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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Education has had numerous reforms in recent years which can confuse employers and parents. 

In 1950 the school qualifications system introduced  ‘O’ Levels (Ordinary) or CSE’s (Certificates in 
Secondary Education). O levels gave alphabetical grades, A* to E and CSE’s gave number grades 
1-4. (A grade 4 at CSE is equivalent to a grade C at O Level).

In 1986 the new GCSE (General  Certificate of Education) qualification structure was introduced 
to provide clarity on the grading, all grades were A* to E. The first exams for GCSEs were taken in 
1988.

In 2017 the GCSE grades began to change to numbers in England, initially Maths and English 
and by 2020 all subjects were graded as numbers. The grades are 1-9 with 9 being the highest 
equivalent to  A** and grade 4 is a pass.

In Wales, the alphabetical grading system remains.

GRADES AND ENTRY REQUIREMENTS

At 16 the options for young people to continue education and training will require them to 
meet certain entry criteria with their GCSE grades. This is to ensure that they can work at the 
appropriate level to be successful and achieve.

Entry criteria can be set by a college, training provider, or school and can vary by organisation for 
the same subject. Entry criteria are also set by Awarding Bodies providing the qualifications at 16+.
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Universities have entry criteria for degree programmes and Degree apprenticeships.

Apprenticeships will have entry criteria based on the level being studied.
 

The key subjects for entry to the majority of qualifications is Maths and English Language at 
grade 4  or above.

MATHS AND ENGLISH LANGUAGE

The pass grade for GCSE is grade 4 in England and grade C in Wales.

The government currently requires all young people who do not achieve grade 4/C in both 
Maths and English Language as they leave school , to continue studying to secure a pass, they 
must repeat studies and exams to achieve until they are aged 19. Schools, Colleges and Training 
providers are mandated to provide and enrol all young people aged 16-19 to study Maths and 
English Language if they do not have a grade 4/C. If a Young person refuses to enrol and attend 
Maths and English as part of their post-16 training/education they are not eligible for government 
funding.
 

In Summer 2023 55% of young people leaving school in England, passed English Language and 
42% passed Maths.

FUNCTIONAL SKILLS OR GCSEs

At 16 a Young Person studying at School college or on a training programme can take Functional 
Skills for Maths and /or English Language as an alternative to retaking GCSEs. As part of their 
enrolment, they should be assessed, review their grade in GCSE and a decision made about the 
appropriateness of retaking a GCSE. This is achievable for those with a high grade 3 result and 
many are successful within a year.

For those Young People achieving grades 2 and below for GCSE Maths and English, a Functional 
Skill qualification is often a better route for achieving a pass. A pass or fail grade is awarded. 
Functional Skills are available as:
 

• Entry level
• Level 1
• Level 2  

Starting at level 1 and achieving then progressing to level 2 provides appropriate Maths and 
English language skills for the workplace. 

GCSE exams take place in the summer term and a retake opportunity is in November.

Functional Skills have some assessment aspects with exams taking place multiple times per year. 
This allows flexibility for a Young person to take the exam when they are ready. A Functional Skill 
‘pass’ at Level 2 is equivalent to a grade 4 at GCSE.

POST 16 AND TRAINING OPTIONS

Post 16 Education and Training is the term given to education options once a young person leaves 
school at 16. Currently the government requires all young people between 16-19 to be in:

• Education 

• Training 
• Employment with training 



Post 16 Option What is the option? Where can I study? What can I study?

Education Continue in education 
to achieve qualifications, 
experiences and develop 
awareness of careers 

available.

The current full time hours 
for education study is 15 per 

week   

School with a Sixth Form

Sixth Form College

College of Further 
Education

 

Specialist Education 
Provider 

College for Special 
Educational Needs 

Depending upon the size 
of the organisation and the 
subjects available:

A levels

T Levels 

Diplomas 

Industry specific 
qualifications 

Entry level qualifications 

Training Employed as an apprentice 

by an employer working 
in the workplace and 
attending training days at 
a separate organisation to 
achieve a qualification

The employer will choose 
the organisation they want 
to work with to provide the 
training and qualifications.
This could be a college or a 
Training Provider 

Maths and English if 
necessary

The industry qualifications 
related to the employer 

activity such as 
Construction, Motor vehicle, 
Engineering.

Qualifications will range 
from level 2-4 

Employment with 
training

Working with an employer 
who provides their own 
specific training  relevant to 
the job

At a workplace A range of industry related 
qualifications delivered 
by the employer or online 
which will vary from levels 
1 -3

 

POST ROUTES AND QUALIFICATIONS

Primary and Secondary School places are allocated by Local Authorities unless an Independent 
School is selected and this will have its entry process. 

At 16, the choice of where a young person goes and what they study is entirely their choice, no 
one decides for them. An application form and the admissions process for the school/college/sixth 
form will decide if they offer a place.  Applications can be made to more than one organisation 
and offers can be held at more than one organisation but only one organisation can be enrolled 
to. The government does not fund anyone to be at multiple schools/colleges.

There are opportunities for financial support whilst studying/training.

CAREER PATH OPTIONS



WHERE TO STUDY

Organisation Type Qualification Offer Things to Consider Progression Routes

School Sixth Form A Levels 

Diplomas 

Maths and English GCSE 
retakes 

Smaller environment 
compared to a college.

Range of subject offer can 
be limited.
 

Teachers can be both 
A-level and GCSE teachers.
 

Familiar surroundings and 
people.

University

Degree Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships

Employment 

Supported Internship

Sixth Form College A levels 

Diploma

Maths and English GCSE 
re-takes 

Functional Skills 

Size can vary depending 
upon the location and 

number of campuses.

Wide choice of subjects 
that can be studied in any 
combination.

New environment, 
opportunities to develop 
independence.

Specialist A level teachers. 

University

Degree Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships

Employment

College A Levels

T levels

Vocational Diplomas

Industry sector specific 
qualifications 

Apprenticeships

Foundation learning

Supported Internships 

Maths and English GCSE 
re-takes

Functional Skills 

Often larger organisations.

Specialist equipment 
and facilities for specific 
industries.

 

Teachers have industry 
specific qualifications and 
work place experience.

Teachers often work in 
their subject area as well as 
teaching.
 

Employer links.

Work Experience. 

University

Degree Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships

Employment

Supported Internship



Organisation Type Qualification Offer Things to Consider Progression Routes

Specialist College A range of qualifications 
specific to a sector such as 
Land Based subjects

Specialist equipment 
and facilities for specific 
industries.

 

Teachers have industry 
specific qualifications and 
work place experience.

Teachers often work in 
their subject area as well as 
teaching.
 

Employer links.

Work Experience. 

University

Degree Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships

Employment

Training Provider Training providers often 
focus on certain industry 

sectors.

There is a Training centre 
you attend on agreed dates 
for study/assessment and 
tutor time.

Apprenticeship Standards 
available at level 2 upwards.

Often smaller organisations.

Specific Industry links with 
employers.

Often teach in small groups.

Degree Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships

Employment

College for Special 
Educational Needs

Entry Level 

Foundation level

Level 1

Specific qualifications for 
young people with special 
educational needs and 

disabilities.

Provide a range of pre entry 
and entry level course with 
a focus on developing life 
skills, independence and 
seeking work opportunities. 

Employment

Supported Internship

Schools with a sixth form, sixth form colleges and colleges provide a range of subjects, levels and 
qualifications.

Levels are determined to indicate the difficulty, development of knowledge and progress within 
qualifications. 

(GCSE qualifications are classed as Level 2). 

Levels are attached to a qualification to give an indication of the academic ability that the 
individual has demonstrated to achieve the qualification.



Levels Type of Qualifications Grades Awarded 

Entry Foundation level learning Pass

Level 1 Vocational, industry-relevant Pass

Level 2 GCSE 

Diploma 

Certificates

9-1 (or A*-C in Wales)

Pass/Distinction 

Pass

Level 3 A Levels

T level

Extended Diploma

Subsidiary Diploma 

Certificate

Award 

A*-E 

Distinction *, Distinction, Merit, Pass

Distinction *, Distinction, Merit, Pass

Distinction *, Distinction, Merit, Pass

Distinction, Merit, Pass

Pass

Level 4 HND/HNC/HTQ

Foundation year of Degree

Distinction, Merit, Pass

Level 5 HND/HNC Distinction, Merit, Pass

Level 6 Degree First Class

Second Class

Level 7 Master’s Degree

Level 8 PhD

QUALIFICATION TYPES



Qualifica-
tions

Level of 
Study

Time 
Taken to 
Achieve

Achieved By Entry Require-
ments

Progres-
sion Route

Why Choose this route?

A Levels 
(Advanced 
Levels)

Level 3 quali-
fications.

Three is 
the usual 

number of 
subjects 
studied as 

three grades 
are required 

for University

Two 
years

Exams at the 
end of two 

years. Some 
subjects will 
have some 
assessed 

coursework 
components

Each sixth form/
college will have 
their own crite-

ria- general guide 
for success is 5 or 

more GCSEs at 
grade 4 or above 
(including maths 
and English Lan-

guage)

Certain subjects 
such as Maths, 
science have spe-

cific GCSE grade 
requirements in 

certain subjects  

University

Apprentice-

ship

Degree 

Apprentice-

ship

Employ-

ment 

Allows you to study 
multiple subjects before 
deciding to specialise.

Certain careers such as 
Medicine, Veterinary 
require a degree which 
requires A Levels .
If you like theory and 
study and are good at 
exams careers such as 
Medicine, Veterinary 
require a degree which 
requires A Levels.

If you like theory and 
study and are good at 
exams. 

AS Level Level 3 One year Traditionally 
delivered as 
year one of 

a two-year 

A-level course. 
The new two 
year A-Level 
content is the 

main focus 

for most sixth 
forms and 

colleges.

T Levels 
(Technical 
Levels)

Level 3 
-  There 
are some 

Progression 
routes to a 

level 3 availa-

ble at Level 2

Two 
Years

You choose 
one subject.

Assessment 
throughout 
the two years, 
exams and 
undertaking  
a minimum 

of 315 hours 
or 45 days of 

work place-

ment 

Entry criteria will 

vary by subject – in 
general Maths and 
English at Grade 
4 or above. Plus 
three other GCSE 
grades at 5 or 
above.

Employ-

ment

Degree 
Apprentice-

ship

Apprentice-

ship

Higher 
Apprentice-

ship

If you have a clear idea of 
the industry you wish to 

progress in.

If you want to experience 
the workplace and are 
committed to attending 
placement.

If you like practical, 
hands on activities with 
continual assessment in 

various ways.

Apprentice-

ships

Level 2-4 A mini-
mum of 

one year 

ranging 
to two 

years 

depend-

ing on 
the level 
and in-

dustry

You are em-

ployed as an 

apprentice by 
an employer. 

The employer 
decides who 

will deliver 
your training 
– this could 
be a college 
or a Training 
Provider.

You will have 
assessments 

and exams

Entry criteria will 

depend upon 

the level and the 
industry castor- it 

is possible to be an 
apprentice and re-

take Maths/English

Employ-

ment

Higher 
Apprentice-

ship

Degre 
Apprentice-

ship

If you know the industry 
you want to work in. You 
like being in the work-

place, enjoy a variety of 
work and understand 
the requirement to study



Qualifica-
tions

Level of 
Study

Time 
Taken to 
Achieve

Achieved By Entry Require-
ments

Progres-
sion Route

Why Choose this route?

Diplomas Level 1, 2 or 3 One 
or two 

years

You choose 
one subject.
Continual 
assessment 

with exams 
throughout 
the course

For some industry 
sectors such as 

Chef, Plumbing, 
Carpentry – you 
have to start at Lev-

el 1 as you need to 

develop the skills 
for the job.
 

For other sectors 
such as Business 
you can start at 

Level 3 if you have 
Maths and English 
and GCSE Grades 

T Level

Apprentice-

ship

University

Employ-

ment

Degree 
Apprentice-

ship 

If you prefer continual 

assessment and have an 
idea of a sector you want 

to work in

Certificates Level 1, 2 or 3 One 
or two 

years

You choose 
one subject.

Continual 
assessment 

with exams 
throughout 
the course

Entry criteria will 

depend upon the 

industry sector and 

the organisation.

You can retake 
Maths and English 

Diploma

T Level

Apprentice-

ship

Employ-

ment 

Choosing a career you 
are interested in and 

progressing further

Awards Level 1 Up to 

one year

You choose 
one subject

Continual 
assessment 

with exams 
throughout 
the course

Having an interest 
and being willing 
to retake Maths 
and English

Certificate

Diploma

Apprentice-

ship

Employ-

ment

Supported 
Internship

As an introduction to 
further training when 
maybe school hasn’t 
worked for you

The information in the tables above, hopefully shows that the end goal can be the same, the route is 
different. There are various routes to allow everyone access to all routes. No route is the right route, 
they are they to support everyone. Unfortunately, parental influence, misplaced snobbery and ig-

norance, mean young people are too often led down the wrong route which can lead to disengage-

ment. 

AWARDING BODIES

Organisations that are approved to provide the qualification for post-16 are referred to as ‘Awarding 
Bodies’. These organisations have to be approved by OfQual.

The content of a qualification is determined by the awarding body along with the learning objectives, 
criteria and assessment methods are detailed in the qualification guidance. 

A school, sixth form, college, or training provider has to meet the awarding body requirements to 
teach/deliver that course.



AWARDING BODIES continued

Common Awarding Bodies:

BTEC City & Guilds Cambridge Technical

ASDAN OCN OCR

Specialist awarding bodies exist for specific industry sectors such as NBOSH for Health and Safety

OTHER QUALIFICATIONS

Education is constantly under review with qualifications that meet government funding approval 
often changing.

These are qualification types that people will have certificates and grades for from recent years, 
the table aims to indicate the level for comparison.

Qualification Level Overview

NVQ – National Vocational Qualifica-

tion
1-4 Assessment-based qualifications for vocational subjects 

such as hairdressing, electrical Installation, Plumbing

GNVQ – General National Vocational 
Qualification

1-4 Introduced in 1991 for schools to deliver as an alternative 
to GCSE for a broader range of subject delivery

GNVQ – General National Vocational 
Qualification

1-3 Sector-specific qualifications for vocational industries 
such as Hairdressing

Education and Training is free for 16-18-year-olds.

When a young person is 19, education and training can be free based on the qualifications they 
hold. If at the age of 19, they do not have any qualifications at level 2 or 3, it is free. If you do hold 
qualifications at level 2 or 3, they will be eligible for fees.

Apprenticeships are a contract between the apprentice, the employer and the Training Provider. 
An apprentice will not be expected to pay for their training.

For 16-19 year olds in Education, there are Government Bursaries available through the school or 
college. This is awarded on a household income basis and provides support for travel and course 
resources.  Free Meals are available for those who meet the criteria. Each school/college will have 
an application process to request support.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT POST 16 YRS



DECIDING THE RIGHT ROUTE

Young people should be encouraged to explore the careers available at a young age and have a 
range of career advice and guidance interactions provided by schools and colleges. The way to 
start exploring careers:

• Work experience

• Visiting employers place of work

• Attending a talk by an employer

• Visiting Schools Sixth Form and College Open Days

• Having a go at Subject Tasters 

CHANGING THE ROUTE

Many Young people will make the wrong choice of what to do next at 16.

Decisions can be influenced by friends, steered by parents, and taken with apathy. If a young 
person is on the wrong route, what are the options?

Route Chosen What’s changed? Considerations Routes to Explore

A levels Subject choice preference  
has changed

Too hard
 

Not enjoying the study 

The A level is a two-year 
course, AS levels are 
different content and so 

many colleges/sixth forms 
do not work towards an AS. 
If they do, then an option is 
to complete year 1 and take 
the As exams to get some 
qualifications.

It is better to be doing 
something rather than 
dropping out without a 
plan. Keep studying and 
explore options  

Vocational Diploma or T 
Level 

Do some work experience

Have a career advice 
discussion 



Route Chosen What’s changed? Considerations Routes to Explore

T levels The subject choice is wrong Explore the routes within 
the T level – there are 
multiple routes within each 

subject sector, that lead to 
different careers, talk to the 
teachers about what your 
alternative employer route 
might be

It is possible to transfer 
during a T level to 
an Apprenticeship 
programme – this may 
allow continuation of the 

qualification you have 
started

Diploma/Certificate Not enjoying college life

Need to earn money 

It is possible to transfer 
from some full time college 
course to an apprentice-

ship route in the same 

subject working towards 
the same qualification.

Consider part-time work-

ing whilst completing the 
course.

Explore apprenticeships 

Apprenticeship Not enjoying the workplace

Not enjoying the industry 

Talk to the Training provid-

er about options of working 
with different employers

Careers Advice Discussion

EDUCATION & TRAINING POST 18

The intended outcome at 18 is that young people will hold a level 3 qualification ready to 
progress to University, employment or an apprenticeship.

University applications and offers are managed through UCAS (University and Colleges 
Admissions Services), Universities will each have entry criteria for each degree. UCAS points 
is a system for applying a points tariff to various qualifications and levels so that entry can be 
comparable across the varied qualification landscape.

Many Universities offer Degree Apprenticeships and Higher Apprenticeships in partnership 
with Employers. Applications are made through the employer who selects their candidates and 
chooses the university they work with.

Degree and Higher Apprenticeships can be delivered as block weeks of attendance at the 
University, day release or online. Degree Apprenticeships and Higher Apprenticeships do not 
carry any fees for the apprentice, the employer funds these.

Apprenticeships are advertised on gov.uk, and the employer, location, industry, role and 
qualification will be listed along with the application process. On-the-job training is part of 
an apprenticeship and time should be provided by the employer for this. An Assessor will 
be appointed to each Apprentice by the Training provider, who will meet regularly to review 
progress, deliver knowledge and assess skills. A three-way conversation with employer, assessor 
and apprentice ensures everyone can raise queries and seek information.

Employment of young people provides employers with a new perspective, a young outlook and 
new skills such as technology. Providing a mentor and induction period will enable the young 
person to settle into the place of work and understand what is expected.



Training in the workplace is a positive way of making a young person feel valued and gain val-
uable knowledge. Training can be online, as evening classes at a college or day release. Talking 
to the Business Development team at a College or Training Provider will establish the training 
needs and appropriate course.

Children and Young People with a diagnosed special educational need or disability will have an 
Education Health Care plan (EHCP). This document and process has been in place since 2014 
and intended to set out the education, healthcare needs and support required to meet the 
needs of children and young people.

An EHCP lasts up to the age of 25 and for education purposes, the age limit for free education 
is 25. Regular reviews are undertaken with the child, young person, their family, healthcare pro-

viders and education providers to ensure all the necessary resources are in place to help them 
succeed.

An EHCP enables funding for additional learning support in education and training and can pro-

vide an exemption to entry routes to some apprenticeship standards.

The Disability Confident Employer scheme is available from the government to support employ-

ers in employing staff with disabilities and learning difficulties.

The employment rate for people with SEND in 2022/23 was 52% compared to 82% for non-SEND. 
By making reasonable adjustments and having a career coach provided by the Local Authority, 
employers can confidently employ people with a range of SEND to enhance their workforce. In-

formation is available on the gov. uk website.

A Supported Internship is a government-funded training programme structured with an em-

ployer for young people aged 16-24 with an EHCP. The young person is enrolled on a college or 
Training Provider and an employer provides structured work roles in the workplace for at least 
70% of the week. 

The young person has a job coach to support them learn the necessary job tasks. They last six to 
twelve months and aim to lead to secured paid employment at the end of the internship.

SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS &
DISABILITY (SEND) 

EDUCATION & TRAINING

SUPPORTED INTERNSHIPS



TRAINEESHIPS

A government initiative for helping young people aged 16-24 to enter the workforce. Young 
people should be undertaking training and be offered up to 70 hours of work placement over 
at least two weeks. They are aimed as an introduction for the trainee and the employer to a 
young person as a potential apprentice or employee.

EMPLOYERS ROLE IN SUPPORTING
THE FUTURE WORKFORCE

• Provide work experience opportunities.

• Deliver talks and get involved in career events in schools and colleges.

• Take on a trainee with the right mentoring support in place.

• Talk to Training providers about your workforce needs.  

• Have staff volunteer as Enterprise Advisors with the Careers Enterprise Company  
  through the Local Authority

TRAINING & EDUCATION POST 19

The current government funding for education and training for anyone aged 19 or above is lim-

ited and often subject to change. All funding criteria and options are on gov.uk with details on 
eligibility.

Qualifications for adults will depend on entry criteria, often work-based experience gives accred-

itation for prior learning and knowledge gained. Each course and College/Provider will discuss 
each individual circumstance.



Qualifications Description Entry Progression

Higher Technical 
Qualifications (HTQs)

Level 4 and above 
qualification in vocational 
subjects such as 
engineering. These are 
currently being introduced 
and replacing the more 
well-known HND/HNC 
route

Level 3 qualification Degree
Employment 

Higher National 
Diploma Certificate 
(HND/C)

Level 4 and 5 qualifications 
in a range of subject areas 
with continual assessment 

and exams

Level 3 Qualification Degree
Employment 

The Job Centre will have back-to-work programmes that are funded and available, speak to the 
Job Centre Advisors for information. Training is delivered as short blocks in specific work roles 
such as forklift and lorry driving.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

School Year Reference Previously Known As Leaving Age Where

Reception to Year 6 11 Primary School

Year 7 First Form 12 Secondary School

Year 8 Second Form 13 Secondary School

Year 9 Third Form 14 Secondary School

Year 10 Forth Form 15 Secondary School

Year 11 Fifth Form 16 Secondary School

Year 12 Sixth Form Y1 or Lower 
Sixth

17 School or Sixth Form 
or College

Year 13 Sixth Form Y2 or 
Upper Sixth

18 School or Sixth Form 
or College
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