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“What’s 
better than 
spending all 
day focusing 
on what  
you love?”
“ Back in September 2014, 
we took the brave step of 
radically overhauling our 
curriculum at Burnt Mill 
Academy, in Harlow. For 
the first time, students as 

young as 13 would be 
achieving GCSEs. 

A new structure 
saw lessons 

extended 

from 60 minutes to 100 
minutes to make it possible 
to achieve a GCSE in one  
year. We know our students 
well as a result and are able 
to meet their needs; we 
can get through a lot more 
content and go into topics 
much deeper.

This means Year 9 and 
10 students achieve two 
GCSE qualifications each 
year, freeing up their time 
and energy to tackle their 
core subjects in Year 11, 
significantly lightening the 
load. Not only that, but our 
curriculum recognises the 
importance the arts have 
for young people, giving 
them the cultural capital 
our disadvantaged students 
might otherwise lack. We 
want our students to study 
very traditional subjects, 
such as history and modern 
foreign languages, but not at 
the expense of art or dance, 
for example. Our curriculum 
allows our students to 
continue to have a very rich 
curriculum at Key Stage 4 

and to compete for places 
at all the top universities, 

both nationally and 
internationally.

Traditionally, children take 
their options in Year 9 and 
they are set in stone. That 
can mean being stuck with 
options they chose at the age 
of 13 when they are 16, even 
if their plans for the future 
have changed. Our students 
get to make their choices 
each year for the year ahead, 
so they stay relevant as they 
grow older. For two days each 
week, they only have their 
options lessons; what better 
as a child than spending all 
day focusing on what you 
love? The children absolutely 
love it and, as a teacher, the 
100-minute lessons mean 
you can really get stuck in to 
a topic and have the time to 
make sure every single child is 
making progress – if not, you 
have the time to intervene.

At Forest Hall, a small school 
with just over 500 students, 
we have been able to offer 
more than 20 subjects as a 
result of this change. We are 
offering a really thorough 
curriculum, with real breadth 
of choice – we would not have 
that without this structure. 
A lot of hard work went into 
planning our curriculum and 
we know our students thrive 
as a result of it. We are seeing 
students in Year 9 securing 
top grades, so our curriculum 
is allowing them to fulfil their 
full potential. It gives them 
real confidence going forward 
and into Year 11 where they 
take their core subjects.”

Helena Mills CBE, is CEO of BMAT 
multi-academy trust, which 

operates a two-year Key Stage 
three at its secondary schools in 

Essex and London.

reasons that I welcome  
the Ofsted focus on 
curriculum. I think it’s 
important schools have 
carefully considered what 
their curriculum offer is, 
and why. After all, it would 
be such a shame to wonder 
in years to come how we 
ended up with a five-year 
GCSE... and no distinct 
Key Stage 3 at all.
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