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Transforming GCSE resits – An overview of 
our ‘GCSE step’ proposal  
 
 
There is clear evidence that having a standard pass (grade 4 of above) in GCSE English and maths is 
essential for accessing opportunities for further study, training and employment. With over half of 
pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds leaving school without GCSE English and maths, missing 
these qualifications acts as a significant barrier to social mobility in England. 
 
Since the introduction of the condition of funding, there has been a 94% increase in those passing 
GCSE English and maths in post-16 education. Today, 84.04% of 19-year-olds hold a GCSE standard 
pass in English, and 80.78% have this in maths. However, annual pass rates are still too low. This is 
largely driven by low pass rates among students with the lowest prior attainment (grades 2 and 
below). Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with an identified SEN are 
overrepresented in this group. 
 
As a charity that works closely with further education providers to improve progress and attainment 
among students from disadvantaged backgrounds, we have seen firsthand the challenges that hamper 
the success of GCSE resit delivery. Outside of insufficient funding (which must also be addressed if we 
are to create a fairer, more effective post-16 education system), one major challenge is that GCSE 
English and maths are often delivered as revision courses, with students entered for exams without 
adequate teaching time to address fundamental gaps in knowledge and reinforce core concepts. This 
practice is in part driven by accountability measures that work against the broad aims of the condition 
of funding. 
 
Our proposal for a ‘GCSE step’ qualification would address this challenge while retaining the ambition 
for as many learners as possible to secure a standard pass in both English and maths GCSE by the age 
of 19. It is vital that GCSE resits are not replaced with any alternative level 2 qualification – we know 
that employers do not give these qualifications the same currency in the labour market, and going 
down this route would create a two-tier qualification system that disproportionately disadvantages 
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds and those with identified SEN. Instead, we need 
carefully designed, evidence-based reforms that raise standards in 16-19 education, improve GCSE 
pass rates, and promote equity for all learners. 
 

‘GCSE step’ proposal 
 
At present, to meet the condition of funding, a student must study an approved qualification. These 
qualifications include GCSEs, Functional Skills level 2 and other ‘stepping stone’ qualifications. 
Stepping stone qualifications refer to Functional Skills level 1 and below, ESOL qualifications and a 
small number of other qualifications. 
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However, the qualifications pitched as alternatives or ‘stepping stone’ qualifications at present do not 
adequately support progress towards the GCSE. Their curriculum content is often very different to the 
content of the GCSE. For example, Functional Skills maths does not include any algebra. This means 
that unless students are enrolled in a GCSE course, they are not taught content that prepares them for 
that exam.  
 
The GCSE curricula for English and maths are designed to be delivered as two-year courses. In 16-19 
education, students are typically entered into GCSE resit exams annually, before they have had the 
chance to cover the entire curriculum. This is a particular problem for students with the lowest prior 
attainment. 
 
To ensure adequate teaching time to address fundamental knowledge gaps, we propose a new 
qualification for English and maths that is closely aligned with and supports progression onto the 
GCSE, constituting a genuine ‘stepping stone’ to GCSE. This qualification should: 
 

• Target students with the lowest prior attainment (grade 2 and below) to address significant 
gaps in knowledge that prevent them from achieving a grade 4. Students with prior grade 3 at 
GCSE should not be entered for this qualification and should be entered for the GCSE exam. 
 

• Be designed as a one-year course covering approximately half the GCSE curriculum content to 
be delivered in the first year of a student’s 16-19 study programme. This would ensure students 
are given time to solidify critical foundational skills in adequate depth before sitting an exam.  
 

• Include a curriculum and assessments positioned between a level 2 (grade 4) and level 1 (grade 
2) qualification (i.e., level 1.5), enabling students who pass this ‘GCSE step’ qualifications to 
demonstrate that they have the knowledge and skills equivalent to a grade 3 at GCSE. 
 

• Enable teachers to deliver the remainder of the GCSE curriculum content the subsequent year 
and prepare students to take the GCSE exam at the end of that year. 

• Demonstrate progress within the accountability measures colleges are held to (i.e., the 
Department for Education’s English and maths progress measure) for students with prior grades 
2 or below. 

 
The proposed qualification aims to promote mastery-based teaching in further education, providing 
sufficient time for students and their teachers to address fundamental knowledge gaps and setting 
them up well to attempt the full GCSE qualification. This would ultimately increase the number of 
young people achieving a level 2 qualification by age 19. 
 
A meaningful intervention designed to boost young people’s literacy and numeracy during their first 
year of post-16 study would also lead to improvements in attainment across the curriculum (for 
example, within the “main aim” of a student’s study programme). It would lead to improved 
progression rates from, for example, level 1 to level 2 courses or from level 2 to level 3 courses, 
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including progression from T Level foundation courses onto the main T Levels. This would support 
more students to remain within further education, thereby driving down the number of young people 
leaving the education system and becoming NEET. 
 
 
 
As the Curriculum and Assessment Review progresses, we look forward to discussing and building 
on this proposal with policymakers, sector leaders and other interested parties. To book a call with 
Dr Alice Eardley (Interim CEO) please contact Connie Lawfull via the following email address: 
connie.lawfull@getfurther.org.uk. 
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