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Introduction

This briefing is to help careers education 
and IAG practitioners to advise young 
people, parents/carers and other stake-
holders about how and why people go on 
to HE and also what the current generation 
of students is experiencing in HE.

Over the last twenty years or so the number 
of people in Higher Education has more than 
doubled. This expansion of HE is a result of  
two government policy themes:

�to increase the number of people in 
the workforce with high level skills 
and thus to make the UK more 
competitive economically and,

�to ‘widen participation’ in HE amongst 
those who would not automatically 
consider it an option and so help  
everyone achieve their personal  
and economic potential.

This twin approach to stimulating the  
economic benefits of HE might be what  
drives government and institutions, but  
what about the students themselves?

Applying for an HE course

Why apply to HE

In a survey of 130,000 applicants to HE in 20061, 
the top reasons given for applying to HE are,  
‘it is part of my longer term career plans’ and  
‘to enable me to get a good job’ closely followed 

•

•

by ‘ I want to study this particular subject/
course’ and by contrast a very small proportion 
said it was because ‘some/all of my friends are 
doing so’. The choice of course is very much 
influenced by love of the subject and by the  
view that it will lead to good jobs in the future. 

Clarity of career plans

Applicants to HE are clear about their future 
career plans when they apply - interestingly, 
those who rate themselves as being most 
clear were applying for vocational courses, 
such as medicine, dentistry and education and 
those reporting themselves to be less clear 
included subjects such as languages, history 
or philosophy, with business studies and social 
sciences being in between. Subject choices  
are profoundly gendered and women tend to  
be clearer than men about their future career at  
the outset of their studies. For example, a higher 
proportion of women chose subjects allied to 
medicine, biology, art and design and education 
and men are more likely to choose maths and 
computing, engineering and business studies. 
Some minority ethnic groups are particularly 
concentrated in some courses, for example, 
Black and Asian students were twice as likely  
to apply for business studies as White students. 
Clarity of career planning is associated with, 
being older (21+), female, Black and with high 
entry qualifications.
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