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Introduction to UCAS References

Don’t panic!
If you are a teacher at a secondary school that sends applications to UK universities, and you 
need to write a contributing part of a reference, this guide is for you. Now, to get into the mood 
for Guide-reading, we recommend making yourself a cup of tea and settling in to our introduc-
tory FAQs.  

What is the UCAS Reference? 
It’s an important part of each student’s application to universities in the UK. They sit alongside 
the personal statement and are referred to by admissions officers in UK universities as part of 
their consideration when they decide whether to give an offer or not. This can be daunting as 
you can have a direct influence on whether a student gets into their dream university. Whether 
you’ve done this many times before, or you’ve never heard of it until today, this guide is de-
signed to help you give every student the best chance you can, and make the process as pain-
less as possible for you.  

Who writes the UK Reference? 
The UK Reference is different from the US Letter of Recommendation, in that it is not just written 
by one person. The reference is one voice from the school, so needs to incorporate the perspec-
tives of all relevant staff members (i.e. subject teachers, tutors, pastoral support etc).   
 
Usually (this will depend on the structure of the school), subject teachers will contribute and 
then the Head of Sixth or College Counselor or Head of Department will do a final edit and up-
load the reference into UCAS.

What does the UK Reference contain?
The reference is the school’s view on the student, particularly focused on their performance in 
their subject and their aptitude to success at university. It is highly academically focused. 

Is what I write basically the same as the US Letter of Recommendation? 
No! Just as the UCAS Personal Statement and the US Common App essay differ dramatically in 
terms of what’s expected, the reference is not the same as a letter of recommendation. Specifi-
cally, you do not need to ‘gush’ about the student (this may work against them as it could come 
across as hyperbolic), and you are expected to limit your commentary, except in unusual cir-
cumstances, to the subject you teach them, and their performance in the class. Extra-curricular 
activities, social and personal attributes are not a requirement typically for the UK Reference.   

How much do I need to write? 
The UCAS reference has a line limit and word count (4,000 characters or 47 lines). HOWEVER, this 
is for the finished product which incorporates everyone’s input, so the part that you contribute 
will be shorter. Speak to whomever is coordinating the references at your school to find out 
what the guidelines are for word count for each contributor. 



References should be tailored to the specifics of the student (RESIST the urge to cut and paste a para-
graph for all of your students!). However, there are some broad guidelines 

What References Include

Every UCAS reference needs to include:

1. The student’s (recent) academic performance and their potential for success in higher 
education.

2. Particularly if they are applying to study your subject or a subject related to what you 
taught, it’s important that you comment on why they’re suited to their chosen subject. 
You can comment on this even if they are not applying to your subject. Remember not 
to mention any specific university by name!

3. Why you think they’ll be successful in their chosen career path.

4. Comment on their attitude, motivation and commitment to their study and sub-
ject-related activities (i.e. volunteering at a hospice for medical students). 

5. Comment on their qualities like enthusiasm, past achievements and natural skills that 
will help then to succeed at university in their chosen subject area.

6. Comment on any unusual or impressive achievements, including relevant work expe-
rience, certificates or extracurricular activities. 

7. If appropriate (and agreed with the student) you may wish to include a note on any 
mitigating circumstances that may have affected their performance (i.e. major illness, or 
significant personal circumstances).

8. UCAS advises that you avoid repeating any of the information the student has already 
given in their application, unless you want to comment on it.

You may not have something substantial to say on each and every point - sometimes you won’t 
be the teacher who has that specific insight (i.e. if you teach sport science and they’re applying to 
drama school, you may not have much to add about their career fit!). But, the more you’re able to 
contribute thoughts to these criteria, the better the overall reference is likely to be.  



1. If possible, chat to your students 
This may not be possible if you have 200+ students to write reference contributions for! But, if 
you’re dealing with a more manageable number, talking to each of your students individually is 
really advisable, as it better enables you to personalise and tailor each reference. If you need to 
prioritise speaking to some but not all students due to the volume of references you’re writing, 
focus on those who are planning to study your subject (or similar) at university. Your reference 
contribution will be the most important in their cases, so it’s worth understanding why they’re 
applying to that subject so you can support that in your reference.  

2. Read the student’s personal statement and CV 
Many teachers tell us that they sit there and scratch their heads trying to make a reference 
specific to a student, or compelling with evidence but they can’t remember. This can result in a 
lot of wasted time for you, and potentially a less impactful reference for the student - disaster on 
both fronts! A review of what the student says about themselves can help guide your writing and 
ensure you don’t just cover the same ground.  
 

3. ‘Show’, don’t ‘tell’ 
A reference is a lot more compelling if there are examples to back up your adjectives. Rather than 
saying a student is proactive, describe a situation in which they were proactive that you found 
impressive. For every statement you make about a student, think about a specific example you 
can point to that illustrates that characteristic, attribute or behaviour. 

4. Don’t rush or cut corners 
‘References are an important part of all applications but in marginal cases they are vital,’ says Bob 
Savill, Head of Admissions at the University of Chichester. ‘They can make the difference between 
getting an offer or not.’ At a crucial moment in your students’ lives, they’re relying on you to do 
your best for them. 

5. Don’t copy-paste 
It’s tempting, we know, but you shouldn’t need to use the same language about any two stu-
dents. While some may be similar, cut-and-paste paragraphs stand out like a sore thumb. Imag-
ing if your students cut and paste in their essays - you’d notice! 

6. Describe the potential you see 
Potential is a key criteria admissions officers will be looking for. Talk about how you see the stu-
dent thriving in a university setting, and why you think they’re equipped for that environment 
and programme of study. 

7. Be as positive as you can, while remaining honest 
Your integrity as an educator means you will not be able to say that someone is an attentive and 
talented student if they are constantly cutting your class/ being rude. 

How to Write a UCAS Reference

There are a number of good practices that you should bear in mind before you sit down to write your 
references. This will help you in planning your time and ensuring you have enough information to write a 
fantastic reference for every student you teach. 



Example UCAS References

Before you start preparing to write your references, it’s useful to get a picture of what you’re working to-
wards. Below are a couple of examples of subject teacher comments which will end up being edited into 
a full reference. We’ve highlighted areas that demonstrate the key areas that need to be covered. 

Imperial College London recommends considering including the following attri-
butes in your UCAS references:
 
• the ability to write well-structured essays and present a reasoned argument
• the ability to participate in class discussions
• excellent time management and organisational skills
• the ability to meet deadlines, reliability, good attendance and punctuality
• confidence, enthusiasm, effective communication skills, leadership potential, teamwork ability

HISTORY SUBJECT TEACHER COMMENTS 
 
Eduardo is an excellent historian with a lively interest in the subject. He is highly engaged in lessons, and 
often asks searching questions which demonstrate the breadth and depth of his historical knowledge. 
Eduardo particularly enjoys anthropological and ancient history and therefore found our study of the 
ancient civilizations and the rise and fall of ancient empires to be of particular interest. His History Person-
al Investigation will focus on comparing the Minoan and Egyptian empires. Eduardo’s performance has 
been strong and consistent throughout Year12, both in terms of class and group discussions, and exam 
assessments. His written work demonstrates strong historical explanation skills, and his essays are always 
rich with analysis and clear argument from start to finish. He is happy to engage with ‘real’ historians’ 
writings rather than rely on a textbook, such as Giorgos Rethemiotakis on the Minoan empire. He works 
independently, hard and is always eager to improve, seeking one-to-one feedback on his written work. I 
am confident that he is equipped with all the skills required to thrive in an undergraduate environment. 

CHEMISTRY SUBJECT TEACHER COMMENTS 
 
Jasmine has a clear and strong grasp of organic chemistry. Her understanding of isomerism and the appli-
cation of priority rules to both E/Z and optical isomerism, shows that she has strong analytical skills, and 
that she is able to operate with complex multi-step thinking. This has also been evident in her work on 
mole calculations, where she is precise and careful, fully understanding the reason that being detail-ori-
ented is so important. She is an excellent practical chemist, working with care and accuracy to produce 
pure products in quickfit syntheses. Jasmine picks up concepts in class very quickly and is able to apply 
them well to new situations. She is particularly strong when it comes to the more mathematical aspects of 
the course; Hess Cycles and equilibria constants were an area of particular strength. She is clearly capable 
of taking this knowledge and applying it to models to find solutions to real-life problems. 



Including Mitigating Circumstances

The reference coordinator at your school may ask you to include an explanation of 
mitigating circumstances, especially if the student’s grades have been impacted by 
external issues: 

• Illness, accident or disability. This can be something that has been chronic and 
long-term, or something that happened during their studies. This is only useful if 
the illness/ disability won’t prevent a student from completing their degree course. 
For example: 
 ‘Gray broke both of his arms in a sporting accident just before the exams started 
but despite considerable pain and inconvenience, he managed to sit all his exams, 
learning quickly to dictate full essays”. 

• Illness or death of a close family member.  

• Ongoing home-life problems. For example, parents going through a divorce, fi-
nancial issues, or family mental health issues impacting the student (e.g. they have 
been the primary care-giver for a family member), home environment not condu-
cive to study.  

• If the student is on an academic scholarship this should be included as it can be an 
indicator of strong potential without having had a background of privilege. 

• The student is the first in the family to attend university – in these cases the par-
ents may not be in a position to advise or, in some cases, even to encourage the 
student. 

• Teaching and learning changes or challenges– for example, high turn-over of staff, 
unusually large classes, problems with timetables resulting in remote study, etc.



Now you just need to make every  
student stand out like a flamingo.

Good luck!


