
Philosophy, Politics and Economics
An Applicant’s Guide To Oxford PPE
What the course is like, not just what it requires, so you can work out whether it is right for you
before you apply.
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AAA
typical offer, IB 39 with 766 at HL

~13%
approximate recent acceptance rate

~1,800
applicants for around 250–260
places a cycle

TARA
required admissions test from 2027
entry

THE COURSE

Three subjects, one degree, real trade-offs

• Year one (Prelims) is identical for everyone: compulsory papers in
Introductory Philosophy, the Theory and Practice of Politics, and
Introductory Economics; there is no specialising yet.

• After year one, choose: stay tripartite and keep all three, or go bipartite
and drop one. Most students drop one by year two.

• Years two and three (Finals) use roughly eight papers chosen from about
fifty, so two PPE students can graduate with very different combinations.

• Your final degree classification rests entirely on Finals at the end of year
three. Prelims only qualify you to continue.

• Teaching mixes faculty lectures with weekly college tutorials, in small
groups or one-to-one, built around an essay or problem set produced
beforehand.

IS IT RIGHT FOR YOU

What tends to surprise students

• A realistic weekly workload is around two essays plus two economics or
statistics problem sets, each pulled apart in a tutorial, often in a subject
you switch out of the next day.

• Economics uses calculus and statistics from early on.

• Philosophy means formal logic and closely argued positions, not open-
ended reflection on “big questions”; defend a specific claim.

• It is flexible: you can drop a subject after year one and choose from a
wide range of Finals options, so first-year breadth does not lock you into
one path.

ENTRY REQUIREMENTS

A demanding course with flexible subject choice

Qualification                         Typical offer
A-Level                                  AAA
International Baccalaureate              39 overall, with 766 at Higher Level

• No specific A-level subjects are required, though Mathematics is useful
preparation given the calculus in first-year Economics.

• GCSEs, the reference and predicted grades are read in context alongside
TARA performance, the personal statement and, for shortlisted
candidates, the interview.

• PPE is offered at the large majority of Oxford colleges. Applications are
reallocated where a college receives a disproportionate share of strong
candidates; roughly a third of successful applicants each cycle are placed
elsewhere, so treat that as routine rather than a setback.

CAREERS AFTER PPE

Broad outcomes, not one fixed path

• PPE is broad in outcome. Graduates move into politics and the civil
service, but a larger share go into management consulting, finance, law
conversion and journalism, drawing on the analytical range the degree
builds rather than one fixed path.

• It is also the degree behind a striking number of past UK Prime
Ministers, though that is a reason to take the course seriously, not a
reason to expect it.

• Most graduates are employed or in further study within six months of
finishing.

• A meaningful share go on to postgraduate study, including further
academic research.



Building Genuine Engagement

The personal statement and super-curricular work are testing the same thing: not what you have
done, but what you actually understood from it.
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PERSONAL STATEMENT

Depth beats forced breadth

• Oxford’s guidance is more forgiving than most tutoring advice: show
real engagement with one or two of the three subjects, not equal coverage
of all three. Forced, token coverage reads worse than honest depth.

• Show a specific position and defend it, rather than gesturing at “big
questions”. A philosophy paragraph that argues one claim beats three that
just list interests.

• Name what you engaged with properly: the author, argument, event, and
what you concluded, not just that you read or attended it.

• Anything you mention is fair game at interview. Only include what you
can genuinely defend under follow-up questioning.

WEAK: “I am interested in how governments make economic decisions.”

STRONG: “The recent rise in inflation sparked my interest in how
policymakers balance controlling prices with supporting economic
growth, leading me to explore the wider trade-offs involved in economic
policy.”

SUPER-CURRICULARS

Beyond the reading list

• Super-curricular is not extracurricular. Debating trophies and sport
show character; tutors are checking for academic engagement connected
directly to philosophy, politics or economics.

• Two or three activities explored properly, and defensible under
questioning, beat ten mentioned in passing.

• Free resources carry equal weight to paid ones. A public lecture or a
paper found through Google Scholar signals as much as an expensive
summer school; what matters is what you did with it.

• Keep a short journal: source, argument, where you agree or disagree, and
what you would explore next. Four lines is enough to build an interview
answer around later.

SUPER-CURRICULARS BY DISCIPLINE

Depth matters more than
prestige

• Free lecture archives: Gresham College’s
philosophy lectures are online and cost
nothing.

• John Locke Institute essay competition:
even if not shortlisted, it is evidence of
sustained argument if you can defend it.

• Read one primary text in depth, not a
summary: 
Nagel’s “What Does It All Mean?” is
Oxford’s suggested starting point.

Politics

• Debate through a school society, ESU
Schools’ Mace, or Model UN; build the
habit of arguing a position you may not
hold.

• Follow one live debate through the
Institute for Fiscal Studies rather than
headlines alone, and explain both sides.

• Oxford Union debates are published
online free; watch how a position is built
and challenged.

Economics

• IEA essay competition and the Bank of
England’s Target 2.0 are free

• Read one real paper or dataset via Google
Scholar rather than a news summary, and
connect it to the theory behind it.

• An EPQ or independent project on an
economic question shows sustained, self-
directed engagement tutors can question in
depth.

APPLICATION TIMELINE

Plan around fixed windows

• Summer — UCAS opens in May. TARA registration opens over summer and closes in late September; create your UAT-UK account and book a Pearson VUE
slot early.
• Mid-October — TARA sits in a fixed window, usually 12–16 October, with no January option for Oxford. UCAS submission follows shortly after, 15 October,
6pm UK time.
• November–January — TARA scores arrive roughly four weeks after sitting. Shortlisted candidates are interviewed from late November into December;
decisions follow in January.

Source: UAT-UK TARA registration and test-window guidance; ox.ac.uk admissions timeline. Exact dates move slightly each cycle; verify the current calendar.



Preparing For TARA And
Interview
Two very different tests of the same underlying skill: reasoning clearly, under time pressure, across
three disciplines.
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THE TARA

What to actually do

• Start with official UAT-UK specimen papers, untimed, to learn what
each module asks before introducing a clock.

• TSA past papers, free online since 2008, remain the closest match for
Critical Thinking; ration them rather than burning through everything in
the first few weeks.

• Problem Solving is often neglected. The maths is GCSE-level; the
difficulty is unfamiliar framing, so practise it as seriously as the other two
.
• For the Writing Task, read analytically two or three times a week,
asking what the conclusion and reasoning are and where they are weak.
Practise a structured 750-word argument in 40 minutes
.
• Register and book a Pearson VUE slot as soon as booking opens in
summer; the October window is fixed, with no January option for
Oxford, and some regions fill early.

THE INTERVIEW

What to actually do

• Book mock interviews across all three strands, weighted toward
whichever is weakest; the real interview does not let you choose which
subject opens.

• Practise explaining reasoning out loud, specifically, to a teacher, friend,
or yourself.

• Revisit your personal statement until you can field a genuine follow-up
on anything in it without notes.

• Follow current affairs two or three times a week: enough to engage with
a live question, not deliver a briefing.

• Start structured preparation six to eight weeks out. Reasoning skills and
comfort thinking aloud build gradually.

WHAT A STRONG INTERVIEW ANSWER LOOKS LIKE BY STRAND

Reasoning is visible, flexible and specific

PHILOSOPHY — Often opens with a thought experiment, a classic puzzle about personal identity or a moral dilemma, to see how you build and defend a
position, then respond when challenged.

ECONOMICS — Often a short numerical scenario. Show working on paper and state assumptions; a right answer with no visible reasoning is weaker than a
wrong one worked through properly.

POLITICS — Often a live, contested debate argued from a framework, then pushed back on. Hold your ground with reasons if confident, or revise visibly if
pushback is sound; both are fine.

COMMON MISTAKES WORTH AVOIDING

Practise the skill, not the performance

ON THE TARA
• Revise subject content instead of practising reasoning; there is no
syllabus.

• Treat the Writing Task as an afterthought because it is not centrally
scored, when it is read directly by the college.

• Start a few weeks out; reasoning and writing skills build slowly.

ON THE INTERVIEW
• Assume super-curricular extras are compulsory; tutors know access is
unequal, and depth matters more than a long list.

• Rehearse content instead of the habit of reasoning out loud; most
interviews test live thinking, not recall.

FINAL CHECKLIST

Ready for the full range of PPE thinking

• Can I discuss in real depth whichever one or two subjects my statement
engages with?

• Have I practised switching between philosophical, political and
economic reasoning in the same session?

• Do I default to reasoning out loud rather than working silently?

• Have I timed myself on critical thinking, a numerical problem, and a
short written argument?

• Can I take a hint and change direction, or hold my ground with reasons,
without going quiet?

• Have I prepared my weakest strand at least as hard as my strongest?

PPE does not reward whichever of the three subjects you like best. It rewards whether you can think like a philosopher, a political scientist and an economist inside
the same hour, and shift cleanly between them when asked.
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