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2 

Aims  

 

 
 

Charterhouse is an academically-focused, all-round school. Although our priorities are primarily academic, that 

does not mean achieving only qualifications by passing examinations. We aim to stimulate independent enquiry 

as well as intellectual curiosity and our curriculum seeks to match that. From the Under School to the Specialists, 

we choose qualifications and seek to teach in ways that help our pupils achieve those aims. 

 

 
 

The Under School 
 

 
 

The Fourth Form (National Curriculum Year 9) is seen as an opportunity to allow pupils to appreciate what will be 

for many a new approach to study: away from the restrictions of assessment and entrance tests, we advocate an 

independent approach to learning and support pupils in their endeavours to find areas of academic interest and to 

excel in their studies. We promote a broad and balanced curriculum that allows pupils a wide choice when it 

comes to choosing options for (I)GCSE. The core subjects of English, Mathematics and the three sciences are, of 

course, central. We very much believe in the importance of languages, hence the requirement for all pupils to 

study French and a second modern language (Spanish or German), as well as Latin (and Greek, as well, for 

some pupils). Equally, we also promote the humanities (Geography, History and Theology) and the creative arts, 

with all pupils studying Art, Design Technology and Music throughout the year. 

 

The structure of our timetable at (I)GCSE means that we continue to expect all pupils to study English language 

and literature, Mathematics, the three sciences and a modern language, as well as three further options: we believe 

that literate scientists and scientifically-aware students of the arts are essential contributors to any society and 

keeping academic options open for as long as possible is important, too. In addition, we endeavour to provide 

opportunities for pupils to discuss contemporary issues and to think critically in Beveridge Studies – our own course 

that explores economics, politics, business and management in a global context. 

 

By the time that pupils finish their studies in the Under School, it is expected that they will have been stretched 

and challenged to become independent, inquiring and engaged learners who have a broad range of academic 

interests. 
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(I)GCSEs  

 

 
 

Background 
 

GCSEs replaced O Levels and CSEs in 1998. International GCSEs (IGCSEs) were introduced by CIE at the 

same time (followed by Edexcel / Pearson) and are often considered to be similar to O Levels. Most IGCSEs are 

accredited  by  Ofqual,  but  some  are  not  which  means  that  there  is  less  restriction  on  their  content  and 

assessment. IGCSEs are taken internationally and are generally much more flexible in terms of their curriculum 

content: many schools (both independent and maintained) offer IGCSEs, but a combination of government pressure 

and the lack of performance table recognition for IGCSEs in the UK has meant that many schools in the maintained 

sector are not able to run these courses. 

 

Course Content 
 

In the Under School, pupils study for IGCSE or GCSE examinations and both are equally well recognised. Heads 

of Department in individual subjects choose the most appropriate syllabus for the boys, primarily based on ensuring 

the most effective preparation for Specialist study. 

 

Over the next few years, as national GCSE courses revise their grading and some IGCSEs follow suit, Heads of 

Department will be looking anew at the syllabuses and once again choosing the most appropriate course of study. 

The revised national GCSE courses are meant to be more challenging than they historically have been in terms of 

content, with a broader range of more traditional fields of study on offer. In addition the nature of the assessment 

will change, with the loss of written and spoken coursework in many subject areas. As a School, we believe in the 

value of coursework which allows pupils to work closely and in-depth on a piece of work with the guidance of a 

teacher: the loss of such a valuable educational process would be deleterious to our pupils. 

 

Curriculum Size 
 

All pupils study nine subjects in total, comprised of a core of five subjects, as well as a modern language and 

three further options subjects: the number of subjects studied is balanced in order to allow pupils to concentrate 

their intellectual energy whilst giving them the opportunity to show the best of their academic abilities. 

 

Grading 
 

The (I)GCSE courses that are assessed at Charterhouse have been revised over the coming years and have now 

adopted new grading arrangements, in order to increase the level of differentiation between the highest and lowest 

performing pupils. 

 

The revised grading now runs from 9-1 instead of A*-G. The former C grade is now equivalent to a 4, B grades are 

subdivided into 5 and 6, and A* is split into 8 and 9. 
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The Specialists  

 

 
 

The development of our now very well-established Specialist curriculum has seen a pioneering approach to sixth 

form study, putting into practice the best principles of today’s education for tomorrow’s adults. Pupils have a 

unique and special choice of pathways: Pre-U courses (alongside a small number of A Level courses) and the IB 

Diploma Programme; the former is for those who wish to specialise and concentrate on a tightly focused group of 

subjects and the latter is for those pupils who do not feel ready to specialise to the extent that has been the 

tradition in the English system and who want to achieve a more balanced curriculum. Both of these academically 

rigorous courses prepare pupils effectively for university and enable applicants from Charterhouse to stand out in 

an increasingly crowded field. 

 

Pupils do not sit examinations until the end of the second year of study and this provides valuable additional 

teaching time. Every opportunity is taken to promote a genuine appreciation of academic disciplines as well as 

fostering life-long learning. It is heartening to see that the approach adopted by Charterhouse is being reflected in 

national developments. 

 

Terminal Assessment 
 

Post-16 linear assessment is now once more the standard offering across all schools in the UK, and thus schools 

will be choosing between terminal A Level courses and terminal Pre-U courses. We have always believed that 

interrupting sixth form study to take modular exams along the way is an unnecessary distraction to the development 

of a pupil’s intellectual interests, which takes place gradually over the two years of post-16 study. Whereas it 

might have been perceived to be easier to achieve high grades in a modular course because pupils could retake if 

a result in any module was weak, many selective universities only looked at the first grade that had been awarded 

in a module, which decreased the advantage. Furthermore, half of the A Level modules in any course were typically 

taken in the summer of the First Year Specialists (National Curriculum Year 12), at AS, when maturity of attitude 

and application might have be an issue, rather than at the end of the Second Year Specialists (National Curriculum 

Year 13), when university offers presented a clear target to aim for in the increasingly mature young person. 

 

ASs continue to exist, but are decoupled from the full A Level: AS modules are now completely separate from 

the full A Level. 

 

Modes of Assessment 
 

Devoid of government interference, both CIE Cambridge Pre-U and IB Diploma Programme results are, from 

our experience, very accurate, whilst some other examination boards have been relatively unreliable and volatile. 

The marking systems for both Pre-U and the IB Diploma Programme stress validity, reliability and manageability: as 

with any system that involves human assessment, there will be occasional inconsistencies, but these are few and 

far between, in our experience. 
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Pre-U and A Level Courses  

 

 
 

Background 
 

The Pre-U courses were established in 2008 and Charterhouse (along with several other leading schools) was at 

the forefront of their development and implementation. Pupils sat the first examinations in the summer of 2010 

and these qualifications are highly regarded throughout the UK and have an increasingly significant presence across 

the globe. Approximately 200 schools in the UK are offering Pre-U courses and it is likely that, with the changing 

landscape in assessment in the UK, many more schools will seek out the stability and quality of these courses. 

 

Course Content 
 

Given the School’s significant involvement in the development and maintenance of the Pre-U courses that 

promote subject-based enquiry, it is no surprise that our beaks enjoy teaching these courses and that pupils benefit, 

too. Many of our beaks feel that the courses offered for Pre-U are more interesting and stimulating, and prepare our 

pupils better for university study when compared with A Levels. Where this is not the case (or indeed Pre-U courses 

are not available), some departments have opted to retain A levels. 

 

Charterhouse seeks to promote the development of engaged, innovative, open and independent-minded pupils who 

develop a deep understanding in their chosen subject disciplines. While in recent times A Level examinations 

have tended to be targeted, unitised and assessment-driven, Pre-U courses have offered a much more exploratory 

and discursive examination, and we expect the same to be the case with the new A Levels. 

 

Heads of Department will continue to review the new national A Level courses alongside the established Pre-U 

courses as part of our ongoing curriculum review. 

 

Curriculum Size 
 

In order to allow pupils to maintain their interests in a broad range of subjects, we continue to expect pupils to study 

at least four subjects in the First Year Specialists: this is important to promote academic breadth and perspective, 

as well as to fulfil the expectations of university admissions officers who expect our pupils to have a broad academic 

experience. Most pupils stop studying their fourth subject at the end of the First Year Specialists, having been 

assessed and awarded a grade in a Pre-U Short Course or an AS Level; this then allows pupils time to concentrate 

on their three core subjects during the Second Year Specialists. Some pupils will maintain four subjects 

throughout the Specialists, perhaps either seeking to distinguish themselves or maintaining their wider academic 

interests across a range of subjects or specialising in a particular discipline. 

 

Pupils studying four subjects have 32 hashes a week. 

 
Grading 

 
One of the attractions of the Pre-U examinations is that they allow for clear differentiation between the performance 

of different pupils, including the most able, primarily because of the number of grades available, from D1 to P3. In 

addition, the D2 (although equivalent to an A Level A*) is not formulated on aggregated results from a number of 

modules, but on genuine intellect and flair; the D1 recognises very significant intellectual ability and its assessment 

is not hampered by assessment objectives or artificially created hurdles and criteria. At all other levels, (from D3 

downwards), the grading is benchmarked consistently against A Level grades. 
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IB Diploma Programme  

 

 
 

Background 
 

Charterhouse became an IB World School in 2011 and has very successfully established these courses. The IB 

Diploma Programme’s origins and its mission statement prioritise the promotion of lifelong learning and intercultural 

understanding, allowing pupils to realise their role as global citizens: this mission is very much in tune with 

Charterhouse’s own aims and intentions where we promote the balanced preparation of pupils for success in higher 

education and life in a global society. The IB Diploma Programme has been assessed since 1968 and, globally, 

there are over 2500 schools offering the IB Diploma Programme. This is arguably the most highly regarded and 

stable qualification that has recognition across the world. 

 

Course Content 
 

A baccalaureate system of education obliges its students to study certain subjects. This is common across the world 

and the UK has historically been unusual in allowing a high degree of specialism at such an early age. IB Diploma 

Programme graduands at Charterhouse study the following: English, a second language, a humanity, a science, 

mathematics and either an arts subject or a further language, humanity or science. This last option allows 

pupils to achieve some specialism without excluding interests in other subjects. As a result, this is a course that 

serves to promote both breadth and depth in learning, a balanced approach to study, as well as intellectual rigour 

and academic flexibility – all of which are highly prized by university admissions officers and employers the world 

over. 

 

The individual subject courses have an international aspect to them, oft-times positing local academic study in a 

wider cultural context. Furthermore, there is a mission statement that pervades the curriculum and actively serves 

to encourage pupils to engage with philosophical aspects of knowledge, helping to promote critical thinking and 

reflective skills across the traditional academic disciplines. 

 

Charterhouse allows its pupils to study online courses which are not conventionally available at the School, such 

as Psychology and Information Technology, allowing pupils to interact with others in a truly global classroom 

whilst building significant IT and online learning skills. 

 

There is a slightly higher volume of coursework in the IB Diploma Programme when compared with other courses 

and this means that pupils enter the final examinations with a secure foundation. 

 

Curriculum Size 
 

Pupils choose three subjects at Higher Level and three at Standard Level; they also have taught lessons in 
 

Theory of Knowledge (a programme of critical thinking). 

Pupils have 33 hashes a week. 

Grading 
 

The IB Diploma Programme grading system awards up to 7 points for each subject, regardless of the level at 

which the subject is studied. In addition, three Core points are available for the quality of work in the Theory of 

Knowledge course as well as the Extended Essay. A total of 45 points is available overall and this allows universities 

carefully to differentiate an applicant’s attributes. Our experience tells us that the award of a seven in a Higher 

Level subject marks out the pupils as demonstrating considerable flair and achievement: we also have a very clear 

sense that those pupils who work hard can achieve extremely high grades, indeed, as the courses reward 

endeavour as well as understanding. 
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Core Studies  

 

 
 

We believe that some of the aspects of the IB Diploma Programme’s Core are central aspects of academic study 

for all Specialist pupils, be they studying for the IB Diploma Programme or the Pre-U courses. The skills of 

enquiry, reflection, critical thinking and independent research are important and are evaluated for all Specialists, 

although the assessment of such contributes to the overall results of IB Diploma Programme graduates. 

 

Extended Essay 
 

All Specialist pupils complete an extended essay that allows them to rehearse the discursive writing skills and 

establishes  the  tenets  of  academic  honesty.  In  addition,  researching  a  particular  area  of  interest  in  detail 

stimulates pupils and makes for an interesting aspect to be included at university interview and on university 

applications such as in a UCAS Personal Statement. 

 

Creativity, Action and Service 
 

The process of learning is not solely confined to the classroom, but to other areas of School life, as well. By the end 

of the Specialists, pupils will be able to provide evidence that they have increased their awareness of their own 

strengths and areas for growth; undertaken new challenges; planned and initiated activities; worked collaboratively 

with others; shown perseverance and commitment in their activities; engaged with issues of global importance; 

considered the ethical implications of their actions; and developed new skills. 

 

However, CAS is not just about participating in various activities. Specialists will be required to reflect on their 

experiences so they do not just repeat their mistakes, but make full use of their extra-curricular activities as 

opportunities for learning in the wider classroom. 
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Universities  

 

 
 

Our experience with university admissions officers is that very many of them do understand and much appreciate 

Pre-U and IB Diploma Programme grading and, where they are not as aware, they are willing to learn. There are 

very many different qualifications available today and, particularly given the internationalisation of UK universities, 

it is less and less the case that pupils applying for university places are all studying A Levels. Thus admissions 

officers have to be increasingly flexible in their approach to courses and qualifications. 

 

Some universities have declared that they would like to see the results of external assessment at the end of the first 

year of teaching. However, approximately 20% of university applicants to the University of Cambridge do not have 

any external assessments at the end of Year 12 (prior to 2000 [the point at which modular A Levels were introduced] 

this was the case anyway): universities have stated that they are committed to ensuring that no student is 

disadvantaged by their course of study. Our experience is that predictions based on teacher experience are amply 

sufficient. 

 

Our anecdotal evidence is that admissions officers are very sympathetic to both the Pre-U courses and the IB 

Diploma Programme; this is not something that they declare publicly because it would be invidious for them to 

suggest that they prefer one qualification over another. We have seen a number of pupils given the benefit of the 

doubt and been admitted to competitive courses when they have not quite made their offer grades in their 

examinations, and we believe this is because universities recognise the advantages of the Pre-U courses and the 

IB Diploma Programme in preparing pupils for university. 

 

Those who head off to university with either the Pre-U or IB Diploma Programme behind them universally report that 

they feel incredibly well-prepared for their undergraduate studies, both in terms of their academic knowledge but 

also in terms of their academic skills. This essential foregrounding to tertiary level study can only serve to put pupils 

at an advantage over their peers. 
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