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Economics Q3 

Should Oxford lower its admissions standards for the sons and daughters of generous 

benefactors?  

 

Key Issues and Questions to Address 

To write a comprehensive essay on this topic, you'll need to contend with several fundamental 

issues: 

 

1. The Nature of Merit in Admissions 

 

How should "merit" be defined in university admissions? 

 

Is academic achievement the only relevant form of merit? 

 

How do different conceptions of merit advance or hinder educational goals? 

 

2. Institutional Mission and Integrity 

 

How would donor-preference admissions affect Oxford's academic standards and reputation? 

 

What is the proper relationship between philanthropy and core academic functions? 

 

How might such practices affect institutional culture and values? 
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3. Fairness and Equal Opportunity 

 

How do we balance fairness to individual applicants against institutional needs? 

 

What constitutes unfair advantage in admissions processes? 

 

How can equal opportunity be meaningfully preserved while acknowledging different 

circumstances? 

 

4. Financial Sustainability vs. Academic Independence 

 

How should universities balance financial needs against academic principles? 

 

What alternatives exist for incentivizing philanthropy without compromising admissions? 

 

What are the long-term consequences of different approaches to this tension? 

 

5. Transparency and Public Trust 

 

How would donor-preference policies affect public trust in elite institutions? 

 

What level of transparency should exist around admissions advantages? 

 
John Locke Essay Competition 2025                         2 



John Locke Global Essay Prize 2025 Prompts Breakdown 

Economics Category - Key Issues and Questions to Address 

 
 

How might different stakeholders respond to explicit or implicit preference systems? 

 

6. Social Mobility and Privilege Reproduction 

 

How would donor-preference admissions affect social mobility? 

 

What role should elite universities play in challenging or reinforcing existing privilege? 

 

How do admissions policies interact with broader social inequality? 

 

7. Practical Implementation Questions 

 

If implemented, how would such a system be structured and governed? 

 

What safeguards might prevent corruption or abuse? 

 

How would "generous benefactor" be defined and measured? 

 

8. Legal and Regulatory Considerations 

 

What legal constraints might apply to donor-preference admissions? 
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How do anti-discrimination laws intersect with donor relationships? 

 

What regulatory oversight would be appropriate for such practices? 

 

9. Precedent and Comparative Practices 

 

What can be learned from institutions that have implemented similar policies? 

 

How have other universities managed the relationship between donations and admissions? 

 

What unintended consequences have emerged in other contexts? 

 

10. Ethical Foundations and Principles 

 

What ethical frameworks best address this question? 

 

How do different philosophical traditions evaluate the monetization of opportunity? 

 

What principles should guide the distribution of educational resources? 

 

The guidance suggests that when addressing the question of whether Oxford should lower its 

admissions standards for the children of generous benefactors, one should begin by establishing a 

distinct ethical framework. Following this, a systematic analysis of the pertinent philosophical 
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principles and practical consequences is recommended. It is also advised to consider various 

viewpoints, such as those held by meritocratic purists, institutional pragmatists, equity advocates, 

and philosophical pluralists. 
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