
Parents & Carers

Preparing for the future
Gaining skills and 
qualifications
Whatever your teenager wants to do in 
life, a good standard of education and 
training can increase their chances of 
success. Gaining skills and qualifications:

• helps them to make the most of 
their potential

• opens doors to employment and 
higher education

• improves their earning power.

Key stage 4 choices
What to study
All teenagers study a core of essential 
subjects at key stage 4 including 
English, mathematics and science. 
They also study three or four optional 
subjects that they choose before 
they start key stage 4. Some options 
lead to GCSEs. Others lead to work-
related vocational qualifications. If 
your teenager needs more time to 
build their confidence and skills, their 
options may include a personalised 
programme tailored to their needs.

Where to study
In some areas, teenagers can also 
choose where to study at key stage 4. 
Their choices could include studying at:

• their current school
• a 14 to 16 centre in a local further 

education college – these offer 
a combination of vocational 
and academic qualifications and 
provide early access to practical 
and technical education

• a University Technical College 
(UTC) for students aged 14 to 
19 – these offer a combination 
of vocational and academic 

qualifications and specialise 
in technical studies such as 
engineering and science

• a Studio School for students 
aged 14 to 19 – these provide 
practical, project-based study 
with work placements and offer 
a combination of vocational and 
academic qualifications.

Post-16 options
The law says that all young people 
must continue to do some kind of 
education or training until they are 
18. At 16, your teenager must decide 
what to study and where and how to 
do it. They have three options.

Full-time education
Your teenager could study full-time at 
a school, college or with a specialist 
provider. All study programmes 
will prepare them for higher level 
learning and employment and include 
opportunities for work experience 
and enterprise activities. They could 
work towards subject-based academic 
qualifications like A Levels and work-
related vocational awards like BTEC, 
City & Guilds and OCR Cambridge 
National qualifications. If they are 
interested in but not quite ready 
for work, they may be able to do a 
Traineeship or Supported Internship. 
All teenagers who do not gain a grade 
C or above in GCSE English and maths 
are expected to continue studying 
these subjects post 16.

An Apprenticeship
If your teenager knows what they 
want to do for a living, they could 
apply for an Apprenticeship that will 
prepare them for skilled employment 
and higher level education and 

training. Apprenticeships combine 
high-quality training with paid work 
and are available in over 80 industry 
sectors - not just the traditional sectors 
such as engineering and hairdressing.

Part-time education
If your teenager plans to work full-
time for an employer, for themselves 
or as a volunteer, they must spend the 
equivalent of one day a week working 
towards approved and nationally 
recognised qualifications. This is a 
flexible option. What, where and how 
your teenager learns will depend on 
the nature of their full-time work and 
whether the learning is organised 
for them or they organise it for 
themselves. They could, for example:

• work towards academic or 
vocational qualifications that will 
help them to improve their future 
prospects, make their business a 
success and/or meet the needs of 
their employer or the organisation 
with which they are a volunteer

• study in concentrated blocks for one 
or two weeks at a time, or spread 
their learning over a longer period

• do a course in their workplace, at 
a local college, with a specialist 
training provider or online.

Helping your teenager with subject and career choices 
This supplement has information and practical tips to help you support your teenager’s decision-making.
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Getting Support
Support for your teenager 
Making subject and career choices is an 
important part of growing up. It can be a 
challenge, so your teenager will receive a lot of 
support to help them choose well.

Careers education
Careers lessons will encourage your teenager to:

• think about and set goals for the future
• research their career ideas and explore their 

options
• make decisions and plans
• present themselves well in applications and 

interviews.

Careers advice and guidance
Your teenager will receive careers advice and 
guidance from many different people. Subject 
teachers may discuss the career opportunities 
that studying their subject can open up. 
Other staff will help them to think through 
their ideas and weigh up the pros and cons of 
different options. They will also have access to 
independent careers guidance.

Special educational needs
If your teenager has a disability or learning 

difficulty, there may be extra help with 
decision-making and transition 

planning. Ask the Special 
Educational Needs Coordinator 
(SENCO) in school or college, the 

careers adviser or their key worker.

Support for you 
You will also receive support to help your teenager make choices that 
work for them. As decision time approaches, you will receive options 
information and invitations to attend events to help you understand 
these options. If you have any queries or concerns, you should contact 
your teenager’s tutor. If they cannot help, they will put you in touch 
with someone who can – often a subject teacher or a careers adviser.

Outside school, many organisations can offer you information, help 
and support. Most parents start with the organisations below but 
there are many others.

Money matters
16 to 19 year olds whose financial situation might stop them 
from continuing in full-time education or training may qualify for 
financial support. The help available includes 16-19 bursaries. 
These are grants paid by schools, colleges and training providers 
to vulnerable young people and those in greatest financial need.

Whether your teenager qualifies for help depends on their 
personal circumstances. They can find out more from their 
tutor, the person in charge of student support, their careers 
adviser or key worker, and through the ‘Education and learning’ 
pages at www.gov.uk.

GOV.UK 
at www.gov.uk
The ‘Education and learning’ pages have information 
on young people’s choices, financial support for 
learning and sources of help.

The National Careers Service 
at https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk
This has careers information, advice, practical tools, 
guides and a helpline. Young people and their parents 
can speak to a qualified adviser by contacting the 
helpline on 0800 100 900. It is open from 8am to 
10pm seven days a week. There is a call back service 
for people using a mobile.

The National Parent Partnership Network 
at www.parentpartnership.org.uk
This gives details of local services that offer free 
impartial information and advice on a range of issues to 
parents and carers of children and young people with 
special educational needs.

The Apprenticeships website 
at www.apprenticeships.org.uk
The ‘Parents’ section answers common questions that 
parents have about Apprenticeships and why they 
could be right for their children.

Encourage them to find out as 
much as they can about their 
options
Discuss with your teenager the 
options information they receive and 
any material, such as prospectuses, 
that they find online. Encourage them 
to go to information and other events. 
Go with them if you can. Help them 
to make a list of questions about 
the options that interest them and 
where they lead. Check application 
deadlines, especially post 16, as 
popular options can fill up quickly.

Help them to identify their 
interests and abilities
Your teenager is more likely to 
succeed if they choose options that 
fit their interests and abilities. Help 
them to identify these by encouraging 
them to discuss how they feel about 
different lessons, spare time activities, 
tests, exams and practical projects. 
You could also work with them on the 
activities in Which way now? that 
covers key stage 4 choices or It's your 
choice that looks at post-16 options.

Encourage them to consider the 
consequences of their choices
If your teenager has a particular 
career in mind, they may need specific 
experience, subjects, qualifications 
and grades to do it. Encourage them 
to find out. Help them to research 
the careers that interest them – they 
could use the job profiles on https://
nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk. 
Look at course entry requirements in 
options information and prospectuses 
and, for higher education courses that 
interest them, on www.ucas.com and 
http://unistats.direct.gov.uk. If your 
teenager has no clear career plans, 
encourage them to opt for a broad 
range of courses that will give them 
plenty of choice in the future.

Remind them that learning pays
Remind your teenager that 
education and training count. 
Better qualifications bring better 
job prospects, higher earnings and 
more job satisfaction. There is still a 
big pay gap between people with 
qualifications and those without. If 
your teenager starts their working life 
in a low skilled, low paid job without 
training, they may find it difficult to 
move on to something better. If they 
are deciding what to do after Year 11, 
encourage them to choose an option 
that offers structured education or 
training. They can speak to a careers 
adviser for help to find an education or 
training opportunity that suits them.

Gently challenge any choices 
that concern you
For example, you might want to 
challenge a choice because you feel 
that your teenager has not done 
enough research. Or you may feel 
that they have over or underestimated 
their ability in a subject. Or that they 
have been too heavily influenced by 
whom they think will teach the course, 
what their friends say or fear of being 
the only boy or girl in a group.

Support their decision
Try to give in gracefully if you 
disagree with your teenager's 
choices. Show them that 
you want the best for them 
by accepting that it is their 
choice. If they realise later 
on that they made the wrong 
decision, they will need your 
support to deal with the 
consequences. Should this 
happen, remain positive 
and encourage them to 
learn from their mistakes – 
discovering that something 
is not for them is a positive 
step that will help them to 
identify an opportunity that 
will suit them better.

Encourage them to make a 
back-up plan
Practical reasons may prevent your 
teenager from doing what they 
want to do. Having a back-up plan 
will make them feel as though they 
still have some control over what 
happens.

Be ready to help them deal 
with personal problems
At some point, most teenagers have 
concerns that make it hard for them 
to cope with other parts of their life. 
You can help them to tackle these 
concerns by:

• offering your support as soon as 
you spot a problem – it is always 
better to get involved earlier 
rather than later

• listening to what they say and 
trying to see the problem from 
their point of view

• working on a solution with them, 
involving others if needed

• showing that you believe in them, 
helping them to recognise their 
successes and supporting them to 
achieve new things – for example, 
by encouraging them to make 
the most of opportunities such as 
mentoring, coaching, volunteering, 
work experience and schemes 

like the Duke of Edinburgh 
Award.

Tips on how to help your teenager choose well
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Checklist for action
And for post-16 options ...

Read the options information your teenager 
receives.

Look at the content of online materials such as 
prospectuses.

Check the dates of options events and put them 
in your diary or calendar.

Encourage your teenager to research their 
options, discuss their choices with you and share 
any concerns they may have.

Help your teenager to think about how well 
different options match their interests and abilities.

Encourage your teenager to consider the 
consequences of different choices and discuss 
who else could help them with this.

Make a list of questions to ask at options and 
information events.

Attend options and information events.

Help your teenager to make a back-up plan in 
case things do not go the way they hope.

Check that option/application forms are 
completed and handed in on time.

Encourage your teenager to find out 
about possible sources of financial and 
other help.

Remind your teenager to track 
applications and check regularly to see 
if they have been offered a place or 
called for interview.

Encourage your teenager to seek help 
from their careers teacher or a careers 
adviser if they are unsure about what 
they want to do or are interested in 
getting a job, working for themselves 
or doing some voluntary work.
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