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Education in Britain
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The aim of British education is to develop individual
abilities to the full and to shape those abilities for the
benefit of society as a whole. Parents are required by
law to see that their children receive full-time education
between the ages of 5 and 16. About 93% of British chil-
dren attend schools maintained by public funds, normal-
ly referred to as maintained or state schools. The rest at-
tend independent schools (sometimes referred to as pub-

lic or private schools).

Pre-school Education

Though schooling for children under the age of 5 is not
compulsory, many Local Education Authorities (LEAs)
provide pre-school/nursery education staffed by qualified
teachers. In addition, private individuals and voluntary
organisations also run
pre-school groups
independently of the
LEAs. Education for
children at this early
age enables them to
adjust to the routine
of school when they

enter primary school.

Primary Education

State-maintained pri-
mary schools provide
education from the
age of 5 to 11, al-
though _in Scotland
and a few areas in

England it extends to
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the age of 12. Primary schools are usually divided be-
tween infant and junior sections. In some areas, the
LEAs operate schools on a three tier system—first,
middle and upper schools with transfers at ages 8 or 9
and 12 or 13. Most primary schools are co-educational.
The independent primary schools, commonly known
as preparatory schools, prepare pupils for entry by ex-
amination to independent secondary schools. They usual-

ly cater for pupils between the ages of 7 and 13.

Secondary Education

For years the state education system has offered compul-
sory schooling for all children from the ages of 5 to 16,
the minimum school leaving age when most pupils take
the General Certificate of Secondary Education Exami-
nation (GCSE). Recent changes have led to the provi-
sion of new types of secondary education, such as grant-
maintained schools, which are state schools outside local
education authority control but which receive funds from
central government. There are no tuition fees at these
schools. Over 40 of these offer boarding facilities, for
which a fee is charged.

There are also about 2 500 independent secondary
schools catering for pupils from approximately 13 years
of age. Many of them offer boarding facilities. They are
funded through fees and endowments, and have to be of-
ficially registered. The grant-maintained secondary
schools are now inspected every four years to ensure that
standards are maintained, and independent schools are
also recommended to undergo the same procedures for
inspection.

Sixth form colleges provide academic and general
courses for pupils aged 16 to 19, while City Technology
Colleges (CTCs) have an emphasis on science and

technology.

Further Education
Further education colleges provide courses for students
above the school leaving age of 16. The 800 state or

maintained colleges of further education offer a wide
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range of professional, technical, craft, and art and
design courses in addition to General Certificate of
Secondary Education Examination (GCSE) and Gen-
eral Certificate of Education Advanced and Ad-
vanced Supplementary level (GCE A-/AS-level) ex-
aminations on a full-time or part-time basis. There
are also a number of independent colleges of further
education offering mainly GCSE and GCE A-level
courses. The flexibility of the colleges of further edu-
cation has made it possible to enter further education
in Britain at the most elementary level and eventually

to gain the highest qualifications available.

Higher Education

This sector of education includes the universities, in-
stitutes and colleges of higher education, the colleges
of education and the colleges of art and design. They
are for the post-18 year old age group. Qualifications
offered include diplomas, first degree and postgradu-
ate qualifications.

The Scottish Education System

Although in terms of quality and reputation there is
no distinction between the Scottish education system
and that of England, Wales and Northern Ireland,
there are some structural differences.

The Scottish education system is based upon 12
years of school teaching, instead of 13 as in the rest
of Britain. The Scottish Standard Grade Examination
similar to GCSE is taken at the end of Form Four.
Pupils can then take the Higher Grade examinations
at the end of Form Five, after which they are quali-
fied for entry to Scottish universities. Those who
wish to take the Certificate of Sixth Year Studies can
then proceed to Form Six. School-leavers in Scotland
thus enter Scottish universities one year earlier than
school-leavers in the rest of Britain. For this reason,
honours degree courses in Scotland last for four
years.

The standard of degree at the end is the same in
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all parts of Britain, with a minimum total of 16 years
of primary, secondary and tertiary education re-

quired before graduation.

The Academic Year

The academic ycar in Britain starts in September or
October and finishes in June or July of the following
year. It is divided into three terms, each lasting
about 14 weeks in schools and colleges of further edu-
cation and about 10 weeks in higher education
institutions. The three terms begin in September/
October, January and April. Many British universi-

The

ties are now adopting a two semester year.
| semesters begin in mid September and February.
; In schools and colleges of further education, en-
try is possible in September and January (depending
| on the course). Higher education institutions normal-

| iy only have one point of entry, in October.
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Further education is the
term used in Britain to de-
scribe post secondary edu-
cation below degree level
which usually takes place
in institutions other than
universities. Much of it is
broadly vocational but it
also includes continuing
general  education  for
people of all ages. In
Britain, people use further education to study academic
subjects and explore recreational activities as well as to
develop and upgrade work skills through advanced train-
ing courses which lead to careers in business or industry.

Courses may range from any academic and technical
discipline to specialised courses for managers, techni-
cians and craftsmen in virtually every sector of industry.
Because of this range and flexibility, it is possible for a
person without any formal qualifications to enter further
education at the most elementary level and eventually to
gain the highest qualification available.

Reéently, a number of City Technology Colleges
(CTCs) have been established with funding from both
central government and industry, to provide a wider cur-
riculum with the emphasis on science and technology.

They cater for the 11-18 age group.

Colleges of Further Education

In Britain there are more than 800 colleges of further ed-

ucation funded by the Further Education Funding Coun-

cil (FEFC) and some independent or private colleges.
The largest colleges of further education have more
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than 20 000 students and the smallest less than 200.
They overlap with the secondary schools by running
GCE A-/AS-level and intensive GCSE courses. At the
other end of the scale, they overlap with the higher
diploma courses offered by some universities. The size
and range of the courses offered vary widely but tradi-
tionally they are committed to both full-time and part-
time courses which will often reflect the types of indus-
try to be found in the locality of the college. Such col-
leges are often seen as an alternative to the traditional
school Sixth Forms as they tend to be less formal. Some
colleges have courses linked to a neighbouring university
to allow for transfer to degree or higher diploma courses
after a one-year intensive access or bridging course and
they may even offer the first year of a degree pro-
gramme followed by transfer to an affiliated university.

Most (but not all) colleges of further education are
non-residential but they do help to find suitable accom-
modation for students. Most of the independent colleges

provide residential facilities.

Qualifications and Courses

Individual colleges may award college based diplomas but
many courses lead to nationally recognised qualifications
awarded by independent examining bodies. These are
awarding bodies and not teaching establishments. Their
syllabuses and examinations are devised by specialised
committees, representatives of the industries concerned,
technical teachers and government assessors. Some of
the main qualifications are shown below.

GCSE, GCE A-/AS-levels

These courses, in a wide range of subjects, normally last
one year, 18 months or two years. GCE A-level courses
shorter than one year are not recommended except for
those intending to re-take examinations to improve
grades. These courses are examined by one of the
approved examination boards and there is no difference
in quality (or difficulty) between the various boards.
Entry to GCE A-level courses usually requires four credit
passes in GCSE.
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Access, Bridging or Foundation Courses

These are usually of one year, leading directly to entry to
degree courses at an university or institute of higher
education. The entry qualifications are flexible, although
a good standard of English is required. Mature students
with work experience are also welcome to apply. Success-
ful completion can demonstrate the ability of students
whose formal qualifications do not meet official entry
requirements.

Secretarial and Business Courses

These courses are offered by the Royal Society of Arts
(RSA) or the Pitman Examinations Institute (PEI).
Topics can be studied as a single subject or as a range of
skills and include Office Management, Secretarial Skills,
Business Studies and Accountancy.

RSA offers Stage I ( Elementary ), Stage II
(Intermediate) and Stage III ( Advanced) awards. A
more advanced diploma for personal assistants is also
offered. PEI also offers three levels of awards for secre-
tarial studies. The two main
streams of study are
commercial and secretarial.
The entry requirements (for
both types of courses) start
at three GCSE credits in-
cluding English language.
For more
higher level courses GCE A-

levels may be needed.

specialised and

Vocational Courses

The Business and Technology Education Council (BTEC)
and the
(SCOTVEC) validate a wide range of courses designed

Scottish  Vocational Education Council
for people who intend to seek employment at a technical
level — such as a market research assistant or a design
draughtsman. Such people are the key links between
craft level employees and professionals.

There are 22 000 different BTEC programmes of
study available in Britain. BTEC offers a two-year Na-

tional Diploma for which the entry requirement is four
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GCSE credits. Satisfactory completion of this diploma or
possession of four GCSE and one GCE A-level gains ad-
mission to the two-year Higher Diploma or to a degree
programme. The subjects offered for the diploma include
Accountancy; Business Studies; Marketing; Secretarial
Studies; Hotel and Catering Management; Electrical,
Electronic, Mechanical, Production and  Civil
Engineering; Computing; and Agriculture.

The City and Guilds of London Institute (C&G) of-
fers courses which are internationally recognised as ca-
reer qualifications for many vocations, from hairdressing
to printing, catering to dressmaking and fashion. Often
there arc no formal entry qualifications for these courses
except for a good command of English and evidence that
the candidate will benefit from the course.

General National Vocational Qualification (GNVQ)
is a new qualification run in schools and colleges by the
National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ).
GNVQs will replace some of the vocational qualifications
currently approved by BTEC, C&G and RSA, which are
the three awarding bodies accredited by NCVQ to offer
GNVQs. They will be available in similar subject areas as
the qualifications being replaced; Business and Finance,
Leisure and Tourism, Catering and Hospitality, Health,
Manufacturing, Art and Design.

At present there are three different levels of
GNVQs, though more may be developed in the future.
Each level comprises different vocational units, some
compulsory, others optional. It is also possible, and for
university entrance, desirable, to combine an advanced
GNVQ (which is equivalent to two GCE A-levels) with
additional units which come from other GNVQ areas or
may be a GCE A-level or two AS-levels. GNVQ qualifi-
cations can normally be completed over one or two years
and are available at foundation, intermediate and ad-

vanced levels.
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Higher Education is the term generally used to refer to

courses leading to a degree or teaching qualification. It
is usually taken by students over 18 years of age. Courses
in higher education are available at universities, colleges
and institutes of higher education, colleges of education
and colleges of art and design.

British degrees are considered to be of the same
standard whether awarded by a university, an institute
or a college. The system of external examiners and na-
tional validation by the recently introduced Higher Edu-
cation Quality Council (HEQC), the successor to the
Council for National Academic Awards, ensures that
degree standards are comparable and regarded with equal

respect.

Types of Higher Education Institutions

University

There are 89 universities in Britain. They vary in size,
location and their range of courses, thereby offering a
wide choice for the potential student. The universities
place great emphasis on their students being able to un-
dertake independent study. Many final year courses for
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first degrees include a research project or dissertation
which forms an important part of the degree class-
ification.

Universities are independent bodies. They are al-
lowed to decide what courses to offer, how to teach and
examine them, and what titles to use. However, all uni-
versities participate in external examining to ensure
equality across all institutions.

College or Institute of Higher Education

The institutes of higher education constitute an impor-
tant sector of higher education in Britain alongside the
universities. They offer a rich variety of undergraduate,
postgraduate and professional courses which usually in-
clude teacher training. The institutes have a tradition of
personal concern for the students, partly because they
generally have a smaller student population than the
universities. Most of the institutes have a higher propor-
tion of residential places and provide good facilities for
sporting and recreational activities.

Academic standards are maintained either by associ-
ation with a local university, and/or through appropriate
bodies including the Business and Technology Education
Council (BTEC), the Scottish Vocational Education
Council (SCOTVEC) and professional bodies.

College of Education

These colleges concentrate on teacher training and edu-
cation courses leading to undergraduate and postgraduate
qualifications.

College of Art and Design

These colleges offer foundation courses, diplomas and
higher diplomas and first degrees in the various aspects
of art and design. "All applicants are expected to submit a

portfolio of their work.

Courses

Higher National Diplomas

Some institutions offer courses leading to the Higher Na-
tional Diploma awarded by BTEC and SCOTVEC. The

courses are normally two years full-time (or three-year
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sandwich courses) in scientific, technical and business
subjects. It is possible for a student to transfer to a degree
course on completion of the higher diploma. Entry qualifi-
cations are normally four GCSE credits plus one GCE
A-level, or a BTEC/SCOTVEC National Diploma.

First Degree Courses

First degree courses leading to the award of a bachelor’s
degree are usually three years in length except those four-
year courses which include a sandwich element or honours
degrees in some Scottish universities. Degrees in medicine,
dentistry, architecture and a few other subjects can be up
to six years in length. There are more than 5 000 different
first degrees available in higher education institutes.

Entry requirements normally include a minimum of
two GCE A-levels and a number of GCSE subjects. Due to
high demand, some courses will require three GCE A- or a
combination of GCE A- and AS-levels with high grades.
Comparable qualifications such as a good BTEC diploma
are also acceptable to many institutions.

Application for admission to first degrees is made
through the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service
(UCAS). The UCAS handbook gives full details of the ap.
Plication procedures and lists the courses that are available.
The ° University and College Entrance: The Official
Guide’ is published annually as the authoritative source of
information on entrance requirements and standards for all
undergraduate courses. It should be noted that entry is
competitive, and attainment of the entry requirements
does not guarantee the offer of a place.

Postgraduate Courses

These courses include both one-year postgraduate diplomas
and one or two-year courses leading to a master’s degree.
For admission to a master’s degree course, a first degree is
usually required although a relevant professional qualifica-
tion may also be acceptable. Those applicants not offering
adequate qualifications for a one-year course may under-
take a postgraduate diploma course, or a qualifying year
before joining the postgraduate degree course. Information

about all postgraduate courses in British universities can be
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found in the publications ‘Graduate Studies’ and ‘Higher
Education in the UK.

Research Degrees

Research degrees are available in almost every higher edu-
cation institution. A high standard is needed to gain
admission—either a good first degree (a first class honours
or an upper second class honours degree) or a master’ s
degree. The MPhil degree requires one or two years of full-
time research. It is usually possible for an MPhil student to
transfer to a PhD programme provided the institution is
satisfied with the student’s progress. Information on cur-
rent research being carried out in all British institutions can
be found in the publication ‘Current Research in Britain’.
Professional Courses

These courses lead to the award of qualifications by inter-
nationally recognised professional bodies. Examples in-
Banking, Executive Secretarial,

clude Accountancy,

Marketing, Surveying, Social Work and Law.
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There are no strict rules concerning the value of Chinese
academic qualifications in Britain. British institutions as-
sess each applicant’s qualifications carefully before de-
ciding whether to accept the applicant. Therefore it is
important to give clear and detailed information about

previous education and qualifications.

Undergraduate Courses

As yet, very few Chinese students study at undergraduate
level in Britain and there is no well-defined entry
requirement in terms of Chinese qualifications. The Chi-
nese University Entrance Examination is not automati-
cally accepted as an entrance qualification for under.
graduate studies in Britain, and students may need to un-
dertake a bridging course of one to two years in Britain
first. Students who have already commenced university-
level education at major institutions in China may well
be considered qualified for direct admission to British |
degree courses. Students who have obtained a bachelor’s
degree in China and wish to study in Britain for a
bachelor’s degree may be allowed to commence their un-
dergraduate studies in Britain at second or third year

level.

Postgraduate Courses

Students who have graduated after four-year undergradu-
ate courses in China may be considered qualified for di-
rect entry to master’ s degree and postgraduate diploma
courses in Britain, within their area of specialism. Stu-
dents who have already studied for a master’s degree in
China will generally be considered qualified to join a
master’s degree course in Britain. Older applicants with
several years’ work experience are usually accepted for




