
How to research and choose your University Courses

Choosing a degree may seem like a daunting task, with thousands of courses now being offered by
hundreds of universities across the UK, and many universities also offering joint degrees, allowing you
to take a combination of two subjects.

Here are the key points you should consider when deciding which degree subject to apply for, and help
you narrow down your options. So, how do you start making this crucial decision? We recommend you
research the following factors for each course you think you might like to do.

1. Look at the entry requirements

Whichever undergraduate programme you choose, you will normally be expected to have a minimum
grade in GCSE Mathematics and English, or equivalent. Many courses require you to have at least a 4
in Mathematics, so make sure you check before you make any more decisions.

It's also important to check you have chosen the correct A levels/BTEC’s for any degree you are
considering, in order to meet any essential requirements set by the university or college providing the
course. For example, all Medicine courses require either either Biology or Chemistry A level
(sometimes both); all Mathematics courses require a full A level in the subject, as well as Further
Mathematics; Engineering courses often require Physics or Mathematics, or both; other science
degrees such as Biology require you to have studied the subject to A level.

Some universities refer to UCAS Tariff points in their course entry requirements. UCAS Tariff points
translate your qualifications and grades into a numerical value. You can use this Tariff point calculator
to find out how many Tariff points your qualifications are worth. A summary of the Tariff points can
also be found here:

GCE A level grade UCAS Tariff Points BTEC (NCF) Extended
Certificate grade

A* 56 Distinction*

A 48 Distinction

B 40

C 32 Merit

D 24

E 16 Pass

https://www.ucas.com/ucas/tariff-calculator


Some university admissions tutors are also looking for proof of some practical, hands-on experience
of their subject e.g. for medicine courses, and not just what you can do academically.

Some Universities offer a grade reduction below the standard entry requirements if the student meets
certain criteria. For example, the ordinary required grades might be AAA, but if a student is the first in
their immediate family to attend university, or they receive free school meals, a contextual offer of
ABB might be made. Universities will set their own criteria of eligibility so it is important to check the
criteria on the website. The purpose of these contextual offers is to help students from disadvantaged
backgrounds to gain access to higher education.Click here for further information.

Discover Uni and UniversityCompare both offer great tools for comparing universities in terms of their
entry requirements, student enjoyment, graduate employment etc.

2. Pick a subject you enjoy

It's important you choose a subject that you actually enjoy learning about. You don’t want to spend the
next three or four years studying something you’re not really interested in. If you’re passionate and
enthusiastic about your degree, it will give you the drive and determination to succeed, and achieve
your best grade overall.

Unifrog and UCAS have a comprehensive list of subject guides, which contain lots of detail about the
various courses on offer at university. You are also encouraged to attend a taster day or lecture in a
subject you are interested in. This doesn’t need to be at the University you want to attend. This is
about getting a feel for what it is like to study that subject, and whether you would enjoy it at degree
level. You can search for taster days on the Uni Taster Days website.

3. Choose something you are good at

If you have one or two subjects you really stand out in, the chances are you’ll be able to get on to a
fairly good university course in that same subject (and hopefully go on to find a good career in a
related field). However, remember to avoid picking something you’re really good at but hate doing -
this will not make for an enjoyable situation over the next few years.

Also, don’t necessarily just think of the subjects you’re doing at A-level – if you’re a strong writer with
good analytical skills, for instance, your skills might be well-suited to a degree in Psychology (even if
you’re not currently studying Psychology).

4. Consider subjects you haven't heard of

Consider university subjects you might not have heard of before, or those you didn't know you could
study as a degree course.

If you still feel unsure about what to study you may choose to do the Centigrade Online questionnaire.
It costs £15 to complete but at the end of it you will receive suggestions for university courses – both
single and combined – that are likely to be of the greatest interest to you, as well as other higher
education options. It may challenge your existing ideas and will also point you towards courses you
may not have considered. Alternatively you can complete the SACU Career Quiz for free which also
suggests courses to explore further.

https://www.ukuniversitysearch.com/blog/post/what-are-contextual-offers#:~:text=Contextual%20offers%20recognise%20that%20academic,entry%20requirements%20for%20the%20course.
https://discoveruni.gov.uk/
https://universitycompare.com/
https://www.unifrog.org/
https://www.ucas.com/explore/subjects
https://www.ucas.com/ucas/subject-guide-list?scheme=undergraduate
https://www.unitasterdays.com/
https://www.plmrplanning.co.uk/
https://sacu-student.com/?page_id=2850


5. Consider studying two subjects

You can also keep your options more open by taking a joint degree (2 subjects), e.g. Economics and
Maths, History and Business Studies. With a joint honours degree you'll study each subject equally.
When searching for courses, the title of a joint honours degree will appear with both subjects
separated by an ‘and’, such as psychology and criminology.

If a course has ‘with’ in the title, it is a major/minor degree, e.g.criminology with psychology. You'll
spend more time studying the major part of the degree (in this case, criminology) than the minor part.

Studying a joint honours degree is ideal if you’re tossing up between studying two different subjects. It
also gives you the chance to take a subject you love, while exploring a subject you don’t know so well.
Upon graduation, you may also find that there are more job opportunities available to you based on
the breadth of what you’ve studied.

6. Read the course content

Read all the details about the course in the university prospectus. This doesn’t mean just skimming
the summary – you need to look at what the module options are and their content, as these can vary
significantly. Although a particular course may have the same or similar title at two different
universities, the content can vary a great deal.

Each course may place emphasis on different areas of the subject, so find out exactly what you'll be
learning.

7. Look at the assessment methods

The teaching style of the course is important, as some courses will consist of more practical work,
essay assignments and group tasks than examinations. If you take this into account, you can play to
your strengths and ensure you’ve chosen the course that is best for you.

8. Are there any work experience opportunities?

Some courses include a period of work experience – this is often called a ‘placement year’ and is
normally a year between the second and third year of your degree, though can vary slightly depending
on the subject and the university you are attending.

A work experience placement will be very useful if you only have limited experience of the field you
want to go into, or no experience at all, as it will provide you with invaluable skills employers will look
for when you start applying for jobs.

9. Browse the range of specialisms

Usually your first year modules will be compulsory, but you should get a choice of modules in your
second and third years. This allows you to study the particular areas of your subject that you find
most interesting.

For example, if you are taking a Biology degree, you may want to choose modules that cover cellular
topics, such as immunology and biochemistry, rather than modules that focus on nature and the
environment.You may also want to pick modules that go into more depth on a certain subject, or if you
prefer, ones that give more of a general overview of a topic.

https://www.studential.com/personal-statement-examples/biology-personal-statements


Check there is a wide choice of modules and that the topics you are keen on are included in the
range.You'll be disappointed if you get to choosing your modules for the final two years and discover
you can't learn about the topics you wanted to.

10. Will it set you on your career path?

Whether you already have a good idea of what career path you would like to follow or not, try to give
some thought to where you would like to be in the future in terms of employment.

At 18, many school leavers have no idea what they want to do with their life. This is absolutely fine,
although you may want to consider applying for a course that at the very least you will enjoy studying
for, and also (if possible) keep your options open in a field you think you might want to pursue.

11. Check out the university rankings

League tables are worth taking a look at to see how various organisations rank degree programmes
across the UK. However, they should not be the deciding factor in which degree you choose to study.

The Guardian provides rankings for a large number of subjects in their UK University League Tables.
Just select the appropriate subject from the drop down menu to see which universities are ranked
best in that area.

12. Is there an option to change course once you've started?

Although you may have pretty much decided on a course based on the details of the content and the
nature of the work involved, you might want to consider whether you are able to change your course
after you’ve started it. Most universities will let you change your degree as long as it’s within the first 4
to 6 weeks or so. This is an invaluable option if you haven’t yet decided which career path to follow.

13. Talk to family, friends and teachers

It's always worth chatting to your friends, family and teachers about your choices, as they will know
you well enough to offer some valuable advice.

In particular, your teachers will be able to give you some honest feedback about which subjects you
are good at. But remember that ultimately, it's your decision, and yours alone!

14. Draw up a shortlist

Now it’s time to start narrowing down your options. Based on the subjects you found using the factors
outlined above, draw up a shortlist of courses you think you might like to study at university.

You can then attend open days (virtual for now), taster lectures and webinars run by your preferred
Universities which will help you to narrow down your choices. Uni Taster Days and Open Days are
good websites to use to find out about upcoming University events.

15. Making the final decision

If you take these factors into account when choosing which degree to undertake, hopefully you will
find it easier to make the right decision and you’ll be happy with your choice once you’ve started your
course.

https://www.theguardian.com/education/ng-interactive/2019/jun/07/university-league-tables-2020
https://www.unitasterdays.com/
https://www.opendays.com/


However, if you’re still undecided, it’s probably worth taking a subject that you enjoy doing and/or are
quite good at. At least this way you will be enthusiastic about it and feel like you can stick with it until
the end. And remember to speak to Mrs Beck and your teachers if you are still feeling unsure about
your course choice.

Good luck!


