
• PhD/DPhil
• Professional doctorates

• Level 8 Award
• Level 8 Certi�cate
• Level 8 Diploma

Level   8

Levels and what
they equate to

The differences
between ‘Award’,
‘Certificate’, & ‘Diploma’

Did you know…
NVQs are a thing
of the past:

• Master's degree • Integrated master's 
degree • Primary quali�cations (�rst 
degrees) in medicine, dentistry and 

veterinary science • PGCE • PGDip • PGCert • 
Level 7 Award • Level 7 Certi�cate • Level 7 

Diploma • Level 7 NVQ

Level   7

• Bachelor's degree • Graduate Certi�cate 
• Graduate Diploma • Professional Graduate 

Certi�cate in Education • Degree 
Apprenticeship • Level 6 Award • Level 6 

Certi�cate • Level 6 Diploma • Level 6 NVQ

Level   6

• Foundation degree • Diploma of Higher 
Education • Higher National Diploma 

(awarded by a degree-awarding body) 
 • Level 5 Award • Level 5 Certi�cate • Level 5 

Diploma • Level 5 NVQ

Level   5

• Certi�cate of Higher Education
• Higher National Certi�cate

• Higher Apprenticeship
• Level 4 Award

• Level 4 Certi�cate
• Level 4 Diploma

• Level 4 NVQ

Level   4

A Level • Access to Higher Education Diploma 
• AS Level • Applied General • International 

Baccalaureate Diploma • T Level • Level 3 
Award • Level 3 Certi�cate • Level 3 Diploma 

• Level 3 NVQ • Level 3 ESOL • Level 3 
National Certi�cate • Level 3 National 

Diploma • Music grades 6, 7 and 8
• Advanced Apprenticeship

Level   3

• GCSE grades A*–C • Reformed GCSE 
grades 4–9 • CSE grade 1 • Level 2 Award 

• Level 2 Certi�cate • Level 2 Diploma 
• Level 2 NVQ • Level 2 ESOL • Level 2 

Essential Skills • Level 2 Functional Skills 
• Level 2 National Certi�cate • Level 2 

National Diploma • Music grades 4 
and 5 • Intermediate 

Apprenticeship

Level   2

• First Certi�cate • GCSE grades D–G 
• Reformed GCSE grades 1–3 • Level 1 

Award • Level 1 Certi�cate • Level 1 
Diploma • Level 1 NVQ • Level 1 ESOL 

• Level 1 Essential Skills • Level 1 Functional 
Skills • Music grades 1, 2 and 3

Level   1

• GCSE grades A*–C
 • Reformed GCSE grades 4–9 • CSE grade 1 
• Level 2 Award • Level 2 Certi�cate • Level 2 

Diploma • Level 2 NVQ • Level 2 ESOL • 
Level 2 Essential Skills • Level 2 Functional 

Skills • Level 2 National Certi�cate • 
Level 2 National Diploma • Music 

grades 4 and 5 • Intermediate 
Apprenticeship

Entry level
(1,2,3)

The national qualification frameworks in the United Kingdom define 
and link the levels and credit values of different qualifications. In 
England, they are split into nine levels: entry level (further subdivided 
into sub-levels one to three) and levels one to eight.

Here’s what the different levels are equivalent to:

National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) were work-based awards in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland that were achieved through 
assessment and training and were withdrawn in 2015.

However, the term "NVQ" may still be used if qualifications are based 
on occupational standards, work-based, or if simulated work-based 
assessments are used and where they claim to translate to 
occupational competence.

To achieve an NVQ, candidates had to prove that they had the ability 
to carry out their job to the required standard. NVQs were based on 
National Occupational Standards that described the "competencies" 
expected in any given job role. Typically, candidates worked towards 
an NVQ that reflected their role in a paid or voluntary position. For 
example, someone working in an admin office role may take an NVQ 
in Business and Administration.

There were five levels of NVQ, ranging from Level 1 - which 
focuses on basic work activities - to Level 5 for senior 
management.

A new age of
work-based
learning - the
change in
apprenticeships:

Since April 2017, the Apprenticeship Levy has been in place to fund 
apprenticeships, and the programmes changed from ‘frameworks’ to 
‘standards’. The UK government set a target of 3 million 
apprenticeships by 2020 and businesses are encouraged to consider 
hiring new start apprentices and planning recruitment and career 
development activities around apprenticeships.

Every day, the Institute for Apprenticeships is working with employers 
to create and develop new apprenticeship standards to raise the 
quality of apprenticeships, and to replace all the old apprenticeship 
frameworks by 2020.

Apprenticeship
levels explained

There are four levels of apprenticeship available, spanning 2–6 years of 
progression. It is possible for ambitious apprentices to progress from 
level 2 (intermediate) to level 7 (master's degree) over many years of 
training and education. Learners start at a level which reflects their 
current qualifications and the opportunities available in the sector of 
interest:

How is my training
fully funded?

Apprenticeship standards have been in development since 2013, when 
groups of employers - instead of sector bodies - known as ‘trailblazers' 
worked together to design apprenticeship standards and assessment 
approaches. These groups are made up of at least 10 employers, and 
the work they’re doing is supported by the guide for trailblazers.

A standard contains a list of the skills, knowledge and behaviours an 
apprentice will need to have learned by the end of their apprenticeship. 
Standards are occupation-focused, not qualification-led. The learning 
happens throughout the apprenticeship and the apprentice is assessed 
at the end. They need to prove that they can carry out all aspects of their 
job. They develop transferable skills and gain credibility all in one.

Developing standards raises the quality of apprenticeships by responding 
to the needs of employers, who know what they want from their 
employees. They can best describe what skills, knowledge and behaviours 
an apprentice will need at the end of their apprenticeship. Trailblazers 
develop the standards for their relevant occupations themselves. This 
means that the standards are related to what is needed in the workforce, 
and incorporate the skills an apprentice will need to be capable and 
qualified in that future role.

Framework vs
Standard

In 1994, the UK Government introduced Modern Apprenticeships, 
based on frameworks developed by sector bodies which were 
primarily qualification-focused.

Apprenticeship frameworks contained several separately certified 
elements:

But what’s the difference 
between the old frameworks 
and the new standards?

Award

NVQ
Level 1

NVQ
Level 3

NVQ
Level 2

NVQ
Level 5

NVQ
Level 4

Certificate Diploma

basic work 
activities for senior 

management

NVQ
LEVELS

OLD FRAMEWORKS NEW STANDARDS

2017 2020

A knowledge-based element, typically certified through a 
qualification known as a ‘Technical Certificate’

Functional Skills, which are in all cases minimum levels of 
Mathematics and English attainment and in some cases 
additionally IT

Employment Rights and Responsibilities (ERR) to show that the 
apprentice has had a full induction to the company or training 
programme, and is aware of those rights and responsibilities that 
are essential in the workplace; this usually requires the creation of a 
personal portfolio of activities, reading and instruction sessions, but 
is not examined

A competence-based element, typically certified through an NVQ

There were around 230 apprenticeship frameworks, and the main 
aim at the end of a framework was to have the learner achieve a 
competency-based qualification, such as an NVQ, and a technical 
qualification, such as a BTEC. It was possible for an apprentice to 
achieve all qualifications in the framework but not actually have 
the right skills to carry out their job. This means some apprentices 
may have needed further training from their employer.

In a framework, apprentices were assessed throughout their 
apprenticeship and obtained several qualifications during the 
apprenticeship. Once they completed a unit, it was ticked off and 
they wouldn’t have necessarily needed to demonstrate the skill 
again. There was no overall end assessment, which meant no one 
was checking if the apprentice had the right skills to do their role.

INTERMEDIATE 
APPRENTICESHIP 
(LEVEL 2; EQUIVALENT 
TO FIVE GOOD GCSE 
PASSES):

provides learners with 
the skills and 
qualifications for their 
chosen career and 
allows entry (if desired) 
to an Advanced 
Apprenticeship. To be 
accepted, learners need 
to be enthusiastic, keen 
to learn and have a 
reasonable standard of 
education; most 
employers require 
applicants to have two 
or more GCSEs 
(A*-C/4-9), including 
English and Maths.

ADVANCED 
APPRENTICESHIP 
(LEVEL 3; EQUIVALENT 
TO TWO A-LEVEL 
PASSES): 

to start this 
programme, learners 
should have five GCSEs 
(grade A*-C/4-9) or have 
completed an 
Intermediate 
Apprenticeship. This 
will provide them with 
the skills and 
qualifications needed 
for their career and 
allow entry (if desired) 
to a Higher 
Apprenticeship or 
degree level 
qualification. Advanced 
apprenticeships can 
last between 15 and 18 
months.

HIGHER 
APPRENTICESHIP 
(LEVEL 4/5; 
EQUIVALENT TO A 
FOUNDATION 
DEGREE):

to start this 
programme, learners 
should have a Level 3 
qualification (A-Levels, 
Advanced Diploma or 
International 
Baccalaureate) or have 
completed an 
Advanced 
Apprenticeship. Higher 
apprenticeships are 
designed for students 
who are aged 18 or over

Higher apprenticeships 
can last between three 
and five years..

DEGREE 
APPRENTICESHIP (LEVEL 
5/6 TO ACHIEVE 
BACHELOR'S DEGREE OR 
LEVEL 7 TO ACHIEVE 
MASTER'S):

to start this programme, 
learners should have a 
level 3/4 qualification 
(ALevels, Advanced 
Diploma or International 
Baccalaureate) relevant to 
their occupation, or have 
completed an Advanced 
Apprenticeship, also 
relevant to their 
occupation. It differs from 
a 'Higher Apprenticeship' 
due to graduating with a 
bachelor's degree at an 
accredited university. 
Degree apprenticeships 
can last between three 
and six years.

Education and 
Skills Funding 
Agency (ESFA)

Apprenticeships

Levy, employer 
and government 
contribution

Non-Levy, 10% 
co-investment 
from employer 
and government 
contribution

Advanced Learner 
Loans via Student 
Loans Company; 
for those aged 19+ 
who live in the UK 
or have been for 
the last 3 years; for 
a course at levels 
3, 4, 5 or 6; loan 
doesn'tneed to be 
repaid until 
earning over 
£25k/annum

Traineeships for 
unemployed 
adults aged 19+, 
the option 
furthest away 
from the labour 
market

Adult Education 
Budget (AEB) for 
those aged 19+

Study 
programmes for 
16-18 year olds

Department for 
Education (DfE)

European Social 
Fund (ESF)

Government European Union

FRAMEWORKS

STANDARDS

1–12 credits 37+ credits13–36 credits


