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Managing Changes to Curriculum and 
Assessment for Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4
Changes to the National Curriculum, assessment and 
qualifications are extensive. This guidance provides an 
overview of the changes and proposes a strategic planning 
cycle that schools may wish to use between now and 
September 2016 to prepare for the changes. Please also see 
the timeline of suggested activities that ASCL has devised 
to help you to manage these changes.

Background and context

1 The revised National Curriculum must be implemented 
by all maintained schools in England from September 
2014 (with the exception of core subjects in years 2, 
6, 10 and 11). Details can be found at www.gov.uk/
government/collections/national-curriculum 

2 Academies, university technical colleges (UTCs) 
and free schools are required to offer a “broad and 
balanced” curriculum but are not required to follow the 
National Curriculum programmes of study. However, 
members should note that the revised GCSEs will 
be based on programmes of study where these are 
defined by the DfE (Such as, English, maths, sciences, 
languages, history and geography). Subject content 
has already been published for English language, 
English literature and maths and it is clear that the 
content is greater than that of the current GCSEs which 
will have serious implications for curriculum planning 
throughout the school.

3 In this revised curriculum, the national system of 
formative assessment based on levels disappears to 
be replaced by a single attainment target for each 
subject at each key stage that reads, “By the end of 
each key stage, pupils are expected to know, apply 
and understand the matters, skills and processes 
specified in the relevant programme of study”.  There 
is no requirement to report at the end of Key Stage 3 
assessment either to the government or to parents.

4 ASCL opposed this change and urged the government 
not to go ahead with it until there was a new system 
to put in its place given the benefits that have 
accrued from having a nationally benchmarked and 
understood process.

5 Schools will still be expected to have an assessment 
policy and a process of internal assessment to enable 
them to track student progress and report annually (or  
more often) to parents but these will be of the school’s 
own devising. DfE guidance states that “Beyond the 
tests at KS2 and GCSEs at KS4, it will be for schools to 
decide how they assess pupils’ progress.” Ofsted will be 
responsible for monitoring the effectiveness of schools’ 
assessment policies and practices.

6 It will not be possible to retain the current level-
based system over time as the curriculum changes 
to adapt to the new curriculum and new GCSEs and 
this guidance seeks to offer advice on how to manage 
these changes over time.

7 All schools are required to provide information about 
their curriculum and their assessment policy on the 
school website and these will be scrutinised by Ofsted.

8 It is essential that school leaders involve governors in 
the decision making process in planning curriculum, 
qualification and assessment changes.

Purposes and principles of assessment

9 ASCL takes the view that the primary aim of 
summative assessment should be to measure student 
achievement at a particular point in time. The other 
uses to which it has been put have made it difficult to 
ensure the validity and reliability of these assessment 
processes.

10 Formative assessment should have one central aim 
which is to support student progress. The various uses 
of formative assessment should all contribute to this 
primary purpose.

11 To this end an effective assessment process should :

l set targets

l track progress against expectations. 

l demonstrate what students know, understand and 
can do through assessment which is best fitted to the 
learning objectives

l diagnose areas of strength and weakness

l support teacher planning
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l provide clear and easily understood information for 
students and parents

l provide information for other schools at any point of 
transition

l provide internal monitoring information for middle and 
senior leaders and governors

12 The process should include the following stages: target 
setting, assessment (including moderation), tracking, 
monitoring (individual and group level), intervention 
and review. 

13 Schools should be responsible for ensuring that their 
internal assessment processes are fair, reliable and valid. 
This will require careful management by someone 
experienced (and preferably qualified) in assessment 
practices who can oversee monitoring, moderation 
and standardisation procedures.

14 ASCL supports the work of the Chartered Institute 
of Educational Assessors (CIEA) in providing training 
and development in this area through its corporate 
membership scheme.

15 The report of the NAHT Commission on assessment 
provides useful further background in this area. See the 
report here http://tinyurl.com/nj7lh4y 

16 Also see ASCL’s Policy Paper on The Secondary 
Curriculum http://tinyurl.com/q3t2pzl  

Ofsted expectations

17 Ofsted has not yet formally set out its expectations 
of the revised curriculum and assessment processes 
(although we expect this to be issued in the summer 
term 2014). However, Sir Michael Wilshaw, Her Majesty’s 
Chief Inspector (HMCI) for Schools, outlined in a major 
speech at the North of England Conference (15 January 
2014) what Ofsted will expect from September 2014: 
http://tinyurl.com/lfpd3fw  

 “Good schools have always tracked their pupils’ progress 
and Ofsted will expect to see this continue. We will not 
endorse any particular approach. But we do expect 
every school to be able to show what their pupils know, 
understand and can do through continuous assessment 
and summative tests…

 “Inspectors will want to see how well the tests are linked 
to the curriculum and how the results are being used to 
inform the school about the quality of teaching and the 
progress of children.

 “They will also want to see how well schools are 
responding to changes to the national curriculum 
from September. Every head teacher should be asking 

themselves the sort of questions that we will be asking 
when we inspect schools in the weeks and months ahead:

l Are staff ready for the significant changes to the 
curriculum?

l How is the school’s assessment model linked to the 
programmes of study and schemes of work in the new 
curriculum?

l Is there an effective training programme in place?

l Are your teachers geared up to teach for linear rather than 
modular examinations?

l Is the school timetable and school day flexible enough to 
accommodate the new curriculum?

 “Parents have a right to know through clear, unambiguous 
reporting how well their children are doing. So inspectors 
will also be paying close attention to how well schools are 
reporting on progress in relation to the targets that have 
been set for every pupil at the end of the key stage.”

18 Since then Ofsted has issued a set of FAQs (see  
http://tinyurl.com/nrxlb4m) in which question 15 
is about assessment and states, “From 1st September 
2014 schools will be able to introduce their own 
approaches to formative assessment. Inspectors 
will normally expect, however, that an assessment 
framework supports the school curriculum, so that 
teachers can check what pupils have learnt and 
whether they are on track to meet expectations at 
the end of the key stage, and so that they can report 
regularly to parents.”

19 The link with the curriculum is all-important and 
it would therefore follow that while teaching a 
transitional curriculum, schools should also have a 
transitional approach to assessment. This should be 
clearly stated on the school website within the school’s 
assessment policy.

20 Ofsted has also made it clear that assessment should 
be validated and accurate and schools should therefore 
be able to evidence their moderation processes 
which ensure consistency. The emphasis for Ofsted 
will continue to be on whether the assessment and 
tracking process is delivering results and facilitating 
progress.

21 ASCL believes that it is for schools to decide on the 
detail of the process including the balance and the 
timing of continuous and summative assessment 
and to make judgements about the most effective 
assessment for different aspects of learning and 
different subject areas. 
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Planning (To be read in conjunction with the timeline of 
suggested activities)

22 The content of the new GCSEs in mathematics and 
English is significantly different from the current 
programmes of study. In maths, there is much more 
content, with the new qualification being referred to 
as the ‘big, fat maths GCSE.’ The English curriculum 
is also considerably different with wider and more 
challenging reading and the introduction of the 
‘unseen’ element in literature. From 2017, there will 
no longer be a combined language and literature 
qualification and the new Progress 8 measure (from 
2016) effectively means that all students will need to be 
entered for language and literature as English will not 
be double-counted unless both have been taken.

23 Until 2016, when Year 7 students arrive in Key Stage 
3 having covered the revised Key Stage 2 curriculum 
in core subjects, it will not be possible to teach the 
revised Key Stage 3 core curriculum as it stands as 
those students will have gaps in their knowledge and 
conceptual understanding. During the years 2014 
to 2016 ASCL therefore advises English and maths 
departments in schools to develop a transitional 
approach, taking account of the new GCSEs and 
working backwards to analyse what Key Stage 3 
students in each year group have already covered and 
what they will need to cover to succeed at GCSE. The 
subject content has already been published and we 
expect awarding bodies to make the specifications 
available to schools in autumn 2014 (English and 
maths) for first teaching from September 2015.

24 Other subject departments will need to undertake 
a similar analysis once they are clear about the GCSE 
content proposed for their subject. Ofqual will be 
consulting on arrangements for other subjects during 
2014 and the intention is that specifications will be in 
schools in autumn 2015 for first teaching from 2016.

25 Some of the programmes of study for Key Stage 3 
beyond the core are quite minimal and teachers may 
find that they do not need to make very great changes. 

26 The Year 9 cohort in 2014/15 will have only one year 
of Key Stage 3 to prepare for starting the new GCSE 
curriculum in English and maths. They will be the first 
to take the new GCSE examinations in the summer 
of 2017 and will need to be prepared not only for 
the different content, but also for the new style of 
examinations. Both students and teachers will need 
help preparing for terminal, external exam only 
assessment.

27 The changes to the type of external assessment are a 
whole school issue for the 2014/15 Year 8 cohort who 
will take the full set of the new GCSEs in summer 2018. 
They need to be prepared for longer, terminal exams 
with more extended writing and more emphasis on 
accuracy and fluency of written English. These changes 
will need whole school approaches and relevant CPD 
for staff. 

28 The changes to curriculum and qualifications run 
alongside significant changes to accountability. The 
government has signalled that it will move to a new 
“Progress 8” measure as the headline indicator for 
performance tables in 2016, with some indication 
that schools could opt in to accountability using this 
measure a year earlier. ASCL has produced a Guidance 
Paper on Preparing for Progress 8 (www.ascl.org.uk/
help-and-advice/help-and-advice.preparing-for-
progress-8.html) to help members.  

Actions to take immediately (spring to  
summer 2014)

Curriculum planning 

29 Schools will already have started to think about 
the implications for the timetable from September 
2014. For some schools, this may mean timetabling 
more maths and English lessons particularly for Year 
9 in 2014. There are of course also implications for 
preparing students in years 7 and 8 for the new GSCEs 
– these students will also not have had the new Key 
Stage 2 curriculum. 

Develop a transitional Key Stage3 curriculum model 

30 Alongside timetabling considerations, schools will wish 
to develop a transitional Key Stage 3 curriculum model 
for those cohorts who have not had the new Key Stage 
2 curriculum. The transitional curriculum will need to fill 
the gaps in knowledge and conceptual understanding 
and prepare students for the new GCSEs in English and 
maths. It is therefore likely to be different for each of 
the year groups in Key Stage 3 from 2014.

Develop and publish a transitional Key Stage 3 
assessment policy 

31 From September 2014, the Secretary of State has 
decided that the current system of national curriculum 
levels will no longer be a requirement. This does not 
mean that schools cannot continue to use levels. 
From 2014, it will be a requirement for every school to 
publish an assessment policy. In the transitional period, 
but certainly for 2014-15, this policy could be based 
on an amended version of current national curriculum 
assessment. The amendments will need to be based 
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on any changes that have been made to the English 
and maths curriculum. 

32 Case studies detailing how some schools are 
approaching assessment without levels can be 
found on the ASCL website at http://tinyurl.com/
qzvfwp9 These are not presented as a blueprint but 
are intended to stimulate thinking, as each school will 
know what works in its own context. 

33 In 2016, Key Stage 2 pupils will take a new set of tests. 
Until then Year 7s will arrive in secondary schools with 
Key Stage 2 test results expressed as levels. Decisions 
about these new tests and their assessment have not 
yet been finalised.

34 Schools will be at different stages in their thinking 
about the development of their new assessment 
process. Some will be ready to move on from 
levels and keen to start developing the new policy 
immediately. If, on the other hand, the school’s current 
process works well then it would be foolish to rush into 
change until more is known. Any assessment process 
needs to have a clear starting point (so that targets can 
be set) and a clear set of end point standards which 
students are working towards. At present there is no 
clarity about either the information which will come 
from the Key Stage 2 tests or the expected standards 
of the new GCSE grades. Most schools will want to use 
a process that is based on being on, above or below 
target and it is, therefore, difficult to devise a new 
assessment process until we understand what the new 
Key Stage 2 scores and GCSE grades mean and what 
national expectations are. 

35 Target setting related to new GCSE grades will be a 
particular difficulty and for this reason some schools 
are considering using commercially available baseline 
testing packages which are nationally benchmarked.  
This is also one of the reasons why schools may decide 
to do some transitional work before introducing a new 
policy. In this case, it is important to state on the school 
website that the assessment policy is being developed 
in line with national requirements over the next few 
years.

36 Wherever possible schools will want to work together 
to develop good practice and avoid unnecessary 
workload.

Develop a professional learning programme for staff 

37 Many teachers will have spent much if not all of their 
careers teaching to the requirements of the national 
strategies. Some will not have experienced a time 
before levels and may not feel confident about what 

good assessment practice looks like. Many will never 
have prepared students for terminal examinations 
or examinations with no coursework or controlled 
assessment. 

38 As all GCSEs and A levels are reformed over the coming 
years, external exams will have a greater emphasis on 
extended writing and written accuracy and fluency. 
Schools may wish to consider a capacity analysis of 
their staff, plan a continuing professional development 
(CPD) programme that addresses gaps in knowledge, 
understanding and practice and develop whole-school 
approaches to areas such as memory development, 
revision, extended writing, literacy and numeracy.

39 In addition, subject teachers will need time in their 
departments to rewrite schemes of work, analyse 
and select new specifications for GCSE, A levels and 
vocational qualifications and develop the departmental 
approach to the whole-school assessment policy.

40 It would also be useful to liaise with the primary sector 
as many primary schools are already developing 
approaches in this area, such as ’The Big Write’ and 
memory development. Students arriving in Year 7 
will be familiar with grammatical language and it will 
be essential for secondary teachers to use the same 
terminology.

41 This programme will need to run over the next few 
years and schools will need to prioritise carefully in 
order to cover all of the new demands in the time 
available.  

Review staffing structure

42 Schools will already be considering the implications 
of the curriculum, qualifications and accountability 
changes for their staffing. ASCL has drawn to the 
attention of senior civil servants and ministers the 
considerable challenge of teacher supply that will 
be a consequence of these changes, not least of all 
the supply of high-quality maths teachers. For 11-18 
schools and colleges, consideration should also be 
given to the greater focus on maths in relevant  A 
level  subjects as well as the requirement for students 
without a grade C at GCSE to continue to study maths 
and/or English language. If you have not already 
done so, it is worth reviewing your staffing structure 
against the requirements of the new GCSEs and, where 
appropriate, A levels, and starting work on making the 
changes that needed between now and 2017. 



www.ascl.org.uk  5

Communicate with parents

43 This is an anxious time for parents and carers. 
Schools will undoubtedly want to consider how they 
communicate with and reassure parents about the 
changes to curriculum, qualifications and assessment. 
Schools may wish to consider a communication 
and engagement programme that sets out what 
the curriculum looks like, how you will be assessing 
progress and how you will be preparing their child for 
the new qualifications and examinations.

44 Under previous administrations, materials have been 
made available to inform parents, students and 
employers of such changes but we are not aware that 
this is being planned now. It will therefore fall to the 
senior leaders of schools and colleges to undertake 
this communication, both face-to-face and through 
school/college websites. 

45 Students will also need to understand why they are 
facing different forms of assessment, a new curriculum 
and different qualifications.

Consider the implications of Progress 8 for curriculum 
planning and options 

46 Progress 8 is a value-added measure that will 
demonstrate the progress made by all students in 
English, mathematics, three EBacc subjects and three 
other subjects (which can include three qualifications 
other than GCSEs). It will be for school leaders and 
governing bodies to decide how significant this 
measure will be in determining their curriculum, but 
it is inevitable that, over time, schools will broadly 
change their curriculum to match the measure. 
Schools where a large number of students already 
fill all the Progress 8 slots may wish to think carefully 
about asking for this measure to be used in inspection 
judgements in 2015. 

 ASCL has produced a Guidance Paper: Preparing for 
Progress 8 (www.ascl.org.uk/help-and-advice/
help-and-advice.preparing-for-progress-8.html) to 
help members to get ready for the new accountability 
measure. 

 In addition to ASCL’s guidance, the following two new 
documents about the new Progress 8 measure are 
available on the DfE’s website: 

 Progress 8 School Performance Measure: Information 
for School Leaders and Governing Bodies of Maintained 
Schools, Academies and Free Schools (http://tinyurl.
com/pbcogkg)

 

 Progress 8 Measure in 2016: Technical Guide for Maintained 
Secondary Schools, Academies and Free Schools   
(http://tinyurl.com/pp9kw67)

Actions to take in the academic year 2014-15
l Implement transitional Key Stage 3 curriculum and 

assessment. 

l Implement new Key Stage 4 curriculum for citizenship, 
computing and PE (maintained sector).

l Plan for first teaching of new GCSEs in English and 
maths in 2015-17.

l Implement a professional learning programme.

l Develop a whole-school approach to preparing 
students for new qualifications.

l Communicate with parents and students. 

l Prepare for Progress 8.

l Undertake staffing needs analysis for curriculum 
changes.

Actions to take in the academic year 2015-16
l Implement changes for GCSE in English and maths in 

Year 10.

l Prepare for new GCSEs in subjects in addition to 
English and maths.

l Adapt the Key Stage 3 curriculum for subjects other 
than English and maths where necessary.

l Continue to implement the professional learning 
programme.

l Develop final Key Sage 3 curriculum model (for Year 7 
in September 2016).

l Develop and publish final assessment policy (New 
descriptors and targets reflect new Key Stage 2 and 
new GCSE, within a progressive structure).

l Communicate with students and parents.

Actions to take in the academic year 2016-17
l Implement changes for Key Stage 3 curriculum and 

assessment.

l Implement changes for new GCSEs in subjects other 
than English and maths.

l Embed GCSE curriculum and assessment changes.
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l Continue to implement professional learning 
programme.

l Review performance against the Progress 8 measure

(It will be some time before Progress 8 provides a 
reliable and stable measure of progress. Learning from 
the experience with CVA, some schools may find that 
their value-added scores fall, despite their own strong 
performance, because of other schools adapting their 
curriculum. ASCL has already signalled this to Ofsted and 
the DfE is seeking assurances that a pragmatic approach 
is taken while the measure settles down. Schools in this 
situation should refer to the attainment component of the 
measure to make a better comparison).
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