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Aims of the session
By the end of the session, you will:

• Have identified key aspects of the UCAS reference
• Be equipped with some top tips on reference writing
• Be aware of what admissions selectors are looking for in references
• Be aware of the practicalities of writing references in the UCAS 

Apply system
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Content

• The UCAS application – practicalities
• What are we looking for from you?
• Reference content – essentials
• Differing formats – putting it together
• Examples
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Practicalities

• Essential part of UCAS process
• 4,000 characters, 47 lines (whichever comes first) – preview if cutting 

and pasting from Word
• Watch out for system timing out!
• Can begin populating as soon as an applicant registers
• Not a school report – should contain nothing negative
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What are we looking for from you?

• School/college policy – include in the reference
• Read what the student has written!
• Do you think this is the right path for your 

student?
• Are they ready for university life/education?
• Overall recommendation
• Must add value to the application



@heloascotland

What are we looking for from you?

• Note any factors that may have affected the student’s 
achievement (health, family, WP factors)

• Make sure predicted grades refer to right qualifications
• Extenuating circumstances for poorer performance in S4 or S5
• Remember the reference is for ALL the student’s choices
• Common qualifications do NOT need explaining
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What are we looking for from you?

• Interpretation of the academic performance to date
• Why the course they have chosen is suited to them
• Any personal qualities which will benefit them at university –

skills, aptitude, enthusiasm, maturity
• What they can bring to the university – extra-curricular 

activities
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Points to note

• Universities rely on the reference to demonstrate the real 
potential of the applicant

• Should support course choice and personal statement
• Include contact details in case Academic Selector has queries
• The applicant can request to see reference – UCAS/institutions
• Bullet points are helpful
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Differing formats:  Managing numerous 

students and their references
• Do you know the student?
• Standardised references – a good idea?

• Each entirely individual
• Standard template tailored
• Limited number of options

• 1 year students/college students
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Example format

• Brief introduction to the school for context, including information 
on:
• Description of school/college
• Range of subjects available (e.g. island community)
• Number of students in Senior School
• Typical proportion progressing to HE
• Number of pupils eligible for free school meals



Example format

• Followed by:
• Subject by subject report – separate paragraphs
• Include specific details from subject teachers
• Best or most relevant subjects first
• Discussion of personal qualities
• Concluding endorsement
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Tips on what to do

• Make it readable
• Use a style that you feel comfortable with
• Read application – especially the Personal Statement
• Check where they have applied to
• Check what they have applied for
• Be honest!
• Use concrete examples – this shows you know the 

applicant
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Tips on what not to do

• Ignore student’s Personal Statement
• Directly mention one institution by name
• Paste in information for the wrong student/gender
• Very brief references
• Use bland statements e.g. ‘suitable for HE’
• Use over the top eulogising
• Use generic stock phrases that can make them 

impersonal
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Quotes from Selectors
• ‘I like to read about anything interesting that makes the pupil 

memorable’

• ‘The reference is important to highlight extenuating circumstances 
like missing a grade – e.g. pupil is good at practical Chemistry 
although marks not reflected in exam results’

• ‘Useful if there is an obvious gap in subjects like Higher English, or no 
Maths – why is it missing?’

• ‘Some referees write wordy, literary tomes, others are brief and to 
the point, a few are too brief to be of use’
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Reference example
X is an outstanding young man; were I to pour out a stream of superlatives it 
would be no more, no less than he deserves.  He is this year’s Head Boy; I can only 
say that it is an exceptional year group and yet he has stood out.  He has a 
buoyancy and energy and a natural care for others that makes it a privilege to 
know him.

He simply loves life, people, school, everything, and though he makes major 
commitments to all sorts of things, he does all that he undertakes supremely well 
(I saw him purely by chance, miles away from school, during the summer holiday 
– he was at the seaside accompanying a group of disabled people who were on a 
day out, and that is absolutely typical of him).



@heloascotland

Selectors Responses

• This style is too rococo for some tastes and may obscure the 
excellence of the candidate

• Could be described as ‘over the top’.  This would put me off, although 
I’d probably offer the candidate an interview out of interest

• Very verbose…lots of superlatives

• The style of the reference annoys me
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Reference example
X is someone of whom we are very proud.  She is an exceptionally hard working and 
committed pupil who is popular with both staff and students and has gained their 
respect for her friendly and responsible attitude.

She has an excellent record of attendance and punctuality; she is mature, well 
motivated and conscientious as well as being meticulous in her organisation of herself 
and her studies.

X has held some positions of responsibility with success.  She took on the responsibility 
as captain of the school athletics team displaying excellent organisational skills.  She 
has been consistently supportive of her form and the school’s charity events and has 
personally raised money for charities.
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Selectors Responses

• Clearly written and easy to read

• I prefer this plain nature of words and style

• It is a little brusque, but conveys an air of objectivity, and is very close 
to the ideal from a stylistic point of view

• The perfect structure, style and content.  It takes 15 seconds to read 
and I know that the applicant fulfils all of my requirements
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