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If you are interested in staying in education at school, academy or college, this help sheet contains lots of useful 
information. Taking an education course can help you to progress into higher education, onto an Apprenticeship or 
into a job. There are lots of different choices within education, to suit most learning styles and abilities.
In this help sheet you’ll find:

     The 16–19 Study Programme
     Your options
     How do I apply?

Raising the Participation Age (RPA)

You will probably have heard about this change, which means that young people who reach the end of Year 11 or 
Year 12 need to continue in education or some form of training until they are 18. It doesn’t mean that the school 
leaving age has been raised — it’s about making sure that all young people continue in some form of education or 
training until they reach 18.

The 16–19 Study Programme

This is the name given to the overall packages of learning and related activities that all young people are taking who 
are at least 16 but who haven’t yet reached 18. So you are still part of the Study Programme if, for example, you go 
into a Sixth Form to study "A" Levels, or you go to college, perhaps to take some more job (vocational)-based qualifi-
cations, or you go into training with a work-based learning provider. All of the various options that are open to you 
after Year 11 will involve you having a Study Programme of some sort. Whichever of these different approaches you 
decide is right for you, there are some things which will apply to everyone:

• Your Study Programme will aim to move you towards a higher level of study than you have already reached.

• You will spend a majority of your time working towards one or more “substantial” academic or vocational     
 qualifications. This means a qualification that should help you progress towards either a trade, profession  
 or other form of employment, or towards getting a university or other higher education course.

• You will need to continue studying English and Maths if you haven’t yet reached GSCE grade A*-C in those  
 subjects by the end of Year 11.

• You will be doing extended work experience in some form.

• There will be “enrichment activities” such as tutorials, outdoor activities and learning about opportunity  
 search skills.

Your options

If you want to carry on in education at school, academy or college, there are different options to consider.
The main things you’ll need to think about are:

• What you want to study — there are many different subjects, courses and ways of learning to choose from
• Where you want to study — for example, at a school sixth form or college.
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What could I study?

There are three main types of education course you could take after year 11. You could use GOV.UK’s section on 
What different qualifications levels mean at www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean to find out more. 

• General qualifications. These qualifications can prepare you for a range of different careers, rather than  
 focusing on a specific job. They include Level 3 qualifications like "A" Levels and Level 2 qualifications like  
 GCSEs. They cover traditional subjects like history, Maths, English and Science as well as more practical  
 courses such as photography, art, physical education and computing.

• Vocational qualifications. These are work-related (job) qualifications which can give you the skills needed  
 for a broad area of work or train you for a particular job. Courses can be practically based, involve hands-on  
 projects as well as advanced study. They are available as Awards, Certificates and Diplomas from Entry Level  
 up to Level 8 and include courses like NVQ and BTEC.

• Programmes to develop your employability. These are programmes which could be right for you if you need  
 to bring your English and Maths up to standard, and maybe get some work experience or other skills so  
 that you’re in a better position to decide what you might do next. The 16–19 Study Programme aims to  
 give everyone the chance to work towards a substantial qualification, to work towards Level 2 in English  
 and Maths if you’re not already at that level, and get some work experience or other preparation for work.  
 You can find out more in the separate help sheet “Developing your Employability”. You may also be able  
 to combine different types of course — for example, you may be able to take a general education course  
 alongside a vocational one.

Qualification levels

All qualifications have a level which shows how challenging they are to achieve. You can access GOV.UK’s section on 
What different qualifications levels mean at www.gov.uk/what-different-qualification-levels-mean 
If you already have a Level 2 qualification when you finish Year 11, you may want to move on to a Level 3 course, 
like "A" Levels or a Level 3 vocational qualification.

If you haven’t reached Level 2 yet, or you want to improve in some subjects, you may want to retake your GCSEs or 
move on to another Level 2 course. Under the 16–19 Study Programme, everyone needs to work towards Level 2 in 
English and Maths if they are not already at that level.

Choosing a course

Use the three-step plan in the separate help sheet “Career planning: your three-step plan” to help you decide which 
subjects and courses you are interested in taking.
Before making a decision about which courses to take, consider:

• Which subjects you would enjoy and be good at.
 
• Whether you need a particular subject or qualification for your career ideas or future study plans. For  
 example, you may find out that you’ll need "A" Level Chemistry if you want to study Medicine at university,  
 or that Level 3 qualifications will help you to progress on to an Accountancy Apprenticeship.
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Where could I study?

You can find out which schools, academies and colleges are offering the courses and subjects you are interested in by 
using the UCAS Progress online course search at www.ucasprogress.com/search  but remember that not all Birming-
ham schools, academies and colleges have chosen to have their course details on this system. You may need to check 
individual school, academy or college websites to get the course & subject information you need.
There are lots of schools, academies and colleges in Birmingham to choose from. They vary in size and the courses they 
offer, so you’ll need to think about the type of place where you would like to study.

There is now the option to study at a college that specialises in a vocational area. These colleges are open to 14 to 19 
year olds and you could apply for a Year 12 place. The colleges are each sponsored by a university and combine 
academic studies with specific vocational subjects. They have been set up for young people who are keen to study the 
specialist subject the college offers and who show a real interest in the vocational area as a career. Currently there are 
2 of these colleges in Birmingham, Aston University Engineering Academy which focuses on engineering and science 
(www.aston.ac.uk/), and Birmingham Ormiston Academy which focuses on creative, digital and performing arts 
(www.boa-academy.co.uk). 
Ask yourself:

• Which schools, academies and colleges offer the right combination of courses and subjects I am interested in?

• Will I need to travel to school, academy or college in a different area to do a particular course? Remember that  
 colleges outside Birmingham may offer courses that are harder to find in the city, such as agriculture or animal  
 care. UCAS Progress at www.ucas.com/progress  can help you to search for school, academy and college  
 courses outside Birmingham.

• Would I prefer to stay at my own school (if it has a sixth form) or go somewhere new?

• If I decide to go to college, would I feel happier in a large college or a smaller one?

It’s a good idea to find out as much as you can about the schools, academies and colleges you are interested in before 
you make your decision. You could start by visiting their website and downloading a prospectus (a brochure of courses 
and facilities on offer). Contact details, including website addresses, can often be found using UCAS Progress at 
www.ucasprogress.com/search Many schools, academies and colleges produce reports or profiles with information 
about their results and successes. You can often find links to these on their websites.

If you can, visit the school, academy or college’s open day and ask about the courses and facilities. You can contact the 
school, academy or college, or check their website, to find out when open days are held. 
These are some of the things you can find out from the school, academy or college website or prospectus, or by going 
to an open day:

• What qualifications will you need to get on the course? What qualifications can you achieve on the course?

• What will you study on the course and how is it taught? Is it classroom based? Are there work placements. Are  
 there exams or coursework?

• What facilities does the school or college have? For example, access to computers, library, art studios, work 
 shops or specialised equipment for the course.

• What kind of results do students achieve on this course, and what do they do after? For example, do they find  
 work, start Apprenticeships or go on to higher education courses?
 How do I apply?

Find out more...
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How do I apply?

Once you’ve decided which school, academy or college you are interested in, you’ll need to make your application.
Some schools, academies and colleges will offer online application forms, and some will have application forms avail-
able at open days. For others, you may need to telephone or write for an application form, especially if you need to 
apply in writing because of a disability you may have.

You can usually find out how to apply from their website or by telephoning them.

And finally; apply well before the "apply-by-date", make sure they have received your application and monitor the 
progress of your application, ie are they going to offer you an interview date? Make sure you attend any interview OR 
ring them to rearrange if you have an important prior commitment (for example an exam).

Courses outside Birmingham

If you are interested in courses outside Birmingham, you can find out about many of these by using the UCAS Progress 
course search at www.ucasprogress.com/search  and using the “Where do you want to search?” and “How far away 
do you want to search?” controls to cover the sort of areas you might consider.

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, there may be other establishments offering the course(s) you are interested in.
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