DEGREE & UNIVERSITY CHOICE

Before beginning the complex process of applying to university and writing a personal statement it’s important to decide what you want to study and where you want to study it.

Don’t underestimate how important this decision is - it will affect where you live for the next few years and what career you end up in.

Bear the following issues in mind.

Vocational versus academic degrees
Vocational degrees
· Provide qualifications leading to specific careers: e.g. Medicine, Dentistry, Law, Engineering, Accountancy.

· Most people taking vocational degrees end up working in their degree subject area.

· Although taking a vocational degree safely puts you on the route to a structured professional career, you need to bear in mind that as you get older your ideas and career aspirations might change.
· For a number of reasons vocational degrees have become more popular over the past 15 years.

· The government has tried to encourage universities to offer qualifications that lead directly to particular jobs.

· Students now leave university with an average debt of £20,000 + and are concerned about being able to repay this loan.

· A number of new job markets have opened up that require particular technical skills: e.g. web-designer.
Academic degrees
· Traditionally, most students take non-vocational, academic degrees.

· These may be strongly linked to a particular field of employment: e.g. Economics or Chemistry, and it is more likely that a graduate will enter a career based around their degree, or they may be purely academic degrees with no particular associated career: e.g. Egyptology or French.

· Taking an academic degree allows you to study a subject simply because you are interested in that field. It also leaves a wider range of potential careers open to you. Don’t be put off taking a purely academic degree - they are well respected by employers.

· Remember, most graduates do not end up working in the field they specialised in at degree level.
Academic/Vocational degrees
· Many degree courses are semi-vocational – they can lead on to particular careers or career fields: for example, Psychology, Economics, Chemistry, Computer Science, etc.

There are a huge number of degree courses on offer. If you’re unsure of what you might like to study look through the UCAS Directory and discuss choices with your tutors, parents and/or the career’s advisor – Jeremy Brown (room B7).

Most universities offer most degree courses, and the entry requirements for these degrees vary according to the institution in question. The academic reputation of the university you study at is highly important. Therefore, it is not only a question of what you study but where you study it.

The British University System
Universities can be divided up according to their academic reputation. Employers know the ‘quality’ of particular universities and are more likely to favour students with degrees from higher ranking institutions.

The ‘quality’ of a university can be gauged from its entry requirements and its ranking in publications such as ‘The Times: Good University Guide’ which lists their judgment of which institutions are best for which particular subjects.

Oxbridge
Oxford University was founded in the late 12th Century and is composed of 39 colleges. Cambridge was founded in the early 13th Century and is composed of 31 colleges. They are among the top 5 most prestigious universities in the world and competition for places is intense. Apart from undergraduate degrees, Oxbridge conducts a huge amount of ‘pure’ academic research. There is a special procedure for applying to Oxbridge colleges- see Jeremy Brown or Jem Barton-Hanson. You should expect to achieve 3 A’s in you’re A Levels.

Old Established Universities
Kings, UCL, Durham, St Andrews, Imperial, York, Edinburgh, etc. were established in the 1800’s and all have excellent reputations.
Red Brick Universities
Sussex, Kent, Liverpool, Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, Sheffield, Bristol, etc. were established in the late 1800’s and through the 1900’s to accommodate the increased numbers of students attending Higher Education. All are well respected institutions, often based on campus: i.e. students can live in and around the university premises.
New Universities
Universities such as City, Goldsmiths, Bradford, Bournemouth, Oxford Brookes, Hull, Brunel, Brighton, etc. offer a full range of academic courses but are also likely to offer specialist vocational degrees such as Marketing, Web Design, Media Studies, Air Transport Engineering, etc. They are more likely to accept applications from students with grades around the ‘C’ range.

Ex-Polytechnics
Universities such as Westminster, University of East London, Luton, Greenwich, Lincoln, Middlesex, South Bank, Wolverhampton, etc. used to be classified as Polytechnic Colleges specialising in vocational training but were given University status in 1992. Although they offer traditional academic degrees they tend to focus on specialist vocational courses in modern industries and are more likely to accept candidates with lower grades.

Further issues
Remember that employers are well aware of the reputation of each type of university and will take this into account when considering applications from potential employees. 

Lower grades from good universities may be regarded more highly than a good degree from a lesser university. 

It is also important to remember that most graduates don’t end up in careers immediately related to their university degree, and that many careers don’t have a proscribed degree path: e.g. journalism. 

Some careers such as Law or Psychology can be entered through a 1-year conversion course after 3 years of normal undergraduate study.

Where to study
Apart from deciding which course and institution you would like to apply for it would also be wise to consider the following points
Rural vs. urban. If you’ve lived in London all your life and are applying for a more rural or small town university make sure you visit and consider whether you’d really be happy there. 

How far away from home you want to be/ financial issues. Because money is such an issue for students it would be cheaper to study outside of the South East or to live at home and study nearby. Is it important for you to be close to your family? Or not…

Halls of residence. Most universities have Halls of Residence - cheap(er) accommodation for 1st year students - usually single rooms with a canteen or shared kitchen.

Campus vs. non-campus. Campus universities such as Sussex have halls of residence on the university site making for a closer community of students.
Be realistic
· When applying to UCAS it is vital that you have a realistic idea of what final grades you might achieve in your A Levels.

· You teachers will give you a good idea of what they think you’ll get. 

· If you are overly optimistic and apply for courses requiring all A grades but your teachers predict you for C’s, you’ll be rejected by the universities you’ve applied to.

· You should apply to a range of universities bearing in mind the best and the worst possible grades you might achieve. 

· Students usually apply for 1 low grade university as ‘insurance’- i.e. if everything goes wrong in the exams, they’ll still be accepted onto this course.

