
Post 18 Pathways  

Once a student has completed a Level 3 Programme (BTEC/A-level, T-Level etc.) many 
consider continuing in education. Many routines are available to young people these include 
going onto Higher Education, Further Education, Apprenticeships or Employment. 

Higher Education (HE) 
Higher Education is  often known as Post-18 education, these qualifications sit on the 
academic framework from Level 4 to Level 8. Higher Education courses are offered at 
universities, Further Education (FE) colleges (Wigan & Leigh, St Helen’s, Bolton, The 
Manchester College, Liverpool Community College etc.) and through training providers. 
Students can choose from an array of options when considering HE and these include 
degrees, foundation degrees, HNC/HND and apprenticeships too.   

Undergraduate degrees 

Undergraduate qualifications sit on the academic framework as Level 4 to 6 qualifications. 

Higher National Certificate / Higher National Diploma  
A Higher National Certificate (HNC) is a level 4 vocational qualification, if studied full time it 
will take one year to complete, or two years part time. A HNC is a practical course, usually 
studied at HE and FE Colleges. Studying a HNC is equivalent to studying one year at 
university. Upon completion of a HNC you can progress onto a HND, year 2 of an 
undergraduate programme or employment.  

A Higher National Diploma (HND) is a level 5 vocational qualification, if studied full time it 
takes two years to complete, or three to four years part-time. As with a HNC, these 
qualifications are usually offered at HE & FE Colleges. Studying a HND is equivalent to two 
years at university. Once you have completed a HND you can progress onto employment or 
complete a ‘Top-up Degree’.  

Foundation degree 
A foundation degree is a Level 5 academic qualification, equivalent to a HND or two years of 
study on an undergraduate bachelor's programme. These degrees focus on a certain 
industry or profession.  If studied full-time the course takes two years to complete and four 
years part time.  Foundation degrees are delivered at FE & HE Colleges, as well as 
universities.  The degree is usually awarded by a university in partnership with a college. 
Learners can continue their studies completing an additional year to gain a full honours 
degree. 



Top-up degree 
A top-up degree is a one year programme (two years part-time) which is designed to 
convert an existing level 5 qualification, such as a HND or foundation degree, to a full Level 6 
qualification. Most undergraduate degrees in the UK take three years to complete. If you 
hold a level 5 qualification, a top-up degree allows you to enter the final year of study, 
resulting in a bachelor's degree in one year.  Top up degrees are recognised the same way as 
full degrees. Students do not have to complete a top up degree straight after completing a 
HND or Foundation degree, thus offering some level of flexibility. Top-up degrees need to 
be in a relevant subject to the foundation degree/HND.  

Bachelor’s  
A bachelor’s degree is a course of study which leads to an academic qualification such as a 
bachelor of arts (BA), bachelor of science (BSc), bachelor of medicine (MB) or a law degree 
(LLB). It will usually take three to four years to complete a bachelor’s degree full time (four 
years if you are doing a sandwich course, as this includes one year in industry or abroad). 
Some degrees can take longer than others. For example, a medical degree  can take five 
years to complete.  

Bachelor degree programmes are offered at universities, and although courses may have 
the same name it does not mean the content is the same. Universities award their own 
degrees, meaning they have freedom over the topics covered in a degree. It is therefore 
important you check the course information to see if the modules being taught are what 
you would like to study.  

Bachelor’s with foundation year 
Some degrees have the option to complete a foundation year. A foundation year is not the 
same as a foundation degree, instead it is a year-long introductory program. The 
programme is designed to bridge the gap between further (post 16 ) and higher (post 18) 
education.  A foundation year might be a good solution for you if you have been out of 
education for a long time or you did not manage to meet the entry requirements for the 
degree course. Foundation years are usually built into the degree programme, meaning 
after completing the foundation year you will automatically progress onto the degree 
programme. 

Apprenticeships 

Degree apprenticeships are a new type of qualification offered by some universities. 
Students can achieve a HNC, HND, full bachelor’s degree or sometimes a master’s degree as 
part of their apprenticeship. These qualifications are developed by employers, universities 
and professional bodies working together. These programmes combine both working and 
part-time studying at university. University study can either be on a day-to-day basis or in 
blocks of time, depending on the programme and requirements of the employer. Degree 
apprenticeships take between two to six years to complete, depending on the course level.  

Postgraduate Degrees 



Upon completion of an undergraduate degree some people decide to continue their 
education. This could be for professional development or to enhance your education 
further. These qualifications are Level 7 to Level 8. 

Postgraduate Certificate / Diploma 
These qualifications are the same level of study as a Masters qualification (Level 7), 
however, are shorter and do not include a dissertation. This means it is more advanced than 
an undergraduate degree. The certificate and diploma carry credits towards a masters 
degree, meaning learners can go back to their studies years later to convert it into a full 
masters qualification. This must be in the area studied. For example, a Postgraduate 
Certificate in Education (PGCE - Teaching qualification) can be topped up to a Masters of 
Education.  

A Postgraduate Certificate (PGCert) is worth 60 credits, whereas a full Masters degree is 
180. This means if you complete a PGCert you will have achieved one-third of a Masters 
qualification. 

 
A Postgraduate Diploma (PGDip) is worth 120 credits, meaning this qualification is worth 
two-thirds of a masters qualification.  

Taught Masters 
A Taught Masters degree is similar to an undergraduate degree, in the sense that learners 
will be taught a range of core and/or optional subjects through lectures, seminars or lab 
sessions.  This means the learner will be expected to attend timetabled sessions. Learners 
will complete assignments or examinations based upon the course they are studying. Full 
time this course usually takes one year or two to three years part-time. . Examples of these 
courses include, MA (Master of Arts) and MSc (Master of Science).  These qualifications sit 
on the academic framework as Level 7 qualifications.  

Masters  by Research 
A Research Masters on the other hand, requires a high level of independence to complete. 
These courses have very little structure in terms of timetabled hours and instead it involves 
extension research into one or more topics. Learners will be provided with a specialised 
supervisor to support them throughout their degree. Examples of these degrees include 
MRes (Master of Research) and MPhil (Master of Philosophy).   

Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) 
A PhD is a doctoral research degree and is the highest level of academic qualification you 
can achieve, it sits on the academic framework at Level 8. The degree usually takes three to 
four years to complete full-time or six to seven years part time. This degree involves 
students independently conducting original research into a specific subject or field before 
producing a publication.  



Professional qualifications 
Professional qualifications are vocational courses that relate specifically to an industry or 
career path. Some of these qualifications can be taken after university study, whilst others 
are designed for professionals who have several years of experience and are looking to 
develop their career further. In some careers professional qualifications are essential, for 
example, to work as a qualified solicitor you must take the Legal Practice Course (LPC), and 
to become a chartered accountant you'll need to pass the relevant exams. In other areas of 
employment, professional qualifications aren't not essential, but nevertheless look great on 
your CV and improve your chances of success by demonstrating your skills and knowledge. 

The best known are those awarded by organisations including: 

Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) 
BCS - The Chartered Institute for IT 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) 
Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE) 
Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) 
Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS). 
The Chartered Institute of Marketing (CIM) 

 

 

Application process 

All applications to UK universities for full-time undergraduate courses are made through 
UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service). No matter the course or university you 
are applying to, you need to keep UCAS deadlines in mind, as missing them could jeopardise 
your application. More information can be found at www.ucas.com 

Unlike undergraduate courses, most postgraduate applications are made directly to the 
university. Each university will create its own application form and deadlines will vary at 
different institutions. Some universities use UCAS for postgraduate applications, although 
this is not common practice. It is advised you look at each university individually when 
applying. 

Funding  

Undergraduate loans 

Student Finance England (SFE) is available to all residents of England. SFE will fund one full 
undergraduate degree and one masters qualification.   

http://www.ucas.com/


For an undergraduate degree students can apply for a Tuition Fee Loan and a Maintenance 
Loan. The Tuition Fee loan is paid directly to the University and must be paid back upon 
completion of the degree. The Maintenance Loan is designed to help with living costs. It is 
paid directly into the students account and the amount a student is entitled to depends on 
houldhold income. 

Students are not required to pay back loans immediately upon completion of a course.  
Repaymayments to a  student loan are made when the students income is over the 
threshold amount for your repayment plan. The earliest you’ll start repaying is either: the 
April after you leave your course or the April 4 years after the course started, if you’re 
studying part-time. Your repayments automatically stop if either: you stop working or your 
income goes below the threshold The threshold amounts change on 6 April every year. The 
threshold for the 2021 to 2022 tax year is an annual income £27,295 (Before tax and 
deductions).  

For more information please visit:                                                       
https://www.gov.uk/student-finance 
https://www.gov.uk/repaying-your-student-loan 

 

Postgraduate Loans 
 
Funding is available to students who wish to complete a masters qualification. The funding 
is only available when studying a full masters programme (Taught or Research based -  MBA, 
MSc, MEd, MFA etc). You cannot get funding for a Postgraduate Diploma or Certificate. 
Funding is different for qualifications such as a PGCE and more information can be found at 
Get Into Teaching: Funding your training (education.gov.uk).  
 
Postgraduate loans payments are made directly to the student. This means if the student is 
wishing to use the money to pay tuition fees it is their responsibility to pay the university, as 
SFE will not send money directly to the university.  

 
As with undergraduate loans, students are not required to pay back loans immediately upon 
completion of the course and repayments are made depending on the income threshold for 
the repayment plan. As with the undergraduate plan,  the earliest you’ll start repaying is 
either: the April after you leave your course or the April 4 years after the course started, if 
you’re studying part-time. Your repayments automatically stop if either: you stop working or 
your income goes below the threshold The threshold amounts change on 6 April every year. 
The threshold for the 2021 to 2022 tax year is an annual income of £21,000 (Before tax and 
deductions). 

For more information please visit: 
https://www.gov.uk/repaying-your-student-loan/when-you-start-repaying 

 

https://www.gov.uk/repaying-your-student-loan/which-repayment-plan-you-are-on
https://www.gov.uk/student-finance
https://www.gov.uk/repaying-your-student-loan
https://getintoteaching.education.gov.uk/funding-your-training
https://www.gov.uk/repaying-your-student-loan/when-you-start-repaying

