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TYPICAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Archaeology

Where do you think the Elgin Marbles should be London or Athens? 

How does studying History link with Archaeology? 

What is the role of archaeologists and museums?

Architecture

What is the importance of light in architecture? 

What is your favourite building? 

Who is your favourite architect? 

Questions about the portfolio submitted.

Biochemistry, Molecular and Cellular

How do amino acids behave in both acidic and basic conditions? 

What is the significance of the human genome project? 

How does DNA fingerprinting work? What is its use? 

Why are there so many steps in the cascade of reactions?

Biological Sciences

Give me an example of how specialist biological knowledge has helped food production. 

Why is there a higher probability of being killed by an asteroid collision than by a heart attack? 

What kind of changes would occur to the environment if a large asteroid impacted earth? 

What are the arguments for preserving biodiversity?

Chemistry

Why does the boiling point of water rise as salt is dissolved in it? 

What makes drugs physiologically active? 

Explain the bonding in benzene. 

Shown a block of iron. Asked to name it, explain why it rusts, how to stop it rusting.

Classics

Why do you think Ancient History is important? 

How civilised was the Roman world? 

When would you start a book about the history of England? 

What is the difference between a debate and a philosophical conversation?

Computer Science

Tell me about binary searches. What about their efficiency? 

Algebraic references with respect to summation formulae and proofs by induction. 

It is a fact that, apart from the peripherals, the whole of a computer can be made from NAND gates. The Egyptians created NAND gates using marbles rolling down shutes and used the them for booby trapping pyramids. Did, then, the Egyptians invent the computer? If not, explain fundamentally why not. 

"The game of chess will be played perfectly by the computers of 2010." What is the meaning of this statement and is it likely to be true?

Earth Sciences

Suggest a list of conditions necessary to sustain life on Earth? 

What do you believe would be the major differences on Earth if,

a) no atmosphere had ever formed?

b) there was no water?

c) plate tectonics did not exist? 

Why did the dinosaurs become extinct? 

How do mountains originate?

Economics

Should governments subsidise agriculture? 

What are the consequences of changing interest rates? 

What is the point of privatisation? 

How would you make a hypothetical sandwich stall more profitable? 

What is a monopoly? What are the advantages and disadvantages?

Economics and Management

Consider a production line. What could be done to help the worker to get away from the routine? 

Are large or small companies more successful? 

Why do Rolls-Royce build cars by hand, and Toyota by machine? 

What is the basis of performance related pay?

Engineering

Explain the following to someone with no knowledge of physics: force, momentum, power, work. 

What are the fundamental differences between Engineering and Physics? 

If you had a cylinder, sealed at both ends, with the pressure rising inside, would it blow at the end or split along the side first? 

If I am in a room with 5 people and guess all their birthdays what is the probability of getting (only) one correct?

English

Why do we read literature? 

Read and date this short, anonymous poem. Who do you think wrote it? Comment on use of imagery used and its effect; does this poem remind you of anything you've read? 

Do you think the ending of 'The Mill On The Floss' is poor? 

George Orwell’s 1984 – is it still relevant? How does it relate to the media, politics and surveillance?

Experimental Psychology

How would you design a scientific experiment to show that a certain substance is addictive? 

How come a painting by a four year old of “a tiger amongst tulips” (as described by the child) doesn’t look like a tiger despite the child studying a tiger at the zoo the day before and being satisfied with the outcome?

Geography

Explain cliff formation after looking at a photograph. How can computers aid geographers in understanding such processes? 

What is the relevance of physical geography to human geography? 

Are there any articles you’ve read in the paper recently that are relevant to physical geography?
History

Do you think that all of History is a History of Thought? 

Would History be worth studying if it didn’t repeat itself? 

Is national character a useful concept in History? 

How can one define a revolution?

How would a biography of a major political figure written while they are alive differ from one written after their death? Which would be the more accurate assessment of their contribution to history? 

History of Art
Discuss restoration and conservation. Are they good or bad? 

What is your opinion on the Turner Prize and Brit Art? 

How does art reflect its society? 

What work of art would you most like to own?

How can art be musical? 

Human Sciences

Comment on a population pyramid. 

Design an experiment to show whether monkeys’ behaviour is innate or learnt. 

Is shopping the new religion? 

How could you tell how long a disease had been prevalent in an area?

Land Economy

What kind of transport policy could be implemented in Cambridge? 

Why is traffic so bad in cities and what would you do about it? 

Should fox hunting have been banned?

Law

How do you think the House of Lords should be reformed? 

Reduction of an article of 1,300 words to 150-200 words. 

What have you read in the papers recently that relates to international law? 

What is the difference between intention and foresight?

What is best: a written or non-written constitution? 

Mathematics

How many 0s has 30 factorial? 

If X is odd prove X squared – 1 is always a multiple of 8 

Draw the graph of y= (x-3)(x-2) / (x 2)(x-1)

Medicine

What makes a good doctor? 

Can you describe an experiment to differentiate between a normal and a multi-resistant strain of bacteria? 

How would you determine whether leukaemia patients have contracted the disease because of a nearby nuclear power station? 

What would life be like without enzymes?

Modern Languages

Why do you want to study a very literature-based degree? 

What do you think Voltaire meant by 'Il faut cultiver notre jardin'? 

What are the differences between Spain and Latin America? 

How does Le Monde differ from English broadsheets?

Natural Sciences

Discuss ways in which plants are adapted to dry conditions. 

Why are big, fierce animals so rare? 

How does the immune system recognise invading pathogens as foreign cells? 

Write down an organic reaction you have studied at school and explain its mechanism. 

What makes some chemicals explosive? 

When an ice cube melts in a glass of water, does the water level increase, decrease or stay the same? 

Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE)

Is it a matter of fact or knowledge that time travels in only one direction? 

Differentiate between power and authority. 

Why do we need government? 

Would it be feasible to have an economy entirely based on the service sector? 

Do you believe in free will? How far does it extend to - an oyster, for example? 

Social and Political Sciences

Does the welfare state trap people into poverty? 

Distinguish between a society, a state and an economy. 

Should museums be free?

Theology

What is the best reason you can think of for believing in God? Do you think this course could be persuasive on the matter? 

Do the Gods command it because it is great, or is it great because the Gods command it? 

How valuable do you think the Bible is to us today?

Veterinary Medicine

Why do dogs behave badly? 

Would you prefer a large or small animal practice? 

How have vets' lives changed in the last 30 years

Source: www.oxbridgeapplications.com
RECENT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

So here are some recent interview questions - and tips for how to go about answering them... 

Talk about a light bulb (Engineering, Oxford) 

The question makes two main demands: firstly to structure your ideas logically in response to such an open question and secondly to use this open forum effectively to show a good range of your Physics knowledge. 

Armed with this awareness, one approach would be to define what a light bulb is (a replaceable component in a lamp, which is designed to produce light from electricity); then to give more detail about how the light bulb has been designed to do this effectively; then to talk about different types of light bulb and finally to discuss the current debate about light bulbs and how we will be tackling illumination in the future. 

Would you rather be a novel or a poem? (English, Oxford)

The question is asking you to consider the differences between the two literary genres.  Traditionally the novel is a lengthy prose work, often rooted in reality, while the poem is usually shorter, focusing overtly on style and form, and often based on fantasy. 

Having made this distinction, you could go on to qualify it with the observation that these definitions are difficult to maintain when considering epic poems such as The Song of Roland, which narrates historical events; or perhaps the prose Arthurian romances - identified as novels because of their length, despite their magical content. 

A possible conclusion would be to see it as simplistic to divide literary works into rigid categories, or indeed to describe a person with a one-word epithet. As an individual, you would rather combine the novel’s pragmatism with the poem’s idealism. 

How many of these pebbles would fit in that car? (Natural Sciences, Cambridge)

It is likely that on asking this question the tutor might show applicants an average-looking pebble and point towards a car outside the window. From this, you then need to show that from a few basic pieces of information you can make a few sensible calculations to work out a plausible estimate. Obviously, getting exactly the right answer is near impossible but the real test is showing that you can use basic problem-solving techniques on your own. 

This is a question about volume. Firstly you need to calculate the volume of the pebble and then the volume of the car. To accurately estimate the volume of the car, you should take account of the boot as well as the main passenger section. You should also think about whether any additional pebbles will fit in and around the engine area under the bonnet and if so, what the volume of this area is. 

Once you have these two approximations, you then need to divide the total volume of the car by the volume of the pebble to get the number of pebbles that would fit inside the vehicle. 

 Can History stop the next war? (History, Cambridge) 

This question tests an applicant’s wider understanding of the academic discipline. To answer it effectively, you first have to decide whether or not you interpret ‘History’ as an active player in world events. 

If we understand History to be the study of past events, the immediate assumption is likely to be that History itself cannot actively prevent a war. History does nothing. 

It would be possible, however, to broaden our understanding of History. You could say that those who participate in an in-depth study of the past are necessarily more attuned to the local sensitivities as well as being more aware of the horrors brought by previous conflict. If these people are in decision-making positions, perhaps they're politicians, armed services commanders or international advisers, then this knowledge may make them less inclined to use war as a solution. Therefore, through these agents, History could end up preventing a war. 

That said, this still beggars the question of how wars are started and whether they are the result of conscious decisions or more intrinsic and deep-rooted local circumstances. The conclusion here may well be that in some instances knowledge of History could help to prevent tensions being escalated into a war, but there are many other wars where this is not the case.

 Is there such a thing as an immoral book? (French and Spanish, Cambridge)

You may want to start by questioning the question. Can an inanimate object have a moral value? Is a book made immoral if its author is judged to be so? If the subject matter of a book is immoral, can it be defended as being a moral work which serves to educate the reader on the dangers of immorality? 

You could then proceed to explore examples. The 18th century French works by de Sade and Laclos are compelling examples of literature which explore immorality. Laclos defends his epistolary novel Les Liaisons dangereuses by claiming in the prologue that he is simply warning innocents of the dangers of Parisian society. Perhaps then it is not the book which is immoral, but rather the reader who is seduced by it. 

Source: Times Online


