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Welcome to this guide to education 
and training options for school 
leavers, especially created for 
parents and carers across Sussex.

A recent survey* of local Year 10 
and 11 secondary school students 
has highlighted how the majority 
(81%) say information passed on 
from parents and family is most 
important for informing them about 
their 16+ education choices. 

The same study also revealed 
that the majority of students want 
to go on to study at a college or 
sixth form and over a third have 
considered an apprenticeship.  
However, over half say they don’t 
feel they have enough information 
to help them plan their 16+ 
education options.

That’s why the Greater Brighton 
Metropolitan College (or ‘The MET’ 
as we call ourselves) has produced 
this guide - to help families in 
Brighton & Hove and surrounding 
areas of Sussex understand the 
range of choices available at 
colleges and sixth forms across 
the county.

Your child may already know what 
they want to do after school and 
where they want to go. Or they may 
be unsure and undecided - and 
perhaps feel a bit overwhelmed by 
the choice of colleges, sixth forms, 
qualifications and apprenticeships 
on offer.

In our experience, it’s not 
just students who can feel 
overwhelmed by the application 
process. Parents can find it 
confusing too. Faced with different 
types of colleges and qualifications, 
offering different routes into 
employment and higher education, 
it can be hard work deciding which 
path might suit your child best.

*Brighton & Hove City Council SAWSS 2016 survey

A parent’s guide to colleges and courses 
for 16–19 year olds
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Descriptions of full-time courses 
and qualifications on offer at local 
colleges and sixth forms across the 
region are included in this guide, 
alongside information on the GCSE 
grades your child will generally 
be expected to have in order to 
enrol for a specific level or type of 
qualification. 

For those students considering 
earning and learning on the job as 
an alternative to continuing full-time 
education, a guide to today’s range 
of apprenticeships is also included. 

The tables at the back of this 
guide show how different types of 
qualifications and apprenticeships 
are rated on the UK’s national 
education scale, ranging from 
Level 1 (equivalent to less than five 
GCSEs), to Level 3 qualifications 

(A-levels, BTECs, NVQs, advanced 
apprenticeships) and degree-level 
courses (Levels 4-6). The table 
also shows how completion of a 
qualification at one level can lead 
on to studying higher levels at 
college or university and also to 
full-time employment.

Every student has something 
they can thrive at. And study and 
training options are available to suit 
all interests and levels. I hope this 
guide will help you support your 
child as they turn their passions and 
talents into future qualifications and 
employment after leaving school.

Nick Juba
Chief Executive Officer
Greater Brighton Metropolitan College
gbmc.ac.uk

About the MET: The Greater Brighton Metropolitan College is the second 
largest provider of professional and technical qualifications and apprenticeships 
in Sussex and operates across five campuses located in central Brighton, east 
Brighton, West Durrington, Worthing and Shoreham.
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?Did you know?  
Education and training for 16-19 year-olds has changed a lot since you left school. 
And the worlds of employment and higher education are changing too… 

• The national age for leaving 
education or training was 
raised from 16 to 18 in 
England in 2015. When your 
child leaves school at 16 they 
must do one of the following 
until they are 18: 
 
- stay in full-time education,  
  for example at a college 
 
- start an apprenticeship or 
  traineeship 
 
- spend 20 hours or more a 
  week working or volunteering, 
  while in part-time education 
  or training 

• Child Benefit payments 
continue when your child is 
16-18 if they stay in approved 
education or training, but you 
must tell the Child Benefit 
Office. You’ll be sent a letter  
in your child’s last year at 
school asking you to confirm 
their plans. 

• 16-18 year-olds who are in 
full-time education and training 
are entitled to free NHS 
prescriptions and free NHS 
dental treatment. 

• Bursary money is available 
for some 16-19 year-olds who 
continue in full-time education 
or training to help pay for 
clothing, books and other 
equipment for their course, 
plus transport and lunch 
on days they study or train. 
Eligibility depends on personal 
circumstances and benefits 
they may already receive. Ask 
student services or your child’s 
school tutor to explain what 
you need to do. 

• Construction is the industry 
area expected to see the 
biggest percentage growth 
across the UK (21.9%) and 
Sussex (44%) over the next 
five years. 

• Here in Sussex, the median 
wage of construction project 
managers in 2016 was just 
under £50,000 a year. 

• The growth of digital 
occupations and businesses 
has been one of Sussex’s 
major economic success 
stories in recent years. In 
Brighton and Hove alone, the 
digital and creative sector 
is now worth more than £1 
billion to the city each year, 
employs 7,500 people and is a 
driving force behind the city’s 
economy. 

• The average wage for 
computer programmers and 
software developers in Sussex 
(£45,697) is higher than the 
UK average (£43,708). 

• Aircraft pilots and flight 
engineers had the highest 
median wage in Sussex in 
2016 (£91,353 per annum). 

• According to UCAS (The 
Universities and Colleges 
Admissions Service) over a 
third of UK 18-year-olds now 
applying for university degree 
courses are doing so without 
studying for the traditional 
three A-levels, with the uptake 
of vocational qualifications like 
BTECs on the rise. 

• While A-levels and university 
provide a great option for some 
students, more than 60% of 
our young people choose an 
alternative route. 

• Many further education 
colleges now offer degrees 
and degree-level qualifications 
(higher education courses) 
with fees that are less than 
university tuition fees.  

• Universities and further 
education colleges are 
currently allowed to charge 
students up to £9,250 a year 
in tuition fees for degree-level 
courses. 

• Apprenticeships have helped 
to train 7% more females into 
STEM (science, technology, 
engineering and maths) roles. 

• Higher apprentices (Levels 4 
and 5) could earn £150,000 
more on average over their 
lifetime compared to those 
with Level 3 vocational 
qualifications.

Aircraft pilots 
and flight 
engineers had 
the highest 
median wage in 
Sussex in 2016 
(£91,353 per 
annum).
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? Full-time courses and qualifications 
If your child chooses to start one of the following courses at 16, they will be choosing to stay 
in full-time education and will be in college for between 3-5 days per week, depending on the 
course, college or school.

NVQ / City & Guilds / Diploma 

National Vocational Qualifications 
(NVQs), City & Guilds qualifications 
and various diplomas are examples 
of ‘vocational’ or work-based 
qualifications that teach students 
the skills and knowledge they need 
for a chosen occupation. Level 1, 
2 and 3 options are available for 
most courses, as are opportunities 
to progress on to degree-level 
qualifications.

During a vocational course, a 
student will be assessed on their 
practical skills but academic skills 
are also still required and will 
continue to be assessed.

The key strength of these courses 
is that they enable a student to 
study one subject that they have 
a flair for in an in-depth way that 
will provide them with the type 
of specialist knowledge that 
employers value.

Examples of course subject areas include: 

• Web and graphic design

• Filmmaking

• Applied science

• Aircraft engineering

• Accounting

• Art & design

• Carpentry & joinery

• Electrical installation

• Engineering

• Computer games development

• Hairdressing

• Dance 

• Photography

• Childcare

• Motor mechanics

• Music performance & production

• Theatre set and costume design

• Catering & hospitality

• Festival & event production

• Beauty therapy

• Bricklaying, plastering and building maintenance

• Plumbing

• Painting & decorating

• Travel & tourism

Level 1 
Entry requirements vary according to the college and course, but 
generally students are required to have a minimum of two GCSEs 
grade 9-1 (A*- G) to enrol on a Level 1 NVQ or diploma course.

Level 2 
A minimum of 3 GCSEs grade 9-3 (A*- D) is usually required in order 
to enrol on a Level 2 course. Some courses require a basic knowledge 
of science as well. 

Level 3 
A minimum of 4 GCSEs grade 4 (C) or above are generally required 
for Level 3 courses.
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One of the main differences between BTECs and A-levels is the way 
students learn and are tested. A-levels mainly involve two years of study 
with exams at the end, whereas BTECs are assessed throughout the two 
years through a combination of tests, coursework and practical projects.

Level 1 
Generally, students will need a minimum of two GCSEs grade 9-1  
(A*- G) to enrol on a Level 1 BTEC course. Some subjects may also 
require English and maths.

Level 2 
The entry requirements for Level 2 BTEC courses vary from college to 
college. Generally, Level 2 applicants are expected to have at least five 
GCSEs at grade 3 (or grade D) including English.

Level 3 
As with A-levels, students generally need at least five GCSEs at grade 
9-4 (or A*-C) or BTEC Level 2 passes, including English to study for a 
Level 3 BTEC, but this varies depending on the sixth form or college. 
Level 3 BTECs come in different sizes too. The 18-unit National Diploma 
is equivalent to three A-levels, the 12-unit National Certificate is equivalent 
to two A-levels and the 6-unit National Award is equivalent to one A-level. 

Plenty of universities and higher education colleges will offer places onto 
degree and degree-level courses to students with 18-unit BTECs these 
days. If your child opts for a 12-unit BTEC, most higher education courses 
will require them to have an A-level or AS level as well. It’s all down to 
the individual institution and course, so it’s worth checking what level and 
combination of qualifications your child might need if they already have an 
idea of what they might want to study after Level 3.

A-level 

Short for Advanced level, A-levels 
usually focus on academic 
subjects, such as history, maths, 
English, psychology, foreign 
languages and science. Some 
creative subjects are also available 
to study as A-levels, including art 
and dance.

Students generally need at least 
five GCSE passes (grade 9 - 4 or 
A*- C) including English to study 
A-level subjects at a sixth form 
college or a school sixth form, 
but this varies depending on the 

college or school. Some colleges 
may also ask for a particular grade 
in a relevant GCSE subject. For 
example, a grade 5 or above in 
science and maths in order to study 
chemistry A-level. 

A-level courses run for two years 
and are tested by exam at the end 
of the second year.

Traditionally students have studied 
three or more A-levels in order to 
qualify for degree-level courses 
at college or university. However, 

BTEC 

BTEC stands for ‘Business and 
Technology Education Council’ 
- the body that first oversaw this 
qualification in the UK. BTECs are 
becoming increasingly popular as 
an alternative to A-levels, but they 
actually cover a whole range of 
levels. Level 1 and Level 2 BTECs 
are equivalent to GCSEs, Level 
3 to A-levels, and Levels 4-6 hold 
the same status of achievement as 
different stages of a degree.
 
BTECs are vocational qualifications 
- practical courses that relate to 
a particular profession, area of 
work or technical skill - and include 
subjects such as business studies, 
engineering, health & social care, 
information technology and travel & 
tourism. You can’t study academic 
subjects like history or English at 
BTEC level.
 

the number of young people now 
choosing to study a combination 
of A-levels and vocational courses 
such as BTECs is growing.
 
Entry requirements for higher-
education courses vary depending 
on the university, college and 
course, so it’s a good idea to look 
ahead to what your child might 
want to study in order to decide 
whether A-levels are a good choice 
for them.
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International 
Baccalaureate 

The International Baccalaureate, 
or IB Diploma, is an increasingly 
popular academic alternative to 
A-levels and is an internationally 
recognised course - so potentially 
useful if your child is interested in 
working or studying abroad in the 
future.

There are three compulsory core 
‘elements’ to the IB: theory of 
knowledge; creativity, activity and 
service; and an extended essay. 
In addition, your child will take six 
subjects from a range of options, 
including languages, science, 
maths, the arts, history, psychology 
and politics.

The diploma is awarded to students 
who gain at least 24 points out of 
a total of 45. 24 points is worth 
a grade B and two C grades at 
A-level, rising to the equivalent 
of six A-levels at grade A for the 
maximum 45 points.

Level 1 and  
Foundation Learning 

Level 1 Work Skills Diploma 
Ideal for students who may not 
have achieved their potential at 
GCSE and need a stepping stone 
to further study or employment. 
Subjects covered include 
English, maths and ICT and offer 
opportunities for team work and 
confidence building.

Level 1 Diploma in  
Vocational Studies 
A good option for students who 
need a stepping stone to a specific 
Level 1 or Level 2 course and who 
might also be undecided about 
what subject to study and like the 
idea of vocational options.

Life Skills Course 
A full-time course for students 
who need more support with 
independence skills and/or may 
have a moderate learning difficulty 
or disability. All students study 
English, maths and ICT, as well as 
a variety of subjects designed to 
increase confidence, social skills, 
work readiness and independence.

Maths and English  
GCSE retakes

Students who don’t achieve a 
grade 4 or C in GCSE English and/
or maths will be asked to continue 
studying these subjects at the sixth 
form or college they go to after 
leaving school as part of their study 
programme in order to improve 
their knowledge and, for many, their 
GCSE grade through retaking both 
exams.

One of the 
main differences 
between BTECs 
and A-levels is 
the way students 
learn and are 
tested.
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Apprenticeships
If your child chooses to start an 
apprenticeship, they’ll be working 
and earning straight after leaving 
school in a job they want to start a 
career in. They’ll learn ‘on the job’ 
and also go to college, usually one 
day each week, to further their skills 
and get the qualifications for their 
chosen career (an NVQ/Diploma 
or another nationally recognised 
qualification).

Some apprentices will be in active 
employment most of the time, with 
training taking place on the job, and 
one-to-one visits from a college 
assessor provided. Alternatively, 
some apprenticeships work on a 
day-release basis, with apprentices 
attending college once a week. 

Apprentices are required to have 
a minimum of 30 hours in the 
workplace each week.

An apprenticeship can take 
between one and four years to 
complete depending on the level 
of apprenticeship, the apprentice’s 
ability and the industry sector. As 
a guide, an Intermediate Level 
2 Apprenticeship usually takes 
around 12 to 18 months and an 
Advanced Level 3 Apprenticeship 
around 18 to 24 months.

Wages will vary depending on the 
type of apprenticeship but there is 
an apprenticeship national minimum 
wage in the UK which applies to 
all 16 to 18-year-olds and to those 
aged 19 and over in the first year of 
an apprenticeship. From October 
2016, this is £3.40 per hour.

An apprenticeship is a valued and recognised qualification for many 
industries and there are lots of job sectors to choose from:

• Accountancy

• Business administration

• Carpentry & joinery

• Child care

• Digital and design

• Customer service

• Electrical

• Hairdressing & barbering

• Adult health & social care

• Hospitality & catering

• HR services

• IT

• Management

• Motor vehicle

• Plumbing

• Social media & digital marketing

• Supporting teaching and learning

• Team leading

• Painting & decorating

An apprenticeship 
can take between 
one and four years 
to complete.
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Traineeships
If your child is not quite ready for 
an apprenticeship, a traineeship is 
an ideal way to help them become 
work-ready. A traineeship is a 
pre-apprenticeship education and 
training programme that prepares 
16 to 18-year olds for the world of 
work through college study and a 
work experience placement. 

What a traineeship will involve 
will depend on the college and 
employer involved and the needs 
of the individual student, but core 
content will include preparation 
training, English and maths and a 
work experience placement.

Courses generally provide up 
to six months of support from a 
college and local employer before 
transferring (where possible) to a 
full apprenticeship.

There are three different levels of apprenticeship:

Intermediate - Level 2 (equivalent to five GCSE passes) 
Apprentices work towards a work-based learning qualification such as 
an NVQ/Diploma Level 2, functional skills and in some areas a relevant 
technical certificate diploma. This provides the skills needed for a 
chosen career and allows entry to Advanced Apprenticeships. Entry 
requirements vary depending on the industry sector. Some employers 
don’t specify any formal qualifications, but generally applicants should 
have either five GCSEs grade 9-1 or an equivalent Level 2 qualification 
in the same vocational subject.

Advanced Apprenticeships - Level 3 (equivalent to 2 A-level passes)
Advanced Apprentices work towards a work-based learning 
qualification such as a NVQ/Diploma Level 3, functional skills and 
technical diploma. Some industries want apprentices who have 
three or more GCSEs, but other employers don’t specify any formal 
qualifications. To start this programme, you should ideally have 5 
GCSEs (grade 9-4 or A*-C) or have completed an Apprenticeship at 
Level 2 and have been assessed to be ready to progress to Level 3.

Higher Apprenticeships - Level 4, 5 and 6 (equivalent to a degree)
For those who have completed a Level 3 qualification, Higher 
Apprenticeships are a nationally accredited work-based programme 
designed to meet employers needs at a higher skill level and include 
qualifications at levels equivalent to a degree.
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How to apply for full-time courses
Students at Brighton secondary schools - Dorothy Stringer, Varndean, 
Longhill, Patcham and Brighton Aldridge Community Academy
 
Applications for places at the MET (central and east Brighton campuses 
only), Varndean College or Brighton Hove and Sussex Sixth Form 
College (BHASVIC) are submitted through Brighton & Hove’s 
‘Accord common application form’ during the Autumn term of Year 11 
(September-December). Your child will be asked to put the three colleges 
in order of preference and their application will be passed on to their first 
choice for consideration. It may be passed on to their second or third 
choice if the first choice cannot offer them a place. 

Accord common application forms are submitted online and your child’s 
school will explain how and when this should be done. The deadline for 
submitting the form is usually in early December. However, you can also 
make applications to the MET (including all five of its campuses) and 
Varndean after this - either online or in person. Both colleges accept 
applications all year round - and without requiring applicants to use the 
common application form. Their admissions offices and websites can 
explain how to apply.

Please check with other sixth forms and colleges that are not covered 
by the Accord common application form to find out how to apply for their 
courses as application forms and deadlines for receiving applications vary. 
Careers staff at your child’s current school should be able to help with 
any questions you may have about applying for sixth forms and colleges 
outside of Brighton (including those in Hove). 

Students at all other schools

Applications for places at the MET (central and east Brighton campuses 
only), Varndean College or Brighton Hove and Sussex Sixth Form College 
(BHASVIC) can be submitted by using Brighton & Hove’s online Accord 
common application form during the Autumn term of Year 11 (September-
December). 

You should be able to access the Accord common application form from 
each of the College websites. 

The deadline for submitting the form is usually in early December. 
However, you can still make applications to the MET (including all five of 
its campuses) and Varndean after this online or in person. Both colleges 
accept applications all year round and without requiring applicants to use 
the common application form. Their admissions offices and websites can 
explain how to apply.

Please check with other sixth forms and colleges that are not covered by 
the common application form to find out how to apply for their courses as 
the application forms and deadlines for receiving applications may vary. 
Careers staff at your child’s current school should be able to help answer 
any questions you may have. 
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How college place offers are made 

Most colleges ask that a student attends a meeting at the college 
before a formal offer of a place is given. Your child may be asked to 
bring along their most recent report with predicted GCSE grades and 
details of their school attendance. These meetings tend to be informal 
and will give your child the opportunity to talk about why they would 
like to do the course they have applied for and for the college to ensure 
it is the right one for them. At some colleges these meetings can also 
provide a chance for applicants to meet tutors and see the college 
facilities.

What if my child doesn’t get the GCSE grades required after an 
offer has been made?

If this happens, contact the college or school your child has accepted 
a place at as soon as possible after GCSE results day in August. 
For most students at state-funded colleges and schools, an offer of 
a place is not conditional on their GCSE results and they may still be 
able to attend - but they may not be able to study the subject or level of 
qualification they had originally planned. If lower than expected grades 
mean they haven’t met the standard entry requirements for a course, 
they may be asked to discuss changing their 16+ study programme.

What if my child doesn’t get a grade 4 or above in maths or English 
Language GCSE after an offer has been made?

They will be asked to retake these courses in their first college or sixth 
form year as they form part of the general entry requirements for most 
courses. 

What if my child gets higher GCSE grades than predicted and 
so wants to be considered for a different college or course after 
already accepting an offer?

Contact the admissions team at the college or school your child has 
accepted a place at as soon as possible after GCSE results day in 
August to make sure that the level of course they have been offered 
is still going to be suitable for them. Some colleges accept new 
applications all year round, so if your child wants to be considered for a 
course at a different college it may be possible to submit an application 
in August/September - contact the college’s admissions team as soon 
as possible after GCSE results day.

How to apply for 
an apprenticeship 
or traineeship

All available apprenticeships 
in England are listed on the 
Government’s GOV.UK 
website. The website’s ‘Find an 
apprenticeship’ service allows 
you to search by type of job or 
employer and by postcode, town 
or city. To apply for vacancies your 
child will need to create an online 
account which will also allow them 
to receive email and text alerts 
about new apprenticeships and to 
track their applications.

Local council websites also tend to 
advertise apprenticeship vacancies 
in their area, as do colleges that 
offer apprenticeships. 

MET College Apprenticeship 
Recruitment Consultants can be 
contacted for more information on 
01273 667 788 (for Brighton & 
Hove) and 01903 273 126 (outside 
of Brighton & Hove, including 
Shoreham and Worthing).

To find a traineeship visit 
gov.uk/find-traineeship

A traineeship is a 
pre-apprenticeship 
education and 
training programme 
that prepares 
16-18 year olds for 
the world of work.
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UK Education Levels and Qualifications 
Please note that the entry requirements listed here are a general guide only. They will vary 
depending on the school or college. Always check with an individual institution - through their 
website or admissions office - for information on what is required to enrol on a specific course.

Education and training options for 16-18 year-olds

LEVEL ENTRY REQUIREMENTS QUALIFICATIONS PROGRESSION TO

Pre-Entry and 
Foundation 

Learning

Appropriate level of skills and 
‘college readiness’ assessed at 
interview

Life Skills Course
Level 1 Diploma

Entry Level course
Level 1 or 2 course

1

Entry Level course or minimum 
of 2 GCSEs grade 9-1 (A*- G)

May require English and maths

NVQ Level 1
BTEC Level 1 (certificate)
Pre-apprenticeship 
programme

NVQ Level 2
BTEC Level 2
Intermediate 
Apprenticeship

Employment

2

Minimum of 3 GCSEs grade 
9-3 (A*- D) or successful 
completion of a Level 1 course

Most require English and 
maths. Some require a basic 
knowledge of science

NVQ Level 2
BTEC Level 2 (diploma)
Intermediate apprenticeship

Level 3 NVQ
Level 3 BTEC
Advanced 
Apprenticeship

Full-time employment

3

Minimum of 4 or 5 GCSEs 
grade 4 (C) or above - 
depending on the qualification, 
school or college.

Successful completion of a 
Level 2 course, sometimes in 
the same subject area.

Ability to achieve English and 
maths minimum GCSE grade 
4 (C)

A minimum of grade 5 in both 
English and maths GCSE plus 
four other subjects at grades 
9-5 (A*- B), including sciences

NVQ Level 3
Level 3 certificate/diploma/
award
BTEC Level 3 Diploma
BTEC Level 3 Extended 
Diploma
AS Levels
A Levels

International Baccalaureate

Level 4 or 5
Foundation/ Bachelor 
Degree

Higher Apprenticeship

Full-time employment
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Further and Higher Education qualifications and Apprenticeships (age 19+)

LEVEL QUALIFICATIONS

4

Foundation Degree Year 1
Higher National Certificate (HNC)
NVQ Level 4
BTEC Higher National Certificate
Higher Apprenticeship or 1st year of Degree Apprenticeship
First Year Honours Degree
Certificate of Higher Education
PGCE teaching qualification

5

NVQ Level 5
Diploma of Higher Education
Higher National Diploma (HND)
BTEC Higher National Diploma
Higher Apprenticeship or 2nd year of Degree Apprenticeship
Second Year Honours Degree
Second Year Foundation Degree

6
NVQ level 6
BTEC professional qualification
Higher Apprenticeship or 3rd year of Degree Apprenticeship
Degree with or without Honours

7

NVQ level 7
BTEC professional qualification
Masters Degree
Integrated Masters Degree e.g. Master of Engineering (MEng)
Master of Arts (MA)
Postgraduate Diploma

8
BTEC professional qualification
City & Guilds Fellowship
Doctorate (phD)
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For information on MET courses and  
apprenticeship opportunities visit 
gbmc.ac.uk or call 01273 667788 
 

Stay connected


