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Question

Many jobs require at least a C grade (or new number equivalent) in English and Maths and a 
proportion of pupils are not achieving that level across the district. What are we and 
academies in West Berkshire doing to maximise the chances young people have regarding 
future training and jobs by working with them to achieve this grade?

New GCSEs

 This year the majority of GCSEs have been graded on a 9-1 scale, with 9 being the 
highest, and above the old A*.

 On this scale, 4 is broadly equivalent to a low C and 5 a higher C.
 Attainment 8 is the average score from 8 specific subjects. 
 All exams are linear and tested at the end of two years rather than modularly 

assessed over two years. 
 Course content was mostly changed and designed to be more rigorous. 
 A grade 4 is categorised as a standard pass and grade 5 a strong pass.
 The Department for Education (DfE) measure success as grade 5 or above for 

Performance Tables purposes.
 Grade boundaries (the minimum mark at which a numbered grade can be achieved) 

are adjusted annually to ensure fairness for students, meaning broadly that the same 
proportion of students from one year to the next will achieve a ‘pass’.  As such, in a 
non-selective school, a proportion of students will not achieve a pass.

West Berkshire 2018 results (unvalidated)

The West Berkshire figure of 72% achieving 4+ in both subjects is well above the National 
figure, with a substantial increase since last year. They are results to be proud of.

Employers

Of the 1,678 young people finishing compulsory schooling in West Berkshire, 28% did not 
achieve GCSE grade 4 or above in both English and maths.

However, a much lower estimated 2.4% did not continue in to some form of further 
education, training or employment.  Whilst it is well understood that not achieving GCSE 
grade 4 or above in both English and maths limits some options, it does not cap positive 
progression.

Of the school leavers, an estimated1.8% will continue in to employment.  These jobs are 
likely to be low level and not forever jobs, but they do provide market entry to employment, 
which for many will be successful.
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It is of concern locally and nationally that many jobs are advertised as requiring GCSE grade 
C/grade 4 or above for English and maths, where the actual job does not actually need it.  
This is of particular concern for those jobs that require Level 2 skills, equal to GCSEs and 
not above them, including Intermediate Apprenticeships.

In early September Ofsted advertised for a Level 2 Business Administration Apprenticeship, 
requiring GCSE English and maths, leading to challenge:  

Later that day, the advert was changed to remove the GCSE requirements.

Working with Economic Development, the Skills and Enterprise Partnership and the Thames 
Valley Berkshire Local Enterprise Partnership, the Council is encouraging employers to 
maintain market entry opportunities for young people, particularly those who face 
disadvantage, which includes those without grades C/grades 4 or above.

A search of local Apprenticeship vacancies at 20th September 2018 shows the disparity, with 
some jobs not requiring grades 4 or above, but other very similar jobs requiring them.

 Apprentice Swimming Teacher – Northcroft  £111 per week. GCSE grades 4 and 
above not needed

 Business Administration Apprentice – Future Sense  £175 per week. GCSE 
grades 4 and above not needed

 Care Assistant Apprentice  - Care UK  £255 per week.  GCSE grades 4 and above 
not needed
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 Parts Adviser Apprentice – Euro Cars  £150 per week.  GCSE grades 4 and above 
not needed

 Parts Adviser Apprentice – Skoda  £148 per week.  GCSE grades 4 and above 
needed

 Sports Turf Operative Apprentice – St Barts School £191 per week.  GCSE 
grades 4 and above needed

A member of the School Improvement team works with young people Not in Education, 
Employment or Training to support them in to employment, assisting with job applications 
and interviews to improve their chances of success. 

Schools

We are aware of many interventions both maintained schools and academies are 
undertaking to maximise opportunities for young people less likely than their peers to 
achieve a grade 4 or above in English and maths.

The new GCSEs with their more rigorous content have bought additional challenges to do 
this, for example, only having a single year’s previous exam paper as a solid indicator of 
exam content.

Schools identify students in need of additional support early on.  For those students who did 
not reach the expected standard at the end of Key Stage 2 (end of Primary School) and 
need support with maths, reading, grammar, punctuation and spelling, they receive a 
financial catch up premium to provide interventions. These include one to one support, small 
group tuition and bespoke learning packages taught on a short term basis to boost 
numeracy and literacy skills during Year 7.

West Berkshire Council subsidises a school led range of Subject Leader Networks, including 
for English and maths.  Over the past year, English focus items have included:

 Aiding transition between primary and secondary English; assessing prior 
knowledge, teaching Tier 2 vocabulary (academic vocabulary words that students are 
likely to encounter in Secondary Key Stages), using knowledge organisers and 
spelling tests

 Revision strategies at Key Stage 4, including using/sharing presentations, creative 
writing strategies (for non-fiction) – Drop, Shift, Zoom In, Zoom Out, treasure hunt for 
literacy quotes, and using Scrabble Starters.
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 Using different texts to use at Key Stage 3 to really engage, stretch and challenge 
students, for example, American texts and modern poetry.

 Moderating Key Stage 3 in groups to improve accurate assessment of progress.
 Literacy Festivals, across all subject areas, on a common topic such as Harry Potter.
 Inter school debating competition
 Sharing mock papers and model answers
 Shared Professional Develop courses for English Teachers, delivered by experts 

such as David Didau https://learningspy.co.uk/about/ 

As to be expected of mathematicians, the maths network has worked together to analyse the 
2017 results and relate them back to the different exam boards, the two different tiers of 
exam paper (which English does not have) and the rationale of decisions of where to enter 
mid-level students in the context of grade boundaries.  This is important as in most schools 
students are taught in target groups and are entered for the final examination at the tier 
where the school believe the student will achieve the highest possible grade, therefore 
interventions need to be aimed at the appropriate tier level.  

The Network has also analysed resit papers to better inform the interventions needed for 
those who do not get grade Cs first time around, but continue in to the School Sixth Form.

Outside of the Network, schools take differing approaches to provide interventions.  Many 
have lunchtime maths clubs and on-line maths interactive websites (My Maths) to enrich and 
extend classroom learning.

Some schools offer border line students the opportunity to use one or two of their option 
blocks to consolidate learning in English and mathematics.  For example, the Downs 
specialised Study Plus is for students who may be borderline grade 4 or 5 GCSE in either 
English and/or maths and would benefit from additional support to try to secure a grade 4 or 
5. Selecting a Study Plus course means students study one less GCSE and can therefore 
use that dedicated time to improve their English and maths.

The Senior Leaders’ Network has focussed on ongoing assessment at Key Stage 3 over the 
last year, sharing assessment and progress models and the format of reports both students 
and parents receive.  The accuracy of assessment will improve over time as the exam 
content is better understood with each year of exams that are sat.

Most schools will hold mock GCSEs in November/December.  Mock exams can allow 
students to experience the conditions in which they will be examined in the summer, not just 
in terms of timing, but also to experience being sat in the hall without the usual cues and 
comfort of a classroom setting.  It is widely believed that mock exams give teachers and 
departments a clear picture of students’ strengths and weaknesses, both individually and 
collectively, so that interventions can be targeted accordingly.

However, given the increased course content of the new GCSEs, it has been argued that the 
time set aside for administering and sitting mock exams would be better used for teaching.

Whilst all West Berkshire schools provide encouragement and support, there will always be 
a proportion of students who do not achieve a standard pass.  Support for this group 
continues beyond school.

Beyond School

The September Guarantee was introduced to help the local authority fulfil their duty to 
provide a suitable offer of education and training to all young people aged 16 and 17, for the 

https://learningspy.co.uk/about/
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following academic year.  This exercise identifies those young people with a less firm offer, 
so support can be targeted to improve the chances of them taking up the offer.

Further work is then undertaken in the new academic year to identify those who, for many 
reasons, did not take their offer up.

For every young person who continues in further education or training, who did not achieve a 
grade 4 in English and/or maths, their Study Programme must include English and maths.  
This is a condition of funding that, if it is not met, funding for that student is removed the 
following year.

Young people who achieved a grade 3 must study towards GCSE, as they are most likely to 
be able to achieve a grade 4 with additional study time.  Those young people who achieved 
a grade 2 or below are allowed to study towards Functional Skills qualifications, where their 
chances of success are higher.  For any young person without a grade 4 in English and/or 
maths, or equivalent, they must continue to study these subjects in each year they remain in 
further education, until the age of 18 (or until the age of 25 for those students with an 
Education, Health and Care Plan).

Beyond this, in to Adult Education, young adults aged 19 and over, who have not previously 
attained English and/or maths GCSE grade C/grade 4 or higher, are fully-funded if they 
study for a qualification in English or maths, up to and including GCSE level.

In addition, young adults aged 19-23 are fully-funded if they study for a first qualification at 
level 2 (GCSE level) if they have not previously attained a full level 2, this being 5 or more 
GCSEs grade c/grade 4 or above, or equivalent.  This also applied to a full level 3, this being 
2 or more A-levels.


