YOUR GUIDE
TO Higher
Education
Information about college,
apprenticeships and university

gmhigher.ac.uk
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About GM Higher

Whatever path you
choose, we are
here to help.
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There is a lot of choice when it comes to
higher education qualifications – different
types of courses and methods of study,
such as university, college, workplace or
online.
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We are a partnership of universities and
colleges from across Greater Manchester.
We work together to provide young people
in Greater Manchester with information,
advice and guidance about higher
education.

What is higher education?

STOCKPORT

• 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 Academy 92 (UA92) ua92.ac.uk
• University Campus Oldham uco.oldham.ac.uk
• Wigan and Leigh College wigan-leigh.ac.uk

Higher Education is the next level of
study after sixth form or college.
It’s an option from age 18+, for those who have
completed Level 3 qualifications (e.g. A-levels,
BTECs or T Levels).
Studying for a degree remains the most popular
choice, but there are alternatives, such as degree
apprenticeships or higher technical qualifications
(practical courses that lead into occupations).

Why higher education?
• Study something you really enjoy
• Meet new people and expand your horizons
• Improve your career prospects and potential
earnings
• Necessary for some careers (e.g. nursing, law,
medicine) and an advantage for many more

Not everybody chooses to go onto higher education
straight away. It might be something you come
back to later in life, once you start a career.
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GCSE Years
Did you know?
A record number 18 year olds
from England (38%), started
a higher education course in
September 2021.

School Vs University:
What’s the difference?
Freedom
Things are less formal than
school and there’s so much
going on. To be successful, you’ll
need to balance your time,
study independently and meet
deadlines. If you move away from
home, you might need to cook
your own meals, budget and
maybe look for a part-time job.
Teaching
Lectures are held in big rooms on
campus, some may be provided
online. These are presentations
that give you the knowledge and
theory you need to go away and
explore in more depth. Seminars
or Tutorials are smaller group
sessions where you discuss

and develop your ideas with
fellow students. Independent
Study is the time you need
to put in beyond lectures and
seminars – to prepare for written
exams, essays, assessments or
presentations. There is support
available to help you adapt to
studying at university.
Campus
Universities come in all shapes
and sizes. The Students’ Union
is home to food outlets, clubs
and societies, social events
and student support services.
You’ll also have access to sports
centres, libraries, and designated
study spaces. Engage with the
careers service and you’ll get lots
of help to plan your next steps.

Why are they so important?
If you want to go on to higher education at age 18, you will need
a number of GCSE pass grades.
This includes pass grades (at grade 4) in English Language and Maths.
If you intend to do A-levels, sixth
forms and colleges may ask for a
grade 5 in English and Maths. You
will also be expected to achieve
pass grades in any GCSE subjects
you intend to carry on studying.

The number of GCSE pass grades
you will need to progress on to
a BTEC course, T Levels or an
Advanced Apprenticeship can vary.

Resits
Don’t panic – not everybody
achieves GCSE pass grades in
English and Maths straight away.
You will have a chance to resit if
you need to.

Very competitive university
courses (e.g. medicine, dentistry,
veterinary studies) demand at
least grade 6 or above across
a range of GCSE subjects.

Did you know?
Over half of all adults in England have been to
university by the age of 30.
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GCSE Years
Choosing your
GCSE subjects
GCSE courses usually last for two
years with exams at the end.
Coursework is taken into account
in creative and practical subjects.

Do:
• Pick subjects you enjoy – you’ll probably get a better mark
• Get advice from your parents or carers
• Ask your teachers for help
Don’t
• Choose a subject because your friends are taking it
• Choose a subject without finding out what you’ll learn,
or how it is taught and assessed
• Feel pressurised into decisions that you feel are not right for you

Planning your next steps
You might be feeling under pressure to get your choices right, but unless
you have your heart set on a career and a fixed plan around what you
need to do, it may be useful to think flexibly about your future.
Transferable skills are key
to being adaptable and
coping with change.
Increasingly, resilience is cited by
employers as an essential quality
– the ability to cope with setbacks,
overcome obstacles and stay calm
under pressure.
Examples of
Transferable Skills
• Resolving problems
• Working as a team
• Leadership
• Thinking creatively
• Doing things independently
•	Organising and managing
your work

The value of these skills will
become apparent when you
undertake work experience.
But, also think how they can be
developed elsewhere, e.g:
• Volunteering
• Raising money for charity
• A part-time job
•	Sports, hobbies and other
pastimes
More info:
ucas.com/careers-advice

What do we know?
•	The UK needs more workers
with higher level skills – skills
often associated with higher
education
•	In Greater Manchester, sectors
such as Business and Finance,
Education and Health create
the greatest number of jobs
•	Expect growth in sectors such
as Construction/Surveying,
Digital and Creative,
Manufacturing and Green
industries
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Post-16 Education
In England, every young person has to stay in education
or training until the age of 18.
You must do one of the following:
• Stay in full-time education (e.g. at sixth form or college)
• Start an apprenticeship or traineeship
• Spend 20 hours or more a week working or volunteering, while in
part-time education or training
The qualifications you progress to after GCSEs, at sixth form or college,
are known as Level 3.
A-levels are studied by over 60% of 18 year olds from England who go
to university.
There are other Level 3 qualifications that can lead into higher education –
options that offer different ways of studying and might suit your strengths.
A-levels (Academic)
• Studied full-time, over two years, at sixth form or college
• Typically, across three subjects
• One or more A-levels can be studied alongside BTECs or other
Diplomas
• Mainly assessed through written exams
• Accepted for all higher education courses and higher or degree
apprenticeships
• Some degree courses may ask for one or more specific A-level subjects
If you’re uncertain of what to do after Year 11, you can keep your
options open by choosing a broad range of A-level subjects.
See where your A-level choices could take you by using this online tool:
theuniguide.co.uk/a-level-explorer
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T Levels (Technical)
BTECs and other
Diplomas* (Vocational)
• Can be studied over two
years exclusively, or in
combination with A-levels
• Combine practical learning
with developing knowledge
and skills
• Subjects connected to
industry
• Assessed by a mix of
coursework and exams
• May also be offered as part
of an apprenticeship
• Support applications to
higher education, but some
universities may ask for one
or more A-levels alongside,
especially for STEM courses
Some sixth forms or colleges
offer other Level 3 diplomas,
such as CTECs (Cambridge
Technicals).
* The Government intends to
withdraw BTEC subjects that
overlap with T Level subjects
from 2024 onwards

• Provides specialist knowledge
and skills, which lead to job
roles that are in demand
• A total of 16 different
subjects on offer from
September 2022 – and more
planned
• Designed with businesses and
employers, they are studied
over two years and include a
45 day industry placement
• Support applications
to higher education,
especially higher or degree
apprenticeships
• Alternatively, can lead into
skilled employment at age 18
• Those without GCSE English
or Maths pass grades can still
access T Levels via a transition
year (an extra year of study)
Find out more:
tlevels.gov.uk/students/find

Apprenticeships
(work-based)
• An Advanced Apprenticeship
(Level 3) typically takes two
years to complete
• Apprentices spend around
80% of their time at work. The
remaining 20% is spent studying
for a qualification via a college
or training provider
• Apprentices are paid the
national minimum wage
• You will be expected to have
GCSE pass grades in English
and Maths. Other requirements
can vary.
• Complete an Advanced
Apprenticeship and you
can progress into higher
education, via a Higher Level
Apprenticeship
• Not every qualification via an
apprenticeship will support
applications for university
degree courses

Other options
Intermediate
Apprenticeships (Level 2) are
options for those who do not
progress to Level 3 learning
after GCSEs
NVQs (National Vocational
Qualifications) are available
at both Level 2 and Level 3.
They’re available in more
than 1,000 subjects and are
a good option if you know
what job you’d like to do, or
if you would like to learn a
trade
Technical Certificates
will allow you to develop
specialist knowledge and
skills to help you get an
apprenticeship or job, or
progress to higher level
qualifications

GMACS is the Greater Manchester Apprenticeship and Careers Service.
The online platform provides you with the chance to explore careers,
access support and apply directly for apprenticeships within the region:
gmacs.co.uk/

9

Higher Education

With so much choice, it can be a
little daunting deciding which path
is right for you.

Those who complete a higher
education course typically go on to
earn more over their lifetime than
those who leave education at age
18. There are a range of factors
that can affect these outcomes
– such as your choice of subject,
where you study and what grades
you achieve.
Ultimately, what matters most,
is the passion you have for the
subject(s) you choose, being
motivated and organised.
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It’s important to research higher
education courses and to always look
at more than one option before you
start to narrow things down.
There are lots of online platforms that
can help. Here are a few we would
recommend to get you started:
•	UCAS is the main go-to for higher
education. It’s packed with
information and media about every
aspect of university, together with
course listings. You can also find out more about higher and degree
apprenticeships, college-based learning and alternatives to degree-level
study. UCAS is also the website where you apply for higher education
courses: ucas.com
•	The Pay Index allows you to compare salary outcomes for graduates
over a 10 year period, depending on where and what they studied:
thepayindex.com/gm-higher/signup
•	The Buzz Test is an online careers quiz to help you discover what types
of careers may suit you: icould.com/buzz-quiz
•	Discover Uni allows you to search for university courses and compare
them against one another across a range of criteria: discoveruni.gov.uk
•	SACU student lets you match your interests to potential courses and
careers. It also tells you which are the most popular degree subject
choices based on A-Level choices: sacu-student.com/gmh

Level

POST GRADUATE LEVEL

7&8

Masters Degrees (second degrees), PhDs, professional accreditations,
BTEC Advanced Professional, NVQ Level 7

Degree
Apprenticeships

6

BTEC Professional
Level 5, HND

Higher
Apprenticeships
NVQ Level 5

5

BTEC Professional
Level 4, HNC

Higher
Apprenticeships
NVQ Level 4

4

BTEC Advanced Professional
Level 6
Honours
Degree
Foundation
Degree

A-Levels

BTEC Level 3

T Levels

Advanced
Apprenticeship
NVQ Level 3

3

GCSEs
Grades 4-9

BTEC Level 2

Apprenticeship
NVQ Level 2

2

GCSEs
Grades 1-3

BTEC Level 1

NVQ Level 1
Traineeships

1

FURTHER
EDUCATION

Increasingly, more people are
saying they are going to university
with the specific aim of getting a
well-paid job.

Need some ideas?

Qualification

HIGHER EDUCATION

There are over 35,000 higher
education courses to choose
from at over 400 different
places to study in the UK. If
university is not for you, there
are an increasing number of
alternatives – such as higher and
degree apprenticeships, and higher
technical courses.

Levels of education
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What to Study?
Some people enter higher education with a career
already in mind and know what subject they want to
study.
However, lots of people go to university or college with an open-mind
and use the time to develop their skills.
Many companies will recruit to graduate roles irrespective of what
degree subject was studied.
Entry requirements
Each university or college course will have entry requirements, this
may be certain qualifications or achieving certain grades. Universities
and colleges rely upon your predicted grades, past qualifications and
information in your personal statement to make offers.

Where to Study?
Things to think about
when picking a course
•	
Content: does it cover things
you’re interested in? How is it
assessed? Always compare a
range of courses at different
universities and colleges and
research what topics (modules)
you will study each year.
•	
Qualification: what do you get
at the end of the course? A BA,
MEng, BSc, or a HND? How long
does the course last?
•	
The experience: does the
course involve a work
placement or a chance to study
abroad?
• 	The alternatives: Higher or
Degree Apprenticeships are
very different to studying fulltime at university. They
are also very competitive.

It’s vital you think about what you want to study,
before you think about where. Once you’re ready,
here’s some things to consider:
Distance: are you planning to
stay at home or move away?
City, town or rural? If you’ll be
relying on public transport,
what will that cost over a
year?
Campus: no two universities or
colleges are the same. Some are
spread over a number of different
sites and student accommodation
may not be adjacent to where you
learn. Others may be smaller in
scale and have everything in one
place.
Industry and employer links:
what do people do after the
course? What do they go on
to earn? Do the majority secure
graduate jobs?
Facilities: if you are good at sport,
or have a hobby or interest, can
you continue this there? What
clubs and societies does the
students’ union offer?
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Open Days
After your GCSES, you’ll have the
chance to attend university or
college open days. These are great
opportunities to visit the campus
and meet current students and staff.
You’ll also get the chance to visit the
accommodation and find out about
student finance, wellbeing, support,
and careers.
While online research can provide a
focus, an Open Day is usually where
you get a feel of what is right for
you: opendays.com
Applying
You can apply for a higher education
course, at university or college, in
Year 13/the final year of a Level 3
college course.
You get to pick a maximum of five
courses – try to use them all. If
you’re thinking of choosing more
than one course at the same
university or college, speak to
them first.

•	You apply via the UCAS website
and your sixth form or college will
help you with this
•	Your personal statement is your
chance to share more about you
and why you want to study the
course
•	There is an October deadline to
apply for courses in Medicine,
Dentistry and Veterinary Studies,
as well as courses at Oxford or
Cambridge.
The main deadline for most courses
is in January.
For more information, visit:
ucas.com/undergraduate
Offers
Decisions on each course choice
will be communicated to you via
your UCAS account. In many cases,
you will receive direct offers with
conditions set around the grades
you achieve in your final exams. For
some courses, you will be asked to
attend an interview or assessment
before an offer is made.
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The Alternatives:
Higher and
Degree
Apprenticeships
These are qualifications
which provide an
opportunity to get a
degree, or alternative
higher education
qualification, without
studying full-time.
What’s more, there are no
tuition fees.
There is strong competition
for places. If you apply and are
shortlisted, expect an assessment
process that may involve online
tests, group tasks and an
interview.
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Higher Technical Qualifications
(HTQs)

10 Facts about Higher Level and Degree Apprenticeships
1 Introduced in 2015, these address the acute skills shortages that the

UK faces. There are more than 1,500 job roles on offer from at least
100 universities in England.
2 You will spend approximately 20% of your time studying.
The remaining time is spent with your employer.
3 The average starting salary in 2019 was £17,800. All course fees are
covered by the government and employer, which means there is
nothing to repay afterwards.
4 A Degree Apprenticeship can take between three to six years
to complete. A Higher Apprenticeship contains an alternative
qualification, such as HND (Higher National Diploma) or Foundation
Degree. These take less time to complete and can be topped up to a
degree afterwards.
5 You can now find apprenticeship routes into policing, nursing,
law and teaching.
6 You will need to complete Level 3 qualifications to be
considered. Entry requirements for these can vary.
7	Vacancies are listed all year around with many corporate companies
in the UK advertising their vacancies in the Autumn.
8 Some Degree Apprenticeships offer you an opportunity to specialise
in a role. Others allow you to work across different parts of the
organisation during your time there.
9 You will have access to the same facilities and student support as a
full-time university student.

You do not apply for a Higher or Degree Apprenticeship through
10 UCAS. You can apply for Higher and Degree apprenticeships as well as
full-time degrees. Many students do this to keep their options open
during the final year of Level 3 study.

HTQs are taught in colleges and universities and can be studied fulltime for two years or part-time, (over a longer period).
They offer practical learning with a focus on specific occupations
where there are skills shortages.
Examples of HTQs include HNDs (Higher National Diplomas) and
Foundation Degrees. These are designed in collaboration with
businesses so that you get the specific training, knowledge and skills
required for your chosen career.
To find out more, download
the Which? University
Guide to Higher and Degree
Apprenticeships: bit.ly/higherand-degree-apprenticeships

Entry requirements for these courses are more fluid and after
completion, some students go on to an extra year of study to top
up to a Bachelor’s degree.

To find vacancies in
Greater Manchester, visit:
gmacs.co.uk
For roles nationwide, visit:
gov.uk/apply-apprenticeship
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If you choose to move away from home for university, you will have the chance to
live in shared accommodation with other students. These are called Halls of Residence.
The type of accommodation, and
the cost of living there, can vary
depending on location and whether
you opt for an ensuite room or
catered halls.
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You’ll get the chance to visit
Halls during an Open Day.
Universities also publish the cost of
accommodation on their websites.
Further education colleges
do not usually have student
accommodation, but can help you
find housing solutions nearby.

Living at home
Around 1 in 5 university
students choose to study
locally and commute to
university or college. If you
choose to stay at home, you’ll
still have the same access to
everything on campus and
student finance support.
There’s also the option to
switch where you live as you
progress and find a student
house with friends.

It’s impossible to put a value on the opportunities you will have as a student.
Careers
All universities and colleges will
offer you support with planning
your next steps. If you need
extra income they can support
with finding part-time work.
They can also help with writing
a CV, preparing for interviews
and assessments and sourcing
graduate vacancies or internships.
There’s help to find work
experience or opportunities
to volunteer – experiences
that future employers will look
favourably on.

Pastoral support
You will have a Personal Tutor, a
designated member of staff, who
will be available for 1-2-1 support
and advice. Since COVID-19,
more investment has been put
into mental health support and
counselling and if you struggle with
money, there’s specialist help on
hand to help you budget and get
back on track.

Transition and academic
support
There’s lots of help available,
whether it’s learning how to
research or reference, enhancing
your academic writing or improving
soft skills such as time management
and revision.
There may be challenges, but you
won’t have to face them alone –
reach out if you need support.
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Student Finance

Disability Services
The number of students in higher education with a known disability has increased.
In 2019/20, around 17% of UK students declared a disability*.
There’s an option to declare a disability, or learning condition, when
you first apply for a course. If you do this, universities and colleges
can communicate with you prior to starting. This will allow them to
undertake assessments and ensure support is in place.
You may also be entitled to additional funding, such as Disabled
Students Allowance. This does not have to be repaid and covers any
extra study-related costs.
To find out more, visit:
ucas.com/undergraduate/applying-university/individual-needs/
disabled-students/support-disabled-students-frequently-askedquestions

Care Experienced,
Estranged
Students** and
Young Carers
All universities and colleges are
keen to help young people who
meet these descriptions. There
might even be some additional
financial support available
to you and practical support
with things like year-round
accommodation and settling in.
It’s important to talk to the
universities and colleges about
the support they can offer
BEFORE you apply.
** An estranged student is
defined as somebody who
does not have the support
and approval of
a family network

* commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8716/
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Higher education costs money, there’s no getting around it. However, there’s
financial support available – so money should not determine whether you choose to
study higher education.
Here’s a breakdown of what you need to know about fees,
loans, living costs, expenses and repayment:
Tuition Fees
• Universities and colleges can
charge up to £9,250 per year for
full-time study
• This money is paid directly to the
university or college by the
Student Loans Company
• There’s nothing to pay up front
• Apply six months before your
course starts
• Fees for Higher Technical Courses
(e.g. HNDs) are often less
Living/Maintenance Costs
• A maintenance loan covers living
costs such as food, rent and course
materials
• The amount varies depending on
whether you live away from home,
live at home with your parents or
study at a university in London
• The amount also depends on your
level of household income

How much are you likely
to spend?
which.co.uk/money/universityand-student-finance/studentbudget-calculator

Bursaries and Scholarships
• This is money offered by
universities or colleges, or
a charity. It does not have to be
repaid
• It may be awarded based on family income or circumstances,
on academic merit or in recognition of sporting excellence
• Ask at an Open Day what is on offer and whether you are eligible
Work it out
How much will I get?
gov.uk/student-finance-calculator
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Repayment
Both the tuition fee loan and
maintenance loan are combined
into a single amount to be repaid.
Repayments only start after you
graduate and when you earn above
£27,295 per year. They are taken
each month from your salary.
Remember, the sum you borrow
is often outweighed by additional
income you can earn over your
lifetime after gaining a degree,
higher technical qualification or
higher apprenticeship.
Anything owed after 30 years is
written off.

Additional Support
Extra financial support is available for students with disabilities,
students who are parents, students who are estranged from their parents,
students with caring responsibilities and students who have experience
of being in care.
There are hardship funds for students in need and who are struggling.
To find out more, visit: ucas.com/money

Earn £28,000 a year and repay £63.45 a year.
Just over £5 a month.
Earn £35,000 a year and repay £793.45
a year. Just over £66 a month.

Apprenticeships
Information from the government about
apprenticeships and traineeships
apprenticeships.org.uk
National Careers Service
Impartial advice about choosing qualifications and
progression routes
nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/

From: moneysavingexpert.com

A student loan does not
affect your credit rating,
ability to apply for a
mortgage or a commercial
loan.
Explore The Pay Index and
find out about graduate
earnings: thepayindex.com/
gm-higher/signup

Correct as of November 2021
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Ask Us
Have questions about higher education,
university or planning your next steps?
You can chat with the GM Higher team:
gmhigher.ac.uk/ask-us/

Prospects
Information about a variety of graduate career
paths and Labour Market Information
prospects.ac.uk
Student Finance
Finance information provided by the government
gov.uk/student-finance
UCAS
Lists all the higher education courses available
across the UK.
ucas.com

Bursaries/Scholarships – money given to students
which is NOT paid back

Lecture – lesson where teaching staff talk to a large
group of students about their subject

Campus – the area where a university or college
is based

Loan – money you can borrow from the government
to fund your higher education studies

FE (Further Education) – this is the type of study you
do after GCSES at a sixth form or a college, such as
A-levels or a BTEC National Diploma

Seminar – lesson where students discuss the subject
with their tutor or lecturer in small groups

Graduate – the title given to someone when they
complete their higher education course
HE (Higher Education) – this is the type of study you
do after your level 3 qualifications (A-levels/BTECs
etc) at a university or further education college.
Examples include a Bachelor’s degree or Higher
Technical Qualification, such as a Foundation degree
or Higher National Diploma

Undergraduate – the general name given to people
studying for their first degree
HTQs (Higher Technical Qualifications) – practical
learning, an alternative to a degree
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What to do and when?

•	Start thinking about what subjects
you’d like to study for GCSEs.
You will be picking your options in
Year 9. Pick courses YOU enjoy
and/or are good at
• Talk to your teachers and family –
but remember it’s YOUR choice

ACTION:
Are there any GCSE subjects
you need for the higher
education course you want to
study? Check on ucas.com

• You may be starting your GCSEs
and taking mock exams. Try your
best, but don’t worry too much if
you don’t do as well as you’d like
– you still have time to improve
• Start thinking about what you’d
like to do in the future. You may
have the chance to go on a
university visit and get work
experience, these will help you
in your decision-making process

ACTION:
Is there work experience or
voluntary experience you can
get which links to the career you
want to explore?

•	Your final year at school will
be busy with exams – make
sure you start revising early
and create a revision planner
•	Think carefully if you are already
focussed on a certain university
course or subject area
•	You will need to decide what
to do next – visit local colleges/
sixth forms to see where you’d
like to go

ACTION:
Find out what subjects and
qualifications are best for the
higher education course or
career you are interested in.
Some courses will require you
to take certain subjects and
types of qualifications.

•	Start to look into student finance
– tuition fees, and loans

In your final year at sixth form or
college you will be completing your
higher education application early
in the year – so be prepared!
•	Register on the UCAS website and
work to the deadlines provided by
your school or college
•	Double check course details
and entry requirements
BEFORE applying
•	Try to attend visit days after you
receive offers and before your
make a decision
•	Respond within the deadlines
set by UCAS or the institutions
you have applied to
•	Apply for Student Finance and
accommodation (if applicable)
early: gov.uk/student-finance
•	Decide whether you are also
going to apply for Degree or
Higher Apprenticeships
•	Remember, applications for
both Degree and Higher
Apprenticeships are separate.
They are not made via UCAS.

ACTION:
Start to work on your personal
statement – this is a very
important part of the
application process.

ACTION:
Remember your results this year
will be important so work hard!
Plan your exam revision and
keep on top of any coursework.

This is your first year at sixth form
or college and you’ll be starting the
courses you’ve chosen to study.
You should also be preparing to
apply to higher education:
• Visit Open Days and UCAS Fairs
• Research alternative options 		
around technical qualifications,
such as HNDs, or higher and 		
degree apprenticeships
•	Find out about the higher
education application process
(visit ucas.com)
•	Try and get relevant work
experience or do some
volunteering
•	Do you have enough relevant
experiences and things to
talk about for your personal
statement?

@GM_Higher
@GreaterMcrHigher
@gm_higher

gmhigher.ac.uk

