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Executive summary 
 

 

Seeing as the Conservative Party is planning to replace A-levels and T-levels with an 

‘Advanced British Standard’ while the Labour Party is planning a wide-ranging ‘curriculum 

and assessment review’, there is evidently a sense among politicians that our education 

system is in need of reform. That said, there is much less agreement on precisely what those 

reforms should entail. In recent years, EDSK has published five reports that have collectively 

analysed the strengths and weaknesses of the present approach to the curriculum, assessment 

and accountability in state schools and colleges. Based on our extensive research, this new 

report seeks to provide a balanced critique of the current primary and secondary education 

system so that both supporters and critics of the recent direction of travel can recognise that 

those on the other side of the debate have an equally valuable perspective to share.  

 

 

The case for the status quo 
 

Supporters of the agenda pursued by successive governments and Education Secretaries since 

2010 can point to a number of success stories. For example, England’s rise in the international 

rankings for tests such as PISA (reading, maths and science for 15-year-olds) and PIRLS 

(reading for 9/10-year-olds) suggests that many interventions over the last decade or so have 

contributed to these welcome improvements. These interventions include the promotion of 

‘phonics’ as the dominant method for teaching reading in primary schools as well as the 

‘knowledge rich’ approach that underpinned the new National Cu.00000887a0008871 00 G11.04 Tf

1 0 0 1 202.71m i 
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number of subjects after age 16 (e.g. three A-levels) facilitates access onto single-subject 

university degrees. Without this specialisation, major changes may be required to the 

structure and content of university courses, including the possibility of an extra year of study 

and the associated costs that this would generate for both students and taxpayers.  

 

 

The case for reform 
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government’s rhetoric, the proposed ‘Advanced British Standard’ would not resolve this 

problem, not least because it excludes apprenticeships and would force students who want to 

pursue a technical course down a separate channel. 

 

The emphasis on high-stakes tests such as SATs and GCSEs has also promoted undesirable 

behaviours such as ‘teaching to the test’ and a narrowing of the curriculum to focus on test 

preparation – all of which can damage a pupil’s education. Worse still, an increasing number 

of pupils no longer receive a broad and balanced curriculum from age 11 to 14 because more 

schools are teaching GCSEs over three years instead of two – a situation that ministers have 

complained about but failed to solve. The considerable time gaps between the high-stakes 

tests (ages 4 - 11 - 16) compound these pressures because the performance of both pupils and 

schools is essentially distilled down to these one-off assessments, thereby making them even 

more significant. As noted earlier, recording pupils’ progress between these tests is sensible, 

but the DfE’s current ‘progress measures’ contain serious flaws. For example, there is no 

progress data recorded for almost one-in-five primary schools, while secondary schools and 

colleges that only teach pupils from age 14 onwards are still being held to account for a pupil’s 

progress from age 11 to 16 - creating an inaccurate view of their performance. 

 

What’s more, the enduring fixation with pen-and-paper exams as the dominant form of 

assessment in schools and colleges makes England look increasingly behind the times, with 

other countries such as Australia, Wales and Denmark having already switched to national 

digital assessments. Using regular online tests throughout primary and secondary school 

(particularly in reading and maths) is a far superior method of monitoring pupils’ attainment 

and progress over time, yet ministers have not made any commitment to implementing online 

national tests despite the benefits they offer. The ongoing use of pen-and-paper exams is not 

helped by the increasingly absurd approaches to grading, with GCSEs using numbers (9-1), 

A-levels using letters (A*-E), many vocational qualifications and apprenticeships using 

Distinction-Merit-Pass (sometimes with triple-starred variations) and T-levels handing out 

separate grades for each course component. Such inconsistency creates unnecessary confusion 

and complexity for students, parents, employers and universities.
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an education system that has many commendable features and has delivered strong outcomes 

in several areas. Consequently, this report aims to inform the thinking of policymakers in the 

next parliament by identifying the existing features of primary and secondary education from 

ages 4 to 18 that deserve to be protected in future while also highlighting those features that 

should indeed be reformed. 

 

Some observers may question the need for large-scale reforms when schools and colleges are 

battling a funding crisis as well as a recruitment and retention crisis. Far from being a reason 

to ignore such reforms, many of this report’s proposals – such as scrapping SATs and GCSEs 

and slashing the amount of curriculum content in all year groups – are intended to give 

students more time to enjoy their learning and give teachers more time to enjoy their craft by 

reducing the pressures that they currently face. As the title of this report suggests, the 

‘revolution’ set out in its recommendations – including national online tests in primary and 

secondary schools and a four-year ‘Baccalaureate’ in secondary schools and colleges – would 

be delivered as a gradual ‘evolution’ over the course of a decade to ensure that there is enough 

time to build the new approach to primary and secondary education in England.  

 

 

Recommendations 

 

A new foundation for primary and secondary education in England  

¶ RECOMMENDATION 1: To create a consistent and coherent approach to state-funded 

education in England, the system should be formally divided into three phases: Primary 

(ages 4-

-
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¶
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The new ‘slot’ system for the Upper Secondary Baccalaureate that 

indicates how many subjects must be studied in each year 
 

 CORE 

ENGLISH 

CORE 

MATHS 

SLOT 1 SLOT 2 SLOT 3 SLOT 4 SLOT 5 SLOT 6 

         

YEAR 13 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 12 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 11 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 10 ✓ ✓ 
      

 

✓ = compulsory subject 

 

¶ RECOMMENDATION 10: To promote a broad and balanced education for all students, 
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¶ RECOMMENDATION 13: To support transitions between institutions at age 16, students 

can sit extra ‘transfer tests’ in addition to their Core English and Core Maths assessments 
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The Review is set to be based on the following five principles: 

1. “An excellent foundation in core subjects of reading, writing, and maths.” 

2. “A broader curriculum, so that children don’t miss out on subjects such as music, art, sport 

and drama.” 

3. “A curriculum that ensures young people leave school ready for work and ready for life, 

building the knowledge, skills and attributes young people need to thrive. This includes 

embedding digital, oracy and life skills in their learning.” 

4. “A curriculum that reflects the issues and diversities of our society, ensuring every child 

is represented.” 

5. “An assessment system that captures the full strengths of every child and the breadth of 

curriculum, with the right balance of assessment methods whilst maintaining the 

important role of examinations.”7 

 

In short, both main parties agree that our education system is in need of reform, but there is 

evidently disagreement about where, when and why any such reforms are needed. 

 

It is not just political parties who have been calling for significant changes. Last year, a cross-

party House of Lords committee published a report on the curriculum for 11 to 16-year-olds 

that called for, among other things, a reduction in the content and volume of exams at age 16, 

dedicated literacy and numeracy qualifications for pupils aged 1

https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-1/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-2/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/making-progress/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/finding-a-neet-solution/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/finding-a-neet-solution/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/examining-exams/
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2. The case for the status quo 
 

 

Since 2010 successive governments and Education Secretaries have largely stuck to several 

specific goals and attributes that they wanted to see rolled out across primary and secondary 

education in England – some of which build on initiatives set up by the previous Labour 

administration and some of which were entirely new innovations. This chapter sets out the 

areas that supporters of these enduring approaches commonly cite as evidence of educational 

progress in recent years. 

 

 

A ‘knowledge rich’ curriculum 

 

After the 2010 election, the Coalition Government decided to place a greater emphasis on 
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curriculum, and that there was “too weak and inconsistent” a link with testing and 

assessment.21 A review of the NC was formally launched in January 2011, with Nick Gibb 

voicing his concern about “too many children… still being let down”. He also noted that the 

attainment gap between rich and poor children was “stubbornly and unacceptably wide at all 

levels of education.”22 What’s more, England was falling behind in the OECD’s Programme 

for International Assessment (PISA) international rankings, having dropped from 4th to 16th in 

science, 7th to 25th in reading and 8th to 28th in maths.23 Nick Gibb attributed these issues to a 
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Figure 1: Mean scores achieved by pupils in PISA tests 
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institutions at age 16,61 and GCSEs give these students a recognised qualification with which 

to apply to a new school or college. Similarly, GCSE results give post-16 institutions a 

recognised means with which they can differentiate between applicants on a broadly fair and 

consistent basis, as do A-levels and other Level 3 qualifications at age 18 when it comes to 

applying to university, apprenticeships or employment (GCSE results also typically form part 

of such applications). Consequently, the ‘signalling’ function of these qualifications is crucial 

for supporting the choices and actions of both students and institutions. Conversely, the 

absence of external exams – particularly at age 16 – could have many unintended (and almost 

certainly negative) consequences for many stakeholders. 

 

Like GCSEs, the structure of post-16 education also plays an important role in preparing 

students for their next steps. Most obviously, the specialisation into a smaller number of 

subjects after age 16 is a central feature of secondary education in England and one that has 

existed for many years. Tim Oates has argued that “having specialist education in the 16-18 

phase, where learners typically specialise in three to four subjects for two years, brings better 

performance at university” because of the depth of content that students can study.62 Without 

this depth of study, significant changes may be required to the structure and content of 

university courses, including the possibility of an extra year being added onto degrees (and 

the associated costs that this would incur).63 On that basis, it is unsurprising that the 

Government has continued to allow specialisation in the final years of school and college 

alongside all the other reforms that they have introduced since 2010, despite recent pressure 

from many independent reports calling for A-levels to be replaced by a ‘Baccalaureate’ 

requiring students to study a minimum of six subjects.64    
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3. 
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such those who progress to an apprenticeship, T-level or BTEC. Students on technical and 

vocational programmes can have their education narrowed even further by dropping from 

eight GCSE subjects down to just one subject from age 16 up to 18/19. Again, this approach 

makes England an outlier compared to many other developed countries, even those who prize 

the quality of their technical education and apprenticeship programmes still require their 

students to study a broad array of subjects. For example, Switzerland, Germany and Austria 

all require apprentices to complete some ‘general education’ (e.g. German, maths, business 

studies) alongside their vocational training.73 

 

 

Too much content within courses and qualifications  

 

GCSEs are a core component of the English education system and their rigour is laudable, yet 

there is a ‘complete content overload’74 within these qualifications. A survey in 2022 of 3,769 
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being deluged with content to cover, without the necessary funding, time and support to 

deliver it”. In addition, the lack of capacity and specialist subject expertise in some primary 

schools means there is a risk of “things becoming tokenistic” when it comes to covering the 

whole curriculum, while others openly recognise that “the national curriculum is probably 

oversaturated.”91 Professor Dylan Wiliam, a key adviser to the government during the 

development of England’s current NC, told a research conference in 2020 that “there is no 

doubt that there’s far too much stuff in our curriculum”, adding that the desire to “make sure 

there’s enough stuff in the curriculum for the fastest-learning students to be occupied all year 

[means that] there’s far too much for most students”. According to Professor Wiliam, this 

leads to a situation in which “some teachers just teach the curriculum, they meter it out and 

they go from beginning to end, and 20 per cent of the kids get it and the rest don’t - I think 

that’s logically consistent but immoral.”92 

  
 

Concerns over literacy and numeracy skills 

 

As noted in Chapter 2, the Government set out to make the reformed GCSEs more demanding 

and challenging while also ensuring that the content improved literacy and numeracy skills 

and met the needs of both high and low achievers. However, many pupils still struggle to 

pass the reformed GCSE English and maths despite the grade boundaries being incredibly 

low in some cases. For example, on last year’s GCSE ‘Higher’ maths exam (supposedly 

accessible to all ability levels) pupils only needed 47 marks out of 240 to achieve a Grade 4 

(pass). On last year’s GCSE ‘Foundation’ maths exam (aimed at lower achievers, with less 

challenging questions and the highest grade being capped at 5) pupils needed just 147 out of 

240 marks to get a Grade 4. Meanwhile, achieving a Grade 4 in English language required 

pupils to achieve 73 marks out of 160.93 This suggests that the content for these exams is far 
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courses from Entry Level to Level 2 (GCSE standard) that are awarded on a Pass / Fail basis.95 

The content of Functional Skills qualifications is supposed to be more applicable to real-world 

scenarios, including employment.96  However, these qualifications are only available to pupils 

after age 16 if they achieved a Grade 2 or below in their GCSE English and / or maths (and if 

their school or college offers them).97 The reason that these qualifications are not offered to 14 

to 16-year-olds is that they do not contribute to the Progress 8 measure for schools because 

GCSEs are deemed to be the only valid ‘English’ and ‘maths’ qualification for this age group. 

As a result, some pupils could be failing to develop literacy and numeracy skills due to the 

exclusion of Functional Skills from this Key Stage. 
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a separate ‘Advanced British Standard (occupational)’ route for those pupils “who are clear 

that they want to specialise in one subject area”.116 What’s more, the consultation completely 

ignored the role of 16-
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‘Teaching to the test’ and a narrowing of the curriculum are compounded by the large time 

gaps between the various high stakes national tests: seven years from the Reception Baseline 

Assessment (RBA) at age 4 (and previously four years from the Key Stage 1 tests at age 7) to 

SATs at age 11, then a further five years from SATs to GCSEs at age 16. These gaps mean that 

the national tests can take on even greater significance for teachers and schools because 

several years of schooling are essentially distilled down to how well pupils perform in these 

one-off tests, and the scores achieved by pupils are often used to judge the performance of 
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GCSEs and A-levels are still primarily assessment through written exams in many subject, 

although there has been some tentative signs that change may be on the way. In the ABS 

announcement and consultation documents, the Government stated that they were 

considering adopting “digital solutions, such as on-screen assessment” for GCSEs.131 The 

leading exam boards have also stated their intentions to move towards digital GCSEs. Pearson 

Edexcel has set the ambition for all GCSEs to “have both paper-based and onscreen formats” 

by 2030.132 AQA has stated that “moving to the digital exams is the next step” and that they 

plan to replicate their existing exam papers on-screen.133  OCR has also set out plans to launch 

the first solely on-screen GCSE in 2025 in computer science to “allow for more authentic 

assessment” of programming skills.134  

 

While these steps are welcome, other countries have long since moved beyond relying on 

written exams by not only introducing national digital assessments but also making them 

‘adaptive’. In adaptive assessments, the difficulty of the questions adjusts during the test to 

match the proficiency of the pupils i.e. correct answers typically lead to a harder question, 

whereas incorrect answers lead to an easier question, and so on throughout the assessment. 

This adaptive approach offers a personalised assessment to every pupil, motivating them to 

succeed while also accurately capturing their attainment. What’s more, adaptive tests open 

up opportunities for pupils to take their assessments at different times of the academic year – 
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4. Recommendations 
 

 

This report has demonstrated that many elements of our primary and secondary education 

system are desirable and valuable, yet this should not be used as an excuse for avoiding 

discussions 
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A new foundation for primary and secondary education in England 
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regardless of which qualifications and pathways they choose. In addition, having every pupil 

in state-funded schools and colleges studying their chosen subjects within the same Upper 

Secondary phase will mean that academic, applied and technical courses will at last be 

operating on a level playing field. 

 

 

 RECOMMENDATION 2  

In advance of the full package of recommendations in this report being implemented, the 
Government should set an immediate goal of reducing the curriculum content in all Key 
Stages across primary and secondary education by a minimum of 10 per cent in all subjects. 

 

This report has documented the excessive curriculum content found throughout primary and 
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¶ Key Stage 5 technical qualifications i.e. T-levels: as the ABS consultation recognised, 

the size of T-levels is an impediment to their success. It is therefore essential that the 

content of these qualifications is markedly reduced – 

https://www.edsk.org/publications/making-progress/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/making-progress/


https://www.edsk.org/publications/examining-exams/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/making-progress/


https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-2/
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What’s more, Core Maths and Core English will be separated from two subjects that will 

become known as ‘Additional English’ and ‘Additional maths’, which focus more on the 

theoretical / non-applied content in each discipline. Additional English and Additional maths 

will be discrete subjects that are available alongside other academic and technical 

qualifications for those who wish to choose them after age 14.  

 

 

A clear purpose for Lower Secondary education (currently Key Stage 3)  

 

 RECOMMENDATION 6 

To ensure that all pupils receive a broad and balanced education in Lower Secondary 
education from ages 11 to 14, the National Curriculum will be made compulsory for all 
state-funded schools delivering this phase of education including academies.  

 

At present there is a lack of clarity around the purpose of Key Stage 3 (ages 11-14). The current 

NC entitlement for this age range sets out a broad and balanced curriculum for all pupils, yet 

many schools are choosing not to teach the full curriculum across three years as intended. This 

shortening of Key Stage 3 is particularly common in academies, who are not legally obliged 

to follow the NC. Ministers are right to complain that narrowing the curriculum in these 

crucial years at the start of secondary school is undesirable, especially for pupils from the most 

disadvantaged backgrounds. To deliver a clear and coherent education system for all pupils, 

this seemingly endless standoff over the merits and drawbacks of shortening of Key Stage 3 

needs to be addressed immediately. Thus, the NC should be made compulsory for all state-

funded schools as part of the wider package of reforms outlined in this report to ensure that 

all pupils receive a broad and balanced education. This move could be further bolstered by 

including this requirement within the school inspection regime.  

 

 

 RECOMMENDATION 7  

To monitor their progress during secondary education, all pupils will take online adaptive 
‘Progress Check’ assessments in Core English, Core Maths and almost all National 
Curriculum subjects at the end of the Lower Secondary phase (Year 9 / age 14). The results 
of these low stakes ‘Progress Checks’ will support pupils’ decision-making as they choose 
which subjects to study in Upper Secondary education.   
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Core Maths and almost all National Curriculum subjects at the end of the Lower Secondary 

phase (Year 9 - age 14) to act as a ‘Progress Check’ for all pupils. 

 

These Progress Checks will focus on testing pupils’ knowledge and understanding of what 

they have learned in the first three years of secondary education and will last approximately 

60 minutes per subject - a far cry from the 3-4 hours of assessment required by GCSE 

examinations. Any subject that requires more practical forms of assessment (e.g. art) will 

continue to use these alternative approaches, although in some cases a combination of 

methods may be used (e.g. PE might require a practical component as well as an online 

adaptive assessment).  

 

These new low-stakes Progress Checks will act as a checkpoint for measuring a pupil’s 

progress over the course of the Lower Secondary phase and will have no consequences 

regarding a pupil’s commencement of Upper Secondary education. The results will also 

support each pupil’s decisions about which subjects they wish to continue studying in Upper 

Secondary education (from Year 10 onwards). As these Progress Checks are low stakes for 

pupils, there is no reason why they could not be more spread out across the spring and 

summer term relative to the narrow exam window used for GCSEs. This would give schools 

more flexibility over how they ensure all pupils complete the assessments before the end of 

the academic year while also leaving time during the summer term to consider the results and 

subsequent subject choices in discussion with pupils and parents. 

 

 

The new Upper Secondary ‘Baccalaureate’  
 

 RECOMMENDATION 8  

To put academic, applied and technical courses on a level playing field in Upper Secondary 
education, students in state-funded schools and colleges will progress through a four- year 
‘Upper Secondary Baccalaureate’ (USB) from Year 10 to Year 13. The Baccalaureate will 
provide a rigorous and flexible framework in which students can select courses from a wide 
range of disciplines to suit their interests, abilities and aspirations.   

 

By placing academic qualifications on a pedestal and downgrading the status of technical and 

applied courses, the value of non-academic routes has been consistently undermined for years 

on end.  To unwind this explicit bias towards academic subjects and instead place all subjects 

and pathways in Upper Secondary education on a level playing field, this report follows 

previous work on this issue by EDSK by recommending that in future all students should 

study towards a new Upper Secondary ‘Baccalaureate’ (USB).  

https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-2/
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The USB will encompass all academic, applied and technical courses that students can pursue 

from age 14/15 (Year 10) to 17/18 (Year 13), including apprenticeships. This will represent a 

significant step forward in addressing the current imbalance between different pathways (and 

it also represents a considerable improvement over the ASB proposed by the current 

government). As a result, this single Baccalaureate system will be far more coherent and easier 

to navigate for students, parents, employers and universities because everything will be 

happening within one framework rather than having students moving into different 

pathways that may or may not interact with each other.    

 

 

 RECOMMENDATION 9  

To allow students to gradually specialise in their preferred subjects, the USB will use a ‘slot’ 
system to signify how many courses need to be studied alongside Core English and Core 
Maths. Most subjects will be ‘single’ subjects i.e. fill one slot. The number of slots will 
reduce to allow more specialisation as a student progresses:   

¶ Year 10 – six slots 

¶ Year 11 – five slots 

¶ Year 12 – four slots 
¶ Year 13 – three slots  

 

Students specialising in the later years of secondary education is a useful feature of our current 

system. However, the cliff-edge reduction in the number of subjects studied after GCSEs as 

students move from Year 11 into Year 12 is undesirable and unnecessary. To allow 

specialisation while avoiding cliff edges, the new USB will operate using a ‘slot’ system from 

Year 10 to Year 13 – with each slot generally representing one subject (with some exceptions, 

such as ‘Double Science’ taking up two slots). As a student progresses through the USB, the 

number of slots they must fill will reduce each year, allowing them to gradually specialise 

over time without any cliff edges. 

 

Students will start Year 10 with six slots to fill, and as they move up the USB they will have 

one less slot to fill each year (see Figure 2). Students will choose their initial subjects on 
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Figure 2: the new ‘slot’ system for the Upper Secondary Baccalaureate that 

indicates how many subjects must be studied in each year 
 

 CORE 

ENGLISH 

CORE 

MATHS 

SLOT 

1 

SLOT 

2 

SLOT 

3 

SLOT 

4 

SLOT 

5 

SLOT 

6 

         

YEAR 13 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 12 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 11 ✓ ✓ 
      

         

YEAR 10 ✓ ✓ 
      

 

✓ = compulsory subject 

 

 

 

 RECOMMENDATION 10  

To promote a broad and balanced education for all students, minimum requirements will 
be applied in terms of which subjects are studied in the first year of the USB (Year 10). 
Alongside Core English and Core Maths, students must study: 

¶ Double or triple science (2-3 slots) 

¶ At least one humanity or language subject e.g. geography, history, French (1 slot) 

¶ At least one artistic or technical subject e.g. art, music, D&T, construction (1 slot) 
This will leave 1-2 spare slots that students can fill with any other subject. 

 

Given that the National Curriculum promotes a broad and balanced education throughout 

Primary and Lower Secondary education, it would be inappropriate to suddenly reject this 

approach as soon as students enter the Upper Secondary phase in Year 10. Students’ subject 
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ABS proposed in terms of students on a technical pathway still being required to study 
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Figure 3: an illustration of how a student studying predominantly academic 

subjects could progress through the Upper Secondary Baccalaureate 

 

 

 CORE 

ENGLISH 

CORE 

MATHS 

SLOT 1 SLOT 2 SLOT 3 SLOT 4 SLOT 5 SLOT 6 

   

 

At the end of their final year of the USB, the student is assessed in 

all their remaining subjects. 

 

Y13 ✓  
Additional  

Maths  
Chemistry Economics 

   

   

 

At the end of Year 12, the student chooses to drop biology and 

therefore sits an external exam in biology. They also reach the 

highest possible grade in Core Maths so they are no longer required 

to study it in Year 13.  

 

Y12 ✓ ✓ 
Additional  

Maths  
Chemistry Biology Economics 

  

   

 

At the end of Year 11, the student drops (and takes exams in) music 

and physics. Dropping two subjects rather than one means they free 

up an additional slot so that they can study a new subject in Year 13 

(economics). 

 

Y11 ✓ ✓ 
Additional 

Maths  
Chemistry Biology Physics Music 
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Figure 4: an illustration of how a student studying predominantly technical 

subjects could progress through the Upper Secondary Baccalaureate 

 

 

 CORE 

ENGLISH 

CORE 

MATHS 
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 RECOMMENDATION 13 
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 RECOMMENDATION 14 

End-of-year assessments in the USB will be ‘digital by default’, meaning that students will 
take digital rather than pen-and-paper exams in the majority of cases. Subjects with a 
significant practical element (e.g. art, design & technology, engineering) will continue to 
use non-exam assessments where necessary. Digital assessments in the USB will typically 
last 1.5-2 hours for each subject.  

 

As discussed in the previous recommendation, students being assessed only in the subjects 

they drop each year 
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A new accountability system for primary and secondary education 

 

 RECOMMENDATION 15 

To create a more coherent approach to grading, a 10-1 scale (with 10 being the highest 
grade) should be used to assess all classroom-based subjects, starting from the new 
Progress Checks in Year 9 up to the end of the USB in Year 13. 

 

The variety of approaches to grading currently used across different academic, applied and 

technical courses within secondary education has created an incoherent grading landscape. 

This has made understanding and comparing students’ achievements unnecessarily 

complicated from the perspective of students, parents, universities and employers.  

 

This report proposed that the most effective solution is to use a single grading approach for 

assessing classroom-based subjects starting from the new Progress Checks in all National 

Curriculum subjects at the end of Lower Secondary education (Year 9) through to the end of 

the USB in Year 13. In future, these assessments will be graded using a 10-1 scale, with 10 

being the highest possible grade. The simplicity and comparability offered by this approach 

would be a major step forward in terms of delivering a more coherent system across the full 

range of courses available to students. What’s more, treating academic and technical courses 

in the same way would help instil a more ‘level playing field’ across these routes. 

 

The only exception to the 10-
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performed in each of them. It is therefore proposed that at the end of the USB, students will 

receive an ‘Upper Secondary Certificate’ (USC) – based heavily on EDSK’s previous proposal 

for a ‘Record of Achievement’ – that outlines the subjects that a student studied and the grades 

they achieved over the course of the USB. 

 

Figure 5 

https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-2/
https://www.edsk.org/publications/reassessing-the-future-part-2/
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Figure 5: an illustration of how a new ‘Upper Secondary Certificate’ could 
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 RECOMMENDATION 17  

To hold schools and colleges to account in a fair and transparent manner, the digital tests 



https://www.edsk.org/publications/making-progress/
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5. Implementation 
 

 

As there is little appetite for a dramatic upheaval of the curriculum and assessment system 

immediately after the next General Election, this report takes a long-term view on how and 

when the recommendations in the previous chapter should be delivered. Last year’s ABS 

announcement accepted that its proposals represented “a long term reform [that] will take a 

decade to deliver in full” as it would “need careful development, in partnership with students, 

teachers, leaders, schools, colleges, universities and employers, as well as the public.”145 

Meanwhile, Keir Starmer has said that a Labour government would seek to bring about a 

‘decade of national renewal’ if they won the next election,146 including their ‘Curriculum and 

Assessment Review’ that spans primary and secondary education.147
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ASSESSMENT  

¶ New online adaptive tests for 5 to 14-year-olds in Reading, Numeracy and SPG 

¶ New writing assessments for pupils aged 7, 11 and 14 

¶ New Core English and Core Maths online adaptive tests for 14 to 18-year-olds 

¶ New online adaptive Progress Checks in almost all NC subjects for 14-year-olds 

¶ New digital tests to replace the written exams currently used in academic and technical 

qualifications, which will be used in the new one-year versions of GCSEs, Technical 

Awards, A-levels 
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Figure 6: suggested timeline for implementing the main recommendations in this report 
 

 PRIMARY AND LOWER SECONDARY 
Online adaptive tests in Reading, Numeracy 

and SPG + written assessments (ages 5-14) 

UPPER SECONDARY 
Online adaptive Core English / maths tests 

(ages 14-18) 

UPPER SECONDARY 
Year 9 online adaptive ‘Progress Checks’ 

+ online assessments for USB subjects 

2024/25 
Consultation to gather views on format and 

coverage of new tests 

Consultation to gather views on content, 

format and coverage of new tests 

Consultation to gather views on format 

and coverage of Year 9 Progress Checks 

for National Curriculum subjects 
 

Government to work with exam boards 

and Ofqual to prepare for digitisation of 

existing end-of-year assessments for the 

USB (+ addition of Year 10/12 tests) 

2025/26 
Select provider to deliver new tests 

 

2026/27 
Pilot studies with schools to extensively check 

suitability, accessibility and testing procedures 

+ giving schools access to practice materials 

 

Select provider to deliver new tests 

 

2027/28 
Pilot studies with schools and colleges to 

extensively check suitability, accessibility 

and testing procedures + giving schools 

and colleges access to practice materials  
2028/29 

Roll out of new tests nationally 

 

Select providers for Year 9 Progress 

Checks + subject-based USB tests 

2029/30 
 Roll out of new tests nationally 

 

Pilot studies with schools and colleges to 

extensively check suitability, accessibility 

and testing procedures + giving schools 

and colleges access to practice materials 
2030/31 

  

2031/32 
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6. Areas for further consideration 
 

 

Oral assessments 

 

Moving to digital exams will be a step in the right direction in many respects yet they have 

https://www.edsk.org/publications/examining-exams/


https://www.edsk.org/publications/broken-ladders/
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More effective monitoring of national standards 
 

Alongside the changes to the assessment and accountability system proposed in this report, 

there is an opportunity to take a new approach to monitoring national standards across 

primary and secondary schools. At present, national standards are captured in the later years 

of secondary education through GCSE and A-level exams along with additional tools such as 

‘National Reference Tests’. However, aside from SATs (Year 6), there is limited understanding 

of national standards from primary school up to the early years of secondary school.  

 

One way to improve the monitoring of national standards would be to use ‘sample testing’ in 

the new digital adaptive tests. Sample testing consists of inserting a set of identical (or very 

similar) questions into the same test every year. Pupils will be unaware of sample testing 

during the assessment itself and will answer the question as normal, but being able to ask 

identical questions to a large number of pupils each year will allow national standards to be 
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Informing parents about their child’s performance 
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Conclusion 
 

 

“We must ensure rigour and that all young people are equipped with the knowledge, skills 

and attributes needed for HE, employment and adult life. Despite its weaknesses, the 

current system has its strengths. Many elements of the reforms we propose can already be 

found in schools and colleges around the country and we want to build on their good 

practice. We also wish to retain the best features of existing qualifications and particularly 

the well-established GCSE and A level route.” 148      

 

 

2024 marks the 20th anniversary of the publication of the final report from the Working Group 

on 14-19 Reform chaired by (now Sir) Mike Tomlinson (the ‘Tomlinson Report’). As can be 

seen from the above quotation the working group recognised that, despite their appetite for 

bold reforms – notably, the proposed introduction of 14-19 Diplomas – it was important to 

acknowledge that some aspects of secondary education were functioning well and should be 

retained. Most obviously, the clarity offered by the existing academic route (GCSEs to A-

levels) was worth preserving even if these two qualification brands were no longer needed. 

 

This analysis from two decades ago is strikingly similar to that presented in this new EDSK 

report. Even if there is a change of government at the next election, there is no reason to throw 

the policy baby out with the political bathwater. On the contrary, politicians should tread 

carefully when seeking to change an education system that has many commendable features 

and has delivered strong outcomes in several areas. Nevertheless, this report has explained in 

detail why reforms are still necessary to address the obvious limitations in the present 

approach to the curriculum, assessment and accountability that risk undermining the good 

intentions sitting behind many of the reforms enacted since 2010. 

 

Some observers may question the need for large-scale reforms when schools and colleges are 

battling a funding crisis as well as a recruitment and retention crisis. Far from being a reason 

to ignore such reforms, many of the proposals in this report are specifically designed to reduce 

the burdens currently placed on students and teachers alike: slashing the number of high-

stakes tests by scrapping SATs and GCSEs; cutting back the curriculum content in all phases; 

ending the bias against technical and vocational subjects; and using online tests to track pupils 

throughout their educational journey. All these proposals ultimately seek to give students 

more time to enjoy their learning and give teachers more time to enjoy their craft.  

 

It is not possible to put a precise pound sign on the cost of the new system described in this 

report because much would depend on how a future government chooses to arrange the 

oversight and delivery of the proposed digital tests. That said, the goal should be to reduce 





 63 

 

References 
 

1 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard (Department for 

Education, 2023), 8. 

2 Ibid., 7. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Toby Helm and Daniel Boffey, ‘School Pupils to Study Maths and English to 18 under Labour’, The Guardian, 1 

March 2014. 

5 The Labour Party, Breaking down the Barriers to Opportunity (London: Labour Party, 2023), 8. 

6 Ibid. 

7 Ibid., 9. 

8 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11-16 

Education (House of Lords, 2023). Declaration of interest: Tom Richmond, director of EDSK, acted as an advisor 

to the Committee during its work. 

9 Steve Coulter, Alexander Iosad, and James Scales, Ending the Big Squeeze on Skills: How to Futureproof Education in 

England (London: Tony Blair Institute for Global Change, 2022). 

10 Times Education Commission, Bringing out the Best: How to Transform Education and Unleash the Potential of Every 

Child (London: The Times, 2022). 

11 Department for Education, ‘Nick Gibb: The Importance of Phonics’, Webpage, 28 March 2015. 

12 Jessica Aldred, ‘Q&A: Synthetic Phonics’, The Guardian, 20 March 2006. 

13 Department for Education, Reformed GCSE Subject Content Consultation: Government Response (Department for 

Education, 2013), 4. 

14 Department for Education and Skills, Choosing a Phonics Teaching Programme 



 64 

 

 

31 Mary Richardson et al., Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2019: National Report for 

England (Department for Education, 2020), 7. 

32 Ibid., 9. 

33 UK Parliament, ‘From GCSEs to EBCs: The Government’s Proposals for Reform: Government Response to the 

Committee’s Eighth Report of Session 2012-13 - Education Committee’, Webpage, April 2013. 

34 UK Parliament, ‘A-Level Reform Volume 557: Debated on Wednesday 23 January 2013’, Webpage, January 

2013. 

35 Andrew Sparrow, ‘Michael Gove Announces GCSE Reform Plans: Politics Live Blog’, The Guardian, 11 June 

2013. 

36 Department for Education and The Rt Hon Michael Gove MP, ‘GCSE and A Level Reform’, Webpage, April 

2014. 

37 Department for Education, Reformed GCSE Subject Content Consultation: Government Response, 10. 

38 Ofqual, Get the Facts: GCSE Reform (Ofqual, 2018). 

39 TeacherTapp, What Changes Would Teachers Make to Their Subject’s KS4 Curriculum? (TeacherTapp, 2023), 2. 

40 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 11. 

41 Ofsted and Amanda Spielman, ‘Amanda Spielman’s Speech to the Confederation of School Trusts, 2023’, 

Webpage, 6 October 2023. 

42 GOV.UK, ‘The National Curriculum’, Webpage, 2024. 

43 Ibid. 

44 GOV.UK, English Baccalaureate (EBacc) (Department for Education, 2019). 

45 Ibid. 

46 House of Lords Education for 11-



 65 

 

 

60 Amy Walker, ‘PIRLS 2021: England Rises up Rankings, and 8 More Findings’, Schools Week, 16 May 2023. 

61 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11-16 

Education, 63. 

62 Tim Oates, ‘Why Assessing 16-Year-Olds Is Important for Higher Education’, National Education, 2021. 

63 Sam Freedman, The Exam Question: Changing the Model of Assessment Reform (London: Institute for Government, 

2022), 10. 

64 Times Education Commission, Bringing out the Best: How to Transform Education and Unleash the Potential of Every 

Child, 38–39. 

65 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 21. 

66 Ministry of Education, The Road to the Sixth Form - Ministry of Education Pamphlet No. 19 (London: Her Majesty’s 

Stationery Office, 1951), 11. 

67 Ibid., 35. 

68 Ofqual, ‘Infographics for GCSE Results, 2023 (Accessible)’, Webpage, August 2023. 

69 Ofqual, Infographics for A Level Results, 2023, 2023. 

70 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 25–26. 

71 Wikipedia, ‘Baccalauréat’, Webpage, 27 March 2024. 

72 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 22–23. 

73 Hilary Steedman, The State of Apprenticeship in 2010 (London: Centre for Economic Performance, 2010). 

74 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11–16 

Education (House of Lords, 2023), 26. 

75 TeacherTapp, ‘Attendance, Time Travel and GCSE Content...’, Webpage, 18 April 2023. 

76 TeacherTapp, What Changes Would Teachers Make to Their Subject’s KS4 Curriculum?, 2. 

77 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11–16 

Education, 26. 

78 Ibid. 

79 Ibid., 3. 

80 In Summer 2023, the GCSE entry fee was £48.30 and the average number of subjects taken was 7.81. The total 

number of state-funded 16-year-old pupils was 606,915. Estimated total cost: £229 million. Link: https://explore-

education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/key-stage-4-performance/2022-23?subjectId=54f5ad1a-e6c6-405e-

fa53-08dc1ccce2d6  

81 

-

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/key-stage-4-performance/2022-23?subjectId=54f5ad1a-e6c6-405e-fa53-08dc1ccce2d6
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/key-stage-4-performance/2022-23?subjectId=54f5ad1a-e6c6-405e-fa53-08dc1ccce2d6
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/key-stage-4-performance/2022-23?subjectId=54f5ad1a-e6c6-405e-fa53-08dc1ccce2d6


 66 

 

 

92 Catherine Lough, ‘Dylan Wiliam: “Immoral” to Teach “Too Full” Curriculum’, Times Educational Supplement, 28 

April 2020. 

93 Edexcel, Grade Boundaries Edexcel GCSE (9-1) June 2023 (Pearson, 2023). 

94 Department for Education, Reformed GCSE Subject Content Consultation: Government Response, 10. 

95 Edexcel, Functional Skills Pass Grade Boundaries (Pearson, 2023). 

96 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11–16 

Education, 31. 

97 Ibid. 

98 Billy Camden, ‘GCSE Resits 2023: Maths and English Pass Rates down Again’, FE Week, 24 August 2023. 

99 Ofsted, The Annual Report of Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and Skills 2017/18 

(Manchester: Ofsted, 2018), 10–11. 

100 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard Consultation, 17. 

101 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 24. 

102 Ibid., 32. 

103 Department for Education, Academic Year 2022/23: Key Stage 2 Attainment, 2024. 

104 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11–16 

Education, 11. 

105 Ibid. 

106 Ibid., 4. 

107 Ibid., 88. 

108 Ibid., 51. 

109 Department for Education, ‘Guidance: Technical Awards’, Webpage, 4 September 2017. 

110 Ofqual, Annual Qualifications Market Report: 2022 to 2023 Academic Year, 2024. 

111 Department for Education, Non-GCSE Qualifications in England: Key Stage 4 Entries and Absence and Exclusions 

Outcomes (London: Department for Education, 2019), 4. 

112 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 22. 

113 Ibid. 

114 Ibid. 

115 Ibid., 29. 

116 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard Consultation, 23. 

117 House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, Testing and Assessment: Third Report of Session 

2007-08, HC 169-I (London: The Stationery Office, 2008), 42. 

118 Katherine Sellgren, ‘Teaching to the Test Gives “Hollow Understanding”’, BBC News Online, 11 October 2017. 

119 Ofsted, HMCI Commentary: Curriculum and the New Education Inspection Framework (GOV.UK, 2018). 

120 House of Lords Education for 11-16 Year Olds Committee, Requires Improvement: Urgent Change for 11–16 

Education, 23–24. 

121 Ibid., 24. 

122 Ibid., 25. 

123 GOV.UK, ‘Get Information about Schools’, 2024. 

124 Harvey Goldstein et al., A Baseline without Basis: The Validity and Utility of the Proposed Reception Baseline 

Assessment in England (British Educational Research Association, 2018), 16. 

125 GOV.UK, ‘Get Information about Schools’. 

126 Ofsted, ‘Sir Michael Wilshaw’s Speech at the Baker Dearing UTC Conference’, Webpage, 21 July 2016. 

127 Michael Gove, ‘Dividing Our Children at 14 Has Not Worked’, The Times, n.d., accessed 7 May 2020. 

 
 



 67 

 

 

128 Department for Education, ‘What Is the Multiplication Tables Check and Why Is It Important?’, Webpage, 

November 2022. 

129 Standards and Testing Agency, ‘2025 Reception Baseline Assessment: IT Guidance’, Webpage, 27 February 

2024. 

130 Cerys Turner, ‘Digital Reception Baseline Assessment Delayed by a Year’, Times Educational Supplement, 27 

February 2024. 

131 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 39. 

132 Samantha Booth, ‘“This Isn’t the End of Pen-and-Paper Exams”, Pearson Says as English GCSEs Set to Go on-

Screen’, Schools Week, 4 January 2024. 

133 Samantha Booth, ‘AQA Sets Timetable for Digital GCSE Exams’, Schools Week, 17 October 2023. 

134 Amy Walker, ‘OCR to Launch First Fully-Digital GCSE in 2025’, Schools Week, 6 December 2023. 

135 Louise V. Beuchert and Anne B. Nandrup, The Danish National Tests at a Glance (Aarhus: Aarhus University, 

2017). 

136 Australian Government, ‘National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy’, Webpage, 2024. 

137 HwB, ‘National Reading and Numeracy Personalised Assessments: Administration Handbook 2023 to 2024’, 

2024. 

138 Beuchert and Nandrup, The Danish National Tests at a Glance. 

139 National Assessment Program, ‘Student Participation’, Webpage, 2024. 

140 HwB, ‘National Reading and Numeracy Personalised Assessments: Administration Handbook 2023 to 2024’. 

141 Pearson, DfE 16-19 Performance Table Points Scores for Level 3 Qualifications (London: Pearson, 2017). 

142 Department for Education, Introduction of T Levels, 2023. 

143 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 33. 

144 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard Consultation, 49. 

145 Department for Education, A World-Class Education System: The Advanced British Standard, 7. 

146 BBC News Online, ‘Starmer Focuses on a “Decade of National Renewal”’, Webpage, 4 January 2024. 

147 Freddie Whittaker, ‘Revealed: The Full Details of Labour’s Education “Mission”’, Schools Week, 6 July 2023. 

148 Mike Tomlinson, 14-


