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There are a range of qualifications that you may be able to study after Year 11 and even more that you could 
progress on to later. This help sheet gives you some more information about the qualifications available at 
different levels.

There is a separate help sheet called How do qualifications compare? which tells you more about different 
qualification levels.

Remember that not all qualifications and subjects will be available at a particular school, academy, college 
or learning provider. To find out which qualifications are available locally, you can search the UCAS Progress 
course database at www.ucas.com/progress. Not all schools, academies and colleges use UCAS Progress 
to list their courses so remember that, even if you don’t find what you are looking for, those courses may be 
on offer at other schools, academies or colleges.

A Level (AS Levels/A2 Levels)

A Levels are general academic qualifications which can lead to further study at college or university, 
Apprenticeships or employment. 

A level courses have previously been made up of 2 coupled modular courses: Year 1 (A/S) and Year 2 (A2) 
courses. The A2 course content built upon the A/S material and structure and the final grade is made up of 
marks from both.  

A level courses offered after September 2015 may have a different structure than before, consisting of a 
separate Year 1 (A/S) which can be taught alongside the 2 year A level course, not modular and the first year 
will not count towards the final A level result. This new structure is being introduced over 2 years. Your edu-
cation provider will be able to tell you more. The following website lists the changes as they affect each year 
group.

www.gov.uk/government/publications/timeline-of-changes-to-
gces-as-and-a-levels/changes-to-gcses-as-and-a-levels-that-will-aff
ect-each-current-school-year-group

You can choose from a wide range of about 80 subjects, including some applied subjects (work-related sub-
jects like Business Studies or Accounting, for example). AS Levels are graded at A-E and full A Levels at 
A*-E.

 

A Levels are a Level 3 qualification.

You could progress on to A Levels after doing a Level 2 course, like 
GCSEs or an NVQ Level 2.

They could lead on to courses at Levels 4-6, for example BTEC HND, 
NVQ Level 4 or a Degree.
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BTEC

BTECs are general work-related qualifications suitable for a wide range of students, which can lead to 
progression on to further study at college or university, Apprenticeships or employment. Courses combine 
practical work with academic learning in a wide range of sectors such as Art and Design, Engineering, 
Business and Services, Applied Science, Hair and Beauty and IT.
They can be taken alongside, or in place of, GCSEs and A Levels in schools, academies and colleges. They 
are also available as shorter courses and can form part of an Apprenticeship.

• BTECs are available at different levels, from Entry Level (pre-Level 1) to Level 7     
 (equivalent to postgraduate professional qualifications).

• Entry requirements and progression (what they lead on to) will depend on what level BTEC you take.

Degree

This is a Higher Education qualification, which is usually studied at university or a Higher Education 
college. Degrees are available in a wide range of subjects and combinations, from academic subjects like 
History and Law to practical subjects like Photography or Engineering. Most degree courses take three 
years to complete.

• Degrees are a Level 6 qualification.

• The usual entry route to a degree course is by completing A Levels or another Level 3 qualification.

You can find out more about degree courses on our website’s Higher Education helpsheet

Extended Project Qualification (EPQ)

The Extended Project Qualification can be studied separately or alongside other qualifications like A 
Levels.
It gives students the opportunity to plan and research a topic of their choice as part of a project. It could 
involve studying a topic from an A Level or other course in more detail, or working on an entirely different 
subject. For example the AQA Specification involves the following: Students are required, with appropriate 
supervision, to: 

• Choose an area of interest
• Craft a title and aims of the project for formal approval by the centre
• Plan, research and carry out the project
• Deliver a presentation to a non-specialist audience
• Provide evidence of all stages of project development and production for assessment.

This qualification may not be available at all schools, academies and colleges but can be worth 70 UCAS 
points.
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Functional Skills

Functional Skills are practical skills in English, maths and ICT that allow you to work or study confidently 
and independently. They are the skills that most employers look for and value, whatever kind of career you 
want to go into. Functional skills are usually studied as part of another qualification or course. They can be 
at different levels depending on what course you are studying.

• They could be studied at Entry Level as part of a Foundation level Study Programme course.
• They could be taken at Level 1 as part of a GCSE in English, maths or ICT.
• They could be taken at Level 2 as part of an Apprenticeship.

They are also available as separate stand-alone qualifications in schools, academies and colleges. Have a 
look at What different qualifications levels mean at GOV.UK — https://www.gov.uk/what-different-
qualification-levels-mean  — for more about what qualification levels mean and how to compare different 
levels.

GCSE

This is a General Certificate of Secondary Education. This qualification is usually taken in Year 11, although 
you can also take GCSEs at college at any age. GCSEs cover general subjects like English, maths, history, 
sciences and languages and can prepare you for education courses, Apprenticeships or work with further 
training.

GCSEs are being revised to become more “linear” — assessed at the end of the course rather than in mod-
ules. A new grading structure will also be introduced, with results being classified at grades 9 (the highest) 
down to 1 (the lowest).

• GCSEs at grades D-G are Level 1 qualifications.
• GCSEs at grades A*-C are Level 2 qualifications.
• You may be able to move on to Level 2 or Level 3 qualifications, like A Levels or NVQ Level 2 or 3.

At some schools, academies and colleges you may also be able to study the International General Certifi-
cate of Secondary Education (IGCSE). This is an international qualification equivalent to a GCSE, available 
in a wide range of subjects.

International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma

This is a two-year course for 16-19 year olds in which students take six subjects from a range of subject 
groups covering languages and literature, arts, science, maths, humanities and various other subjects. It 
leads to a qualification which is recognised by universities and employers around the world.

• The IB Diploma is a Level 3 qualification.
• It could lead on to courses at Levels 4-6, for example BTEC HND, NVQ Level 4 or a higher education  
 degree.

You can find out more about the IB Diploma by visiting www.ibo.org/diploma/
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National Vocational Qualification (NVQ)

NVQs are based around learning practical skills in the workplace, with assessment on the job and training 
at a college or other learning provider. They can lead into employment, an Apprenticeship or further learning 
at college. They are developed with employers and are designed to give you the skills needed for particular 
jobs. This means that they are relevant to work and valued by employers.

NVQs are the main qualification that forms part of an Apprenticeship, but they can also be studied sepa-
rately at some schools, academies and colleges or in the workplace.

• NVQs can be studied from Level 1 up to Level 5.

• You could progress on to other NVQs, GCSEs, A Levels or other qualifications, depending on the  
 level you have achieved.

Vocational Awards, Certificates and Diplomas

These are a set of qualifications which include NVQ and BTEC. They cover a wide range of subjects at every 
level, and teach practical skills needed for work or further study in that subject.
Courses are available in a range of different subjects, levels and sizes.

• The subject tells you what kind of things you’ll be studying, for example engineering, hair and   
 beauty or graphic design.

• The level tells you how hard it is, compared to other courses like GCSEs or A Levels. Courses are  
 available from Entry Level up to Level 8. To find out more about qualification levels take a look at  
 the separate How do qualifications compare? help sheet.

• The Award, Certificate or Diploma part of the title tells you the size of the course — how long it  
 takes to complete.

Over 2,500 different courses are available across the country, although you will need to check which ones 
are provided in your chosen school, academy or college.
Find out more...For more information on qualifications you can visit:

• What different qualifications levels mean at GOV.UK — 
 www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean  — for more about what qualification levels  
 mean and how to compare different levels.

• UCAS Progress at www.ucas.com/progress  to search for local courses — but remember that not  
 all schools, academies and colleges list their courses here so, even if you don’t find what you are  
 looking for, those courses may be on offer at other schools, academies or colleges.
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