
CAMBRIDGE MATHEMATICS: FAQs

This is a summary of the answers to the questions that are most commonly asked at our open days.

Q Why do you give conditional offers based on STEP?
A In the following, all numbers are approximate.

In the UK last year, 92,000 students took A-level mathematics of whom 16,400 were awarded A*;
and 14,000 took A-level Further Mathematics of whom 4,300 were awarded A*. Together with
Oxford, we are looking for about 500 mathematicians, so clearly a conditional offer involving only
A*s will not be sufficient. Instead, we (Cambridge) reduce our 1,300 applicants to about 500 via
the interview process and then we use STEP to select the required 250. It is encouraging that
the latest data show that the correlation between STEP results and our university examination
results is extremely high. Other reasons for using STEP are that it is the same examination for
all applicants (whereas what is required for an A* may dffer between different A-level examination
boards); and it ensures that everyone who starts our course in October has the necessary technical
skills to undertake our course. Help to prepare for STEP is available from maths.org/step.

Q Which are the most useful (A-level) mathematics modules for the Cambridge course?

A You may not have much, if any, choice of modules, in which case there is no difficulty. However, some
areas of mathematics provide better preparation than others for our course (though not necessarily
for other courses): in particular, pure and mechanics modules.

Q Is Physics at A-level (or the equivalent) essential?
A No. Even though there is a significant component of theoretical physics (applied mathematics) in

our course, A-level Physics is not needed. None of our theoretical physics lectures assume knowledge
of physics and the material is treated from a very mathematical point of view (so there is no need
to worry if you did not like school physics).

Q I am taking IB, which has no mechanics in the mathematics course. Is this a big
disadvantage?

A No. But it is useful to take HL physics; the IB physics course is much more mathematical than its
A-level counterpart, and it provides a good preparation for our course.

Q Is there much choice in the Mathematical Course?
A The first year is a foundational year and there is no choice. In the second year, there is a small

amount of choice and some flexibility in the number of courses you take. In the third year, you
choose freely about 8 courses from 36; you could specialise in one area of mathematics, but you
don’t have to. In the fourth year, you choose freely around 6 to 8 courses from around 80; you also
have the choice of doing a mathematical essay instead of one of the courses.

Q Is it possible to take some Economics/French/Philosophy courses (for example) as part
of my degree?

A No, sorry, not as part of your degree. This is a course for those wanting to take only mathematics.
The exception is the Mathematics with Physics course in the first year only. In most other uni-
versities, it is possible to combine mathematics with other subjects. However, you can attend any
lecture you wish in any other subject at Cambridge in your spare time.

Q I am very interested in Physics. Should I apply for the Natural Sciences Course or for
the Mathematics with Physics option of the Mathematical Course?

A This is a decision for you to make. One consideration is that if you take the Natural Sciences
Course (NST), you would be unlikely to be able to change to Mathematics at a later stage; whereas
if you take the Mathematics with Physics option, you choose at the end of the first year whether
to continue with Mathematics or change to Physics for the second year. If you take NST, you
would have to take two lab-based subjects (Chemistry, for example) together with Physics and the
NST Mathematics course which might not be to your taste; and similarly if you take Mathematics
with Physics you would have to do some very pure mathematics which may not be to your taste.
If you apply for Mathematics with Physics you will be judged alongside the other applicants for
Mathematics, so your mathematics has to be very strong.
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Q What is Part III?

A Part III is the fourth year of our course, leading to the MMath degree. It is similar to a taught
masters, and is designed to be a preliminary to research in mathematics or theoretical physics. Entry
is more restrictive than for most other MMath fourth years: you are expected to have obtained a
first class (or have been close) in your third year examinations. It is a very advanced course with
a huge range of options and is widely recognised throughout the world as ideal preparation for
research.

Q Is it OK to take a gap year?

A Opinions vary between Colleges. Most think it is probably a good idea to start on your university
course without a break, while you are on a roll. If you do take a gap year, it is important to allow a
month at the end to get back up to speed again (for example, by working through STEP papers).

Q What jobs do Cambridge mathematics students go into?

A The first thing to say is that mathematicians are much in demand. It may well be that you are
never again asked to find x after you graduate, but the skills you acquired in finding all those xs
are exactly what many employers are looking for: the ability to solve problems. Because of that,
our graduates go into a wide range of jobs. About half go on to graduate courses in mathematics or
physics. Many go into the areas of accountancy and actuarial work, IT, consultancy and banking,
or teaching. Some go into mathematical modelling for medical applications, climate forecasting,
linguistic analysis, and many more.

Areas which former maths students have gone into, based on a sample in recent years.
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