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Measuring Progress in History 
A New KS3 Assessment Model for our secondary school 
 
Following the senior leadership team’s decision on the way the school will proceed with 
regards to assessment without levels at Key Stage Three, this briefing paper sets out how 
we will be assessing progress in History in years 7, 8 and 9 from September 2015. The new 
system will be based on GCSE assessment criteria, as per the new whole school policy. I 
have examined the types of learning that are incentivised by the new GCSE schemes of 
assessment and considered this alongside my understanding of what progress in history 
looks like. This document presents new model and the rationale behind it. 
 
Assessment Model  
 
I recommend that we have the following assessment objectives at KS3: 
 

AO1. Accurately select information 
AO2. Recognise themes/change/continuity over time 
AO3. Explain reasons for/results of events and differentiate between them 
AO4. Analyse sources – particularly utility/reliability, cross referencing, using 

knowledge to “test” sources 
AO5. Assess historical interpretations 
AO6. Accurately use topic-specific language 

 
Students should be assessed on all of these across each year of KS3. My suggestions are 
as follows: 

• Assessments will take place a minimum of six times per year. The results of these 
will be reported in a format to be confirmed by the Senior Leadership Team (likely to 
be based on the new GCSE numbering system).  

• Small scale, low stakes assessment should take place at more regular intervals. 
Such assessments could include knowledge quizzes and source analyses; they 
might be peer- or self-assessed.  

• AO1 and AO6 should be included in ALL assessments. 
• Each unit of work should include at least two types – either AO2 or AO3, and either 

AO4 or AO5. 
• For our longer survey units, we should aim to include AO2-AO5, with AO2 

assessment coming at the end. 
• Significance will not be assessed discretely, but instead within the other AOs. For 

example, students might be asked to explain a range of consequences of an event 
and then select one as the most significant.  

 
Assessments need not be lengthy or take the form of essays. Graphic assessments, such as 
annotated timelines, and verbal rehearsals help students to focus on writing crisp and 
focused analysis.   
 
In addition to in-class assessment, each year students will complete an independent 
research project. This will be graded according to the quality of their research.  
 
Records should be kept by each teacher, tracking students’ progress against the AOs and 
against the threshold concepts identified below.  
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Rationale 
 
GCSE Criteria 
 
The Assessment Objectives for the new GCSE are essentially the same as the Assessment 
Objectives for the old GCSE: 
AO1 – Knowledge (35%) 
AO2 – Second order concepts (change/continuity/cause/consequence/significance) (35%) 
AO3 – Source work (15%) 
AO4 – Interpretations (15%) 
 
In addition to these AOs, 5% of available marks will be for SPaG, including the use of 
subject-specific vocabulary, as directed by the DfE. 
 
Most of the marks available therefore are, according to Anderson and Krathwohl’s 
Knowledge Dimensions (2001), factual and conceptual. However, there are also a lot of 
hidden procedure marks, in that students cannot achieve the factual/conceptual marks 
unless their answers are written in a certain form and with attention paid to language and 
spelling. This means that we will need to focus on preparing students to write detailed 
explanations/analyses and to use key historical terms and language in their assessments.  
 
As directed by SLT, we will need to evidence the ability of our students to meet these 
assessment objectives.  
 
 
Threshold Concepts 
 
Through their three years of compulsory secondary study, history students must grasp 
certain threshold concepts in history. These concepts will be key to the success of those 
students going on to study GCSE; however, they are equally important to students who will 
finish their history studies at 14.  
 
Threshold concepts “lead to new and previously inaccessible ways of thinking about 
something” (Meyer and Land, 2003). They are transformative knowledge in that, once fully 
grasped, they are unforgettable and fundamentally change the way we view subject matter. 
They are also notoriously tricky to grasp, representing a kind of liminal space which students 
might inhabit for some time before achieving full comprehension.  
 
Building on the work of Diaz et al (2008), I have identified the following threshold concepts 
which should be considered when we are planning the new curriculum and creating 
assessments under the new model: 
 

1. All history is subjective 
2. Connected with the above, sources are pieces of evidence, not just pieces of 

information 
3. There is usually no single correct answer 
4. The interconnected nature of history – the “ripple effect” 
5. The “otherness” of different eras 

 
Discernment of these threshold concepts is important in developing our students as 
historians. Understanding them is also key to success in History examinations, not just at 
GCSE but also at A-level and beyond. With the increased content in the new GCSE, there 
will be less time available to practise exam skills. Encouraging students to fully grasp these 
threshold concepts lower down the school will give them the skills they need to tackle 
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questions relating to GCSE-AO3 and GCSE-AO4 in particular, when it comes to exams; this 
will help to avoid the rote learning methodology that has not proved efficient in the past. In 
addition, a better understanding of these concepts will give students more confidence. This 
is particularly the case for number three, as a solid comprehension of this fact will help 
students to avoid the classic mistake of not writing anything for fear of getting it wrong.  
 
The benefits for our exam classes are clear; however, incorporating these will also be 
beneficial to students ceasing their history studies. They will give them life skills including the 
ability to read critically, carefully consider the ramifications of their decisions and be 
empathetic. To quote Diaz et al (2008): “Thinking historically will be crucial to all of our 
students, not just to those who feel comfortable with these ways of operating at the 
beginning of their college careers. We need citizens who can parse the political rhetoric and 
consumers who can read the subtexts of the advertisements aimed at them.” Similarly, 
according to Tosh (2006), “If history could be firmly established in the new state schools, it 
would furnish ‘the next generation of Englishmen with the means of exercising 
conscientiously, honestly and judicially, the great political power which is now in their 
hands’”. By encouraging a grasp on these concepts we will hopefully ensure our students 
finish their compulsory history education better equipped for life: “citizen historians” as it 
were.  
 
Assessing progress in these threshold concepts will take place within the broader 
assessments laid out above. For example, assessments focusing on AO2 and AO3 will help 
students to develop their understanding of the interconnected nature of history, while work 
on AO4 and AO5 will help students to recognise the subjective nature of history and begin to 
treat sources as pieces of evidence. We should also build open-ended questions into our 
assessments as extension tasks to encourage students to tackle these difficult concepts; for 
example, in the Food and Migration unit we could ask students to consider the impact that 
changes in the British diet had on the wider world. The independent research project will 
also provide us with a good opportunity to assess students’ ability to critically select and 
deploy sources.  
 
Students’ grasp of the key concepts should be recorded in teacher markbooks; this evidence 
should then inform medium- and long-term planning to ensure understanding is as fully 
developed as possible by the end of year 9. As Cousin (2006) suggests, “Unless teachers 
devise activities that uncover this [lack of comprehension], many students will suffer in 
silence…if students are stuck in a pre-liminal state for too long, they may resort to mimicry.” 
 
 
Building Knowledge 
 
According the Oakley (2015), repetition is the best way to ensure knowledge retention. I 
propose that when we are rewriting our programme of study, we focus on implicit repetition 
of topics that will lead to a wider understanding of the world, to further ensure that our 
students leave us as good “citizen historians”.  
 
Clearly we should not repeat entire topics, as this would be boring, counter-productive (by 
being demotivational) and prevent a broad spread as required by the National Curriculum. I 
propose that we use the levels in SOLO taxonomy to build student knowledge. 
 
According to SOLO taxonomy (Biggs and Colliss, 1982), learning increases not only in 
quantity, but also in quality of thought. Surface learning and understanding of topics form the 
lower stages – uni- and multi-structural; while deeper understanding and higher order 
thinking occurs at the higher relational and extended abstract stages. Therefore, I think we 
should focus on extended and deepening students’ understanding of topics by considering 
them from a different angle within the context of later studies.  
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For example, students currently study the Transatlantic Slave Trade in year 7. I recommend 
that we revisit this topic during the year 8 study of Britain 1750-1900, looking specifically at 
the abolition of slavery. This will allow students to take their multistructural knowledge from 
year 7 and link it with their year 8 studies to achieve a relational level of understanding. 
Likewise, a comparison of the Transatlantic Slave Trade with the Holocaust in year 9 will 
encourage students to pursue the extended abstract by generalising about first order 
concepts such as genocide and collective guilt.  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The demise of KS3 levels provides us with an excellent opportunity to create a model to 
assess progression in history in a more bespoke way. Using the GCSE assessment 
objectives as a starting point, we must now seek to build assessments that test not only our 
students’ knowledge but also their understanding of threshold concepts and their ability to 
relate what they learn, both among history topics and to their wider learning in school.  
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