
 

Choosing subjects to study in the UK educa�on system 

In the sixth form in UK schools (Years 12 and 13) students usually study fewer subjects than you will in your 
own country which allows them to specialise and study these in greater depth. The choice of subjects is very 
important as it can affect which university courses are available to you and also your eventual career path. 

The examina�on system you will follow will normally be one of the following: 
• A level 
• Interna�onal Baccalaureate Diploma (IB) 
• Sco�sh Highers and Advanced Highers 

and these systems lead to examina�ons at the end of two years of study which are essen�al for entry into 
university. These qualifica�ons are recognised not only in the UK but also interna�onally. However, to qualify 
for entry into university in your own country you may be required to take mandatory na�onal examina�ons 
or take certain combina�ons of subjects. You should check carefully to make sure of compa�bility with your 
inten�ons for higher educa�on when selec�ng subject op�ons. 

In the A level system, you will choose 3 or, in some cases, 4 subjects and you will take examina�ons in these 
a�er two years of study. Most schools will normally require certain A level subjects, notably languages and 
sciences, to have been studied previously. Many schools offer students the chance to complement their A-
Level studies by taking an Extended Project Qualifica�on. Some, more prac�cal subjects may be taught to the 
BTEC specifica�ons which are modular in approach and usually have a higher propor�on of internal 
assessment rather than examina�on. However, some top UK universi�es, may view BTEC qualifica�ons less 
favourably for entry onto courses and they are not normally recognised by universi�es in Europe.  

For the Interna�onal Baccalaureate diploma, you have a degree of choice of subjects, but you must study 
literature, and mathema�cs; as well as at least one science and at least one societal subject (e.g., economics, 
geography, history). You study your chosen six subjects to higher (HL) or standard level (SL) depending on 
which are more important for university entry onto the course of your choice. Broadly speaking, those 
subjects you study at higher level will be equivalent to the subjects studied at A level. The idea of the IB is to 
maintain your breadth of knowledge and skills. In this system you are also required to write an extended essay 
and to study ‘theory of Knowledge (TOK)’. 

Sco�sh Highers require one year of study and the Advanced Highers normally require two years. As the 
name suggests this examina�on syllabus is followed in many schools in Scotland although some Sco�sh 
schools teach A level courses instead. It is very unusual for Sco�sh Highers and Advanced Highers to be taught 
outside Scotland.  

One year or two years in your UK school  

The scholarship offered by schools through HMC Projects is for two years to enable you to complete your 
courses and take the final examina�ons for entry into university or college.  

Your choice of subjects  

The choice of subjects that you might study in your UK school depends on several factors:  
• Your interest and ability in a subject; 
• Your choice of university; 
• Your choice of subject to study at university; 
• Your choice of career 



There is normally a large range of subjects to choose from in any school but not all schools offer the same set 
of subjects. This is o�en the case with some foreign languages: for instance, one school may offer German 
language and another may not. There are two further important points: 

− If you choose to study English in the UK then you will normally be studying English Literature; 
− If you choose French, German or Spanish then, generally, you will be expected to have studied 

these for at least two years to achieve the right level; 
N.B.: some IB courses offer a language ab ini�o i.e. for beginners. 

It is also important to be aware that universi�es may prefer certain subjects for entry onto a par�cular course. 
Generally, universi�es can be rather tradi�onal in the subjects they prefer. These subjects are generally on 
offer in every school and are listed in the le� column in the table below: 

Subjects popular with universi�es 

Normally offered by all 
schools 

Offered only by some 
schools 

Biology 
Chemistry 
English Literature 
Economics 
French 
Geography 
History 
Art 
Mathema�cs 
Further Mathema�cs 
Music 
Physics 
Spanish 
 

Business 
Classical Civilisa�on 
Computer Science 
Design Tech (Graphics) 
Design Tech (Product Design) 
Drama and Theatre Studies 
English Language 
La�n 
Greek 
German 
Psychology 
Religious Studies 
Poli�cs 
 

 

Below we give examples of subject combina�ons useful for certain university courses. However, for the 
reasons given in more detail below, most HMC Projects Scholars are unlikely to study at UK university and 
the subject entry requirements can vary between universi�es across Europe and beyond. Before applying, 
and certainly before accep�ng, make sure that you have researched these requirements fully, with an eye to 
your own academic and career aspira�ons.     

Course Preferred subjects for university 

Medicine, Den�stry, 
Veterinary Science 

Biology and Chemistry. Other things being equal, taking either Maths or 
Physics is advisable to meet the entry requirements of a wider number of 
European universi�es. 

Natural Sciences Two or three of Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Mathema�cs. 

Engineering Mathema�cs and Physics are required. Further Mathema�cs is advised. 

Computer Science Mathema�cs is required. Computer Science or Physics are desirable. 

Psychology 
Usually two Sciences are advised, but entry via Arts subjects is perfectly 
possible. 



Economics and PPE 
Whilst Mathema�cs is advised, students should also consider Economics, 
History, Geography, Poli�cs or Religious Studies. 

Business Studies, 
Management, Marke�ng 

Mathema�cs can be helpful, but not essen�al. Business, Economics, 
Geography, Psychology may be helpful. 

Architecture There are usually no essen�al subjects, but an art/science mix might be 
preferred, and a por�olio of your Art and/or Design work is essen�al. 

Foreign Languages Two languages (modern or classical) are desirable but not essen�al 

Law 
Any A Levels at the highest grade. Including a subject involving extended 
essay wri�ng may be desirable. 

 

Thinking ahead to university courses 

Our two-year programme allows scholars to complete their educa�on in the UK and to apply for a wide variety 
of universi�es across Europe. You should be aware that, as an interna�onal student, study at university in the 
UK is very expensive indeed. 

Scholarships to study at a UK university are very rare and you will be compe�ng with students from all over 
the world for these. All scholars are encouraged and advised to consider higher educa�on (university) outside 
the UK. There are universi�es in Europe where courses are taught in English and the fees are much more 
affordable than those of universi�es in the UK. For those HMC Projects students coming from an EU state, 
course fees for studying at university in another EU country cannot be higher than for home na�onals – 
though these can vary significantly between EU countries. 

With universi�es outside the UK, you should find that A levels, the IB diploma and Sco�sh Highers are 
recognised for university entrance although in some countries a process of nostrifica�on of your results may 
be required. Certain qualifica�ons may not be recognised and universi�es outside the UK may not recognise 
BTEC qualifica�ons. For this reason, we would suggest that you consider your future plans carefully before 
choosing to do a BTEC course at your school. 
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