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About the Commission

The Social Mobility Commission is an independent advisory non-departmental
public body established under the Life Chances Act 2010 as modified by the Welfare
Reform and Work Act 2016. It has a duty to assess progress in improving social
mobility in the UK and to promote social mobility in England. The Commission board

comprises:
Chair

Alun Francis OBE, Chief Executive of Blackpool and The Fylde College.
Deputy Chairs

Resham Kotecha, Head of Paolicy at the Open Data Institute.

Rob Wilson, Chair and Non-Executive Director across public, private and third

sectors.
Commissioners

Dr Raghib Ali, Senior Clinical Research Associate at the Medical Research Council

Epidemiology Unit at the University of Cambridge.
Ryan Hensaon, Chief Executive Officer at the Coalition for Global Prosperity.

Parminder Kohli, Chair Shell UK Ltd and Shell Group Executive Vice President
Sustainability and Carbon.

Tina Stowell MBE, The Rt Hon Baroness Stowell of Beeston

This commentary was written by Andrew Otty. The author gratefully acknowledges

the contributions from members of the SMC secretariat.
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Foreword

Achievement in English and maths is widely recognised as a primary driver of
positive life outcomes, a reality that led to their integration into GCSE school
performance metrics in 2006."° While the volume of “high grades” rose following
this change, these gains were not distributed evenly across all groups. The metrics
incentivised schools to focus on students at the grade D/C borderline (now grade
3/4), rather than addressing the fundamental issue of low basic literacy and

numeracy for those who were below this point.?

Arguably this strategy disproportionately affected disadvantaged pupils from lower
socio-economic backgrounds (SEBs).? The introduction of Progress and Attainment
8 measures in 2015/16 sought to rectify these imbalances, but recent data shows a
widening gap.’ ® In the 2024/25 academic year, the proportion of disadvantaged
students achieving a grade 4 in English and maths fell below 2018/19 levels, even

as their non-disadvantaged peers saw gains.” ®

Before the Wolf Review in 2011, very little concern was shown toward those who,
by age 16 years, had not achieved high GCSE grades in English language and
maths.? It was assumed that they could carry on without it. But as the review
pointed out, English and maths “are a necessary precondition for access to

selective, demanding and desirable courses, whether these are ‘vocational’ or

" The government's headline measure changed from the percentage of pupils achieving 5 or more
GCSEs at grade A* to C to the percentage of pupils achieving 5 or more GCSEs at grade A* to C
including English and maths,

2 George Leckie and Harvey Goldstein, ‘The evolution of school league tables in England 1992-2016:
‘contextual value-added’, ‘expected progress’ and ‘progress 8", 2017. Published on
BERA-JOURNALS.ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM.

3In England’s current 9-1 GCSE system, a former grade C is now a grade 4 and a former grade D is
now a grade 3. C being the minimum standard pass and D being below standard

4 Simon Burgese and David Tomson, ‘School accountability and fairness: does ‘progress 8 encourage
schoaols to work more equitably?’, 2020. Published on NUFFIELDFOUNDATION.ORG.

® Progress 8 tracks how much progress pupils make from the end of KS2 to the end of KS4 (end of
primary to end of secondary schoaol).

® Simon Burgese and David Tomson, ‘Schoaol accountability and fairness: does ‘progress 8 encourage

schools to work more equitably?’, 2020. Published on NUFFIELDFOUNDATION.ORG.

7 This is the widest year range WhICh the DfE has for the disadvantaged classification.

® Explore Education Statistics, ‘‘All state-funded pupil characteristics and geography data’ from ‘key
stage 4 performance”, 2026. Published on GOV.UK.

9 DfE and Department for Business, Innovation & Skills, ‘Review of vocational education: the Wolf
report’, 2011. Published on GOV.UK.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/department-for-business-innovation-skills
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-vocational-education-the-wolf-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-vocational-education-the-wolf-report
http://gov.uk
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/21d4bae8-a02c-4e0c-f7b5-08de834d471d
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/21d4bae8-a02c-4e0c-f7b5-08de834d471d
http://gov.uk
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/project/does-progress-8-encourage-schools-to-work-more-equitably
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/project/does-progress-8-encourage-schools-to-work-more-equitably
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/project/does-progress-8-encourage-schools-to-work-more-equitably
https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/project/does-progress-8-encourage-schools-to-work-more-equitably
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3264
https://bera-journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/berj.3264

‘academic’; and they are rewarded directly by the labour market throughout
people’s careers.” By introducing the “condition of funding (CoF),” the review
mandated that all young people aged 16 to 19 years who had not secured a grade 4
(previously C) should continue studying these subjects alongside their vocational or

technical courses.

This is a very important commitment and affects well over 200,000 Key Stage 4
pupils a year. Although they are statistically more likely to originate from a
“disadvantaged” background, the majority in this group do not. According to our
calculations, around 121,000 were “not disadvantaged”, if we use the conventional
definitions. Their lack of English and maths, however, suggests that they have
become disadvantaged in the sense of their opportunities narrowing - and that this
will continue over their life course. They are on a downward trajectory, and are likely
to end up in the “sticky bottom” of low qualifications, low pay and least choice -
along with the 99,000 of those with low English and maths grades who have been
there all their lives. Ensuring that all young people have their options open as they
enter adult life is a serious social mobility challenge. It is what the Wolf Review set

out to rectify.

As with many aspects of UK public paolicy, the reforms which the Wolf Review
introduced have not been independently evaluated. What we can say anecdotally, is
that its implementation was not met with universal enthusiasm, nor was it an easy
reform for providers to deliver. While the proportion of students attaining a grade 4
and above by age 19 years rose immediately, many institutions initially struggled to
adapt, only slowly developing the expertise required to teach these subjects
effectively in a post-16 context. Central to these growing pains is the ‘resitting’
cycle: a process of repeated exam attempts that has been under intense scrutiny

since the CoF was first introduced.

Early guidance focused heavily on funding rules but offered limited direction on
pedagogical practice. Over time, the Department for Education (DfE) guidance and
Ofsted frameworks began to emphasise the necessity of sufficient curriculum time,
stable teaching teams, and delaying exam entry until learners were truly prepared.
However, “best practice”, including the specific criticism of repeated resitting,

remained largely implied rather than directly addressed. It took over a decade for a
Stepping Stone Stumbling Block
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concerted effort to emerge that distills comprehensive best practice for the

sector.™

By the time this guidance was published, the Curriculum and Assessment Review
(CAR) had already concluded that the issue of premature and repeated GCSE resits
required a more radical solution.”” The CAR argued that along with clunky
performance measures, the condition of funding places undue pressure on
providers to enter students for exams prematurely, resulting in low pass rates,
student disengagement and wasted effort. And it recommended that, although
students without a grade 4 in English and maths must continue their studies, there
should be changes to the system. This includes a recommendation for a new
“stepped” qualification and clearer expectations for teaching hours to prioritise

learning and consolidation over immediate testing.

These structural proposals reflect an educational zeitgeist focused on supporting
those the system currently leaves behind. Attention should be focused on these
questions. But there is a perspective that it is based on an overly gloomy view of the
impact of the CoF - that it advances remedies that may make the situation worse
rather than better. This is the view of Andrew Otty, whose essay we produce here as

a think piece.

Andrew Otty, a former DfE resit lead and further education (FE) English resit
teacher, presents an optimistic assessment of the existing CoF. He restates the
case for its impact, offering evidence that the policy has significantly improved
outcomes for disadvantaged young people despite an unfavorable funding
landscape and historical flaws in governance. Ultimately, Otty challenges the
assumption that a new “stepped” qualification is the remedy the CAR envisions,
suggesting instead that the current framework holds value that should not be
overlooked. His argument is that the fundamental flaw in the CoF lies not with the
qualification itself, but with a chaotic governance structure, inconsistent

performance management and a chronic lack of resources.

0 DfE, ‘Effective practice in delivering 16 to 19 level 2 English and maths in further education’, 2026.
Published on GOV.UK.

" DfE, ‘Building a world-class curriculum for all’, 2025. Published on GOV.UK.
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http://gov.uk

We are publishing this think piece to provoke debate. Many practitioners will
welcome the view that a new qualification is not going to answer the problem of
English and maths achievement. The FE sector is weary of persistent curriculum
reform. There is a clear case for breaking the cycle of short-term cramming
combined with endless resits. But it is a moot point whether a new qualification will
really make a substantial difference. Is there proof this approach will work? Do we
have credible estimates of its impact? And are we really facing up to the size of the

challenge?

We note that the government has recently taken steps to strengthen the current
framework and support providers. These include the publication of the FE
Commissioner’s Office’s Effective Practice Guide for Level 2 and below English and
maths, and the development of a fully funded Continuing Professional Development
(CPD) offer for teachers.” ' Furthermore, the creation of Ofsted’s toolkit for FE
Skills and the inclusion of English and maths within it represent progress.’ We also
recognise the requirement that each student eligible for the CoF from the 2025 to
2026 academic year must be offered 100 hours each of English and/or maths
teaching. This should be delivered at any point in the academic year as in-person,

whole-class, stand-alone teaching."

However, there are bigger issues which need confronting if we want to get to the
bottom of poor literacy and numeracy. A proper, independent evaluation of the
Wolf Review reforms is long overdue. If this was undertaken, it would almost

certainly go beyond the findings of the CAR.

It might point out that, if anything, the Wolf Review was too narrow in seeing the
issues of deficient English and maths as just educational and labour market
problems. In terms of social mobility, we should remember that, as many young

people will become parents, their educational attainment is one of the strongest

'2 DfE, ‘Effective practice in delivering 16 to 19 level 2 English and maths in further education’, 2026.
Published on GOV.UK.

3 DfE, ‘2026 to 2027 academic year: 16 to 19 funding: maths and English condition of funding’, 2026
Published on GOV.UK.

14 Ofsted, ‘Further education and skills inspection: toolkit, operating guides and information’, 2025.
Published on GOV.UK.

5 DfE, ‘2025 to 2026 academic year: 16 to 19 funding: maths and English conditions of funding’
2026 Published on GOV.UK.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
http://gov.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
http://gov.uk
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predictors of their child’'s future academic success.® And the benefits of good
literacy and numeracy extend beyond the workplace, to mental wellbeing, civic

participation and living a generally better life.

A good-quality evaluation might also point out that we have been slow to establish
effective practice in post-16 English and maths teaching, that we still allocate too
few hours to teaching these subjects, and we still invest far too little in tutors, not
justin terms of CPD but also pay. And it would surely conclude that, if we are
serious about ensuring that young people enter adult life with options on the table,

then we need a more ambitious plan for English and maths.

Alun Francis

Chair, Social Mobility Commission

'8 Pamela Davis-Kean, Lauren Tighe and Nicholas Waters, ‘The role of parent educational attainment
in parenting and children’s development’, 2021. Published on JOURNALS.SAGEPUB.COM.

Stepping Stone Stumbling Block



https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0963721421993116
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0963721421993116
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths

~¥. Social Mobility
wiy Commission

Executive summary

e English and maths are crucial for future study, employment, and earnings.
This is why the condition of funding (CoF) was introduced in 2014. This policy
required those who failed to obtain a Grade 4 (formerly Grade C) in

either/both of these subjects to resit them.

e The majority of students who are required to retake English and maths come

from disadvantaged backgrounds.

e Since its introduction, the CoF policy has enabled 500,000 students to
successfully retake English and 350,000 to successfully resit maths. This has

given these young people a crucial second chance.

e The 16-19 resit resit sector is currently the only educational stage where
disadvantaged learners are actively catching up to their non-disadvantaged

peers.

e The proposal of a new stepped level 1 qualification would require students
who have already achieved level 1 at age 16 to repeat that level, creating a
"stumbling block" rather than a path to level 2. This has serious implications

for social maobility.

e The following piece proposes that rather than going through a process of
structural overhaul, the government should instead build on what is already
working. This includes mandating a minimum number of resit hours,
providing more structural investment for 16-19 English and maths resits, and
capturing and disseminating the teaching practices of the top performing

colleges.
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Introduction

For the past decade, the government’s CoF policy, commonly referred to as the
‘GCSE resit policy’, has served as a vital engine for social maobility, offering students
a crucial second chance. However, the 2025 education and skills white paperrisks
reversing this progress by requiring lower attainers to repeat the level of
qualification they have already achieved, rather than progressing toward level 2
GCSE grade 4+ (a grade C or higher)."’

By reopening the debate on continued study of Level 2 maths and English in the
recent CAR, the focus has unfortunately shifted away from pedagogy and funding,
the genuine drivers of improvement, toward unnecessary curriculum changes. While
the post-16 sector has successfully narrowed the disadvantage gap, these new
reforms threaten to institutionalise low expectations and dismantle a decade of

hard-won progress for the most vulnerable learners.

7 DfE, DWP and Department for Science, Innovation & Technology, ‘Post-16 education and skills
white paper’, 2025. Published on GOV.UK.
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Why are GCSE English and maths

important?

According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
low basic skills in literacy and numeracy limit an individual’'s capacity to participate
in a civic, working and personal life."® " They are key predictors of life satisfaction,
financial security and physical and mental health.?® Achieving good results in GCSE
English and maths (grade 4 or above, formerly grade C or above) is therefore not

merely an academic benchmark; it shapes a young person’s future.

Falling short of this threshold significantly limits opportunities for further study.
Missing a grade 4 GCSE in English reduces the probability of progressing to level 3
courses (A level or equivalent) or university.?’ 2 It also restricts alternate paths,
including apprenticeships and vocational routes: only 5% of students without these

grades successfully secure an apprenticeship by age 18 years.?*

The financial penalty for missing these qualifications is equally striking. The DfE
estimates that a single grade improvement (for example, D to a C, C to a B) yields a

2526

lifetime earnings return of £7,266 in English and £14,579 in maths.

Crucially, this attainment is inextricably linked to SEB. As shown in figure 1, in the

2024/25 academic year, only 44% of free school meal (FSM)-eligible pupils earned a

'8 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ‘OECD Skills Outlook 2013 first
results from the survey of adult skills’, 2013. Published on OECD.ORG.

"9 Defined as level 2 in the OECD survey of adult skills, Programme for the International Assessment
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).

20 DfE, ‘Numeracy skills interventions for adults (19+): a systematic review of the evidence’, 2023.
Published on GOV.UK.

21 Stephen Machin, Sandra McNally and Jenifer Ruiz-Valenzuela, ‘Entry through the narrow doar: the
costs of just failing high stakes exams’, 2020. Published on SCIENCEDIRECT.COM.

22 A key limitation of this research is that it looks at one pupil cohort only, and the C/D GCSE
boundary. Those who were not close to a D grade or scored below a D were not considered.

23 76.6% of HE entrants in the UK had achieved grade 4 in GCSE English and maths or higher in
2021/22. DfE, ‘'Higher education entrants and qualifiers by their level 2 and 3 attainment’, 2024.
Published on GOV.UK.

% Ruth Lupton and others, ‘Moving on from initial GCSE ‘failure’: post-16 transitions for ‘lower
attainers’ and why the English education system must do better’, 2021. Published on
PURE.MANCHESTER.AC.UK.

> DfE, ‘GCSE attainment and lifetime earnings’, Published on GOV.UK.

% To determine these results, the DfE used the Labour Force Survey and Longitudinal Educational
Outcomes survey for analysis.
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http://gov.uk
https://www.sciencedirect.com/author/35945139200/stephen-j-machin
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272720300888
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0047272720300888
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-the-evidence-on-the-numeracy-skills-interventions-for-adults
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
http://gov.uk
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-skills-outlook-2013_9789264204256-en.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/oecd-skills-outlook-2013_9789264204256-en.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
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grade 4 in English and maths GCSE at 16 years, compared with 72% of pupils not

eligible for FSM.?” The children most likely to miss out on these life-changing

benefits are the most disadvantaged and they are the specific targets of the revised

16 to 19 policy discussed next.

90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Figure 1: GCSE performance by pupils' eligibility for free school
meals (FSM) at the end of key stage (KS) 4.

==CEligible for FSM: good English and maths GCSEs == A|| other pupils: good English and maths GCSEs

77%
75% S % 900 2% 72%

68% 68%
65% 63% 63% 67% 67% o o

=

63% 63%

49% 5% o

41% 43%  43% 4%
s 37%  39% 3y 3 39%  40% 40% y__—\__

————— =

2010/112011/122012/13 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25

Source: DfE, GCSE and equivalent attainment by pupil characteristics.

2’ The Institute for Fiscal Studies, ‘The state of education: what awaits the next government?’, 2024.
Published on IFS.0RG.UK.
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16-19 condition of funding policy

Recognising the fundamental importance of these skills to life chances, the Wolf
review of vocational qualifications led to the introduction of the existing CoF in
2014/15.28 The CoF requires that all students aged 16 to 19 years who have not yet
achieved at least a grade 4 (C) in GCSE English and maths must continue to study
these subjects. This requirement brings approximately 300,000 young people aged
16 to 19 years into scope annually.*® Consistent with the gaps in academic

attainment in figure 1, this cohort is disproportionately drawn from lower SEBs.

Under the current regulations, the path a student takes is determined by their prior
results. Students entering post-16 education with a grade 3 must retake the GCSE.
Those with lower prior attainment may work towards either a GCSE or a functional
skills qualification (level 2). In practice, however, this path is rarely chosen by the

student and instead determined by the provider.

Impact of condition of funding policy

As shown in figure 2, success rates for learners resitting English and maths were on
a consistent upward trajectory until the teacher-assessed grades of 2021/22.%°
While results have subsequently dipped, due to more borderline attainers having
been awarded grade 4 in the more generous grading of 2020/22, the long-term
trend remains positive.>' The proportion of those achieving grade 4 in English and

maths in 2023/24 remains 12.7 and 5.6 percentage points higher, respectively, than

28 The Institute for Fiscal Studies, ‘The state of education: what awaits the next government?’,
2024. Published on IFS.ORG.UK.

23 As the DfE does not publish statistics on the number of pupils not obtaining grades 4 or above in
GCSE English and maths, we have derived this figure ourselves. We have done so by subtracting the
number of pupils who obtalned grades 4 or above in English and maths

e3 DBde89b19a35) from the number Uf pupils at the end of KS4
(https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/bdea872e-9daa-42c9-35
96-08de83b147bc). We have then added this with the number who did not achieve these grades by
age 19 years and who likely resat English and maths more than once at an FE provider (‘Post-16
English and maths attainment by prior grade (includes region and disadvantaged status)' from ‘level
2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25°). This 300,000 figure is consistent with figures released by the
Joint Council of Education.

30 Explore Education Statistics, *’Post-16 English and maths attainment by prior grade (includes
region and disadvantaged status)’ from ‘level 2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25", 2026. Published on
GOV.UK.

31 Lee Elliot Major and others, ‘A generation at risk: rebalancing education in the post-pandemic era’.
Published on NUFFIELDFOUNDATION.ORG.
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https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-06/The-state-of-education-IFS-Report-R317.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/effective-practice-in-delivering-16-to-19-level-2-english-and-maths
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in 2013/14; the year before the policy was introduced. While these pass rates
remain lower than many would like, they are consistent with other countries across

the world which have introduced similar policies.

Figure 2: Percentage of pupils who achieved grade 4 in
English and maths at aged 19 years, having failed to do so
at aged 16.
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Source: DfE level 2 and 3 attainment statistics for ages 16 to 25 years.
Latest year unavailable.

Beyond these general improvements, the policy has delivered disproportionate
benefits to those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Figure 3 highlights the path of
improvement between 2016/17 and 2023/24, revealing that success rates for
disadvantaged students passing English and maths GCSEs by age 19 years have

improved more than those of their non-disadvantaged peers.??3*

32 Clémentine Van Effenterre, ‘Post 16 remedial policies: a literature review’, 2017. Published on
CENTRE FOR VOCATIONAL EDUCATION RESEARCH.

33 Explore Education Statistics, *’Post-16 English and maths attainment by prior grade (includes
region and disadvantaged status) from ‘level 2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25", 2026. Published on
GOV.UK.

3 These are the widest year ranges that the DfE has available for disadvantaged and
non-disadvantaged classifications.
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Figure 3: Difference in English and maths achievement for
pupils aged 19 years for those who failed to achieve GCSEs
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Source: DfE level 2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25.

The progress in success rates is crucial: because disadvantaged students are
improving more than non-disadvantaged students, it is a sign that the current

framework is helping. However, figure 4 provides necessary context. Despite a

greater improvement, disadvantaged students at age 19 years still trail their peers

in absolute attainment, and remain less likely to pass English and maths than their

non-disadvantaged peers.®

3Explore Education Statistics, “Post-16 English and maths attainment by prior grade (includes

region and disadvantaged status)’ from ‘level 2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25, 2026. Published on

GOV.UK. These are the widest year ranges that the DfE has available for disadvantaged and
non-disadvantaged classifications.
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Figure 4: Percentage of disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged pupils who achieved English and maths aged
19 years, having failed to do so at 16 years.
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Source: DfE level 2 and 3 attainment aged 16 to 25 years.

This success is unique within the current education landscape. As illustrated in
figures 5 and 6, the 16-19 resit sector is the only stage where disadvantaged
learners are actively catching up to their peers.®* 3’ In contrast, between 2018/19
and 2024/25, outcomes elsewhere have diverged. At KS2, attainment for
disadvantaged pupils dropped by 4 percentage points; double the rate of decline
seen in their non-disadvantaged counterparts. This trend is repeated at KS4

performance, where disadvantaged students are falling further behind.

% These are the widest year ranges that the DfE has available for disadvantaged and
non-disadvantaged classifications.

37 This figure presents data from the DfE KS2 and KS4 attainment statistics. Like figure 3, it
compares success rates across 2 periods of time (2018/19 and 2024/25). This allows us to compare
progress within and between the groups. The proportion of disadvantaged pupils’ achieving the
expected standard in KS2 reading, writing and maths has declined at a greater rate (-4ppts) than
their non-disadvantaged peers (-2ppts). A similar pattern can be observed when exploring KS4 pupils
who achieved grades 4 or above in English and maths GCSE at age 16 years. This has fallen by
1.2ppts between 2018/19 and 2024/25 for disadvantaged pupils, while it has risen by 0.9ppts for
non-disadvantaged students over the same time period. ‘Entries and results - A level and AS by
subject and student characteristics (single academic year)’ from ‘A level and other 16 to 18 results’.
These are the widest year ranges that the DfE has available for disadvantaged and
non-disadvantaged classifications.
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Figure 5: Difference in English and maths achievement at
KS2 between 2018/19 and 2024/25.
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Source: DfE, KS2 attainment data and KS4 performance data.

A growing disadvantage gap has also occurred in A level performance. Figure 6
follows the same approach as figures 3 and 5 and reveals that A level performance
in English and maths has fallen for all students between 2020/21 and 2024/25.%®

However, this decline is more pronounced for disadvantaged students.

38 Explore Education Statistics, “’Entries and results - A level and AS by subject and student

characteristics (single academic year)’ from ‘A level and other 16 to 18 results”, 2025. Published on
GOV.UK. These are the widest year ranges that the DfE has available for disadvantaged and

non-disadvantaged classifications.
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Figure 6: Difference in English and maths acheivement at A
Level between 2020/21 and 2024/25.
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Source: DfE, A level and other 16 to 18 results data.

This divergence from the national trend is driven by the resit policy’s ability to level
the playing field. For many students, falling short at age 16 years is a consequence
of unequal resources rather than a lack of potential. By mandating continued
funded support, the policy provides the time and opportunity that disadvantaged
students were previously denied. This acts as a structural corrective, converting
potential into attainment. The scale of this success is significant: in the decade
since its introduction, over 500,000 students have successfully retaken English and
over 350,000 have done so in maths.?® Crucially, more than 245,000 of these

passing grades were achieved by students from disadvantaged backgrounds.*®

39 DfE, ‘16-19 level 1 English and maths gualifications: government consultation’, 2026. Published on
GOV.UK.

40 Explore Education Statistics, ‘‘Post-16 English and maths attainment by prior grade (includes
region and disadvantaged status)’ from ‘level 2 and 3 attainment age 16 to 25", 2026. Published on
GOV.UK.
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During my years leading and teaching English in an FE college, | saw first hand the
impact that a positive GCSE-resit experience can have for young people. Many
arrived burdened with the erroneous label of failure but thrived when progress was
prioritised and celebrated. | saw that the resit policy provided a space to re-engage
students with the inherent joy of English through the freedom offered by the

Language GCSE. The outcomes followed.

A few days after the release of the 2025 education and skills white paper, | bumped
into one of my former students from the early years of the resit policy, and she
proudly told me about her journey from resit student to becoming a band 5 nurse. |
remembered that she had originally arrived at college with a grade 2 in English and
a history of behavioural issues. She had enrolled on a Level 2 Health and Social Care
programme while resitting her English and maths. “All | wanted was a fresh start,”

she said.

Within one year of resiting English, she had progressed to a grade 5. “It was so
different to school,” she reflected. “We enjoyed it and wanted to be there, so we

got the work done and learned.”

Achieving English in the first year of college opened the door to level 3 Health and
Sacial Care, facilitating the progression she has since achieved in her career. The
education and skills white paper proposal would instead have forced her to repeat
level 1 English, blocking progression to a level 3 study programme. | hope, in that
scenario, she would have still found her way to where she is today, but at best the
proposal to repeat level 1 is putting a stumbling block in the way of young people

who deserve support. At worst we are limiting their futures.

Against the odds

It's remarkable that the policy has achieved so much for so many, particularly given
that the funding landscape often worked against the grain of the policy. The CoF
mandates that providers deliver English and maths, but the financial mechanisms

meant to support this work have often proven inefficient or poorly targeted.

First, disadvantage funding lacks necessary ring-fencing and targeting. Unlike the

pupil premium, which is attached to specific students, 16-19 disadvantage funding
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flows into a provider’'s general pot. This includes ‘disadvantage block 2', a significant
funding stream allocated on the basis of low prior attainment in English and maths
as a proxy for socio-economic need. Yet, the DfE does not require this money to be

spent on English and maths provision.*’

Temporary interventions have suffered from similar governance flaws. Between
2020/21 and 2023/24, £420 million was introduced as the 16-19 Tuition Fund to
support catch-up. However, no baseline of English and maths delivery was
established to ensure that tuition was additional to existing classroom hours,
creating an opening for providers to cut core classroom delivery and replace it with
tuition. Effectively, more funding was available for providing less. As the DfE’s resit
lead, | spoke to colleges that cut their core teaching hours, reducing the size of
teaching teams and shifting to externally-sourced tuition. When the Tuition Fund
concluded and those additional hours fell away, government efforts to return to the
pre-2019 average of 3 hours delivery suddenly exposed a staffing shortage.*® For
example, at the end of the 2023/24 academic year there were 132 unfilled FE
English teacher vacancies and 170 unfilled maths teacher vacancies.*? In my view,
despite the obvious good intentions, the fund’s lack of governance wrought

irreparable damage on resit delivery.

Efforts to structurally increase teaching time were also diluted. From 2022/23, an
additional £260 million per year was allocated with the intention of increasing
maths delivery by one hour per week. However, the accompanying guidance allowed
providers to use these hours “flexibly” or for general “study skills,” rather than
strictly prioritising maths. Consequently, few colleges utilised the funding to

genuinely expand maths contact time and increase their maths resit delivery.*

Finally, incentive structures have histarically been misaligned with need. The ‘level 3
English and maths premium’ initially provided extra funding only for students on
level 3 courses, meaning that a sixth-form A-level student who dropped one mark

on their GCSE attracted additional cash, while a level 1 college student with no

41 DfE and Education & Skills Funding Agency, ‘1 19 funding; 202 2026 1 nd formula’,
2026. Published on GOV.UK.

42 DfE, ‘Hours spent building skills and employability’, 2020. Published on GOV.UK.

43 Explore Education Statistics, ‘Teacher, management and leadership vacancies in further education
providers' from ‘Further education workforce”, 2026. Published on GOV.UK.

44 DfE, 1 1 itional hours evaluation’, 2024. Published on GOV.UK.
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GCSEs and far greater needs attracted nothing. This was corrected in 2024/25 with
an additional £75 million extending the premium to all resit students, largely
benefitting the FE colleges that deliver to lower attainers. The additional hour of
maths was once again attached as a requirement of the new funding when

announced in early 2024, then quickly dropped again.*

43 Billy Camden, ‘DfE waters down English and maths resit funding rule shake-up’, 2024. Published
on FEWEEK.CO.UK.
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Curriculum and Assessment Review:
what is proposed and what will it

mean?

The hard-won progress achieved despite these financial, operational and
accountability failings now faces a more fundamental threat from the curriculum
review itself. The 2025 education and skills white paper outlines plans to introduce
new “preparation for English and maths GCSEs” qualifications, specifically designed
for students with low prior attainment (grade 2 or lower).*® The government intends
for these courses to “consolidate foundational skills” before students are permitted
to attempt the GCSE again. This has a range of social mobility implications, which

are discussed next.

Impeding progress

This proposal structurally alters the progression route for lower attainers. Currently,
the GCSE serves as a continuous ladder: a student can demonstrate valid, numerical
progress (for example, moving from a grade 2 to a grade 3; level 1 pass) while
remaining on a direct pathway to a level 2 pass (grade 4+). The new policy disrupts

this continuity.

Instead of keeping the door to level 2 open, students will be diverted onto a
qualification capped at level 1. This is problematic because all learners with prior
grades of 1 to 2 will have already passed level 1 at age 16 years. Consequently, the
policy effectively forces students to repeat a level they have already achieved.
Rather than acting as a helpful “stepping stone,” this creates a stumbling block,

impeding the progress of the students most in need of support.

Two-tier system

This proposal amounts to a new two-tier system for post-16 English and maths.

6 DfE, DWP and Department for Science, Innovation & Technology, ‘Post-16 education and skills
white paper’, 2025. Published on GOV.UK.
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This will force streaming by ability, with higher-achieving students taking the GCSE
route and lower attainers taking the repeat of level 1. Research from the Education
Endowment Foundation is clear that streaming by prior attainment is “not an
effective way to raise attainment for most”.*” Furthermare, there is evidence that
students who find themselves in the foundation tier experience a range of negative
experiences as a result of being placed in the lower tier.”® These include lower

self-esteem, feelings of being labelled and changing relationships with their peers.

Two-tier systems, whether within GCSE subjects that split by foundation and higher
tier, or by running 2 different parallel routes such as the old O level and CSE
pathways, invariably create segregation by social class.*® Poorer students end up
funnelled onto less-academic pathways through the mistaken belief that their prior
attainment represents an inherent limitation, rather than that they have lacked
resource, support and opportunity. Two-tier systems exacerbate inequality. They
are a vote of no confidence in the potential of young people from working-class

backgrounds.
Aspirations

The proposed changes pose serious risks to learner aspiration. Evidence shows that
students prioritise the GCSE for its currency in the labour market and higher
education. Research indicates that 58% of vocational students prefer to take the
GCSE (maths) compared to just 21% for functional skills and other stepping-stone
qualifications.?® This preference is grounded in utility; students view the GCSE as
opening doors, whereas being diverted onto a lower track is often perceived as a
cap on potential. This mirrors the effect of ‘foundation tier’ groupings in schoaols,

where restricting curriculum access can often lead to disengagement and a sense of

47 Education Endowment Foundation, ‘Setting and streaming’. Published on
EDUCATIONENDOWMENTFOUNDATION.ORG.UK.

48 British Educational Research Journal. ‘Tiering in the GCSE: a children’s rights perspective’,
Published on BERA-JOURNALS.ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM.

43 Frances Wilson and Vikas Dhawan, ‘Capping of achievement at GCSE through tiering’, 2014.
Published on CAMBRIDGEASSESSMENT.ORG.UK.

30 Jennifer Norris, ‘The positioning of GCSE and functional skills in further education: how do

vocational students make sense of post-16 mathematics pathways?’, 2020. Published on
TANDFONLINE.COM.
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lowered expectations.”’

This distinction is also recognised by high-performing FE providers. Unlike the
binary pass/fail outcome of stepping-stone qualifications, the GCSE’'s numerical
grading system allows students to demonstrate incremental progress. This
structural difference appears to drive results: The Education Policy Institute found
that students enrolled directly on a GCSE track achieve better progress over their
16-19 study than those placed on lower-level alternatives, such as a Level 2

functional skills qualifications or existing stepping-stone qualifications.**

This limit on aspiration affects not only students, but the teaching profession itself.
Just as students aspire to qualifications with currency, teachers aspire to deliver
them. The teacher labour market is anchored in the universality of the GCSE; with
3,500 secondary schools seeking this expertise compared to just 200 FE colleges,
ambitious teachers view GCSE experience as essential for career mobility.
Consequently, the Royal Society (the UK’'s scientific academy) reports that maths
specialists are often reluctant to teach functional skills, preferring the professional

standing and academic rigour of the GCSE.>3

Introducing a niche level 1 qualification risks a compounding effect. It creates a
curriculum that is less attractive to students, while simultaneously making the
sector less attractive to the high-quality subject specialists needed to deliver it.
Given that disadvantaged students are overrepresented in this cohort, this policy
shift threatens to limit not only their academic ceiling but also their access to the

most effective teaching.

The cost of reinvention

There is also a significant opportunity cost associated with ‘reinventing the wheel'.
Developing new qualifications generates friction throughout the system. Awarding
organisations inevitably pass these development and administration costs onto

providers via higher exam fees, diverting budgets that could be spent on frontline

>1 Jo Boaler, Dylan Wiliam and Margaret Brown, ‘Students’ experiences of ability grouping =

disaffection, polarisation and the construction of failure’, 2000, Published on
BERA-JOURNALS.ONLINELIBRARY.WILEY.COM.

>2 Robbie Maris and David Robinson, ‘English and maths resits: drivers of success’, 2025. Published
on EPI.ORG.UK.

3 'Road-testing the qualifications assessment framework’, 2021. Published on ROYALSOCIETY.ORG.
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delivery.>*

The operational burden is equally damaging. Introducing a new curriculum forces a
diversion of skilled labour: teacher time is reallocated from refining classroom
practice to administrative compliance.” It requires adapting learning, creating new
resources and standardising assessments for an untested specification. In a sector
where contact time is already at a premium, diverting focus away from pedagogy to

navigate bureaucratic change is a strategic error.

The sector is already suffering from reform fatigue. The Curriculum and Assessment
Review marks the sixth overhaul of post-16 skills policy since 2010, confirming the
Institute for Fiscal Studies’ (IFS) observation that “few areas of public policy have

experienced as much change as skills policy”.>®>’

Evidence suggests that this constant structural churn rarely benefits the most
vulnerable. The Sutton Trust found that the most recent GCSE reforms in 2015
actually widened the disadvantage gap, while Sam Freedman’s analysis of school
reform over the last 2 decades concluded that there was no real impact on closing
the disadvantaged gap.>®°° Similarly, since the introduction of the ‘Curriculum for
Excellence’ in Scotland, the gap between the lowest and highest status groups has
increased across reading, writing and science.®® ®' Given this track record, it is
unsurprising that the IFS has advised the Welsh government to delay similar

reforms.®?

>4 Freddie Whittaker, ‘Schools ‘over a barrel as exam fees rise again’, 2025. Published on
SCHOOLSWEEK.CO.UK.

> The English Association, ‘Summit on the reform of the English GCSEs: report and
recommendations’. Published on ENGLISHASSOCIATION.AC.UK.

*% Federation of Awarding Bodies, ‘What can we learn from over a decade of skills reform in
England?’ Published on AAA.AWARDING.ORG.UK.

°’ The Institute for Fiscal Studies,’'Eunding. finance and reform: an analysis of the post-16 education
and skills white paper’, 2025. Published on IFS.ORG.UK.

*8 Simon Burgess and Dave Thomson, ‘Making the grade: the impact of GCSE reforms on the

attainment gap between disadvantaged pupils and their peers’, 2019. Published on
SUTTONTRUST.COM.

3 Sam Freedman, ‘Lessons learnt? Reflecting on 20 years of school reform in England’, 2024.
Published on SUTTONTRUST.COM.

®0 Sacial inequality is measured in the PISA studies by an index of ‘economic, social, and cultural
capital’. Published on OECD.ORG.

®1 Enlighten, Scotland's independent think tank, ‘PISA 2022 in Scotland: declining attainment and
growing social inequality’, 2023. Published on ENLIGHTEN.SCOT.

®2 The Institute for Fiscal Studies, ‘Major challenges for education in Wales’, 2024. Published on
IFS.ORG.UK.
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Building on success

Rather than risking further regression through unnecessary structural overhaul,
policymakers should choose to build on what is demonstrably working. As this
paper has outlined, the current CoF policy, despite its operational flaws, has
achieved what other levels of education have not: driving better rates of
improvement for disadvantaged students compared to their peers. The logical path

forward, therefore, is optimisation, not revolution.

This process begins with resolving the funding crisis. English and maths resources
for 16 to 19 year olds must be sufficient, ring-fenced and strictly conditional on a
guaranteed minimum number of teaching hours per week. If the sector has
achieved current progress levels with limited contact time, increasing this input
through targeted, transparent funding could significantly accelerate gains for the

most disadvantaged learners.

However, mandating minimum resit hours must come with more 16-19 funded
hours. Structural investment is needed so that colleges can attract and retain the
most-skilled professionals. While pre-16 schools are funded on an expectation of a
32.5-hour week, allowing them to offer teacher contracts of 1,265 hours or more. In
contrast, 16-19 study programmes average just 19.5 hours per week, and FE
teachers typically have contracts of under 900 hours.??®* This has a detrimental
effect on disadvantaged students, who are more likely to attend FE colleges. In the
2024/25 academic year, it is estimated that 20.4% and 22.8% of disadvantaged
students who completed KS4 in the 2023/24 academic year were resitting English
and maths in 2024/25.%° The corresponding figure for non-disadvantaged students
was 12.2% (English) and 13.6% (maths). Of these resit students, 76.5% attended

FE colleges, while only 18.8% attended schools.®® The investment in resources

53 DfE, ‘Length of the school week: non-statutory guidance’, 2023. Published on GOV.UK.
84 Education and Skills Funding Agency and DfE, ‘16 to 19 funding: information for 2025 to 2026,

2025. Published on GOV.UK.

® The DfE does not publish data on student deprivation characteristics by post-16 institutions. To
obtain these figures, we have divided the number of 2024/25 resit students (‘English and maths -
below level 3 entries by student characteristics’ from ‘A level and other 16 to 18 results’) with the
total number of 2023/24 KS4 pupils (‘All state-funded pupil characteristics and geography data’
from ‘KS4 performance’) and multiplied by 100. This informed us, for example, that 20.4% and
22.8% of disadvantaged K54 students enrolled in English and maths resits respectively.

® Explore Education Statistics, “English and maths - below level 3 entries by institution type’ from ‘A
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https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/e10cebb7-1c3b-4d50-7d44-08de89b19a35
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/7ebb720e-8018-49fd-ab3e-08de834ce335
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/7ebb720e-8018-49fd-ab3e-08de834ce335
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/41d54931-d982-4530-f7bf-08de834d471d
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/41d54931-d982-4530-f7bf-08de834d471d
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-and-skills-funding-agency
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/16-to-19-funding-information-for-2025-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/length-of-the-school-week-minimum-expectation

should be matched with more sophisticated accountability. The return of the
suspended headline progress measures in 2026, alongside Ofsted’s new inspection
framewaork, are positive steps towards this.®” ® The new inspection approach
presents an opportunity to focus on progress and inclusion. If applied effectively, it
will recognise and reward where providers support lower-attaining students to
move up through GCSE grades. It should put an end to the gaming that sees tens of
thousands of the most disadvantaged students denied post-16 English and maths
support.

Finally, the central focus of improvement must shift from curriculum design to
pedagogical quality. The most effective lever for raising standards is not a new
syllabus, but a more skilled and supported workforce. Rather than diverting energy
into a new qualification, the government should prioritise capturing and
disseminating the teaching approaches of top-performing colleges identified

through the returning headline progress measures.

level and other 16 to 18 results”, 2026. Published on
EXPLORE-EDUCATION-STATISTICS.SERVICE.GOV.UK.

7 DfE,’16 to 18 accountability measures: technical guidance’, 2026. Published on GOV.UK.
58 Ofsted, ‘Further ion and skills in ion han k', 2023. Published on GOV.UK.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/further-education-and-skills-inspection-handbook-eif/further-education-and-skills-handbook-for-september-2023
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/16-to-19-accountability-headline-measures-technical-guide
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/data-tables/permalink/e10cebb7-1c3b-4d50-7d44-08de89b19a35
http://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk
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