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DFE recent announcements; the picture so far

1.
Disapplication of the National Curriculum from September 2013 

This is a suspension of the content of the National Curriculum, not the subjects themselves, pending the introduction of a new curriculum framework.  Whilst schools will still have to teach all national curriculum subjects, what they cover will be up to them. The intention is to help teachers to manage the transition from the old national curriculum to the new one. New statutory programmes of study will be introduced for all subjects from September 2014 (2015 for key stage 4 English, maths and science) – with the addition of foreign languages at key stage 2. ICT will be renamed ‘computing’.  More information is available on the DfE website (1). The national curriculum only applies to maintained schools - it does not apply to Academies and Free Schools. 

2.
Changes to GCSEs already announced

From next school year, GCSE students will have to take their assessments at the end of the course. Students who started studying GCSEs in September 2012 will only be assessed in summer 2014. There will be one re-sit opportunity for English, English Language and maths each November. Spelling, punctuation and grammar marks will be awarded for accurate spelling, punctuation and use of grammar in external GCSE exams in English literature, geography, history and religious studies. (2)

3.
AS and A levels 

From September 2013, students will no longer be able to sit AS and A level exams in January. There will be no January exams in 2014 for students whether they are in their first or second year of A level studies. A new style of A level has been announced. The new A level will be linear, with all assessment at the end of two years of study. Although the AS level will be retained, it will be redesigned as a stand-alone qualification as opposed to a means of progression to A2.  

The first of the new A levels will be introduced for teaching in schools from September 2015, with first exams being sat in 2017. (3)

4.
Consultation on the National Curriculum for Key Stages 1-3
This consultation closed on 8th August. A number of revisions to the National Curriculum framework document and the draft programmes of study have been proposed. Following the consultation the Government has announced its decision. (4) There is particular concern about the proposal within the consultation to remove level descriptors, making it difficult to monitor and demonstrate progress
5.
Consultation on CGSE subject content

This consultation closed on 20th August. (5) Particular concerns have been raised about the proposed changes within English where it is proposed that 20% of the GCSE marks be devoted to spelling, punctuation and grammar.

6.
Longer term reform of GCSEs

Ofqual has carried out a consultation (6) into longer term changes to GCSEs. This consultation proposes that all GCSEs become linear in design, with examinations only taking place in the summer (excluding November resits in English language and maths), puts forward changes to tiered assessments including a reduction in the number of subjects where there is tiering, suggests grading GCSEs on a scale of eight to one with a different distribution of grades and proposes internal assessment be only used where exams cannot validly assess the skills and knowledge required. 

The consultation closed on 3 September.

7.
Consultation on primary assessment and accountability

The government has launched a consultation on primary assessment and accountability. The consultation will run until 11 October 2013. (7)

The Government is seeking views on how attainment in national curriculum tests should be measured and reported, from where a baseline to measure pupils’ progress should be taken, and proposals for how schools should be held to account, including through floor standards.

8.         Implications; things to think about

NatSIP affiliates need to remain alert to these changes as this will be essential in whatever settings they work. The potential impact of the curriculum changes cannot be under-estimated especially through the increased emphasis on a knowledge-based curriculum and the removal of level descriptors. Whilst many children and young people with sensory impairments might benefit from certain aspects of these changes others will be more problematic for them and it is important to be aware of these and try to mitigate the effects wherever possible. Equality Impact assessments are always carried out on such proposals and many of them highlight possible disadvantages to certain groups. It is important that awareness of this is raised and that a strong voice is heard on behalf of candidates with sensory impairment. NatSIP affiliates are encouraged to respond to all these consultations and, where appropriate, contribute to responses made by NatSIP and specialist organisations such as BATOD and RNIB.

In response to potential disadvantages highlighted by impact assessments the Government often responds that reasonable adjustments such as rest breaks and extra time should be used. This is not always an adequate response and underlines the need for continuing dialogue with the Joint Council for Qualifications and Ofqual, undertaken regularly by some NatSIP affiliate organisations, such as RNIB and BATOD, to try to ensure that candidates for examinations with sensory impairment are not unfairly penalised by these changes.

Links

1. https://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/curriculum/nationalcurriculum2014/
2. http://www.education.gov.uk/childrenandyoungpeople/youngpeople/qandlearning/gcses/a00191691/changes-to-gcses-from-2012
3. http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/qualifications/examsadmin/news/a00217355/alevels
4. https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-education/series/national-curriculum
5. http://www.education.gov.uk/schools/teachingandlearning/qualifications/gcses/a00225719/gsce-consultation
6. http://comment.ofqual.gov.uk/gcse-reform-june-2013/
7. https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-national-curriculum-primary-assessment-and-accountability
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