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Allowing more time to study increasingly demanding GCSE courses seems to make 
sense, says Andy Lewis - but we have to think about what we could be losing...

What’s the REAL cost of cutting

I n September 2015, 
OFSTED released its 
report into Key Stage 3 

entitled, The wasted years? 
which made it clear that in 
many schools “Key Stage 3 
is not a high priority”. The 
report was released just as 
the exam reforms were 
taking place, introducing 
programmes of study with 
more content and more 
rigour. Naturally, the 
solution for many schools 
was to reduce Key Stage 3 
to just two years, giving an 
extra year to cover all the 
additional GCSE content.

The old GCSE in 
Religious Studies could 
be squeezed into an hour 
a week, which enabled 
schools to fulfil their 
statutory duty for Key 
Stage 4 RE provision, 
as well as provide an 
additional qualification. 
However the new courses 
demand the full 120 hours. 
There have been many 
solutions suggested for 
this, including an hour a 
week over three years,  
or running the course  
from Year 8 to 10; one 
radical solution recently 
shared on social media 
indicated a GCSE course 
beginning in Year 7 to be 
completed in Year 9 for 
more able students.

Limited options  
In economics, the term 
‘opportunity cost’ means 
the loss of other 
alternatives when one 
alternative is chosen.  
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For me, this is an 
important consideration  
to bear in mind when 
considering what is  
lost when a three-year  
Key Stage 4 is followed. 

The reality is that  
the arts curriculum  
has already been  
affected. Many 
students 
have lost  
a whole 
year of 
art, music, 
drama and 
DT; a 
reduction 
from three to two 
years is 33% of their  
total secondary teaching.  
Fewer students are 
already picking these 
subjects as their 
options have 
been reduced, 
and in some 
schools they now 
have even less 
time to decide if these 
are courses of study they 
want to pursue. It would 
be sensationalist to claim 
this will have a long term 
impact on the arts in this 
country... but it can’t help. 

With a three-year KS4, 
some students may only 
learn languages for their 
first two years in 
secondary. Their history 
and geography education 
may be similarly limited. 
Across the curriculum, a 
third of the content that 
we once believed to be 
essential has been cut.  
And most worryingly, 
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