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Getting Started



Choosing subjects for key stage 4 is the first decision young people 
will have to make that may affect career choices in the future.

Key stage 4 is when students study for national qualifications such 
as GCSEs.  Most students will take these in Year 10 and 11 but in 
some schools students start these in Year 9.

This booklet has been produced by C&K Careers to provide 
information and advice to parents and carers about the decisions 
young people have to make in Year 8 or Year 9.  It provides 
general information about the subjects and qualifications available 
to young people and also ‘useful websites’ on page 14 where 
you can find out more.  Please note, each school also produces an 
options booklet which provides more detailed information about 
what it offers.  Options evenings are also held by schools where 
young people and parents and carers can find out more about 
what is on offer.

Careers advisers from C&K Careers work in most schools and 
colleges across Calderdale and Kirklees.  They provide information, 
advice and guidance to help young people make choices at each 
stage of their education.  They can be contacted at school if you 
have any queries or questions about key stage 4 options.  For 
more information you could also look at our website, 
www.ckcareersonline.org.uk.

If you would like information in another format, such as large print, 
please contact C&K Careers on 01484 225500 and ask for Infoline.
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When deciding which course is right for them, young people need to think 
about:

 ● The options available to them at their own school 
In some schools young people are allocated to a ‘pathway’.  Often, 
this is a colour or a letter.  Which pathway they are on will affect which 
subjects and qualifications they can take.

 ● Future career options 
Specific subjects at GCSE level are required for some careers.  Career 
ideas should be researched on www.ckcareersonline.org.uk, on     
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk by looking at the ‘Job 
profiles’ or by speaking to a careers adviser from C&K Careers.  Job 
Explorer Database (Jed) is a career matching program which can help 
young people think about their career ideas.  If their school has access, 
click on the link from www.ckcareersonline.org.uk.  They will need to get 
a code from school to use Jed and to access some of the information on 
CKcareersonline.

 ● How they learn best 
Do they like practical tasks and assignments or do they prefer exams?  
Vocational courses such as construction and health and social care are 
usually more practical and examined through assessments, projects and 
tests.  GCSEs are mainly assessed by exams.

 ● How choosing or dropping a subject will affect the courses they can 
choose in the future 
Some subjects such as languages and the sciences build on prior 
learning and cannot be studied at a higher level without relevant study 
at GCSE level but others such as business or geography can be taken up 
later.

 ● Which subjects they are good at and enjoy 
It is likely that young people will achieve higher grades in subjects they 
enjoy studying.  Achieving higher grades will mean more options are 
available after Year 11.
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Compulsory subjects
In key stage 4, English, maths and science are ‘core’ subjects that all 
students must study - most young people will take GCSEs in these.  Other 
compulsory subjects are called ‘foundation’ subjects and include computing, 
physical education and citizenship.  Schools must also provide religious 
education and sex education but young people do not need to take exams 
in these.

Optional subjects
These are subjects that young people can choose to take alongside 
compulsory subjects.  Every school will offer a different range of subjects 
and qualifications - it is important to check each school’s options booklet.

Schools must offer at least one subject from each of these areas:
• arts (such as dance, music, art and design)
• design and technology
• humanities (such as history, geography)
• modern foreign languages

Choosing a good spread of subjects will help keep options open after  
Year 11.

English Baccalaureate (EBacc)
The English Baccalaureate (EBacc) is a measure of how well a school is 
performing.  Schools are measured on students’ achievement in a range 
of specific subjects.  Subjects included in the EBacc are GCSEs in English, 
maths, geography or history, a language and two sciences - which can 
include computer science.  The government’s ambition is that, by 2025, 
90% of young people will study these subjects.

Note
Academies and private schools do not have to follow the national 
curriculum.  Academies must teach a broad and balanced curriculum, 
including English, maths and science and must also teach religious 
education.  Please check with each school for details of what they offer. 

Key stage 4 curriculum



GCSEs
 ● The majority of students will take some GCSEs.  GCSEs are offered in over 

50 subjects although most schools offer a selection.

 ● To give young people the most options after Year 11 it is important they 
achieve grades 9-4 (see below for an explanation of the changes to GCSE 
grades).  For some qualifications after Year 11, grades 9, 8, 7 and 6 will 
be required.

 ● Changes to GCSEs began in 2015 and all GCSEs have now been reformed.  
The main features of the new GCSEs are:
• A new grading scale of 9 to 1, with 9 being the top grade.  
• A grade 4 is considered a standard pass and a grade 5 a strong pass.
• Assessment is mainly by exam.
• Content is new and more demanding.
• Courses are no longer divided into different modules and students 

now take all their exams in one period at the end of the course.
• Resit opportunities are only available each November in English 

language and maths.

The new GCSE grading structure is explained below:

The main qualifications at 13-16
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New 
GCSE

Grading 
Structure

U 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Previous 
GCSE 

Grading 
Structure

U G     F     E     D C             B A        A*

AWARDING 
4 and above 

= bottom of C 
and above

GOOD PASS (DfE)
5 and above = top 

of C and above

Please note © Crown copyright information is reproduced with the permission of the 
Controller of HMSO

For more informtion about reformed GCSEs go to www.gov.uk/government/
publications/get-the-facts-gcse-and-a-level-reform/get-the-facts-gcse-reform.

© Crown copyright

Qualifications



Vocational qualifications are those related to an area of work such as business, 
health and social care and engineering.  They are more practical than GCSEs 
and assessment is by coursework and short tests throughout the course - not 
just at the end.

 ● They are currently available in a wide range of subjects but this may 
change in the future.  These subjects include: 
- animal care
- art and design 
- business 
- child development 
- construction
- digital applications/ 

technologies

- engineering and the 
built environment

- food and cookery
- hair and beauty
- health and social care
- hospitality 
- media

- music
- performing arts 
- sport 
- travel and tourism
- vehicle technology

 Most schools will only offer a selection of these so it is important to check 
each school’s options booklet.

 ● At key stage 4, examples of the qualifications offered are, City & Guilds, 
NCFE, Cambridge National and BTEC - there are others.  They are offered 
at entry level, level 1 and level 2.  (Levels are explained on page 8.)

 ● With these qualifications students have to undertake a number of units for 
which they present evidence based on real-life work.  This allows them 
to demonstrate their technical skills and knowledge in practical situations.  
Students who have lost interest in traditional subjects may prefer these 
qualifications.

 ● In September 2015, the government put in place new standards for 
vocational qualifications so they are on a par with GCSEs.  Vocational 
qualifications at level 1 and level 2 are known as ‘technical awards’.  
At key stage 4 young people can study up to three technical awards, 
alongside a minimum of five academic GCSEs.

Please note:  Young people considering vocational options in Years 10 
and 11 can choose to leave their school and study elsewhere.  Some 
colleges, such as Leeds City College, offer full-time courses for young 
people who are considering an apprenticeship after Year 11 at their 14+ 
Apprenticeship Academy.  University Technical Colleges (UTCs) are also 
an option - there are 48 UTCs in England and one opened in Leeds in 
September 2016.  UTCs are schools for 14-19 year olds and have a special 
focus on science, technology, engineering and maths subjects.  All learning 
is designed to be applied in the workplace.  They combine studying 
traditional GCSEs and A levels with specialist technical qualifications.  For 
information about UTCs look at www.utcolleges.org.
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Most students at key stage 4 work for qualifications at entry level, level 
1 or level 2.  Schools and careers advisers will help young people choose 
qualifications at the right level for them.

More information about qualifications can be found at 
http://ckcareersonline.org.uk/qualifications-guide.

Level  3
A Levels

BTEC Level 3 Extended Certificate/Diploma/
Foundation Diploma/Extended Diploma

Cambridge Technical Level 3
NVQ/VQ Level 3

Advanced Apprenticeship

Level  2
GCSE grades 9-4

BTEC Level 2 Certificate/Extended Certificate/
Diploma

Cambridge Technical Level 2
Cambridge National Level 1/2

NVQ/VQ Level 2
Intermediate Apprenticeship

Entry Level  and Level  1
BTEC Level 1 Certificate/Diploma
Cambridge National Level 1/2

NVQ/VQ Level 1
Entry Level 1-3 Certificates

in English, maths and vocational subjects
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Qualifications at different levels



After Year 11 young people have to stay in learning until they are 18. 
This requirement is known as ‘Raising the Participation Age’ or RPA.

Staying in learning does not mean that they have to stay at school - they 
could go to college, get an apprenticeship or traineeship or start full-time 
work, voluntary work or self-employment (with part-time education or 
training).

Currently, young people will have to continue to study English and/or maths 
if they do not get a grade 9-4 in the subject at GCSE.

Full-time education

After Year 11 young people can study at a school’s sixth form, sixth form 
college, college or with a training provider.

Examples of the qualifications they can take are:
Academic  - AS and A levels
Vocational  - BTECs, City & Guilds and Cambridge Technicals - these may
   become known at T levels in the future
Job specific  - National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) - usually taken 
 as part of an apprenticeship

For level 3 qualifications such as A levels and BTEC diplomas at level 3, 
at least five GCSEs at grade 4 or above are required.  A levels tend to be 
offered at school sixth forms and at sixth form colleges and to study some 
subjects at A level, GCSE grades 9-6 will be required.

For those who do not achieve five GCSEs at grade 4 or above, vocational 
qualifications at entry level, level 1 and level 2 are offered at colleges, with 
training providers and at some schools.  After successfully completing 
one level of qualification it is possible to move up to the next level.

Young people can apply for more than one course with more than one 
provider.

Learning options 16+
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Apprenticeships and traineeships

Apprenticeships are jobs with training, they are available in a wide range 
of careers and industries from chef to nursery nurse, mechanical engineer to 
health and beauty consultant, young people can choose from many different 
opportunities.  An apprenticeship is a job so it is important that a young 
person finds an employer with vacancies.

At 16 or 17 young people usually do apprenticeships at level 2 (intermediate) 
or level 3 (advanced).  Employers set their own entry requirements so they 
can vary.  For level 2 apprenticeships employers may ask for some GCSEs at 
grade 4 or 5 or above, for level 3 apprenticeships employers will usually ask 
for them.

Apprenticeships are also available at levels 4-7 and are known as higher 
apprenticeships.  Some will also include a degree and are called degree 
apprenticeships.  Careers at this level include chartered surveyor, solicitor, 
nuclear engineer and accountant.  You will usually need level 3 qualifications 
to get onto an apprenticeship at level 4 or above.

Traineeships are designed for young people who would like a job or 
apprenticeship but need help to get the knowledge, skills and experience 
employers are looking for.

Full-time work, voluntary work or self-employment
Under the requirements of RPA young people can work (including becoming 
self-employed) or volunteer full-time after Year 11 but must also undertake 
some part-time education or training - even if they have to do this in the 
evening or by distance learning. 

Young people considering an apprenticeship or full-time employment need to 
think about the following skills and qualities employers are looking for and 
consider undertaking activities at school, or in their own time, to help develop 
them:
• communication skills
• IT skills
• literacy and numeracy skills 
• the ability to work as part of a team
• ability to meet deadlines 
• punctuality
• reliability
• willingness to learn
• enthusiasm

10
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They should choose subjects and 
qualifications based on what 
interests, motivates and suits 
them.  They should not choose 
subjects to stay with their friends 
or because they think they are 
‘girls’ or ‘boys’ subjects.  

They should get as much 
information as they can about 
the subjects and qualifications 
they want to do.  Make sure their 
choices fit in with any courses 
or careers they may want to do 
16+.

It is important to gain good 
grades especially in English and 
maths.  They also need to have 
a good record of attendance and 
behaviour at school, as employers, 
training providers, sixth forms and 
colleges will ask for a reference.

This can be from their teachers 
and their careers adviser.

Parents and carers can help young people with the decisions they have to 
make about their options by:

• attending parents and options evenings

• talking through all the options carefully.  Evidence shows that young 
people do value what their parents or carers think - so you have an 
important role in helping them to choose what is right for them.

Young people need to be encouraged to:

Find out

Think for themselves

Ask for help

Work hard

They need to ask in school about 
activities that provide personal 
development and they also need 
to make the most of their leisure 
time.

Develop their skills and 
qualities

How you can help



12

Careers advisers

Careers advisers from C&K Careers work in most schools across Calderdale 
and Kirklees.  They provide information, advice and guidance to students in 
groups or one to one and also attend parents evenings. 

www.ckcareersonline.org.uk is the website of C&K Careers.  It provides a 
wide range of careers-related information and links to useful websites.  
Young people can also use Jed - taking the quiz to match their interests to 
different careers as well as finding information about over 800 jobs.  They 
will need to get a code from school to use Jed and to access some of the 
information at www.ckcareersonline.org.uk.

Adults and young people can 
contact the C&K Careers Infoline 
for careers information and advice. 

Infoline

Help from C&K Careers

Need
information on courses or your career?

Infoline

Get in touch with ourqualified careers advisers01484 225500 Ask for InfolineMonday to Friday 9.00am - 5.00pmEmail: infoline@ckcareers.org.ukText: Info to 07786 202 804or visitwww.ckcareersonline.org.uk

Need 
information on finding a 
new job?

Want to
learn new

skills?

Don’t know where to start?

TM

Thinking
about

changing
career?

Want
to

volunteer?

Like us and follow us on:
         

Facebook: CKCareers Twitter: @ckcareers1
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Young people will be given a copy of 
Directions at school in Year 8 or 9.  It is a 
booklet produced by C&K Careers containing 
information, quizzes and activities around 
option choice, as well as an introduction to 
choices after Year 11.

Young people will receive a copy of Get 
Organised or Get Ahead in school in Year 11.  
It provides information about all the options 
after Year 11. 

Careers information

C&K Careers produces over 
200 leaflets about a range of 
careers-related topics.  You can 
download them from the 
‘Careers info’ section of 
www.ckcareersonline.org.uk.  Ask 
in school for a code to use ‘Careers 
info’.  Young people can also find 
our leaflets in their careers library
at school.

Please note: not all schools in Calderdale and Kirklees choose to receive 
services from C&K Careers.



Below is a list of websites you may find useful.  Links to more websites and 
helplines can be found on www.ckcareersonline.org.uk.

Information about different careers
• https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk
• http://icould.com - young people can take the ‘Buzz quiz’ to give them 

career ideas

Courses at sixth forms, colleges or with training providers after Year 11
See individual school, college and training provider websites

Apprenticeships and traineeships
• www.getingofar.gov.uk
• www.getingofar.gov.uk/traineeships

Money for studying at sixth form or college
• www.gov.uk/further-education-courses

Working while still at school
• www.gov.uk/child-employment/minimum-ages-children-can-work

Benefits
• www.turn2us.org.uk
• www.gov.uk/child-benefit
• www.gov.uk/child-tax-credit

Citizens Advice
• www.citizensadvice.org.uk

University
• www.ucas.com

Information for students with disabilities
• www.disabilityrightsuk.org - click on, ‘How we can help’, ‘Advice/

Information’ and look in the ‘Education, work and skills’ section

Voluntary work
• https://do-it.org

Self-employment
• www.gov.uk/set-up-business
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Huddersfield Careers Centre
24 High Street
Huddersfield
HD1 2LR

01484 225500 - ask 
for Huddersfield Centre

Monday to Thursday
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Friday
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Halifax Careers Centre
16 Alexandra Street
Halifax
HX1 1BS

01484 225500 - ask 
for Halifax Centre

Monday to Friday
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Dewsbury Careers Centre
Railway Street
Dewsbury
WF12 8EB

01484 225500 - ask 
for Dewsbury Centre

Monday to Thursday
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Help and advice 16+
Visit one of our centres for advice, information and help - young people 
and adults can access help at our centres.
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Like us and follow us on:
 CKCareers

 @ckcareers1


