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After you have finished Year 11 and your 
GCSEs, you need to choose what you 
want to do next.

You have a few different options: you 
can stay at your school for sixth form, if 
your school has a sixth form. Or you can 
move to a Sixth Form College or Further 
Education College. You could also choose 
to study an Apprenticeship, either through 
a College or through an apprenticeship 
provider.  There are also different 
qualifications to choose from: A Levels, 
BTECs, T Levels and Apprenticeships. We 
explain a few of the differences between 
these qualifications on the next page. 
There are no wrong choices - it’s just 
about choosing something that works for 
how you want to learn and where you 
want to go.

A Levels, BTECs and T Levels are full-time 
study options. You will spend your week 
at College or Sixth Form, though T Levels 
do allow you to get work experience as 

part of your course. Apprenticeships are a 
little different. You might spend one day a 
week in College and the rest of the time 
working or learning on the job.



A Levels

A Levels can be taken at Sixth Forms 
or Colleges. They are an ‘academic’ 
qualification, which means you will 
be doing a lot of reading, writing and 
learning in a classroom. You’ll be used 
to this type of learning from your GCSEs. 
Like GCSEs, you study the course for two 
years and then have exams at the end 
which determine your grades. You usually 
choose 3 or 4 subjects to study at A Level, 
allowing you to study subjects in greater 
depth.  You can choose to study subjects 
that you have already studied at school, 
or choose new subjects like Sociology  
and Psychology. 

A Levels are accepted for entry to all 
universities. If you are interested in going 
to university, you usually have to have 
studied the subject you want to study at 
university at A Level first. Some university 
courses require you to take more than 
one subject so make sure to do your 
research if you’re interested in a certain 
subject or career. For example, if you 
want to be a doctor you will need to 
study Biology and Chemistry at A Level  
to be accepted at most universities.

BTEC National Diplomas

BTECs can be taken at Sixth Forms 
or Colleges. They are a ‘vocational’ 
qualification, which means that you will 
study, learn and use lots of practical skills 
during the course. Unlike A Levels, BTECs 
are not assessed by exams. Instead you 
will complete coursework throughout your 
two years of study. This can be easier for 
some people who don’t like or don’t feel 
that they do well in exams.

BTECs are linked to different career 
sectors, so they are a good option if 
you want to go into a specific career or 
job. They will allow you to develop your 
practical skills that you will use when you 
work in that sector.  For example, you can 
study for a BTEC National in Construction, 
Engineering, Health and Social Care, 
Science, IT and Computing, Art and 
Design, or Performing Arts.

BTEC Nationals are equivalent to  
A Levels. Many universities accept  
them for entry onto their course but 
some don’t. It’s always best to check 
if you have a specific university or 
course in mind. Universities list their entry 
requirements on their websites so it’s  
easy to check!
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T Levels

T Levels are a new qualification you can 
study at some Sixth Forms or Colleges. 
More Sixth Forms and Colleges are 
expected to offer them in the future, so by 
the time you are thinking about what to 
do after Year 11 they might be available 
near you.

The ’T’ stands for technical and, like 
BTECs, they are designed to give you 
experience of the world of work alongside 
your studies. T Levels are designed to 
prepare you for entry into the work place. 
Alongside your studies, you will be able to 
take part in a 45-day industry placement 
which gives you direct experience of the 
world of work. T Level subjects are linked 
to sectors and careers. You can study T 
Levels in Accounting, Health, Education 
and Childcare, Science, Animal Care and 
Management, Craft and Design, and Hair, 
Beauty and Aesthetics.

Universities are still deciding whether or 
not to accept T Levels for entry on to their 
courses. If you are sure you want to go to 
university, you may be better choosing 
a different option. You can research 
university entry requirements on each 
university’s website.

Apprenticeships

Apprenticeships are a different type 
of qualification. Apprenticeships are 
offered by Colleges or training providers. 
Apprenticeships are designed to get you 
into the world of work. You will learn ‘on 
the job’ by working alongside your studies. 
This is usually split so that you are working 
4 days a week and in College or at your 
training provider studying for 1 day a 
week.

You can do Apprenticeships at different 
levels. A Level 2 Apprenticeship is 
equivalent to GCSEs, while a Level 3 
Apprenticeship is equivalent to A Levels, 
BTECs, and T Levels.

Apprenticeships involve less studying than 
the other post-16 options.  They’re not 
usually accepted for entry to university. 
That doesn’t mean you have to stop 
studying after Level 3! Apprenticeships are 
available all the way up to university level. 
These are called Higher Apprenticeships 
or Degree-level Apprenticeships. Talk to 
your employer or apprenticeship provider 
about progression opportunities.

You can search for apprenticeships at:



What is Higher Education?

You might think that you have two options 
after Sixth Form or College: go to university 
or get a job, but that’s not true. If you 
want to continue your studies you have 
the option of going to university, studying 
a higher-level qualification at College 
either full time or part-time, or moving on 
to higher or degree-level Apprenticeships. 
This is what we mean by higher education. 
You might be surprised by all the options 
available to you.

Going to university allows you to study 
one, or sometimes two, subjects in depth. 
University degrees usually last for 3 years, 
but some courses can take longer. If you 
want to be a doctor, a Medicine degree 
takes 5 years to complete! Some university 
degrees are linked to specific careers, 
like becoming a doctor, or a vet, or an 
engineer, while some degrees allow you 
to study a subject and develop lots of 
transferrable skills that can help you in a 
variety of careers.

You can also study higher education 
courses at College. HNDs are 2 year 
courses focused around certain careers 
and sectors. They help prepare you for 
jobs, or give you skills to advance within 
a particular sector. HNDs are available 
in subjects like Accounting, Business, 
Computer Science, Engineering, Health 
and Social Care, Graphic Design, and 
Sports and Exercise Science. You can study 
these full time or part time.

You also have the option of taking an 
Apprenticeship to degree level. Higher  
and degree-level Apprenticeships are 
offered through certain employers, 
colleges or universities.

  
Different Higher Education courses require 
you to have gained specific grades 
from your College or Sixth Form courses. 
A lot of degree programmes will ask for 
qualifications in specific subjects. 

So it’s important for you to start thinking 
about which degree programme you are 
interested in and what subjects and grades 
are needed for you to get a place on that 
programme. This will make it easier for you 
to decide which course to go onto at Sixth 
Form or College.

To find out about which degree 
programmes are offered at which 
University/College go to the UCAS (the 
Universities and Colleges Admissions 
Service) website www.ucas.com and  
click onto ‘Undergraduate Courses’.  
This website gives you all the information 
you need to know about Higher Education. 
It will give you a list of all the degree 
programmes across the country and  
which University or College offers them. 

You can then find out:

• If they require you to have completed 
a certain course at Sixth Form/College 
(these are called ‘entry requirements’)

• What UCAS points they need you  
to have gained (you get points for  
each of your qualifications)

• What the course involves

• Information about the University  
you will be studying at

• How to apply







Higher National Diploma (HND)

HNDs are ‘employer-led’ programmes, 
which means that employers within 
that industry have been consulted as to 
what content they would like their future 
employees to learn. HNDs are usually 
related to a specific job or job type e.g. 
Accounting, Business Management, 
Construction or Graphic Design. HNDs 
usually take two years to complete and 
can sometimes be ‘topped’ up to a 
Degree by further study at a later date. 

Degree Level Apprenticeships

Degree Level Apprenticeships are new 
courses offered by some universities in 
specific subject areas e.g. Aerospace      
Engineering, Digital and Technology 
Solutions, Engineering. Like other types 
of Apprenticeship, you split your time 
between work and studying, and get 
paid while you learn. Degree Level 
Apprenticeships are not currently offered 
in all subject areas but new ones are 
being developed all the time. 

Entry to Degree Apprenticeships can be 
even more competitive than university! 
Though Degree Apprenticeships are 
taught by universities, you will have to 
apply for a job to start one - check out 
gov.uk/apply-apprenticeship to find 
Degree Apprenticeships near you.











 

digital.ucas.com/search 
Details on all higher education courses available across the UK, and allows you to  
apply for them

 
discoveruni.gov.uk 
Information on different courses and universities in the UK, including course satisfaction  
and graduate employment data

 
gov.uk/student-finance 
Information about student loans, what’s available and how to apply for them

  
gov.uk/apply-apprenticeship 
Information from the government about apprenticeships and traineeships

 
nationalcareers.service.gov.uk 
Advice and guidance designed to help you make decisions on learning, training  
and work 

 
higherhorizons.co.uk/ask  
Contact our team today for free impartial advice via our website or book a call to talk 
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