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OPINION

Why changes to the Cambridge Assessment Exam could 
cause confusion – but also level out the playing field

Kate Shand

W
hen any university changes its 
application process you can expect a 
certain amount of apprehension from 
parents and schools alike, but when 

Oxford or Cambridge (jointly referred to as Oxbridge) 
decides to review its admissions process then you can 
be sure this will make national news. 

As we all know, it’s not easy to get into a university 
such as Cambridge. Each year, Cambridge receives (on 
average) five applications per student place, across a 
range of different subjects and colleges, 
all with a slightly different application 
process. However, this is set to change. 
Early this year, and in reaction to the 
changing AS levels, Cambridge 
University has announced that they are 
going to introduce a standardised pre-
assessment for all students applying to 
the university. This could be an excellent opportunity to 
simplify the application process, but without the right 
resources, we may see some schools offering less 
students the chance to apply.

Those looking to attend Cambridge in 2017 and 
beyond will need to complete an assessment, tailored to 
their subject, to be completed before or at their 
interview. In the past, like other universities, Cambridge 
and Oxford relied heavily on AS level results to 
understand which candidates they would like to invite 
for interview and offer a 
place. When Michael Gove 
(then Secretary of State for 
Education) announced the 
changes to the AS/A level 
qualification in 2014, 
Cambridge were the first to 
stand up and urge schools 
to continue to offer AS 
levels. Without them, 
Cambridge argued, they 
would be going into the 

decision-making process blind, unable to understand a 
student’s academic abilities in a particular subject. 
Although Cambridge has maintained that this new 
assessment won’t be used as a stand-alone filter for 
interview selection, as they used to do before the late 
1980s, these assessments will undoubtedly have a huge 
impact on the student’s probability of winning a place. 

This is important in light of the on-going press 
discussions regarding the number of independent 
school students making successful applications to the 

Oxbridge colleges. Schools and colleges 
will be responsible for registering their 
students for the assessment, putting 
extra pressure on teachers to understand 
the different procedures when applying 
to Oxbridge in comparison to other 
Russell Group universities. There is the 
danger that smaller Sixth Form Colleges 

or those without a history of sending students to 
Oxbridge will feel that this assessment is yet another 
barrier to entry and decide not to put students forward. 

It’s not all doom and gloom though. Standardising 
the application process will ensure students are 
considered for a position based purely on their 
academics. Currently, there are almost 400 different 
tests and exams in place across the different subjects 
and colleges at Cambridge, bewildering for any student 
thinking of applying. Perhaps this is a chance for the 

process to become more 
uniform and consistent, 
rather than relying too 
heavily on school exams 
and dons’ decisions.

Kate Shand is Managing 

Director of Enjoy Education – 

for more, visit the website at

enjoyeducation.co.uk or call 

020 7352 8800

Standardising the 
application process 
will ensure students 

are considered 
based on academics

There is a new 
way of being 
assessed when 
applying to 
Cambridge


