Report on National Curriculum Subject Level Descriptions
Background to the consultation
This is a report of the Secretary of State’s consultation, under section 96 of the Education Act 2002, on the draft Order to introduce revised National Curriculum Subject Level Descriptions. The consultation on the Order and the proposed level descriptions ran from 5 February 2010 to 5 March 2010.
This consultation followed one that the QCDA carried out between 30 April and 24 July 2009 under section 96 of the Education Act 2002. The QCDA reported on the outcomes of its consultation on 30 September 2009. 
In all National Curriculum subjects, the criteria for assessing learners' progress are set out in descriptions of performance at nine levels for each attainment target (levels 1 to 8 and 'exceptional performance'). These national standards, established in their current form in 1995, allow children, as well as their teachers, parents, carers or guardians, to see how well they are doing in relation to their prior attainment and expectations for children of their age. 

When the secondary curriculum was reviewed and subsequently implemented from September 2008, some amendments were proposed to the level descriptions from level 4 to exceptional performance to reflect changes to the programmes of study. These revised level descriptions are due to be used statutorily for the first time in summer 2011, when the first cohort of pupils to complete key stage 3 under the new curriculum arrangements will be assessed at the end of year 9.
A small but significant minority of pupils at key stage 3, including many who have special educational needs, will be achieving at levels below level 4, so it is important that these level descriptions are also reviewed. This will ensure a full set of revised level descriptions are available for subject specialist secondary teachers who may have pupils working at levels 1 to 3 and need to make end of key stage 3 judgements about their performance in national curriculum subjects.
During the course of the primary review there has also been an opportunity to consider the previous revisions and to revise levels 1-3 to provide teachers with a full set of level descriptions from level 1 to exceptional performance. 
Composition of responses
By Group:
There were 130 responses to the consultation, consisting of:

· 45 responses from local authorities 

· 37 responses from teachers
· 11 responses from Professional Associations/Professional Bodies

· 2 responses from Teacher Unions
· 35 other responses

By Subject:
There were 23 responses which commented on all subjects. The number of responses on single subjects were:

· 37 on Mathematics

· 15 on Modern Foreign Languages

· 14 on English

· 10 on Science

· 8 on ICT

· 8 on Design & Technology

· 6 on Music

· 6 on Citizenship

· 5 on Religious Education

· 4 on Geography
· 4 on History

· 3 on Physical Education

Note: Some responses covered 2 or more subjects.
Summary of responses
Responses to the proposed level descriptions were generally positive. A large number of responses, whilst positive, proposed minor alterations to the wording of levels, although on the whole there was no trend in the alterations proposed. In terms of subject-specific responses, only English, MFL and mathematics received more than 10 responses; therefore it is difficult to reliably determine whether these responses reflect the views of wider stakeholders. 
There was, however, a trend in the responses on the level descriptions for mathematics. 27 of the 37 respondents on mathematics felt that the renaming of Attainment Target 1 as ‘Using and Applying’ rather than ‘Mathematical Processes and Applications’ meant that the title did not as accurately reflect the purpose and content of the mathematics programmes of study for Key Stages 3 and 4 and proposed that this decision should be reversed. The majority of these responses contained identically worded paragraphs, indicating that there was a campaign to get the attainment target’s title altered (see conclusions). 
One in ten respondents indicated that whilst the level descriptions did reflect the changes being made to the primary curriculum, an opportunity was being missed by continuing to set out levels 1-3 by subject rather than by the new areas of learning. Around one in ten respondents felt that there was a need for greater clarity to better demonstrate progression moving up the levels.
The majority of respondents on MFL welcomed the decision to revert to the level descriptions agreed in 2007 as part of the review of the secondary curriculum, rather than those consulted upon in 2009. However, a small number were not in favour of the omission of cultural understanding. A few respondents criticised the fact that there was no mention of drama in the level description as they felt that this meant that the subject would not be given the value it deserved.
The consultation raised an issue as to whether `ingredients’ should be included in levels 1-3 of the design and technology level descriptions given that cooking is to be compulsory for all secondary pupils from September 2011. This issue will be considered further when the QCDA consult on food and cooking becoming a compulsory part of the Key Stage 3 curriculum in the summer
Conclusions
A number of changes were made to the draft level descriptions following QCDA's 12 week consultation which ran from 30 April until 24 July last year. However, it was felt that the consultation that ended on 5 February raised no new substantive issues requiring further changes to be made.
Whilst there was a degree of support for altering the title of attainment target 1 in mathematics, the majority of these comments formed part of a campaign and it was felt this campaign distorted the overall trend of responses. The change of title to `using and applying’ was in response to criticism from the mathematics community that the level descriptions do not encourage or support teacher assessment of children’s use and application of subject knowledge.  Children’s inability to use and apply mathematical knowledge to solve problems in real-life contexts is something Ofsted has highlighted on a number of occasions.
It was decided that the title "Using and applying mathematics" should be retained because: 

· It provides continuity with the current attainment targets and given the limited amount of change from the 1999 level descriptions a change in title is not warranted;

· the current title is also compatible with the proposed primary curriculum in relation to the programmes of learning;  and 

· the issues raised by consultation are predominantly related to pedagogic strategies which can still be pursued with the proposed attainment target and its level descriptions.
However, Ministers have asked that a communications strategy should be developed involving the DCSF, QCDA and the National Strategies to ensure:

· Guidance on pedagogical approaches is based on current understanding of how to promote use and application of mathematics.

· The materials prepared to support the new primary curriculum secure better use and application.

· The work on APP and exemplification in mathematics from KS1 to 3 illustrates the integration of content and processes.
Primary schools are only required to use the level descriptions for assessment and reporting purposes in English, mathematics and science, whereas secondary teachers must use them for each subject. As the secondary curriculum is set out in subjects it was felt appropriate that level descriptions should continue to be organised by subject. The QCDA will be providing guidance to schools on how to identify and collect evidence of pupil progress within and across the areas of learning.

