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Situation 6 years ago:
• 2,500 students

• Area of social and economic disadvantage

• Suffered from “brain drain” 

• Low aspiration

• Lack of cultural capital

• No systems in place to identify and support 
disadvantaged students with academic potential

• Handful of students/year to Oxbridge



Task: 
• To improve cultural and knowledge capital

• To stretch students beyond the A-Level 
curriculum

• To give students the confidence to believe that 
they can thrive at a top university

• To improve social mobility



Action:
• Developed a network of mentors (more on this 

later)

• Encouraged them to come in, tour the college 
and discuss the aims of the programme

• DBS checks, safeguarding training

• Mentors receive a college email address



Process:
1. In December of Year 12 students sign up to a 

spreadsheet asking for a mentor

2. Staff also fill in a spreadsheet suggesting students with 
potential (taking into account WP criteria)

3. Mentors are allocated in January

4. Preference is given to students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds

5. Students who receive a mentor have to sign up to a 
code of conduct emphasizing courtesy

6. Meetings take place either in small groups or 
individually



So, what do mentors do?
• Set preparatory reading

• Bring along case studies, artefacts, literature 
passages…

• Initiate and moderate discussion

• Facilitate work experience

• Help with personal statement writing

• Support with admissions tests

• Mock interviews



What do we offer mentors?
• Regular meetings and newsletters

• Adviser training days run by Oxford and 
Cambridge (Robinson Cambridge and 
University College Oxford)

• Trips to the universities

• References

• An opportunity to “give back”

• Fun and friendship



The result:
• Now 20 + Oxbridge offers/year - 50% WP

• Greater proportion of students getting offers from 
Russell Group

• Medicine offers now well into double figures

• Greater proportion of academically able students at 
college – decreased “brain drain”

• Marketing

• Staff morale

• College has better links with the community – 25 
mentors



How to build a mentor 
network:

• Your own social group

• Governors and parents

• Retired teachers

• Oxford Alumni Association – local branch

• Local independent schools

• Social media



The verdict:
• My mentor was a resourceful, articulate and incredibly curious individual who has aided me 

enormously, especially during lockdown (Ryan Granger, student)

• I wouldn’t feel nearly as confident applying to Cambridge without her! (Sam Martin, student)

• His experience and breadth of knowledge made what initially was a formidable challenge into a 
realistic goal (Kyra White, student)

• It made the process so much less stressful (Alex, student)

• Mentoring keeps the brain lubricated (Nick Keith, mentor)

• Introducing the Oxbridge-educated, predominantly retired mentors, with great patience and 
willingness to give up their time, has been transformative (Jonathan Prest, Principal)


