
Understanding 

the UK School System



The UK education system is divided into five main stages:

 Children start school at 4 years old in Reception Class

 Primary Education (ages 5–11): Key Stages 1 & 2

 Secondary Education (ages 11–16): Key Stages 3 & 4

 Further Education (ages 16–18): A-Levels, T-Levels, or vocational qualifications

 Higher Education (ages 18+): University or college degrees

Approximately 80% of children attend state-funded schools, while 20% are enrolled in private 

(independent), faith-based, or international schools

Overview of the 
UK Education System



UK Education Requirements

• Compulsory education begins at age 4 and continues until age 18.

• Children must be in full-time education 

(school or home education) until 16, and then in some form of 

education or training until 18.



UK and US Schools Grades

UK Schools US Schools

School Year/Grade Ages School Year/grade Ages

Primary Reception – 

Year 6

4-11 Elementary Kindergarten 

- Grade 5

5-11

Kindergarten 

– Grade 6

5-12

Reception - 

Year 8

4-13 Middle Grade 6-8 11-14

Secondary Year 7-13 11-18 High Grades 9-12 14-18



Registration Requirements and Deadlines
School year runs September to July. For reception registration, the child must be 4 years old by 31 August.

• State Schools: Applications are typically made through the local 

authority. Deadlines are:

• Primary school: mid-January (for September start)

• Secondary school: end of October (for September start)

• Private Schools: Vary by institution; early registration (1–2 years in 

advance) is often recommended, but most are understanding of later 

applications from international families. Entrance exams and interviews 

may apply.

• International Families: May need to provide visa documentation and 

proof of residence.

• ***Application, taster day, references from current school and report 

cards are required during enrollment



Key Stages 
Key Stage Age Range School Years Focus Areas

Foundation 4 Reception Learning initially focuses on Personal, 

Social and Emotional Development, 

Communication and Language and Physical 

Development

In Reception children then learn phonics, 

letters and their sounds, letter formation, 

number recognition and place value

By the end of Reception children can 

count, read and write

KS1 5–7 Years 1–2 Basic literacy, numeracy, phonics, and 

social skills, Learning builds on foundations 

and becomes more independent, Specialist 

teachers are introduced.

KS2 7–11 Years 3–6 Core subjects (English, Maths, Science), 

foundation subjects (History, Geography, 

PE). Problem solving, reasoning and critical 

thinking are essential to the curriculum. 

Challenge and greater depth learning is 

embedded.

KS3 11–14 Years 7–9 Broad curriculum including languages, arts, 

and technology

KS4 14–16 Years 10–11 GCSE preparation in core and elective 

subjects

Post-16 16–18 Years 12–13 A-Levels, T-Levels, BTECs, or 

apprenticeships



Milestones and Skills by Key Stage

• Early Years (Reception): Social development, early reading and 

number skills

• KS1: Phonics screening (Year 1), basic arithmetic and reading 

comprehension

• KS2: Formal Year 6 assessment tests in English and Maths proficiency

• KS3: Development of analytical and critical thinking skills

• KS4: GCSE exams in multiple subjects

• Post-16: Specialisation in 3–4 subjects or vocational training



Required Assessments
 Reception – Good Level of Development

 Phonics Screening Check (Year 1) – reading, writing, spelling and Maths.

 Key Stage (Year 6) - PTE and PTM alongside reading, writing, spelling and 

Maths

 GCSEs (General Certificate of Secondary Education) at age 16

 A-Levels / T-Levels / BTECs at age 18 (for university or employment)

***Progress and attainment data is monitored across the school and interventions planned to support 

learners where required



GCSE Options
GCSE (General Certificate of Secondary Education) subjects are divided 

into core and elective options. Here are some examples:

1. English Language and Literature: These 
subjects focus on developing reading, 
writing, and analytical skills.

2. Mathematics: Essential for developing 
numerical and problem-solving skills.

3. Science: Usually includes Biology, Chemistry, 
and Physics, providing a foundation in 
scientific principles and experimentation.

Elective GCSE Subjects:
1. History: Explores historical events, periods, and 

figures, helping students understand the past and its 
impact on the present.

2. Geography: Studies physical and human geography, 
including environmental issues and global patterns.

3. Modern Foreign Languages: Options include French, 
Spanish, German, and others, promoting language 
skills and cultural awareness.

4. Art and Design: Encourages creativity and artistic 
expression through various mediums.

5. Physical Education: Focuses on physical fitness, 
sports, and health education.

6. Music: Develops musical skills and appreciation 
through performance and theory.

7. Computer Science: Covers programming, 
algorithms, and the principles of computing.

Core GCSE Subjects:

***These are just a few examples, and schools may offer additional 
subjects based on their curriculum and resources.



Post-16 Education
A-Levels:

A-Levels are academic qualifications that focus on traditional subjects. Some 
examples include:

Sciences:

• Biology

• Chemistry

• Physics

• Environmental Science

Humanities:

• History

• Sociology

• Philosophy

• Religious Studies

Social Sciences:

• Economics

• Politics

• Law

• Psychology

Arts and Languages:

• Fine Art

• Drama and Theatre 
Studies

• Modern Foreign 
Languages (e.g., 
French, Spanish, 
German, Italian, 
Mandarin, Japanese)

Technology and 
Engineering:

• Design and 
Technology

• Electronics

• Computer Science

Business and 
Management:

• Business Studies

• Accounting

Creative and 
Performing Arts:

• Music Technology

• Textiles



BTECs:

BTECs are vocational qualifications that provide practical, hands-on experience. 
Some examples include:

• Business: Covers areas such as marketing, finance, and 
management.

• Information Technology: Focuses on computer systems, 
networking, and software development.

• Health and Social Care: Prepares students for careers in 
healthcare and social services.

• Performing Arts: Involves training in acting, dance, and music.

• Travel and Tourism: Covers topics related to the travel industry, 
including customer service and event planning.



Summary of Differences Between 
the State and Independent Sectors

The state and independent sectors differ in several key areas, including funding, 
governance, curriculum, and admissions.

1. Funding: State schools are funded by the government and do not 
charge tuition fees, whereas independent schools are funded through 
tuition fees paid by parents, donations, and endowments.

2. Governance: State schools are governed by local authorities or 
government bodies, while independent schools have their own 
governing bodies and operate independently of government control.

3. Curriculum: State schools follow the national curriculum set by the 
government, ensuring a standardized education across the country. 
Independent schools have the flexibility to design their own curriculum, 
which can lead to a more diverse range of subjects and teaching 
methods.

4. Admissions: State schools must adhere to government regulations 
regarding admissions, often prioritizing local students. Independent 
schools have more freedom in their admissions policies and can select 
students based on various criteria, including academic performance and 
extracurricular achievements.

5. Class Sizes and Resources: Independent schools often have smaller 
class sizes and more resources, which can lead to more individualized 
attention for students. State schools may have larger class sizes and 
fewer resources due to budget constraints.



Major Differences Between 

the UK and US Education Systems

• UK:

 Secondary education culminates in GCSEs (end of 10th 

grade year)

 Secondary school subjects are externally assessed

 Overseen by UK Department of Education / OFSTED (Office 

for Standards of Education)

• US:

 High school culminates in a diploma (end of 12th grade year)

 High school courses are usually internally assessed (unless 

AP or IB)

 Overseen by individual states and/or one of seven regional 

accrediting agencies.



Major Differences Between the UK and US Education Systems

UK US Approximate Ages

Key Stages Years Form Major 
Assessments

Grades Major Assessments / 
Milestones

Foundation Reception - - Pre-K - 4-5

Key Stage 1 1 - Ongoing 

assessments 

prepared by 
teachers.

Kindergarten Ongoing assessments 
prepared by teachers.

5-6

2 - Grade 1 6-7

Key Stage 2 3 - SATS Grade 2 7-8

4 - Grade 3 8-9

5 - Grade 4 9-10

6 - Grade 5 10-11

Key Stage 3 7 1 End-of-Year 

Summative 
Assessments

Grade 6 11-12

8 2 Grade 7 12-13

9 3 Grade 8 13-14

Key Stage 4 10 4 GCSE Grade 9 14-15

11 5 Grade 10 AP Courses 15-16

Key Stage 5 12 Lower 6 AS Exams (not 

available in all 
subjects)

Grade 11 AP Courses

PSAT

ACT
IB Diploma (first year)

16-17

13 Upper 6 A-Level, CTech, 
BTEC

Grade 12 SAT

ACT

AP Courses
IB Diploma Completed

17-18
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