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UCAS Reference Writing Toolkit for Tutors

This toolkit provides practical, step-by-step guidance, templates, and tips to help tutors write
high-quality UCAS references aligned with the updated three-section format.

1. What is a UCAS Reference?

A UCAS reference is a professional academic statement written by a school, not by an individual
teacher, providing universities with:

o Context about the student’s educational environment
o Verified academic performance and potential
e Relevant extenuating circumstances (if applicable)

o Evidence-based assessment of suitability for chosen courses

2. The New UCAS Reference Structure (from 2023-24 onward)

UCAS now requires references to be written in three structured sections, replacing the previous free-text
format.

Section 1 — General Statement about the School/College
Include:
e Type of school and curriculum
e Subjects/qualifications offered
o Contextual factors: intake, performance, progression rates
e Policies on predicted grades

e Any notable events affecting whole-school learning (building works, staff changes)
Note: UCAS recommends not using URLSs as they do not work within the application.

Section 2 — Extenuating Circumstances (Optional)
Complete only if relevant. Examples include:
e lliness, disability, bereavement
e Disruption due to teacher absence
» Significant personal circumstances affecting achievement

e Atypical GCSE performance followed by improvement

If not applicable, tutors should tick the box indicating “no information to add.”



Section 3 — Student Suitability for Higher Education
Focus on:
e Academic strengths and subject-specific performance
o Intellectual ability, curiosity, independence, and resilience
e Motivation for the chosen subject
o Consistency and trajectory of grades (with explanation for discrepancies)

e Relevant extracurriculars, placements, or skills

3. Writing Style and Formatting Guidance
General Style
o Clear, concise, factual (UCAS encourages concise, bullet-point-style writing)
e Avoid anecdotes or irrelevant personal detail
e Professional and positive tone
o Evidence-based statements (use real examples of academic performance)
Length
o Total limit: 4000 characters or 47 lines, across all three sections
Collaboration

e References should reflect the school’s collective voice, incorporating input from subject teachers.

4. Step-by-Step Process for Tutors
Before Writing
1. Review the student’s academic record and predicted grades
2. Read their personal statement to avoid repetition
3. Collect teacher comments from subject areas
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Clarify any extenuating circumstances with pastoral leads (ensure consent if personal)

5. Section Templates
Section 1 — School/College Statement (Template)
(Usually completed by centralised team)

o “[Name] College is a [type of institution] offering [qualifications] to a diverse student body. Our
curriculum structure requires students to study [x]. Predictive grades are based on [assessment
method]. Recent events that may have affected teaching include [brief details].



Section 2 — Extenuating Circumstances (Template)
(Only if relevant)

e “Due to [circumstance], the student experienced disruption to their education affecting
[subject/period]. Despite this, they have demonstrated [progress/resilience].”

Section 3 — Academic Reference (Template)

o “Academically, [Student Name] has shown strong aptitude in [subject area], particularly in their
ability to [specific skills].”

e “They consistently demonstrate [qualities: independence, organisation, critical thinking].”
e “Their predicted grades of [x] reflect [evidence/recent progress].”

e “They have engaged in [work experience/enrichment], supporting their interest in [chosen field].”

6. Evidence Examples Tutors Can Include
o High achievement in assignments or mock exams
e Demonstrated progression across terms
e Subject-specific skills (analysis, problem-solving, writing quality, practical skills)
o Attendance and work ethic

o Relevant extracurricular engagement

7. Common Pitfalls to Avoid
e Long descriptive passages with no academic relevance
e Repeating the student’s personal statement
o Personal anecdotes

e Unsupported praise (must be evidenced)

Including links (they do not work in UCAS system)

8. Checklist for Tutors
Before Submitting

e Section 2 completed only if needed

o Reference aligns with predicted grades
e All statements are evidence-based

¢ No duplication with personal statement
e Tone is professional and consistent

e Fits within 4000 characters / 47 lines



Signposting for Additional Support:

References | UCAS - This page provides comprehensive advice on writing references for UCAS
applications, covering undergraduate and conservatoire routes. It includes guidance for centre-linked
and independent applicants, explains reference processes and terminology, and provides links to
resources and examples. The page emphasises the importance of concise, information and offers
support materials for referees.

UCAS registered centre linked applications — undergraduate references | UCAS - This guidance
outlines how to complete undergraduate references for applicants linked to a UCAS registered
centre. It explains the three structured sections (Establishment details, Extenuating circumstances,
and Supportive information), character limits, what to include about the school/college, and how
universities receive the reference. It also gives examples of contextual school information, qualification
profiles, and how predicted grades are handled.

Advancing Access Resources - How do | help my students apply to university and what are Russel
Group Universities looking for in the new UCAS reference. Plus other resources and webinars in the
CPD resource hub. You will need to register for a free account to watch the webinar. Many schools are
hesitant when it comes to writing references for Russell Group universities, yet the advice here makes
clear that the expectations are very similar to those for any other university

The new UCAS references: what’s changing, and how to draft and manage them on Unifroq :
Unifrog Blog - This article explains the changes to UCAS references from 2023/24, noting that
references are now split into three structured boxes and may be written in concise or bullet-point style.
It describes the purpose of each box—general school statement, extenuating circumstances, and
student suitability—and outlines how Unifrog tools support drafting, managing, and contributing to
references under the new system.

How to get the Ucas reference you want - The Uni Guide - This guide helps students understand
how UCAS references work and how to secure a strong one. It explains who writes the reference
(typically a tutor or head of sixth form), what it should include (academic ability, attitude, predicted
grades, relevant circumstances), and how students can support their referee with information about
achievements or challenges. The article stresses organising this early to avoid delays.

How to Write a UCAS Reference [Updated for 2025 Applicants] - BridgeU - BridgeU’s guide details
how to compile and write an effective UCAS reference, its importance in admissions, and the role of
different staff contributors. It explains the 4,000-character limit across three sections and offers
strategies, techniques, and best practices for creating clear, student-focused references aligned with
updated UCAS requirements.



https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/guides-resources-and-training/references
https://www.ucas.com/advisers/help-and-training/guides-resources-and-training/writing-references/ucas-registered-centre-linked-applications-undergraduate-references#reference-guidance
https://advancingaccess.ac.uk/cpd-resource-hub/how-do-i-help-my-students-apply-to-university
https://www.unifrog.org/blog/the-new-ucas-references-whats-changing-and-how-to-draft-and-manage-them-on-unifrog
https://www.unifrog.org/blog/the-new-ucas-references-whats-changing-and-how-to-draft-and-manage-them-on-unifrog
https://www.theuniguide.co.uk/advice/ucas-application/how-to-get-the-ucas-reference-you-want
https://bridge-u.com/resources/how-to-write-a-ucas-reference/#One

