Information on admissions interviews for candidates in Biochemistry
For more information about the Biochemistry course at Oxford, and the application procedure, please look on our website at http://www.admissions.ox.ac.uk/courses/bioc.shtml
The following points are intended to give you some idea about what to expect during the admissions process for the Oxford University Biochemistry course.  You might also like to look at the following web page, on which current undergraduates describe their experiences of Oxford interviews.
http://www.ousu.org/main/campaigns/targetschools/new/interviews/
General information on the admissions process
There is no entrance exam for the Oxford Biochemistry course.  The admissions process consists of you coming to Oxford for 2-3 days and having a series of interviews.   On the first day you will be interviewed by your ‘first choice’ college (the college you nominated on your application form).  The number of interviews given at this stage varies from college to college, but will normally be one or two.  All candidates for Biochemistry will also be interviewed by one other college. In Biochemistry, all UCAS forms are graded centrally by the Department, and all colleges rank candidates on the same scale. 

 The admissions system is designed to make sure that the best candidates who have applied to do Biochemistry at Oxford find a place on the course, regardless of their choice of college.  The number of applications to individual colleges varies considerably between colleges and between years, and it is important for us to make sure that candidates are not disadvantaged by applying to one of the ‘oversubscribed’ colleges; hence the need for most candidates to be seen by more than one college.  If you have your heart set on a particular college, you may be reassured by the statistic that around 70% of candidates who end up coming to Oxford gain a place at their first choice college, even though they will usually have been interviewed by more than one college during admissions week.
One point that should probably be raised is the issue of gap years.  We are happy for you to take a gap year, provided you are planning on doing something worthwhile during this time.  This may be working for a year, travelling, or any number of other things.  You should make it clear in your application that you are planning on taking a gap year (i.e. that you are applying for deferred entry).  You may be asked about your plans during the interview.  If you are, don’t worry that the interviewer is trying to ‘test’ you in any way; they simply want to know what your plans are.  You may also be asked if you would forgo your gap year if offered a place for the upcoming academic year.  It is perfectly acceptable to answer ‘no’ to this question!   The interviewer is not trying to pressure you into giving up your gap year, but merely trying to establish how many candidates he/she can accept for the upcoming year and how many for the year after. .  Students applying for a gap year via a conditional offer (as opposed to post-qualification) should note that tutors are often cautious in allocating places that far in advance.

What to expect in the interviews 

The interviews are designed to allow us to determine the following two things about each candidate.  Firstly, we want to establish whether or not we think you could cope with the workload that goes with the Oxford Biochemistry course if we offered you a place.  The course is a difficult one, and even the most gifted of students find it challenging.   If you are offered a place, then you should feel confident that you are capable of coping with the workload (even though it may not feel like it sometimes!).  However, we would be doing a candidate no favours by offering them a place if they were not well prepared for it.  Secondly, we want to determine whether you would be comfortable with the one-on-one teaching implicit in the tutorial system, and whether you would reap the benefits of this type of teaching.  The interviews are designed not so much to test what you know, but to determine your potential to do well on the course.

The interviews are likely to be around 20-30 minutes in length, though this may vary somewhat between colleges.  Virtually all of the questions will be Biology or Chemistry-related, so if you are expecting a 20 minute chat about your hobbies/what you did last summer/your future goals in life etc you might be somewhat disappointed.  Essentially, the interview will be very much like a tutorial, with the exception that you won’t have been given the chance to prepare the material that will be covered beforehand.   As well as giving us a chance to evaluate you, the interviews are a chance for you to see how you might like the tutorial system.  If you go into each interview with this attitude, you are likely to fare much better than if you enter the room expecting your worst nightmare to materialise.  Your best preparation for the interviews is to make sure you’re up to date with the material you’ve covered in your college course.  We don’t expect you to have read and ingested every book every written on Biology and Chemistry before you turn up for the interview, but we do expect you to have a good understanding of many of the basic chemical concepts covered in the GCSE and A level (or other) courses. 
The actual questions asked in an interview will vary considerably from interviewer to interviewer, so it is difficult to give specific examples that are truly representative of what you might expect to encounter.  The following will hopefully give you some guidelines.  You are likely to get questions on organic, inorganic and physical chemistry, and biology.
1.  
Candidates are often asked to talk about an area of Biology or Chemistry that they have found 
interesting at school.  If asked what your favourite topic has been so far, make sure you are ready to talk about it.  Following up, ‘Oh, I really like topic X’, with, ‘Well, we did it a couple of weeks ago now so I can’t really remember very much of it...’, is not a good look!  It would be very worth your while to make sure you are ready to talk about one or two topics that fall under the ‘organic’, ‘inorganic’ and ‘physical’ categories before arriving in Oxford for your interviews.

2.  
At the other extreme, you should also be prepared to be asked questions about 
material that you’ve never encountered before.  Being asked such a question does 
not necessarily mean we are expecting you to have covered the topic and/or know 
the answer.  Often, we deliberately choose a topic that will be new to (hopefully) all 
candidates in order to see how they can assimilate new information and think 
through new ideas.  We’re not necessarily expecting you to get a question ‘right’ 
first time; in many cases there is more than one ‘right’ answer.  Also, if you get 
stuck then we’ll help you.  As stated above, we want to see how well you would deal 
with the situation of being in a tutorial, in which you will be encountering new 
material all the time.  A good piece of advice is that you should ‘think aloud’ and tell 
the interviewer what you’re thinking as you’re working through a problem.  It is 
somewhat challenging to interview someone who doesn’t talk! 
3.   
For organic chemistry, you will often be asked about reaction mechanisms, so you 
should make sure you understand the mechanistic chemistry (a.k.a. ‘curly arrows’) 
you’ve done at school.  Questions are often of the type: ‘Draw me a mechanism for 
reaction X’, followed by, ‘What would happen if I did Y?’ etc.  Usually, the answer 
will involve ideas such as electronegativity, acidity and basicity, relative bond 
strengths, and so on.

4.  
For inorganic chemistry, you’re likely to be asked about chemical structures, ideas 
about bonding, periodicity and the periodic table, and so on.  One memorable 
question involved an ‘alternative world’ in which the periodic table had only 10 
columns instead of the usual 18.  Candidates were asked questions about relative 
stabilities of various elements in this alternative world, their reactivities and so on.  
The question was testing the candidates’ understanding of the way in which filled 
and half filled shells affect the stability of atoms, and doing it in a way that didn’t 
simply require the ‘magic numbers’ associated with the standard periodic table to 
have been memorized.

5.  
Physical chemistry is a quantitative subject, and as well as testing your 
understanding of the chemistry involved, questions in physical chemistry often tend 
to be quite mathematical.  You may be asked to rearrange or solve an equation, 
carry out a simple calculation, or draw a graph.  For this reason, you might want to 
do a little maths revision before coming to Oxford for your interviews.

6.
In some interviews, you will be shown an object or a set of data or a map or graph, and asked to try and interpret it. Sometimes these items are given out shortly before the interview. 

7.  
Since Evolution is a core subject in Biology, questions may often include asking you to speculate on evolutionary explanations for patterns in objects or data. 

Offer letters
 You should receive a letter detailing the outcome of your application within a week of the interviews ending. There are four different types of letter you may be sent, only one of which is bad.
(1) The bad one: ‘We regret to inform you...’

(2)  The ‘good one’ that most people want to receive: an offer of a place at your first choice college (subject to achieving satisfactory A level grades – these are usually AAA, sometimes AAB with A’s in chemistry and maths, depending on what your third subject is)

(3)  An offer of a place at a college other than your first choice college.  This is equally as good as (2).  Once they’ve been here a few weeks, most people couldn’t imagine being at any other college than the one they find themselves at.  This is also a useful point for those of you agonising about which college to apply to – you’ll enjoy your degree whichever college you choose. In Biochemistry, decisions are made by colleges but are based on the university ranking, so some candidates will be offered places at colleges that have not interviewed them.
(4)  An offer of a place on the Biochemistry course, with the college to be confirmed after A level results are released.  This can be a slightly disconcerting letter for many people.  It means that you have been awarded one of the ‘pool’ places.  Every year, in between the initial offers being made and the start of the academic year, some students end up either not achieving the required A level grades or deciding not to take up their place for some other reason.  This means that we usually make more offers than we have places.  The ‘extra’ offers are known as pool places, and students from the pool will be slotted into places in colleges as they become available.  Every pool place is sponsored by a college, so in the event that there are more pool candidates than withdrawals, the sponsoring college will take the student.  In summary, this type of letter is just as good as (2) and (3) above; the only difference is that you will have to wait a few months to find out which college you’ll be going to.

What happens next?
After you’ve been through the admissions process and been offered a place, your main goal is to gain the required A level grades so that you can take up the place in the following academic year (and be ready to cope with the course when you get here!).  If you were one of the unlucky ones who didn’t manage to gain a place, while it will inevitably be a disappointment, it is important that you don’t take it as a blow to your confidence.   Competition for places on an Oxford degree course is extremely strong, with many more applicants than places available.  The limited number of places means that unfortunately we have to turn down many candidates who would be perfectly capable of succeeding on the Oxford Biochemistry course.  Students applying to Oxford are amongst the top few percent in the country in their chosen subject, and even if you are not offered a place, it is worth remembering that fact – while the Oxford Biochemistry course and tutorial system is somewhat unique in the UK, there are many other excellent degree courses around the country, and you will enjoy your time there just as much as you would have done at Oxford.  Regardless of whether or not they were successful in gaining a place on the course, candidates usually find that the time they spent in Oxford during admissions is a positive experience. Candidates may also re-apply in a subsequent year. We naturally hope that the interview process is as sensitive and positive an experience as possible, and worthwhile regardless of the outcome. We wish you good luck with your application.
