org.uk
· Call our student support line on 0203 757 8040. 
Our line is manned every Tuesday and Wednesday between 10am and 4pm. Outside of these hours, you will be asked to leave your name, number and a short message and a member of our team will return your call.
· You can also connect with other blind and partially sighted students and share information and tips via our Student Support Facebook group (16+), Join our Student Support Community Facebook group
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