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Guide to Science Interviews at Oxford and Cambridge

Congratulations on getting your interview at Oxford or Cambridge. This is a great sign
that Oxbridge tutors believe that you are a strong candidate and have academic
potential. This is also an exciting opportunity to discuss a subject that you are
(hopefully!) passionate about with the full attention of world-class experts.

There are many myths surrounding the Oxbridge interview process, which continue to
be perpetuated by the media and coaching companies. The interview is made out to
be a mystical and opaque process; with obscure questions posed in an attempt to
unsettle unworthy candidates. Nothing could be further from the truth — especially for
science subjects. If you are able to exhibit a passion and enthusiasm for your subject,
combined with strong aptitude and academic potential, you will give yourself a strong
chance of success.

The majority of students applying to Oxbridge have indicated that they are most
apprehensive about the interview. However, remember that this is only one aspect of
your Oxbridge application. With some preparation and understanding of the interview
process, you will hopefully feel as confident and relaxed as possible going into the
interview (admittedly easier said than done!).

This document will help you to prepare and know what to expect from your interview
for a sciences subject at Oxford or Cambridge.

Your Oxbridge interview

On paper, many Oxbridge applicants can appear academically very similar. The
interview process is a great way for the tutors to get to know you better beyond your
written application. Tutors are looking for curiosity, enthusiasm and a comfort for
discussion; as well as an aptitude to take what you know and go further. Are you
somebody that the tutor can imagine teaching? After all, they may be supervising you
for the following four years!

The Oxbridge interview is very similar in format to the supervision or tutorial system
of teaching unique to Oxbridge. Once you enrol as a student, you will be having small
group weekly tutorials in your subject where you will discuss concepts and problem
sets with tutors. This system is designed to challenge and stretch students. Therefore
the interview process is not only a way of tutors identifying whether you would be a
good fit for the Oxbridge style of teaching, but it also allows you to determine whether
Oxbridge would be a good fit for you.

In the course of your university studies, you will be meeting concepts and ideas with
which you are unfamiliar. The interview process gives tutors an opportunity to
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determine how you react and respond to unexpected challenges, and judge how you
would develop in the future.

The interviews for science are overwhelmingly academic and subject-related. Most
candidates have at least two interviews of 20-45 minutes, each with two sets of tutors
from the subject for which you are applying. You may also have a general interview
that expands on the information provided in your personal statement.

Remember, the tutor is not trying to trick you or catch you out. Your interview allows
the tutors to get to know you better beyond your submitted written application; and
gives you a great opportunity to showcase your academic potential, approach to
problems and style of thinking.

Preparing for your Oxbridge Interview
It is vital that you spend some time thinking about and preparing for the types of
guestions that you may be asked at interview.

As indicated by the admissions departments of both universities, selection is based
overwhelmingly on academic potential — so ensure that you give yourself the best
chance of success.

Although you won’t be tested on concepts beyond A Level, you will be expected to
show that you are confident to build on the fundamental concepts and principles you
have already learnt. Make sure that you are familiar and comfortable with scientific
concepts you have covered at GCSE and up to AS Level.

As well as testing your current knowledge, the tutors want to identify an ability and
confidence to take your thinking further on the basis of what you already know. You
aren’t expected to know absolutely everything — but the tutors want to identify that
you are comfortable stretching your thinking into unfamiliar territory.

Below we have listed some suggestions of topics with which it would be good to be
familiar. Please note that this list is just a starting point and is certainly not intended to
be exclusive!

Maths, Physics, Engineering

* Know the form of and be able to sketch graphs; including those of trigonometric
functions and exponentials. Be comfortable with knowing how changing coefficients
changes the form of the graph

¢ Be familiar with geometrical rules you have learnt up to AS Level (for example,
properties of angles)

* Be comfortable with algebraic manipulation
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¢ Be familiar with the principles of mechanics that you have learnt (Newton’s Laws,
Momentum, Force diagrams)

* Be comfortable with calculating probabilities using methods you have covered

* Be comfortable with reasoning approximations and orders of magnitude, as well as
making deductions on the basis of your estimates — for example, the number of
molecules in an object

* For Maths, be comfortable with all of the Pure Maths you have covered

Biology

* Be comfortable with describing biological systems and processes that you have
studied

* Know about the latest advances in Biology that you find particularly interesting

* Be able to discuss evidence for theories you have studied, for example evolution

Chemistry

* Be familiar with the functional groups you have learnt and be able to identify (you may
be handed a molecular model and asked to discuss)

* Be comfortable with the types of bonding and structures you have learnt

* Know of analytical and spectroscopic techniques that you have studied

¢ Be familiar with reaction mechanisms you have learnt (you may be shown a reaction
and asked to suggest the intermediate steps)

Medicine

¢ Be familiar with the Chemistry and Biology sections above

* Be prepared to provide evidence of your interest in Medicine — given that you have
not studied it at school

In addition to being familiar with your syllabus, think of ways that you can provide
evidence of academic interest beyond what you have learnt in school. Tutors are
looking to gauge your enthusiasm and interest for your chosen subject. Conduct some
reading beyond the confines of your syllabus into areas of particular interest.

Also, it is advisable to be familiar with any topical news stories or developments in
your field. For example, if you are applying for Physics, it would be a good idea to
know a little about the discovery of the Higgs Boson earlier this year.

It is also a good idea to think a bit about general questions that may be asked,
especially those that may lead on from your personal statement. Even though the
following questions may not be asked at interview, they will at least make you think
about your reasons and objectives for application:

*  Why do you want to study at Oxford/Cambridge?
*  Why have you chosen this subject?
* What are you looking forward to studying?
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* What have you previously enjoyed studying in particular?

¢ (If you are applying for a subject not offered at A Level e.g. Medicine, Engineering)
When and why did you become interested in this subject? Have you carried out any
research into the subject?

* What would you like to do in the future? (It doesn’t matter if you don’t have a
concrete idea!)

It can be very helpful to get somebody you know to give you a practice interview. This
will not only get you to think about what you could say, but will also get you
comfortable with talking about yourself and your Oxbridge application.

The Interview

As stated above, first and foremost, the tutors are looking to identify academic ability,
potential and talent. Their decision will be based on this, not manner, appearance or
background. Wear whatever you feel comfortable to the interview.

During the interview, communicate your thought process as you tackle a problem —
conceptually or mathematically. This allows the tutors to appreciate your thought
process and approach. Feel free to ask for clarification or explanation of a question.

If you are asked about something that you have not yet covered at school, feel free to
indicate that you haven’t studied it yet. However, consider using what you have
studied to see whether you can provide some insight into the problem.

Listen carefully to the questions and be engaged. There are many coaching companies
that offer expensive and intensive Oxbridge preparation, however this can sometimes
disadvantage applicants who memorise set answers and do not necessarily answer the
guestion they have been asked.

It is a good idea to bring along and review before interview any copies of personal
statements or written work you have submitted, as these may be referred to during
your interview.

You may also want to consider bringing a book or some music to relax you. There is
likely to be some waiting time prior to the interview.

Before your interview take a deep breath and relax. If you’ve prepared, you know your
subject well and can show that you enjoy it — you’re giving the interview your best
shot.
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Tests and Essays

Depending on the college and course, you may need to submit some written work
prior to interview or sit a test as part of your application. This will be detailed in your
interview confirmation letter.

For examples, everybody applying to study Physics at Oxford must sit the Physics
Aptitude Test prior to interview. The “Thinking Skills Assessment” exam is a requisite
at many Cambridge colleges for Physical Natural Sciences and Engineering.

The course website and college correspondence will be able to guide you further. Past
papers can be found online to help you to prepare. If something is unclear, feel free to
contact the college directly.

Even if your college does not require the sitting of a test, it can be a good idea to look
over the tests to familiarise yourself with the types of question and level that is
expected.

Resources

All of the information required to prepare for interview is freely available on the
excellent Oxford and Cambridge University websites. Both admissions offices are also
very active at responding to queries you may have.

The Cambridge Assessments website has a collection of very useful past papers for
download (www.admissionstests.cambridgeassessment.org.uk). These include the
BMAT (Biomedical Admissions Test — for Medicine), the MAT (Mathematics Aptitude
Test — for Maths at Oxford), the PAT (Physics Aptitude Test — for Physics at Oxford),
STEP (Sixth Term Examination Paper — for Maths at Cambridge) and TSA (Thinking
Skills Assessment — for a number of courses at both Oxford and Cambridge).

Emmanuel College, Cambridge provides videos and resources from mock interviews
online. These can be found from the Emmanuel College website
http://www.emma.cam.ac.uk/admissions/videos/interviews/ and are very helpful to
get a feel for the interview process.

Suggested Reading

Oxford University provides a suggested reading list for applicants
(http://www.ox.ac.uk/admissions/undergraduate courses/courses/) which is a good
starting point.

Speak with your tutor or contact info@londonsciencetutors.com for further
recommendations of books that you may find helpful and interesting depending on
your chosen course.
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London Science Tutors is dedicated to providing high standard bespoke tutoring for Maths, Physics, Chemistry
and Biology from pre-GCSE to Undergraduate level. Please contact us at info@londonsciencetutors.com or visit
our website, www.LondonScienceTutors.com, for further information.

Please Note:
London Science Tutors is not affiliated to nor endorsed by either Cambridge or Oxford Universities. This booklet has been prepared for

the use of London Science Tutors students to help them prepare for their Oxbridge interviews.
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