Researching Higher Education Courses
If you are considering applying for Higher Education through UCAS, UCAS Conservatoires or
independent degree providers you will need to decide which subject, course type, and course
provider is right for you. With more than 35,000 undergraduate courses on offer in the UK this
will necessarily involve undertaking some research to narrow down all the options that are
available to you.
• UCAS
All applications to UK universities for full-time undergraduate courses are made through UCAS
(Universities and Colleges Admissions Service). The UCAS application process varies depending on
the type of institution you are applying for, the level of degree and how you are choosing to
study. UCAS' online application procedure is called 'Apply' and is available on the UCAS website
alongside details of all the courses available.
• UCAS Conservatoires
Performing arts students can apply through UCAS Conservatoires to a separate list of institutions
that specialise in practical performing arts training. Often having bespoke facilities, they help you
experience what it's like to actually work in the industry.
• Independent Degree Providers
Independent degree providers accept direct applications for higher education courses. These
range from large-scale colleges and private universities to small scale providers offering courses in
addition to their principle businesses. There is a high degree of subject specialisation such as
business and administration and performing arts.
When
1.
2.
3.

choosing a course, you need to consider the following:
Subject Area
Course
Location

Subject Area
Before choosing a specific course, you need to be sure of the subject area you want to study. The
subject is what you study, while the course is the area of that subject you would like to study, e.g.
a Geology course falls within the wider subject area of Earth Sciences.
When
•
•
•
•

choosing a subject area, it is important to consider:
What do I enjoy, what am I interested in?
What do I feel I can do well in?
Can I meet the necessary entry requirements for the subject?
Would this subject help me access my longer-term career goals?

Course
After you have selected your subject area
you need to select a course.
It is important to consider:
• Course Content
• Course Opportunities
• Course Qualification
• Course Accreditation
• Entry Requirements

Course Content
A small amount of research will quickly unearth the huge number of courses available.
For example, a search for ‘Biology’ could bring up ‘Biological Sciences’, ‘Genetics’, Zoology’,
‘Biotechnology’, ‘Microbiology’, ‘Human Biology’, ‘Natural Sciences’, ‘Sport and Exercise Science’ ….
It is essential therefore, that you read course descriptions closely on individual university websites.
While different universities have the same course names, each course can have entirely different
modules and content, teaching and assessment methods and number of contact hours. Some
courses can be very specialised whereas others are highly flexible.
For most undergraduate honours courses you have to complete 120 credits per year. These
credits can be made up of different modules, some will be compulsory but there may be flexibility
to choose from a range of optional modules and therefore personalise your course.
University league tables may be helpful in providing insight into the strengths of a particular
university overall but they should be used with caution. Each league table use their own
methodologies and systems of weighting. Perhaps the most impartial source of statistical analysis
can be found at https://discoveruni.gov.uk/
The most common degree courses last for 3 or 4 years, and are categorised as follows:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Single Degree - studying 1 subject with possible “taster” modules in other subjects
Joint Degrees - studying 2 subjects, generally in equal depth, although some universities

allow you to “major” in one and study the second as a “minor”
Combined Degree- studying 2 or 3 subjects, usually with the chance to specialise in the
final year
Interdisciplinary Degree- studying a number of subjects linked to a particular discipline
e.g. Media Studies, Environmental Sciences
Foundation Degree- vocational, practical courses lasting up to 2 years and often taught
at a college, these courses usually have lower entry requirements but can lead to a ‘top-up’
year to gain a full degree
Foundation Years/Extended Degree – an extra, initial year for applicants without the
necessary entry requirements to access the standard degree course
Sandwich Degree – vocational courses offering a year in industry

Course Opportunities
What extras does a course offer? Does it include work experience placements, guest lectures from
industry professionals, a sandwich year or studying abroad? All this can add to your university
experience and potentially better prepare you for life after studies.

Course Qualification
After finishing your undergraduate studies you’ll graduate with one of these following degrees:
• Bachelor of Arts (BA)
• Bachelor of Science (BSc)
• Bachelor of Education (Bed)
• Bachelor of Engineering (BEng)
• Bachelor of Law (LLB)
Some subjects can be taught as either a BA or BSc, including Archaeology, Economics and
Geography and the emphasis of the course will be reflected in the entry requirements.

Course Accreditation
An accredited course is one that has been approved by a professional body and detailed course
information on university websites should indicate whether the course is accredited. Studying an

accredited course is necessary if it leads to a professional qualification in the industry you plan to
work in, for example, vocational undergraduate degree courses such as Accountancy, Engineering,
Healthcare, Law and Teaching.

Entry Requirements
When choosing a course, look at the grade requirements and compare them with your predicted
grades. Some universities use the UCAS tariff while others only specify grades.
Be realistic with what you can achieve and as a general rule, select:
• One ‘aspirational’ course with grade requirements that are higher than your predicted grades
• Three ‘realistic’ courses that have the same entry requirements as your predicted grades
• One ‘insurance’ course with grade requirements lower than your predicted grades

Location

When shortlisting university courses, it is also important to consider the universities themselves
and the ones that most closely match your preferences regarding:
• Proximity to home
• City centre or campus location
• Clubs, societies and facilities
• Student support and access to specialist services
• Accommodation and cost of living

Studying in Scotland
Scottish degree programmes are different to those on offer in the rest of the UK and are designed
to enable you to try different subject areas before specialising.
The structure of a typical four-year Scottish degree is as follows:
• 1st Year – study up to 3 different subjects from within the same faculty (e.g. arts, social
science or science)
• 2nd Year – as 1st year, with the option to either continue with the same three subjects or
drop one and take a 1st Year module in a different subject instead
• 3rd and 4th Years – study just one subject. This could be your original course choice or one
of the ones you elected for in you 1st or 2nd Year

Essential Reading

https://discoveruni.gov.uk/
https://www.ucas.com/explore/subjects
https://www.ucas.com/ucas/tariff-calculator

https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-where-study

https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/courses
https://www.theuniguide.co.uk/courses
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/applying-for-university/choosing-a-course/how-to-choose-the-right-degree
https://targetcareers.co.uk/uni/choices-about-uni/1013955-going-to-university-in-scotland
https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/next-steps-to-university-from-choosing-a-course-to-your-first-assessment

Remember…

Be analytical - the most important thing is to consider what you have learnt from undertaking
your research. Record your key learning outcomes regarding each course/university and then
consider their relevance in your hierarchy of choice. This will enable you to make a truly informed
decision on which course is right for you!
Please contact the Careers Department at careersstaff@staidans.co.uk if you would like individual
information, advice and guidance – we are happy to help.
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