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This slim volume, first published in 2005, is the latest in a growing range of books offering advice to prospective applicants to Oxford and Cambridge. With its 88 pages costing £9.99, it may not at first seem good value for money, and this perception may be reinforced with the realisation that 8 of these pages are given up to pictures (all bar one of them of Oxford) and more than 20 further pages consist of details of the services offered by Oxbridge Applications, testimonials from their clients and other promotional material.

The surprising number of typographical and formatting errors seem to indicate that the book was rushed out in order to catch this year’s admissions round. Most glaring is the complete absence of a table referred to on page 25.

In common with other books of the genre, it suffers the blight of sloppy research. While some of the errors are harmless but irritating (such as claiming that the Monty Python team met at Oxford when Graham Chapman, John Cleese and Eric Idle are all Cambridge graduates), others undermine Oxbridge Applications’ credibility as an authority on Oxford and Cambridge admissions – for instance, it is simply not true that Cambridge has not published any data about admissions through the Winter Pool since 2002. Attributing the old chestnut about applicants being thrown rugby balls at interview to Peterhouse, a College too small to harbour any serious pretensions in a sport requiring as many as 15 players, also betrays a lack of real knowledge of the Cambridge Colleges.

In all fairness, much of what advice is offered is helpful and accurate; little, however, is information that is not freely available from the Oxford, Cambridge or UCAS websites. The advice about personal statement drafting is good, but the importance of the personal statement is seriously overstated. With the profusion of companies, such as Oxbridge Applications, offering to help draft applicants’ personal statements (for a fee) no admissions tutor believes them to be the sole work of the applicant any more, and they are therefore not given any significant weight in the selection process. Applicants who are not invited for interview are unsuccessful because their academic track record, admissions test performance (where appropriate) and school/college reference indicate that they have no realistic chance of winning a place, not because their personal statement let them down.

The other key area where the advice offered is misleading concerns College choice. The suggestion that applying to a less popular College can maximise your chances of gaining a place is not justified by the Cambridge admissions statistics (freely available on our website). In the last admissions round the average success rate in gaining an offer across all Colleges was 28%; for applicants to Girton College (traditionally unpopular for reasons of geography) the success rate was 24%; for applicants to New Hall (traditionally unpopular for reasons of gender) the success rate was just 16%. Both these Colleges made large numbers of offers through the Winter Pool to students who applied to other Colleges.

The two chapters of this book that will attract most interest are those concerning The Interview and Interview Questions. The former is a commendably accurate portrayal of the nature of Cambridge interviews, with the details of the “Five Sought After Qualities” according exactly with what we say we are looking for. The eight interview questions analysed in detail in the following chapter are all good interview questions that might genuinely be asked. The subsequent lists of questions by subject are more disappointing. Does an aspiring Egyptology applicant need to pay money to learn that a possible interview question is “What first interested you in Egyptology?” Given the regular referencing of the Oxford and Cambridge websites in the chapter on Written Tests, it is also surprising that no mention is made of the extensive information about interviews, including the Interviews In Action film, a presentation about them by an admissions tutor and a number of mock interviews, available at http://www.cam.ac.uk/admissions/undergraduate/interviews/.
Overall, although much of the advice provided in this book is sound, it comes across more as a trailer for Oxbridge Applications’ services than as a definitive guide to the Oxford and Cambridge admissions systems. The only definitive, authoritative guide to Cambridge admissions remains the University's admissions web pages, which are constantly updated, supported by the advice and information provided freely by the Cambridge Admissions Office, the Cambridge Colleges and their admissions tutors, secretaries and web sites, and the University Departments.

