
 

THE UK EDUCATION SYSTEM – What You Can Expect 
 

• English degrees run at Undergraduate and Postgraduate level. Undergraduate degrees 
usually last three years. Postgraduate Masters degrees normally last 1 year. 

 
• There are two semesters in the UK university academic year – Autumn and Spring. 

Summer Schools do exist, but they are not part of English students’ degrees. 
 
• British students major in their degree from their first year of study. They do not have the 

option to take electives (except in their first year where some degrees allow students to 
take a couple of modules outside of their subject area). They do not have to take 
English or Maths requirements. Degrees are fairly specialized and tend to focus on one 
field of study with core requirements. The English system may be less flexible than its 
North American or European counterpart, English students have a more restricted 
choice because they are required to specialise. 

 
• English students have to take 60 credits each semester (which converts to 16 US or 30 

ECTS credits). They do not have the option to take less than 60 credits and be classed 
as full time students. They are also unable to take any more credits than this.  These 
regulations also apply to Study Abroad students. 

 
• You cannot take a course on a pass/fail basis through the University of 

Westminster. 
 
• There is no option to audit a class. 
 
• English grades are usually given in percentages. Letter grades are not usually used. 

English students attain different classes of degrees, and their results for assessment are 
measured in this way. The highest class of degree is a First class honours, followed by 
a 2.I, 2.II, 3, Pass or Fail. 

 
• The majority of English Universities do not use multiple-choice exams in the humanities 

field. 
 
• English universities do not give ‘pop quizzes’ and generally there are no midterm exams. 

The majority of the modules will also not involve in-class tests. This is obviously 
dependent on the field of study. 

 
• There are no designated writing classes; the majority of classes involve writing papers 

or reports. 
 
• You cannot withdraw from a module if you are failing. The grades you achieve will 

appear on your transcript, even if this is a fail. You should be aware that if you fail a 
module this grade will be recorded on your transcript. This grade cannot be removed. 
This will have implications for those students wishing to go on to graduate school. If you 
do not want a fail recorded on your transcript make sure you work hard enough to 



 

ensure that this will not happen, and make sure you understand all the assessment 
regulations of the University. 

 
• English universities do not have study skills centres, and the majority do not have 

Teaching Assistants. However, there are sources of help that are advertised in the 
departments, for example, the PASS System (Peer Assisted Student Scheme). 

 
• Official bodies, not individual tutors, set down assessment regulations. This 

means that in general students cannot make individual arrangements with tutors for 
submission of work. At the University of Westminster the bodies responsible for this are 
the Campus/School Academic Standards Groups.  

 
• It is quite normal for students to address their tutors or other members of staff (including 

a professor) by their first name. However, if you feel more comfortable using surnames 
(family names) when talking to members of staff, then it is quite all right to do so. 

• Teaching is usually delivered by lectures and seminars. Class sizes vary accordingly. In 
a lecture there may be over 100 students, but seminars typically would have no more 
than 25 students per class. You may be surprised to find that no one checks to make 
sure you attend, but if you miss your lectures, your work will suffer. Seminar attendance, 
however, is often obligatory.  There is a strong emphasis on independent study which 
means you will have to organise your private study time.  

• Do not be fooled, this does not mean that the UK system is easier than the one you may 
be used to – it’s just different.  Many students have fallen into the trap of thinking that 
not having an essay (paper) to write every week means that you have nothing to do.  

• You are expected to use your free time to research your subject area, and to use your 
own initiative. Much of your learning will need to be self-directed.  

•  For each module, you will be expected to attend a lecture and at least one seminar per 
week. Classroom contact hours may be less than in your home education system so 
you will need to discipline yourself to work independently and manage your own time.  A 
lack of research and work done throughout the semester will 
show in your assessed work and will be reflected in your final 
mark. Assessment for modules can vary considerably. Your 
lecturers will discuss this with you at the start of the semester. 
Forms of assessment for each module can include: essays, in-
class presentations and/or exams and group projects. Usually, 
you will have to submit 2 assignments for each module. 
Sometimes, your entire grade will depend on 1 or 2 written 
assignments, for which you will be expected to complete the 
required reading independently. 

 
• The majority of the assessment comes towards the end of the course. Time 

management is a key skill you will need to employ. 
 



 

• You will know what the content of each class will be from the information the lecturer 
provides at the beginning of a module. It is up to you to research the topic, using books 
that are on the reading list and researching in the libraries to find other material. The 
lecturer may recommend things for you to read but you are not expected to read every 
book on the reading list. They are also only a starting point. You will need to find texts 
beyond those that the lecturers supply 

 
• You will need to familiarise yourself with the format your papers should follow i.e. if they 

are double-line spaced etc. It is not possible to provide a summary, as the format will 
vary from subject area to subject area and lecturer preferences. If you have any doubts 
you should ask your lecturer for clarification. 

 
•  You will not always be dealing with facts and right and wrong answers. The UK system 

encourages students to learn how to think, not what to think.  

•  You will be required to use secondary sources. Lecturers usually provide a reading 
list, which has recommended texts relevant to the course. It is your responsibility to 
find out which system of referencing a lecturer requires you to use, e.g. Harvard 
System. 

 
•  Your independent learning will be vital for success. Questioning ideas and 

challenging perspectives are an integral part of the education system. 

•  Teachers value your contribution and freely encourage you to participate in seminar 
discussions. A free and frank exchange of ideas with your fellow classmates and 
teacher is an essential part of the learning process. 

• When you submit a piece of work you will need to complete a coversheet which gives 
important information such as your registration number, the module code etc.  

 
• English universities do not operate a system whereby students can gain extra credit 

for undertaking certain tasks for a module. 
 

•  One of the biggest differences students can find is that the University’s regulations 
are VERY strictly adhered to and you may find our rules less flexible than you are 
used to.   

 


