
9

Open days
The Guardian | Saturday 24 June 20178 The Guardian | Saturday 24 June 2017

li
z 

se
ab

ro
o

k 

and you don’t want to only remember 
them on the train home. Also think 
about what really matters to you: if 
you are really into sport, see what they 
have available; or if you want to travel 
abroad, ask about that. That helps 
you distinguish one from the other. I 
definitely connected to St Andrews the 
first time I went there, and I knew from 
the beginning that that was the one 
I wanted to go to. All the courses are 
equally impressive, and the facilities are 
amazing, but it’s the place itself – you 
either like the atmosphere or you don’t. 

Fraser Butters: We travelled 
everywhere, from the far north to the 
south, and we wanted to include UEA 
as our local choice to make sure we 
had covered all bases. They all put on a 
good show. Nowhere stood out as being 
better than anywhere else for me. We 

‘Research the 
hell out of it’

You snooze, you 
lose: Milly Butters 
and dad Fraser  
rose early to get 
the best out of 
their open days

Parents and 
prospective 
students visit 
the University of 
Southampton

Fraser and Milly Butters, 
from Suffolk, visited five 
universities before 
opting for St Andrews

Milly Butters will start her psychology 
degree in September 2018.
We visited all the universities I was 
interested in before I applied to them – 
Durham, Exeter, St Andrews, Bath and 
UEA – and then visited four of them 
again for offer-holder’s open days. You 
really have to visit. There were some I 
wasn’t so enamoured with when I read 
the prospectus but then when I went I 
was much more impressed – and vice 
versa. So it is so important to pick up 
the atmosphere of the place, because 
that really influenced my decision. 

Take your parents if you can. 
Because in terms of the financial aspect, 
I needed dad there to say: “This is 
what we can afford to do.” I wouldn’t 
have known that had I gone on my 
own. I also suggest you write down 
questions as they come to you, because 
you don’t want to interrupt the talks 


I needed 
Dad there 
to say 
what was 
possible 
financially
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stayed overnight and got there very 
early in the morning to avoid traffic 
and use some of the facilities that 
weren’t specifically on the tour. When 
Milly originally looked she wasn’t 
interested in campus universities, but 
the campus universities weren’t so 
bad in that they were really connected 
to the town – and actually Durham, 
which isn’t a campus university, had 
some parts out of the city, so it felt like 
a campus university anyway. Until you 
go there, you don’t know that. There 
are significant amounts of money at 
stake here, so you need to research 
the hell out of it. We did it over six 
months. Once she had offers and she 
was starting to narrow it down, going 
a second time was really helpful. It is 
a lot of time and effort and cost, but 
definitely worthwhile. 
Interviews by Antonia Windsor

See it with your own eyes

W
ith the cost of 
going to university 
now in the tens of 
thousands, parents 
rightly feel they 
have a vested 

interest in helping their child choose the 
best place to study. “As much as I love 
the thought of my daughter going with 
her friends and having a giggle, there 
is a definite expectation that parents 
will be at open days,” says Barbara 
Metcalfe, whose daughter, Thea, is 
planning to go to university this year. 
“During the seminars, the parents had 
some really well-thought-out questions 
about accommodation and money, but 

Visiting on a university 
open day can be the key 
to a happy and fulfilled 
three-plus years, says 
Antonia Windsor

is covered, subjects accredited by 
professional organisations cover the 
same ground wherever you go – and so 
visits are crucial.

“I wanted to visit as many 
universities as possible to get a feel for 
the place I would potentially be living in 
for the next few years,” says 18-year-old 
Izzy Schifano, who is in her first year of 
medicine at Southampton University.  
Her grand tour of seven universities – all 
with Mum or Dad – was well worth it: 
“You find out about teaching methods, 
staff and general university life from 
talking face-to-face with admissions 
tutors, lecturers and current students.”

Liz Hunt, admissions manager at the 
University of Sheffield, says planning 
is key. “Work out which talks you’d like 
to go to, which departments you’d like 
to visit and whether you’d like to view 
the accommodation. After that, make 
sure you plan in time to take a wander 
around, get some food, check out the 
Students’ Union and get a general feel 
for the place.” 

She also advises students to think 
about any questions they might have in 
advance. “And try not to take too many 
coats and bags,” is Metcalfe’s practical 
advice. “These places are hot and there 
is always lots of walking to do.”

also the courses – particularly where 
students had the chance to go overseas.”

Open days give you a chance to get 
to know a university and ask all those 
questions that aren’t answered by the 
website or prospectus. “My daughter 
has a nut allergy,” explains Metcalfe. 
“So it was vital for us to check with 
the universities about procedures and 
check out the kitchen situation.”

Although some subjects vary from 
university to university, meaning your 
choice is governed by how the subject 


