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A WELCOME FROM THE EDITOR
I am delighted to welcome you to our latest Inspire 

Digital Programme, called “Why does evolution matter?”  
It is for Years 10 and 11, and we have almost 1,000 pupils 
registered on the course. Here in St John’s College we are 
all passionate about the importance of education and we 
want to do all we can to support young people like you to 
reach their full academic potential, whatever challenges 
they may face. By taking part in the programme you will 
have an opportunity to follow your interests in depth, while 
developing study skills and confidence in your ability.

A very eminent biologist once famously said “Nothing 
in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution”. 
He was right: every kind of organism on earth, from a blue 
whale to a beetle or a soil bacterium, owes its successful 
way of life to improvements that gradually evolved over 
long periods of time. But evolution is much more than 
this because many other things also change over time. 
Medical treatment, efficiency of aeroplanes, human 
cultural activities from poetry to economics, and social 
systems all evolve in one sense or another. Often we can 
gain insights into how such things change by comparing 
them up to a point with biological evolution. Over the 
course of the next few months, you will be able to look at 
many different aspects of evolution, and no matter what 
your main interests are – biology of course, but also history, 
mathematics, engineering, chemistry, literature and so on 
– there will be something for you! Our College Tutors and 
Postgraduate Students have written a series of fascinating 
articles on topics in which they are world experts, and 
devised challenging problems for you to solve: submit your 
solutions to us on time and you might even win a prize! 
Enter at least one competition throughout the course and 
you will also win a participation certificate at the end of the 
year.

From January we will be sending out four classes at 
monthly intervals. We don’t expect you to read everything, 
but to pick and choose those you think most interesting. 
With the fourth class, we will send out details of our 2021 
Summer School, which we hope by then to be able to hold 
in College as well as online. 

Read on for an outline of the four classes and the key 
dates to keep in mind. We have also included a short quiz to 
see how much you know about evolution already.

I very much hope you enjoy the course as much as I have 
in helping to put it together. If you have any questions about 
it, please contact inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk. We are also always 
happy to answer any questions about St John’s College or 
applying to Oxford. The staff of our Access and Admissions 
Office and our Student Ambassadors are all here to help.

Dr Tom Kemp, Emeritus Research Fellow in 
Biology

I spent many years at Oxford University’s 
famous Natural History Museum, 
researching fossils of vertebrate animals, 
and thinking and writing about evolution. 
At the same time, I was lucky enough to be 
Biology Tutor at St John’s College, where I 
grew to love teaching these subjects. Even 
though I am supposed to be retired now, 
I still write and teach, and it is a privilege 
to be involved in helping you come to 
understand how important evolution is to 
understanding so much about the world 
we live in.

https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/
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A WELCOME FROM THE DESIGNER
Welcome to the Inspire Programme for Years 10 and 11! I hope you are excited to jump into this 
year’s course on evolution. As the designer behind the virtual classes you’ll be getting over the next 
few months, I want to share some tips with you on how you can get the most out this course:

READ
Read all the articles that sound interesting to you—we always include links to other interesting 
topics, articles and pictures from each article so you can take each one as a starting point from 
which to explore further.

ENTER
Enter a competition—you’ll be asked to engage critically with the material you’ve read, and as a 
bonus, these competitions are great practice for Oxford-style interview questions! There are also 
prizes to be won in the form of Amazon vouchers for each competition. 

FOLLOW
Follow us online via our social media and website Inspire Digital—stay up-to-date with the 
programme, try your hand at practice interview questions, explore our collection of super-curricular 
material and more!

FOR YEAR 10
If you are currently in Year 10, you are eligible to participate in this virtual course for the next two 
years. This year we are investigating the question “Why does evolution matter?”, and in the next 
academic year when you proceed to Year 11, we will turn to a new question. In 2021, you will be 
able to attend a virtual summer school, and you will also be eligible to apply for a place on our 2022 
summer school at the end of Year 11! 

FOR YEAR 11
If you are already in Year 11, you will be able to apply for our 2021 summer school at the end of this 
year’s virtual course on the question “Why does evolution matter?” We will also be sharing some 
GCSE studying tips as your exams approach in the spring, and opportunities for you to stay involved 
after the course ends in the summer!

Maren Fichter, Inspire Project Support Officer

I run the Inspire Digital website, manage our social media and web presence and 
provide administrative support for the Inspire Programme. I completed my MPhil in 
Linguistics in 2018, specialising in identity and community building in online video—
yes, this means you can study memes at university!

@sjc_access

@sjc.oxford

@sjc_access
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COURSE OUTLINE
Each class will be a PDF file, 
emailed to you on the release 
date listed to the right. They 
will also be uploaded to the 
course page on Inspire Digital.

We will post competition 
outcomes on Inspire Digital as 
well, so be sure to check back 
regularly!

Make sure you add inspire@
sjc.ox.ac.uk to your email 
address book so you don’t 
miss any of our emails!

CLASS 1: BIOLOGY AND DARWINIAN EVOLUTION
In our first class of the year, we will begin by looking at evolution from the 
traditional Darwinian perspective. We’ll discuss what is meant by the terms 
‘evolution’ and ‘natural selection’, and look at how these processes can be 
observed in genetics, viruses, humans and other mammals. We will also consider 
fossil records as a means to trace evolutionary developments from long ago in 
the Earth’s history. 

Subjects covered: Biology, Chemistry, Computer Science, Earth Sciences, Maths

Release date: 4 January 2021

Competition deadline: 1 February 2021

CLASS 2: EVOLUTION AS A METAPHOR
In the previous class, we learned about evolution as a driver of 
biological change. But other kinds of change function in quite similar 
ways, and today we will use the metaphor of evolution to consider 
changes in human communication over time. We will look at how 
English has evolved over the past several centuries, and how it is still 
evolving today in our increasingly digital world. We will also consider 
how books and novels have evolved through different formats, styles 
and practices that reflect the societies producing them.

Subjects covered: English, Linguistics, Literature, Modern Languages

Release date: 1 February 2021

Competition deadline: 1 March 2021

TEST YOURSELF!
How much do you know about evolution 
already? Click here to test yourself with 
our evolution quiz! By the end of the 
last class, you’ll be able to answer all of 
these questions and more.

https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/
https://www.instagram.com/sjc_access/
https://twitter.com/sjc_access
https://www.facebook.com/sjc.oxford/
https://www.sjc.ox.ac.uk/
mailto:inspire%40sjc.ox.ac.uk?subject=
https://sjcinspire.com/
https://sjcinspire.com/
https://www.ox.ac.uk/oxfordforSE
https://sjcinspire1.survey.fm/quiz-why-does-evolution-matter
https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/
https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/competitions/
https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/competitions/
mailto:inspire%40sjc.ox.ac.uk%20?subject=
mailto:inspire%40sjc.ox.ac.uk%20?subject=
https://sjcinspire.com/2020/12/02/quiz-why-does-evolution-matter/
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CLASS 3: EVOLUTION, SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
In the past two classes, we have looked at evolution in the past, but now it’s time 
to turn to the future: this class is all about evolution in science and technology. 
We will look at the evolution of flying and aeroplanes, brain development and 
artificial intelligence, and the evolution of consciousness itself. In this class we will 
take what we have learned about how evolution works and apply it to subjects in 
the sciences to see where we might be going as well as where we have come from. 

Subjects covered: Engineering, Maths, Medicine, Physics, Psychology

Release date: 1 March 2021

Competition deadline: 29 March 2021

CLASS 4: CULTURE AND HISTORY THROUGH THE LENS OF EVOLUTION
For our final class of the year, we examine culture and history through the lens of evolution. We will begin by 
looking at how theories of evolution developed through history, from the ancient Greeks through theologians to 
Darwin, and we will consider the debate between evolution and creationism. And finally, we will investigate the 
evolution of cultural phenomena such as music and poetry, and how we can use these to learn about how human 
culture has evolved through time.

Subjects covered: Classics, Economics, History, Music, Philosophy, Poetry, Theology

Release date: 29 March 2021

Competition deadline: 26 April 2021

https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/
https://www.instagram.com/sjc_access/
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COMPETITIONS

SUMMER SCHOOL FOR YEAR 11In each class, we will include a few competitions for you to participate in, 
based on the subjects we have covered in that class. Some of these will 
be writing prompts, some will be maths questions and some will be short 
creative assignments. 

How to participate in the competitions:

• Complete your competition entry

• Fill out the competition cover sheet

• Email your entry and your cover sheet to us at inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk 

For each competition, the winning entry will receive a £20 Amazon voucher, 
the runner-up will receive a £10 Amazon voucher, and the top five entries 
will be featured on Inspire Digital (if you consented to this on your cover 
sheet). 

Remember: if you participate in at least one competition during the course, 
you will receive a certificate of participation at the end! In a few years’ time, 
this certificate could make a great addition to your university applications!

Have a look at last year’s course to see the winning competition entries from 
last year!

The Inspire Programme Year 11 Summer School is an exciting opportunity for 
Year 11 pupils on the course to visit St John’s College, Oxford to experience 
life as an undergraduate student. You will attend workshops led by current 
university researchers, meet Oxford undergraduates and participate in fun 
trips around Oxford. 

In order to be eligible to participate in the Summer School, Year 11 pupils will 
need to:
• Be registered for the Year 10 & 11 programme by 14 December 2020
• Participate in at least one competition during the course of the programme
• Complete a Summer School application form

There will be a competitive application process for places on the Summer 
School. The exact dates of the summer school will be announced in due course, 
and further details will also be provided in the virtual class materials.

The Inspire Programme Year 10 Summer School in 2021 is an opportunity for 
Year 10 pupils on the course to continue their participation through virtual 
lectures and workshops, videos and all-new interactive activities. The Year 10 
Summer School is entirely virtual and free to participate in for all Year 10 pupils 
registered on the course by 14 December 2020.

Current Year 10 pupils will be able to continue on the course in the 2021-22 
academic year, and apply for a place on the 2022 Summer School to visit St 
John’s College, Oxford.

SUMMER SCHOOL FOR YEAR 10

https://sjcinspire.com/students/year-11-inspire-programme/
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