
Starting university is exciting, but let's be real: along with Fresher’s Week and new friends comes an increased risk
of sniffles, sore throats, and minor illnesses. One question pops up every November, around week seven of term
— should I book a GP appointment or just pop into a pharmacy?

This post breaks down the realities of pharmacy-first care for sore throats and similar minor ailments in England,
compares it with GP appointments, and explains how you can avoid overpaying on prescriptions. I'll also share
simple advice about NHS registration timelines, prescription charges, and when schemes like the NHS Low Income
Scheme can save you money.

GP Registration During Fresher's Week: Your First Step
Before deciding between pharmacy and GP for minor illness treatment, make sure you are registered with a GP
near your university. This usually happens during Fresher’s Week or just after. Why? Because registration speed
and understanding your options can be the difference between waiting weeks for a GP slot and accessing
treatment quickly.

Timeline: Aim to register by week one or two of term. Some GPs allow online registration, so check their
website or ring reception early.

Why it matters: Once registered, you have quicker access to NHS services, including e-consultations and
repeat prescriptions.

Pro tip: Use social media like Facebook or Twitter to find and join local university health groups. Students
often share tips about the fastest GP surgeries and pharmacy services in your area.

Pharmacy-First Care: What It Is and When to Use It
Pharmacists are highly trained healthcare professionals ready to provide pharmacist advice and treat minor
illnesses like sore throats, colds, coughs, and even certain skin infections. In England, the NHS encourages
pharmacy-first care because it’s often quicker and more convenient than waiting days or weeks for a GP
appointment.



What Can a Pharmacist Do for Your Sore Throat?

Assess your symptoms and decide if it’s safe to self-care or if you need referral

Recommend over-the-counter medicines like painkillers, lozenges, or sprays

Advise on home remedies and when to seek further medical support

Provide certain prescription medicines if part of local pharmacy services

For most viral sore throats, a pharmacist can offer relief suggestions immediately, often with no wait. If your sore
throat is severe or accompanied by high fever or difficulty swallowing, they’ll guide you to see a GP or seek urgent
care.

Pharmacy vs. GP Appointment: The Speed Factor

Service Typical Wait Time Cost Access Level Pharmacy (Walk-in) Immediate to 30 minutes Free consultation;
medicines may cost Minor illness advice and some prescriptions GP Appointment Days to weeks depending on
surgery Free consultation Full diagnosis and prescriptions

The takeaway: if your sore throat is mild and you just need symptom relief, pharmacy-first is usually faster and
avoids overloading GP surgeries. Longer waits for GPs often frustrate students in the middle of term (hello,
November problems!).

Understanding Prescription Charges, Exemptions, and Avoiding
Overpaying
When the pharmacist or GP writes you a prescription, you may have to pay a fee — currently £9.35 per item in
England (as of 2024). It’s easy for students to feel caught out by prescription costs, but knowing your exemptions
and alternatives can save you serious money.

Student Exemptions: What You Need to Know

Most students are NOT automatically exempt from prescription charges unless they have a specific
medical condition or income status.

However, full-time students under 19 years old may qualify for exemptions.

Various medical exemptions exist (e.g., diabetes, cancer, contraception).

Being registered for NHS Low Income Scheme (LIS) can also exempt you.

Pro tip: Before collecting a prescription, make sure you understand if you’re exempt or liable to pay. If you pay
when you shouldn't have to, you can request a refund — but it does involve extra admin and wait.

NHS Low Income Scheme and Prepayment Certificates: The Money-Saving Hacks

If you take regular medicines, buying a Prescription Prepayment Certificate (PPC) can drastically reduce costs.
These are available under education.clickdo.co.uk two options:

1. 3-month PPC costing around £30.25

2. 12-month PPC costing around £108.10

How does it work? If you need more than three prescribed items within 3 months, a PPC pays for itself.

Number of Prescriptions in 3 Months Total Cost Without PPC Cost With 3-Month PPC Are You Saving Money? 1
£9.35 £30.25 No 3 £28.05 £30.25 Break-even 4 £37.40 £30.25 Yes

https://education.clickdo.co.uk/student-mental-health-uk-handbook/


To apply for NHS Low Income Scheme, you fill out form HC1 and provide financial details. Successful applicants get
certificates that exempt them partially or entirely from charges, including prescriptions.

5-Minute Pharmacy-First Checklist for Sore Throat and Minor Illness
So, next time you feel a sore throat creeping up during term-time, pull out this checklist before deciding your next
step:

1. Are your symptoms mild? If yes, go to the pharmacy first.

2. Is your sore throat severe (high fever, breathing/swallowing difficulties)? Book a GP appointment
urgently or go to A&E.

3. Have you registered at a local GP already? If no, do it ASAP to smooth access later.

4. Check if you qualify for prescription charges exemptions or apply for the NHS Low Income Scheme.

5. If you use multiple prescriptions, consider buying a PPC.

6. Follow pharmacist advice thoroughly and monitor symptoms.

Wrapping Up: Use Your Pharmacy First, Wisely
Pharmacy-first care in England is a fast, convenient, and often free way to get help for minor illnesses like sore
throats. With the continued pressure on GP appointments during busy term times, making your local pharmacist
your first port of call can save you time, stress, and money.

Remember to register with a GP early in Fresher’s Week, check prescription costs and exemptions, and use simple
tools like the NHS Low Income Scheme and prepayment certificates to manage prescription bills. If in doubt, chat
to your pharmacist—they’re there to help, and advice is usually free.

For real-time tips and updates, follow your university’s health service Facebook groups or the the NHS accounts
on Twitter. Student communities share practical, firsthand experiences that textbooks and official guides rarely
mention.

So, next time you get a tickly throat in week seven of term, you’ll know exactly where to go and how to avoid
unnecessary hassle.


