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Despite varying perceptions about exactly how extra-
curricular experiences should be used and to what extent
they should be considered as part of the university
application process, what this report clearly shows is that
there is an overwhelming agreement that they do have 
an important role to play. 

Extra-curricular activities not only help students to
demonstrate how they could be an asset to their course 
or institution; getting involved in interests outside of the
classroom also helps young people to prepare for life at
university and on into the workplace. 

It is therefore worrying to see the direction in which
education policy in the UK seems to be heading. From
primary school right through to sixth-form, changes in
policy are returning to a more hard-line focus on ‘traditional’
academic standards. This is something I heartily disagree
with and, as you will read in this report, is echoed by many
individuals throughout the system. Education is also about
preparing young people to succeed outside of school.

Teachers we spoke to are already worrying that they
should be advising pupils to focus more on their A-levels,
despite the fact that they believe in the importance of these
enrichment activities.

For people responsible for admissions and student
recruitment in universities, there is a concern that the
decoupling of A-levels from the AS qualification will make
predicted grades less reliable and place more importance 
on wider skills and experience. If we get to the stage where
students are sacrificing extra-curricular activities and taking
a purely academic route, how will universities effectively
judge which applicants are best suited for their courses?

Universities already recognise the concerns over whether
academic attainment is the fairest way to compare students

from different backgrounds – due to issues around access
and opportunity – and as a result they simply look more 
at what a student has got out an experience and not so
much about what they did. Such experiences can help
demonstrate potential and help a student with lesser 
grades to present a wider range of life skills and abilities.

This report confirms that
extra-curricular experience
remains an important part
of the university
admissions process, and 
I hope it will give students,
teachers and universities 
a valuable insight into the
issue. However, with the
current changes in education
policy, as a sector we 
need to call on the
government to
recognise the value
that extra-curricular
activities offer to
young people and to
support schools to
allow all students to
reach their potential.

Matt Eastlake
Group Managing
Director, World
Challenge

Extra-curricular experience
remains an important part of the
university admissions process
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2 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key findings

1Whilst academic grades are the most important
factor considered by university admissions teams

(with 89.2% of admissions teams identifying this as
one of the two main things they look for), evidence of
extra-curricular activities remains an important part 
of the application process for 97% of respondents.
Universities most value evidence of extra-curricular
activities when deciding between applicants 
with similar grades and for courses that have an
interview stage. 

2More than half of universities (58.5%) believe that 
it is now more important for students to demonstrate

experience beyond academic achievements in their
university applications compared with 10 years ago, 
with only 4.6% saying that it is now less important.

3 Students place more importance on non-academic
experience and life-skills than universities (53.2%

of students compared to 23.1% of universities) and
would like to see the admissions process place greater
emphasis on these attributes. The HE sector is split as to
whether the admissions process places enough value on
the role of extra-curricular activities; 46.2% believe that
the process does place enough value on extra-curricular
activities whilst 44.6% don’t think that it does.

4The extent to which extra-curricular experience
plays a part in the decision making process for

universities, and the stage at which it is considered,
varies greatly both between and within institutions.
Newer universities are proud of always having taken a
holistic view of a student’s application whilst more elite

Methodology

This research aims to better understand the value 
of extra-curricular activities in the university
application process. The findings detailed in this
report are based on:

• 52 one-to-one, in-depth qualitative interviews 
with representatives from HE bodies (4), heads 
of admissions and student recruitment at 
UK universities (20), heads of sixth-form at 
UK schools and colleges (12) and students either 
in their first year at university or currently 
applying through UCAS (16).

• 63 responses from university admissions teams 
to an online survey.

• 351 responses from students to a survey hosted 
by TheStudentRoom.

All interviews and surveys were completed between
1st October and 30th November 2014.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



3EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Russell Group universities are now beginning to place
more focus on this in light of the widening participation
agenda. Within the same institution, more vocational
courses and those which are over-subscribed could be
looking for evidence of skills and attributes beyond
academic learning, whilst purely academic courses and
under-subscribed courses would look for minimum
academic requirements to have been met.

5The lifting of the student numbers cap and the
falling demographic of 18 year olds means that

there are now more university places for fewer
students; however the process remains competitive as
universities fight to recruit the most talented students.
Extra-curricular experience helps universities to
identify the students with the most potential and helps
recruitment teams to engage with prospective students
after the application has been submitted.

6Changes in secondary education are anticipated to
have a big impact on university applications. Sixth-

forms in recent years have been increasing the amount
of opportunities available to students to get involved
with extra-curricular activities in recognition of the
intense focus on securing five A*-C at GCSEs; with 
A-levels heading down a more intensive academic
route these opportunities in key stage five may also be
under threat. Following the decoupling of A-levels from
AS-levels universities are expecting to place more
emphasis on non-academic experience due to the
unreliability of predicted grades.

7Universities do not value any one type of extra-
curricular activity over another. Recognising that

not all students will have the same access and
opportunities to get involved with certain activities,
universities are instead looking for students to
demonstrate the skills they gained from an experience,
how it has had an impact on them, and how it is
relevant for their chosen course.

8There is broad agreement that between 20-30% of
a student’s personal statement should be focused on

extra-curricular experience, with 56% of interviewees
suggesting this as a recommended guideline, but with 
a recognition that different institutions and different
courses will be looking for different things. The advice
to students is to make their own judgment and focus on
what is most relevant for their chosen course; making
extra-curricular activities an integral part of the
statement and not included as a ‘tick-box’ exercise.

9Teamwork and communication emerge clearly as
the two soft-skills most valued in a university

application by universities, schools and students. 
These skills are recognised as not only being valuable
for the demands of university study, but also in
preparing students for employment.

10 The real value of extra-curricular experience is
seen as not only helping students to stand-out

and secure a place at university; it also helps prepare
students to succeed at university and on into the
workplace. Attracting students who are going to settle
in well and complete the course, and who will go on 
to secure good employment, are important factors for
universities today. 

Students learn about traditional housing construction in Zambia
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To me extra-curricular activities are the cherry on the cake,
but I really need to hear about and see the cake first 
– David Giles, Head of Admissions, Recruitment and
Marketing at the University of East Anglia.

In the quantitative surveys conducted, both universities 
and students clearly identified academic grades and an 
interest in the institution/subject as the most important
aspects of a university application. However, students were
much more likely to value ‘non-academic talent’ or broader
life-skills than universities and this was reflected in the 
one-to-one interviews.

Universities probably don’t place as much value on them
[extra-curricular activities] as they should; I think that they
should look more at your experience and the extra-curricular
you do even before your results, because I think it shows
more about you as an individual and how you go about
working – Laura Bailey, student.

When universities were asked if they felt that the role of
extra-curricular experience in the admissions process was
about right there was an almost even split of 46.2% agree
and 44.6% disagree; again something that was reflected in
the one-to-one interviews.

For example, here are two contrasting responses to the
question ‘Do you think that on the whole university
admissions place enough emphasis on non-academic
experience when making offers to students?’:

Yes I think it does; because when all is said and done they are
coming here to study for degrees, so making sure they are
academically prepared is very important – Lynsey Hopkins,
Head of Admissions at the University of Sheffield.

Generally, probably not. I think everyone’s aware of their
league table position and so points on entry is one of the
factors for your league table position – Susie King, 
Head of Admissions at the University of Bedfordshire.

Despite academic grades being so clearly identified in the
surveys, in the one-to-one interviews respondents from all
interview groups were more likely to start talking about 
other aspects of an application, often finishing with ‘and
obviously getting the required grades’. This suggests that 
there is almost an assumption that students need to get the
required grades, and an expectation that if they have applied
to the right courses and institutions that most applicants will
get those grades.

We are looking for applicants who have researched the course
and who can explain what they have done in preparation for
studying on that course [...] Obviously we are also looking for
their qualifications and a good reference – Anonymous, 
Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES –WHAT’S THE REAL VALUE?
An Indian classroom 

What do students think university admissions are most
looking for in a UCAS application? CHOOSE TWO
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Where extra-curricular activities really add value is when
admissions tutors are deciding between students with
identical achieved and predicted grades, or when an
applicant has narrowly missed out on their required grades.

Some universities are just basing their offers purely on getting
the grades, whilst others do look at the personal statement.
When you miss a grade I think that’s when the personal
statement is more useful to the university – Helen Potter,
Head of Sixth-Form at Samuel Ryder Academy.

It does make a difference if you are determining between two
seemingly identical applicants, if one has done something a bit
different and can explain it well that will most likely give them
the edge over the other – Nina Davies, Director of RVC
Access at the Royal Veterinary College, University of London.

Just how important extra-curricular activities are – and
where they come into consideration – varies greatly across
the sector. At an institutional level Oxbridge are perceived
to only look at academic grades, whilst the Russell Group
may previously have had an emphasis on grades but are
now starting to look at an applicant’s wider background 
as they consider the broader participation agenda. 
Newer universities are seen to take a much more holistic
view from the outset when considering an application,
something perceived to have been an important part of
their process for a long time.

Individual courses will also consider academics and
wider experience in different measures. Within universities
there will be more competitive courses than others 
which will undoubtedly have an impact on the decision
making process:

97% of universities and students say that it is
important for prospective students to
demonstrate their involvement in extra-
curricular activities in their personal statement

We have two types of courses – recruiting and selecting. On
recruiting courses we are looking for students who meet the
threshold so any that meet the requirements are going to get an
offer. Selecting courses are where there are significantly more
applications than places and this is where the personal statement
really comes in – Anonymous, Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Similarly those courses that are more vocational in nature
will rely on additional evidence more than purely academic
courses because of the different skill set required.

It really depends on the subject. For the caring professions
having experience like volunteering will be more relevant than
say if you were studying maths and all we are looking for is
that A or A* grade – Anonymous, Head of
Admissions/Recruitment.

Medicine was frequently mentioned as an example of a
course that relies heavily on additional experience, with 
a number of interviewees suggesting that at least half of a
personal statement should be focused on extra-curricular.

With medicine they know that most of the people are going
to achieve those grades so it’s not really that which they 
focus on – Kimberly McDonald, student.

I had a student this year applying for medicine who was
academically very good, but he had spent a summer
volunteering at a hospital in Tanzania which is obviously a
fantastic, relevant experience so he spent quite a bit of his
personal statement on that, probably more than half 
– Anonymous, Head of Sixth-Form.

Courses like medicine or veterinary science will generally
require students to attend an interview, and for the more
competitive courses and the more elite institutions this will
also be the case. Extra-curricular experience was seen as
being of particular value for students facing interviews:

It is very important...especially if your university is one that
interviews as it gives you something different to talk about 
– Molly Cherry, student.

Even if it is not something that you can fit into your personal
statement it can be really useful in an interview because it
makes you more interesting and gives you something good 
to talk about – Olivia Mannell, student.

Universities will also have to apply different judgments
depending on the type of student applying. With higher
tuition fees and a reducing pool of 18 year olds, universities
are going to be increasingly looking to mature students 
who will have spent a number of years outside of education.
For these students, additional activities are going to be a
much more valuable indicator as to their ability to cope 
with the course than academic grades. 

In the current environment with higher tuition fees, mature
students are a big group of participants in higher education, 
so if you’re 24 and competing for a university place with
someone who is 18 and you don’t have 3 A-levels at A*
you’ve got to be able to demonstrate your capability,
something about yourself, the fact that you are able to be 
a good participant in higher education – Jane Glanville, 
Chief Executive of London Higher.

6

46.2% of universities think that on the whole 
the admissions process does place enough
emphasis on non-academic experience when
making offers, whilst 44.6% do not

EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES



With all this variation it is understandable that there is
confusion amongst schools and students as to just how
important extra-curricular activities are; and this is despite
the fact that sixth-form heads recognise that they do have a
lot of information made available to them from universities,
UCAS and other sources.

There’s a lot of advice out there about how to specifically
write a personal statement and there’s obviously a framework
but I think it’s difficult to know about the nuances and what
stands out for different people – Doug Eve, Assistant
Headteacher (Sixth-Form) at Marlborough School.

I think that universities say they value it, but I have never had
the comeback to prove it – Mark Blanchard, Sixth-form 
Tutor at De La Salle College.

We are told that unis are really not that bothered about it, 
so it’s difficult to know whether to take your own view on it;
that you think it is important to include it, or to listen to
teachers or anyone connected to unis telling you that it isn’t 
– Rachel Smith, student.

Not only does it take time and commitment to get involved
in extra-curricular activities, students also spend a lot of
time researching universities and perfecting their personal
statement in what is an intense year of study. So knowing
just how important extra-curricular activities are, and the
role they play in preparing for university, will help students 
to make their choices.

Students have constraints on their time that can inhibit them
from being able to get involved in all the extra-curricular
opportunities on offer. A-levels have got to be a priority, 
so it is important to get the balance right and manage time
effectively – Sharon Kerry, Assistant Headteacher at Loreto
College.

Students also have a limited amount of space within their
personal statement to ‘sell themselves’, not just listing
activities but having the space within the word count to
reveal more of an insight into how it has shaped them 
as a person.

I feel I didn’t get across as much as I wanted to in my personal
statement and I really had to prioritise what was most
important so I ended up grouping things together [...] 
You hear rumours that some universities just look at the
grades and completely ignore the personal statement if they
have enough applications – Maddie Davison, student.

Ultimately schools and students recognise that they only
have a limited time available in their weekly schedule to get
involved with non-academic experiences, and that there is 
a limit on the amount of space they have to complete the
personal statement. The message here from universities is
to focus on those that are most relevant to the course and
that the student has gained most from.

7EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES
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The biggest change on university admissions in the last
decade has been the lifting of the student number cap;
initially allowing universities to recruit an unlimited
number of students achieving ABB+ in their A-levels to 
the complete removal of the cap in 2015, allowing
universities to recruit as many students as they are able to.
Combined with a falling demographic of 18 year olds there
are now more university places available for fewer A-level
students; shifting the balance of power from the university
to the student.

The implications of this, however, vary from institution 
to institution. For some courses students now just need to
meet the academic requirements to demonstrate that they
can cope with the course content. Other admissions tutors
are using extra-curricular experiences alongside predicted
grades to identify and target those top students.

I guess the way that they might be targeted is by identifying
things in their personal statement that you can make them
feel good about. For example, X experience wouldn’t
necessarily be the difference between you getting an offer or
not, but we might say ‘we can see that you’re the kind of
person who’s done this, and that’s an aspect of character that
would be really good at our university’ – Anonymous, 
Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

Unconditional offers have also increased due to the
government’s emphasis on attracting students with the
highest grades. One student who was made an
unconditional offer believes it was his work experience
which set him apart and secured his unconditional place:

Personally for me I think it was my work experience because 
I do Business Management. I had a lot of work experience in
banks and private equity companies. As long as you can show
it’s relevant to the subject. That was my first paragraph. 
I think that was the biggest factor – Tom Clark, student.

However, one Head of Admissions/Recruitment says that
after the removal of the student numbers cap there has
been an emergence of the phrase ‘teachability’ amongst
universities; the idea that the “students who showed
potential but had lower grades would get places.”

This has also been recognised in schools, as Helen
Potter from Samuel Ryder Academy reflects: 

“I think with the capping that’s changed; last year and the
year before some of our students who didn’t quite make 
the grades still got offered a place on the course, as opposed
to three years ago where lots more students were going
through Clearing.”

The growing gap between the number of places available
and number of students to fill them also means that
universities are looking to different markets. One
university mentioned growing an international student
base whilst another spoke about increasing the number 
of post-graduates and the number of mature students 
at their institution. If admissions tutors are comparing 
a broader range of educational experience, another
differentiating factor needs to be brought into play:
broader life-experience and transferable skills. 

However, outside of universities there is still a 
perception that competition for places is tough and that
extra-curricular activities are the key to helping students
stand out.

I think there is a need for students to be able to demonstrate
more than just having the necessary grades to get into the
institution because more people are applying to university. 
Yes there are more places, but more people are applying so
it is still competitive – Mark Robinson, South London Cluster
Manager at IntoUniversity.

CHANGING EDUCATION POLICY –WHAT’S THE IMPACT?
Jungle trekking in Thailand
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Trends in post-16 education

Another more recent development in education policy 
that will have a significant impact on university admissions
is the decision to decouple AS and A-levels, with students
sitting all exams at the end of their second year. Both
universities and schools believe that this will place more
importance on the extra-curricular experience:

The predicted grades at A-level are less reliable so we need to
take a more holistic look at the personal statement, whereas
BTEC predicted grades are more resilient due to the nature of
the courses so we have a better idea of what the student is
going to achieve. AS levels were always a good measure so
taking them out of the equation means there is going to be
even more reliance on the personal statement for A-level
students – Anonymous, Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

Especially if AS levels are in demise then students will be
applying with only their GCSEs as an indication of their
academic ability and I know universities are deeply cynical 
of schools’ predicted grades – Robert Skipper, 
Head of Sixth-Form at Verulam School.

In addition to the changes at A-level in the last decade there
has also been a growth in alternative qualifications post-16,
as one Head of Admissions/Recruitment points out: 

“We have to keep up to date with all the post-16
qualifications, but because they are so varied we need to 
do a lot more research to ensure that we stay on top of it.
There are so many different levels and credits, it can be 
quite complex.”

Changes in how secondary education is delivered have also
had an impact on how sixth-form teachers prepare their
students for university and life after school. 

I think generally we are more and more aware of its [non-
academic experience] importance because of how education
policy has had a very driven focus on five A*-C grades at
GCSE. This has meant that students have been given extra
support and guidance to meet these grades but don’t
necessarily have the life skills, resilience and experience to 
go on and compete in a global market – Justine Tipler, 
Vice Principal/Director of Sixth Form Education at 
Ossett Academy.

... less than 5% of
universities think that
it is less important

58.5% of universities think that it is more
important for students to demonstrate experience
beyond academic subjects in their university
application now compared with 10 years ago...
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In one-to-one interviews universities are unwilling to place
value on any particular extra-curricular activities, putting
emphasis instead on how that activity has had an impact on
the individual. However, when asked to choose three types
of extra-curricular activities that add most value to a
personal statement (via an online survey) both universities
and students chose:

Schools have noticed an increased level of interest from
universities in work experience relevant to a student’s
chosen subject:

Now it seems they want much more rounded individuals, that
they expect students to have had a lot of work experience and
be more well-rounded individuals – Anonymous, School 
careers advisor.

For universities, whilst they do take into consideration 
access in terms of widening participation, having work
experience demonstrates an understanding of their chosen
field as well as offering the chance to develop a range of
transferable skills.

Students need to not just think about the course but think about
the career or profession that they are going into. We need to see
students that are not only suited to the course but that they
understand and have the attributes required in the profession
– Anonymous, Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

Volunteering is on the increase, with an acknowledgment
that there are now more opportunities for students to get
involved in volunteering and charity work. 

There is a whole infrastructure of people who are now providing
these things [volunteering-style activities], an infrastructure that
certainly wasn’t there 20-30 years ago – Dr Robin Mellors-
Bourne, Deputy Chief Executive and Director of Research 
and Intelligence, CRAC.

The value of volunteering is perceived to be not only the
transferable skills that students develop but also evidence 
of a commitment to something that is not compulsory:

I think volunteering is a great one to do because it encompasses 
so many things that people look for. It obviously shows that you’ll
work hard and that you’re selfless in many ways. You get so many
things from it – Ellie Cross, Student.

CHOOSING EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES – WHAT WILL MAKE
STUDENTS STAND OUT?
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“It’s not that common that a young person will have extra-
curricular stuff that isn’t organised through school”. 

As schools have recognised the need for students to
develop life-skills that are not addressed earlier in the
education system, many sixth-forms now have a strong
emphasis on offering those opportunities:

We have a big focus on extra-curricular; primarily the focus is
obviously academic but we also want our students to be well-
rounded…on Wednesday afternoons we have enrichment
activities where students have time to go into local primary
schools, volunteer with charities or just get involved with
activities around the school – Phil Furness, 
Head of Sixth-Form at Monk’s Walk School.

The key message for students when deciding what extra-
curricular activities to get involved in is to really think
about what they will get out of it, and how it relates to what
they want to study at university. It is not a case of trying to
do as much as possible or simply doing activities to tick a
box in the application process:

I wouldn’t typically advocate watching this programme for
educational benefit, but, it is like on the Inbetweeners when
Will (one of the characters) encourages all his friends to do 
the DofE because it looks good on your application. Unless
you show why it will help you at university it is not that
valuable. It is about being relevant and applied; not just 
ticking the boxes – Dominic Davis, Head of Undergraduate
Marketing and Recruitment at City University London.

The extra-curricular activities that students are
participating in do appear to be giving them opportunities
to develop the skills that universities are looking for, with
students commonly referencing teamwork, confidence,
communication, time-management and organisation as
skills they have gained through these experiences.

Offering a range of transferable skills through one activity 
and that demonstration of commitment is also why Duke of
Edinburgh is highly rated by both universities and students,
although some universities reported a noticeable decline in the
number of students talking about DofE.

The majority of activities undertaken by students interviewed
as part of this research were arranged through the school,
something that was also picked up by Mark Robinson at
IntoUniversity: 
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THE ADDED VALUE – WHAT SKILLS ARE UNIVERSITIES LOOKING 
FOR IN AN APPLICATION?

When universities turn to the personal statement what they
are really looking for is evidence of those broader soft-skills,
something that gives an indication about what makes a
student stand out and what experience they have that will
equip them well to succeed on their course and in the
workplace.

Results from both the qualitative and quantitative
research identify teamwork and communication as two 
key skills that universities are looking for in personal
statements. 

These are transferable skills that are valuable not only in
the successful completion of a degree through group
projects and being able to communicate ideas effectively,
but are also vital for graduates as they enter the workplace.
Communication in particular was identified as being critical
for students entering professions like medicine, veterinary
practice, nursing and teaching.

Independence and responsibility are also ranked highly
by both universities and students; recognising the potential
challenges faced in the transition from school to university
and the transition from living with your family to making it
on your own.

There is a significant difference between the perceived
value of self-awareness between university admissions and
recruitment tutors and students. Universities rated self-
awareness as one of the top five soft-skills with 35.9% of
responses selecting it as one of the most important soft-
skills for prospective students to demonstrate. Amongst
students this falls to just 8.6%. 

On the other hand students were more likely to value
confidence as a skill than universities (25.1% compared to
10.9% of universities). 

Overall, all groups identified the need for applicants to
demonstrate that they have a life outside of their studies.

It’s about getting the balance between working hard and also
doing other things and learning more about yourself as a
person – Samantha Glinski, student.

One of the reasons our academic requirements are different
from other vet schools (we ask for Chemistry, Biology and any

other A-level, where the others ask for Chemistry, Biology and
another science or maths course) is because we want our
students to be able to have interests outside the core of what
they are studying; it can make for a healthier and more diverse
student body – Nina Davies, Royal Veterinary College,
University of London.

Students head towards Mount Kilimanjaro, Tanzania
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WRITING A PERSONAL STATEMENT – DOS AND DON’TS

One message that comes across strongly from all groups 
is the need to focus not on what activities have been
undertaken, but what the student has taken out of that
experience and most importantly how that relates to the
course that they are applying for.

It’s just reflecting what they do outside of studying and what
they’ve learnt from that. It doesn’t really matter so much 
what they’ve done but the skills they’ve learnt from that and
how they can apply that to future endeavours – Anonymous,
Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

Keep it relevant to the course you’re applying for, and make 
it interesting and relevant! – Ellie Cross, student.

In terms of writing a personal statement it is about bringing 
out the skills from an activity; not just saying you play netball
but that it has helped with time management in balancing that
responsibility with studies for example – Phil Furness, 
Monk’s Walk School.

Whilst it is generally recognised that a student should have
between 20-30% of their personal statement focused on
extra-curricular experience, there is still a wide variation 
in perceptions.

A number of interviewees mentioned that the space 
given to extra-curricular activities would vary depending 
on the institution and subject applied for, with more elite
universities generally looking for more focus on the
academic subject and with more vocational courses
wanting to see more evidence of broader skills. However,
the challenge for students lies in the fact that one personal
statement needs to be suited to all institutions applied for:

It [personal statement] should be suitable for a top 10
university and one towards the bottom of the league tables 
– Matthew Nash, student.

In light of this, universities are less likely to be confident 
of recommending a specific proportion of the personal
statement for non-academic experience. For some it comes
down to a student’s own perception of what they feel is
going to demonstrate their suitability for the course:

The thing about the personal statement is that it is about the
individual and so it needs to reflect them; students should
make a judgment – Claire Petley, Head of UK/EU Recruitment
and Outreach at the University of East Anglia.

For others it is about embedding examples of non-academic
experience throughout the personal statement:

The answer to a good personal statement is demonstrating all
the skills needed throughout the statement. It is not a case of
this paragraph demonstrates soft skills, but they should all be
embedded throughout the statement – David Seaton, Head of
Student Recruitment at the University of Bedfordshire.

For schools however, the advice they are getting from UCAS
and from institutions is to focus on between 20-30%, or to
think of it in terms of having a final paragraph to talk about
extra-curricular activities.

Experiencing different cultures – Vietnam 
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The widening participation agenda has had an impact on
the role of extra-curricular experiences in the university
admissions process. Whilst it is perceived that ‘newer’
universities have always had a strong emphasis on making
offers based on the whole student, more elite institutions
like the Russell Group are seen now to be taking these
experiences into greater consideration:

They [the Russell Group] are under more pressure to be more
flexible especially when looking at state school applications.
For an institution that doesn’t move in that direction it would
soon become apparent that they have been left behind and it
is therefore in their best interest to demonstrate that they are
moving forward – Jane Glanville, London Higher.

Universities do not tend to value any specific type of extra-
curricular activity over anything else to ensure that no
student is disadvantaged by the opportunities available 
to them. This is why it is so important for students to 
reflect on the skills they develop as a result of their extra-
curricular experiences and demonstrate the impact it 
has had on them as an individual. 

Working part-time and volunteering in Africa may not seem
like they have much in common but we need to recognise
that students have given equally large commitments 
– Michelle Davis, UK Admissions Manager at 
Coventry University.

If you place too much emphasis on it [extra-curricular
experience] then you’re not putting everyone on a level
playing field; it’s about what opportunities they have available
to them – Anonymous, Head of Admissions/Recruitment.

This is one of the reasons why universities place most
emphasis on predicted grades and academic interest.

I think the balance should be on those things that are
provided for every student as an opportunity
– Christina Edgar, Head of Student Recruitment 
at the University of Sheffield.

Consistency is something you can apply when assessing
academic requirements, but when you look at learning about
what each individual student can offer to the university, it is
more difficult to quantify. For example, you can’t always use
work experience as a barometer because different people
from different backgrounds have varying opportunities. 
Work experience should not just be viewed as a pre-requisite;
it should be something a student is motivated to do, in an
area which contributes to their future aspirations. – Dominic
Davis, City University London.

Yet still extra-curricular or non-academic experiences
remain an important part of the university applications
process and for admissions tutors this means that they need
to be skilled in being able to read between the lines and take
context into consideration.

The type of experience a student will have had will probably
depend on where they’re coming from, so I would tailor it a
little bit and look at the background of the individual and
factor this into my analysis of what the additional information
represents in order to be fair to students from all
backgrounds – Dr Stephen Lake, Head of UK and
International Student Recruitment at Southampton 
Solent University.

On the other side of the issue, there is a perception amongst
many parents that as a result of widening participation
middle-class students will be counted against. As a result
Mike Nicholson, Director of Student Recruitment and
Admissions at the University of Bath, says: 

“They do lots of things for their children that they think will
enhance their chances of getting in to university. It becomes a
tick box exercise. But it isn’t, that’s why we must focus on the
added value of an activity, not just the fact you have done it.”

WIDENING PARTICIPATION – HOW DO UNIVERSITIES KEEP 
A LEVEL PLAYING FIELD?

Canoeing in Croatia
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Extra-curricular experience is probably more likely to help
them get a First in terms of their life-experience and skills by
getting down to study. People who are buzzy and do a lot of
things are likely to get down to it and do well in their degree
as well – Robert Skipper, Verulam School.

Universities also place a big emphasis on their students
getting involved with things beyond their studies, as Wray
Irwin, Head of Student Employability and Engagement at
the University of Northampton, points out: 

“We put a huge emphasis on extra-curricular from an
employability perspective, so if they are already in that
mindset, then great.”

The issue of employability came up in a number of different
interviews. One of the perceived reasons for a possible
stronger focus on the importance of non-academic skills
was the increasing importance for universities to
demonstrate what their graduates have gone on to achieve.
As Justine Tipler from Ossett Academy says, in a student’s
application the university: 

“needs to see the seeds of people who will leave their
university and go and make their mark on the world.”

After the economic crisis of 2008, graduate jobs have been
much harder to come by and employers are demanding
more from graduates

Employment prospects are maybe not as good as they were,
so it’s reasonable to understand why universities would expect
students to have much more to offer than just purely
academic skills or ability – Anonymous, Head of Sixth-Form.

It’s fully understood now that to get a good graduate job after
university it is about having other stuff as well as the 2:1 or
First – Dr Robin Mellors-Bourne, CRAC

There’s more value in these kinds of activities than people
think there is. A lot of people think the most important thing
is doing it for the UCAS points or the application, but it offers
so much more, such as making you more independent,
allowing you to think for yourself etc.
– Ellie Hammond-Hunt, student.

Whilst, as this research has found, extra-curricular
experiences remain a valuable part of the university
admissions process, the value for students extends far
beyond getting their offers. Universities are not only
concerned about getting the right number of students 
in to fill their places, but also ensuring that those that do
come are equipped to adapt to university life and stay on 
to complete the course.

I think that many of these extra-curricular skills are crucial for
university life as well as study. Students who have spent time
away from home, looked after themselves, will do better 
– Karen Pichlmann, Head of Admissions at 
Bournemouth University.

There is something in social capital and confidence, which will
help them settle in and get involved from day one and
integrate themselves in a community – Christina Edgar,
University of Sheffield.

Some people I know who haven’t got involved in those kinds
of opportunities are scared of the thought of leaving home
and going to uni far away, but I’m more ready for it 
– Kyra Harris, student.

Life in the classroom at university is also very different to
that which students will have experienced at school or
college, and non-academic experiences can develop the
skills to better adapt to this.

It is often a big shock for students coming straight from
school, we are not going to spoon feed them what they need
to know and this can be a massive leap – Michelle Davis,
Coventry University.

BEYOND THE UCAS APPLICATION – WHAT IS THE BIGGER PICTURE FOR
EXTRA-CURRICULAR ACTIVITIES?

A once in a lifetime experience – Costa Rica & Nicaragua
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This report has emphasised the value of extra-curricular
activities for young people with 97% of universities and
students agreeing that it is an important part of the
university application process.

The challenge for students applying to university is to
tailor how they present their non-academic experience
within one personal statement that has limited space and
needs to appeal to all institutions and courses applied for. 

The focus should always be on the outcomes of an
activity, not the activity itself. It is not what students have
done but what they have got out of it that universities are
most interested in. At a time when students are also dealing
with the pressures of studying for A-levels, the advice from
universities is not to try and do everything, but to really
think about what is going to be relevant for their field 
of study.

Teachers have an important role to play in helping
students to identify opportunities to get involved in
activities that will give them those broader skills and life
experiences that universities are looking for. It is also
important that, when it comes down to writing the personal
statement, teachers encourage pupils to be more reflective
about what they have done and what they have achieved.

For universities, whilst teachers acknowledge that they 
do work closely with admissions departments, there is a
demand for further insight into what admissions tutors
really need to see from applicants. 

Ultimately, in light of the current policy agenda, it is
important for all parties to stand up and emphasise the
value of non-academic experience in a well-rounded
education. A purely academic focus will not help
universities to recruit students most suitable for all types 
of courses, it will not help students make the transition 
from school to university level study and it will not create
graduates ready to go out and compete in the global
marketplace.

World Challenge

Further Information
For media enquiries or images, contact:
Global Communications Manager 
Jon Dale on +44 (0)1494 427621
or +44 (0)7824 016041 
or email: jdale@world-challenge.co.uk

To discuss the findings of this report contact:
Group Managing Director 
Matt Eastlake on +44 (0)7816 291870
or email: meastlake@world-challenge.co.uk

The focus should always be on
the outcomes of an activity, not
the activity itself. It is not what
students have done but what
they have got out of it that
universities are most interested in.

CONCLUSION
Project work in Sri Lanka





 
 

Visit our website at 
www.world-challenge.co.uk
or follow us:

facebook.com/worldchallenge

twitter.com/world_ch

youtube.com/worldchallenge1

instagram.com/world_challenge

flickr.com/photos/world-challenge

General Enquiries:

+44 (0) 1494 427 600
findoutmore@world-challenge.co.uk
World Challenge, 17-21 Queens Road, 
High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire HP13 6AQ

World Challenge Expeditions Limited is a trading name 
of TUI UK Limited.  Registered in England No 2173751.
Registered Office: TUI Travel House, Fleming Way, 
Crawley, West Sussex, RH10 9QL.

TUI UK Limited is a member of the TUI AG group of 
companies which is the world’s number one integrated 
tourism business, operating in 180 countries with 31 major 
source markets and over 30 million customers.

Cover Image: A student takes a moment to reflect whilst trekking 
Copyright ©World Challenge 2015. All rights reserved.


