UNIVERSITY:
Parent and Carer’s Guide

GM Higher – who are we?
Greater Manchester Higher is a collaboration of universities
and further education colleges from across the region working
together to provide impartial information, advice and guidance
about higher education.
gmhigher.ac.uk
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There is an increase in the popularity of work-based options,
such as Degree or Higher-Level apprenticeships and studying
for an alternative, vocational qualification, such as a Higher
National Diploma.
Higher education continues to be a gateway into many professions
and often leads to higher earnings over a lifetime.
There is, of course, a lot of information to absorb. Parents and
Carers have a vital role to play in helping to look objectively at the
options available and helping to ensure informed decisions are made.
Whatever your starting point, we hope this guide will help.
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Why Higher Education?
It offers the opportunity to:
Study a subject you have a passion for. It could even be something
completely new!
Choose vocational courses – a blend of academic and workplace
learning.
Earn-while-you-learn options, such as Degree or Higher
Apprenticeships.
Move away and live independently. Or stay at home and commute.
Meet people from different backgrounds. Make lifelong connections.
Try a range of new hobbies and get involved with campaigns and
volunteering.
Acquire the skills and qualifications that are in demand.
Gain higher earnings over a lifetime.

Pre 16
choices

Meet the essential criteria for some professions and have
an advantage for others.
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The Journey Ahead Start Higher
Education

Start Higher
Education

YEAR
8/9

GCSE Choice
• Consider a mix of GCSE subjects
that keep options open.
Choosing GCSE subjects
• GCSEs in English Language, Maths
and Science are compulsory subjects.
• The English Baccalaureate (EBacc)
is a performance measure for
schools. It recognises pass grades in
core GCSE subjects – English, Maths,
a science, geography or history,
and a language. It is not compulsory
for those who later intend to pursue
a higher education course.
• Some schools offer alternatives to
GCSEs – vocational qualifications,
such as BTECs. These are taken in
combination with GCSEs and offer
practical approaches to learning.
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Further Education Choice
• Attend sixth form and college
open days.
• Research apprenticeship options.
• Use online platforms (see p19).
• Choose the qualifications and
subjects that offer the best fit.
Sit GCSE exams
• Grade 4 is a standard pass.
• Grade 5 is a strong pass.
Those who narrowly miss a Grade 4
in either GCSE Maths or English will
have a chance to re-sit.

• At least 5 GCSE pass grades are needed to progress
on to a Level 3 course (eg. A levels or BTECs) at
sixth form or college.
• This will include pass grades in English and Maths.
• An Advanced (Level 3) Apprenticeship is an
alternative to studying full-time at sixth form or college.
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GCSE Top 10 Tips
Helping your child think
about their options:
1. Which subjects do they enjoy/
which subjects do they excel in?
2. Attend events at school and
get advice from teachers and
careers-leads.
3. Do they already have careerambitions? The Buzz Quiz will help
your child with some initial thinking
ucas.com/careers/buzz-quiz
4. Are they undecided on a career?
If that’s the case, it might be best for
them to opt for a broad range of
GCSE subjects, which will keep
many options available.
5. Ensure your child engages with
careers guidance activities and
higher education outreach offered
at school.
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Helping you child prepare
for their GCSE exams:
6. Help to create good conditions for
revision. A designated study space
with natural light and free from
distractions is a good start.
7. Help to draw up a revision timetable
based on regular and disciplined
periods of study. Take-up revision
sessions offered in school.
8. Welfare and wellbeing are
important. Periods of study should
be broken up with designated
breaks. Time spent outdoors is
important, as is healthy eating and
regular sleep.
9. Make use of reliable online revision
guides (e.g. BBC Bitesize) and find
past exam papers to practice from.
Visual aids (such as revision cards)
remain popular revision methods.
10. Get involved. Build their confidence,
test for knowledge and provide
reassurance in any difficult moments.

Post 16
And&
Higher
education
OPTIONs
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Further Education
After completing their GCSEs, your child is
expected to do one of the following:
• Remain in full-time education
• Start an apprenticeship or a traineeship
• Spend 20+ hours a week working or volunteering
(while remaining in part-time education or training)
The step-up from Level 2 (GCSE) to Level 3 studies
can take some adjustment.
However, with your help, it should also be possible to start
some early discussions around their future plans.

Did You
Know?

Over a third of all 18
year olds in England
secured a university
place in 2019

Types of qualifications
Level 3 qualification routes:
A levels

Remain the most popular qualifications taken by
those who go on to study full-time at university.
Three or more A level subjects are usually taken and
there are exams at the end of the two-year course.

BTEC diplomas

Are vocational alternatives to A levels. They have
greater emphasis on practical learning and support
progression into higher education or employment.

T levels

Are a new alternative to A levels. These are twoyear technical courses to be taught in colleges across
Greater Manchester from September 2021. T levels
provide specialist technical knowledge and skills and
come with a guaranteed work placement of 45 days.

Advanced (Level 3)
apprenticeships

Offer work-based learning options across a range of
employment sectors as well as a salary (typically, at
the national minimum wage).

It is possible to study a mix of A levels and BTEC qualifications.
Ask whether the sixth form or college offers an Extended Project Qualification. This is something that can be
taken alongside A levels (or other Level 3 subjects) and is looked upon favourably by universities.
Alternative vocational and technical qualifications (e.g. City and Guilds) are also available.
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Higher Education – What to Study?
Try to get your child to consider the following:
Subjects they study now
Get them to identify the subjects that they love and are best at.
Which career paths can these lead to?
Subjects related to careers
If they already have a profession in mind, is there a qualification or subject
that is essential or advantageous for this career?
Degrees
With over 30,000
higher education
courses available in the
UK, it takes time to
make sense of all the
options available.

Alternatives to Degrees
There are alternatives to studying full-time for a
degree:

It’s best to think first
about what to study
to study and after that,
where to study.

• A Foundation Degree is another two-year
work-based option. These focus on a particular job
or profession and can also be topped-up to
a full degree.

Numerous websites allow you to compare universities and colleges and the
courses they offer across a range of criteria. These are handy when you are
looking to narrow down the options, but make sure that the information you
look at is reliable.

Both of these options prove popular with those seeking
to develop practical skills to apply in the workplace.

We recommend UCAS and the Which?University
websites as good starting points.

• The most popular
option is to study
full-time, at university,
for a Bachelor’s
Degree. On average
this will take three
years to complete.

• A HND (Higher National Diploma) is a
two-year course vocational course with the same
style of learning as a BTEC qualification. It can be
topped-up to a degree afterwards.

Something completely new
There are many options to study something new. Keep an open mind to these
and relate options back to what they enjoy and how they learn best.
A good starting point are the UCAS Subject Guides. These will give you
a flavour of the different options and the careers they can lead to
ucas.com/explore/subjects

There is more flexibility around the entry requirements
(Level 3 grades) needed to get on these courses.
• A Foundation Year is an additional year of
study that can lead directly on to a degree course.
These are popular with those without the grades to
progress straight on to a degree or those who did
not take the right combinations of Level 3 subjects.

Find out more about Degree and Higher Apprenticeships on p16.
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Higher Education – Where to Study?
The question of where to study, should be considered after the choice of what
to study has been decided.
For some, this boils down to whether to move away or to stay at home.
You can compare different higher education courses online at:
discoveruni.org.uk
Entry Requirements

Open Days

Each higher education course has
a set of entry requirements – the
qualifications, subjects and (Level 3)
exam grades needed to get on to
the course.
Entry requirements can vary widely
across different universities and
colleges.
If your child sets their sights on
a course and is worried about meeting
the entry requirements, always
speak directly to the university or
college in question.

University or college open days
allow you and your child the chance
to explore both the academic and
social aspects of studying there.
You will have the chance to meet
current students, teaching and support
staff and ask the questions that matter
to you. You will also be able to see
the facilities up close, including lecture
theatres, the students’ union and
student accommodation.
Think about the following:
• The Campus
Is everything located in the same
place? Or is it dispersed over one
or more locations?
• Teaching and Learning
How is the course taught?
How is it assessed?
How are students supported?
• Careers
Does the course have a work
placement? Can the university
offer work experience?
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What have people who completed
the course gone on to do next?
• Accommodation
What options are available
through the university? Are there
alternatives in the private sector?
How do the costs breakdown?
• Extra-Curricular
What clubs and societies are offered
by the students’ union? Are there
opportunities for volunteering?
What is the social scene like?
What sports are played?

• Pastoral and Academic
Support
What is available in the way of
mental health services or specialist
advice (e.g. funding) if it is needed?
Is additional support on offer for
‘soft skills’ (e.g. time management,
study skills, revision)?
• Finance
What does the university or college
offer through scholarships and
bursaries (non-repayable support)?
Is there help to find part-time work?
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Top Tips on Applying
Applications for higher education courses are made online,
via the UCAS website, during Year 13 (or Year 2 if studying
full-time at college).
1. A maximum of five course choices
can be made. Try to use them all.
2. More than one course can be
chosen at the same university
or college. If your child plans to
do this, discuss it first with the
university or college.
3. Your child needs to accurately
provide their contact details,
information about their residential
status, qualifications achieved etc.
Any errors can cause a delay.
4. If you want to speak to universities
or colleges on behalf of your child,
they need to give their consent on
the application (nominated access).
5. The personal statement is your
child’s chance to articulate their

motivation, skills and experience
for the courses they have selected.
6. A reference is provided by the
school/college. This is where
grade predictions are made for
forthcoming Level 3 exams.
7. Speak to universities and colleges
beforehand if your child has
experienced some disruption
to their studies or has personal
circumstances they wish to be
taken into account, (e.g. has been
in care, has experienced longterm illness, undertakes the role
of a carer at home). They may be
prepared to take these factors into
account.
8. Your child may start to receive
decisions (offers) within days of

submitting their application. Offers
are not always dependent on an
interview, assessment, audition or
portfolio.
9. Most offers are conditional – often
based on expected grades in future
exams.
10. Your child will be asked to make a
firm (first) choice and an insurance
(back-up) choice. They don’t need
to do this until they have heard
back from all their choices.
11. If they are anxious about meeting
the grades being asked for, don’t
rush into a decision. Speak to the
university or college first.
12. If exam results don’t go to plan,
Clearing offers another chance to
secure a place on a course. Those
who do better-than-expected
can also use Clearing to find an
alternative course.
Advice and guidance can be found:
ucas.com/undergraduate

Unconditional Offers
Recently, there has been an increase
in the number of unconditional offers
made by some universities and colleges.
An unconditional offer could mean
the university or college is prepared
to accept your child on to a course
irrespective of what exam grades they
go on to achieve.
If your child is thinking of accepting an
unconditional offer, it is useful to read
the following first:
ucas.com/undergraduate/after-youapply/making-right-decision

Did You
Know?

In 2019, almost 75%
of 18-year olds secured
a place at their firstchoice university or
college course.

Key application deadline dates
• The main UCAS deadline is 15 January.
• There is an earlier deadline of 15 October for those applying to the
universities of Oxford and Cambridge, and for all courses in medicine,
veterinary medicine/science or dentistry.
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Top Tips on Degree &
Higher Apprenticeships
It is possible to undertake a degree (or an alternative higher
education qualification) via an apprenticeship.
These are alternatives to studying full-time at university and there are no tuition
fees. Most of the week will be spent on-the-job.
1. Degree Apprenticeships are
currently available across the
following sectors: Business and
Administration, Childcare and
Education, Construction, Creative
and Design, Digital, Engineering
and Manufacturing, Health and
Science, Legal, Finance and
Accounting, Protective Services
(e.g. Police).

2. They can take anything between
three to six years to complete.
3. A Higher Apprenticeship takes
a shorter time to complete. The
qualification offered will be either
an HND, Foundation Degree or
equivalent.
4. Both Degree and Higher
Apprenticeships are earn-as-youlearn options.

5. They can provide a fast-track
into a career.
6. If successful, your child would be
paid a salary. There are no tuition
fees to pay.
7. Your child will still need to
complete Level 3 qualifications
(e.g. A levels, BTECs or equivalent)
to be eligible.
8. Vacancies can be found via
university websites or the
findanappreticeship.gov.uk
website.

16

9. Applications are NOT made via
UCAS. They need to be made
directly to the employer.
10. If shortlisted, candidates may be
asked to undertake online tests
(typically for numerical skills,
aptitude and attitude) prior to
an interview.
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Student Finance

Where can I study Higher
Education in Greater Manchester?

There is financial support available for every 18-year-old*
thinking of going into higher education. It is built around a
system of loans, which cover tuition fees and contribute to
living costs. Here we will tackle some of the most common
myths about Student Finance**

Ashton Sixth Form College
asfc.ac.uk
University of Bolton
bolton.ac.uk
Bolton College
boltoncollege.ac.uk
Bury College
burycollegeunicentre.co.uk
Holy Cross College
holycross.ac.uk
Hopwood Hall College
hopwood.ac.uk
The University of Manchester
manchester.ac.uk
The Manchester College
tmc.ac.uk
Manchester Metropolitan University
mmu.ac.uk
Royal Northern College of Music
rncm.ac.uk
University of Salford
salford.ac.uk
Salford City College
salfordcc.ac.uk
Stockport College
stockport.ac.uk
Tameside College
tameside.ac.uk
Trafford College
trafford.ac.uk
UCEN
ucenmcr.tmc.ac.uk
University Campus Oldham
uco.oldham.ac.uk
Wigan and Leigh College
wigan-leigh.ac.uk

1. Student Finance is available for
degree-level study and alternative
higher education qualifications such
as an HND or a Foundation Degree.
2. Universities and colleges can set a
tuition fee. The maximum amount
is £9,250 per annum. Students can
apply for a tuition fee loan.
3. In addition, students can apply for
a Maintenance Loan. The amount
a student is entitled to is subject to
a household income assessment.
4. There is nothing to pay up
front and you can work out how
much your child is entitled to by
using this Student Finance Calculator
gov.uk/student-finance-calculator
5. Additional financial support is
available for disabled students,
students who are care leavers and
students not supported by their
family (estranged). This does not
have to be repaid.
6. Universities and colleges also award
bursaries – often based on personal
circumstances (e.g. if your child is
from a low-income background).

7. Scholarships can be given for several
reasons (e.g. doing well in Level 3
exams, sporting achievement,
musical talent, industry sponsorship)
8. Bursaries and scholarships do not
have to be repaid. Always ask
about what is on offer at university
and college open days.
9. Loan repayments only start after
the higher education course is
completed and once someone
has an annual income of £25,725
or above. Any remaining debt is
written off after 30 years.
10. According to the Institute of Fiscal
Studies, only the very highest
earners (17%) will have to repay
everything they borrow.

Need to
know more?
Check out

moneysavingexpert.com/students

* Dependent on a fee status assessment
** Information correct as of December 2019 and applicable to those in Year 11, or studying Level 3 qualifications
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Did you know?
As well as these colleges and
universities, there are other
places in Greater Manchester
where you can complete a
higher education qualification.
Use the ‘course search’
function at ucas.com to look
at the options.
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Useful Websites

Online platforms will help to identify your child’s strengths
and interests.
They often provide the impartial information you need to help
to inform choices around Level 3 subjects and qualifications:
• sacu-student.com/gmh
SACU’s online quiz will match your child’s interests to potential
courses and careers.
• discoveruni.gov.uk
Statistics about all universities and colleges and their higher
education courses and what students go on to earn and do.
• university.which.co.uk
Independent and impartial advice about higher education, brought
to you by Which?, the UK’s largest consumer organisation.
• ucas.com/careers/buzz-quiz
The Buzz Quiz is a fun way for your child to identify their strengths –
linking results to potential careers and courses.
• icould.com
Make connections between school subjects and potential jobs.
This website features hundreds of clips of people talking about
their careers.
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• informedchoices.ac.uk
Information about picking subjects for sixth form or college,
this can help your child understand their eligibility for degree subjects
at some of the UK’s leading universities.
• unifrog.org
One of the UK’s leading online platforms about higher education,
which is used across many UK schools.
• apprenticeships.org.uk
Information from the government about apprenticeships and
traineeships
• gov.uk/student-finance
Information provided by the government about student finance.
• ucas.com
Lists of all the higher education courses available across the UK.

Want to find out more and keep up to date with the
latest information, advice and guidance?
Why not check out our website and sign-up to our parents e-newsletter?
gmhigher.ac.uk/parents-and-carers
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