
Options script 
 

1. Hello, I am David Healey. I am one of two Deputy Headteachers in the school. Mr 
Martin Williams is in charge of pastoral matters- behaviour, child protection etc, I am 
responsible for health and safety, performance in external exams and the curriculum 
and timetable. Part of the latter responsibility is designing the option columns from 
which year 9 students choose the subjects they will study in years 10 and 11. I’ll start 
with some background information that sets the context 

2.  
a. 5 years ago the government decided that maths should be split into two 

distinct GCSEs – mathematics and mathematics (numeracy). The first is the 
study of Number, Measure and Statistics, Algebra, Geometry and Probability, 
the second deals with the application of most of these skills in a real world 
context. 

b. They introduced a new qualification, the skills challenge certificate, to tackle 
the complaint of employers, universities and others that students had a good 
grasp of the knowledge taught in school but lacked the communication skills 
and other employability skills that they need in life. The skills challenge 
certificate is a series of project style skills development tasks including an 
individual investigation that lead to a qualification that is equivalent to a 
GCSE. It develops communication and presentation skills and teaches 
children to be independent and self motivated learners. 

c. At the same time the government introduced a new set of performance 
measures to judge schools by. 

3. They moved away from the threshold measures that counted the proportion of 
students gaining 5 or more grades Cs or grade Gs in certain combinations of subjects 
to create a set of average point score measures. In these measures each grade earns 
a certain number of points, these are added up for each child and then an average 
taken across all the children in the year group. The advantage of this is that it pushes 
schools in to getting the best from every child rather than just concentrating on 
pushing D grades up to C grades. 

a. There is an average point score for Numeracy, Literacy, Science and the skills 
challenge certificate. The main overall measure is called the capped-9 and I 
will explain that in more detail in a moment. 

b. Each of the five points score measures is calculated for different groups of 
children: all students in the year group, those in receipt of free school meals, 
those not on free school meals, the top third, middle third and bottom third. 
Each of these is then compared to similar schools in Wales. 

4. The capped-9 is the total score for each child’s best 9 subjects, but amongst these 9 
must be their best maths score from maths or numeracy, their best language score 
from English language, Welsh first language or English or Welsh literature, their best 
science score and the best six other subjects. These are all added up for each child 
and then averaged across the year group. It is important to note that, with this 
measure, the government is effectively saying that all student must study a 
minimum of nine qualifications to GCSE or equivalent. In the old threshold measure 
the expectation was a minimum of five subjects. 



5. In addition, the national curriculum and the performance measures make certain 
subjects compulsory. In total there are 7 subjects that a student must take: Maths, 
Maths (Numeracy), English, Welsh, two sciences and the skills challenge certificate. It 
is also compulsory to study PE, PSE and RS so we feel that students might as well get 
a qualification in these as well so we offer short course RS (half a GCSE) and BTEC 
coaching which is equivalent to a GCSE. Most students also take English literature, 
and some take the full course RS or a qualification called Equality and Diversity that 
is equivalent to a GCSE. So it is possible to meet the government requirements just 
with the compulsory subjects. 

6. Then there are the three optional subjects and this is where students can exercise 
some choice over their own curriculum. The options are arranged into columns and 
each child may study one subject from each column. I change the columns each year 
based on a survey of the students in which they tell me what combinations of 
subjects they each would like to study. 

7. In years 10 and 11 I aim to give each full GCSE 3 lessons per week. This is slightly 
more than the exam board recommends and may be one of the reasons our 
standards are so good. There are some exception, maths has two GCSEs and only 
four lessons, in English most students study literature as well as language and again 
have four lessons, I provide the same for the Welsh first language groups that also 
take Welsh literature. Welsh second language has three lessons. PE and religious 
studies have two, and they both contribute to the Skills Challenge Certificate by 
covering one of the challenges each. In religious studies most children sit a short 
course GCSE which is effectively half a GCSE and then go on to achieve an additional 
vocational qualification in equality and diversity the remainder take the full course 
GCSE which is a better grounding for progress to A level in Religious Studies. In the 
PE lessons we also offer a vocational coaching qualification. I have taken the view 
that students they are required to study a subject they might as well obtain a 
qualification in that subject. 

8. Students should choose their subjects based on what they would like to do next or 
their chosen career but for many there are other considerations. One that does have 
an impact on some students is the timing of lessons. The courses provided through 
our partnership with Coleg Menai are run in a single extended afternoon each week. 
This means that the students arrive back at Friars about an hour after the end of a 
normal school day which can lead to transport problems for some and others just 
don’t like being so much later than their friends. 

9. The Skills Challenge Certificate is the part of the Welsh Baccalaureate that employers 
and universities asked for. It aims to develop students’ communication skills and 
numeracy and digital skills in very practical way, for example by developing their 
research skills and practicing giving presentations. It consists of three challenges and 
an individual project. Each challenge is graded separately like the units in a modular 
course and then at the end a final overall grade is awarded. 

10. This slide lists the full set of skills that the Skills Challenge Certificate develops. These 
are not developed individually but all together in a wholistic way within each 
challenge. 

11. Each challenge is graded as level 1 pass, level 2 pass, merit or distinction. The final 
Skills Challenge Certificate is graded in a very similar way to a GCSE at level 2 usingg 
grades A* down to grade C, at foundation level there are just two outcomes, a 



foundation pass and a foundation pass*. It counts as equivalent to a full GCSE and 
has the same value in performance measures as a GCSE. 

12. Now I will run through the actual process we will follow with your children in firstly 
draughting a set of option columns that satisfy the majority of students and then in 
assisting them to make appropriate selections from those columns 

13. There are two main steps, firstly we will run a survey with the full list of courses 
available. They will be invited to choose the combination of courses that interests 
them along with a couple of reserve choices. From this information I will draft the 
option columns and then we will survey again using the draft columns to check there 
are no significant problems. After that, if we think some students may be making 
unwise choices Mr Worthington will speak to them. Examples of an unwise choice 
might be a straight A’s candidate picking a level 1 course, they will be bored, or a 
student that finds academic study difficult choosing certain level 2 courses that are 
highly academic. 

14. So, the free choice survey is used to draft the option columns, once we have the 
columns students will only be able to pick one subject from each column because all 
the subjects in a column are taught at the same time. In the free choice survey they 
can choose any combination of subjects. They will be asked to rank their subjects 
from their favourite down to their less preferred options. The three separate 
sciences are a very popular option with academic students, however, in order to fit 
in the third science we need to make use of one of the option columns. 

15. After the free choice survey I will draft the columns. When looking at the subjects 
please bear in mind that GCSEs cover the full grade range from A* to G but many of 
the vocational courses are either a level 1 course and equivalent to grades D-G or a 
level 2 course equivalent to grades A* to C. It is important that children choose 
courses at a suitable level to avoid a glass ceiling or falling off the bottom of the 
grade range and failing. 

16. There are some limitations to what I can do when drafting the columns, for example, 
the Coleg Menai courses are all on at a particular time that I cannot change, the 
same teacher often teaches GCSE and A level so these columns must also fit with the 
A level columns, some teachers are part time. I use computer software to optimise 
the columns, so bribery won’t work, I’m afraid, but please feel free to try! 

17. The draft columns will look something like this. These are the columns from a 
previous year the subjects may be arranged differently according to the results of 
the free choice survey. The yellow blocks are subjects taught here in Friars, the red 
are the Coleg Menai courses. There are also three courses that are taught after 
school, Mandarin here in Friars, Music Technology and Website Coding at Coleg 
Menai. Please note that we do not provide transport for the after hours courses, 
they are an optional extra for students with particular interests, 

18. The options survey serves a couple of purposes. It serves as a check that we got the 
columns right, or at least as good as they can be for the maximum number of 
students. It also allows me to see what class sizes will be like and ensure we can staff 
the numbers. Mr Worthington will also check that students are choosing sensible 
combinations for their future and he may interview some to assist them to improve 
their options. 

19. We run the free choice survey after half term with a closing date in late November, 
typically around 25th. The situation is very fluid at the moment so we will send out a 



school comms message as a reminder and be reminding students in class. The 
options column survey is run either side of the year 9 parents evening towards the 
end of February. We are still working out how we can hold parents evenings in the 
current situation. 

20. We have an online options booklet on the school website. Mr Worthington will send 
out a link to that via school comms. The options booklets has a timeline for the 
process I have just outlined and detailed pages about each subject. 

21. Thank you all for listening. There will be an opportunity to ask questions on Tuesday 
20th at 6pm. Mr Worthington will be sending out a Microsoft teams link (very similar 
to zoom) with some instructions. 


