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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This summary sets out in brief the findings to emerge from the Key Stage 3 phase
of the NI Curriculum Cohort Study. Commissioned by the NI CCEA, the research
was funded by DE (NI} and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. NFER conducted
the study.

1. Aims and research methods

The overall aim of the research was o provide evidence of the impact of the
whole curriculum as seen from the perspective of the learner. In particular, the
project set out to investigate pupils’ experiences of key curriculum design concepts
such as breadth and balance, coherence, continuity and progression, relevance,
manageability and enjoyment, as well as the cross-curricular themes.

To meet these aims, the study drew on a large set of quantitative and qualitative
evidence collected through:

%  annual surveys administered at the end of Years 8, 9 and 10 to a ten per cent
representative sample of all NI pupils in the 1996 Year 8 cohert (2,694 pupils);

&  annual school surveys to the 51 schools from which the pupil cohort was
drawn, along with timetables for the years in question; and

&  biannual visits to five case-study post-primary schools which each time
involved: interviews with the same 12 pupils (who had initially been
interviewed at primary school); a day’s pupil pursuit observation and follow-
up pupil interviews; interviews with teachers and senior managers; and
indirect data collection activities.

In addition, the researchers collected the survey pupils’ Key Stage 3 test scores in
English, maths and science (according to which pupils were assigned to one of
three atfainment groupings).

2. Breadth and balance in the curriculum

A broad, balanced and common curricular entitlement was widely accepted to be
one of the prime justifications for the introduction of national curricula. However,
evidence on the time allocated by the 51 schools to different subject areas
established that in reality, schools offered pupils a variety of NI curricula rather
than a common NI curriculum. Analysis revealed six main types of curricula,
which were closely allied to particular types of school and were principally
characterised by the time allotted to two areas of the curriculum: languages (high
time allocations in grammar schools and generally low allocations in secondary
schools) and RE (high time aliocations in Catholic-managed schools, low time
allocations in Protestant-managed schools). When schools’ timetables were
compared with the minimum percentage time allocations suggested by NICC
(1991), it emerged that very few schools were meeting the recommended times in
all subjects, with music, art, PE and technology most likely to receive less than
the recommendations.

i



IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

3.

4,

The balance of the curriculum was out of alignment with pupils” views: from their
perspective, too great an emphasis was placed on English, maths and languages
and too little time devoted fo practical subjects and CCTs. Low-engaged pupils
expressed concerns about the over-representation of academic subjects, and there
was evidence that this perceived lack of balance in the curriculum was contributing
io their sense of disengagement. Grammar school pupils particularly found the
curricula they experienced to be unbalanced.

Coherence across the curriculum

Views and experiences of across-subject coherence were sought. Teachers
interviewed reported that they iet cross-curricular links occur through serendipity
rather than deliberately building them in. However, evidence from the pupil
pursuits suggested that such z strategy could fail to maximise the potential for
tearning. The observations showed how pupils’ days were strongly
compartmentalised into a series of subject-based experiences with minimal
references made to learning in other areas. Thus, many valuable learning
opportunities for exploring hinks across the curriculum were lost to both pupils
and teachers. This would seem to be an important issue to consider, given the
evidence that when links across subjects did occur and were perceived by pupils,
they found these beneficial to their learning.

Continuity and progression, progress and
assessment

The study also examined coherence over time, namely continuity and progression
within subjects. Lesson-to-lesson, pupils generally felt that their subjects followed
on, though least ‘follow-on’ was observed in several practical subjects, especially
PE and music. A close association emerged between pupils’ level of academic
attainment and their capacity to discern continuity both in terms of how much
follow-on was recognised and how it was perceived. Only high attainers perceived
continuity in a way that matched their teachers’ descriptions of how follow-on
was built into schemes of work, and recognised the progressive accumulation of
new knowiedge and skills. The pupil pursuit observations established that
contimuity and progression tended to be implicit in lessons rather than explicitly
explained to pupils. However, there were signals that emphasising continuity in
teaching approaches could have major benefits for enhancing learning: the high
attainers, best able to recognise follow-on, expressed how this aided their
understanding of the subject matter under study.

The research sought the impact of the Key Stage 3 tests on pupils’ experiences of
the curriculum in Year 10. Pupils, by their own admission, were motivated by the
tests, and there was evidence that they were an important factor in amehorating in
Year 10 the disengagement from the curricubum which had beset many pupils in
Year 9. However, the tests were also found to disturb the progression, balance,
manageability and relevance of the curriculum. It was suggested that this raises
some fundamental questions for curriculum designers: for example, can a
curriculum be mounted where the subject matter and skills intrinsically motivate
pupils rather than the extrinsic drive towards assessment?
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5. Relevance and appropriateness

Pupils’ opinions were garnered on the relevance of the curriculum to their current
needs, to life in the future and to careers. It emerged that pupils were well attuned
to the value of the key skills — Hteracy; numeracy and ICT - as well as careers
education. Expressive arts, RE and languages were consistently considered least
useful. The findings revealed that in general, over the Key Stage, pupils,
particufarly grammar school pupils, became increasingly utilitarian in their
perceptions of relevance and assessed the value of subjects in terms of their worth
for ajob or career. There was also evidence that implicit messages (e.g. the amount
of time allocated to a subject or its status in the assessment system) appeared o be
more influential than explicit messages (e.g. teachers explaining why learning
certain skiils is important) in shaping pupils’ perceptions of relevance and crucially,
therefore, their motivation in the subject. One key implication highlighted was
that if we want pupils to learn effectively across all areas of the curriculum, then
assessment and time allocation systems must transmit a message of greater parity
of status across the curriculum as a whole.

6. Manageability

Both in terms of the amount and level of the work required by the Key Stage 3
curricufum, the evidence indicated an appreciable decrease in manageability at
Year 9 compared with Year 8, with Year 10 being broadly similar to Year 9.
Generally, pupils felt ‘under-worked’ in the arts and practical subjects, and also
regarded these as the easiest subjects. Pupils tended to feel over worked in maths
and modem languages; the latter were also deemed to be the most difficult area of
the curriculum, with the perceived level of difficulty increasing throughout the
Key Stage, especially in grammar schools. Indeed, grammar school pupils tended
to rate their subjects as more difficult than their secondary peers. Notwithstanding
this, there was evidence that, at times, pupils of all attainment levels were not
challenged enough. Boredom and frustration were often the by-products of lessons
where pupils found the work easy or were given too little to do.

7. Enjoyment

Although it was found that pupils generaily enjoyed their subjects, there was a
decline in their level of enjoyment in virtually all subjects over the three years.
The main findings to emerge from the analysis were the lesser enjoyment of subjects
by high-attaining pupils, and the marked decline of low attainers’ enjoyment over
the Key Stage. Overall, it was suggested that the results posed an important
challenge to curriculum designers and teachers: is it possible to design and mediate
a curriculum that increases rather than decreases pupils’ levels of enjoyment over
the three years of Key Stage 37
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8. Cross-curricular themes

Considerable variation was apparent in the amount and type of different schools’
provision of the CCTs, and there was telling evidence to indicate that there was
plenty of scope for enhancing the mediation, standing and the level of challenge
requirgd of CCTs in many schools. Indeed, from the pupil perspective, it was
clear that the importance that they particularly attached to IT, health education
and careers was not reflected in the quantity and quality of provision they received
in these areas.

9. Summary and conclusion

The report concludes by positing the question “Is the curriculum working?’, and
in response, sums up the key positive messages to emerge from the research and
then the problems with the NIC which were identified.

Vi
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1.1

introduction and background

In 1993, officers of the then Northern Ireland Curriculum Council (NICC)
approached the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) in order
to discuss the feasibility of evaluating the Northern Ireland Curriculum (NIC)
through an analysis of the learner’s experience of the whole curriculum. As part
of its commitment to keep the curriculum under regular review, NICC had already
completed its own monitoring programme of the initial implementation of the
NIC in the early 1990s. This had afforded insights into the appropriateness of the
Programmes of Study and Attainment Targets for individual subjects, but NICC
considered that future reviews would need to draw on empirically based ressarch
into an overview of the curriculum and its appropriateness by Key Stage, as
experienced by pupils. Essentially, NICC sought 1o explore the prospect of
initiating research that could examine the impact of the NIC as a total package on
the experience of the learner. Key Stage 3 was seen as a particularly appropriate
phase for this line of enguiry.

After the opening discussions, NFER produced a methodological paper which
considered possible options, research methods and procedures for conducting a
longitudinal cohort study of pupils through Key Stage 3. In the wake of this
paper, a 16-month pilot study, involving five post-primary schools, explored the
viability of the proposed research and trialled various methods in order o develop
suitable instruments for the main study. Building on the recommendations of the
ensuing report into the pilot phase (Harland er 4., 1996), the full Northern [reland
(N1} Curriculum Cehort Study was launched in 1996, Whereas two interim reports
(Harland er al., 1999a and 19996} have outlined some early findings relating to
the final year of primary schooling and the first year of post-primary, this report
sets out the analysis of the full range of data collected onr pupils’ curricular
experiences from Year 7 through to the end of Key Stage 3 in Year 10.

The cohort study was conducted by NFER and funded by the Department of
Education (NI}, the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and the Northern Ireland Council
for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA)},

In many respects, the study represents an important and nnovative development
in the methods used to evaluate the implementation and effectiveness of curricula.
A recent review of research into pupils’ experiences of the curriculum (Lord and
Harland, 2000) confirms that no comparable evaluations of National Curricula
have been conducted elsewhere in the UK. The NIC Cohort Study is particularly
distinctive in the manner in which it applies a longitudinal methodology to a focus
on the whole curriculum, which is investigated through pupils’ perceptions of the
core curriculum design principles (e.g. breadth and balance, coberence,
appropriateness and relevance) that underpinned, ostensibly at least, the formation
of the different National Curricula in the late 1980s. Thus, the techniques used in
the study, along with the findings reported here, have significance beyond the
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immediate confines and concerns of NI, By directing attention towards pupils’
experiences and views of the carriculum, in addition to those of teachers, the
project was launched into relatively uncharted waters, offering the potential for
new empirical evidence of practical benefit to policy makers, schools and teachers,
as well as methodological developments of interest to the educational research
community.

1.2 Aims

The overall aim of the research was to provide evidence of the impact of the
whole curriculum as seen from the perspective of the leamer. Its purpose was to
produce data that would be representative of the Key Stage 3 population of NI

In accordance with the overall aim, the research investigated the 1mpact of the
curricubum in terms of the key curriculum design concepts:

¢  relevance and appropriateness;

breadth and balance;

coherence within and across subjects;

enjoyment; and

F B & P

manageability.

Additionally, the study explored:
¢ the appropriateness of methods of assessment and evaluatiosn;
¢  the coverage of the cross-curricular themes (CCTs); and

€  the extent to which the aims of the NIC were evident in its implementation.

1.3 Methodology

As 3 longimdinal study, the research tracked the experiences of the same pupils
throughout Key Stage 3. The research employed both quantitative and qualitative
methods and consisted of three main strands:

4%  an annual pupil questionnaire;
$  an annual school guesticunaire; and
€  case studies of five selected post-primary schoois.

An overview of the data collection methods and fieldwork is presented in Table
1.1, and a detailed account of each of the above strands is given below,

1.3.1 The annual pupil questionnaire

A guestionnaire was administered by researchers to the pupil cohort sample at the
end of each of the three academic years in Key Stage 3. The target sample for this
questionnaire was pupils who started Year 8 in September 1996 and completed
Year 10 in 1999, The sample size was ten per cent of all NI pupils in this 1996
Year 8 cohort {2,694 pupils), drawn from approximately 20 per cent of all NI
post-primary schools (51 schools) — i.e, half the Year 8 cohort in these schools.
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Below, we explain the rationale for the selection of schools and pupils involved in
the survey, as well as describing the design and administration of the questionnaires
used in the survey.

Selecting the schools

In order to produce survey samples that would be both statistically robust and
representative of the NI Year 8 school pepulation as a whole, the group of pupils
was drawn from a stratified random sample of schools, The sampling frame was
designed to provide a proportionate representation of all types of post-primary
school in NI (e.g. grammar and secondary; controtled, maintained, voluntary and
mtegrated; size; coeducational and single-sex; Education and Library Board (ELB)
location). To allow disaggregation by the wide diversity of scheols found m NI,
it was decided that the school sample should consist of 20 per cent of the 236
past-primary schools (in existence when the sample was drawn in Febroary 1997),
together with the five case study schools, This gave a total sample of 51 schools.!
The sampling frame was based on information about the number and identities of
schools provided in DENI(1926). Care was taken to ensure that, within individual
ELBs, the sample included a broadly proportionate distribution of schools
aceording to size, GCSE performance and type of school,

Table 1.2 gives the numbers in the sample for each type of school, together with
the numbers across NI as a whole (as it was in 1996).

Table 1.2 Characleristics of the schools in the sample and in Mi as a whole

Northern Ireland
Characteristics % ' N
Status ; :
Controlled ; 4 21 96
Voluntary : 22 il 53
Maintained . 33 17 78
Integrated ; 4 2 9
Totals .
Type
Secondary

(Grammar

Towals .

ELR location

Belfast
Western
North Eastern
South Eastern
Southern :

Totals

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 School Survey and DENT (1698)

Fifty-one schools constituted the survey sample in Year 8. Fifty of these schools then participated in the Year 9
survey: one school {a small secondary which contributed 19 pupils te the pupil cohort) was unable to take part
because it was in the process of amalgamating at the time of the survey; the school did return fo the sampie in
Year 10. In Year 10, two of the survey sample schools {2 single-sex girls’ and a single-sex boys” Catholic-
managed school) merged togeiher so officially the survey sample size was 50 schools that year; however, because
this was initially an adminisirative merger {i.e. girls and boys followed different timetabies, and were educated
on two separate campuses), in the analysis the merged schools continued to be considered individually. '
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As Table 1.2 clearly demonstrates, the school sample closely matched the
distribution of key characteristics displayed by the population of NI post-primary
schools.

Selecting the pupils

The target sample for the annual pupil questionnaire was ten per cent of all NI
pupils in the 1996 Year § cohort. The size of this sample was deemed large enough
to ensure that the results would be generalisable to the full cohort. Given that
DEN] statistics predicted that the 1996-7 Year 8 cohort wounld comprise 26,227
pupils, the anticipated sample size was set at 2,623,

To achieve this, one in two pupils in the 1996 Year 8 cobort in each of the 51
survey schools was included in the pupil questionnaire sample. NFER researchers
drew the school sub-samples through a process of random selection (by choosing
every other pupil on form class lists provided by the schools). This achieved a
sample of 2,694 pupils who completed the Year 8 pupil questionnaire. As a
longitudinal study, these pupils then formed the sampie for the Year 9 and 10
surveys, though absences on the day of the questionnaire administration, or a
pupil having moved schools, meant that the sample was slightly smaller in Year 9
(2,605 pupils) and Year 10 (2,595 pupils), despite every effort having been made
to find a classmate 1o replace anv missing members of the original sample.

Bupii characteristics

Although replacing absent pupils in Years 9 and [0 did mean that there were very
small changes in the make-up of the pupil sample in these years, the figures
presented below, based on the cohort as it was in Year 8, are characteristic of the
sampie over the three years. The pupil sampie comprised:

. 1,749 pupils-in secondary schools and 945 pupils in grammar schools;

» slightly more children in Catholic-managed schools {1,331} than in Protestant-
managed schools (1,214), and 149 in integrated schools; and

e 1,298 boys and 1,396 girls.

Further details of the characteristics of the pupil sample are given below i terms
of its distribution by gender of school, size of school, social class, free school
meal eligibility, level of attainment and degree of engagement.

Gender and size of schools

The distributions of pupils and schools according to the gender and size of
individual schools are presented in Tables 1.3 and 1.4

Table 1.3 Distribution of schools and pupils according to the gender of individual schools

Gender of school _

Si_ng.lé-séx (boye) :

Single-sex {girls)
Mixed

I.‘;ota]s"

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 Pupil Survey
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Table 1.4

Distribution of schools and pupils according to the size of individual schools

Size of school

Small {below 500}

Medium (501-800)

Totals

Source: NIC

Tabie 1.5

Grammar
Secondary

Table 1.6

School Type

Source:  NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 Pupil Survey

Level of eligibility for SRR
fomjn theschool =~ |

Low (0--14%)
Medium (15-39%)
High (above 40%)

Cohort Study: Year 8 Pupil Survey

As can be seen from Table 1.3, two-thirds of the schools in the sample were mixed
schools, with the remainder divided almost equally between single-sex schools
for each gender. Three-fifths of the pupils in the sample attended mixed schools,
and fewer boys than girls attended the single-sex schools. Table 1.4 shows that
two-fifths of the sample attended schools of medium size; over a third attended
large institutions; and less than a quarter attended small schools.

Social ciass and free school meal eligibility

On the basis of their fathers’ occupations, 1,062 children were categorised as
working class and 866 children were categorised as middle class. It was not
possible to determine the social class of 766 pupils (28 per cent). In order to
establish the distribution of pupils in the sample by social class, the relevant
biographical data from the pupil questionnaires were cross-tabulated with the other
key variables (see Tables 1.5-1.6).

Distribution of pupiis by social class and type of school

Gcm}. Ciasg A O

. nwor!;m ;

N

769

M‘fgdd[ew

Bistribution of pupils by social class and level of eligihility for free school meais
{fsm} in the school

R

Sogial Class
Mzddle

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 Pupil Survey

From Tables 1.5 and 1.6, it can be seen that over a quarter of working-class pupils
were in grammar schools, while alimost three-quarters were in secondary schools.
Ouly 12 per cent of middie-class pupils attended schools with 2 high degree of
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eligibility for free school meals, compared with a third of the working-class pupils
in the sample.

Levels of attainment and engagement

The sample pupils’ Key Stage 3 test results for English, maths and science were
collected by the research team with their schools’ permission (only one of the 50
schools refused consent). This allowed the breakdown of the sample by level of
attainment. Pupils were assigned to one of three attainment groups, low, mid or
high, on the basis of their results (their overall levels for each of the three subjects
were totalled and the average computed). Table 1.7 below shows the distribution
of the sample across the attainment groupings.

Table 1

Distribution of pupils by level of attainment in Key Stage 3 tests

Level of attainment Yo I\
Low (up to level 5) 29 775
Mid (level 5-low 6} 28 752
High (above upper 6) : 5 953
Unknown ¥ 214
Totals 2,694

100

Source:  NIC Cohort Study

As shown in Table 1.7, although there was a slightly greater proportion of high
attainers, the sample, broadly speaking, was evenly split between the three
attainment groupings.

The Years 9 and 10 pupil surveys included items designed to gauge pupils’ level
of commitment to school (‘1 look forward to coming to school’, I find most of my
subjects interesting’, ‘I find it hard to concentrate in some subjects’). Based on
pupils’ responses to these questions, their degree of engagement with learning at e
school was determined. Table 1.8 shows the distribution for each year of Key
Stage 3. There was some change in the distribution each year because pupils’
responses to the items from which level of engagement was derived differed each
year. There were a large number of unknowns in Year 8 because the ‘engagement’
items were not included in the Year 8 pupil questionnaire so pupils’ Year % responses
were used. Accordingly, it should be borne in mind throughout the report, that
when Year & pupils’ responses are analysed by levels of engagement, they are
based on Year 9 responses to the engagement items.

S

Table 1.8 Distribution of pupils by level of engagement in each year of Key Stage 3

Year 9
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Questionnaire design and administration

It was agreed that the 12-page-long pupi! questionnaire should be an appropriately
amended and extended version of that used in the pilot phase (see Harland ef o/,
1996). A copy of the questionnaire is reproduced as Appendix 1. The backbone
of the instrument consisted of a semantic differential grid, which invited ratings
on the key curriculum design concepts {e.g. appropriateness and relevance,
manageability, continuity, breadth and balance, etc.) for all main subjects of the
NIC. Wherever appropriate, the cross-curricular themes were also included:
Information Technology and Health Education in each year’s questionnaire, and,
reflecting its greater presence in the curriculum that year, Careers Education in
Year 10. The questionnaire also contained items on: biographical information;
the constructs pupils use to describe their learning (e.g. ‘subject’ or more general
vocabularies of experience}; their perceptions of topics they considered
insufficiently covered in the curriculum; their awareness of curricular hnks between
different subject areas; their opinion of curriculum continuity between their current
and previous year’s schooling; their views on the value of different assessment
methods; and, in Year 8, items on the values and the moral dimension in education.

Most of the questionnaire items were repeated at each administration in order to
monitor changes in pupils’ perceptions and experiences over the Key Stage.
However, m Year 9, case-study work suggested that pupils were becoming
disenchanted with the curriculum, and consequently two extra guestions were
added to gauge their level of commitment or disengagement from schooling. In
the Year 10 questionnaire, since pupiis had come to the end of Key Stage 3, an
extra question was included on the skills they had acquired or improved upon
since Year 8. Also, in Year 10, the assessment question of the Years § and 9
questionnaires (on the value of different means of assessment) was replaced with
an item that probed their experience of the Key Stage 3 tests.

In each school, the questionnaire administration was carried out by members of
the research team. This reduced the risk of any teacher influence on the
respondents, minimised the demands on schools, and allowed for oral explanations
{0 accompany written instructions.

1.3.2 The annual school questionnaire

Al schools whose pupils were involved in the annual pupil questionnaire were
asked to complete a yearly school questionnaire, to be filled in by a member of
the senior management. Each year, this four-page-long questionnaire enquired
directly about the organisation of the curriculum for the cohort pupils’ current
year group; a copy of the timetable for their year group was requested; details of
the teaching of the cross-cuiricular themes that year sought; and information
regarding policies gleaned (e.g. assessment, cross-curricular skills, Special
Education Needs (SEN) provision, allocation of pupils to registration forms and
teaching classes, and only in Year 8, the ethos fostered by the school and provision
for pupils” personal, social and moral development). Key background details on
the school were also collected (not Year 9) (e.g. number of pupils on roll, number
of staff, number of pupils eligible for free school meals and number of pupils
from ethnic minority groups). All the information requested set the essential context
for the analysis of the data collected in the pupil questionnaire,

The return rate of the school management questionnaire for each year of inquiry
was as follows:
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Year 8:  Of the 51 schools, 48 returned all requested data (i.e. questionnaire
and Year § timetable); one school sent their Year 8 timetable only; no
response from two schools.

Year 9:  Of the 50 schools, 44 returned all requested data (i.e. questionnaire
and Year 9 timetable); two schools sent their questionnaires only; one
school sent their Year 9 timetable only; no response from three schools.

Vear 18: Of the 51 schools, 45 retumed all reguested data (i.e. guestionnaire
and Year 10 timetable); four schools sent their Year 10 timetable only;
no response from two schools.

1.3.3 Case studies

The case-study component played a pivotal role in providing more detailed
evidence of pupils’ perceptions and experiences than could be gained from the
surveys alone. Case-study research consisted of a preliminary phase carried out
in primary schools and the main post-primary phase which continued throughout
Key Stage 3. As far as possible, the same pupils were interviewed and observed
throughout the project. Consequently, valuable opportunities were created for
comparing each individual’s perceptions and experiences from Key Stage 2, over
the transfer period into Year 8, and throughout the whole of Key Stage 3.

The case-study schools

It is important to note that it was never intended that the five schools involved as
case-studies should be representative of all types of post-primary school in NL
Quite apart from the obvious fact that only five schools would always be
unrepresentative, the primary considerations when selecting the case studies for
this longitudinal study were the need to include examples of the main types of
school and to engage schools which were willing to sustain involvement over the
three years of the project. In the following account of the five case-studies, highly
specific school details, for example, the exact mumber of pupils on roil, have
purposefully been omitted as such descriptions of a school’s key features could
compromise the anonymity of some of the participating institutions.

Of the five case studies, two were grammar schools, (one Catholic-managed and
one Protestant-managed), two were secondary schools (one Catholic-managed
and one Protestant-managed) and the fifth was an integrated, all-ability school
(though to protect its anonymity, this school is referred to as a secondary in the
report). All five schools were co-educational. The five case studies were located
in different parts of NI and across three of the five ELBs. The sample included
schools with urban, rural and mixed catchment areas and incorporated children of
all socio-economic status. The size of the pupil rolls in each school varied between
approximately 500 and 1,200.

The main case-study phase of the research was preceded by a preliminary round
of fieldwork with pupils while they were in Year 7. The Pilot Study (Harland ef
al., 1996) suggested that pupils’ constructs of the curriculum at Key Stage 3 were
influenced by their primary-school experiences; therefore gamering case-study
pupils’ perceptions before transfer would provide an important baseline for the
research. Ten primary schools, which fed the five post-primary schools identified
for the main Key Stage 3 case-study phase, were selected through consultation
with CCEA officers. Thus, the sample comprised two primary schools for each
post-primary school. One fieldwork visit lasting three-and-a half days took place
in the primary schools in June 1996.
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Timing of case-study visils

For the main phase of the research, two sets of case-study fieldworlc were conducted
in the five post-primary schools in each year of Key Stage 3 (1996-1999). These
vigits were initially intended to take place at the end of the autumn and spring
terms. In the event, however, this was only possible in Year 8. In Year 9, owing
to difficulties with the funding of the project, the autumn case-study visit was
carried out in January 1998 rather than December 1997 {one school was
consequently unable to accommaodate the fieldwork for this particular visit). With
regard to Year 10, in order to garner pupils’ experiences of the Key Stage 3 tests
and their feelings regarding their subject choice for Key Stage 4, the spring term
case-study fieldwork visit was delayed until May.

In each of the five post-primary schools, the fieldwork was undertaken by a single
researcher, and, as far as possible, the same researcher returned to the same school
to ensure continuity of contact.

Case-study data collection methods

Fach case-study visit to the primary and post-primary schools lasted three-and-a-
half days, and the following data collection methods were deployed:

o interviews with pupils;
s pupil pursuit observations and follow-up interviews;
* interviews with teachers and senior managers; and

® indirect activities with pupils (concept mapping).
Dretails of each of the above research methods are presented below.

Interviews with pupiis

The intended sample size for the case-study interviews was 60 pupils {12 per
post-primary school), who would be selected and interviewed once in Year 7 and
then bianmally as they progressed through each year of Key Stage 3. In actuality,
62 pupils, evenly split between boys and girls, formed the case-study cohort.

The vast majority of pupils were selected whilst still in their primary schools. In
each of the ten primary schools, six Year 7 pupils (five pupils in two schools)®
transferring to the participating post-primary schools were chosen by the research
team, following discussions with the principals concerned. Parental consent to
interview these pupils was obtained in all cases. There were two primary schools
for each post-primary school; therefore, when these pupils transferred, the sample
for each post-primary school was 12 pupils. Gverall, the case-study pupil sample
incorporated a cross-section of all abilities; and within a particular school’s sampile,
care was taken to select pupils of all levels of attainment (even in grammar schools,
though this was relative o the schooi).

During each case-study fieldwork visit, all case-study pupils were interviewed
once. The interview addressed the key areas of investigation in accordance with
the aims of the research as stated earlier. To allow comparisons to be made over
the course of the study, the schedule was largely identical each vear. Only minor
amendments were made. The questions on values in the Year 8 schedule were
omitted from those for Years 9 and 10. In line with the additions made to the
annual pupil questionnaire, in Year 9 the schedule included extra questions on
enjoyment and engagement, and in Year 10 questions were added on the impact

*  1In addition to this group of 38 pupils, a further four joined the cohort during Key Stage 3 as replacements for
pupils in the original sample who, for various reasons {e.g. long-term sick, leaving the school), were unabie o
continue. This brought the total number of interviewees in the cohort to 62,

10



THE NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM COHORT STUDY

of the Key Stage 3 tests, the options procedure and personal progress over the
Key Stage. In Key Stage 3, because fieldwork visits were biannual, the schedules
sought pupils’ views on their current term’s studies; in Year 7, there was only one
set of fieldwork so pupils were asked about the whole year’s work. Table 1.9
shows the number of interviews conducted with the case-study pupils in each
year of the study.

Tabie 1.9 Number of interviews conducted with case-study pupils from Year 7 to Year 10

R

R ZI

Number af pupll mterwews

58
119
104
113

3 94
o

e 5}95‘»5’43‘35‘2?'«#??¢

B e s 3"/}’]‘{”)‘.5’5}"‘3‘ S

Source: NIC Cohort Smdy: case-study inferviews

Tabie 1.9 shows that the number of interviews conducted in Year 9 was considerably
lower than the target of 120 interviews. This is because one of the case-study
secondary schools was unable to accommodate the first fieldwork visit in Year 9 when
the timing of the visit had to be moved from December to January. Of the 62 case-
study pupil interviewees, 37 were interviewed at all seven rounds of fieldwork.

Pursuif observations and follow-up interviews

During each fieldwork visit to the case-study schools, one day was spent tracking
case-study pupils through a full day of lessons. In Year 7, this involved all case-
study pupils who tended to be from the same class. During Key Stage 3, a sub-
sample of between two and four case-study pupils who followed the same timetable
were observed. In order to observe as many of the case-study pupils as possible,
the ‘pursued’ sub-sample was changed each year.

As part of the pursuit, researchers completed a lesson sheet for each observed
session which garnered basic information from the teacher on the aims and focus
of the lesson, numbers in the class and timing. Detailed observation notes were
made on the teacher’s inputs and actions as well as the responses and actions of
the selected pupils. On the following day, the case-study pupils involved were
interviewed for their perspective on the observed lessons (as well as more generally
on the cross-curricular themes).

Table 1.10 shows the number of full-day pupil pursuits and follow-up interviews
conducted over the course of the study.

Table 1.10  Number of full-day pupil pursu:ts and foliow-up interviews conducied from Year 7
: o Year 10

i SRR

Number of fcliew-np mterwews

_ 58

10 31
9 : ' 25
: 2

136

Source: NIC Cohorr Study: case studies
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Interviews with teachers and senior managers

The programme of fieldwork undertaken during each visit to the case-study schools
included individual interviews with members of staff in order to garner their
perspective on the NIC and its planning and mediation in their schools. In total,
114 interviews were conducted with 106 staff members (six members of staff
were interviewed twice, and one teacher was interviewed three times). Of these
106 staftf members interviewed, there were:

. 12 Year 7 teachers from the case-study primary schools;
. seven principals from the case-study primary schools;
. 74 subject teachers from case-study post-primary schools; and

. 13 staff members in management/responsibility positions in the case-study
post-primary schools (though four of these managers also gave their
perspective on the subject they taught).

An account of the staff interviews is given below.

Interviews with teachers and principals in the case-study primary
schools

As part of the fieldwork visit o the primary schools, the class teachers of the
case-study pupils were interviewed for their views of the Year 7 curriculum. Twelve
Year 7 teachers from nine of the ten primaries were interviewed in total. Principals
from seven of the primaries were interviewed in order to gather background
information on the school and details regarding pupils’ transfer to post-primary
education. No staff interviews were conducted in one case-study primary school.

Interviews with subject teachers

The post-primary subject teachers who were interviewed were selected by their
school, though the research team specified subjects to ensure that in each case-
study school, at least one teacher of every subject of the NIC was interviewed
(however, certain subjects — German, Spanish and Irish, and also drama — were
not faught in all of the case-study schools, and therefore the number of interviewees
for these subjects is lower). Interviews were also conducted with coordinators of
the cross~-curricular themes, including IT in three schools; In addition, in order to
reflect schools’ coverage of careers education and to ascertain the guidance received
by pupils prior to their selection of subjects for Key Stage 4, the careers coordinator
in each of the five schools was interviewed. '

It was requested that the subject teachers to be interviewed should teach at least
one of the case-study pupils. In order to relate their perspective with that of their
pupils, the subject teachers were asked about the curriculum that they had taught
to the case-study pupil’s class during the term in which their interview took place.
Consequently, the subject teachers’ discussions related specifically to the NIC for
their subject for Year 8 or Year 9 or Year 10 (though inevitably the discussion
widened occasionally to encompass the whole of Key Stage 3). Table .11
shows the number of post-primary subject teachers interviewed in each year
of Key Stage 3.



Table 1.11

Subject

Art
Careers education
Drama

English

French
Geography
German

History

Irish

iT
Maths
Music
PE

RE
Science
Spanish
Technology

Home economics |
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Number of
teachers:

S

Year 8 .

Number of
teachers:

4
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Source: NIC Cohort Study: case-study interviews
*NB: These figures are not the sum total of their columns but the actual number of subject teachers interviewed each year
and overall. There are discrepancies because four individuals appear twice in the table: three teachers (one in each of Years
8,9 and 10) spoke about the two subjects they taught in the course of one interview; and one teacher was interviewed twice:
once as subject teacher in Year 8 and once as careers coordinator in Year 10.
* The overall total in this table (78) includes the four senior managers who also gave their perspective on the subject they
taught, either in a separate interview or during their interview as & senior manager.

Year 9

Number of
teachers:
Year 10

N R e

Numbers of post-primary subject teachers interviewed in each year of Key Stage 3

Total
number of
teachers:

W
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interviews with staff in management or responsibility positions

In the first and final visits to the case-study post-primary schools, interviews were
conducted with staff in management or responsibility positions in order to ascertain
wider information about each school. During the first case-study fieldwork visit
in December 1996 when the cohort pupils were in Year 8, interviews were
conducted with senior staff in order to clarify details of each school’s policies and
procedures: '

Individual interviews were conducted with each Principal to ascertain
background details on each school (e.g. number of pupils on roll,
characteristics of intake) and the nature of curriculum and whole-school

policies.

Staff in management or responsibility positions (e.g. Vice Principal, Head
of Key Stage 3, Head of Year 8) were interviewed in order to gain further
insight into the organisation of the curriculum and also to glean information
on the pastoral system in the school. '

13
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During the final case-study fieldwork visit in May 1999 when the cohort puapils
were in Year 10, interviews with staff were devised to reflect the predominant
concerns of pupils in Year 10:

. Individual mterviews were carried out with the careers coordinator in each
school.

o Individual interviews were conducted in each school with member(s) of staff
with responsibility for the Key Stage 3 tests and the Key Stage 4 options
structure,

. A pastoral manager (e.g. Head of Year, Head of Key Stage) with knowledge
of the 12 pupil interviewees from each school was interviewed in order to
gather academic, behavioural, emotional and motivational details on each

pupil.

Concept mapping _

In the first case-study visits of Yedr 8 and Year 10, a sub-sample of the interviewed
pupils were asked to participate in an ‘indirect’ data collection technigue, concept
mapping, whereby they were asked to draw a diagram of the curriculum as they
saw it under the heading, ‘AN I can learn at school in Year 8/10°. In total, 21
pupils from three schools took part in this in Year §; and 18 pupils from three
schools were involved in Year 10. '

1.4 Analysis procedures

14

In order to prepare the evidence of the pupil and school questionnaires for analysis,
coding frames were developed for the open-ended items, and the responses were
coded by the same researcher each year. The results were computer entered and
verified by experienced data processors, and analysed by the project statistician,
using up-to-date statistical software, The pupil survey data were cross-tabulated
by pupil type: their sex, social class, and levels of attainment and engagement
(see section 1.3.1). Pupil responses were also disaggregated by the type of school
pupils attended: grammar or secondary, single-sex or co-educational, size, level
of free school meals eligibility, ELB location, religious orfentation. (Schools’
religious orlentation was used in place of type of management (e.g. controlled,
maintained) because the voluntary schools in the survey sample included
institutions of Catholic and Protestant denomination. Thus, throughout the report,
where relevant, schools are referred to as Protestant-managed or Catholic-
managed.)

The first stage of analysis for both the pupil and teacher case-study interviews (all

of which were taped and transcribed verbatim) involved the use of Winmax, a

software package for qualitative analysis. Codirg frames were developed in

relation to each of the curriculum design concepts and the interviews coded

accordingly, to ensure that frequencies of types of responses and variations between

them were systematically categorised. The use of Winmax further enabled

researchers to analyse teacher and pupil perceptions by the range of variables

usedinthe survey data, and offered sophisticated possibilities for cross-referencing .
across and within discrete categories of data.

The notes from the classroont observations for each case-study fieldwork visit -
were analysed in relation to the key curriculum design concepts, and incorporated

into discussion of the themes of the research-where appropriate. Data from: the 0

concept mapping exercises added a further dimension to the analysis, particularly
in relation to curriculum coherence.
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1.5 Structure of the report

The earlier of the two interim reports on the study (Harland ez @/., 1999a) outlined
the main findings of the case study research on Year 7 pupils in ten primary schools.
The second report (Harland et al., 1999b) complemented the previous one by
concentrating on the quantitative data collected through the survey of Year 8 pupils
in the 51 post-primary schools. The current report represents the culmination of
the findings from the entire study thus far.

In order to discern the distinctions between the myriad perceptions of the curriculum
emerging from the data, it again proved helpful to adopt the typology introduced
in the Report of the Pilot Phase and subsequently deployed in the Year 7 Report
(Harland et al., 1999a). This typology distinguished between five different
confextual interpretations of ‘curriculum’:

¢  curriculum as specified — by government and its official agents (e.g. in the
Attainment Targets and Programmes of Study as set ou in the statutory orders
of the NIC, as well as non-statutory guidance);

¢  curriculum as planned — usually by departments and teachers in schools
and summarised in schemes of work;

¢  curriculum as mediated — through the “delivery’ by teachers in the classroom
or other learning environments;

¢  curriculum as experienced — by pupils (individual pupils’ immediate
involvement in and response to classroom learning activities); and

¢  curricelum as internalised — by pupils (how pupils interpret and reconstruct
their curriculum as experienced, and what they take away from it in the form
of learning outcomes, changed or reinforced attitudes, new awareness or
insights and so on).

References to this typology recur throughout the report in relation to the themes
of the individual chapters.

18
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2.1

16

3READTH AND BALANCE

Introduction

For a working definition of breadth and balance, it is instructive o tumn to one of
the seminal papers that laid the foundations for the development of National
Curricula in the late 1980s. In The Curriculum from 5 to 16, Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate (DES. HMI, 1989) described breadth and balance as follows:

107, The curriculum should be broad. That is to say in the terms of this paper
it should bring pupils into contact with the nine areas of learning and experience
[namely, aesthetic and creative, human and social, linguistic and literary,
mathematical, moral, physical, scientific, spiritual and technological] and with
the four elements of learning associated with them [namely, knowledge,
concepts, skills and attitudes]: not to involve pupils sufficiently in all these
areas and elements is to leave their edycation lacking in some respects. As
‘Primary education in England’demonsirated, there is an association between
a broad curriculum and successful performance in aspects of language and
mathematics. The various curricular areas should reinforce one another: for
example ... the scientific area provides opportunities for pupils to learn and
practise mathematical skills. Breadth is also necessary within an area and
within its components: thus in the linguistic and literary area pupils should
read a variety of fiction and ron-fiction - myths, legends, fairy tales, animal
stories, stories based on family life, adventure stories, historical fiction, science
Jiction, reference books, factual accounts, documents, directories and articles
(DES. HMI, 1989, p. 42).

112, A4 balanced curriculum should ensure that each areq of learning and
experience and each element of learning is given appropriate attention in
relation to the others and to the curriculum as a whole. In practice this requires
the allocation of sufficient time and resources for each area and element to be
fully developed. Balance also needs to be preserved within each avea and
element by the avoidance, for example, of an undue emphasis on the mechanical
aspects of language or mathematics, or on writing predominanily given over
to note taking and summarising., There should also be a balance in the variety
of feaching approaches used. didactic and pupil-initiated; practical and
theoretical; individual, group and full class teaching (DES. HMI, 1989, p.
44).

While fully accepting HMI’s case for breadth and balance both within and across
different areas of the curriculum, we have directed this study at the latter in order
to fulfil our brief to concentrate on the whole curriculum or the curriculum ‘as a
total package’. Again, in order to reflect the aims of the research, we have focused
on breadth and balance in the content of the curriculum (including knowledge,
concepts, skills and attitudes) rather than on issues relating to breadth and balance
in the range of teaching and learning approaches used — though it was often difficult
to ignore these issues, particularly when examining the evidence collected through
the pupil pursuits. Nevertheless, the main research guestions addressed in this
chapter are;

%  Arepupils’ experiences of the whole curriculum broad enough to encompass
all the intended areas of learning?
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&  Are there areas of knowledge and skills that are absent or heavily under-
represented in many pupils’ curricular experiences — is there a significant
‘pull curricuium’ (Eisner, 1979)7

¢  Are there areas of knowledge and skills that are heavily over-represented in
many pupils’ curricular experiences — put another way, is there a saturated
curricalum?

&  Are the various subjects and areas of learning each given appropriate
quantities of time, attention and status to allow pupils to experience a balanced
curriculum?

Interestingly, there have been hardly any other empirically based UK investigations
of breadth and balance across the whole curriculum since the introduction of
National Curricula (see Lord and Harland, 2000). This is particularly the case in
respect of studies that have involved asking pupils for their views on this important
curriculum design principle. In contrast, some research into breadth and balance
within specific subject areas has been conducted. Kirkman (1993), for example,
asked 12-year-old pupils how much time they spend, and how much they would
like to spend, using computers at school. Perceptions of balance concerning the
relative usage of German and English in Years [0 and 11 German lessons were
the subject of research by Neil (1996) in NI. The breadth and balance of the PE
curriculum emerged as an issue in Woodhouse’s (1996) research on girls’ and
boys’ attitudes towards PE and seif-ability concepts. For this author, the
implications of the study’s findings for a broad and balanced PE curriculum
suggested that attention should be drawn to the areas of gym and dance for boys,
and athletics and winter team games for girls. There is, however, a dearth of
research into similar issues across and between subject areas.

To explore such issues, this chapter presents evidence collected through all the
main data collection methods used in the study. Structured around the five
curricutum levels described earlier, the chapter starts with a consideration of breadth
and balance in the curriculum as specified.

2.2 Curriculum as specified

2.2.1 Within the documentation

Of all the curriculum design characteristics examined in this study, breadth and
balance were given the highest profile in the various documents that established
the NIC. Breadth and balance were, for example, the only curriculum design
features to be given explicit legislative status. That every pupil in grant-aided
schools is entitled to a curriculum that is ‘balanced and broadly based” was made
a compulsory legal requirement by The Education Reform (Northern Ireland)
Order, 19%9. The Government’s policy paper (DENI, 1988), which preceded the
1989 Order, frequently highlighted the importance of breadth and balance.
Launching ‘a rounded, balanced educational programme’, the paper set out the
Government’s aim to raise educational standards through such measures as the
introduction of ‘a common curriculum, with associated attainment targets and
assessment arrangements, for all grant-aided schools, to ensure equal access to a
broad and balanced education for all pupils of compulsory school age’ (ibid., p.
1). Similarly, the Inspectorate was required to ‘pay particular attention to breadth
and coherence of provision at individual pupil level’ (ibid., p. 9).

17
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The breadth and balance requirement applied to the curriculum of every pupil. It
was not enough for a broad and balanced curriculum to be offered by the school;
it had to be evident in the experience of every individual pupil (NICC, 1990).
Hewever, in order to offer Years 11 and 12 pupils opportunities for choice, some
scope for flexibility of provision at Key Stage 4 was acknowledged by the
Government — though, and with particular ramifications for Key Stage 3 where
there was less concern for choice and flexibility, the main intention of the reforms
was the development and implementation of a common curriculum entitlement:

It is expected thai the effects of the new arrangements will be of
particular significance for the secondary sector, because all pupils in
all types of secondary schools will be educated within the same
curricular framework, undertake the same programmes of study, be
assessed against the same criteria and be examined within the same
GCSE setring (DENI, 1989, p.10).

Anindication of the areas of knowledge and experience within a broad and balance
curriculum found expression in one of the two aims of the NIC, namely one that
‘promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, intellectual and physical development of
pupils at the school and thereby of society’. Comparing these dimensions of
development with the HMI's eight areas of experience, it could be argued that
‘cultural’ may subsume ‘aesthetic’ and “intellectual’ may embrace such areas as
‘mathematical’, “hnguistic and literary’, ‘scientific’, ‘human and social’. However,
for a curriculum purporting to be ‘broadly based’, there are some significant
omissions from this specification: for example, creativity, personal, social,
emotional, and the hands-on applied aspects of technological development.

At Key Stage 3, the main stage examined in the research, the aspirational goal of
a balanced and broadly based curriculum was transiated into the following
compulsory elements:

Religious Education (with a core syllabus instead of statutory Programmes
of Study)

Six Areas of Study (with contributory subjects in italics):
English (English)
Mathematics (mathematics)
Science and Technology (science, technology and design)
The Environment and Society (history, geography)
Creative and Expressive Studies {art and design, music, physical
education)
Language Studies (French OR German OR Italion OR Spanish OR Irish)

Six Educational or Cross-Curricular Themes
Education for Mutual Understanding
Cultural Heritage
Health Education
Economic Awareness
Careers Education
Information Technology

Some noteworthy omissions from this compulsory list include drama, home
economics and personal and social education.

Prescribing optimum times for each of these compuisory areas offered one way of
trying to ensure that all pupils experienced a broadly common and balanced

curriculum entitlement at Key Stage 3. This measure was rejected when DENT
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decided that the amount of time to be given to compulsory subjects would not be
specified centrally in legislation, but left to individual schools to determine. This
decision was justified in the following terms:

Pupils vary considerably in the rates at which they are able to learn
and it would be inappropriate, therefore, to establish fixed time
allocations that arve common to all pupils. Furthermore, schools will
wish to provide additional elements that they believe to be particularly
appropriate for their pupils and should have the freedom to decide on
the relative emphasis to be placed on different elements within the whole
curriculum which they are seeking to provide (NICC, 1991, p. 2}.

Moreover, the same source highlighted how further flexibility could be achieved
by varying the depth to which the different programmes of study may be studied
by children of contrasting abilities:

.. schools should recognise that, in most subjects, each individual pupil
is not expected to cover the entire programme of study. Pupils should
cover the breadth of content included but the depth of treatment and the
precise content covered will depend on the level at which a pupil is
working. The programmes of study arve not schemes of work and there
is enough flexibility for schools to devise schemes that suit a particular
time allocation and, at the same time, meet the statutory requirements
as well as providing for the individual needs of pupils (ibid., p. 2).
The NICC, however, provided advice to schools on how they might determine
appropriate time allocations for various elements of the curriculum (NICC, 1991).
Its guidelines are reproduced below in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 NICC’s suggested minimum time allocations

B e S S SR R
Mmlmum percentage nme
Sﬂbject . Area of stmiy

English 10 10
Mathematlcs ; 10 10
Smence arici ”Iechr;oiogy ‘ ; 15

science : 10 H

1echnology and dessgn ; 5 _
Environment and Somety ‘; 10

history 5 '

_geography o 3
Creatwe and Expresswe Stuches : i5

PR : 5

art and design 5

musm ‘
Languages 10

. French or German or Ttalian or Spanish or frish = 10
RE | > e
Toral 75
SRR A O S G S

Source: NICC (1991 p. 3)
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With 75 per cent of curriculum time considered to be the minimum time to satisfy
the legal requirements, the paper suggested that the remaining 25 per cent would
be available for each school to use as it thought best: ‘“Much of this is likely to be
used to give move time to particular compulsory subjects but some could be used
Jor optional additions, such as personal and social education or home economics’
(ibid., p. 4). Unlike the National Curriculum in England, the NIC did not formally
identify ‘core’ subjects, though, as the above table shows, the de fucto core
curriculum in terms of the subjects with the greatest recommended amount of
time were English, maths, science and languages.

2.2.2 Teachers’ perspeclives

To gather teachers’ perspectives on breadth and balance in the curriculum, during
their interviews, they were asked whether they felt that there were areas of the
curriculum that received too much or too litile time. Although most offered answers
which referred to the time allocated to subjects 1n their particular school — and
thus are more relevant to the section on the curriculum as planned — some alluded
to issues relating to breadth and balance in the NIC (i.e. the curriculum as specified).

Interestingly, when discussing breadth and balance, some teachers used the term
‘core’ curriculum, in spite of the fact that this category was not formally applied
in the NIC documentation. In the main, teacher interviewees used ‘core’ to refer
to the emphasis on English and maths, and occasionally science. Languagss were
not associated with the ‘core’ concept, even though on a de facto basis, they were
recommended the same amount of minimum time as English, maths and science.
In many respects, the notion of a ‘core’ element within the prescribed curriculum
seems to have been imported — perhaps rather uncritically — from the National
Curriculum in England rather than based on any objective assessment of the actual
emphases given to different subjects that make up the curriculum in NI

Of those teachers whose comments could be interpreted as referring to the
curriculum as specified (e.g. in offering opinions about the NIC rather than their
schools” impiementation of it), the majority viewpoint was that it was right and
fitting that what were deemed 1o be the ‘core’ subjects (namely, English, maths
and occasionally, science) should be allocated more time than other subjects. Itis
of some significance, though, that languages were not grouped within the ‘core’
and were generally not held in the same regard as English, maths and science.
Amongst those who approved of the enhanced time commitment to these three
subjects were some Year 7 teachers who justified an emphasis on the ‘core’ by
explaining that pupils needed the skills they leamnt in these subjects to access
other subjects, and that the core subjects warranted more time because pupils
needed to be prepared for the Transfer Test. Roughly similar proportions of
grammar and secondary school teachers voiced support for the prioritisation of
English, maths and science. '

Two contrasting minority stances were expressed. Firstly, a small number of
teachers — with approximately similar proportions from grammar and secondary
schools — argued that more time should be given to the ‘core’ subjects {(as denoted
above). None of the Year 7 teachers subscribed to this view. Secondly, another,
slightly larger, group believed that the time and status allocated to ‘core’ subjects
should generally be reduced. Interestingly, this opinion was not expressed by any
interviewees from secondary schools, with a disproportionately high number
emanating from Year 7 teachers and the remainder from grammar school teachers.
The remarks made by the Year 7 teachers related mostly to the manner in which
the Transfer Test distorted the allocation of time to various subjects, at least until
the Test was over. Some teachers mentioned relegating the teaching of ‘non-core’
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subjects to ‘offering bits of the other subjects in between’ as a ‘relief’ from teaching
the ‘core’.

Generally speaking, most of the teacher interviewees were broadly satisfied with
the breadth and balance contained in the curriculum as specified. The following
comment {on the Year 8§ curriculum in particular) was fairly typical:

I think they have got a fairly good balance there of everything, their
science, the language, maths, English, then history and geography, a
bit of music as well, and then their practical subjects with IT, and they
have technology, so I don 't think there is anything that I could say theve
that they are missing really (French teacher).

In similar tones, several post-primary teachers suggested that the Key Stage 3
curriculum was broad enough. Year 7 teachers, however, were less likely to express
this view, most likely a reflection of their concern that in practice the preparation
for the Transfer Test made it difficult to achieve the breadth intended in the
curriculum as specified.

Among the post-primary teachers who were more critical about the breadth and
balance in the specified curriculum were a small number who commented on the
lack of flexibility and differentiation according to pupils’ diverse interests or
aptitudes. For these teachers, the NIC was too uniform and failed to cater for the
different needs of individual learners; thus, what was broad and balanced for one
pupil may not be broad and balanced for another {e.g. modern languages was
often cited in this respect). In contrast, two grammar school teachers believed
that the Key Stage 3 curriculum was too broad and provided too much variety for
the children to cope with, especially just after Key Stage 2 where pupils had
experienced a limited range of subjects. A reduction of in-depth learning in a
range of key subjects was seen as a regrettable consequence of this over-broad
curricuium:

I think it’s actually widening out quite a lot now, and I would say that
maybe a lot of the ... a lot of the expertise has been lost in individual
subject areas because we have to cover so much and they have got to
get such a broad picture. ... I think they have a tremendous range, and
maybe it is becoming increasingly difficult for them to cope (RE teacher).

As hinted at in the above comment, such views were allied to the more frequently
expressed opinion that breadth in the curriculum had led to, or at least had been
achieved at the expense of, an overloaded curriculum. From this perspective, the
curriculum was simply too full in terms of the amount required in each subject:

I think there’s an awful lot of work in Year 9. You really need to
economise with your time on each topic. Some of them [pupils] would
like to spend more time on things that are of interest to them, for example,
the Plantations. They enjoyed doing that, but everything you do, you
have to really economise with your time because there’s such a big area
(history teacher). : :

Signalling some dissent from the previous two observations (i.e. that the NIC is
over-broad and overloaded), one of the most commonly cited criticisms was that
the Key Stage 3 curriculum lacked balance in that several minority subjects were
not afforded sufficient status and time relative to the ‘core’ subjects. This view
was much more likely to be advanced by grammar school teachers. For example,
one senior teacher with responsibility for the curriculum in a grammar school
stated:
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Interviewee: The so-called minority subjects are music and so on. What we're
trving to do is extend the provision there, give them move opportunity.
But we're looking at not just Year 8, but 8 9 and 10, in order to
spread, you know, the timetable and so on.

Interviewer: Why do you see those as the minority subjects then?

Interviewee: Right. When they come to make choices af the end of thivd form for
GCSE, those subjects tend to get squeezed a little. The NIC specifies
that you must do English, maths and a language, a balanced science
programme, and ‘Environment and Society’. It doesn’t leave much
room for choice. Currvently, if someone does the three sciences and
‘Environment and Society’, they have no choice here. So subjects
like art, the second language, music, home economics, technology,
they get squeezed so their numbers would be smaller than other
subjects, and that would give every reason for calling them ... the
so-called minority subjects ... They would have fewer teaching
periods in Key Stage 3.

Another grammar school teacher (technology) referred to the minority areas as
‘satellite subjects’: ‘You know, you have the major planets and you have your
satellites which are there and we get our time, but we don't get enough time.
However, to examine the issue of the proportion of time allocated to the ‘planets’
as opposed to the ‘satellites’ (not to mention some possible ‘black holes”), along
with other related issues, we need to move on from the specified NIC to consider
breadth and balance in the curriculum as it has been implemented in schools. To
do this, we look first at the curriculum as planned in schools.

2.3 Curriculum as planned

22

In this section, we describe the results of some detailed examinations of the extent
to which breadth and balance were evident in the amount of time that schools
devoted to different areas of the Key Stage 3 curriculum. We also outline teachers’
and pupils’ views on the curriculum as planned and structured by schools.

2.3.1 Time for different areas of the curriculum

Analysing the timetables

Given that the amount of exposure to different areas of the curriculum is likely to
be a major determinant of the degree of breadth and balance experienced by pupils,
it was felt that an examination of'the time allocated to each subject was a necessaty
precursor to any analysis of pupils’ perceptions of breadth and batance. In order
to examine schools’ allocation of time to different areas of the curriculum, two
forms of analysis were conducted:

4  atimetable analysis — from the timetables provided by the survey schools,
the percentages of time allocated to each subject asa proportion of the total
weekly teaching time were calculated for each of the three years that make
up Key Stage 3;

¢ & curriculum analysis - the results of the timetable analysis for Year 10
were then used to construct a curriculum portrait of each of the participating
schools, based on the identification of subjects that they accentuated, those
to which they gave less time and those that they omitted altogether — their
‘null curricula’ (Eisner, 1979).
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From these analyses, four key findings clearly emerged:

1.  While schools may work to a common curriculum framework (curriculum
as specified), at the level of implementation in schools (curricutum as planned)
the NIC does not exist as a single common entity and, in reality, schools
offer pupils NI ‘curricula’ rather than a NI ‘curriculum’,

2. Different types of curricula are provided by different types of schools, which
pupils attend, largely according to religious orientation and performance in
the Transfer Test (for English, maths and science) rather than on the basis of
their needs, interests and aptitudes across the whole range of subjects specified
in the NIC.

3.  Only a very small minority of schools (four per cent) were meeting the
minimum percentage time allocations recommended by NICC (1991) in all
subjects.

4, Examined from a comparative perspective, few schools exhibited a broad
and balanced curriculum.

Each of these four points is considered in furn, and in the first two, further details
of the two main forms of analysis are provided.

Common curriculum framework; diverse curricula

Although the analysis of timetables is subject to several methodological limitations,
it undoubtedly provided several interesting insights into the way schools allocate
time to different areas of the curriculum. Of the 51 schools in the sample, the
majority (43) supplied copies of their teaching timetables for each of the three
years of Key Stage 3 — where these varied between forms, multiple versions were
provided. Using these timetables, calculations were made for each school of the
length of the teaching week and the average time allocated to each subject. A
maximum of 22 subjects were included in the analysis, including some which
were not part of the compulsory NIC, such as drama, PSE and form periods, but
were common in schools. The amount of time spent on each subject per week
was calculated to the nearest minute.

In order to standardise the timetables as much as possible, a number of adjustments
were necegsary. In the main, these comprised:

¢ Where subjects were taught in modules, the amount of time spent was
corrected fo be representative for fhe whole year.

*  When different forms in a school spent different amounts of time on different
subjects (owing to different period lengths), the average was taken.

°  When a majority of forms in a school spent the same length of time on a
subject but a minority did not, the time spent by the majority was used.

¢ Time spent on French, Spanish, Irish and German was recorded under the
generic category of ‘languages’ for statistical reasons: in several schools,
pupils spent the same length of time on languages, yet the language(s) they
learned varied depending on the form they were in or on what they had
elected to study from the options offered by the school. In one school, Latin
was included in the category ‘languages’ because it was one of three options
from which pupils could choose a language to study. In another school,
however, all the pupils learned Latin and this was treated separately.
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Biology, physics and chemistry were collected into science.

A number of topic or subject areas were subsumed into others (e.g. library
into English, ‘Bducation for Love’ into PSE).

In schools with a two-week timetable, the amount of time spent on each
subject was divided by two. In the school with a six-day timetable, the
aumber of minutes per six days was multiplied by five-sixths to give number
of minutes over five days. '

Form period was taken to be a specific timetabled lesson called form period,
tutorial, etc. Registration time was not included in this category even if
registration was called ‘form period’ by the school. Exceptionally, one school
had form period for 30 minutes each day.

Only three schools scheduled health education as a separate subject, but this
subject matter might have been covered in other schools within science,
home economics, PE or PSE as a cross-curricuiar theme.

Table 2.2 displays the mean, maximum and minimum number of minutes per
week for each of the main 20 subjects taught in Year 8 at the 48 schools for which
data were available. Thus, by way of illustration, the table shows that the average
time allocated to English in Year 8 was 197 minutes (three hours 17 minutes) per
week, but the school with the highest time commitment to English gave the subject
260 minutes, whereas the school with the lowest time for English afforded it 160
minutes — a difference of 100 minutes (one hour 40 minutes per week).

Table 2.2

R A SR

Subject N of schools Mezan Maximuam Minimem
English 48 i97 260 166
Maths 48 _ 185 : 221 150
Languages 48 180 ‘ 350 102
Science 48 164 210 120
History 48 12 150 f 90
Geography 48 ii2 . 165 90
RE 48 ; 99 175 40
PE 47 92 : 160 . 35
Technology 5 48 91 : 150 £ 31
Home economics & 41 81 120 : 53
Art 48 | 76 120 : 45
Music 48 : 68 105 35
It 40 41 77 17
PSE 23 : 37 ; 67 30
Form period 21 ' 41 150 30
Drama 17 f 40 70 13
Games 13 67 80 35
Classics 3 83 145 35
Health education : 3 60 : 35
Latin 1 - -

Year 8 teaching time (in minutes) per

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 School Survey

week for subjects

A striking feature evident in Table 2.2 is the wide range in time allocation for
many subjects between schools. This clearly shows that the amount of time Year
8 pupils spend on different areas of the curriculum varied substantially from school
to school. For example, pupils at some schools (virtually all Catholic-managed
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Table 2.3

ones) studied languages for almost six hours a week, while those at other schools
did less than two hours; one school taught 75 per cent more science than another;
RE and technology in some schools were given over four times the amount of
time they were afforded in other schools; music deviated by a factor of three; art
varied by a factor of over two-and-a-half; and the degree of provision of cross-
curricular themes like health education (HE) and IT also varied.

Very similar variations emerged when the Year 9 data on timetables were analysed

" in the same way. The amounts of time spent on languages by various schools

ranged from 363 minutes (six hours three minutes) to 105 minutes (one hour 45
minutes) per week. Eleven of the 16 schools that taught languages for four hours
or more per week were Catholic-managed, as were the three schools that spent
over five hours a week teaching languages. This is particularly striking when one
considers that seven schools offered their pupils two hours or less of language
study per week. Interestingly, in Year 9, languages had overtaken English, maths
and science as the subject area with the highest average time commitment.

Other noteworthy Year 9 differences included: one schoo! taught 50 per cent more
time on science than another; time spent on music and home economics deviated
by a factor of three; and, as in Year 8, there were considerable variations in time
allowed for the provision of cross-curricular themes like HE and IT.

Table 2.3 presents the comparable results for Year 10.

Year 10 feaching time {in minutes) per week for subjects

Languages
English
Maths
Science
History
Geography
RE
Technology
PE/Games
Art

Music

Form period
1T

PSE

Drama

Latin

Subject ...

Home economics i

Health education l

R A A S AR R e o A e o
N of schools inimuim

49 420 : 105
49 240 145
49 240 : 145
49 249 ] 146
49 160 : 80
49 140 80
49 165 60
49 145 44
49 155 53
49 120 27
41 105 27
47 105 18
23 200 17
24 17 70 15

17 35 60 20

17 35 67 10

2 29 40 18

1 72 - .

A A D e o e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 10 School Survey

Table 2.3 shows that the wide variations evident in Years 8 and 9 were clearly
apparent in Year 10, with some differences intensifying. Again with Catholic-
managed schools offering most provision, the amounts of time spent on languages
by various schools ranged from 420 minutes (seven hours) to 105 minutes (one
hour 45 minutes) per week. Compared with Year 9, this represents an increase in
the difference between the highest and lowest of one hour, so that the variation at
Year 10 is a substantial five hours and 15 minutes — equivalent to one full day at
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Table 2.4

school. Continuing the pattern established in Year 9, languages remained the
subject area with the highest average time allocation in Year 10,

Compared with Year 9, variations in the time for the creative arts subjects grew
even larger in Year 10: time spent on art differed by a factor of four-and-a-half, in
Year 10, and music by a factor of almost six. Considerable differences were also
apparent for home economics, technology, RE and even history, to which one
school gave twice as much time as another school. Other appreciable differences
shown in the table include science, which one school taught 75 per cent more than
another. Again, as in Years 8 and 9, there remained extensive variations in the
time allocation for cross-curricular themes like HE and IT. With regard to the
iatter, it is noticeable how 1T declines as a discrete offering over the course of Key
Stage 3: in Year 8, 40 schools provided it as a separate subject, with an average
time commitment of 41 minutes {see Table 2.2), whereas in Year 10, only 24
schools offered it in this form, with a much reduced average of 17 minutes (see
Table 2.3).

While each of the three years that comprise Key Stage 3 shows similar and
substantial variations in the time allocated to different subjects, it is theoretically
possible that schools alter the balance of the time they give to different subjects
each year so that over Key Stage 3 as a whole, the annual variations are ironed
out. To explore this possibility, the amounts of time devoted to each subject in
Years 8, 9 and 10 were totalled for each school (assuming that each year had 38
teaching weeks in the school year). The overall ranges, as well as the ranges for
secondary and grammar schools, are set out in Table 2.4

Estimated iotal Key Stage 3 teaching time {in hours) for each subject

Subjects

Languages

... Becondary

Max.

R e e e e o

Grammar

Min,

Max.

English
Maths

Science
History

PE/games
RE

Art

Music

Geography

Technology

Home economics

238 171 244

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years, 8, § and 10 School Surveys
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Clearly, Table 2.4 shows that the variations reveaied on a year-by-year basis are
not eroded by considering the overall provision throughout Key Stage 3. Some
very substantial differences remain and, interestingly, these variations are often
as large within different types of post-primary schools, as between them. Overall,
languages were prone to the greatest variation: a difference of almost 500 hours,
with appreciable discrepancies within the secondary and grammar school sectors.
Music, technology, RE, PE and art all show marked tendencies to be allocated
contrasting amounts of time.
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Some of these differences reach such proportions (e.g. in languages, music and
technology) that they beg the question whether it is really feasible for the same
Programmes of Study to be applicable to all circumstances. It would seem, for
example, that what can be achieved in 67 hours of music provision is vastly different
to that which can be accomplished in 200 hours. Most probably, such differences
would have implications, not only for the depth to which the subject can be studied,
but its breadth and scope as well. Consequently, the depth and breadth of such a
subject offered to pupils in one school will be significantly different from that
which is mounted for pupils in another school.

These variations, coupled with case-study evidence on their implications for the
quality of curricular experiences, support the view that, at the level of classroom
practice and pupil learning, the NIC as a single common entity or experience does
not exist. It only exists in that form within the curriculum as specified.
Consequently, in terms of reviewing the curriculum as implemented, it makes
much more sense to talk about NI ‘curricula’ rather than the NI *Curriculum’.
The implications of this are considerable. Instead of asking, for example, *Is the
NIC effective in aiding pupil learning and meeting their needs?’, it is far more
accurate and helpful to ask ‘Which of the NI curricula are most effective in aiding
pupils’ learning and meeting their needs?’

It also raises questions about whether certain types of curricula in NI can be
identified. Given that, at the level of implementation in schools, there ts a plurality
of curricula, are these simply a random pot-pourri of different approaches or do
they display discernible patterns that allow them to be classified into different
types? If the latter, are different types of pupils aligned to the different types of
curricula and if so, according to what criteria? It is to these questions we turn in
the next section.

Types of curricula; types of children

This curriculum analysis was carried out on the Year 10 allocations of time. Using
the timetable data described above, we constructed a curriculum portrait for 49
schools. For each school, the following dimensions were calculated and noted:

1. subjects that the school was ‘heavy on’ — namely, subjects that received at
least 0.5 more than the mean average percentage of weekly time (for all
schools) were noted in normal text; those that received at least one per cent
more than the mean percentage were recorded in bold; though for those
subjects that were given ten per cent recommended minimums by NICC
(i.e. English, maths, science and languages), the respective qualifying
deviations had to be at least 1.5 or two per cent above the mean percentage;

2. subjects that the school was ‘light on’ — namely, subjects that received at
least 0.5 less than the mean average percentage of weekly time (for all schools)
were noted in normal text; those that received at least one per cent less than
the mean percentage were recorded in bold; though for those subjects that
were given ten per cent recommended minimums by NICC (i.e. English,
maths, science and languages), the respective qualifying deviations had to
be at least 1.3 or two per cent below the mean percentage;

3. thenull curricula — common subject areas (not necessarily those specified in
the NIC, but subjects found to be taught in other sample schools) that were
not included at all in the Year 10 timetable (though they may have been
taught as ‘infusions’ in other subjects);
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4.  the percentage of time allocated to the four subjects that were given most
time;

5.  the toial number of subjects covered; and

6.  whether or not the school was meeting NICC’s minimum requirements in all
subjects.

To iHlustrate the above, each of the above dimensions can be seen in the completed
‘portrait’ for one schoel:

Table 2.5 Example of curriculum portrait

S R P s P e S AR

TR FRPRRPRRRREPRR AN AT

Home economics, history, geography, art PE/games IT

Smence RE ianguages

. Subjects I;ght on
(very light in bold)

3. Null curricula Form period, careers education, drama, economic

§ awareness, health educatlon

. Top four 43 per cent (Enghsh maths sc1ence arzd languages)

5 Number of subjects 14

6. ’\/Ieetmg minimum requ1rements

in all subjects? No
e R

Source: NIC Cohthtudy. Year I8 school survey

The completed profiles were then searched for observable patterns in the
characteristics of their curricular highs and lows. As in the construction of the
profiles, this was done anonymously so that the identity of the schools and any of
their attributes could not influence the classification process. The analysis
identified six clear groups, into which all but one of the schools feil. This school
remained something of an anomaly. The groups represent six main types of
curricuia in NI, and are summarised below.

e The RE and languages light curriculum. Eleven schools had Year 10
curricula that gave relatively low amounts of time to RE and languages. In
eight of the 11, both these subjects appeared in bold (i.e. the atlocated times
were well below the norm); in the other three schools, languages were bold
(signifying very light provision), while RE was still recorded as light. Five
of them were also light on science, In contrast, PE/games was often
‘accentuated in this type of curricula: in nine of the 11 schools, this area of
the curriculum was emphasised (eight were bold). Accentuation on home
economics {(cited in seven) and art (cited in sixX) was also a tendency. Hence,
in many respects, these schools exhibited a practical activity-oriented
curriculum, with noticeably below average time allocations for RE and
languages. This practical activity bias was underlined still further by the
finding that of all the six types of curricula, this one was most likely to
include IT as a separate subject in Year 10: only two of the 11 schools did
not offer I'T and three gave it more than the average time, Furthermore,
compared with other types of curricula, these schools were the most likely
to offer either form periods or dedicated PSE programmes in the Year 10
curriculum.
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The RE and languages heavy curriculum. Six schools had Year 10 curricula
that gave relatively high amounts of time to RE and languages; four of these
had both subjects in bold. Music was emphasised in three of these schools
and drama was less likely to be part of the null curricula. Ahighly consistent
feature of this type of curriculum was the conspicuously reduced time devoted
to PE/games — this subject area was recorded in the ‘light’ category for all
six schools (three in bold). English and technology were also afforded less
than average time in four of the schools. In keeping with these tendencies,
only one of the six schools displaying this type of curriculum provided IT as
a separate subject. Moreover, none of the schools included a dedicated PSE
programme on their timetable.

The RE heavy and languages light curricolum. In the profiles for 11 schools,
RE was registered as heavy (seven bold), while languages were light (ten
bold). This type of curniculum was also likely to emphasise history and
geography: eight of the 11 schools gave above average time to these subjects.
These emphases evoke a manifestation of a humanities-oriented curriculum:
RE, history and geography. Seven of the schools also accentuated technology.
Relatively speaking, drama was well represented in this type of curriculum.
The subject most likely to be given less emphasis was science, which appeared
in the ‘light’ category for five of these schools (three bold).

The ianguages heavy and RE light curricutum. Almost as a mirror image
of the previous type, the profiles for seven schools displayed languages as
heavy (six bold) and RE as light (six bold). Again in contrast to the previous
type, an accent was frequently placed on science in these schools, with five
of the seven affording above average time to this subject area. Hence, here
there emerges a Hnguistic-scientific-focused curriculum that is at variance
with the previous one that was biased towards the humanities, Reflecting an
important imbalance in the Hnguistic-scientific curriculum, these schools
often paid less attention fo art and technology — as many as six and five
{respectively) of them allocated less than average time to these subjects.
Similarly, drama was unlikely to be offered as a separate subject. In addition,
of all the types of curricula, this one included more schools that provided
neither form periods nor PSE on their timetables.

The languages light curriculum. Eight schools had Year 10 curricula that
granted reduced amounts of time to languages; all eight were classified as
being ‘very light’ (i.e. in bold, relative to the average time) in this area of the
curriculum. The other subject that was most likely to receive less than average
time in these schools was music (registered as bold in four of the eight
schools). Interestingly, comparatively large amounts of time were given to
technology (recorded as ‘heavy or ‘very heavy’ in seven of the eight schools),
art {also seven schools), home economics (six} and PE/games (six). Hence,
in many respects, these schools adopted a practical activity-oriented
curriculum similar to the first type of curriculum above, but without the
noticeably below average time allocations for RE, which were a defining
feature of the first type. These schools were also likely to offer dedicated
PSE programmes in the Year 10 curriculum. Drama, however, was unlikely
to be offered as a separate subject in this type of curriculum.
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The languages heavy curriculum. Five schools prioritised languages (all

were found to be very “heavy’ on this area of the curriculum), while providing

something close to the average time for RE. Art

and PE/games tended to be

given less than average time. This tendency fowards a less applied and
activity-oriented curriculum was reinforced by the finding that of all the six
types of curricula, this one was the least likely to provide IT in the Year 10

curriculum as a separate subject: 1T appeared
curricula categories.

Having identified these six types of curricula, we then

in all these schools’ null

studied the extent to which

each one may be associated with different school and pupil types. Summarised in

the table below, some interesting results emerged.

Table 2.6

Type of curricula by type of school

Type of curncuia Descrnptmn

: All but one of the 11 sc%xools was .
% Protestant-managed. The exception was an

RE and languages lsght

¢ one were secondary schools.
'i The exceptlon was a grammar schoot.

¢ integrated school. All the schools apart from f

Dommant assoczataon

i Protestant managed
¢ secondary schools

- All of the six schools were

¢ Catholic-managed. All the schools apart
: from one (a secondary school) were

i ETAIMAT schools

RE and ]:mguages heavy

: Cathohc—managed
¢ secondary schools

¢ All but one of the 11 schools was

% Catholic-managed. The exception was
¢ a Protestant-managed school.

. They were all secondary schools.

RE heavy and
languages light

Languages heavy and
RE light

All but one of the seven schools was
Protestant-managed. The exception was a
: Catholic-managed school. They were all
?: grammar schools, apart from one that was
a secondary school.

Catho!icnmanagod
. secondary schools

H Protestant-managed
¢ grammar schools

AH but two of the e1g§1t schools were
Protestant-managed. The two exceptions

Langnages Light

They were all secondary schools

Protestant»managed
¢ secondary schools

Four of the ﬁve schools were
Catholic-managed; the fifth was an
mtegrated school. Three were secondary;

'wo were grammar schools,
S R R

Languages heavy

e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 10 school survey

Catholic-managed
¢ secondary or
i grammar schools

To sum up our interpretations of the evidence so far, we have argued that, at the

level of implementation, the wide variations in the

time allocated to different

subject areas by different schools challenge the assumption of a single and
commonly available NIC at Key Stage 3. The evidence set out above clearly
demonstrates that such variations are not the result of a randomised set of curricular
offerings by individual schools. Instead, distinct patierns are evident and there
are a limited number of overarching types of Key Stage 3 curricula which the
majority of schools select and provide according to systematic differences in

priorities, traditions and values.
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Languages and RE emerged as the curriculum areas at the forefront of the
demarcations between one type of curriculum and another, but other areas such as
history, geography, the creative aris, technology, PE, science, English and PSE
also deviated substantially between the different types. Accordingly, although
the various types of curricula have been labelled through reference to RE and
languages, it is manifestly not the case that the variations are limited to these two
areas of the curriculum.

The revealing associations displayed in Table 2.6 establish that close links exist
between different types of Key Stage 3 curricula and different types of school,
principally their religious orientation and their location in the selective post-primary
system. Hence, for example, children who attend a Catholic-managed grammar
school will be offered a different type of curriculum (i.e. most probably a ‘languages
heavy’ or ‘RE and languages heavy’ curriculum) from those who attend a
Protestant-managed secondary school! (i.e. most probably a ‘languages light’ or
‘RE and languages light’).

The absence of a common Key Stage 3 curriculum that is widely available for all
pupils in NI may not be construed as a problem. Indeed, the evident variations in
curricula could be defended, and even promoted, on the grounds that diversity at
Key Stage 3 is educationally beneficial and therefore a virtue. However, whatever
stance is taken on the merits of diversity in curricula at Key Stage 3, most would
agree that if such diversity is to be defended, then the accessibility of all pupils to
the various curricula becomes a much more critical issue than it is when all schools
offer pupils a broadly comparable curricuium. If all pupils are not to be provided
with access to a broadly comparable curriculum, then the methods by which they
are matched to different types of curricula assume the uppermost importance.
Thus, some critical questions can be asked of NI's present system of diverse
curricula at Key Stage 3: do pupils have access to all types of curricula (as distinct
from types of schools)? if not, what are the criteria used to select children for
different types of curricula? are these criteria appropriate and relevant fo the
curricular experiences they are being selected for?

Given that the types of curricula are closely aligned with types of schools, most of
which tend to assemble pupils according to their religious orientation and their
performance in the Transfer Test, it would seem difficult to argue that pupils enjoy
open access to all types of curricula. From this, it would appear that the criteria
used to select pupils to types of curricula are the same as those presently serving
to group pupils into different types of schools, namely religious orientation and
their performance in the Transfer Test. Significantly, in the current system these
criteria seem unrelated to the specific type of curricular diet that individual children
are being offered — or at best the relationship between the criteria and the version
of the Key Stage 3 curriculum on offer to a child is not made clear, What relevance,
for example, does a pupil’s Transfer Test performances in the subjects of English,
maths and science have for how much time they will be allowed to study languages,
the creative arts, technology, IT, PE and PSE?

Minimum fime allocations

As one means of exploring breadth and balance in the curriculum as planned, the
times allocated by schools to each of the NIC subject areas in Year 10 were
examined in order to establish how many schools were meeting or exceeding the
minimum percentages recommended by NICC (NICC, 1991; see Table 2.1 above).
Of the 49 schools who provided sufficient data for this analysis, only two were
found to be meeting the recommended percentages in all NIC subjects. Put another
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way, 96 per cent of schools were not satisfying the recommended levels in at least
one subject. Not surprisingly, the more schools gave a disproportionately high
amount of time to a select group of subjects, the greater the likelihood that at least
one other subject would receive less time than suggested by NICC. Interestingly,
one of the two schools that satisfied the recommended levels had not a single
subject in bold for the ‘heavy on’ category of their curricnium profile (i.e. none
that were well above the average); the other schoel had only one subject in this
category. The percentages for these two schools, along with the NICC suggestions
for minimum perceniages, are set out in Table 2.7. The table shows that, to achieve
these times, both schools were using some of the extra 25 per cent of time that
NICC left available for schools to use at their discretion.

Tabile 2.7 Percentages of fime given to NIC subjects in Year 10 in two schools that met the
minimum recommendations

% R A S e A
Subject Schoel 1 ‘ School 2 : MNICC
‘ ‘ recommended
percentages
Type of 5 :
7 curriculum: Langnages Eght . RE and languages heavy .
English 12 10 10
Maths 12 10 : 10
Science 12 15 i
Languages 10 i 15 : 10
History g 3 53 7.5 :' 5
Geography 8 7.5 5
Technology & 5 5
RE ¢ 5 g 7.5 5
PE : 6 5 5
Art 6 5
Music 6 5
AR SRR R R R Lt

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 10 schoof survey

The subjects that were most likely to be afforded less than the minimum
recommended time - in many respects, the casualties caused by putting the accent
on other subjects — were music {(allocated less than five per cent in 40 of the 49
schools), art (25 schools), PE/games (18 schools}, technology (15 schools), RE
(14 schools) and languages (14 scheols). To this extent, the findings justify the
view that the introduction of the NIC does not appear fo be protecting “satellite’ or
‘minority” subjects like the creative arts. Predictably, the subjects found to be
given less than the suggested times varied according to the six types of curricula
described above.

Timetabling for breadth and balance in the curriculum?

The evidence presented thus far in this section has indicated that the prevailing
timetabling policies in many post-primary schools impose limitations, in some
cases severe limitations, on the opportunities for Key Stage 3 pupils to experience
a broad and balanced curricalum. The wide ranges in time afforded to different
subject areas across all three of the years that comprise Key Stage 3 illustrate the
very high and low amounts of time that some schools allocated certain subjects —
allocations which undoubtedly precipitate imbalances and lack of breadth
elsewhere in the curriculum. These tendencies towards imbalances were further
demonstrated in the descriptions of the different types of Year 10 curricula. The
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‘languages heavy and RE light’ curriculum, for example, was strongly skewed
towards languages and science, often at the expense of the creative arts, technology
and PSE. Alternatively, another version of imbalanced curricula was exemplified
in the ‘RE and languages light’ curriculum, which accentuated practical activity-
based subjects (e.g. PE, home economics, art, IT), while reducing time for RE,
langnages and science. Over the sample of schools as a whole, the notion that
Year 10 pupils are experiencing a broad and balanced curriculum was further
challenged by the finding that 82 per cent of schools gave less than five per cent
of curricular time to music (in some cases, much less than five per cent); 51 per
cent did similarly for art; 37 per cent for PE/games; and 31 per cent (almost a
third of all schools} for technology.

A further feature of several of the Year 10 curricula was the manner in which the
allocation of disproportionately high quantities of time to certain subject areas
reduced the breadth of the whole curriculum and distorted it to the point of serious
imbalance. For example, 18 (37 per cent) of the schools devoted more than 15 per
cent of their Year 10 curricular time to languages; these 18 included four schools
which gave this area more than 20 per cent, with one allocating as much as 27 per
cent. To varving degrees, the impact of such policies was that pupils experienced
parrower and heavily skewed curricula. By way of illustration, in the school
where languages were granted 27 per cent of the available curricular time,
technology, art, music and PE all received less than the recommended minimum
times and the null curricula included home economics, PSE, form periods, drama,
careers education and [T — while none of these is legally required to be taught as
a separate subject in the NIC, these subjects formed part of many sample schools’
curricula. As another indicator of the intensive focus of the curriculum at this
school, 62 per cent of the available time was spent on languages, English, maths
and science. This school was not alone in this tendency: 35 per cent of all schools
set aside over 50 per cent of the curricular time for their main four subjects,
predominantly languages, English, maths and science.

As an attempt to identify schools with the broadest Year 10 curricula, five schools
were found to have only three subject areas (including some cross-curricular
themes) in the null curricula category. Typically, these included careers education,
economic awareness, health education, drama, PSE and form periods. Interestingly,
three of these five schools adopted the ‘RE and languages light’ curricula, with
the schools restricting the amount of time they allocated to the main four subjects
to an average of 44 per cent. In the difficult context of a polarised set of curricular
types, these schools do at least demonstrate that it is possible to provide a broad
curriculum that is as balanced as perhaps the circumstances allow. Across the
majority of schools, however, finding breadth and balance in the curriculum as
planned is often problematic, to say the least.

2.3.2 Teachers’ perspeciives

Since teachers’ views on breadth and balance in the curriculum as planned echoed
their opinions on the curriculum as specified — indeed, the two were often
indistinguishable - they need not be replicated here. Apart from those teachers
who expressed concerns about the status and time given to satellite or minority
subjects, most teachers generally approved of the overall shape of their school’s
curriculum and the time allocations fo different subject areas. Perhaps inevitably,
it tended to be the teachers of the so-called minority subjects, or occasionally
senior staff with responsibility for the Key Stage 3 curriculum, who voiced
misgivings over the limited time afforded certain subjects and its consequences
for offering pupils a curriculum that was not as balanced as it could or should be.
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2.3.3 Pupils’ perspectives

In their interviews, a number of pupils made explicit reference to breadth and
balance in the cwrriculum as planned. Comments bemoaning the heavy timetable
allocation to English, maths and languages and the limited provision of PE, IT
and the arts figured prominently in pupils’ discourse and will be discussed in
depth under ‘the curriculum as experienced’. Although later sections of this chapter
will show that pupils had many strong opinions on breadth and balance, it should
also be noted that a small group of youngsters were willing to bow to their teachers’
or schools’ better judgement - 7 know that the teachers ave spacing their timetables
out right and ... take it at a pace that we can learn everything and not rush’ {male,
Year 10) — or simply took the curriculum on trust: *f just leave if all in the hands
of the teachers’ {male, Year 8).

2.4 Curriculum as mediated

34

2.4.1 Pupils’ perspectives

Regardless of the amount of time given to subjects, there was evidence that the
mediation and content of the curriculum could prompt pupils to feel that they had
done too much or too little of a subject: mention was made of pedagogy and
teachers’ own personalities.

Subjects which consistently involved ‘lots of writing’, ‘reading’ and particularly
‘the teacher talking afl the time’ were liable to be declared over-represented by
pupils. Slow and repetitive mediation ~ “owr feacher just goes over the same
thing again and again’ — prompted the same response. Although less frequently
mentioned, poor classroom control made pupils feel that they had done too little
in a subject: “J/n English, the teacher I have got now doesn 't really get the attention
of my class and doesn t do much work ... having him is iike having a free period
... he doesnt learn you anything’ (female, Year 9). Additionally, lesson time
spent on administrative tasks impacted upon pupils’ perceptions: referring to an
art lesson on an observed day in Year 9 during which the teacher spent half the
time collecting in each individual’s homework or hearing their excuses whilst the
class waited, one interviewee declared how ‘annoying’ this was and estimated
that consequenily the class spent ‘abour 20 mimues® of a lesson lasting one hour
and 20 minutes ‘actually working’ (male, Year 9).

Very infrequently cited (offered mainly by low-attaining interviewees), pupils’
personal feelings about a teacher could influence their views on whether a subject
wag under- or over-represented: liking a teacher prompted them to want more:
‘Maths .... Iwould like to do it nearly every day. Maths is veally brilliant, especially
the teacher. He’s a really nice teacher’ (female, Year 8), Dislike obviously had
the opposite effect: “Too much English, because [ don't like English - it’s the
teacher’ (male, Year 10).

The persistent absence of the teacher due io illness was also highlighted when
pupils were discussing subjects on which they had done too little, Interestingly,
perhaps, this was mainly cited in relation to practical subjects — ag Chapter 7
shows, those most enjoyed by pupils, so presumably those they found most irksome
to miss.
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2.5 Curriculum as experienced

Both the annual pupil surveys and the interviews conducted in the case-study
schools sought pupils’ views on the breadth and balance of the curriculum they
experienced. Pupils’ perceptions are presented in two sections.

¢  Firsily, their perspective on balance in the curriculum is discussed, that is
their opinions on the various time allocations for the subjects they currently
study. Within this, the questionnaire findings are presented first, followed
by an analysis of the case-study data from which pupils’ various motives for
wanting more or less of a subject were gleaned.

¢  Secondly, their views on the breadth of the curriculum are presented, that is
the areas currently omitted from the curriculum they experience which they
would like o be included. Again, the survey findings for this are relayed
first, followed by the perspectives of the case-study interviewees.

2.5.1 Pupils’ perspective on balance in the curriculum

This first section analyses pupils’ perceptions of the division of the timetable they
experience: their opinions of the amounts of time allocated to each of the subjects
they study.

In the annual questionnaire, pupils were requested fo indicate, on a five-point
scale, if they thought that they did ‘too much’ or ‘not enough’ of each of their
main subjects, Table 2.8 below gives the overall mean scores for each subject,
and the disaggregation by type of school for each subject for each year of Key
Stage 3.

Table 2.8 Pupils’ perceptions of the time spent on their subjects by type of school and year
group
1 = too much; 5 = {oo little
{i.e. the lower the mean, the more pupils felt they received too much)

Fnglish
Maths

RE

Trish
Science
Geography
History
Music
Home economics
Arnt

Technology
Health education
Careers education
Drama

iT

PE

Overall Mean
R P

Source: NIC Co
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As can be seen from Table 2.8, the subjects clustered into three distinct groups.
Those perceived by pupils (o be slightly over-represented, at the top of the table,
were English, maths and French, then RE and Irish. The middle group, for which
the time allocation was considered appropriate, contained geography, history and
science. Thirdly, at the botfom of the table, were those subjects, predominately
practically based, which respondents felt were allotied too little time: particularly
PE and IT, and also the arts, home economics, health education, technology and,
in Year 10, carcers education. Pupil opinion was strongest regarding these under-
represented subjects, with the most striking results of all recorded for PE and IT.
A later chapter in this report will show that the subjects which respondents felt
were under-represented were those that they most enjoyed. In addition, Chapter 5
will relay that pupils regarded IT, PE, careers education and also home economics
as highly relevant to their current, future, and (in the case of IT and caresers
education) vocational needs,

There was very little change in respondents’ views over the course of the Key
Stage. That pupils were so constant is perhaps indicative of the strength of their
opimoen on the balance of the curricutum. It also suggests that throughout Key
Stage 3, only allocations for geography, history and science were in close alignment
with leamers’ opinions of the appropriate requisite time. The only noticeable
changes in perception that did emerge pertained to:

g science, provision of which was considered slightly too liitle in Year 8 and
slightly too much in Year 10 (possibly refiecting the preparation for the Key
Stage 3 tests); and

. art and music — although consistently oriented towards the *not enough’ end
of the scale, in Year 10 respondents were less forceful in their view that both
had been under-represented.

The slight decline for art and music, in terms of less forceful views on ‘not enough’
in Year 10 compared with previous years, was not evident for other practical
subjects (technology, home economics, IT, PE). This variation among practical
subjects could perhaps be explained by a trend evident in the case-study data. In
their interviews, pupils offered the reasons why they felt subiects were over- or
under-represented on the timetable. It will be shown later that simple enjoyment
of the subiect, a regularly cited justification in Years 8 and 9, was mentioned
much less frequently in Year 10, when they select their options for GCSE courses.
Conversely, explanations that highlighted the relevance of the subject rose as the
Key Stage progressed. Chapter 7 will relay that art and music (though less so),
like other practical subjects, were considered enjoyable by survey respondents,
but Chapter 5 will show that neither was deemed to have much relevance, whereas
the other practical subjects were believed to be useful either vocationally or for
current or future needs. Consequently, in Year 10, when pupils were driven more
by the perceived relevance of a subject, music and art were deemed enjoyable
(art, especially), but relatively useless and, therefore, less seriously under-
represented. Drama, another practical subject considered fun but irrelevant, perhaps
confirms this theory: in Year 10, grammar school pupils, manifestly more utilitarian
in their views, did declare this subject under-represented but much less forcefully
than they had earlier in the Key Stage.

Interim reports (Harland ez al., 1999b) and earlier sections in this chapter discussed
the amounts of time the survey sample schools assigned to the different subjects
in the curriculum and compared these with an advisory paper (NICC, 1991) which
suggested minimum allocations for each subject. How pupils” appraisals of the
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balance of the curriculum match these official recommendations, as well as schools’
own planning, is interesting to consider.

» Among the subjects which pupils deemed over-represented (see Table 2.8),
were three (i.e. maths, English and languages) of the four curriculum areas
that the NICC advisory paper recommended should each take a minimum of
ten per cent of the time available. However, there is a significant school
factor here, because in the survey schocls, these subject areas and RE (also
deemed ‘too much’) received on average markedly more time than the
minimum recommendations (Harland et ol., 199%b}.

«  History and geography were also allotted more time by the schools than the
NICC suggested, though largely pupils found this appropriate.

. PE, despite occupying a greater proportion of survey schools’ timetable than
NICC recommended, was still perceived as severely under-represented by
pupils.

= All of the subjects to which schools allocated the lowest percentage of
curriculum time were regarded by pupils as insufficiently covered.

This analysis may suggest that a balanced curriculum from the pupils’ perspective
would assign time to English, maths and languages more in line with the NICC
minimum recommendations than schools” current allocation; maintain history and
geography at levels offered by schools (that is higher than the NICC suggested);
raise PE beyond schools’ provision and particularly the NICC recommendations;
and afford more time to creative and expressive subjects, practically oriented
subjects and the cross-curricular themes,

1t should be noted that although respondents favoured increased provision for
practical subjects — and this is perhaps unsurprising when these were the subjects
they enjoyed most but which received least time - there was no suggestion that
pupils wanted to turn the curriculum completely upside down: their ratings for
subjects considered over-represented were not as extreme as those for subjects
deemed insufficiently covered. This may indicate that even a modest decrease in
the allocation for English, maths and languages — those subjects currently allotted
most time — might satisfy pupils.

In order to understand better pupils’ perspective on the balance of the curriculum
they experienced, the results were crosstabulated by a number of variables to
ascertain whether school or pupil type appeared to influence their views. What
follows is an analysis of the findings broken down by the type of school pupils
attended, their gender and their level of engagement: for each, some illuminating
trends emerged.

Grammar and secondary school pupils’ perceptions of balance

A disaggregation of the results by the type of school (shown in Table 2.8) revealed
that grammar school pupils registered greater concern about the balance of their
curriculum. Relative to their secondary counterparts, they felt that too much time
was spent on some academic subjects: amongst others, maths (for which there
was a slight but consistent difference in the ratings of the two school types) and
particularly languages: in Years 9 and 10, grammar school pupils were markedly
meore inclined to think that they did too much Trish, and their feeling that French
was over-represented grew more acute as the Key Stage progressed. This might
reflect the higher degree of difficulty which grammar school pupils associated
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with languages; equally, it may be a direct result of the larger guantities of Hime
that the sample grammar schools were found to dedicate to languages.

A point of interest may be that in Year 10, grammar school pupils were slightly
more likely than their secondary peers to consider that too much time had been
spent on English, maths and science, the subjects formally tested at the end of the
Key Stage. Forscience and English, this was the first time grammar school pupils
had registered stronger views on the over-representation of these subjects. This
perhaps indicates that greater emphasis was placed on the Key Stage 3 assessments
in grammar schools. Indeed, this would corroborate the findings reported in
Chapter 4, which establishes that substantially more grammar than secondary
school pupils felt that the tests had affected their school life in Year 10, and that
the preparation for the assessments was more intensive in these schools.

As well as expressing stronger views on the over-exposure of some academic
subjects, gramumar school pupils also registered greater concern about areas of the
curriculom deemed under-represented, They were more inclined than their
contemporaries in secondary schools to feel that insufficient time was afforded to
the cross-curricular themes and all {but one) practical subjects. This was
particularly the case for PE and I7T, and drama in Year 8 and careers education in
Year 10, Music, interestingly, was the oniy practical subject that secondary school
pupils were more inclined o feel was under-represented.

It may be noteworthy that although grammar school pupils expressed more concern
over the under-representation of practical subjects throughout the Key Stage, this
trend was strongest in Year 8 (both in terms of the number of the subjects where
there were differences in the grammar and secondary means and the margin
between these scores). This was the opposite of the trend for over-represented
subjects: here, it was in Year 10 when there was greatest disparity between the
views of grammar and secondary school pupils. Analyses ofthe timetables showed
no substaniive change in the amount of time grammar schools dedicated to their
subjects in Years 9 and 10, so both these trends might be atiributed more to the
pattern, highlighted above and to be described in detail later, whereby pupils overall,
but grammar school pupils in particular, became more utilitarian as the Key Stage
progressed in determining which subjects were under- or over-represented.

The interviews with pupils in the case-study schools corroborated the findings
from the survey data — namely, that grammar school pupils harboured greater
concerns about the balance of the curriculum in their schools.

¢ Half of the interviewees in the case-study grammar schools identified an
aspect of the curricalum that they felt was under-represented in every single
vear of Key Stage 3, compared with less than one-third of secondary school
pupils.

* More grammar than secondary interviewees expressed the view that they
had done too much of a subject/topic (particularly in Years 9 and 10, when
the survey findings also suggested that grammar school pupils’ feeling about
the over-representation of subjects was strengthening).

In any analysis of results which reveal differences in the perceptions of grammar
and secondary school pupils, it is always possible that the difference perceived is
due not 1o the type of school they attend but to pupils’ level of ability, with the
selective system directing most (though not all} high-attaining pupils to grammar
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schools. However, the evidence indicated that it was the type of school that was
the determining factor. When the results were disaggregated by pupils’ level of
attainment, the patterns that were evident when the data were broken down by
type of school did not emerge so strongly, especially in terms of the over-
representation of languages and maths, Had attainment been key, these trends
would have been more engrained.

Boys’ and girls’ percepiions of balance

The breakdown of the results by pupils’ gender revealed something of the different
priorities of the sexes in terms of balance in the curriculum. Particularly with
regard to subjects deemed under-represented, girls and boys were more inclined
to perceive a lack of provision in subjects stereotypically favoured by their gender.
For example, compared with girls, boys were consistently more likely to feel they
did too little technology and PE. Relative to their male counterparts, female
respondents felt insufficient time was allocated to music and home economics
throughout Key Stage 3, and careers education in Year 10. As the Key Stage
advanced, this trend became more entrenched: for example, boys were even more
convinced that they did too little technology and PE in Year 9 than they had been
in Year 8; and, whereas girls had been only marginally more likely than boys to
feel that art and health education were under-represented in Years 8 and 9, in Year
10 they expressed markedly stronger views about the lack of provision for these
subjects.

Pupils’ gender also appeared to influence the subjects they considered over-
represented in the curriculum. In each year of inquiry, male respondents were
notably more inclined than their female counterparis to feel that too much time
was spent on French. They were slightly, but consistently, more likely to consider
history over-represented. As was the trend for subjects deemed vnder-represented,
the difference in boys’ and girls’ perceptions here was more marked by the end of
the Key Stage. Firstly, in Year 10 there was an even more notable margin between
their scores for French. Additionally, boys were conspicucusly more inclined
than girls to feel that they had done too much English and RE in Year 10, whereas
previcusly there had been only shight differences between their scores for these
subjects. Further, in Year 10, male respondents for the first time were a little more
likely than their female peers to think maths was over-represented. It is interesting
that with the exception of maths, the subjects which boys were inclined to consider
over-represented (French, English, RE and history) ofien involved a considerable
degree of writing. Indeed, in the case-study interviews, boys, especially those
who were low-engaged and low-attaining, were much more likely than the girls
to criticise the amount of writing subjects required: ‘Done too much writing ...
writing, writing, writing’ (male, Year 8}.

Pupils’ level of engagement and their perceptions of balance

The following table, Table 2.9, presents the mean scores for each subject
disaggregated by degree of engagement for all three years of inquiry.

The results presented in Table 2.9 clearly show a close association between pupils’
level of engagement and their concern over the balance of the curriculum,
particularly regarding subjects that were over-represented. Compared with their
mid-, and especially, their high-engaged peers, low-engaged pupils were
consistently more inclined to feel that too much time was spent on all the ‘academic’
subjects in the curriculum. This was particularly the case for languages, and maths
and English, the areas which respondents overall deemed most over-represented.
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The trend grew stronger as Key Stage 3 progressed, with the margins between the
scores of low-engaged pupils and their mid- and high-engaged counterparts
widening after Year 8 (for example, in Year 10, there was a most marked difference
of 0.4 between low- and high-engaged pupils’ ratings for maths; whereas in Year
8, it had been 0.1). This trend was the result of low-engaged pupils becoming
ever more dissatisfied with the over-representation of maths, English, science and
French, which runs counter to the general pattern in the data (discussed earlier)
and also in contrast to mid- and high-engaged respondents who remained constant
in their appraisals throughout the Key Stage.

These findings would suggest some sort of link between pupils’ level of engagement
and the strength of their feeling regarding the over-representation of subjects in
the curriculum. High-engaged pupils registered least concern (in fact their scores,
clustered around 2.8/2.9, just edging towards the ‘too much’ domain); followed
by mid-engaged respondents; and finally, low-engaged pupils consistently
expressed most forcefully that they did too much of ‘academic’ subjects. However,
the direction of causality is uncertain: whether pupils are disengaged and
consequently feel the curriculum is unbalanced, or whether they feel the curriculum
is unbalanced and are conseguently disengaged.

If it were the perceived imbalance of the curriculum that is a source of youngsters’
disengagement, it would appear that the over-representation of subjects is more
likely to repel than under-representation. While differences in the perceptions of
low-, mid- and high-engaged pupils for subjects deemed ‘too much’ were clearly
evident, much greater consensus existed between these three sub-samples in terms
of subjects considered under-represented. In fact, the greatest difference of opinion
here concerned PE in Year 8, when low-engaged pupils were marginally more
inclined than their mid-engaged counterparts and markedly more likely than high-
engaged peers to feel that too little time was allotted to this subject. This gap
closed over the Key Stage, Moreover, there were some subjects where mid- or
high-engaged respondents were more inclined to consider provision insufficient
(e.g. home economics in Year 9}. Thus, in a disaggregation of the results by level
of engagement, the most marked differences in perception emerged for over-
represented subjects. This might be noteworthy given that, when the results were
broken down by the other varables like pupils’ gender or type of school, the
greatest differences in opinion were, in general, observed for under-represented
subjects (though there was some evidence that this was changing for grammar
school pupils in Year 10).

The possibility of an association between pupils’ level of engagement and their
views on balance in the curriculum, particularly the over-representation of subjects,
was further substantiated by the case-study interviews with pupils, from which
the following points emerged.

»  Ineach year, proportionately more low-engaged interviewees identified areas
of the curricuium on which they feit too much time had been spent.

® Every one of the low-engaged interviewees cited a subject or topic that they
felt had been over-represented in the course of Key Stage 3 — often repeatedly.

«  Indeed, low-engaged learners were most consistent in their feeling that they
had done too much of certain subjects. More than half the low-engaged
pupils expressed displeasure in the over-representation of some aspect of
the curriculum annually throughout the Key Stage, compared with one-fifth
of mid-engaged and a quarter of high-engaged interviewees.

41




IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

42

0 Significantly, perhaps, it was low-engaged pupils from grammar schools
who were the most likely of all to feel that they had spent too much time on
an aspect of curriculum in each year of the Key Stage.

Although, as emerged in the survey data, the link between pupils’ {evel of
engagement and their views on the over-representation of subjects appeared
stronger, there was also some evidence of an association with their feelings on the
under-representation of subjects in the case-study data.

o In Years 9 and 19, proportionately more low-engaged pupils highlighted an
area of the curriculum that they felt was under-represented.

° Low-engaged pupils were most consistent in their views that too little time
had been afforded to certain subjects or topies. In particular, six of the seven
low-engaged interviewees attending the two case-study grammar schools
identified a topic or subject they perceived to be insufficiently covered in
each year of Key Stage 3.

Thus, an association between pupils’ level of engagement and their perception on
balance in the curriculum, especially the over-representation of subjects, clearly
emerged in both the quantitative and qualitative data. Further, there was an
intimation in the case-study work that low-engaged pupils attending grammar
schools felt the over- and under-representation of subjects most keenly.

Justifving their views on balance in the curricuium

In their interviews, the case-study pupils explained why they felt subjects had
been over- or under-represented, allowing for an exploration of the factors that
determined their views of balance in the curriculum they experienced. The reasons
pupils gave are discussed below: first, their justifications of why they felt they did
too much of a subject, and then their explanations of why they deemed they did
too little. Although there were some common reasons why subjects were deemed
over- or under-represented (e.g. ‘T don'’t enjoy i, ‘I enjoy it’), there were also
unique explanations and trends which nmade separate treatment of ‘too much’ and
‘too little” more appropriate.

Justifying ‘too much’

Too many periods

One explanation why interviewees felt that they had done too much of a subject
was that it was afforded too great a slice of the timetable, that there wers too many
pertods of it. Although a very simple justification, this perhaps reveals something
significant about pupils’ perceptions of over-represented subjects, and may possibly
mntimate why the survey results suggested that ‘tco much’ might disengage more
than ‘too little’. Whilst pupils did refer to certain subjects receiving too few
periods in their explanations for under-represented areas, this was always teamed
with an additional reason as to why provision was deemed insufficient: they enjoyed
it so wanted more or it was useful so they wanted more. However, here in terms
of over-represented subjects, the number of periods alone - and no other reason -
was enough to aggrieve some pupils.

This reason was cited primarily in relation to maths, and also English and French,
unsurprising perhaps when these were the subjects that, according to timetable
analysis presented above, schools allocated most time, and which survey
respondents also deemed most over-represented. Alsoreflecting the questionnaire
data, in Year 10, reference to the number of periods of science increased:
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We got maths nearly every day of the week ... you have fo go in every
day and have maths (female, Year 9).

Maths and English, because we done them nearly every day and we
didn 't get time to do other things but we just did a lot of that (female,
Year 97.

The science, because there’s six periods ¢ week. I just think it’s too
much {male, Year 10).

Some illuminating patterns emerged in the frequency and timing of interviewees’
objections here. The proportion of pupils offering the number of periods as the
reason why they did too much of a subject reduced over the course of the Key
Stage (from 16 individuals in Year 8 to nine in Year 10). Furthermore, almost ail
such condemnation of a subject’s allocated fime was made by pupils in their
December interviews near the start of the school year; very rarely was this criticism
raised in March interviews. This would strongly suggest that pupils grow
acclimatised to their timetable, both over the course of a year, and over the Key
Stage. Indeed, one pupil who felt she had too many periods of French in December
verified in her March interview how ‘vou get used to it’ (female, Year 8).

The above trends mean that in the case-study data, more interviewees expressed
specific concern over the large quantities of time given to certain subiects in
December Year § — in the initial weeks of post-primary school — than at any point
later in the Key Stage. So for a number of pupils, their first reaction to their new
school was that too many periods were given over to maths, English and French.
1t should be stated that analysis of interviewees’ comments did reveal that in Year
8, other elements — often the novelties of post-primary school — were coming into
play in this assessment. For example, the impact of having a French lesson every
day was exacerbated by the fact it was also ‘a new subject, and they just kind of
spring it onyou'. Asanother example, the dissatisfaction with daily maths lessons
was made worse for one girl because it meant she had always to carry the heavy
textbook around school with her. Nevertheless, it is perhaps disconcerting that
dissatisfaction with their timetable was one of the pupils’ first responses to their
new school. What impact does this have on their school career? It may be telling
that it was always low- and mid-engaged interviewees, and very rarely their high-
engaged counterparts, who specifically cited the number of periods as the reason
why they felt they did too much of a subject.

Pupils’ perceptions of breadth and balance, perhaps more than any other aspect of
a curriculum, are affected by their individual school’s timetabling. Hence, the
tmpact of schools’ own curriculum planning was evident in pupils’ responses.
For example, in Year 10, all interviewees who felt that French had too many periods
came from the same grammar school where for the first time this subject had been
afforded more time than the other language they learned: ‘We have done too much
French. Usually French is the same as German, but we only had three periods of
German and I think it's seven of French’ (female, Year 10).

Too long

Here, ‘too much’ became ‘too long’. In each year of Key Stage 3, around one-
third of interviewees referred to areas under study upon which they felt they had
spent too much time:

. a whole topic: ‘Living things in science seemed to drag on an awful lot
because it was just what we have been doing all term, and there wasn i
really any change in it’ (female, Year 8); or
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= part of atopic: ‘In geography, we were too detailed, because we would do a
double lesson on looking at a picture of a rock and then drawing it out and
seeing all the different cracks” (female, Year 9).

In Year 8, this criticism was primarily directed towards history: of the 20 pupils
who felt they had spent too long on an area under study that year, nine specified
the apparently interminable focus on Norman Britain. For example, in her
December interview, a grammar school girl complained: *f think we have covered
the Baitle of Hastings for very long ... we did it like from the third week of term
onwards.” Her class were still working on this topic the following March and her
lament continued: ‘I think we might have done too much of the Normans in history.
We really, really have.” This evidence may point to a particular problem with the
NIC specifications for history in Year 8, and given that, in Years 9 and 10, far
fewer pupils (four and three) felt they had spent too long on historical topics, it
might suggest a need to review the content of the history curriculum in the first
vear of Key Stage 3. Geography especially, but also science, English, maths,
home economics and RE, were also identified as subjects where topics had
continued for too long a period.

Interestingly, whilst high-attaining pupils did highlight topics that they felt they
had studied for too long, they were inclined to acknowledge that there were reasons
why an area of study might require long and detailed coverage:

I think we did a bit too much about geography and settlement ... but it’s
a big topic ... you could call it the main root of geography (male, Year 8).

Ithink in science, cells went on, or maybe it'’s just that there was a lot to
them or 1 just thought that they went on for an awful long time compared
with other topics that we had done {male, Year 10}.

This may explain why fewer high attainers identified topics which they felt had
continued interminably in Year 10, whereas in Years 8 and 9, the proportions of
high-, mid- and low-attaining pupils criticising the length of time spent on various
topics were very similar.

Lack of enjoymens

Although personal enjoyment was a regularly cited reason why pupils wanied
more of a particular area of the curriculum (especially in Years 8 and 9), lack of
enjoyment was infrequently mentioned as a justification for desiring less (offered
by five pupils in Year 8, seven pupils in Year 9 and three pupils in Year 10). This
may perhaps indicate that pupils felt that their own dislike of a subject was
insufficient justification to dictate the timetable. It was primarily low-engaged
boys who referred to their lack of enjoyment when justifying why they felt they
had done too much of a subject, including one boy whose dislike of French
prompted him to feel that it was over-represented in each year of Key Stage 3:
‘French, it s my worst subject” {(male, Year 8); ‘Too much French. It’s just boring’
(male, Year 9); *Cut all French. I hate it’ (male, Year 10). This was a low-
engaged boy ~ what impact did the unrelenting allocation of French have on his
low level of engagement?

Lack of relevance

This reasoning was offered primarily to justify pupils’ views that music, home
economics and PE were over-represented (though specific topics like electric
circuits in science, and rocks and soil in geography were also cited). Although, as
the survey data showed, these subjects were generally considered to be under-
represented, a number of interviewees did feel that because they offered little in
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the way of vocational relevance, they were actually allotted too great a share of
the timetable:

We are doing a bit too much on recorders in music, I think ... We didnt
ask to do recorders, it's not as though we really need it for a job, It
would be nice if they say ‘Do you want to do recorders? Or you can use
that subject for extra maths’ (male, Year 9).

Too much home economics. It’s just nothing, like we do work but its
just nothing {male, Year 10).

Less PE. It’s not as if I'm going to be a world-class athlete or anything
(female, Year 10).

As the Key Stage progressed, pupils increasingly referred to the irrelevance of the
subject to justify why they felt that it was over-represented (four pupils in Year 8,
six pupils in Year 9, and 12 pupils in Year 10). This mirrors the findings of the
next section, which reports that the number of pupils citing relevance to explain
why they felt subjects were under-represented also rose over the course of the
Key Stage. Regarding over-representation, in addition 1o the increase in the number
of interviewees using this justification, there was also a change in the type of
pupils who offered this reason. In Year 8, it had been primarily high-engaged
high attainers; in Year 9, it was mainly mid-engaged, high-attaining grammar
school pupils; however, in Year 10, a broader cross-section gave this explanation:
mostly low- and mid-engaged pupils and pupils of all abilities, including, for the
first time, low attainers. Relevance, therefore, became an increasingly important
and widespread determinant of pupils’ perceptions of the make-up of the curriculum
as they moved towards the end of the Key Stage.

Justifying ‘not enough’

Pupils’ reasoning why subjects were under-represented fell into three broad
categories: their personal enjoyment and interest in the subject, its relevance, and
the manageability of the curriculum. An analysis of the justification which
interviewees chose to expound revealed the differing perspectives of the various
pupil types and a change in priorities over the course of the Key Stage.

Enjoyment

Chapter 7 will show that pupils expressed a strong preference for practical subjects,
and reflecting this, personal enjoyment — °/ just like it’ — was most commonly
offered to justify the desire for more PE, art, IT, technology, cooking in home
economics and, to a lesser extent, drama;

I would like to do PE move ... and probably art ... I have an interest in
them. I like to play football and sports, and I just like to draw (male,
secondary, Year 10).

IT, you see it’s only once a week ... we have a six-day timetable, so you
have to wait another six days until the next time you do it if you enjoy
something (male, secondary, Year 8).

Individual pupils who liked history, maths, French, English, music and RE also
felt they did not do enough of their ‘favourite subject’.

In both Years 7 (20 pupils) and 8 (23 pupils), enjoyment was a regularly cited
explanation as to why pupils deemed there had been insufficient coverage of a
subject. Inboth years, over a third of case-study interviewees felt that a subject(s)
they liked was under-represented on the timetable. By contrast, in Years 9 (13
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pupils) and 10 (14 pupils), under a quarter of pupils offered this as the reason why
they thought they did not do enough of a subject. This decline may reflect pupils’
maturation; however, it also intimates that as the Key Stage progressed, pupils
became more utilitarian in their views and increasingly regarded their
enjoyment of a subject as an inadequate justification as to why more time
should be spent on it,

It would appear that this perception was felt most keenly and earliest by grammar
school pupils. In each year of Key Stage 3, far fewer grammar school interviewees
than secondary school pupils specified their enjoyment of a subject as the reason
why they felt it was under-represented, as shown below.

Table 2,10  Number of pupil interviewses giving enjoyment of a subject as a reason for
perceiving it as under-represented

e e S

o ear 10

Year § ..
(Grammar 6 2 3
17 11 11

Secondary

R R S O SR e S e D T e

Souwrce: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Case Study Interviews

The difference in the numbers of grammar and secondary school pupils offering

this explanation possibly suggests some divergence in their mindsets and

experiences. Later chapters in this report will demonstrate grammar school pupils’

lesser enjoyment of the curriculum, and it may be that the difference in grammar

and secondary school pupils’ reasoning here is indicative of a perception on the

part of grammar school interviewees that enjoyment by itself is not a worthy

outcome of schooling, It is perhaps important to extrapolate how far the type of

school appeared to contribute towards this, or whether the other common

denominator of grammar school pupils, ability level, was more of a determining

factor. An analysis of pupils’ comments by level of attainment revealed the high-

attaining interviewees in the case-study grammar schools were less inclined than

their high-attaining counterparts in the case-study secondary schools to give

enjoyment as a justification. This would perhaps intimate that it was the type of

school that was key. Indeed, this was further substantiated by an examination of

interviewees’ pre-grammar school comments on breadth and balance. Interviewed

while still at primary school in Year 7, pupils destined for a grammar school

education did highlight subjects they liked as those under-represented, more so in

fact than those interviewees intended for secondary school. From this, it might be

inferred that in their grammar school experience, enjoyment was no longer a
determinant of what these pupils wished to spend more time on.

Manageability of the curriculum

Four difficulties with the manageability of the curticulum led pupils to feel they
had not done enough of a subject or tepic.

. Quality of learning: when they needed more time to understand or master
the subject matter:

In maths, I only got one lesson of long multiplication, and I think 1
should have done far longer than that and more of it because I still
don 't understand it (female, Year 8).

In chemistry, F'would have liked to look at the equations longer because
I didnt really grasp them, so I would have liked fo have gone over
them a couple more times (female, Year 10).
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. Pace of learning: when learning was too rushed:

Spanish; I would rather we had more lessons so we could take it slower,
go through it more, make sure you understand it {male, Year 10).

In maths, because there s so much to learn, the reacher would tend to
rush on a bit and if vou tried to understand something, you wouldn't
get to it, because she is sort of trying to get on to the next module
(female, Year 9).

»  Quantity of learning — overload: when there was too much to be done in the
time available:

CDT. We only get three periods a week which is around two hours
every week, and there's a lot of projects and things that we have to get
through and lots of things involved in them, and you end up getting
very behind and not able to finish your last project (female, Year 10).

Pupils expressed these concerns in relation to a wide variety of subjects, primarily
languages, science, history and maths, and less so regarding practical subjects.
When a manageability issue was the reason why a pupil felt there had been
insufficient time spent on a subject or topic, it was often a very individual
perspective, a reflection of their own learning needs: ‘Sometimes in English [1
want to do more} because I am quite bad at English, not really good at it, and
sometimes I have trouble with it, and sometimes other people go through it faster
and I can’t really keep up with i’ (male, Year 10). However, the impact of an
institution’s planning and mediation of the curriculum was also evident, because
on several occasions, members of the same class raised the same concerns. For
example, six interviewees in a grammar schoot felt they had done too little drama
in Year 10 when the weekly double period of Years 8 and 9 was reduced to a
single period, upsetting the quality and quantity of learning and the pace of lessons:

I would like to have a double period of drama; they have sort of cut
down on that in time. One period a week isn't really enough ... things
are very, very rushed. The teacher hasn't been able to explain anything
to us really. She has just had to call it out and we have had to copy it down
— you get an aching hand because we write so much (female, Year 10).

We only get a single of drama ... You don't really get anything finished.
If vou have to write up a play, you always need to take two or three
weeks to do it because you never get enough time (female, Year 10).

Further examples related more to the curriculurm as mediated. In Year 9, two
classmates in a grammar school advocated that more time should be spent on
topics in history because at present ‘we ‘re just going over it foo quickly, not doing
enough, just too fast’.

1t was stated earlier that pupil type appeared to have some bearing on their desire
to spend more time on a subject or topic, and as shown above, pure enjoyment
was more often given by secondary than by grammar interviewees. The
manageability of the curriculum, however, emerged as a greater priority for
grammar school pupils and, notably, high attainers in secondary schools, possibly
intimating that pupils’ level of attainment was a determining factor here (in contrast
to enjoyment, where the type of school appeared key). Indeed, over the course of
Key Stage 3, difficulties with the level, pace and amount of work prompted 16
high attainers to feel, often repeatedly, there had been insufficient coverage of a
subject or topic, compared with only seven mid-attaining and two low-atiaining
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pupils. [t is noteworthy that it should be the high-attaining interviewees who
primarily used this explanation, though this is in line with the findings reported in
Chapter 6 that high attainers, particularly grammar scheol pupils, were most
inclined to raise concerns over the manageability of the curriculum. Itis perhaps
most interesting that in the case-study secondary schools, institutions which
embraced the full ability range, this justification was voiced more by the high-
attaining interviewees, presumably the most academically able pupils in their
schools, than by their mid- or low-attaining classmates.

Relevance
Pupils advocated increased provision of subjects and topics they felt had relevance
for:

» their present day lives — for example, ‘more reading in English ... so it can
help our vocabulary’, and, particularly in Years 8 and 9, more drugs education
in pastoral or form class lessons:

I think form, that’s learning about different drugs and how to stay
away from them and all, we only gef that one period a week ... 1
would just like to be a bit more streetwise and know the different effects
of different drugs and things (female, Year 9),

¢  life and social skills and knowledge - for example, more cooking in home
economics, more debating and maore oral communication:

1 don't think we do enough talking and listening in classes. I think
that's quite an important thing to do because you always need the
skills to be able to talk and listen and understand people. We don 't do
an awful lot of that in school and I think that’s quite useful to do
{female, Year 10).

« their future working lives — either specific to their own career plans or more
generally, especially I'T;

In science, we have been doing all about wood ... and I want to be a
Jjoiner, so it would be interesting to know more different types of wood,
so it would {male, Year 9).

I'suppose computers because you only get about a period, two periods
a week, and for most jobs you need computers, so I think that should
be extended {male, Year 10). '

Pupils’ desire to spend more time on subjects/topics they deemed relevant suggested
a change in their priorities over the duration of Key Stage 3. It was shown above
that the proportion of interviewees offering enjoyment as explanation declined
with each year of the Key Stage. In contrast, the number giving relevance as

justification rose (Year 8: six pupils; Year 9: nine pupils; and Year 10: 13 pupils).

Moreover, there was a shift in the type of relevance that prompted pupils to feel
that a subject/topic had been under-represented. In Years 8 and 9, calls forincreased
provision of subjects or topics because they were relevant to pupils’ present-day
lives or offered social or life skills outnumbered requests for more time on subjects/
topics useful for their fsture working lives. Conversely, in Year 10, more pupils

wanted greater coverage of a subject/topic because it held vocational relevance
for them or would afford them better awareness of the job market — like more
careers education — or the skills to access it: ‘Maybe more letter writing in English.

We have done some stuff in that, but it would help if you were applying for a job if
vou could write a good letter’ (female, Year 10).
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As has been highlighted above, different pupil types gave varying reasons why
they felt a subject was under-represented. It was mid-attaining pupils and primarily
high attainers (but very rarely low attainers) who referred to relevance in their
justification of why more time should be spent on a subject or topic.

2.5.2 Pupils’ perceptions of breadth in the curriculum

To explore pupil perspectives on the breadth of the curriculum, an item was included
in their annual survey which asked: ‘Is there anything that you would like to have
done or learnt about at school which so far has not been covered sufficiently in
your lessons?” Respondents were first invited to indicate “Yes’ or ‘No’, and then
those who answered in the affirmative were requested to specify ‘up fo three
skills, topics or subjects you would like to have done or learnt abour’. Pupils’
perceptions of what Eisner (1979) termed the ‘null curriculum’ were thus sought.

Before moving on to ‘the skills, topics and subjects’ suggested for additional
provision, it should be noted that the proportion of pupils answering “Yes” to the
initial question increased sharply after Year 8: (Year 8: 51 per cent, Year 9: 73 per
cent, Year 10: 69 per cent). The very even split in the responses in Year 8 (51 per
cent answering ‘Yes’, 49 per cent ‘No”) might reflect pupils’ initial enthusiasm
for a curriculum which would have been broader than that which they experienced
in primary school (with the inclusion of modern foreign languages, for example).
However, perhaps as the novelty of post-primary school education waned, these
data would suggest that the vast majority of pupils considered the constituents of
the Years 9 and 10 curricula lacking in some way. The pattern in the results here
concurs with findings reported in Chapters 4 and 7 that in Year 9, pupils’ estimation
of the curriculum declined, to recover slightly in Year 10.

When pupils specified the skills, topics and subjects which they wanted to do or
learn, there was great diversity in responses, and the most common suggestions
are set out in rank order in Table 2.11.

A number of illuminating findings and trends are contained within this table.

. In each year of Key Stage 3, PE, IT, languages, drama and PSE-related topics
(including sex, drugs and health education, first aid, life skills, child care)
dominated the top of the table. These were the aspects of the curriculum
most frequently nominated for a greater presence. It is perhaps telling that
three of these five areas (IT, drama and PSE) do not have single-subject
status within the NIC.

. The inclusion of languages near the top of the rank ordering may appear
surprising given that in the semantic differential item, provision of these
subjects (especially French) was considered ‘too much’ (see 2.5.1). However,
for the most part, the pupils specifying languages here wished not for more
of the language they were already studying, but for the opportunity to learn
a new language not offered to them by their school (e.g. Irish and Spanish
were popular nominations).

. The data reveal three changes in pupils’ priorities over the Key Stage. Firstly,
and most strikingly, the desire for PSE-related work increased markedly,
suggested by around one-sixth of pupils in Years 8 and 9, but by a quarter in
Year 10. A leap in the proportion of respondents nominating sex education
(from five per cent in Year & to ten per cent in Year 10) in particular accounted
for this rise. Secondly, the appeal for additional IT also grew, especially
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Tabie 2.11

between Years 8 and 9, mirroring pupils’ growing awareness of its vocational
relevance (see Chapters 5 and 8). Thirdly, in Year 10, there was a sharp
incline in the proportion of pupils citing careers education, and also business
studies. This surge for careers education most likely reflects pupils’ focus
on their future working lives as they selected their Key Stage 4 options,
though it may also stem {rom their having experienced careers education for
the first time during that vear. The Pilot Report found that pupils were more
likely to nominate a subject for increased provision when they had had some
actual experience of it to stimulate their interest. This reasoning could also
explain the rise in demand for business studies, because a number of survey-
sample schools ran taster courses during Year 10 to help pupils determine
whether to choose this course at Key Stage 4. Further explanation was
provided by the case-study data. Interviewees who had opted for subjects,
like business studies, which were not part of the Key Stage 3 curriculum
cormmented how ‘good’ it would be to *get some practice in’ before the serious
work of GCSE/GNV(G began.

The most common suggestions of curriculum areas for which pupils would like

additional provision
(Percentages are based on the number of pupils answering ‘yes’ to the initial question ‘Is there
anything that you would like to have done or learnt which so far has not been sufficiently covered?”.)

R R SR

Puprls could ltsa more tharz one lopic, 50 pemenmges do not sum to 100 per cent
Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, ¢ and 10 Pupil Surveys
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Year 8 Year 9 Year 16
Percentage Percentage Percentage
of pupils of pupils of pupils
answering answering answering
4yesa
PE/sports/games 35 :
1T 21
Languages 21
Drama 17
PSE topics 15
Home economics, baking and cooking 12
History and topics 12
Art and topics 11
Science and topics 11
Technology and design and topics 16
Music topics and instruments 8
English and topics 7
Maths and topics 6
Geography and topics 5
Trips and going cut 3
RE and topics 3
Business studies
Careers education
] 350
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While pupils’ increasing demand for additional PSE, IT, careers education
and business studies was a reflection of their changing needs and interests as
they matured, another common feature was that none of these has separate
status within the Key Stage 3 NIC. Consequently, pupils have no or very
limited experience of these areas. By contrast, although it was subtle, the
percentage of pupils nominating those subjects already established in the
NIC actually declined over the course of the Key Stage (all except history
and English, which largely remain constant). Does this in any way suggest
a sense of attrition with the NIC by Year 10, with pupils having studied the
same subjects in largely the same proportions for three years?

For clarity, in Table 2.11, the percentages of respondents wanting more subject
time (e.g. more English lessons) and more subject-related topics (e.g.
grammar) have been conflated under generic categories (English and topics).
Once separated, an important distinction emerged. For PE, art, music,
technology and home economics — significantly those subjects which, as
shown earlier, pupils felt were under-represented on their timetables — calls
for more lesson time and more on specific topics (like baking in home
economics, playing instruments in music) were roughly even. However, for
‘academic’ subjects — maths, English, science, history and geography — the
vast majority of respondents appealed for particular topics to be addressed,
and very few for increased lesson time of the subjects per se. This was
particularly the case for history, which, as Table 2.11 shows, occupies a high
position in the rank ordering, with almost all these pupils suggesting additional
topics for study, especially recent history like the Cold War, and, particularly
in Year 10, the NI “Troubles’. Similarly, for science and biology, the human
body, animals and wildlife, earth and space, and medicine were cited much
more regularly than calls for more lesson time for these subjects. That pupils
so readily specified topics they would like to study for history and science is
perhaps indicative of their level of interest in these subjects, and also suggests
that the current specifications for the NIC may not sufficiently tap their
interests.

To explore further pupils’ perceptions of the breadth of the curriculum they
experienced, the data were broken down by pupil and school type. This analysis
revealed the following points.

L

In each year of Key Stage 3, notably more grammar school pupils than
secondary school respondents answered in the affirmative to the initial
guestion on whether there were any insufficiently covered aspects in their
learning (especially so, in Year 10 when there was a 17 per cent difference
between pupils from the two school types). This may suggest that the planning
and mediation of the NIC in grammar schools were less well aligned with
their pupils’ views of their needs than those in secondary schools.

The analysis of the timetables presented earlier indicated that many of the
grammar schools devoted less time to practically oriented subjects than the
secondary schools in the sample. Throughout the Key Stage, proportionately
more grammar than secondary school respondents specified IT in particular
and also PE, home economics, drama and PSE as aspects they would like to
study more. Markedly more secondary school pupils desired greater
languages provision — they were twice as likely to give this response as their
grammar school peers — also mirroring the lesser coverage of this subject
area in the curriculum they experienced.
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. Throughout the Key Stage, girls were conspicuously more likely to nominate
languages and drama as subjects they wished to study more; whilst boys
were notably more inclined to specify I'T, PE and technology. For this latter
subject, the difference between boys’ and girls’ scores grew larger with each
year, to 13 per cent in Year 10. As well as these stereotypically male subjects,
proportionally more boys than giris expressed a desire for more home
economics. This can be explained by the fact that pupils in single-sex boys’
schools were consistently and overwhelmingly most likely to nominate this
subject, no doubt because it was seldom studied at their schools. The timetable
analysis for the all boys” schools (for which data were available) showed
that only one included home economics in their Key Stage 3 curriculum.

o There was a noteworthy change in girls’ and boys’ desire for more PSE-
related work through the Key Stage. In Years 8 and 9, there were very little
differences in the percentage of boys and girls wanting increased provision
of this area; et in Year 10, it was nominated by a much higher proportion of
girls (35 per cent) than boys (15 per cent). Analysis of the results for the
various PSE topics revealed an interesting inter-school difference. In Year
9, pupils in single-sex boys® schools were most likely to want more sex
education, whereas in Year 10, it was pupils m single-sex girls’ schools.
Both years’ pupils from mixed schools were least inclined to call for more
sex education.

The accounts of the case-study pupils corroborated the questionnaire data. PE
(that is specific sports like “basketball’, ‘rounders’, ‘camogie’, ‘girls’ football’
and ‘rughy’), IT and drama were most often identified as the areas which pupils
would like to study but which had yet to be covered. Other practical activities
like ‘dissection’, ‘more experiments in science’ and ‘clay work in art’ were also
highlighted. Much has been said of the possible relationship between pupils’
level of engagement and their perceptions of the balance of the curriculum,
especially the over-representation of subjects. There was intimation in the case-
study data here, however, how demoralising a complete and continual lack of
provision could be: the frustration of one low-attaining, low-engaged boy who
annually expressed the wish to do metalwork in technology was apparent in Year
9: ‘They still don t do it this vear!’

Interestingly, relatively few case-study pupils were able to suggest areas which so
far they had not done at all but which they would like to study: a guarter of
interviewees in Years 8 and 9, and an eighth in Year 10. Obviously, this might
reflect the fact that they genuinely felt that the current curriculum met their needs
and desires; the questionnaire data above would not corroborate this, however. It
could therefore mirror the finding of the Pilot Report that pupils were more likely
to nominate a subject for increased provision when they had had some experience
of it to stimulate their interest. Indeed, there was some evidence of this: two
interviewees from one secondary school called for drama for the first time in Year
10, having ‘really enjoyed i’ in Year 9. In addition, however, there was some
suggestion that pupils occupied a purely receptive role in relation to the curriculum
that made it difficult for them to propose new areas to include.

. Two low-attaining boys conveyed pupils’ lack of choice in following the
curriculum, and implied that their being asked to suggest what they could
learn at school was the antithesis of this accepted truth: ‘... you just do what
the teacher says, like’ (male, Year 10}, ‘You just do what the teacher gives
you, like. You can'tsay “No, Idon't want to do it”. You have to do i’ (male,
Year 10}.
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«  Two interviewees highlighted pupils’ limited knowledge of the constituents
of the curriculum they followed, and felt unable to suggest new aspects (o
include when they did not know which areas of work were forthcoming:
‘Not really, because we don't really know what the teacher is going fo give
us, like’ (male, Year 8); ‘I don t really know, because you don t really know if
vou 're going to do i1, like, a month later’ (female, Year 8).

The comments above suggest pupils’” lack of participation, ownership and
awareness in relation to the curriculum. And whilst this might always be a pupil’s
lot, it might be worth considering whether this is desirable or whether pupils could
be given some say in its make-up. As suggested above (see 2.5.1), taking account
of pupils’ views would not spark a complete rewrite of the NIC, but might prevent
the disengagement seen in youngsters harbouring the strongest views about the
imbalance of the curriculum. This response from a high-engaged girl in one of
the case-study secondary schools might then become the norm rather than the
exception;

Interviewer: Is there anyihing that you haven t done at all that you would like to
have done or should have done?

Interviewee: No. If we want fo do anything else, we ask. If they can, they get it
done. If they can t get it done, they will see if they could get somebody
in from outside school to do it ... Like singing, there wasn't a
singing teacher in this school, but they actually goi one in. There’s
a whole Iot of girls wanted to play camogie ... and they staried
that up. And the same with Gaelic, they started it up for givls too
(female, Year 10).

In summing up this section on the ‘curriculum as experienced’, there are two final
points to make.

Firstly, the case-study data have shown the various justifications behind
interviewees’ desire for greater or lesser provision of subjects or topics, for example
enjoyment, manageability and relevance. That different pupils held different
priorities perhaps highlights the difficulty of achieving a broad and balanced
curriculum to suit all. However, the findings suggest that the establishment of a
curriculum with acceptable breadth and balance is paramount, not only to ensure
that youngsters receive a rich and varied diet, but also because of a possible domino
effect on pupils’ attitudes towards other key curriculum issues. There is, for
example, the apparent association between their views on balance in the curriculum
and their degree of engagement, though causal direction is not implied.
Additionally, given that pupils referred to enjoyment, manageability and relevance
as reagons why they felt subjects were over- or under-represented, there may be
some intimation that the balance of the curriculum has an impact upon their
perceptions of these fundamental issues.

Secondly, in addition to different pupils holding different priorities, there was
also evidence that different age groups had different priorities and that this should
be reflected in the specifications of the Key Stage 3 phase of the NIC. The above
discussion on the ‘null curriculum’ has shown that by Year 10, mirroring their
time of }ife and their stage in their school career, more pupils expressed a desire
for PSE (especially sex education), careers education and business studies than
earlier in the Key Stage. Equally, the topics they wished to learn about were
indicative of their maturity, for example the NI “Troubles’. Pupils’ appreciation
of ‘more mature’ work in Year 10 also emerged in the case-study data: for example,
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debating the issues around abortion in RE gave one low-engaged, high-attaining
grammar school girl a rare moment of enjoyment in Year 10:

I am actually really enjoyving what we are doing in RE because we are
dealing with more mature things. The start of the vear was really boring
[a project on the local church] because it was all like ‘We do this in
first vear ', but now we are doing about things that do affect us. ... People
do have opinions on abortion and it’s good to be able to discuss them
(female, Year 16).

2.6 Curriculum as internalised

54

What is the impact of a perceived lack of breadth and balance on pupils’ leaming?
While not asked directly, in the course of their discussions pupils spontaneously
highlighted the impediments of “too much’ and ‘too kttle’.

2.6.1 The impact on the learner of oo much time

An association between pupils’ level of engagement and their views on the balance
of the curriculum, especially the over-representation of subjects, was established
earlier. It was evident from pupils’ articulation the sense of dissatisfaction which
spending too much time on a subject or topic produced. Over-representation made
the subject or topic ‘boring’:

We have been doing Thomas a Becket for ages and it's getting really
boring (female, Year 8).

In music we would spend a lot of time on the composers of different
music. ... We do it for about four weeks and it gets a bit boring if we
have to listen fo it in every class (female, Year 10).

I think we have done too much science, We had five periods of that a

week, and once you know you have it, it sort of gets a bit boring (male,
Year 9).

Note that it was not that the subject or topic was considered inherently boring, but
rather that over-representation had rendered them thus. Indeed, too long spent on
topics which were enjoyable was still unpalatable: ‘I like doing the poems, it's just
too much’ (male, Year 9). Such over-exposure prompted interviewees to feel
‘well annoyed’, ‘fed up’, ‘drives me round the bend’. And, their discourse seemed
to embody the monotony they felt at spending too long on a subject or topic:
‘You're just sitting in class doing maths, maths, maths’ (male, Year 8); ‘She kept
on making us read and read and read. It was very boring’ (male, Year 9); ‘All
subjects could have made things a bit shorter. They just keep going on and on and
on’ (female, Year 9).

Given the detrimental effect of over-representation on interviewees’ enthusiasm
for the topic or study in question, it is interesting perhaps that only one teacher
raised this in their interview: a grammar school geography teacher acknowledged
how ‘very tedious’ it was for the pupils (and herself) to be ‘bogged down in on
eight to ten week scheme of work’, whereas ‘... constantly moving on stimulates
the interest of the children move’” (geography teacher, Year 8). A pupil confirmed
that instead of ‘just continuing on® with a topic, ‘you want a bif more excitement
in g subject’ (male, Year 9).
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Considering the apparent association between perceptions of breadth and balance
and engagement, it is perhaps significant that boredom should be the principal
outcome of over-representation. That is not to say, however, that pupils who
declared over-exposure boring were generally disengaged from the curriculum.
Indeed, pupils of all levels of engagement (and also all abilities) described the
impact of too much as thus. Nevertheless, at the very least, this boredom implies
dissatisfaction with the particular subject or topic in guestion, which is likely to
have contributed to the disaffection of pupils who registered the lowest levels of
engagement.

A number of pupils went further than citing boredom as the outcome of over-
exposure. Too much of a subject or topic had a detrimental effect on pupils’ will
to work: a mid-engaged secondary school girl, having identified drugs in PSE as
over-represented, continued: ©... sometimes we dont do our homework because
we have done too much of it and you get fed up with it, and that s why some people
don 't do their homework.” Worse still was the case of a low-engaged grammar
school girl:

I think we might have done too much of the Normans in history. ... It
all right for the first couple of weeks, but soon you don t care. It doesn't
matter any more, and you just end up not bothering or trying or anything
(female, Year 8).

Her similarly low-engaged classmate also conveyed the tedium of the repetitive
nature of the school timetable:

It annoys you whenever you have to keep going to the same class every
day, every Tuesday, vou get bored of it ... You know where you have to
go every week and it's just so boring ... I don 't know if they can make it
interesting because vou can't keep changing the timetable. It’s always
going to be like this (male, Year 10). '

2.6.2 The impact on the learner of too little time

Whereas pupils’ reaction to experiencing too much of a subject focused on their
dissatisfaction with this — ‘too much’ was boring — their response to receiving too
little was centred around their consequent lack of learning. Earlier sections of
this chapter have relayed how pupils could deem a subject or topic under-
represented when the manageability of the work was impaired. In addition,
interviewees described how their learning was impeded by spending only one or
two periods a week on a subject, limiting their leaming in those subjects which
already received the least time. Pupils reflected that there was little they learnt or
achieved because of the short space of time allocated to certain subjects. For
example, in art, there was insufficient time to ‘learn how fo draw properly’ (female,
Year 8); in swimming in PE, *... we are never in the pool long enough really to
get a proper lesson’ (male, Year 8); and in drama, a weekly single period was
inadequate ‘if vou are going to make anything of i’ (female, Year 10). Further, it
was acknowledged that with only one or two lessons a week, work or skills were
forgotten due to the time lapse between periods. This was specified particularly
in relation to IT:

We don’t get much IT. We only gei one period a week ... I'd like three or
Jour a week, because you sometimes forget how to work a computer,
how to do things like that. If they tell you something about the computer
last week, you will have probably forgotten it the next week (male, Year 9).
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Additionally, the nature of practical subjects, those habitually receiving the smallest
time allocations, was ill-suited to this limited provision which exacerbated the
lack of learning. The rigmarole of setiing out and packing away ate into the time
available and further limited the amount which could be accomplished or learnt:
one boy regretted the lack of ‘proper’ work done during a technology lesson on
an observed day in Year 8 ‘... because by the time you had got all the paints and
equipment out, it was fime to pack up again’. Leaming was further inhibited due
to the length of time it took to complete products because of demands on equipment
and the need for all pupils to have experience of the same processes. A secondary
school girl recalled that when each member of the class was required to use ‘the
machines’, ‘practical work took forever’, meaning that “we havent really got
anything done, took nothing home’.

A recurring theme of this chapter has been the association between the perceived
imbalance of the curriculum and pupils” degree of engagement. Within this, the
survey data and interviewees’ accounts suggested that over-representation was a
bitterer pill than under-representation (despite the strength of scores on the ‘not
enough’ side of the scale; see Table 2.8). Although this was evidently the case —
take, for example, pupils’ appraisals of the impact of ‘too much’: ‘boring’, ‘get
fed up’, ‘stop frying’ — there was stiil some suggestion that “too little” also wrought
a sense of disillusion. Later chapters will document the appeal of achievement
and mastery for pupils, yet here interviewees chiefly identified the lack of learning
as the outcome of under-representation. Therefore, it might be supposed that they
woutd be dissatisfied when the time allocation for a subject prevented them from
learning ‘properly’. Indeed, the allure of learning was apparent as several pupils
advocated greater coverage of under-represented subjects so that “we could learn
Jar more’ (female, Year 9). Significantly, it was low-engaged but high-attaining
pupils who expressed the most irritation and disappointment when their learning
was stunted, because subjects were allotted only a small proportion of the timetable:

I think we should do more RE in a week. There’s only two periods a
week and you don 't really get into it enough, because it's one period of
RE, then you go on about two or three days before you get your next
period of RE, so it’s very frustrating (female, Year 9).

CDT, we are not getting enough of that ... because every time that you
leave the CDT room, you feel that you wanted io do more (male, Year
9).

Further, as pupils’ articulation for ‘too much’ encapsulated the drudgery and
monotony they felt at *going on and on and on’ with the same subjects or topics,
interviewees here were enlivened and their discourse conveyed their enthusiasm
at the thought of increased provision for subjects they deemed under-represented:
“If we could get more of technology, it would be brilliant! We only get two periods
a week’ (male, Year 10).

In summing up the impact of the breadth and balance of the curriculum on
pupils® internalisation, it should be acknowledged again that although an
association with their level of engagement has continually emerged in the data,
the direction of causality here is uncertain — whether pupils are disengaged
and consequently feel the curriculum is unbalanced, or whether they feel the
curriculum is unbalanced and are consequently disengaged. Equally, the
balance of the curriculum could be just one of many factors which influence
pupils’ level of engagement. Chapter 7, for example, will show the importance
of enjoyment,
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2.7 Summary

At the outset of the chapter, we noted that a broad, balanced and common curricular
entitlement was widely accepted to be one of the prime justifications for the
introduction of the NIC. However, evidence on the time allocated by the 51 schools
to different subject areas established that whilst schools may work to a common
framework (curriculum as specified), at the level of implementation (curriculum
as planned) the NIC did not exist as a single entity. In reality, schools offered
pupils a variety of NI curricula rather than a common NI curricular entitlement.
Overall, languages were prone to the greatest variation, but musie, technology,
RE, PE and art were each allocated widely varying amounts of time depending on
the school.

Further analyses of the Year 10 data revealed six main types of curricula, which
were closely allied to particular types of school. For the most part, these different
types of curricula were provided by schools which pupils attended largely according
to their religious orientation and performance in the Transfer Test (for English,
maths and science) rather than on the basis of their needs, interests and aptitudes
in the particular type of curriculum they will experience.

Only four per cent of schools were meeting the minimum percentage time
allocations suggested by NICC (1991) in all subjects. Music, art, PE/games and
technology were the subjects most likely to receive less than the recommended
times. Overall, viewed from a comparative perspective, few schools could be
said to be providing a broad and balanced curriculum. Nevertheless, most teachers
generally approved of the overall breadth and balance in the NIC and their school’s
time allocations to different subject areas. However, a sizeable group of teachers,
including several Year 7 teachers, expressed concerns about the heavy concentration
on the core academic areas and the limited time available for the “minority” subjects.

Pupils’ views on the balance of the curricuta were fairly consistent across all three
years of Key Stage 3. Pupils in general ~ but grammar school pupils in particular
— felt that too much time was spent on languages, maths and English, while too
little time was devoted to practical subjects, particularly PE, IT, the expressive
arts, home economics, health education, technology and, in Year 10, careers
education. Interestingly, it was low-engaged pupils, again especially those from
grammar schools, who were most likely to consider that academic subjects were
over-weighted and induced boredom. Such findings fuel concerns that curricula
which lack balance may be important contributors to pupil disengagement, and
ultimately disaffection.

Pupils® reasons for thinking that subjects were over-represented on the curriculum
often focused on the allocation of too many periods, topics lasting for too long
and lack of relevance. Alternatively, the main reasons proffered for believing that
several subjects received too little time were enjoyment (particularly in the early
years of Key Stage 3), relevance and impairments to the manageability and quality
of learning.

To explore perceptions of breadth in the curriculum as experienced, pupils were
asked whether there were areas that had not been covered sufficiently. Whereas
half the Year 8 pupils thought there were, in Years 9 and 10 over two-thirds believed
there were (73 and 69 per cent respectively). In each year, PE, IT, languages,
drama and PSE-related topics (including sex, drugs and health education, first
aid, life skills, child care) dominated the lst of ‘under-covered’ topics. Careers
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education and business studies were also highlighted in Year 10. Notably, more
grammar school pupils than their secondary school peers indicated that there were
areas that they felt had been insufficiently covered in their learning.

Overall, pupils sought greater breadth and better balance in the Key Stage 3
curricula.
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3. COHERENCE ACROSS THE

3.1

CURRICULUM

introduction

We start with some definitions. Weston ef al. (1992) distinguish two main types
of coherence: a coherent view of coverage across the whole curriculum and
coherence over time. We have adopted this distinction and explore the latter version
of coherence in Chapter 4 on continuity and progression. Here, we consider the
former type, namely lateral coherence.

Hargreaves (1991) offers a definition of coberence that matches our current inferest
in lateral connections across the curriculom: ‘Coherence is about the way the
curriculum as a whole hangs together, When a curviculum is coherent, the various
parts of the curriculum have a clear and explicit relationship with one another.
The curriculum has a rationale and can be planned so that the many different
parts fit together to make it a whole’ (p.33). He goes on to differentiate between
content coherence and experiential coherence. The former ‘is about the
relationships between the knowledge and skills involved in the curriculum’ (p.33)
from a curriculum design perspective, while the latter denotes ‘coherence as it is
experienced in the routine world of the classroom by both teachers and pupils’

(p-34).

Clearly, in the light of the aims set for this project, this study is primarily concerned
with pupils’ and teachers’ experiential coherence. It follows Hargreaves’ (1987)
proposal that coherence in the curriculum can only be understood in terms of
pupils’ responses to what the curriculum offers. From the pupil perspective,
curriculum is actively constructed rather than passively received. In particular,
we explore here pupils” constructions of between- or across-subject coherence,
rather than within-subject coherence, which is given more consideration in the
next chapter.

Drawing on an article by Buchmann and Floden (1992), Rudduck ef al. (1994,
p.199) point to another useful delineation: coherence as the ‘tidying of the rough
edges of knowledge’ to minimise all incongruities, as opposed to a view of
coherence that allows loose ends and ambiguities to remain in a state of creative
tension.

Unlike the other curriculum design principles considered in this research (e.g.
breadth, balance and relevance), coherence across the curriculum has not attracted
widespread approbation as an essential or even desirabie feature of an effective
curriculum. In England, policies on lateral coherence have had something of a
roller-coaster ride. Hargreaves (1990) has noted that the concept of coherence,
having been recommended by the HMI in the early 1980s, was ‘quietly dropped’
by the DES towards the end of that decade. The HMI report (DES. HMI, 198%)
did not include coherence as a desirable characteristic of a well-designed
curriculum. Notwithstanding this, the National Curriculum Council (NCC) was
charged by the DES to build coherence into the curriculum: ‘NCC will have g
main responsibility for ensuring that elements of the statutory National Curviculum
[it together in the whole curviculum so that the parts support each other and make
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a coherent whole’ (DES, 1989, para.9.4). The NCC responded by publishing
guidance on planning for the whole curriculum (NCC, [989 and 1990), but, since
then, further developments in this area are hard to find.

In NI, an aitempt was made in the initial design of the NIC to group individual
subjects into broader categories called ‘Areas of Study’. This framework is
illustrated below.

R R R R R A
Areas of Study

English Mathematics
English : Mathematics
English Literature :
Science and Technology The Environment and Society
Science History :
Biology Geography 5
Chemistry Local Studies ‘
Physics ; Community Studies
Technology and Design Political Studies
Craft, Design and Technology ; Business Studies
Home Economics Road Traffic Studies
Creative and Expressive Studies Langunage Studies
Art and Design : French
Music German
Drama ; Italian
PE Spanish
Media Studies : Irish

Classics

S R R

e G

To explore pupils’ experience and perceptions of coherence in the curriculum,
each interview with the pupils in the case-study schools incloded the item: ‘Again,
thinking of all you have done this term, can you think of any times when what vou
have been doing and learning in one subject linked up with or was like something
vou have done in another subject?’ Probes appropriate to the first response then
foliowed along the lines of *What were the subjects that linked up?* and “How did
they link up?’. A further question was then put: ‘“How does it make you feel when
links like these happen?’ with probes on whether it helps their learning or is
perceived to be boring. The post-observation interviews with pupils contained
similar questions, and additional relevant data were collected through the pupil
pursuit observations and some diagrammatic tasks. The annual pupi] questionnaires
included two items that related to coherence across the curriculum (all these are
described below).

To complement the pupil perceptions, the teacher interview schedule included
items on whether the teaching of their subject made reference to other areas of the
curriculum, whether they felt that pupils perceived links across the curriculum
and whether coherence across the curriculum was educationally desirable. The
school questionnaires invited schools to describe any cross-curricular policies.

The results from these various sources are discussed below,
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3.2 Curriculum as specified

3.2.1 Pupils on coherence in the curricuium as specified

Pupils’ accounts displayed hardly any awareness of the whole or even part of the
curriculum as specified. The NIC as set out in the statutory orders and guidance
to teachers was not evident in pupils” frames of reference. Furthermore, although
some pupils constructed configurations of subjects that implicitly resembled the
groupings set out in the Areas of Study framework, the concept of ‘ Areas of Study’
as a tool for achieving some coherence in the NIC was never alluded to explicitly
by any of the pupils interviewed in the study.

3.2.2 Teachers on coherence in the curriculum as specified

It is not surprising that pupils displayed no awareness of ‘Areas of Study’, as their
teachers hardly referred to them either. The concept was noticeable by its absence
in teachers’ accounts of the work and curriculum covered each term. Overall,
only eight of the 113 teachers interviewed mentioned Areas of Study at all and the
vast majority of these references were associated with issues concerning breadth,
balance and pupil choice; none referred to them in connection with coherence.
None of the Year 7 teachers referred to the term. In most respects, the Areas of
Study framework appeared to have a very low profile in teachers’ thinking and
seemed to have had minimal impact on curriculum planning and implementation
in schools. Moreover, no other central policies on coherence or cross-curricular
skills were mentioned by teachers.

3.3 Curriculum as planned

3.3.1 Pupils on coherence in the curriculum as planned

Pupils were not aware of any planned coherence in the courses offered by schools.
Virtually the only references to the schools’ organisation of cross-curricular issues
occurred when, op one or two occasions, pupils wondered out loud whether teachers
of different subjects had planned to be covering a similar topic at the same time or
whether the similarities had cropped up purely by chance. It would seem that if
teachers do coordinate some cross-curricular approaches, they do not share those
plans with the pupils, nor involve them in the planning process. Only one Key
Stage 3 teacher said that they tried to make such links explicit to their pupils,
compared with four Key Stage 2 teachers.

3.3.2 Teachers on planning for curriculum coherence

Of the five case study schools, the three non-grammar schools were more likely
than the two grammar schools to have written policies and management structures
for attempting to increase coherence through cross-curricular approaches. One
secondary school had set up separate working parties to develop literacy, numeracy
and IT cross-curricular strategies; another held bilateral meetings between
departments (e.g. science and maths) to coordinate schemes of work and had
conducted an audit of IT teaching; and another had established a cross-curricular
steering group.
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According to the Year 10 school survey, only 23 (55 per cent) of the 42 schools
that responded to this item said they had at least one policy for teaching some
skills across the curriculum. Secondary schools were slightly more likely to have
one than grammar schools (61 per cent of responding secondary compared with
43 per cent of responding grammar schools). The skills most frequently mentioned
in cross-curricular policies were related to IT (cited by 13 of the 23 schools with
any policy). In contrast, six schools referred to language or literacy across the
curriculum and only one school mentioned numeracy across the curriculum. In
fact, policies for PSE skills, study skills and the presentation of work were cited
more frequently than literacy and numeracy.

Interestingly, there was some evidence that the existence of such policies appeared
to be related to the frequency of pupils’ perceptions of cross-curricular learning,
at least as far as IT and PSE were concerned. Of the 34 Year 10 pupils who
volunteered IT as an example of cross-curricular leaming in the pupil questionnaire,
76 per cent were in schools with at least one skills-based cross-curricular policy.
Similarly, of the 50 Year 10 pupils who offered PSE/tutor periods as an example,
78 per cent were in schools with at least one skills-based cross-curricular policy.

Of course, to be effective, school or departmental policies need to be mediated by
individual teachers. Furthermore, it is possible that individual teachers plan and
implement their own cross-curricular approaches in the absence of any overall
school or departmental policies or planning. Thus, it is to the planning and
mediation by the individual teacher we now fun,

3.4 Curriculum as mediated
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3.4.1 Teachers on the curriculum as mediated

Although the majority of teachers considered that links across subjects did occur,
most believed that they arose without specific planning or that they were not sure
whether any planning was involved. Across the five case-study schools, only 20
teachers made it clear that they deliberately planned to bring in cross-curricular
links to their teaching. This suggests that it is more common for teachers to allow
links to occur through serendipity than to prepare for them in any planned or
coordinated way.

The strategies described by the 20 ‘integrator teachers” are worth considering, not
least because they suggest approaches that may be used to develop coherence
across the curriculum. Five were Year 7 teachers who deliberately combined
subjects in mtegrated topics, especially in such areas as history, geography and
science:

Really, on the whole, the maths and the English or the numeracy and
literacy are taught on their own, sorf of thing. There is, as I said, the
topic — the topics do lend themselves to ... it just depends what the topic
is whether it lends itself to more English and more maths, or more
geography or history, whatever, We normally tend to take a number of
topics throughout the yvear, and have geography-based or history-based,
with other strands coming off it (Year 7 teacher).

Another Year 7 teacher in a school that used part-time specialist subject teachers
emphasised the practice of coordinating topics between the different teachers.
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Strategies used by Key Stage 3 teachers included:

. sending pupils to consult with teachers of other subjects when relevant topics
or skills are addressed; ' '

. writing other areas of the curriculum into their schemes of work;

. working together on drafting schemes of work;

. using resources or books with cross-curricular link references;

. deliberately introducing other areas without consulting with their teachers;
»  gstablishing when specific skills or topics will be covered in other subjects;

«  using informal conversations with other teachers to discover how they are
teaching certain topics (extending this by observing one another’s lessons
was not mentioned);

° sequencing the teaching of a related skill or topic in relation to its coverage
in other subjects:

We have certainly reduced the amount of time we need to take to teach
basic concepts, as a result of very little time spent in discussion with
the science department. We have certainly been able to short circuit
the length of time it takes to feach energy and control .. ... ... We
could work from an assumed knowledge because science had covered
it. We could progress much more quickly. We did the same kind of
thing with Year 8 electronics (technology teacher).

«  direct liaison with other teachers, particularly with I'T teachers, over classtoom
implementation:

w. S0 what I did was, I had a meeting with (IT teacher} to see what
second vears had done, what their level was, so that I could then, sort
of. build on that. And he then built into part of their scheme, the idea
of the computer art programmes and the different skills that I said I
would need. So, he has put them through that {art teacher).

Without such strategies, each subject appeared to be mediated in isolation from
each other — except perhaps continuities (and possibly discontinuities) that arose
through serendipity; as one teacher put it: ‘We all seem to run on little parallel
tracks and in reality they should be crossing, but in reality its not happening.’
The physical layout of the school and remoteness of certain departments were
seen by some teachers as militating against cross-curricular cooperation. One
believed that it made liaison difficult, and another that it accentuated pupils’ subject-
based perceptions of the curriculum. Others reported obstacles centred on ‘the
tunnel vision® of some teachers; insufficient training and capability to incorporate
other areas of the curricutum (particularly relevant to IT); pressures {o improve
subject-based examination results; and competition between subjects vying for
pupils, resources and status.

Notwithstanding these difficulties, virtually all teachers felt that their teaching
involved links with other subjects, even if the majority made no attempt (o
deliberately incorporate them into their courses. Perceptions of cross-curricular
links were most frequently voiced by teachers of German, PE, home economics,
technology, and, most markedly, IT. English and maths teachers followed close
behind this group. Teachers of music, drama, art and science were least likely to
register links with other subjects. Most interestingly, while teachers of many
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subjects nominated links to science, science teachers did not seem to perceive,
and perhaps even value, links with other subjects — & kind of self-contained
exclusivity in science seemed to prevail. In such instances, it appeared that low-
status subjects attempted to enhance their standing by claiming continuities with
high-status subjects, which perhaps had fewer incentives to claim links with the
lower-status subjects. The tendency for the core skills to reside in the high-status
subjects is an alternative explanation, though the case of graphicacy is then an
anomaly, because it would suggest that science teachers would recognise a need
to relate to art. The subjects to which most others felt they related were geography,
maths, history, science and English. In contrast, subjects with which few other
subjects felt they linked were art, French and home economics. The type of school
was not a significant factor here.

Some teachers, especially primary but rarely grammar school teachers, said that
they drew pupils’ attention to cross-curricular links. However, the classroom
observations revealed little evidence of this practice, particularly at Key Stage 3,
and as a result, pupils were generally unaware of whether or not teachers were
conscious of continuities across the curriculum.

3.5 Curriculum as experienced
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3.5.1 Observing the curriculum as experienced

By way of exploring coherence across the curriculum as experienced by pupils,
the classroom observations conducted as part of the day-long pupil pursuits have
been examined for evidence of experiential coherence. This has focused on the
28 whole days of observed lessons (and accompanying interviews) in each year
of Key Stage 3 at the five case-study schools. Four main interpretative points
have emerged from this analysis.

Firstly, pupils’ experience of the whole curriculum was strongly compartmentalised
and bounded into subject categories, In terms of lateral coherence, the overriding
characteristic of all the observed days was the pronounced contrast between two
types of narrative experienced by pupils. One related to their sense of the sequence
of events as they moved from lesson to lesson: the story of the day. Another arose
out of the internal genealogy and projected future of each subject’s unfolding
lessons: the story of the subject. The latter was generally a very strong narrative,
while the former was almost invariably very weak, at least in terms of carrying
forward skills, knowledge, issues and so on from one lesson to the next throughout
the story of the day. Accordingly, puptls were very adept at making numerous
role transformations as they cast off the mental and linguistic narrative of one
subject to quickly engage that of another, with no expectation of having to carry
anything forward from one to the next. The following example was typical.

Brief outline of pupil pursuit of Year 8 class

8.55 Registration Pupils are given information about the school newsletter, a
disco, carol service and arrangements for the week. Register
is taken.

9,10 Maths Pupils work from textbook chapter on areas and perimeters,
while the teacher gives individual help. Homework, marked
as class, involves conversion of metres into centimetres.
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9.5¢ PSE Pupils recap on a visit by the NSPCC, and class discussion
Jfocuses on the importance of not missing breakfast, being
sensitive to pupils labelled ‘stinkin’, men doing housework,
what members of their families do at home, telling an adult
about child abuse or ill-health and the work of the NSPCC.
Pupils are asked to design a poster for the NSPCC. Also,
they are constantly reminded to look after their belongings.

10.30 Geography Pupils watch a video about the weather and seasons called
‘Savage Skies” on the effects of strong winds and heavy
rains. They also consider how people s moods are affected
by the weather. '

11.30 Art Pupils plan the making of 3D faces with a variety of
expressions, using different found’ materials they have
brought from home.

12.10 English Pupils work in groups summarising (often with visual
imagery) a list of events in presentations devised in the last
lesson based on g novel set in the Second World War.

1.25 Technology Following a lecture on the nature of the project, pupils do
some putline designs for a desk tidier.

2.80 Science Having been reminded that in their last lesson they made
copper sulphate carbons, pupils watch an experiment on
mixing chalk with water to make a ‘mixture’, then move o
do their own experiments on filtration, which the teacher
writes up with them as an experiment.

2.40 German Pupils do oval reading fests individually with the teacher
or the assistant, while rest of class read books (look at the
pictures) in German.

This day serves to illustrate the substantial number of topics pupils have to deal
with in a day and the pace at which they have to switch from one to the other.
Perhaps, immediately shutting out what happened in each of the previous lessons
is an effective way of coping with what otherwise may be experienced as a torrent
of disconnected areas of learning. Although two teachers during the day made
brief passing references to other subjects (i.e. one asking the pupils if they had
covered a topic in science, the other advising them to get help from their English
teacher), each lesson was totally self-contained and well-insulated from anything
that had happened before the period concerned. Post-observation interviews with
three pupils who experienced this day confirmed that they were not aware of any
continuities between the lessons.

Observers of other days noted that the main narrative in the story of the day was
certainly not the content of any learning, but perhaps class mood and bebaviour
patterns (e.g. so that noisy and disruptive behaviour could spill over into the
following lesson). For the most part, teachers concentrated on developing the
internal narrative and very rarely did they draw attention to links and continuities
with other subjects. Thus, overall, the pupils’ experience of learning across the
whole curriculum was extremely episodic, rather like watching five hours of
television made up of half-hour episodes of different soaps — each with their own
internal narratives and character histories, but with nothing connecting them
together.
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Secondly, the fragmented, disconnected and episodic experience of the whole
curriculum was largely standard across the five schools, though slightly more
allusions to other subjects were made by secondary school teachers than their
grammar school counterparts. Such allusions were also siightly more likely in
Year 8 than in Year 10, when Key Stage 3 tests and examinations seemed to
strengthen still further the insulated nature of subject-bounded learning.

Thirdly, however limited and partial their perspectives may be, pupils have a greater
experiential awareness of the actual continuities across subjects than their teachers.
Unlike their teachers, for example, pupils knew when they had experienced similar
learning tasks in different lessons throughout the same day: drawing in both art
and technology, drawing posters in English and home economics, working on a
computer in IT and then in English, drawing graphs in history then maths, and
writing in many subjects. Occasionally, pupils also identified continuities in the
content or skills being addressed in different subjects on the same day: for one
girl, animals and the signs of life in science related to her project work in English
later in the day; another girt saw links in two consecutive lessons:

In home economics, when we did about some people spending too much.
and then being in debt and having to cut back for a while. That sort of
connected with RE, about some people being very snobby about the
rich and about the poor, and about how the rich never seem to get in
debt because they have so much money fo just go on to. So,  think they
are connected (female, Year 9).

Several more were able to offer continuities between their experiences on the
observed day and carlier work in other subjects: eco-systems in geography and
science; pollution in RE and geography; and as one Year 8 pupil said: ‘Science
links with RE because today we are going to be watching a video on growth and
development, and that s what we are doing in science. We have just finished it in
science. We ave just starting it in RE. Although 1t was not possible to establish
for certain that teachers were unaware of the continuities being experienced by
their pupils, teachers made no explicit references to these links in the observed
lessons and pupils generally believed that their teachers were not conscious of
them:

Interviewee: The maths we were doing — distance, time and speed, making a wee
triangle type shape, equation thing — we had done that in physics
before Christmas.

Interviewer: Did the maths teacher refer to that connection?

Interviewee: No, she didnt know about it (female, Year 9).

Fourthly, many valuable opportunities to construct creative connections and extend
learning between the skills, knowledge and intefligences offered by different
subjects passed by unnoticed and untapped for both teachers and learners. Several
examples of unrecognised but potential connections on the same day could be
chosen, but three can suffice.

«  The first involved Year 8 pupils in dance, music and maths: in dance, they
had to chant out mumbers to the rhythms of different dance steps; in music,
as part of appreciating rhythm, the pupils had ‘to perform a song together
without the words, just marking the rhythm with their arms, slapping their
knees and patting their shoulders ... slap left slap right slap cross slap click’;
in maths, the pupils had to measure shapes such as polygons using rulers
and compasses. None of the interviewed pupils volunteered the obvious
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connection between dance and music; similarly, the opportunity to compare
units of measurement in visual linear terms in maths with those in sound and
movement in music and dance was not recognised, nor used, by teachers or

pupils. '

. In the second example, Year 9 chemistry and geography lessons both included
expositions of the differences between data description (‘results’) and
interpretations (‘conclusions’), the former using experiments in the natural
sciences on air vacuums and suction, the latter examining data in the social
sciences on people’s travel preferences. Thus, a potential opportunity to

“consider thinking skills and scientific method across the curriculum went

‘begging.

«  In another Year 8 example, the processes of studying characterisation could
have been reinforced by linking a history lesson, which looked at the portrayal
in different sources of Thomas 3 Becket, with an English lesson, which
included character description in a novel. Once again, the pupils were not
offered any help to develop or internalise insights from these experiences —
gained in the same day, but constructed separately.

3.6 Curriculum as internalised

3.6.1 Pupils’ perceptions of coherence and the whole
curriculum '

Questionnaire data: learning across the curriculum

Not surprisingly, given the bounded nature of the curriculum as experienced, pupils
tend to see the whole curriculum and their learning within it predominantly in
subject categories. As an indication of this, the pupils’ vocabularies used in
responses to a question asked at the start of each of the annual questionnaires (i.e.
before any notion of ‘subjects’ had been presented) are interesting. The question
was: ‘Looking at all the things you have done in the first/second/third year at this
school, what are the mest important things you have learned?’ In each year, just
under three-quarters of the pupils (Year 8: 73 per cent; Year 9. 72 per cent; Year
10: 69 per cent) offered views of their learning and the curriculum that were either
solely or partly constructed in subject categories. Approximately half of the sample
relied totally on subject categories, compared with about a quarter (Year 8: 25 per
cent; Year 9: 24 per cent; Year 10: 28 per cent) who couched their responses
purely in some form of overarching perspective. Thus, signs of any appreciable
shift over the Key Stage 3 phase towards more overarching and less subject-based
constructions of the whole curriculum were negligible.

There was no evidence that the use of overarching perspectives rose in line with
acadermic attainment. For example, a slightly greater proportion of high-attaining
Year 10 pupils (73 per cent) answered the question either wholly or partly in
subject categories than the low-attaining group (63 per cent). Similarly, the high-
attaining group (24 per cent) were marginally less likely to respond solely through
overarching perspectives than their low-attaining peers (31 per cent).

1t is also revealing to consider the type of overarching perspectives used by some

pupils. Table 3.1 shows that in Year 8, the main overarching perspectives on
learning and the curriculum were associated with references to perceived changes
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Tabie 3.1

in personality and self-image (e.g. ‘7 have become more self-confident’, ‘I worry
less’, ‘I've learnt to have more responsibility’, “I'm more adult’ and ‘I gef on
better with other pupils™). Since nominations of this category fall quite appreciably
in Years 9 and 10, we might conclude that the new social and curricular demands
of the first year at post-primary school seem to provide many pupils with a
particularly steep learning curve in terms of developing their sense of self and
others. In Year 9, the most frequently registered overarching category was
internalising morals and norms about good behaviour (e.g. *... not to smoke or
take drugs’, ‘I must be friends with other people’ and °. .. fo respect other 5 views’).
In Year 10, learning revision strategies and the values associated with examinations
and assessment, closely aligned to the new category of selecting GCSE courses,
were the most commonly used reference points for cross-curricular learning. (High-
attaining pupils were more likely to use these two categories than the low-attaining
group.) Overarching allusions to changes in general attitudes towards work and
studying were a consistently strong category across all three years {(e.g, T have
learned that I must try/work hard’, * ... to think for myself’, ©... to be careful with
my work’, *... to listen more’).

Types of overarching curricular perspectives: percentages of pupils who
mentioned each category as a proportion of those who offered at least one
overarching perspective, either solely or in conjunction with subject categories
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Year 8 Year 9 ' Year 10 fﬁ

Examination, assessment, revision 15 22 39 |
Attitude/motivation to work ' 43 42 34 Z’é
Changes in personality, self-image 70 11 19 g
Moral messages about good behaviour 45 59 27 f;
Overarching skills and knowledge _ 2 8 7 f
Choosing GCSE courses - - ; 15 /
Others 3 5 7 %ﬁ
| 1,198 969 1212 .

e e B e G e e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys
The percentages do not sum to 100 per cent because respondents could give more than one answer

Most interestingly, the category that curriculum designers have assumed to be the
most appropriate building blocks for coherence across the curriculum - overarching
skills and knowledge - was mentioned by a comparatively small percentage of
pupils (with no variation according to level of attainment). This may suggest that
without explicitly helping pupils to perceive and perhaps appreciate the learning
of cross-curricalar skills and knowledge, the internalisation of common attitudes,
norms and examination-related values may represent the more widely deployed
de facto tools by which pupils construct some coherence across the whole
curriculum. The results also raise the question as to whether curriculum designers
and schools should attempt to foster coherence through setting out the desired
cross-curricular attitudes, norms and values (i.e. the covert or hidden curriculum
agenda), as well as overarching skills and knowledge.

Concept mapping the whole curriculum

That children can construct forms of lateral coherence — or the opposite of it ~
through a variety of means was well demonstrated in some diagrammatic tasks
that the interviewed pupils in four of the case study-schools were asked to complete.
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They also illustrate how the different modes of conceiving coherence (or the lack
of it) relate closely to the ways in which pupils try to make sense of the whole
curricutum, often without much explicii guidance from their teachers.

In an attempt to explore pupils’ constructions of the whole curriculum with the
aid of some visual support, some Year 8 and 10 pupils in the interview sub-sample
were requested to complete two tasks and then discuss them with the interviewer.
The two tasks were (a) to draw concept maps of the given starting-point concept:
‘Al that I can learn from school’! and (b) to sort cards with the names of their
subjects written on into no more than five groups. Since the former made no
assumptions about the use of subject nomenclature to frame whole curriculum
perceptions, that task was administered first. The completed maps and groupings,
along with their written or verbal explanations, were then analysed in order to
elicit the nature of pupils’ classification systems.

From both tasks, three main types of mental maps of the whole curriculum emerged,
roughly with equivalent frequencies:

¢  images of contrasting value and usefuiness;
¢  common content knowledge across subjects; and

- &  images of practical and academic curricula.

Each of these is described in turn.

- Imiages of centrasting value and usefulness

Pupils who displayed these mental maps grouped subjects or constructed
frameworks of the whole curriculum based on perceptions of different subjects’
relative usefulness and/or importance. One pupil, for example, divided up the
curriculum into two main categories: ‘subjects that will give you a good job when
yvou grow up” and ‘subjects that are smaller’. Others classified subjects by their
different currency values: for ‘jobs’, ‘business requirements’, ‘careers’ and
‘hobbies’. As an illustration of this classification system, a Year 8 girl grouped
her subjects as follows:

S s

S S A o B

Frénah science, home economics, | 1 think all will be usefil in the future, and useful for most jobs.
IT, maths En lish '

koA

AH will be qutte useful in rhe ﬁ;ture just dependmg on what]
. want to do as a living (she was interested in a music-reated
career) But I tkink you need to leam them anyway.

History, RE Only really usefu-l if you want to do it for your job, Its
: interesting and I enjoy it, but I don t think it will help me in the
Juture.

Music, geography, PE/games

Technology, art Make thmgs in both And both could be hobb;es m the ﬁ,tmre

Pastoral ¢ Justabit of fun, doesn t rea!ly z‘eczch me anyrhmg. Ity a bit
' 5 - fike a free period

S S A

Concept maps are hierarchical diagrams that allow the maps” author to show how concepts relate to each other
through linking words and lines (Novak and Godwin, 1984; Sizmur, 1994). They can be used as research tools, as
well as valuable techniques in a pupil’s repertoire of study skiils. Since it could not be assumed that the pupil
interviewees were familiar with the technique, the interviewers had to devote a large part of the interview to
explaining the basic procedures. Before being introduced to the concept in question, pupils were encouraged to
draw a practice map of the concepts ‘foed” or “buildings’.
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Cemmon confent knowledge across subjects

This way of mapping the curriculum used commonalities between subjects: for
example, pupils saw scale and coordinates in maths and geography; history and
RE deal with the past; CDT and art involve drawing; and grammar in English,
French and Irish. Two or three pupils constructed faculty-based maps that had a
semblance of the Areas of Study framework about them.

Images of practical and academic curricula
In the third of the main classification systems, pupils split the whole curriculum

into two broad dichotomous categories: ‘practical’ and ‘academic’. Other polarised

terms {o describe a similar perception were ‘active® and ‘ron-active’, ‘physical’
and ‘theory’, and ‘practical’ and ‘desk work’. A few pupils inserted a ‘both’
category between them. Typically, the former contained PE, technology, art, music
and home economics, while the latter included English, maths, science, modern
langunages and history.

One interesting feature of at least two of these ways of classifying the whole
curriculum — the first and third — is that far from helping learners *to cohere’ the
curriculum, in the sense of assisting them to pull together its different elements,
they may encourage them to do the opposite, namely to push it apart. Thus, they
may lead to curricular fission rather than fusion. Held by at least two-thirds of the
pupils who completed the tasks, these two mental maps may give rise to attitudes
that could have demotivating influences on leaming across the curriculum. For
example, seeing subjects like English, maths and science as academic and non-
practical or confining art and PE to hobby status could not only hamper cross-
curricular learning, but adversely affect the approaches and motivation to learning
in these areas.

Questionnaire data: perceived links

Although the concept maps and the first item in the questionnaires provided
interesting insights, it has to be acknowledged that their interpretative value is
limited because they are based on indirect evidence (e.g. questions on the relative
importance of pupil learning may not have been an appropriate trigger for eliciting
valid constructs of cross-curricular thinking). Thus, in order to explore more
directly pupils’ perceptions of learning across subjects, each of the three annnal
questionnaires included the item: ‘Try to think of an example when what you did
or learnt in one subject linked up what vou did or learnt in another subject or
subjects — (a) what were the subjects that linked up? (b) please could you tell us
how they linked up?’

In each year, approximately four out of every five pupils (80 per cent) perceived
at least one link. The frequencies with which the pupils nominated the leading
links between subjects are displayed in Table 3.2,

These results display a number of important features:

. the consistently high frequency with which science and geography as 4 linked
pair were nominated in each of the three years;

° the prevalence of science in the most frequently cited links (e.g. science isin
the top five for Year 10, yet paradoxically, science teachers mentioned making
links least);

. the increased frequencies over Key Stage 3 given to maths/science, science/
home economics and science/RE;
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Table 3.2

Frequency of most commonly perceived links between subjects by year group:
percentages of responses (in rank order of the Year 10 results)

e S O
&

Year 8 Year Year 16
% : % %
Science/peography 15 14 15
Maths/science -5 o7 9
Science/home economics 3 'k 8
Science/technology 10 8 5
Science/RE ' 2 5 5
History/RE 4 13 5
History/geography 7 6 5
Maths/physics 1 2 5
English/history 3 2 4
Technology/art 5 3 3
Maths/geography 7 2 2
Biclogy/home economics 0 1 2
English/RE 1 1 2
Physics/technology <l - i 2
Chemistry/geography <1 i I
English/drama 2 1 1
Geography/economic awareness 6 0 i
French/Spanish 1 H 13
RE/PSE <1 i 1 2
Maths/technology 1 i L i;f
Maths/IT 1 1 1 .
Home economics/RE <1 1 <1 E;
French/Irish 2 1 <} i
& English/maths 2 <] <1 %
N 2,090 2,086 .

S e S B e A R B s e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, ¢ and 10 Pupil Surveys

+  the declining frequencies of science/technology and maths/geography;

= therelatively high scores for certain links in particular years — notabiy, history
and RE in Year 9, maths and physics in Year 10, maths and geography in
Year §; : :

« . the very timited number of references to IT;
o the paucity of references to the arts, particularly music;

£ i)y and large pupils’ pcrccptidns of links between subjects reflected the Areas
of Study framework; and '

«  the capacity of pupils to perceive cross-curricular links was evident when

they are encouraged to focus explicitly upon them; however, without guidance

-and support they may tend to see these in terms of content knowledge rather
than skills.

Some variations in the perceived links were related to the type of pupil responding
and the different curricula they experienced. In the Year 10 data, for example,
grammar school pupils were much more likely to volunteer examples of links that
included separate science subjects and modern languages; and slightly more likely
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Table 3.3

Year 8 : Year 9 . Year 10
Types of cross-subject links % Yo : Y i
nCA stvieiotitoisbolivirer. Aoviemesinnn SO DA ST
Non-specific similar coverage il 6 i0 gff
Literacy skills and topics 4 1 1 i
Numeracy skills and topics 9 8 13 é
Drawing/graphicacy skills and topics 13 8 8
Languages {vocabulary, grammar) 2 2 : 2
Similar knowledge, concepts or topic : 48 : 67 3 57 .
Similar broad skills (e.g. ICT, self-expression) | 1 ‘ 1 ] 3 i
Similar learning processes (e.g. role play) 6 . 5 3 %
Similar moral messages (e.g. don’t smoke/drink) 1 1 1 |
Others 4 3 2 2
N= 2,012 2,063 .
e e S

72

to cite technology, drama and maths. On the other hand, secondary school pupils
were more likely to mention links involving IT, economic awareness/business
studies, English and PSE. Analyses by levels of academic attainment revealed

similar patterns.

As a peneral rule, there was very little evidence that the existence of school cross-
curricular policies made any significant difference to the frequencies with which
different subjects were nominated. As reported earlier, the main exceptions to
this were IT and PSE/form periods in Year §, which were nominated more

frequently in schools with relevant policies than those without them.

The responses to the second part of the questionnaire item (* Please could you tell
us how they linked up?”) were used to develop a coding frame of categories
depicting different types of perceived links and similarities. All the descriptions
were coded according to this frame, and the resulting frequencies are set out in

Table 3.3.

Types of cross-subject links perceived by pupils: percentages of pupils
describing links

S B e e ]

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, % and 10 Pupil Surveys
Diue to rounding, the percentages may not sum to 100 per cent

R
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Clearly, the striking finding for all three years is that commonalities in content
knowledge (i.e. ‘similar knowledge, concepts or topic’) represents the dominant
mode through which learners construct continuities between subjects. {Links
embracing the subjects of science, geography and history in Year 9 were heavily
associated with similarities of content knowledge.) To what extent is this due'to
the manner in which the curriculum is specified or the way in which it is planned
and mediated? In comparison, there were significantly fewer references to skills-
based perceptions of cross-subject links. In particular, the very low number of

allusions to literacy skills was especially surprising given that language across

the curriculum policies were one of the few areas where attempts have been made
to address the need for cross-curricular coherence (English, history and RE were
the main contributors), Numeracy skills attracted more nominations (particularly
related to maths, science and geography in Year 8), though here it is noteworthy

that as many (Years 8 and 9) pupils mentioned drawing/graphicacy skills
(predominantly in maths, science, technology, geography and art). Also noticeable
is the lack of references to ICT and thinking skills.
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Interwew data. percerved links

The questionnaire finding that the majority of pupils were able to identify
continuities across the curriculum was corroborated by the interview data: across
all the interviews between Year 7 and Year 10, for every occasion a pupil could
not identify a link between the subjects, there were almost three occasions when
pupils did. Relative to the post-primary years, Year 7 pupils were especially prolific
in volunteering continuities across the curriculum, both in terms of the number of
pupils offering examples and the number of examples given. Throughout the four
years, girls were more likely than boys to nominate links, particularly in Years 7
and 10.

The interview data produced interesting evidence to indicate that pupils’ capacity

‘to identify commonalities in their learning across the curriculum was related to
their levels of academic attainment. Furthermore, it appeared that this relationship
strengthened with each year as the pupils progressed from Year 7 to Year 10.
Thus, for example, in Year 10, while only one in five high-attaining pupils did not
perceive any cross-curricular links in their learning, half of the pupils in the Jowest
of the three attainment bands did not see any such links. AtYear 7, the respective
ratios were one in ten compared with one in four. Although less marked, similar
differences emerged when grammar school pupils were contrasted with secondary
school pupils. These results may suggest that lower-attaining pupils have greater
difficulties perceiving continuities in their learning across the curriculum as the
work associated with most subjects becomes progresswely more demanding.

Although broadly corisistent with the parallel questionnaire results (see Table 3.2),
the foremost subjects in the cross-curricular links imentioned in the interviews
show some significant changes between Year 7 and Year 10. In the last year of
primary school, it was subjects in the humanities that were cited most: English,
history and art. ‘In Year 8, the humanities were alluded to less frequently and the
four principal subjects had become maths, geography, science and English. In
Year 10, the shift from humanities to sciences continued apace, with scrence and
geography recervmg many more nominations than other sub;eots

The following table illustrates the types of commonalities described in themost
frequent links {set out in the same order as the ranking in Table 3.2). As shown

below, there were copious references to different types of linkage between science

and geography

T o B a0 S R A R ST T
Science/geography . Wedid space in geography and space in physics {female, Year 8).

in geography and science, we are doing about river basins, but before
that we did a wee bit on the water cvcle (male, Year 8).

Sometimes geography and science, just about different things like
thermometers, about the ground, the earth and things like that (male, Year 9).

i Chemistry, learning aboui evaporation and things like that, and then in
geography, we were also doing that (female, Year 9).

Well, geography seems to kave linked up with a few things, We did water
% in geography, the water cycle, and then just water, and then we did that
in chemistry as well (female, Year 9).

Only in science when we were doing about the eco-system, which we had
been doing in geography (maie, Year 9).

3 Pﬁf&’%\-‘t{‘e‘-*ek’»:5“)’t“\\&’:é«&%‘*&%&ﬁ?@&*ﬂ‘&m*&m%%\&%ﬁ"t‘ﬁ&’iﬁ&ﬁx&?‘ﬁ,&ﬁ.@ﬁ»\h

j Well, pollution, with the biology and the bit in geography (male, Year 9).
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Science/geography
{continued)

WA AT ST MIONE TMIN HHON LW

In science and we were doing that in geography (female, Year 10).

i Probably geography and science, because we are doing about the

¢ because biology at the moment, we are doing about habitats and things
i (fernale, Year 10).-

Geography and science would link up because you are doing about the
= rock creation and the rock cycle and things that kill the plants and things

i In geography, we are doing about photosynthesis, and in science, we
¢ would sometimes do about that as well (female, Year 10).

_; We were doing about soil fypes in geography, and in science, we were
doing about limegtones and things like that and adding them to the soil.

: they joined on (female, Year 10).
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We did about acid rain and stuff when we were doing about the elements

rainforest, and stuff, doing about habitats and all. And in science,

like that, and you are doing the same in geography (female, Year 10).

Andwe were doing about minerals and rocks in them both as well. So,

Maths/science.

- Int maths, we do about finding out distances and speeds and times, and in
- science, we do that there as well — in physics we do that there too
 (female, Year 10). '

Probably in science, because we were doing a lot of graph work and stuff

. Maths and science, because we were are doing about Pythagoras §

¢ and stuff (fernale, Year 10).

" i probably have to measure the angle the light would come off (tale, Year 10).

Maybe in maths and science, doing equations like ... equal something.
You do that in maths as well, X = Y (male, Year 9).

in science, s0 we were, and we done a lot in maths as well (female, Year 10),
theorem, and we were talking about that in science too, about formulas

Probably maths and science. Like in science where we have been doing
light and how if would bounce off. say, a mirror, but in maths, we would

R S N R

benefit sometimes (male, Year 9).

Home economics and sclence. Science, we learn about food groups, and
in home economics, we learn about food {male, Year 9).

In home econoinics when you are doing about the electricity, you would
be doing that in science at roughly the same time, 5o it might be fo your

i Physics and technology are pretty similar because you are looking at
; circuits and that (male, Year 10).

In science, we did energy ... where energy comes from and then technology,
we had just about come to the end of the fopic on energy (male, Year 8).

Yes, the sciences, I was saying about the vesistors. Thatk exactly what we'
are doing in technology, because we are making the wee Christmas card
and there's a wee resistor and a circuit breaker in the back (female, Year 8).

R T R B

Science/
home economics
g
% Science/technology
s
;# .
’ Histery/geography

¢ In geography, we are doing about industries and industrial revolutions
 sometimes, and we done that there in history again, so we did (male, Year 10).

English/history

74

& The history and the novel Iink up with the war time and then we 're
¢ having a novel on them about the war and evacuees (Year 7).

- Well, we 're doing about the famine again and the teacher reads stories

about it (female, Year 7).

R S R

R
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In order to explore whether or not pupils repeated the same linked subjects each
time they were interviewed, the seven interviews from a quarter of the interview
cohort were analysed longitudinally, that is, individually rather than as a year
group. Including pupils from each of the five case study schools, this sub-sample
was selected to include pupils of varying attainment and engagement levels, gender
and school type. It was clearly established that there was much variation in the
subjects selected by each pupil from interview to interview. Also, there was
generally much variation in the number of links proposed in different interviews.
These results support the view that pupils’ responses represented genuine
indications of the most personally significant cross-curricular experiences recalled
by them at the end of the term in question.

3.6.2 Pupils on the value of coherence and links across the
curriculum ' '

Questionnaire data: the value of links

As a follow-up question to the item that invited pupils to describe any perceived
links across subjects, each of the annual questionnaires asked pupils: ‘Did these
links help you with your learning?® In each year, a solid majority affirmed that
the reported links had helped their learning: Year 8: 80 per cent of those describing
a link; Year 9: 77 per cent; Year 10: 83 per cent. These results were found to be
consistent across all types of pupils and schools.

The most frequently cited reason for valuing cross-curricular links suggested that
they helped pupils learn in more depth or more detail, develop a better
understanding and aid their progress. Other benefits focused on assisting the
memory by recapping information and helping with revisions or examinations.
(High-attaining pupils, grammar school pupils and middle-class pupils were shightly
more likely to proffer all these explanations, rather than offer unspecified positive
responses. )

The fact that most pupils found cross-curricular links and continuities beneficial
to their learning would seem to provide a strong argument against applying 2
reductionist approach to coherence whereby all overlap between subjects is
minimised. '

Interview data: the value of links

The interview data produced remarkably similar findings. Overall, from all the
Year 7, Year 8, Year 9 and Year 10 interviews, positive responses to the same
question as that put in the questionnaires outnumbered negative ones by aratio of
approximately four to one. There was, however, a slight tendency for high-attaining
pupils to be more positive about cross-curricular links than low-attaining pupils.
Similarly, comparisons between grammar school pupils and secondary school
pupils indicated that, overall, grammar school pupils were more likely to give a
higher proportion of positive references than their peers in secondary schools,

Quite definitely, the main reason given for the negative feelings associated with
cross-curricular links centred on boredom, repetition, frustration, and work that
was not challenging. Although those who held negative views on links werein a
minority, the strength of their feelings and the degree of consensus amongst them
about the underlying reason for their frustration emphasise the case for not ignoring
their experiences. The other reasons for negative feelings were ‘wastes time’,
‘confusing’ and the subjects lose their individual identity:
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If you did the same work, that would be terrible ... because you do what
you need to do in class for one subject, and if vou did the same in another,
well, there'’s so much more stuff we could learn instead of doing the
same in different subjects (female, Year 10}.

Except the only thing is if it’s like slightly different like a table or
something of the cycle, then we get a bit confused (female, Year 10,
who went on to affirm that it was confusing if the teachers were not
consistent).

The main reason for positive responses focused on making the second subject
easier or knowing more about or how fo do the second subject, often implicitly
suggesting that less effort was required. Occasionally, pupils made it explicit that
links ‘save time in the second subject’. The latter categories were distinct from
the second most frequent reason, ‘improves understanding through covering twice’.
In this category, pupils often talked about gaining a deeper or more complete
understanding. Two other fairly common reasons were ‘learn more generally’
and ‘learning more through different perspective or pooling different ideas’. 1t
should be noted that if these references {o enriched learning had been added to
those that mentioned increased understanding — and there would be some
justification for doing this — they would have outnumbered references to the most
common single category, making the work easier in the second subject.

As with the questionnaire reésponses, the memory-oriented benefits, ‘repetition
helps you remember” and ‘repetition/practice leads to improvement’ , were slightly
iess well supported. The latter response was often reserved for skills-based links,
e.g. a Year 8 boy, when asked about IT links replied: ‘ Well, I suppose thats different
because that'’s skills rather than learning knowledge again, so thats using vour
skills in another thing. ' '

Other pupils referred to the benefits in self~esteem that can accrue from cross-
curricular links, ‘helps vou feel good’ or ‘increases your confidence’. A small
number felt that it stimulated greater interest or motivation in the second subject,
that it increased the relevance or status of a subject and that it helped foster
coherence across the curriculum. Further qualitative illumination of the interview
data regarding the desirability of cross-curricular leaming follows in order to
provide a more in-depth depiction of the benefits and issues raised by pupils. The
preponderance of quotations from girls is noteworthy.

As outlined above, the most common positive reason put forward was that Hnks
across the curriculum made it easier: “... you know how fo do a thing or what to
do’ in the second subject. Typical remarks classified under this category included:
‘... itk good, because you 've done it before, so you know what to do’; ... it’s far

_eqsier to do’; and ‘It s all right because once you have already done it, it will be

easier. You will know how to do it’ (all from Year 8 pupils). A Year 10 girl in a
secondary school ei;plained: ‘It s good because you, sort of, know more or less
everything. You don 't have to learn things as well, because you more or less know
everything already, because you have don'e it before’; and a Year 7 boy captured
the essence of what may be termed the ‘easy-rider’s take” on the value of cross-
curricular continuities: ‘It makes it feel a bit easier.”

~ Closely allied to this perspective was the view that cross-curricular links meant

that ‘not as much time was needed’ in a second subject: *... it doesn t take as long
a time ... a teacher can just fly through it, because you have already been learning
most of [it]” (female, Year 9). Similarly, a Year 9 girl in a grammar school put the
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‘time-saver’s case’ by maintaining that ‘... the other teacher doesn t have to spend
as much time explaining it to you, so you get more done quicker’.

The following quotation perhaps helps to illustrate the distinction between the
type of response that suggested that cross-curricular links made work easier and
the second most frequent category: ‘ You understand more through doing it twice’:

Well, you feel you know it, like, it’s not as hard to understand because you
have done it before. And, ifit was really hard and it s only the first time you
have done it, it would have been easier if vou had done a wee bit about it
before and you might understand a bit more (female, Year 10).

In many respects, this latter comment illustrates how, for this pupil, the articulation
of the benefit of increased understanding evolved out of a typical ‘easy-rider’
statement. There were many other contributions that fell under the “increased
understanding” category:

You are getting move time for it to be taught, so if it didn't get through
to you in one class then ... {female, Year 10).

Because if you have done it in one class and don 't really understand it,
but know some bits of it, and then you do it in another class, then that
teaches vou all of it and then vou know all about if (female, Year 8).

Because if you do it over again, it helps you get it more clear (male,
Year 8).

As a slightly different version of the ‘increased understanding’ category were the
references that implied, or as in these cases suggested, that cross-curricular linkage
could provide a basis or a useful background platform for work in another subject.
Examples of this ‘springboard’ perspective included:

Well, it 5 sort of helpful because in chemistry you would do things a lot
movre than you would in physics. Where you did, like, about electrons
in chemistry, we did those a lot more in depth there, and in physics we
sort of touched on that subject, but you needed to be able to understand
it {female, Year 10).

It can be useful, like a question in science might be about the angles of
light, but if you do it in maths, how to work out the angles, then itk a lot
easier in science (male, Year 10).

Well, it is helpful because it might give you sort of the base work if you
had learnt it in another subject, to go on and learn more about if in
another {female, Year 10).

Another related category that focused on enhanced learning was ‘you learn more
about the topic generally’. This was intended to capture references that alluded
to or implied ‘greater breadth’ or quantity of knowledge rather than depth as in
the above categories. Examples included:

You can learn more about it because you are having it in two lessons
{female, Year 8).

It’s good, so it is, because you are learning about the rocks. You were
learning about one thing about them in geography, and then you are
learning more about them in chemistry (female, Year 8).
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In contrast to those pupils who tended to find learning similar things in different
subjects confusing, there were those who appeared to appreciate and welcome
opportunities to explore the learning of knowledge and skills from different angles
- “triangulators’ perhaps. References of this type were coded under the category:
‘vou learn more through different perspectives or pooling ideas’. In these
explanations, puptis seem to be explicitly or implicitly recognising that knowledge

~ can be as much subjective as objective, that truth is often constructed from multiple

perspectives, and that eclecticism and synthesising insights are valuable forms of
knowledge creation. Some examples were:

Maybe sometimes it will help you and then you will understand it beiter,
if vou kind of get two sides to the story or something (female, Year 10).

You tend to look at it from a different angle so it’s actually really helpful
usually (female, Year 10,

Well, it’s strange because you have to do the same thing in two different
subjects. .., Itk good because some teachers, the English teacher might
tell vou something different to the drama ieacher, something the drama
teacher doesn 't tell you, and the drama teacher might tell you something
that the English teacher doesn't. Then you can put your ideas together
(female, Year 10).

And from a more sceptical and less enthusiastic Year 8 grammar school boy:
‘Well, I suppose it does give you a different view, but it’s basically the same thing.’

Some pupils explained the virtues of cross-curricular links more in emotional and
motivational terms. There was, for example, the ‘feel good” factor: ‘It makes you
feel a bit smarter that you know what they are talking about already’ (female,
Year 9) and ‘Its usually quite good and inferesting if you are just starting that
topic, you are confident that you know more about it’ {(male, Year 10). From the
motivational perspective, some pupils thought that continuities made learning more
interesting: “... gets further into it and sometimes it makes it more interesting’
{female, Year 10}). In a similar vein, others considered links desirable as they
brought an enjoyable aspect to an otherwise less enjoyable subject: ‘Because it’s
got a couple of subjects linked in ... and it comes to ... in maths, and it’s linked to
another subject, and you liked doing the other subject, so you like doing the maths’
{male, Year 7). These latter enjoyment-based type of comments were
disproportionately more common among Year 7 pupils.

Closely related to these motivational reasons was the category of ‘increased
awareness of relevance and importance’. Amongst these references to ‘status-
enhancing’ benefits were the following: :

Well, it reminds you of it, and at least you can say that it links up and
that there is a reason for learning the subjects in it, because there
wouldn’t be no reasons if you were just learning them for the sake of
learning them {female, Year 10).

I think it’s good because vou realise that subjects can link up, that home
economics isn't just home economics like, things can happen (female,
Year 10}.

It just, kind of, makes me think 'Oh, this must be quite an important
thing then’, if we are doing it in this subject and another subject (female,
Year 9}.

Finally, a small number of pupils alluded to the value of bﬁiiding a sense of
coherence through such linkages:
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I think it is good to see that what you are learning is relevant in one
subject as to another (male, Year 9).

I think it s really good because it sort of helps you going from one subject
to another (female, Year 9).

Before leaving the pupil interview data, it is quite instructive to consider the remarks
of those pupils who gave conditional replies to the question on whether or not
cross-curricular links were advantageous to their learning. They carry possible
implications for the ways in which learning across the curriculum may need to be
planned and mediated in order to assist pupil learning. Most of the pupils who
gave a mixed or conditional response indicated that the links were generally
considered helpful so long as they avoided becoming boring by, as often appeared
to be the case, covering exactly the same work. Hence, the important message
from these pupils was that mere duplication was tedious and unproductive, while
revisiting a skill or an area of knowledge with more depth, greater breadth or
from a different perspective was beneficial. The following comments are
iltustrative of this point of view:

It’s not helpful if it’s the same thing, but if you are doing the links that
you might do something about it in one subject, but another aspect of it
in another, it s quite interesting (female, Year 10).

Well, it was boring when we did the water device. It was good fun in
chemistry because we went quite detailed into it, but then when we did
it in geography, well, I think it must be about the fourth time I have
done about the water cycle, so it was pretty boring ... Sometimes it’s
good because it means if you didn 't really understand it, you can go
back and do it again, but then sometimes its boring (female, Year 9},

Well, sometimes you say to them [the teachers] ‘Oh, we have done this
in another class’, but they just tell us exactly the same thing and I already
know it. Even though they are told, they just do exactly the same thing
of what we do in the other subject. I thirk its quite boring if we do
exactly the same thing, but they might teach us a different way, and it
might be a better way and we will remember (female, Year 9).

To extend the analysis of the interview data, around a quarter of the pupils were
examined individually over the period of the seven interviews (rather than as a
group longitudinally). This sub-sample was selected to include pupils of varying
attainment and engagement levels, gender and school type (with some from each
school). The key overall point to emerge from this ipsative form of analysis was
the fairly high degree of variation in comments regarding the worth of links from
the same pupil over the years from interview to interview. Some pupils displayed
variation in their attitudes towards links mentioned at each interview (e.g. offering
positive and negative comments with little overall pattern) or variation in the type
of positive and negative reasons volunteered. Others exhibited greater consistency
in terms of overall positive or negative predispositions, but often with an element
of unexpected variation every now and then (e.g. the odd negative feeling thrown
in at some interviews when otherwise generally positive, or a negative aspect
expressed at the end of an increasingly positive trend). Most probably, these
variations are caused by differences in the recalled cross-curricular linkages that
occurred during the term in question.

Before concluding, we move on to consider teachers’ views on the extent to which
their pupils do or do not perceive links across the curriculum.
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3.6.3 Teachers’ perspectives

Teachers on whether pupils perceive links

Overall, it was found that the majority of the teachers interviewed believed that
their pupils were aware of cross-cwrricular links and continuities, to varying
degrees. Only 15 teachers expressed the view that they doubted whether pupils
were conscious of any links across the curricutum. Disproportionate numbers of
teachers who were not convinced that their pupils were aware of such links were
located in primary and grammar schools rather than secondary schools. Primary

* teachers, perhaps, felt that their pupils had not reached a required level of maturity
“and/or ability to perceive such links, while the grammar school scepticism may

be due to sironger subject and examination-oriented boundaries. Examples among
grammar school teachers included:

No. [ think they come into the classvoom and see this as history — a
different subject: switch off from geography, switch on to history. I am
not sure if our pupils, even at Key Stage 4, do perceive the connections
or whatever, I would be doubiful about that (history teacher).

Well, you think that they do see it until you try to do a piece of work that
in one subject involves a bit of maths, and you find that they find it
difficult to relate (home economics teacher).

In addition to the group of teachers who considered that pupils were not aware of
links, 23 teachers said they were not sure whether pupils would be or not. Again,
markedly more of these were from grammar schools than the basic ratio of grammar
school teachers to secondary and primary teachers would suggest.

In contrast, 66 teachers did believe that pupils were able to identify cross-curricular
links. Interestingly, amongst the primary teacher sub-sample, there was a tendency
to refer to pupils’ ability to transfer skills rather than recognise cross-curricular
Hnks. Confirming the trend on grammar school teachers’ perceptions of pupils’
awareness of links, the evidence revealed that there were considerably fewer
teachers in grammar schools stating a belief in pupils’ awareness of links than
would be expected. Furthermore, grammar school teachers were markedly more
likely to consider their pupils as having a subject-based view of the curriculum,
whereas all four of the teachers who sugpested that pupils have perspectives relating
to links across the whole curriculum were from secondary schools.

Looking more gpecifically at the type of comments made, older pupils were
commonly referred to as being more aware than younger ones, and to a much
lesser extent, *brighter pupils’ were sometimes mentioned as being more likely to
be aware. However, of the ten teachers who proposed this, none were to be found
in grammar schools: five were in secondary schools and five in primary schools.

Teachers on the va!ue of coherence and hnks across the curricufum

‘ P{)st-prlmary teachers

Teachers were also asked whether they felt that coherence across the curriculum
was educationally desirable. About one in six teachers were not sure whether
greater coherence across the curriculum was desirable:

I'm not convinced that it matters ... I think if they feel it’s relevant for
them, or they can relate it to the outside world, whether it relates to all
the other little boxes that are supposed to live in the outside world or
not, I don't know whether they make that maich. And I'm nof sure
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whether the subject would live or die in their minds if that match was
ever made. I'm not convinced of it — that’s all I'm saying (science
teacher).

I dont think that it is absolutely necessary or essential for effective
learning. [ think they learn effectively regardless (Spanish teacher).

Isuppose it is, but it 5 not of the utmost importance. The most important
thing is that they have the knowledge and the understanding of the
specific skill. So, it’s not really important that they can draw a flow
diagram to other subjects or whatever. It's just sometimes institutions
or departments of education seem more concerned about that than they
are about the actual content of each individual subject. They are more
concerned about drawing policies to make sure that you have links with
other subjects than making sure that their syllabus is correct in the first
place, see what I mean? It'’s subject based and that s the way it should
be. At the end of the day, education is academic and they are here to
learn, and you hope that they arve going to learn in all subjects, and so
really the fact that there are links between the subjects is just periphery.
Its not an issue (geography teacher).

Moreover, six went so far as to say that coherence was undesirable. Four of these
gave the reason that it was confusing for pupils, or certain pupils at least, to be
taught similar material from different perspectives (e.g. ‘I don ¥t think it 5 necessary
or anything, and sometimes it may cause problems if they are taught two different
ways’ — maths teacher); one suggested that repetition leads to frustration; and a
Year 7 teacher feared that the subject would lose its identity, commenting: ‘I'd
rather just do geography for geography s sake ... ... for them learning that way
rather than “Oh God, we 're just doing a test of English”.” One geography teacher
seemed to start by rejecting lateral coherence, but concluded that some form of
coherence may be degirable:

I think probably from a child’s point of view ... I was going to say the
less duplication. I am thinking more of the “Oh, we have done that’, so
from that point of view, perhaps you need to.develop a more overview of
the whole curriculum.

Running through such comments, it is possible to discern at least two notions of a
coherent overview of the curriculum: one that is designed to minimise duplication
and another that accepts overlap and attempts to use it to reinforce effective
learning. The former resembles Buchmann and Floden’s (1992) notion of
coherence as tidying up of all the loose ends.

There were nine teachers who offered qualified support to the value of links. The
most common of these was the proposal that links should be natural and not
artificially imposed, with each subject preserving its own coherence and identity.
Others would only encourage coherence across the curriculum if it did not
compromise the allegedly more important continuity and progression over time:
‘I suppose that s one of the advantages of having a subject-based model: you can
concentrate on gelting the continuity and so on’ (Year 7 teacher).

However, indicating some solid support for across subject coherence — at least in
principle — a majority of teachers (69) nominated at least one aspect of desirability.
The most common reason for the desirability of coherence was that it offers
continuity and a rounded education (from 24 teachers). Typical comments in this
category were:
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I think they should see education as broad, and then focus in on the
different subjects, but they should see that the school is, sort of, a one-
entity thing (science teacher). -

So, basically, what we are trying to do is to give them a rounding and
an understanding of what s actually going on in real life, and that things
aren’t, sort of, ring-fenced, and that there's so many things that are
playing in on their area (technology teacher).

~ The last phrase touchés on relevance, which amounted to the second most frequent
reason, namely that it increases a subject’s value or relevance across the curriculum
{from 18 teachers): '

It might be more beneficial to them if they were using computers in
another context, as well as with me. Ii probably would help them to
relate more to what a computer can do, if they ve outside of my class
using them (IT teacher).

1 think it’s to bring my own subject alive (PE teacher).

Isuppose if you link every subject, then it s more likely that every subject
will be deemed as valuable as the other, isn't it? (modern languages
teacher).

Although the numbers of subject teachers are quite small, there was still a
discernible trend for teachers of subjects other than English, maths and science to
be more likely to claim the benefit of increasing subject value and relevance across
the curriculum as a reason for the desirability of linkages. For example, four out
of seven French teachers, two of the five PE teachers and two of the five technology
teachers cited it as a reason, whereas only one out of seven English teachers, one
out of six maths teachers and none of the six science teachers did. As indicated
earlier, science teachers seem particularly focused on the internal agenda of their
own subject, with minimal attention on other areas of the curriculum.

Significantly, the first two benefits most frequently mentioned by teachers —
‘breadth and roundness’ and ‘relevance and status” — were only suggested by small
minorities of pupils. The third most common reason advanced by teachers did
receive more support from pupils, namely that cross-curricular linkages aid
understanding by providing complementary but different perspectives (from 16
teachers):

If I am teaching a subject in biology and they have been able to say to
me ‘Oh Miss, we have been taught that in geography’, I think that other
input is very valuable in terms of helping them to make a whole
understanding of what I am saving, and to see it from an alfernative
perspective {science teacher).

Less frequent reasons were that it helps pupils develop problem-solving skiils
and thereby prepares for adult life ‘which is cross-cuwrricular’ (from 12 teachers):

They don’t go out into their lives and do mathematical tasks and
geographical tasks. Life is about everything that we have learned, using
all their knowledge and skills to solve the problems, just because life is
cross-curricular, I suppose {maths teacher). -

Yes, I think it is, because a lot of careers involve two or three different
areas that they may move into and it'’s good training for life, you know.
And they themselves have sirengths in different things and it's nice to
let them see that it’s possible to pull these things together {music teacher).
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Oh yes, absolutely, more breadth. They can say 'OK, I can use what I
have learnt here. I am not starting from scratch. I can use what I have
learned somewhere else to do this.” Certainly, I think that’s a good
thing, because it shows a certain degree of application within their mind
from what they have learned to something else. I think that’s a good
thing, ves, if they are aware of it (maths teacher).

Increased motivation was cited by seven teachers, and the time-saving factor by
four. There were also ten teachers who stated that they felt all pupils benefited
from links, However, more mature or older pupils were frequently considered to
be either only or especially likely to benefit, and also, to a lesser extent, higher-
attaining pupils. Two teachers actually considered that younger pupils especially
or only benefited, and two felt that well-motivated pupils did likewise. However,
the main thrust of opinion was that all pupils benefit or older pupils in particular.

Primary teachers

Whilst primary teachers were not specifically asked about the desirability of links
across the curriculum, they were questioned about the advantages of, and the
reasons behind, their own timetabling policies, with particular regard to the issue
of how they balanced subject-based timetables as opposed to the use of integrated
topics. Although this is clearly not analogous to the question of the desirability of
links, since many links may exist in a subject-based timetabling policy, it is an
issue that is perhaps most appropriately aired here.

There was a strong preference for subject-based approaches. Of the 15 respondents
to the question, 12 indicated that the use of a subject-based timetable was desirable
in the present circumstances, often giving several reasons.

The most common reason put forward by six teachers was that a subject-based
system increased continuity and progression and could ensure a more systematic
coverage of the curriculum in each area. Perhaps reflecting the dropping of cross-
curriculum coherence in the policy documents leading up to the introduction of
National Curricula, this finding further illustrates the extent to which there is at
least a tacit acceptance amongst the teaching profession that lateral coherence
should be sacrificed in order to achieve coherence over time in the form of
continuity and progression,

Three teachers gave the NIC as a reason for adopting a subject-based approach;
three atiributed it to the Transfer Tests or other assessment policies; and three
gave the need to ensure that minor or least favoured subjects were always covered
when under pressure to fit in so much English, maths and science. Also, one
teacher felt that the system established a routine, and another that it allowed for
the provision of specialist teaching in areas in which one teacher may not be
proficient. In contrast, only three teachers expressed favour for less subject-based
teaching or volunteered reasons for the desirability of integrated topic teaching:
one teacher felt that it saved time, whilst two considered that such teaching would
be more interesting, enjoyable and relevant for the pupils.

Teachers on the development of coherence

Although normally not specifically questioned from this angle, many teachers put
forward the case for developing coherence across the curriculum in their schools
— 48 teachers made at least one reference to this (88 references in total). That
more should be done in general terms was indicated by five teachers. Time
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constraints were an issue raised by 18 teachers: nine of these teachers indicated
that there was too much to cover in the Programmes of Study for there to be time
for linkages, whilst two of them stated that they had z_io time for liaison with
teachers of other subjects.

The development of existing or proposed procedures to increase coherence was

mentioned by 39 teachers. Looking more specifically at the existing procedures,
1L of the teachers coded here mentioned numeracy and literacy policies, seven
referred to IT coordination policies and four mentioned departmental liaison. The
literacy and numeracy policies varied from handbooks to more active policies
such as the following:

We would have a policy, vou know, ‘Literdcy Acvoss the Curriculum’
and ‘Numeracy Across the Curriculum’, and the English Department
wonld occasionally focus on and ask every department this week fo
emphasise spelling and get them to use dictionaries and things like that.
It would be ongoing, but there would be o week in the year where they
would say ‘We really need to focus on it this week, mayvbe to remind the
voungsters’. Butthatwouldn’t just be Year 8; that would be all the way
across (Vice-principal).

From the references to departmental liaison within it, one school appeared to have
done more than most: :

We have had a ... committee running for a long time ... where each area
of the curriculum was represented on that committee. And through their
research work, locking at links and cutting out the overlap where it was
unnecessary and maintaining it and strengthening it, sort of
consolidating ... through that, all departments have become aware of
links and where possible links could take place (technology teacher).

Proposed procedures predominantly focused on more departmental Haison and
teacher liaison, with 15 of the teachers referring to this. Perhaps importantly,
three teachers recommended that there should be a facility for teachers to refer to
all other subjects’ programmes of work (as opposed to actually suggestmg direct
liaison and cooperation); for example:

1 often feel it would be nice to have a huge family tree set in chronological
order so that you can look across and say "We are doing that in maihs.
We are doing that in English. I could fit that in there better’. But the
notion of doing all that and something which is probably difficult to do,
we don't have time to do it. But, if there was something that could
readily be referred to, to see ‘That’s what geography is doing at the
moment’, that would be good. Then, I could move my topic up a week
and bring it in at the same time. But the answer is: in school there
wouldn 't be a formal structure. Anything that we know that.is going on
in other subjects, as far as I am concerned, would be by chance
(technology teacher).

Along similar lines but devéIOping it further, some teachers sought coordination
from the management of the school with regard to numeracy in order to give
cross-curricular coherence throughout all years. One teacher, for example,

" suggested:

In terms of developing numeracy in the school, all heads of departments
were required to cover any of these arveas. They are trying to see the
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bigger picture and, in a way, I think it would take a whole-school
guestionnaire strategy to see whether we are doing this in Year 10. Would
it link better doing it at Year 9 at a more basic level, because that’s
when history are covering it? (music teacher).

One English teacher also mentioned that cross-curricular awareness in younger
pupils would only be facilitated by a reorganisation of the school day: ‘They can
see it in Year 10 or 11, but really further down the school, there would need to be
a restructuring of the school day to facilitate that for junior kids.” Perhaps the
main issue raised here is that teachers commonly feel the need for provision of a
structure or framework to help them increase coherence, whether it is through
departmental liaison, a means of referring to other subjects’ Programmes of Study
or more organised coordination from the top. Time problems were often raised
with regard to the issue of bringing about any changes in this area of curriculum
planning and implementation.

3.7 Summary and implications

In this chapter, we have concentrated on pupils’ experiences of lateral or between-
and across-subject coherence. We began by noting that, unlike other curriculum
design principles (e.g. breadih, balance and relevance), coherence across the
curriculum is not widely regarded as an essential feature of an effective curriculum.
Although some attempt was made in Northern Trefand to address the issue of
coherence through the concept of * Areas of Study’, the research found that schools
rarely used these categories in curriculum planning, they were not part of teachers’
frames of reference and they had virtually no experiential impact on pupils.

Pupils were generally not aware of any planned coherence in the courses offered
by schools. Nevertheless, about half of the schools (in the Year 10 Survey) had at
least one policy for teaching some skills across the curriculum. Cross-curricular
policies for IT, PSE skills and study skills were cited more frequently than those
for literacy and numeracy. There was some evidence that the existence of such
policies was related to the frequency of pupils’ perceptions of cross-curricular
learning, at least as far as IT and PSE were concerned. Teachers reported that
they allowed cross-curricular links to occur through serendipity rather than
preparing for them in any coordinated way.

However, evidence from the pupil pursuit observations suggested that relying on
serendipity could be a highly inefficient strategy that fails to maximise the potential
for learning. The observations showed how pupils’ days were strongly
compartmentalised into a series of episodic and subject-based experiences, typically
with high-profile internal narratives but minimal references to learning in other
areas. Yet, however limited and partial their perspectives may be, pupils had a
greater experiential awareness of the actual continuities across subjects than their
teachers. That said, the observations often demonstirated how many valuable
opportunities to construct creative connections and extend learning between the
skills, knowledge and intelligences offered by different subjects passed by
unnoticed and untapped for both teachers and learners.

Not surprisingly, given the bounded nature of the curriculum as experienced, pupils

tended to internalise the whole curriculum and their learning within it
predominantly in subject categories. Signs of any development over the Key
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Stage 3 phase towards more overarching and less subject-based constructions of
the whole curriculum were negligible — even for high academic attainers. Through
such techniques as concept mapping when pupils were asked to draw a
diagrammatic representation of * All I can learn at school’, three main constructions
of the whole curriculum emerged, as pupils mapped their learning according to:

¢  common content knowledge across subjects;

¢  perceptions of different subjects’ relative usefuiness and/or importance;
and '

%  two broad dichotomous categories: ‘practical’ versus ‘academic’ subjects.

Far from helping learners ‘to cohere’ the curriculum, in the sense of assisting
them to pull together its different elements, the latter two may encourage them to
do the opposite — to push it apart. Thus, they may lead to curricular fisston rather
than fusion. ' K

The most frequently perceived link between subjects was that between geography
and science. Science frequently appeared in nominated links, while IT and the
expressive arts were rarely cited. Commonalities in contentknowledge represented
the dominant mode through which learners perceived continuities between subjects,
In contrast, there were appreciably fewer references to skills-based perceptions of
cross-subject links — a finding that could pose challenges to any move towards a
skills-based curriculum as specified. There was evidence to suggest that low
academic attainers had greater difficulties in perceiving continuities or links in
their learning across the curriculum. ' '

In each year, a solid majority of pupils affirmed that the links they perceived
between subjects had helped their learning. The most frequently cited reasons for
vahuing cross-curricular links were that they helped pupils learn in more depth or
more detail and develop a better understanding, and aided their progress. Although
mere duplication was seen as tedions and demotivating, many pupils saw value in
learning about things from slightly different perspectives. In short, most pupils
sought greater coherence across the curriculum and valued the benefits of this for
their learning.

The evidence suggested that numerous valuable learning opportunities for
exploring links across the curriculum were lost to both pupils and teachers.
Additionally, in the absence of any significant guidance to the contrary, the concept
maps indicated that some pupils internalise images of the whole curriculum that
may have deleterious effects on their learning and motivation. In view of these
and other problems, it seems appropriate to raise the guestion as to how pupils
and teachers could be given regular opportunities to collaborate in the framing of
creative and constructive models of their learning across the curriculum as they
experience it. In a sense, this would be to encourage pupils’ and teachers’ meta-
awareness of their learning and the curriculum.

The findings suggest several practices that could be adopted and developed at
school level by management. At the central level, four possible implications for
development are highlighted below.
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Reducing duplication

Whilst much of the evidence offered here would generally accord with Buchmann
and Floden’s (1992} warnings about the limitations of coherence as ‘tidying up
the loose ends’, the nature and frequency of pupils’ testimonies to the overlap
between geography and science would suggest that revisions to the orders for
these two subjects may be needed in order to avoid unnecessary duplication and a
possible inefficient use of precious time.

A framework for cross-curricular skills and knowledge

As some teachers were requesting, a framework for identifying and, if possible,
sequencing the acquisition of skills and knowledge across the curriculum would
represent an important contribution to developments in this area. Partly as a means
of avoiding the long-standing debate and even polarisation between skills, on the
one hand, and knowledge, on the other, the multiple intelligences theory (Gardner,
1993) may offer a useful altemative model for such a framework.

integrated projects and courses

The findings relating to Year 7 pupils’ awareness of cross-curricular links, despite
a major commitment to subject-based teaching among the primary schools, suggest
that the development of courses based on integrated topics could greatly enhance
learning experiences at Key Stage 3.

Opportunities for pupils and teachers to construct
coherence across the curriculum

The evidence presented above suggested that on most days of the week several
valuable learning opportunities for exploring continuities across the curriculum
were lost to both pupils and teachers. Additionally, in the absence of any significant
guidance to the contrary, the concept maps indicated that some pupils internalise
images of the whole curriculum that may have deleterious effects on their learning
and motivation. In view of these and similar problems, it seems appropriate o
raise the question as to how pupils and teachers could be given regular opportunities
to collaborate in the framing of creative and constructive models of their learning
across the curriculum as they experience it. In a sense, this would be to encourage
pupils’ and teachers’ meta-awareness of their learning and the curriculum. As
such, these opportunities could form part of a wider and progressively sequenced
programme of study in the development of study skills and learning awareness —
with particular benefits to the goal of fostering effective lifelong learners. They
would also offer an arena for exploring and developing pupils’ cross-curricular
learning in the areas of values, attitudes, morals and norms. In many respects,
this would be to adopt the vision of coherence as advanced by Buchmann and
Floden (1992):

... The metaphor of an evolving web or woven cloth clarifies which poinis
on the continuum of consistency and disjointedness are educative.
Educational coherence depends on patterns and loose ends; on
materials, animating ideas, and formative activities. Threads interlace,
but there are fuzzy bits and dangling strands of experience and meaning,
with out-worn or thin patches being worked over or unravelled over
time. ...
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Briefly exposing students to numbers of disparate ideas and practices
may hardly touch them; it may lead to a web with so few connections
that learners cannot orient themselves and that many parts will escape
their attention or recollection. 4 course of studies aiming fo tie up all
loose ends, on the other hand, will be tightly structured; it may lead fo
a sturdy web that is densely entwined, yet with such a smooth boundary
and filled-in texture that it admits few opportunities for making
connections to new ideas or readily meeting the unexpected. Educational
coherence is found where students can discover and establish relations
among various areas of sensibility, knowledge, and skill, yet where loose
ends remain, inviting a reweaving of beliefs and ties to the unknown.

Frame cccasions for constructing coherence: Do not fabricate
consistency. Where the curriculum veers toward consistency, it verges
toward narrowness, rigidity, and the dispossession of learners
{Buchmann and Floden, 1992, p.8).
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4. COHERENCE OVER TIME:

4.1

CONTINUITY AND PROGRESSION

Introduction

In a recent literature survey of research into pupils’ experiences of the curriculum
(Lord and Harland, 2000), out of 131 publications reviewed, only 14 pertained to
studies of the curriculum characteristics of continuity and progression. Most of
these were restricted to an examination of the interface between Key Stages,
especially Key Stages 2 and 3. The present study does make reference to continuity
and progression at this transition, though its main focus is pupils’ perceptions and
experience of these concepts within the subjects they studied over the course of
Key Stage 3. - '

While the previous chapter considered coherence across the curriculurm, this chapter
examines coherence over time, largely in the shape of continuity and progression.
Continuity and progression are defined here as the building blocks of internal
coherence within subject areas. Continuity is depicted as a sequencing of related
units of content, tasks and skills within the past, present and future teaching
programmes, while progression is interpreted as the unfolding learning experience
achievements of individual pupils.

in the interviews conducted with pupils in the five case-study schools, the term
‘follow-on’ was substituted for the concepis of continuity and progression, and in
the annual pupil survey, ‘build on’ was used as the proxy. Pupils’ perceptions of
continuity and progression lesson-to-lesson were derived from the semantic
differential item in each of the annual pupil surveys. An additional question in
the surveys gleaned their views on continuity year-on-year.

This chapter will discuss the opinions of pupils and, where relevant, those of their
teachers, in relation to continuity and progression as applicable to each of the five
curriculum levels described earlier in the report (see Chapter 1). Comments on
the curriculum as specified, planned and mediated are taken primarily from teacher
interviews. The learners” accounts provide most of the material for the discussion
of the curriculum as experienced and internalised. Because of the association
between continuity and progression in the curriculum and pupils’ progress,
measured formally through assessment, the final section relating to the curriculum
as internalised alsc presents the findings on the learner’s own sense of progress
and their appraisal of the helpfulness of methods of assessment. The chapter ends
with a consideration of pupils’ experience of the Key Stage 3 tests.

4.2 Curriculum as specified

The need for continuity and progression was established in the early documents
of the NIC: the Programmes of Study and Attainment Targets are intended to °...
provide a framework for achieving continuity ... allow for, and encourage
progression ... allow pupils to make identifiable progress through the levels at
their own pace and from their own starting point’.
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The NIC, while stipulating what should be covered in each subject, allows schools
to decide how and when in the course of the Key Stage, the specified content and
skills should be addressed. There was evidence that the NIC was perceived to be
successful in providing a ‘framework” within which teachers could develop subject
continuity and progression over a Key Stage. Eleven long-standing Key Stage 3
teachers specifically commented that the NIC had led to greater continuity in
their subjects than had existed prior to its inception. This affirmation came
primarily from the Vice Principals interviewed, and perhaps significantly, from
teachers of practical subjects (technology, PE, art and music), as well as a French
teacher and two history teachers. They attributed this directly to the Programmes
of Study, which they said facilitated long-term planning across the Key Stage
and, more importantly, provided a structure to follow: ‘... if gives us an outline,
some kind of structure that we can work within to plan the schemes of work’
(technology teacher).

In addition to these interviewees comparing the current situation with pre-NIC
days, other post-primary interviewees and Year 7 teachers described how they
had been able to take the curriculum specifications, and devise schemes of work
for their Key Stage that incorporated appropriate continnity and progression:

We are given the curriculum, but it doesn t actually specify what we do
in Years 8, 9 or 10 ... so we sori of decide what happens in Year 8, what
happens in Year 9, what happens in 10. The way we have done it, [
think we have done it preity well (technology teacher, secondary).

It s up to individual schools how they set out their programme of work
Jor each year, what they take from the curriculum and set it out for
themselves. That should allow each individual teacher then to bring in
their own continuity and progression, but it is there in the curriculum
{Year 7 teacher).

A major consideration of whether a curriculum as a whole has appropriate
continuity and progression is how smoothly pupils can move from one Key Stage
to the next. There was acknowledgement, especially from Year 8 science teachers,
that the NIC had improved the situation for their subject because previously ...
the word ‘science would not even have figured at primary school’, whereas now
‘children know a lot more science’. Additionally, the NIC; in providing one

‘compulsory curriculum for Year 1 to Year 12, meant, for one science teacher, that

there were now ‘much greater opportunities for continuify’ between the primary
and post-primary phases. And, two history teachers were convinced that there
was now ‘a line of development vight from primary up to Key Stage 4°.

However, the comments of two-thirds of the Year 8 teachers, representing all
subjects, showed that transition was stili problematic. They rejected the view that
the NIC had led to greater continuity between the final year of primary school and
the first year of post-primary, pointing to four particular obstacles:

¢  Variation in the knowledge and skills of pupils transferring from different
primary schools. A head of English explained: ‘We can nearly pick out
who has come from which primary school, because they won t have certain
skills that are highly developed, whereas other students coming from different
primary schools will have different skills,” Faced with little consistency in
the level of skill and knowledge which pupils from different feeder schools
possessed, teachers felt that they had to pitch their lessons at the level of the
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least experienced pupils. Some of their classmates, consequently, had to
‘double back® and repeat earlier learning, which bored them and hindered
their progression.

¢  Pupils transferring without the skills or knowledge necessary to tackie
Key Stage 3 work., Concern was expressed that some Year 8 pupils who
entered post-primary school did not possess the expected skills. Therefore,
their new teachers had to ‘go over stuff which arguably we shouldn t have to’
{technology teacher) and use time that would otherwise have been spent on
Key Stage 3 work. Teachers of practical subjects like technology and music,
whilst praising the ‘heroic’ efforts of primary staff, felt that non-subject-
specialist teaching in primary schools and a lack of resources accounted for
deficits in pupils’ skills.

¢  CoverageinKey Stage 2 of Key Stage 3 material. Year 8 teachers described
incidences where their pupils had read novels, studied topics or used textbooks
in their primary schools which were intended to be covered during Key Stage
3: ‘Primary schools very often move into Key Siage 3, and make it very
difficult for me. For example, whern we begen with Year 8 in September,
when [ introduced them to their main textbook for the year, I was told that
some of them had already used it in primary school, yet the ‘Normans’ is
not, by any means, a Key Stage 2 topic’ (history teacher, grammar).

4  The impact of the Transfer Procedure. A music and a geography teacher
felt that continuity and progression in their subjects were interrupted by the
Transfer Test, which forced concentration on English, maths and science in
Years 6 and 7 and the neglect of other subjects until the Test was over.
Consequently, continuity and progression in the NIC were ‘put on hold for a
period of time, and then picked up again’ (geography teacher). Conversely,
a maths, an English and a science teacher acknowledged that the Transfer
Procedure encouraged continuity and progression between the Key Stages
in their subjects because Year 8 pupils from different feeder primaries covered
the same work in preparation for the Test: “... earth and space would have
been a topic on their 11+, so they would all have done that’ (science teacher).

There was recognition, however, that better Haison and planning between primary
and post-primary schools could resolve the first three of these problems. Indeed,
there was evidence that where effective links had been established across these
Key Stages, these difficulties had been avoided. One of the case-study secondary
schools held regular, formal meetings with staff from its feeder primaries in order
to discuss specifically the curriculum at the Key Stage 2/3 interface, and fewest
teachers from this school raised the problems highlighted above.

To sum up therefore, while there was some consensus that the NIC had improved
continuity and progression within Key Stages 2 and 3, it had not always succeeded
across these Key Stages, though there was acknowledgement that primary-post
primary liaison could help to resolve this.

@1
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4.2 Curriculum as planned
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Ag Hargreaves {1991 has observed, teachers have the advantage of a “much more
sophisticated’ experiential coherence than their pupils; as an art teacher in the
pilot phase remarked, they have 3 ‘master plow’. Apart from a very small minority
of interviewees who appeared to delegate responsibility 1o the textbook, this was
evident in an analysis of the teachers” discussions of continuity and progression.
Thewr accounts of the internal coherence of their subjects were azcertained through
asking whether the content and skills thev had faught during the ferm of their
interview had involved a sense of continuity and progression. Their comments
revealed the multi-faceted process involved in attempting to provide internal
coherence within subjects.

Firstly, continuity and progression were established within the weeks in which a
particular topie or aspect of a subject was taught. How this was built in depended
on the nature of the subject. In history, for example, contirnzity was largely dictated
by the chronology of the period under study: ©... we would have gone from Henry
VIT right up to Elizabeth really and the Armada’. Teachers of subjects ke maths,
science, geography, English and music described how continuity would involve
an increase in the difficulty of the work as the topic progressed:

The stuff we did, Tike, for example, the perceniage work, you would
start off by basic percentages and by the time you have finished the
percentage work you are applying that to real-life situations. For
example, someone goes into a sale, they get 20 per cent off a coat, the
coat originally cost £30, what did they get it for in the sale, and certainly
there s a definite progression from going from what is fen per cent of
£100 to doing « question like that (inaths teacher).

In addition to approaches that built continuity and progression within the topic
under study over the weeks in which it was taught, topics also had a continuity
and progression which linked back to what had previously been covered and
projected forward to future learning. The thread could be established through the
reacquaintance with and advancement of the skills the subject developed, for
example, through work on sources in history, and in geography through graph and
map work. Teachers of maths, science and home economics described how they
would revisit topics previously studied, but at an increasingly challenging level to
‘step up’ pupils’ knowledge and skills base:

What I aim for in class is a circular method of teaching. In other words,
vou keep coming back to it, and adding to the foundation that was already
there. You know, for example, as we work our way through the school,
our programmes of study, there 'd be certain aspects that we would cover
in Year 8 which will be covered again in Year 10, an example being
electricity and we keep coming back to that one and adding to what
we 've done (science teacher).

The comments of teachers of English and practical subjects like art and technology
showed that in their subjects, this was established through the increasingly
advanced use of the same media or materials across topics/projects and vears, and
through ‘recurring skills’. Language teachers also stressed the recursive nature
of their subject and conveyed that every topic or piece of work involved the ‘pulling
together’ of all previous leaming in the subject because ‘language is not an isolated
thing’.
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The above discussicn has shown that teachers build the internal coherence of
their subject over the duration of a particular topic, through a Key Stage and at
times throughout pupils’ school careers. Continuity and progression appeared to
underpin the very notion of ‘curriculum as planned’. In light of thig, it is noteworthy
that pupils’ perceptions of continuity and progression — presented in a later section
on the curriculum as experienced - reveal that although most pupils could detect
a version of ‘follow-on’ in their learning, only the highest attainers were discerning
the internal coherence of their subjects in the way in which it had been planned.
For example, some high attainers recognised that over the course of a topic in
maths and science, the level of work would increase in difficulty, and showed
awareness that in languages they needed to apply all that they had covered
previously to understand their current work. The vast majority of pupils lacked
awareness of teachers’ overview and their ‘master pian’, and therefore had only a
partial view of the internal coherence within their subjects. This, undoubtedly,
affected their capacity to fully identify, comprehend and experience continuity
and progression in their learning. That said, it is perhaps important to consider
the point at which the curriculum as planned meets the curriculum as experienced
in order to ascertain whether any other factors hinder the learner’s appreciation of
continuity and progression. This chapter, therefore, will now turn to curriculum
as mediated.

4.4 Curriculum as mediated

In an attempt to determine how continuity and progression were conveyed in the
classroom, an analysis was undertaken of 50 of the lessons that were observed as
part of the pupil pursuits conducted in the case-study schools. These lessons were
drawn from all five schools and from each year of Key Stage 3. The analysis
reveated that continuity and progression tended to be implicit in the lesson, but
were rarely explicitly stated or explained to pupils.

It was characteristic for teachers to begin with a briefrecapitulation of the previous
lesson ~ ‘last week you made a fruit salad’ — occasionally coupled with series of
questions which revised what had been covered in the last session. This ‘recap’
tended to last no more than two minutes. A rare exception was the history teacher
who spent seven minuies of 2 40-minute single period revising ‘the last thing we
did on the Bayeux Tapestry’, which involved her showing the class the pictures of
the Tapestry that they had seen in their previous lesson, explaining what they
depicted and asking questions. At times, no recap was evident: a maths teacher,
for example, began by issuing the homework to be completed for the next lesson,
then immediately instructed: ‘We’ll turn to page 175 ... exercise A on angles.’
Further, it was not always made absclutely clear how previous and new leaming
related. Indeed, there was an example where progression within a lesson was not
identified: a history lesson began with a test on crime and punishment in Norman
times, and once this was completed, the teacher immediately embarked on the
techniques the Normans used for keeping control. No explanation was offered as
to how this linked with the earlier subject matter. By contrast, however, in a
geography lesson, the teacher did specify how the last lesson and earlier learning
were relevant 1o the current session: “‘We finished looking at soil [questioning of
pupils] ... Next, we're looking at deforestation [questioning of pupils] ... Now,
we are going to look at where deforestation causes problems such as the soil
erosion in Nepal.’
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Further, there was rarely a plenary session to establish what had been achieved in
the course of & lesson and to explain how this would be taken forward in the next
session. At times, a piece of written work at the end of the lesson or the homework
set would pertain to and sum up the subject matter covered, though it was not
made explicit that this was the purpose. In only three of the 50 lessons analysed
did the teacher recap today’s leaming or look forward to next time: *Last week,
we did “Old MacDonald™ with four beats. What have vou learnt today?’, and
*Next week, we’ll (v and perfect it [pupils’ compositions] with the recorder and
do it in four parts’. As the above exiracts tllustrate, two of these were music
lessong, both lasting double peniads, and the longer time frame of these lessons,
maost probabiy, gave teachers a greater opportunity to draw the lesson together;
the single lessons analvsed tended to end hurriedly, with teachers dispensing
homework or guickly fnishing the task in hand, as pumls hastily packed away
before rushing fo their nexi lesson.

In the lessons analysed where a new topic was initiated, pupils might be directed
to ‘start a new page’ of o ‘draw a title page’, but there was no ifreduction to tell
the class what the new subject afea would cover or how long they would work on
this. In & science lesson in which a new topic on classification was begun, the
researcher observed that the teacher gave a *brief definition’ of the concept, asked
a series of questions {presumably to ascerfain or to recap pupils’ existing
knowledge) then turned a video on. Similarly, in a Year 9 maths lesson, the teacher
anmounced to the class: "W re starting something new, today.” Worksheets had
already been given out and she asked a pupil what the new topic was - ‘dngles’,
She asked three brief questions about the mathematical principles of angles, then
mstructed the class to complete ©... guestions fa fo Id° on the worksheet, telling
them: *This is something I'm sure you re coming back to from primary school.’
Whilst this teacher did highlight that this was a topic that should tie in with their
earlier learning (though she did not make cerfain that this was the case), there was
no explanation as to why they were returning to this theme or how they were to
build on their knowledge., '

To sum up, it should be stressed that the Iessons analysed were by no means
devoid of continuity and progression, only that they were implicit. The aim of a
lesson, for example, would not be specifically stated. The results of the annual
pupil surveys, presented in the next section, show that generally, youngsters could
discern ‘follow-on’ in their lessons, possibly mmplying that at some level they
were attuned to this implicit continuity and progression. However, the findings
from the interviews conducted with pupils in the case-study schools reveal the
variety, and frequently the simplicity of their understanding, of the internal
coherence in their subjects, Therefore, a review of practice might be worthwhile
whereby the continuity and progression, which as the previous section documented,
clearly underpinned schemes of work and teachers’ thinking, were made explicit
to pupils in the classroom.

Using survey and interview data, the chapter will now move on to consider in
depth continuity and progression as seen from the pupil perspective.
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4,5 Curriculum as experienced

Table 4.1

S e S T

Both the annual pupil surveys and interviews in the case-study schools sought
pupils’ perceptions of the internal coherence within their subjects. This section
begins with a discussion of pupils’ perceptions of continuity and progression lesson-
to-lesson: the questionnaire findings are presented first, highlighting the amount
of continuity discerned; followed by an analysis of the interview responses on the
type of continuity perceived. In the latter part of this section, the learner’s view
of continuity and progression year-on-year is considered.

4.5.1 Perceptions of continuity lesson-to-lesson

The amount of continuity perceived

In the annual questionnaires, pupils were asked to rate on a five-point scale how
far they felt that the lessons in each of their subjects had usually built on the last
one or had not usually built on the last one during the course of their current
school year. Table 4.1 shows the mean scores of their responses for each subject
overall for each year of Key Stage 3 ranked by the Year 10 order.

Pupils’ perceptions of the amount of continuity lesson-to-lesson by year group
| = lessons usually build on the last one; 5 = lessons don’t usually build on the last one
(1.e. the jower the mean, the greater the perceived continuity)

e e

]

T

Year 8 Year 9 H Year 10 %

Overali Overall Overall %
History 2.3 2.1 2.0 :
Maths 2.5 2.1 2.1 %
Geography 25 23 2.2 %
Technology 26 23 2.2 ,ié
French 2.4 24 2.3 ;?;
English 2.5 2.5 2.3 ;‘{
Science 2.6 2.4 23 E
RE 2.6 2.4 2.3 :
Trish 26 23 24 .
Health education 2.8 2.7 2.4 ;
It : 2.9 2.6 25 .
Home econornics 2.9 2.8 2.8 %
Art 3.0 2.9 2.8 i
Music 3.0 3.0 3.0 .
PE 3.1 3.1 3.1
e e e S ¥ ft

R O S B A A R

ACLO é;tus'md.y: Years 8 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

During Key Stage 3, a clear pattern emerged in terms of pupils’ perceptions of
continuity and progression in their lessons:

¢  each year, the mean scores for the subjects were mostly positive, indicating
that pupils generally felt that their lessons had followed on;

4  each year, pupils perceived least follow-on in practical subjects: especially
PE and music, but also art and home economics, and IT in Year 8; and
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throughout Key Stage 3, history was the subject in which the greatest degree
of continuity was observed — other subjects associated with high levels of
follow-on were maths, geography and technology (in Years 9 and 10).

There were, however, some changes over the three years of inquiry.

&

As they progressed through each year of Key Stage 3, pupils observed more
continuity in their lessons. As can be seen from the overall mean scores,
there was an increase from Year 8 (2.7) to Year 9 and in the amount of follow-
on observed, and then a smaller rise in Year 10.

Reflecting this trend, in Year 9, there were eight subjects (history, maths,
geography, science, technology, RE, Irish, IT) in which pupils perceived
considerably more follow-on than they had in Year 8. In Year 10, compared
with Year 9, pupils saw notably more continuity in only two subjects (English
and health education), neither of which had increased markedly from Year §
to Year 9.

Running against the general trend, there were four subjects in which there
was no increase in the level of continuity observed during Key Stage 3.
Three of these subjects, all practically orfented — home economics, music,
and PE ~ were amongst those which pupils consistently deemed to have
teast follow-on, The remaining subject in which there was no increase in the
amount of perceived follow-on was French — the only subject of the four in
which respondents detected a comparatively high level of continuity., As
Chapter 6 will convey, French was consistently regarded as the most difficult
subject and it may be that these two findings had a bearing upon one another.
All four subjects where there was no increase in the degree of continuity
observed during Key Stage 3 were predominantly skills based.

Maths, technology, health education and IT were the subjects in which there
was the largest increase in the amount of continuity perceived by respondents
during Key Stage 3. The presence of technology and IT in this list isnotable,
given that there was no upturn in pupils’ perceptions of follow-on in the
other practical subjects. Indeed, technology was an anomaly amongst the
practical subjects: the only one in which pupils detected a considerable
amount of follow-on—in Years 9 and 10, it emerged third highest in a ranking
of subjects by the level of continuity perceived.

The following table, Table 4.2, presents the mean scores for each subject
disaggregated by attainment grouping for all three years of inquiry, according to
the Year 10 rank order.

The results presented in Table 4.2 clearly show that pupils’ capacity to perceive
continuity and progression was closely associated with their level of ability. In
each year of Key Stage 3, low-attaining pupils observed the least continuity overall
in their subjects, and high-attaining respondents discerned the most. Commensurate
with the overall trend in the data, as Key Stage 3 progressed, each attainment
group perceived more follow-on in their lessons, Low attainers, however, made
the least advance in the amount detected. Indeed, in Year 10 low-attaining pupils
were not seeing the levels of continuity that high attainers had observed in Year 8.
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The development in the levels of continuity seen by mid-attaining puptls during
Key Stage 3 15 noteworthy. The total mean scoves for Year 8 show that the amount
of follow-on perceived by mid-attaining pupils was half-way between that observed
by high and that seen by low atiainers; therefore. high-attaining pupils saw
markedly more continuity than their mid-attaining peers, and low aftainers,
appreciably less. As Key Stage 3 progressed, the gap between mid- and high-
attaining pupits narrowed; whilst in contrast, the difference between mid- and
low-aitaimug pupils grew more pronounced. This indicates snother point in relation
to low-atiaining pupils’ capacity to recognise condirruity in their subjects: not only
do they percetve less overall, but also by the end of Year 10, the improvements
made by mid-afaining pupils m detecting follow-on have not been matched by
low attainers, leaving them further adnfi than in Year £,

As Table 4.2 shows, for most subiects, the actual amount of continuity discerned
reflected levels of attainment; so, for example, in Year 10, there was a difference
of 0.6 in the dewree of follow-on high and low attainers saw i historv {even
though for both groups — and mid-attaining pupils too - it was the subject m
which they percetved the most continuity). However, against this recurring patiem
in the daia, in each year of Key Stage 3, each attainment group perceived very
simifar levels of follow-on i art, music and PE. This may suggest that academic
ability had much less influence on pupils’ capacity to discern continuity in these
three practical subjects. Alternatively, given the comparatively low follow-on
ratings which these subjects received overall, it may be the case that high- and
mrd-attaining pupils were accurately perceiving the lower levels of continuity
these subiects, bringing their ratings on a par with those of low attainers. This
actually means that the range of results is greater for mid- and, especially, high-
attaining pupils, than it is for low attainers, and may indicate that the higher
attainment groups demonsirate greater discrimination in their perceptions of
continuity. '

Most interestingly, English also emerged as a subject where attaimment appeared
to have less impact on the pupils’ perception of continuity: in Years 8 and 9, there
was no difference between low and high attainers in the amnount of follow-on they
perceived in English lessons. In fact, in an ordering of subjects by attainment
group in terms of the level of continuity seen, English was consistently near the
top for low attainers, whereas it was closer io the middic or bottom for high
attainers. For example, in Year 8, English was the subject, joint with history,
which low attainers perceived most continuity, whereas high attainers observed
more continmiity in nine other subjects {although for both groups its mean score
was 2.6). The perceptions of mid-attaiming pupils are again revealing: in Year &,
English was third when subjects were ranked by the amount of follow-on they
saw, vet in Years 9 and 10, when they discerned levels of continuity more in line
with high attainers, English slipped in the ranking to eighth. Only in Year 10, did
it appear that high attainers were beginning to recognise more follow-on in English
compared with their other subjects: it was one of three subjects in which they
perceived a much greater level of foliow-on than they had m Year 9, and for the
first time they detected conspicucusly more continuity in this subject than low
aitainers. However, for most of Key Stage 3, level of attainment appeared to have
little bearing on perceptions of continuity in English — an unexpected result given
the pattern in the data —~ and this may suggest that English teachers take a different
approach in their mediation of the curriculum to low attainers, perhaps even when
taught in the same class as high attainers, which transcends the impact of ability.

The mediation of English in grammar schools in particular may have had some
bearing on these results, as this was one of only a handful of subjects in which
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grammar and secondary school pupils registered similar levels of continuity
throughout Key Stage 3. Indeed, in Year 8, secondary school respondents detected
marginaily more. For all other subjects, throughout Key Stage 3, grammar school
pupils perceived appreciably more continuity in their lessons than their secondary
* school counterparts. The gap between the two groups was widest in Year 8 and
narrowest in Year 9, when secondary school pupils’ responses regarding follow-
on were notably more positive than in Year 8. Though secondary school
respondents never equalled their grammar school peers, their perceptions of follow-
on did rise more over the three years — perhaps a reflection of the fact that of the
three attainment groups, it was mid-attaining pupils, most of whom attended
secondary schools, who made the greatest advance in the level of continuity
detected over the course of the Key Stage.

Most likely mirroring the greater proportion of low attainers in these institutions,
respondents from schools with high levels of eligibility for free school meals
consistently saw less continuity in lessons than their peers attending schools with
a low level of eligibility. It may be noteworthy that the difference in these groups’
perceptions of follow-on was most marked in Year 9 — the year in which there was
the smallest gap between grammar and secondary school pupils’ mean scores.
This may perhaps give some indication that it was low attainers living in areas of
socio-economic deprivation who had most difficulty recognising continuity in
their subjects.

The degree of pupils’ engagement with learning appeared to have less influence
on their perception of continuity, as throughout the three years, the overall mean
scores of high-, mid- and low-engaged respondents were very similar. There were
some differences in their perceptions of follow-on in specific subjects, and where
this was the case, pupils exhibiting low levels of engagement discerned less
continuity than their high-engaged peers., Moreover, as Key Stage 3 progressed,
there was some indication perhaps that level of engagement was becoming more
important in pupils’ capacity to detect follow-on: in Year 8, there were four subjects,
but in Years 9 and 10, seven subjects, where low-engaged respondents saw
conspicuously iess follow-on than their high-engaged counterparts. Further, in
Years 9 and 10, mid-engaged pupils’ perceptions of continuity began to emulate
those of their high-engaged contemporaries, whereas in Year 8 they had been
more closely aligned to low-engaged pupils. By the end of the Key Stage, therefore,
there appeared to be an etching of a pattern in the data similar to that in the results
by level of attaimment, albeit much less ingrained.

Pupils” gender did not appear to make a conspicuous difference to their capacity
to perceive continuity in their subjects. Throughout Key Stage 3, there was no
notable difference overall in girls’ and boys’ mean scores for this item. However,
by the end of Year 10, there did appear to be the start of a trend by which girls
perceived more follow-on than boys. In this year, there were four subjects (science,
French, careers education and home economics) where there was a marked
difference, all in the girls” favour, in the amount of continuity perceived. In Years
8 and 9, girls only perceived more follow-on than boys in two subjects, home
economics and health education, both of which might stereotypically be considered
traditionally female subjects.

To sum up briefly, from these data from the annual pupil surveys, it appeared that
level of attainment was a key factor in pupils’ capacity to discern follow-on. The
next section will take the discussion forward by examining the type of continuity
pupils perceived, as gleaned from the interviews conducted in the five case-study
schools.
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The type of continuity perceived

The impact of pupils’ level of attainment on their recognition of continuity was
clearly evident in the case-study schools. 1t emerged that the influence of attainment
encompassed not only how much, but also how follow-on was perceived. This

- notion was first proposed in the Year 7 report (Harland et ¢/, 1999a), which relayed

how pupil interviewees had conveyed three versions of ‘follow-on’; academically
‘pelow average’ chiidren saw extraneous procession, whereby continuity existed
by proceeding through a textbook; mid-attaining pupils tended to interpret follow-
on as chustering, the continuance of the same subject matter for a period of time;
and high attainers most frequently perceived incremental acquisition, the build-
up of new knowledge and skills. Drawing on this typology, an examination of
interviewees’ commenis during Key Stage 3 revealed a continuum in the
perceptions of different types of follow-on. Within each of the three types of
perceived follow-on, there was a range of emphases that varied. in the level of
sophistication (as shown in Figure 4.1},

An analysis of pupils’ attainment by their depiction of follow-on revealed that
youngsters of all abilities interpreted follow-on under each of the three categories,
though the responses of low attainers tended to fall under the lower orders of each
of extraneous procession, clustering and incremental acquisition, and high attainers
within the-upper orders. This meant therefore that in Key Stage 3, as in Year 7,
there were greater concentrations of low and high attainers at the opposite ends of
the continuum, with more low attainers falling under extraneous procession and
more high attainers under incremental acquisition.

The ‘Continuum of Perceived Follow-on’ (Figure 4.1) will now be described in
detail:

Extraneous procession

At the lowest level, follow-on was mterpreteci as a matter of proceeding through a
pre-set text or textbook. Those pupils who made reference to this kind of follow-
on perceived it most frequently in book-led subjects, especially maths and English
{through reading the same novel in class}), and also languages and geography.
The follow-on in the written work in home economics and science was also
described as thus, though to a lesser extent.

Those pupils who indicated extraneous procession construed continuity in certain
subjects wholly in terms of the textbook rather than in the content or skills learnt.
As Figure 4.1 shows, though, some variance in the sophistication of their responses
was evident. At the lowest level of all, as well as apparently no comprehension of
internal coherence within the subject matter, there was little awareness of the
structures of the textbooks. Follow-on at this point was ‘page by page’ and appeared
to be one long, uninterrupted road which pupils were conveyed along as they
‘turn the page’ (boy, low attainer, Year 9). At a slightly higher order, the
textbook again defined the follow-on but pupils showed more awareness of
the arrangement within it: for these youngsters, there were junctions where
one chapter finished and they moved on to the next. They tended to see follow-
on ‘chapter by chapter’: ‘In maths, every day we go in and we will keep
Jollowing on until we finish that chapter and then we will move on to another
chapter which is next in the book, and every day we will just keep following
on’ (female, mid-attaining pupil, Year 10).
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During Key Stage 3, half of the low-attaining interviewees (seven of 14} in the
case-study sample interpreted follow-on as extraneous procession, including four
pupils who repeatedly described continuity in this way. Low attainers in particular,
and also mid-attaining pupils, were more likely to depict extraneous procession
of the lowest order — ‘carrying on the page’. Unlike Year 7 (Harland ef al., 1999a),
at post-primary level some high attainers did frame follow-on by the textbook.
This was particularly the case for grammar school pupils: by the end of Key Stage
3, approxmmately half of the grammar school case-study sammple (11 out of 24
pupils) had described follow-on like this at least once, compared with a third
{three of nine) of the high attainers attending non-selective schools. None of
these grammar school pupils had defined follow-on as extraneous procession in
primary school, and there was some intimation that it was the mediation of the
curriculum in grammar schools that led them to describe continuity like this during
Key Stage 3. Implicit in their accounts of follow-on was a sense of the monotony
of the curriculum mediation they experienced:

[Geography follows on] because we wouid do one page and do
homework and we would correct it and then go on to the next page and
then do homework and correct if (female, Year 8).

I think maths [follows on)] because we work out of a book and you just
follow on and you do a different exercise, and vou just follow on. ...
French is more or less the same, we just carry on in the book. ... We
carry on in the book and then we listen to a tape and then we do some
exercises from the tape (female, Year 9).

It is perhaps possible that the routine of lessons was such that pupils became
focused upon the components of the habitualised ritual, like the textbook, rather
than the subject matter. It may be the case that the predictability of lessons
contributed in part to grammar school pupils complying with, rather than actively
engaging with, the curriculum — this was a theory posited in the Year 8 report
(Harland et al., 1999b) and in Chapter 7 of this publication to explain these pupils’
lower levels of enjoyment of the eurriculum. . There was some suggestion in these
grammar school pupils’ descriptions of extraneous procession that they were cast
in essentially passive and conforming roles, rather than actively engaged with
their learning. For example, two grammar school girls denied the presence of
follow-on in subjects which did not proceed ‘page by page’: one girl saw no
continuity in French because ... he would spend a couple of periods on one page
and then he would skip a couple of pages’ ({female, Year 10).

Another low-level version of continuity was also evident in pupils’ responses: a
short-term ‘task-oriented’ interpretation. Follow-on occurred when a tagk started
in one lesson was finished in the next:

.. if we do any course sheets and stuff, we would follow them on the
next week in most subjects, if we don 't get them finished (female, mid-
attaining pupil, Year 8).

You might do half of the work like questions one to five the first day and
the next day four or five more questions to finish off (male, low attainer,
Year 9).

In Year &, pupils of all abilities had perceived this type of continuity in their subjects;
in Years 9 and 10, however, it was almost exclusively low-attaining interviewees
who construed follow-on as such. Indeed, four low attainers, all boys, made
reference to this task-oriented continuity in each year of Key Stage 3.
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It is perhaps worth considering this task-oriented view of continuity briefly, in
particular whether such a short-term perception of follow-on calls into question
pupils” true comprehension of what they are learning. If the only link between
one lesson and the next is an unfinished exercise, continuity is established solely
by the task in hand rather than through the continuance of the subject matter or
any development in knowledge and skills, Were these pupils who repeatedly
defined foilow-on like this able to join together the tasks in order to create a fuil
picture of what they were learning, or did each piece of work remain separate in
their minds? In an attempt fo fathom this, analysis was undertaken of these pupils’
responses to a question that had asked them to think back over the term and describe
what they had done and leamt in each of the subjects. It emerged that two of these
pupils, the more able of the four (relatively speaking), could explain what they
had studied: “fn science ... the digestive system of your body ... how it works™; *In
French ... how te describe people’. However, the other two boys, both deemed
‘very weak’ by their teachers, one of whom was registered on the Code of Practice
for Special Educational Needs for learning difficulties, recalied the tasks: “fn French
... we listen to a tape and have to find answers off the tape and draw stuff for the
wall’; *In science ... we did experiments with a Bunsen burner’; *home economics,
Just worksheets’. In subjects which were content-driven or had involved project
worl, these two pupils were better able to recall the details of their learning — “fn
RE we did a project ... about Adam and Eve’ - though there could still be emphasis
on the task: one of the pair whose class had been covering the Spanish Armada in
history relayed: *We are drawing ships.” There was some evidence, therefore,
that, for the lowest attainers, their internalisation of the curriculum over time was
led by the tasks and exercises they had been required to do rather than the content
or skills they had addressed. 1t is perhaps unsurprising that when these two boys
were asked specifically whether they had learnt anything from all they had done
in each subject, they were occasionally doubtful.

Clustering

Described above was extrancous procession, where continuity was signalled by
the tools — the textbook or tasks — rather than the substance of leaming: pupils
who defined follow-on like this made no reference to the subject matter of lessows.
Clustering, the second main category on the continuum, offered an advance on
this. In clustering, the existence of follow-on was predominantly bound up with
the particular area under study. Follow-on occurred when the same theme ‘carried
on” over a period of time. For those interviewees who made reference to clustering,
no mention was made of any build-up of knowledge or development in skills:
clustering denoted continuity not progression: ‘Geography, we have just really
been doing about farming and things like that, just kept going on about it” (female,
Year 10}.

Clustering was the type of continuity most frequently referred to by pupils. They
detected follow-on of this kind in all subjects, though primarily in history, maths,
science, English and geography. Continuity in practical subjects — especially art
and technology, then PE, and, to a lesser extent, home economics and music —
was also interpreted as clustering,

Pupils of all abilities observed this type of follow-on, though mid-attaining pupils
most readily described continuity thus, However, there was some difference in
pupils’ articulation and understanding of clustering depending on their level of
ability, Low attainers were more inclined than the other ability groups to give a
sense that one theme continued interminably, conveying a strong sense of the
endlessness of the subject matter. This was ‘continuance ad infinitum’: *It just
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keeps going on and on about the Normans® (male, low attainer, Year 8), Overall,
mid- and high-attamning pupils seemed more attuned to the fopic structure and
were more inclined to relay how they would work on one topic for 2 period of
time, and once that was completed they would move on to another. They had
more ‘topic awareness’: ‘Science, because you just do something and it takes
about five weeks to do a certain topic and then you move on to the next one. And
history foo, it takes about five weeks and geography, RE’ (male, mid-attaining
pupil, Year 10).

As Key Stage 3 progressed, some change was evident in pupils’ descriptions of
clustering. In Years 8 and 9, after a general question about follow-on, they needed
to be asked specifically about the continuity in each of their subjects and at times
sounded doubtful in their replies: ‘Nearly every week, we do the weather in
geography and I suppose the droughts are the same as the weather and ... the
wind and storms and stuff’ (male, mid-attaining pupil, Year 8). Possibly as a
resuit of their growing experience as learners, in Year 10, youngsters were more
nclined to declare immediately that follow-on cccurred in ‘most” or “gll’ subjects
then proceed to relay that a theme or topic would continue from lesson to lesson.
High-attaining pupils were particalarly fluent and certain about the topic structure
of their subjects at the end of Kev Stage 3:

That happens all the time, even in PE, because we never get one topic
done in one lesson. The different topics take like a term probably, like
a month to cover everything, so you just follow it on for like o couple of
weeks or a month or ¢ term, until ity finished (female, high attainer,
Year 10},

Every subject does [follow on] until we start a new fopic, and theres
only a few topics that we do in a year in a subject, about three or four,
and alf our lessons follow on ... {female, high attainer, Year 10).

Most pupils who interpreted continuity and progression as clustering tended to
see each fopic separately: work followed on until they ‘finished® the particular
theme under study. This was often signified by an assessment: ‘ You just follow on
with the subject and you do it until you learn what it is and then you do a test
usually, at the end of it, when you finish a certain thing you are doing’ (female,
Year 9). After this, folow-on stopped because they would ‘move on fo something
else’. A small number of high attainers did, however, make links between the
topics. They were particularly adept at this in geography: ‘In geography, we did
about deforestation and the problems it has, and then it is on the same line ... we
were doing about the Alps and the problems it has’ (male, Year 9).

incrementsl acquisition

Whereas clustering had offered an advance on exiraneous procession, incremental
acquisition was a more sophisticated interpretation of follow-on again. Clustering
was linear, simply concerned with the continuance of the theme over a period of
time; incremental acquisition, however, involved a recognition of the build-up of
new knowledge and skills. It was primarily high attainers who depicted follow-
on as incremental acquisition. Indeed, at times high-attaining interviewees even
denied the existence of follow-on between lessons when they had not experienced
a sense of acquiring new knowledge or skills. For example, in Year 9 an English
lesson observed in a grammar school was the class’s weekly library session during
which they always read quietly; observed pupils felt that this lesson had not
foliowed on because °... we just do the same thing every week’,
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‘Analysis of the pupils’ responses showed that there were four different versions
in their descriptions of incremental acquisition.- The first three of these —
‘knowledge accumulation’, ‘increasing difficulty’ and ‘advancing skills’ - appeared
to be subject-related, and indeed, pupils’ comments largely reflected teachers’
own interpretations of the continuity and progression in their subjects. The fourth
version was ‘application’, quite definitely the most sophisticated version of
incremental acquisition, and therefore foliow-on overall, to emerge from the data.

The first sub-type within incremental acquisition was ‘knowledge accumulation’,
Those pupils describing follow-on in these terms recognised the build-up of subject-
based knowledge, and were clear that within a topic, with each lesson they were
‘adding more’ and ‘going deeper’ into what they had leamt already: ‘... we go
into a wee bit move depth in every lesson’ (female, Year 9). Given the nature of
knowledge accumulation, it is perhaps unsurprising that this was the type of
incremental acquisition seen in subjects that are tradltlonaliy perceived to be
content-laden, such as history and RE:

History is building on, so it is. About Oliver Cromwell, if we did him
and the Civil War, then we done about him winning the C_‘;‘vil War {male,
Year 93.

RE-builds on: you would maybe look at Mother Theresa 5 early life one
day and then her life as a teacher the nexi, and it sort of builds up, go
through her life (female, Year 10).

‘As highlighted above, it was predominantly high atfainers who interpreted follow-
" on as incremental acquisition. A number of mid-attaining puplls did describe
continuity as knowledge accumulation. -

Secondly, there was "increasing-difﬁculty’. ‘Here, youngsters acknowledged that
within a topic, they would begin with the most basic concepts atrd would progress
to more complex levels with each lesson? ‘Maths builds on it a lot because we do
more advanced things than we did in the last period, and science as well” (female,
Year &), As this comment illustrates; this kind of incremental acquisition was
seen mainly in academic skills-based subjects, particularly maths and languages.
To a lesser extent, the follow-on in science and geography was also described like
this. This; and indéed the other types of incremental acquisition, were notably
absent from pupils’ descriptions of the follow-on in practical subjects (save music).
Exceptionally, one boy saw the continuity and progression in art in these terms:

“In art ... each week we have been doing about ﬂowers and it has been getting
harder’ (maie Year 9).

Thirdly, some perceptions of follow-on denoted ‘advancing skills’. This type of
incremental acquisition included shades of both knowledge accumulation and
increasing difficulty, but was possibly a step up from these because of pupils’
recognition that follow-on in the curriculum meant a build-up of their skills base.
These pupils explicitly associated the progression in the curriculum with their
personal progress and development in their own knowledge and skills, and
perceived this in languages particularly: ‘It {follow-on] happens in French, because
we are learning how o say things about ourselves and then you can say them in
sentences and then you can write a paragraph about ourselves’ (female, Year 8).

The fourth and final sub-type was ‘application’. The youngsters articulating this,

the most sophisticated type of incremental acquisition, saw the connectedness
and cross-pollination of learning. Whereas all aforementioned pupils tended to
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view follow-on thematically, describing continuity and progression within the
particular topics they studied, these interviewees saw beyond this and were aware
that in their new work they were required to draw on and apply the knowledge
and skilis already gained from any part of their previous learning:

Lthink there s follow-on in French, because if you're sitting doing like
different subjects in French, ... you can 't forget ahout what you 've just
done because you need it, you know, fo build up a conversation or
something, You can't forget and think ‘Oh, I've done that, sod it’, you
know, vou have to remember (male, Year 8).

Maths, it would follow on all the time. Like, we would do about division
one week and then we would go on the next week about division ... just
vou do it all in one go. Then, you just move on to a different topic like
Jormula. You do that in all one go and then you would do fractions.
But in fractions we have done different things like dividing fractions,
putting fractions into a formula, adding them and subtracting them
{male, Year 10}.

Maths received the most nominations as the subject in which pupils perceived
this type of incremental acquisition; followed then by languages, English, science,
geography and then music. There was only a smatll cluich of pupils (nine) who
defined continuity and progression in terms of application.

Four of these nine pupils to identify ‘application’ were particularly consistent in
perceiving this kind of incremental acquisition: they detected it in a number of
subjects and from Year 7 frequently depicted foHow-on in these terms. These
four pupils were all classified as high attainers in Year 10; interestingly, however,
three of the four had each been described us ‘average’ or ‘slightly above average’
by their Year 7 teachers. Was it the capacity of these youngsters {o recognise the
need to apply existing skills and knowledge to their new work that was a
contributory factor in boosting their level of attainment? Because they knew they
had to integrate all their learning in a subject ~ *... pur it all together like a big
Jigsaw’ - did this enable them to turn from pupils deemed ‘average’ by their
primary teachers into high attainers by the end of Key Stage 37

-In summing up this discussion of the ‘Continuum of Perceived Follow-on’, there

are four final points to make.

Firstly, the continuum categorises pupils’ spontaneous responses to a question
about the “follow-on’ lesson-to-lesson in their subjects. A purpose of this chapter
on continuity and progression was to ascertain how the curriculum for each subject
hung together over time from the perspective of the learner. It was evident from
pupils’ interpretation of follow-on that they operated on different time spans: for
example those youngsters who took a ‘task-oriented’ view saw follow-on day-to-
day: ‘Maths follows on ... Say, you were doing an exercise on pie charts, you only
get half the exercise done, you have to go in the next lesson and finish it’ (male,
Year 10). Interviewees articulating ‘topic awareness clustering’ perceived it over
weeks at a time: ‘HE would follow on ... like we did nutrients lasi couple of
months and we just did our test today and changed over to different stuff’ (male,
Year 9). And the children who referred to ‘application’ pulled together their learning
from over the years: ‘In languages ... all the stuff that you learn at the start would
form the foundations for everything else that you would learn’ (inale, Year 9).
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Secondly, while the survey findings revealed an association between the amount
of continuity detected and pupils’ level of attainment, the case-study data
highlighted a similar relationship between ability and the types of follow-on
discerned. Broadly speaking, low-attaining pupils emerged as least advanced in
their definitions of follow-on: they were inclined to interpret follow-on as
extraneous procession, especially the lower order ‘page by page’ and ‘task-oriented’
versions, and were more likely than mid- and high-attaining pupils to take the
more basic view of clustering, ‘continuance ad infinitum’. Mid-attaining
youngsters were most likely to depict follow-on as clustering, especially ‘topic
awareness’. Regarding incremental acquisition, they saw it primarily in terms of
‘*knowledge accumulation’. High-attaining interviewees overall were most
sophisticated in their perception of follow-on, being more inclined than the other
ability groups to define continuity as incremental acquisition.

Thirdly, the continuum of follow-on shows how widely pupils’ perceptions of
the continuity and progression in their subjects range. Such variety in interviewees’
descriptions of follow-on would suggest that in any class there will be differences
in how individual pupils comprehend the internai coherence of the curriculum.
This would be the case in skills-based academic subjects in particular: pupils’
accounts of follow-on in the likes of maths, French and English spanned the
~ “Continuum of Perceived Follow-on’. Because of the association between ability
and the type of follow-on discerned, this would also be a particular issue in mixed
ability classes — though not exclusively. Recall that pockets of high attainers saw
follow-on as extrancous procession. This would therefore suggest that in setted
or streamed classes and in grammar schools there might still be variety in how
pupils mentally map out the curriculum they cover in each of their subjects. For
example, asked about the follow-on in a French lesson on an observed day in Year
10, one high-attaining girl in a grammar school felt that there had been no follow-
on because ‘... we just started on a new topic’. Asimilarly high-attaining classmate
did detect follow-on, however, because °... in French ... you don’t just walk in
and start all over again, its all to do with what you have learnt before, even from
first year'.

Finally, analysis showed that the interviewees who most consistently described
follow-on as incremental acquisition during Key Stage 3 also defined it thus in
Year 7. This would perhaps suggest that pupils’ capacity to comprehend the internal
coherence of the curriculum at a sophisticated level begins in the primary school.
There may be considerable merit, therefore, in a stronger emphasis on raising all
pupils’ awareness of continuity and progression in their learning at primary level.
After all, as stated above, it may have been their recognition that the curriculum
was held together over time through ‘application’ and the reed to apply existing
knowledge and skills to new work, which played an important part in turning
three ‘average’ pupils in Year 7 into high attainers in Year 10.

The above discussion has pertained to pupils’ perceptions of ‘follow-on’ iesson-
to-lesson. This section will proceed to consider their views of continuity year to
year.

4.5.2 Perceptions of continuity year-on-year

in the annual questionnaire, pupils were asked to respond to six statements that
compared their current year of schoo! with the previous year by circling “agree’,
‘disagree’ or ‘not sure’. How they responded in each year is shown in Table 4.3
below.
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As Table 4.3 shows, a recurrent theme in the data was pupils’ tendency to favour
current year of schoeling: to mix metaphors, familiarity breeds fondness.

The following discussion considers how, over the course of Key Stage 3, pupils
responded toeachof the six statements: preparedness, repetition, level of learning,
contingity and progression, enjoyment and interest. For each statement, any
noteworthy differences in the appraisals of the various pupil and school types are
highlighted, The seetion ends with a brief account of pupils’ transition to post-
primary school drawn from these staustxcs

Preparedness and repetition year-on-year

_ Firstly, throughout the study, the vast majority, around 70 per cent of pupils felt
.- that their previous.year of schooling had prepared them well for the current year.
. This may give some suggestion of the appropriateness of the degree of progression
in learning in the NIC Programmes of Study and in schools’ schemes of work.

It is perhaps noteworthy, however, that there was such consensus on this throughout
the study given the fluctuations in the perceived degree of repetition year-on-year
in Key Stage 3. Year R emerged as the year which involved the most repetition of
the previous year’s studies; Year 9 was the year in which the fewest number of
pupils felt there had been repetition; and the Year 10 results showed an increase
on Year 9 in the percentage of respondents who believed they had repeated last
year’s studies, though not as many as had believed that Year 8 had repeated Year
7. The case-study work substantiated these findings:

. In their Year 8 interviews, pupils recounted numerous incidences when they
had repeated work studied in Year 7: ‘Some maths we have been doing is the
same stuff we did in primary school: the exact same book, in fact’ (male).
Year 8 teachers bemoaned the lack of consistency in the work covered by
pupils transferring from different primary schools, which forced them to
pitch their lessons to the level of the least experienced pupils.

s The lesser repetition between Year 9 and Year 8 most likely reflects the fact
" that teachers were following the schemes of work their departments had
" devised for Key Stage 3.

. In Year 10, pupils’ recollections of how in English, maths and science they
had revised earlier years’ work in preparation for the Key Stage 3 test wounld
explain the increase in the degree of repetition during this year. The case-
study evidence also lent further weight to the intimation from the
questionnaire responses that revision for the Key Stage 3 tests occurred most
in grammar schools: results from the survey showed that the percentage of
grammar school pupils agreeing that Year 10 repeated Year 9 rose five times
more than the corresponding percentage for secondary school pupils.

It may be a cause for concern that in only one of the three years under study (Year
9) did a definite majority of pupils (60 per cent) feel that their current year’s
studies had not repeated the previous year’s work, In Years 8 and 10, though
approximately half the sample did not see any repetition, the remaining half
(approximately 50 per cent) were either uncertain or did think they had repeated
the previous year’s work.
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Level of learning year-on-year

Whilst throughout Key Stage 3, the vast majority of pupils agreed they had learnt
more in their current year of schooling than in the previcus year, the figures were
highest in Year 8 when over three-quarters of respondents acceded, as opposed to
two-thirds in Years 9 and 10. This is perhaps a noteworthy result, given that in

- Year 8 conspicuously more pupils felt that they had repeated the previous year’s

work than was the case in Years 9 and 10. To some extent, at least, it may have
been the differences between primary and post-primary school in terms of the
content and structure of the curricuum - the presence of new subjects like modern
languages, the teaching of subjects by specialists in specific timetabled slots -
which made Year 8 pupils almost unanimous that they had learnt more that vear
than they had in Year 7. Further, as will be shown later, in Year &, pupils expressed
their highest levels of interest in their schoolwork. A note of caution may be
necessary when considering these resulits: the incremiental nature of learning may
have made it difficult for pupils to assess accurately how much had been leamt in
one year alone compared with the previous year alone.

Continuity and progression year-on-year

In terms of the continuity pupils perceived vear-on-vear during Key Stage 3, Year
8 emerged as the year when fewest pupils felt that their subjects had followed on
well from Year 7 work. In Year 9 and Year 10, a higher percentage of pupils
detected confinuity between their current and previous vear's studies. Confirming
teachers’ opinions reported earlier, these findings indicate that there is greater
continuity within Key Stage 3 than there is between Key Stages 2 and 3.

However, considering that pupils were following the same Programmes of Study
and schemes of work and there were external cues — the same school, the same
teachers and the same series of textbooks — to alert them to continuity within the
Key Stage 3 curriculum, there was really only quite a small increase in the
percentage of respondents who perceived continuity between Years § and 9 {56
per cent) and Years 9 and 10 (57 per cent), compared with the percentage (49 per
cent) who felt that Year 8 had followed on well from Year 7. Further, each vear
about a third of pupils answered ‘not sure’, a reflection of their difficulty either in
comprehending what ‘follow-on’ meant or actually in recognising it. The section
of this chapter on the curriculum as mediated presented an analysis of lessons
observed for the pupil pursuit which showed that when teachers revisited topics,
they did so with relatively little explanation as to exactly how the new work would
advance previous learning. The above findings suggest there may be considerable
merit in a stronger emphasis on increasing pupils’ awareness of continuity and
progression in their learning year-on-year.

- As attainment level had been influential in pupils” perception of continuity lesson

by lesson, a breakdown of the results by the background variables showed a
correlation between pupils’ level of attainment and their recognition of follow-on
year by year. In each year of Key Stage 3, high attainers discerned markedly
more cantinuity from the previous year’s work than their low-attaining peers (there
was & difference between these two ability groups of 1314 per cent each year).
And, whilst 1t was part of the overall trend for a substantial minority of pupils to
consistenily answer ‘not sure’ to this item, ability appeared a determining factor:
each year over one-third of low-attaining respondents were unsure compared with
nearer a quarter of high attainers,

The selective school system in NI directs most (though not all) high attainers into
grammar schools; consequently, throughout the Key Stage, respondents from these
schools did perceive more follow-on year to year than their secondary school
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contemporaries. However, there was possibly some intimation in the data that
these grammar school youngsters saw this in spite of the curriculum mediation i
‘their schools. Although the grammar schools did have a much greater concentration
of the sample’s high attainers and no low aftainers, the difference between the
‘proportion of grammar school pupils who agreed that their current year followed
on from last year and the proportion of secondary school pupils agreeing was
never as striking as might have been anticipated — the biggest difference was
eight per cent in Year 8. To hypothesise, it may be that the high- and mid-attaining
pupils in secondary schools discerned continuity year to year with greater acuity
than their counterparts in grammar schools (perhaps as a result of the mediation
" of the curriculum in their schools), thus compensating for their low-attaining
classmates’ vaguer perceptions and raising secondary school pupils’ overall
‘percentage. '

Pupils’ level of engagement was also found to be associated with their perception
of continuity year to year, an unexpected finding perhaps given that level of
engagement did not emerge as a key factor in respondents’ ability to detect follow-
on in their subjects lesson-to-lesson. However, throughout Key Stage 3, high-
engaged pupils saw considerably more continuity in their learning over the years
than their mid- and especially low-engaged contemporaries. Further, over the
course of the study, the difference between high-engaged respondents and their
comparative groups grew more pronounced. Each year low-engaged pupils were
least likely to discern follow-on. In Year 10, for the first time, there was a
conspicuous difference between them and their mid-engaged peers, suggesting
perhaps the emergence of a trend whereby these low-engaged pupils were becoming
marginalised. '

Enjoyment year-on-year

Although there was vacillation during Key Stage 3 in pupils’ level of interest in
their school work (as will be discussed next), the percentages conveying their
greater enjoyment of their current compared with their previous year of schooling
remained constant throughout, though were never compelling. In each year’s
questionnaire, around 50 per cent of respondents agreed that they had enjoyed the
‘work they had completed that year more than last year’s studies. The remaining
pupils either were uncertain or disagreed, though the percentage who disagreed
did decline as Key Stage 3 progressed: 27 per cent in Year § compared with 20 per
cent in Year 10.

Interest yeér-on-year

There was fluctuation in the levels of interest that pupils expressed in their
schoolwork over the three years of the study. As Table 4.3 shows, in Year 8
respondents were most interested in their school work compared with the previous
year, with only 17 per cent of pupils agreeing that they had been more interested
in their work in Year 7 than in Year 8, and 60 per cent disagreeing. In Year 9,
pupils were much more divided about the year in which they were more interested
in their work: 31 per cent of pupils agreed that they had been more interested in
their work in Year 8, and 47 per cent disagreed. No doubt, by Year 9, the novelty
of post-primary school that helped render Year 8 more interesting than Year 7 was
diminishing. However, because pupils’ interest in their work picked up in Year
10, this decline in Year 9 may indicate a particular problem with that year of
schooling.

These are pupils’ own comparisons of their feelings towards their current and
previous year of schooling. In Year 9, one-third registered that they had been
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more interested in their work last school year. Given the impact that this could
have on these pupils’ motivation and attitude to learning, amendment of the Year
9 curriculum and its mediation may be necessary in order to sustain and even
enhance the level of interest which pupils felt for their school work in Year 8. As
Sharp (1998) suggested, it may be that this year needs more of a focus. Whilst
Year 8 has all the novelty of a new school and curriculum organisatton, and Year
10 has the Key Stage 3 tests and options procedure, Year 9 lacks a distinguishing
feature.

It appeared that this Year 9 downtum had a greater and more lasting impact on
grammar school pupils. In Year 8, type of school made no conspicucus difference
to pupils’ mterest in their school work, yet in Year 9 a more substantial minority
of grammar school respondents (36 per cent) than their secondary peers (28 per
cent) agreed that they had been more interested in their school work in Year 8 than
in their current year. In Year 10, although for both school types there was an
upturn in the proportion of pupils expressing greater interest in their work that
school year, grammar school respondents made a smaller improvement than their
secondary school contemporaries, a similar proportion of whom acknowledged
their interest in their Year 10 school work as they had in their Year 8 studies.

This Year 9 downturn was also experienced most dramatically by low-engaged
pupils. Whilst the data for each engagement group mirrored the overall trend on
this item — the proportion registering interest in school work declining in Year 9
and improving in Year 10 - the percentage of low-engaged pupils still fell more
steeply (by 20 per cent) than both mid- and high-engaged respondents (by nine
and eight per cent respectively). In fact, in Year 9 a higher percentage of low-
engaged youngsiers (46 per cent) agreed than disagreed (31 per cent) that they
had been more interested in their work last school year than this year: the only
time in response to this whole item, that the largest percentage of pupils had not
favoured their current year. Further, there was evidence that the Year 9 downturn
was a body blow for low-engaged pupiis, but a mere blip for their high-engaged
counterparts. In Year 10, these were the only pupils to regain all ground lost in
Year © and to express interest in their school work in the same proportions as they
had in Year 8. Thus, there was the suggestion that high-engaged children were
better able to withstand a less stimulating school year than their low-engaged and
also mid-engaged peers.

The responses of Tow-engaged pupils to other staternents m this Hem revealed
their further dissatisfaction with school in Year 9. This possibly offers some
indication of the impact the Year 9 downtum had on their perceptions of the
curriculum and might even offer some explanation for it. In Year &, there was no
notable difference between the engagement groups, but in Year :

. far fewer low-engaged pupils (59 per cent) felt that the previous year had
prepared them well for their current year compared with their high-engaged
peers (B0 per cent) and also their mid-engaged counterparts (71 per cent);

. low-engaged pupils were less likely to repudiate the notion that Year 9 had
simply repeated Year 8 work: about half of these voungsters, but two-thirds
of their high-engaged contemporaries, demurred; and

® fewer low-engaged pupils (61 per cent) felt they had learnt more during that
year than in Year 8 compared with high-engaged pupils (72 per cent).

The pattern of these results was replicated in Year 10. How far these perceptions
of low-engaged pupils were a symptom or a cause of their dissatisfaction is open
to debate.
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Transfer to post-primary school

There was a warning in these data that pupils’ transfer to certain types of post-
primary school proved particularly stressful. In Year &, those youngsters attending
grammar schools or single-sex schools — especially all-girls’ or large schools ~
were all markedly less likely than their comparative groups o have enjoyed their
first year at post-primary school more than their last year at primary school. There
was, therefore, intimation that pupils initially felt discomfort in large post-primary
schools, and dislike of the single-sex, particularly all-female, environment.
Grammar school life was also less palatable, though in Year § this result may have
been as much of a reflection of pupils’ feelings of deflation and dysphoria after
the demanding routine in their last years of primary school, as it was an indication
of their dissatisfaction with the atmosphere and styles of curriculum mediation in
these schools. There was some acclimatisation for these pupils because, later in
Key Stage 3, they drew closer to their comparative groups. Yet, for all, except
those attending single-sex girls’ schools, some difference remained, perhaps
highlighting pupils’ continuing comparative dissatisfaction with these schools or
the lasting legacy of their first impression. In Year 8, pupils in Catholic-managed
schools registered less enjoyment of their first year of post-primary school than
those in Protestant-managed institutions, though this may be explained by the
fact that 14 of the 17 single-sex schools in the sample were Catholic-managed.

It also emerged that low-attaining pupils felt least well prepared for the work at
their post-primary school. In Year 8, there was a small but notable difference
between the proportion of low attainers (64 per cent) and high attainers (73 per
cent) who agreed that their work in primary school had prepared them well for all
their studies in the first year of Key Stage 3. However, this did not appear to
diminish their enthusiasm for their post-primary experience, as low attainers (58
per cent) were markedly more likely than their high-aitaining contemporaries (45
per cent) to have enjoyed Year 8§ more than Year 7.

4.6 Curriculum as internalised

Focusing on the implications of their curricular experiences for learning, this section
begins with a discussion of pupils’ evaluative comments on follow-on derived
from the interviews conducted in the case-study schools. Following this is a brief
summary of pupils’ perceptions of their own personal progress, and finally the
learners’ perspective on the helpfulness of methods of assessment and their
experience of the Key Stage 3 fests is presented.

4.6.1 Pupils’ perceptions of the value of continuity and
progression

Interviewees in the case-study schools were asked to evaluate the follow-on in
their subjects. These were the mam viewpoints expressed:

¢  follow-on meant that more was learnt;

# it helped pupils to remember more;

4 it was enjoyable only if the subject matter was liked; and
L 4

it was boring.

The previous section on the curriculum as experienced documented pupils’ various
interpretations of continuity and progression and introduced the ‘Continuum of
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Perceived Follow-on’ which classified their responses under the three categories
of ‘extraneous procession’, ‘clustering” and ‘incremental acquisition’. It was
acknowledged that as the survey data had found an association between attainment
and the amount of follow-on perceived, the Continuum revealed z link between
attainment and the type of follow-on seen.

The type of follow-on pupils perceived was seen 1o mirror their evaluation. Thus,
high-attaiming pupils were most likely to volunteer that follow-on aided their
understanding of the subject matter under study. Their explanations implied a
recognifion that they were active in the learming process: ‘f actually Like it being a
Jollow-on because it sort of helps you understand things more and you can do
more with i’ (female, high attainer, Year 8), In contrast, for mid-attaining pupils
{particularly in Year 8) and low attainers, follow-on was beneficial because ‘vou
know more’. Like the nature of clustering (the type of continuity they discerned),
for these pupils follow-on was swelling the amorphous mass of their knowledge:
‘You know more, like if you stopped yvou wouldn 't know as much as yvou did the
next week, because then you would know it afl’ (female, mid-attaining pupil).
Further proof of the different internalisations of high-, mid- and low-attaining
pupils was evident in their descriptions of what ensued if lessons did not follow
on: high attainers were most likely to articulate that they would feel ‘lost’ or
‘confused’, therefore suggesting the derailment of their understanding, whilst their
low-attaining peers were more inclined to say they would ‘forger’, l.e. reducing
their knowledge.

Earlier analyses also revealed that pupils operated on different time spans in terms
of how they perceived the curriculum hanging together over time. This influenced
their perceptions of when ‘follow-on’ equalled ‘boring’. For high attainers, follow-
on became boring when a subject area lasted ‘foo long’, meaning “weeks’, while
for some low attainers and a clutch of mid-attaining pupils, follow-on was boring
if it lasted longer than a day: “‘You get boved with it if yvou are working on it for
more than one lesson’ {female, low attainer, Year 9). Indeed, some of the lowest
attainers in the sample were inclined to favour lessons which did not follow-on
because ‘I'd rather do something new’; for them follow-on did not mean
progression, but rather amounted to ‘the same thing’.- Therefore, whilst high
attainers’ articulation suggested that they were advantaged and empowered by
their capacity to detect progression in their learning, the discourse of some of
their low-attaining peers at times suggested incomprehension of the unfolding of
the curriculum. '

As an aside, low-attaining interviewees’ evaluation of follow-on perhaps also
revealed something of their feelings on their ability to cope in school. Attimes, a
fear of failure and exposure were implicit in their comments. Remember that for
these pupils, follow-on operated on a day-to-day time span and was often ‘task-
oriented’. It was said that when lessons followed on it was ‘easier’ because *...
there s not that much work to it’ and *... it gives you lots of time to work on it (the
task in hand)’. Equally, follow-on could prevent pupils’ embarrassment in front
of the class and the teacher ‘because if the teacher might ask you and if it didn 't
Jollow on, then you wouldn t know it, but if it did, you would know it’ {(female, low
attainer, Year 8). Further, an RE lesson which followed on from learning in primary
school gave one very low-attaining boy a rare moment of glory in Year & ‘It
ifollow-on)] makes me feel good because once I was doing about the Cross in RE
and I was the fastest doing it because I had already done it
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4.6.2 Progress

In the annual questionnaire, pupils were asked to rate on a five-point scale the
extent to which they felt they had progressed in each of their subjects over the
course of their current school yvear. Table 4.4 shows their responses in each year
of Key Stage 3, ranked according to the Year 10 order.

Table 4.4 Pugils’ perceptions of personal progress hy year group
1 = I've made poor progress in this subject; 5 = I've made good progress in this subject
(i.e. the higher the mean, the greater pupils’ perceived progress)

. Year 8 e A BT O
Overall Overall Overall
Subject mean : mean niean
PE : 4.1 : 4.0 4.0
IT | 4.1 -‘ 4.0 3.9
Health education | 3.8 36 3.7
English : 3.7 3.6 3.7
Geography 36 36 3.7
Maths 3.8 36 5 3.6
History : 3.7 : 35 : 3.6
Technology : 3.7 5 36 : 36
Art : 3.8 3.7 3.5
Home economics | 38 : 3.6 a5
Science ‘ 3.7 3.5 35 e
RE - 3.6 3.5 35 .
Trish 36 : 3.6 3.5 .
French | 3.7 ; 3.5 3.3 |
Music 3.6 f 3.4 : 3.2 .
Overall mean 3.6 3.6 ?;
S B e R e ] S aﬁ?frﬁ-’wﬁ”ﬁﬁfﬁ%*«;{ﬂﬁ&ﬂﬁﬁfz@

Source: NJC Cokort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Given this chapter’s principal focus is on pupils’ perception of continuity and
progression, it is worth considering whether there is any positive association
between youngsters’ capacity to perceive follow-on and their sense of personal
progress in a subject. A comparison of the results presented in Table 4.4 and those
of pupils’ views of follow-on would suggest that this is not the case.

. Pupils rated their progress in all subjects positively, but especially so in PE,
the subject in which they discerned the least degree of follow-on.

® In Year 9, there was a fall in pupils’ opinion of the amount of progress made
in their subjects. By contrast, in Year 9 (and again in Year 10), there was an
increase in the level of continuity they observed in their lessons.

» A disaggregation of the results by level of attainment revealed, apart from
Year 8 when high attainers did rate their progress more highly, there was no
conspicuous difference in the perceptions of progress by the different
attainment groups (overall mean scores for Year & —low: 3.6, mid: 3.7, high:
3.9; Year 9 - low: 3.6; mid: 3.6 high: 3.6; Year 10 —low: 3.5, mid: 3.6, high:
3.6). Throughout this chapter, the impact of level of attainment on the amount
and type of follow-on pupils’ perceived has been evidenced.

At the most basic level of analysis, therefore, there was some intimation that a
capacity to see curricalum continuity did not equate with a feeling of progress.
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4.6.3 Assessment

Helpfulness of methods of assessment

In the Year 8 and 9 pupil questionnaires, respondents were asked to rate how
helpful they deemed various methods of assessment. The youngsters could identify
the assessment methods as *not helpfal’, “fairly helpful® or ‘very helpful’, or could
indicate that they had had no exporience of & particular method that year by circling
‘not used’. The resaits for Year 8 are presented in Table 4.5, and those for Year 9
are shown in Table 4.6.

Table 4.5 Pupiis’ perceptions of the helpfulness of assessment methods: Year & responses

Very . Fairly
. helpful | helpful helpful
Methad of Assessmem % ;

Exammatlons i 67 : 27
Reports Y ; 25

Tests 49 i 40
Teachers’ written comment 44 :
Teachers’ oral comments 47
Marks on work 61
Pupils’ self»rewew 45

Base: 2,694 )
Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8 Pupil Survey e

Table 4.6 Pupils’ percepttons of the heipfulness of assessmem meihods \"ear 8 respanses

ooy Rt

helpful
Method of Assessment Y

Examinations

Reports

Tests {at the end of units)
Teachers’ written comments
Teachers’ oral comments
Marks on work

Pupils’ self-review

Base: 2,608
Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year  Pupil Survey

Perhaps most noticeable about the above results is pupils® generally positive
appraisal of these methods of assessment. The figures for both years show that
the vast majority of respondents found each method either “fairly’ or ‘very’ helpful
in terms of providing information on progress.

In ranking the methods of assessment by the percentage of pupils who deemed
each method ‘very helpful’, in Year 8, examinations and reports shared the top
position, though in Year 9, reports were slightly ahead of examinations. Both
years, marks on work very closely followed reports and exams; then, in descending
order, came tests, teachers’ oral comments, self-review and teachers® written
comments (in Year 9 these last two methods were equal). Asked in a separate
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question to specify the most helpful assessment method of all, both years,
examinations were chosen most readily followed by reports then tests {joint with
teachers’ oral comments in Year &).

Replicating the findings of the Pilot Study, the above results illustrate that the
majority of pupils consider examinations and reports to be the most effective
means of identifying their progress and attainment. This further substantiates the
Pilot Report’s observation that although conventional wisdom suggests
examinations to be anathema to children, pupils clearly valued this form of
assessment. This-was further ratified by the comments of the case-study pupils in
interviews, These youngsters spoke mainly about “tests’ as opposed to ‘exams’
because they were asked specifically to think about the forms of assessment they
had experienced during that term and their interviews were conducted in December
and March, so never taking in the summer exam period. However, because tests
are similar o exams, albeit more frequent and iess formal, their comments throw
some illumination on why these forms of assessment were considered pre-eminent.
Save one or two pupils who each year bemoaned the pressure which accompanied
examninations and tests, interviewees were almost unanimous that these were useful
means of identifying progress because they provided a clear-cut indication of
how an individual was performing: *If shows how you are coming along, if you
are coming along good or bad, so it will tell you and you can try to keep your
standards up’ (female, Year 9). Exams also showed pupils what they did and did
not know, highlighting whether more concentration or help was needed: ‘ You know
you need to work harder in this part or you don t need to work as hard in this part,
like’ (female, Year 8); ‘It tells you if you are doing good or bad or not in that
subject, and if you are doing not so well, you can get help’ (male, Year 9).

Returning to the survey results, a comparison of responses over the two years
reveals that in Year 9, pupils tended to circle *fairly helpful’ more often and ‘very
helpful’ slightly less frequently than in Year 8. In fact, the percentage of pupils
using this latter description fell for every assessment method by up to nine per
cent. The percentage of youngsters who circled ‘not helpful® rose by between one
and four per cent for each assessment method. Whether pupils’ slightly less positive
appraisals in Year 9 were in any way a reflection of their general apathy that year
is open to debate. '

Key Stage 3 lests

In the Year 10 pupil survey, the item on assessment was replaced with questions
seeking respondents’ perceptions of the Key Stage 3 tests.

The Year 7 report (Harland et al., 1999a) described the ‘major backwash effect’ of
the Transfer Test on the nature of pupils” whole curriculum learning during Years
6 and 7. s existence was said by Year 7 teachers and primary principals to
‘distort everything’ in upper Key Stage 2 and to have a ‘most traumatic’ impact
on pupils. Just as assessment heralds the start of Key Stage 3 in the form of the
Transfer Procedure, assessment signifies its end with the standard tests in Year
10. In the Year 10 pupil questionnaire, respondents were asked whether they felt
these tests had had any impact on their time, both at and outside school, during
that year. The vast majority of pupils signalled that the tests had such effects:

. 70 per cent of pupils said that the Key Stage 3 tests had made a difference to
their lives and work at school during Year 10; and

* 61 per cent of respondents affirmed that the Key Stage 3 tests made a
difference to their lives outside school during Year 10.
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A breakdown of the results by background variables highlighted the pupil and
school types who were more inclined to feel the effects of these tests. Pupils’
ievel of attainment and their gender emerged as key factors, and type, gender and
size of school also appeared influential:

. Mid- (73 per cent) and, especially, high-attaining pupils (78 per cent) were
considerably more likely than their low-attaining peers (56 per cent) to think
that the Key Stage 3 tests had made a difference to their lives at school
during Year 10. Accordingly, disaggregation by type of school revealed that
this opinion was also held by three-quarters of grammar school pupils, but
by two-thirds of their secondary-educated peers.

o Substantially more girls (77 per cent) than boys (60 per cent) felt that the
tests had affected their school lives.

= Mirroring this, a larger proportion of respondents from single-sex girls’
schools (80 per cent) stated thus than their counterparts in single-sex boys’
(68 per cent) or mixed institutions {65 per cent).

Simitarly, in terms of those pupil types who found that the Key Stage 3 tests had
impacted on their lives outside school during Year 10, an analysis showed that
again it was high attainers, grammar school puptls, girls and those educated in an
all-female environment who felt this most keenly. '

Respondents who stated that the Key Stage 3 tests had made a difference to their
lives at school during Year 10 were asked to specify why they felt this had been
the case. There were two reasons which were most frequently cited: 37 per cent
of pupils stated that the tests had made themn learn more, and 34 per cent said that
there had been more work to do. In giving their rcasons, one-sixth of pupils
highlighted the stress they had felt, and one-tenth referred fo the pressure they had
been under from their teachers. However, the impact of the tests was not always
negative. As stated above, over a third of pupils felt they had learnt more, and
additionally, albeit in small proportions, respondents indicated that because of the
tests, they had worked harder (eight per cent); felt prepared for taking GCSE
examinations {eight per cent); were now more committed to leamning {(five per
cent) and were more aware of the importance of school (three per cent), Itis
noteworthy that it was secondary school pupils who were most inclined to mention
these more positive outcomes of the Key Stage 3 tests, whilst their grammar school
counterparts were more likely to refer to feeling stressed.

In their reasons why the tests had impacted on their lives outside school, the
majority of these pupils (65 per cent) highlighted the impingement on their social
Hves, being unable to see their friends in the evening because of the need to study.
Twenty per cent of pupils specifically mentioned having to revise at home. Fora
significant minority, stress was again an outcome of the tests: ten per cent of these
pupils stated the tests had made them worry, and six per cent cited the pressure
they faced from family and friends.

The interviews conducted with pupils in the case-study schools revealed more of
the effect of Key Stage 3 tests. From their testimonies, it appeared that these
assessments had a significant impact on the learner’s experience of the curriculum
in Year 10. The results suggest that the existence of the tests distorted continuity
and progression and learning within English, maths and science, and jeopardised
the manageability and breadth and balance of the whole curriculum. Additionally,
pupils’ perceptions of the appropriateness and relevance of their subjects were
influenced.
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Impact on continuity and pregression and learning

As early as the autumn term in Year 10, it was evident that the Key Stage 3 tests
were already affecting pupils’ curriculum experience and learning. During
interviews conducted that term, in their descriptions of what they had covered so
far in English, maths and science, pupils from four of the five case-study schools
recounted numerous incidences of *... revising from last year and first year’, *. ..
doing fuke Key Stage 3 tests’, and ... doing loads of things that are on our Key
Stage 3s’. This suggests that the influence of these assessments was not solely
confined to the first week of May, but pervaded the whole of Year 10. The
preparation for the tests, particularly the repeat and revision of previous years’
work (most acutely felt in the grammar schools), impeded continuity and
progression and gave the curriculum a certain predictability: “In physics, we've
done revision: electricity, curremt electricity, static electricity, north and south
poles, magnets, attraction, repulsion. ... We haven't learnt about the planets yet,
but I think we will, becanse we learnt that in first year’ (female, grammar schoot).
In terms of the impact on pupils’ learning in English, maths and science, for some,
revision had allowed the clarification of aspects which had previously bemused
them. For others, however, there had been httle learning — ‘already know it all ...
boring’ (low-attaining, low-engaged male) — or learning had been confined to the
specifics for achieving success in the Key Stage 3 tests. These remarks were
made by two high-attaining, grammar school pupils when summing up their
learning in English in the autumn term of Year 10: */ suppose I've learnt whats
going to be in the English exam’ {(male); *I know how fo get more marks on different
questions’ {female).

It should be acknowledged that pupils, as those facing the tests, did regard the
concentration on revision as ‘helpful’ even if ‘we didn t learn that many new things’,
and deemed the mock Key Stage 3 tests beneficial, alleviating some interviewees’
feelings of anxiety over ‘the real thing'.

Impact on manageability

For high attainers particularly, the Key Stage 3 tests appeared to disturb the
manageability of the curriculum during Year 10. As alluded to above, the accounts
of grammar school interviewees intimated that revision for the tests started earliest
in their schools. Perhaps reflecting this, Chapter 6, in explaining how pupils
equated learning with learning something ‘new’, highlights a ‘levelling off’,
especially for high attainers in Year 10, in terms of degree of difficulty and
workload. Closer to the assessments, however, the manageability of the curriculum
for all pupils was affected, in particular because the tests examined three years’
worth of work in English, maths and science (a fact which caused some pupils
dismay). Corroborating the questionnaire findings, three-quarters of interviewees
reported spending more time than usual on homework and revision in the weeks
preceding the tests, to the detriment of their social lives, hobbies and, for high-
engaged girls, a good night’s rest: ‘I had fo stay in, couldn ¥ go 1o the snooker club
or couldn t go to the swimming pool because I had to do revision’ (male, secondary);
‘I didn t really go out ... I would sit and revise at the weekend, I wouldn t really go
out with my friends’ (female, secondary); ‘I sat up really late at night and then
Inext day] { wasn t awake until the end of the morning’ (female, secondary). Only
low-engaged boys and two high aftainers who were unconvinced of the purpose
of the iests denied any increase in the amount of time they had spent studying at
home, or any increase in anxiety in the weeks preceding the tests. Most pupils did
admit to feeling ‘a bit nervous’ before the tests, and a clutch of high-engaged girls
did appear genuinely distressed by the pressure wrought by the tests:
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Ididn't do anything. I was in the house ail the time, which I think was
a bit harsh for someone who is only 13 ... because | am still guite young
to have that much pressure put on me (female, grammar).

I was so nervous. ... There was so much pressure, because every single
teacher thinks that their subject is important ... and was putting emphasis
on theirs. So the workload was unbelievable, because you were trying
to keep up with everything else and revise for the Key Stage 35 ... which
was three years of work. ... There was just unbelievable pressure. [
Just could not find the time. You were always being fold whenever
employvers are looking for things, they are not just locking for academic
things, you need to keep up other activities. ... So I was trying to cope
with those and revise ... the pressure, I just couldn’t handle it {female,
grammar).

The senior managers interviewed in Year 10, whilst recognising that pupils were
‘under some strain’, Telt this was ‘certainly not the sort of pressure that the Transfer
exam poses on children’ and felt that the vast majority took the test ‘in their stride’
(head of year).

Impact on breadth and balance

There was evidence that the Key Stage 3 tests threatened the breadth and balance
of the whole curriculum by imposing on the homework and lesson time of non-
test subjects. In three of the case-study schools (two secondaries and one grammar),
pupils reported a decrease in the amount of homework they received for these
subjects in the weeks preceding the assessments. In the grammar school, pupils
alleged that ‘the school’ had specifically asked the teachers of non-test subjects
‘not to give us homework, but'to let all the third year students just have that time
to revise before the exams’ (female). Interviewees from this grammar school and
from one of the secondaries also recalled that they had been allowed to revise for
the tests in the lesson time of non-test subjects: ‘... we could take a class to do
revision ... Coming up to last week, a lot of teachers were ... saving “Take this
class” ~ say in French ~ “to do some revision’ (male, secondary), Whilst pupils
welcomed these opportunities for revision, nevertheless the breadth and balance
of the NIC were inevitably distorted. In their organisation of their homework
time, pupils gave priority to the three tested subjects, describing how they would
‘try to get away with doing as littie as possible’ in their homework for other subjects,
but converselty would ‘make sure everyvthing was totally right’ in their homework

“and revision for English, maths and science.

Impact on appropriateness and reievance

Although pupils appreciated the value of Key Stage 3 test subjects, especially
maths and English, in Year 10 over a quarter of interviewees identified material
covered in English, maths and science as ‘most important’ or ‘most useful’
specifically because it would benefit them in the tests:

Interviewer: Thinking about all the things that you have done this term, what do
vou think have been the most important things that you have learnt?

Interviewee: Probably in maths, all the things that we have learnt because it
going towards the Key Stage 3s. And English probably, because we
are doing comprehensions at the minute and we need to know them
for Key Stage 3 (female, grammar). ‘
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This kind of attitude was anticipated and feared by senior managers interviewed:

If they are testing those three subjects, it is sending a message (o pupils
that those are the ones that matter. I am not suve I necessarily agree
with that (Vice Principal).

Because they are doing English, maths and science, the children perceive
that ‘these are the imporiant subjects’. ... They probably see them as
more important than languages, technology, art, whatever. None of
them have the exam, so they are of less importance {(head of year).

A grammar school boy confirmed these suspicions, when he identified English,
maths and science as most useful, explaining that °... the subjects that you are not
doing an exam in you would probably tend not to think as highly of.

It should be noted, however, that five high aftainers, including all three high
attainers interviewed in a non-selective school which encouraged pupils to voice
their own opinions, confided that they ‘couldn t see the point’ of the Key Stage 3
tests: ‘I know that its a public exam and everything, but they just don't seem
important. It’s not as if whenever I am going for a job, they are going to ask me
what I got in my Key Stage 3s’ {female, secondary). Another girl echoed the
views of a Vice Principal when she questioned the validity of a system which
based its assessment solely on examinations;

Tdon 't think exams should be the only way to test your learning, because
there are people who just get really nervous about their exams and mess
it up completely, and then they have got a bad grade, but they could be
really bright and have a lot of potential at the same time (female,
secondary).

Highlighted above has been the impact of the Key Stage 3 tests on the NIC: the
focus on revision o the detriment of new work and, therefore, in pupils’ minds,
learning; the increase in their workload; the lesson and homework time of non-
test subjects forsaken; the importance pupils attached to ‘Jong words’, ‘the Periodic
Table’ or ‘decimals’ simply because of their use for, or appearance in, the test
papers. This is perhaps the inevitable outcome of public examinations, as schools,
most understandably, prepare their pupils for the tests. A key issue to consider
might be, therefore, whether the benefits of the tests justify the adverse effects to
the progression, balance, manageability and relevance of the Year 10 curriculum.

That said, however, to fully debate the role of formal assessment, it should be
borne in mind that this and other chapters in this report have speculated that the
tests (along with the options process) were the antidote which, by providing a
clear focal point for their leaming, remedied in Year 10 the disengagement from
the curriculum which beset some pupils in Year 9. Indeed, this hypothesis was
verified by interviewees’ comments: a grammmar school boy confessed that whilst
Year 9 had been a ‘joke’, in Year 10, *... you have to be more focused with the Key
Stage 3 exams coming up’ (male, grammar). Furthermore, in the questionnaire,
the most commonly given reason by pupils who felt that the tests had affected
‘their lives and work at school was that the assessments had made them learn
more.

Therefore, it appears that pupils’ motivation and learning were enhanced in a year

when the progression, balance, manageability and relevance of the curriculum
were disturbed. A similar scenario was also described in Year 7: as well as stressing
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the most damaging impact of the Transfer procedure on the upper Key Stage 2
curricufum and also on pupils’ wellbeing, a number of Year 7 teachers did state
the Test kept youngsters ‘on their toes’ in the final vear of primary school. This
perhaps raises some fundamental questions for curriculum designers regarding
the role of formal assessment in the NIC. Firstly, is it appropriate that pupils
appear to be motivated by assessment and see more purpose in education when it
has a test at the end of it? Secondly, to what extent has the current assessment
system been responsible for developing these highly instrumental attitudes in
pupils? Thirdly, can teachers and curriculum designers mount a curriculum where
the subject matter and skills intrinsically motivate pupils rather than the extrinsic
drive towards assessment?

4.7 Conclusion and implications
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A dichotomy emerged whereby continuity and progression were planned but not
made explicit to pupils in the classroom. Teachers mamtained that within a Key
Stage the NIC provided a framework within which they could develop the internal
coherence of their subjects. The analysis showed that continuity and progression
operated on several different levels as teachers built them over the time period in
which a particular theme/project was covered, and also established continuity and
progression that developed previous work and provided a foundation for future
learning. However, despite this planning, an examination of the observations
conducted i the case-study schools showed that continuity and progression, whilst
often implicit in lessons, were not specifically stated or made clear to pupils.
Since this — the mediation of the lesson ~ was the arena of pupils’ experience, it
may be that the lack of explicit reference to continuity and progression accounted
for many pupils’ various and at times simplistic perceptions of a subject’s internal
coherence, which the *Continuum of Percetved Follow-on’ illustrated. There may,
therefore, be a need for a focus on pedagogies that make the internal coherence of
subjects explicit to pupils so that they can more accurately appreciate the aims of,
and progression in, their leaming.

The findings of the annual pupil survey suggested an association between pupils’
attainment and the amount of follow-on discerned in subjects (with high attainers
perceiving more). In the case-study data, there appeared to be a link between
attainment and the type of follow-on seen, with high-attaining interviewees giving
the most sophisticated interpretations. This leads to the question:

QObviously, this is an extremely complex question to fathom, but it may be worth
considering the following evidence:

¢ It emerged that the three of the four pupils who most consistently defined
follow-on as ‘application’ {the pinnacle of the ‘Continnum of Perceived
Follow-on’) were described as ‘average’ by their Year 7 teachers, but were
high attainers by the end of Year 10. Was this a factor in their improved
attainment?
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When making evaluative comment on follow-on, high attainers were most
likely to state that ‘follow-on’ aided their understanding, whereas as mid-,
and especially low-attaining pupils, were more inclined to remark that
“follow-on’ meant *you know more’. Does this suggest that the quality of
insights into the benefits of continuity and progression aids incremental
iearning and understanding?

In their evaluation of follow-on, low attainers were inclined to state how
they preferred to “move on’ to a new area rather than *follow on’, which was
‘boring’ and amounted to learning ‘the same thing’. Could there be any link
between their poorer perception of follow-on and disaffection with the
curriculum?

Seeing continuity and progression might, in reality, mean children are making
progress, but it does not necessarily mean that they feel they are making
progress. A disaggregation of the results by level of attainment revealed,
apart from Year 8, there was no conspicuous difference in the perceptions of
progress in the three attainment groups.

Further Recommendations

L

A reconsideration of the Year 9 curriculum: an item that was included in the
annual pupil survey asked respondents to compare their current year of
schooling with the previous year. It was evident that pupils’ levels of
enjoyment and interest nosedived in Year 9 compared with Year 8, only to
recover in Year 10. If pupils themselves are aware of their lesser engagement
with one school year, what is the impact of this on their level of motivation?

A review of the Key Stage 3 tests: an impact similar to that of the Transfer
Procedure on Year 7 was apparent as the evidence suggested that the
continuity and progression, balance and manageability of the Year 10
curriculum were jeopardised by the existence of public assessment in
English, maths and science. There was an indication that pupils’
motivaiion had increased as a result of the Tests, but this short-term,
{ast-minute benefit may not sufficiently compensate for the disturbance
to NIC and for the creation of a situation whereby assessment becomes
pupils’ main driving force.
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5. RELEVANCE AND

5.1

APPROPRIATENESS

Introduction

According to Lord and Harland (2000), relevance and appropriateness have, after
values in education, been the ‘most frequently occurring fopic of research
pertaining to pupil experiences and perspectives on the curriculum’ (p.41).
Researchers have investigated pupils’ views on the importance of subjects (e.g.
Stables and Wikeley, 1997; John and Thomas, 1997}, and their relevance, both to
current educational needs (e.g. Harland ef af., 1999b; Ingram, 1992; Gamner, 1993),
and to careers (Harland ef al., op. ¢it.; Francis and Greer, 1999; Woodward and
Woodward, 1998). The majority of studies, however, have examined specific
subject relevance, or current importance, rather than the relevance of the whole
curriculum, as in the case of the cohort study.

The present research sought pupils’ views on relevance {0 current (not specifically
educational) needs, to life in the future, to careers, and also their views on gender
relevance. Lord and Harland (1bid.) found that relevance in earlier research has
most frequently been perceived in terms of ‘relevant contexis (relating to real-life
situations)’. Given the scope of the present inquiry, ‘real-life relevance’ from the
pupils’ point of view extended along the full spectrum of pupils’ experience in the
present, and embraced their future aspirations both for careers and for adult life in
‘general.

Pupil perceptions were gleaned from responses to four of the semantic differential
items in the questionnaire, and from a series of questions on relevance in the
interviews. The following chapter will discuss the views of pupils, supplemented
as appropriate by those of teachers, in relation to the five curriculom levels (see
Chapter 1),

5.2 The curriculum as specified
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The NIC requires that every pupil should follow a curriculum that is ‘relevant to
his or her particular needs’. Tt also states that each individual is entitled to a
curriculum that promotes their *spiritual, moral, cultural, intellectual and physical
development’ and prepares them for ‘the opportunities. responsibilities and
experiences of adult life’.

Teachers were asked first whether they thought that the subject content and skills
they had taught to the year group in question during the current term were relevant
and appropriate for them. They were then asked whether they felt pupils perceived
them as relevant. Finally, teachers were asked whether they believed effective
learning in their subject was dependent upon pupils’ perception of its relevance.

Severa! teachers interviewed in the pilot study (Harland er al., 1996) believed:
*Pupils acquire a sense of what is appropriate and relevant not, in the main,
through explicit explanations by teachers, but rather through the implicit de facto
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status given to a subject by the amount of time it receives, or the extent to which it
is examined or tested.” Other researchers have also suggested that subjects allocated
only a small proportion of the timetable will be perceived by pupils as low-status
curriculum areas (Hendley et al., 1996). A number of teaching staff here
acknowledged that the relevance of different subjects was implicit for pupils in
the timetable, and in their assessment status. As one English teacher observed:
don 't have to persuade them that English is important; I think they know that
themselves.’

(Given the persistent imporiance of vocational relevance in the pupil responses,
the paucity of references to it in the teacher data was striking. Pupils related the
curriculum to their needs in both the present and a future that extended beyond
their schooi career. Teachers’ priorities, on the other hand, related to 2 much more
tightly demarcated period beginning in the present and ending when pupils left
school {and were thus no longer their responsibility). They tended to associate
appropriateness and relevance either:

¢  with levels of academic relevance and achievement; or

¢  with the need to instil real-life relevance into the leaming experience, in
order to secure pupils’ engagement with the task in hand.

Many teachers acknowledged the importance of reai-life relevance. However, at
least as many teachers interpreted relevance in an academic context. Among these,
relevance was often seen in terms of manageability (1.2, whether the level of
difficulty, or the sheer workload was ‘appropriate’ for the age and ability of a
particular class). A science teacher, for example, said there were ... a lof of units
to get through’ which meant ‘you don t have time fo, sort of, enhance the learning
experience’.

On the whole, the majority of teacher interviewees seemed 1o agree that the
specified curriculum was relevant for pupils according to the criteria defined above.
Many teachers linked acadennc relevance with the sense of progression. They
believed that this kind of relevance was cumulative, in that pupils gradually
discerned an increasing amount of relevance as they progressed through the Key
Stage, building on what they had learnt and applying it in a developing range of
contexts. A Year 9 maths teacher commented: ‘... when they progress a fittle bit
further ... they will see those skills they were learning arve relevant 1o what they
are doing, and they need to know those to solve a problem.”

The importance of relating the leaming experience to pupils’ everyday lives was
arecurring theme among teachers. AYear 8 French teacher regarded pets, families
and sport as appropriaie topics, because pupils ‘can really identify with that sort
of material’. Year 9 geography content relating to agriculture and factories was
seen to be appropriate because of its ‘real-life relevance’: *They really enjoy doing
things like that’ A maths teacher approved of changes in the revised orders which
enabled Year 9 pupils to ‘apply what they have learnt’, for example, through
planning the budget for a holiday. In home economics, teachers also welcomed
changes that incorporated more practical tasks.

Neverthetess, it was suggested that too frequently it could be left as the teachers’
responsibility to develop resources for building real-life relevance into their
subjects, by relating the content to pupils’ personal experience, or by devising
tasks that would engage them in an active role. According to many respondents,
particularly in geography, history, and science, fitting the workload specified by
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the NIC into the ‘fime allocation’ was often hard to reconcile with the need for
relevance to real life.

In certain subjects, the infrinsic nature of particular topics was seen to be
inappropriate in this respect:

. History — one teacher questioned ‘the wisdom of having a topic like the
Normans ... events that happened a thousand vears ago’ in the Year 8
curricolum. In his experience, ‘... even Year 8 pupils want to find out about
the twentieth century ... wars ... something that interests and excites them’,
His observations were roundly supported by the marked lack of enthusiasm
for history, events 'vears ago’, in the pupil data.

. Minsie — pupils found music consistently the least relevant of all subjeets.
Bearing in mind their alleged indifference to “things in the past’ in history, a
possible explanation from a music teacher may be pertinent here. She pointed
out that the majority of young people were ‘inferested in chari music ... in
their own types of what they want fo listen to ...". To make music relevant in
school, she recommended using their interest in contemporary music as a
starting point, and ‘fust sort of broadening their knowledge’.

Many teachers were aware of an association in pupils’ minds between relevant
tearning and learning something ‘new’:

0 Fremch — a modern languages feacher noted the importance of the novelty
value of learning a totally new subject in Year 8, and the positive sffect on
self-esteem of the subsequent sense of achievement.

s Geography — the overlap between geography and science in ceriain fopics
{see Chapter 3) was seen to cause problems when pupils felt the repetition
was irrelevant because the learning was not ‘new’. The solar system, for
example, was covered ‘in detail’ in science, and pupils were reported to
have asked ‘what 5 the point?” of subsequent recapitulation.

° Irish — in the case of Irish, teachers could be faced with stubborn resistance
from pupils who found the whole subject completely pointless: “Jf depends
on the pupils ... some of them don’t want to do anything ... you just have to
put up with that you know.” The limited relevance of Irish, particularly in
grammar schools, was evident from both the survey and the interview
responses.

In terms of their own views of the relevance of the curniculum as specified, many
teachers expressed a personal and professional recognition of the pleasure of
learning for its own sake, and the value of offering a range of perspectives on the
content of a lesson. Many also registered awareness of the need to bolster pupils’
self-esteemn, although this was frequently related to academic opportunities. As
noted earlier, the lack of reference to vocational relevance in teachers’ discourse
was striking. On the whole, from their emphasis on academic achievement and
real-life relevance, their responses gave the impression that they frequently had
no option but to uphold a strictly directed and utilitarian approach to relevance in
order to secure pupils’ engagement and, thereby, to promote academic achievement.

Given the adoption of a largely academic and utilitarian approach to relevance by
teachers, it may perhaps not seem surprising that many pupils, whatever the
approach to education at home, appeared to have imbibed similar priorities and
values.
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5.3 Curriculum as planned

The *implicit’ relevance for pupils of any subject, according to its status in the
timetable and the arrangements for assessment, was referred to earlier. Accordingly,
most teachers understood only too well the implications of whele-curriculum
planning for their subjects in this respect.

In both the pupil and the teacher data, assessment emerged as a powerful source
of motivation, strong enough to override perceptions of relevance or ‘irrelevance’
to real life. A history teacher noted that, in spite of their lack of interest, Year 8
pupils would ‘revise for a test dutifully’; a drama teacher affirmed that, although
her Year 9 pupils had enjoyed working on a modern play because they found it
relevant, they ‘wouldn t necessarily see drama as an important subject ... because
it is not examined’.

MNone the less, teachers across a range of subjects described how ‘real-life relevance’
was deliberately incorporated into the planning of schemes of work., Many
departments would ‘choose the timing when we do particular topics that we feel
are relevant to them’. A home economics teacher noted that schemes of work
could vary from year to year, and were ‘constantly being readapted’. An Irish
teacher referved to the beneficial effects, for the few individuals invelved, of a
residential opportunity available in his school throughout Key Stage 3, where
pupils took part in a variety of Irish cultural activities. The importance of field
trips was emphasised by a Year 9 geography teacher: ‘There s no substitute for
going out and getting first-hand experience. No number of textbooks or amount
of talking you can do can substitute that.” Ateacher of Year 7 regretted his inability
to enliven a topic on the Middle Ages, by organising a visit to a nearby castle.
Unfortunately, heavy workloads imposed by curriculum requirements, or 2 lack
of resources, could preclude the possibility of these events.

5.4 The curriculum as mediated

From the classroom observations compiled from the pupil pursuits, it was clear
that individual teaching staff regarded it as a professional responsibility to imbue
the learning experience with whatever relevance seemed most appropriate in the
context. An English teacher concluded, ‘the whole crux of it lies with what the
teacher does with the recommendations of the syliabus’. The mediation of
relevance appeared to depend on the professional inclinations of the individuals
concerned. In mediation, relevance could be very explicit:

e academic refevance: ‘the exams are coming up so we need to go through ...
(history). For teachers, academic relevance appeared to be closely associated
with academic atfainment, carning good marks in general, or in relation to
specific assessments, such as the Key Stage 3 tests. As will be seen later, for
pupils academic relevance also referred to currienfum proficiency, mastering
a challenge, enhancing understanding or improving skills per se, for the
sheer satisfaction of doing so;

«  real-life relevance: ‘why are we concentrating on your neck?’ (PE ‘warm-
ups’).

Relevance could also be implicit. Academic relevance, as teachers generally
acknowledged, is implicit in the timetable in the allocation awarded to respective

127



IS THE CURRICULUNM WORKING?

subjects. Real-life relevance could be deliberately implicit. According to both
the interviews and the observations, teachers deploved a range of strategies intended
to engage pupils in lessons through an element of real-life relevance:

® in the content

- an Enghish lesson on speaking and listening skills used television ‘scaps’
as a means of encouraging pupils to take part;

- @ geography teacher discussing aid to developing countries referred to
‘waste’ in the school canteen as an example of waste in ‘developed’
countries;

. in the nature of the task
—  ascience lesson involved pupils in making their own electric circuits;

- aFrench lesson included a game with actions;

o in the nature of the resources:

- during a maths lessons, pupils were using ‘cereal packets labelled as
cuboids’;

—  a geography teacher explained that ‘we tend very offen to use videos,
audio-visual material ... to try and make those bits more interesting for
them’.

According to pupils, the skilful use of such strategies could be very successful in
terms of engaging their interest. However, unless they were convinced that they
would ‘need’ the learning experience, the perception of such real-life relevance
did not necessarily ensure that they believed the learning was of lasting importance.

The preceding three sections have outlined teachers’ views on the relevance of
the curriculum for pupils, and indicated some of the strategies they employ in the
classroom to make their subjects more appealing in this respect. The following
two sections will investigate the pupil perspective, as it emerged from the survey
and the interview data.

5.5 The curriculum as experienced
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Both the inferviews and the questionnaire sought pupils’ views on the experience
of relevance and appropriateness in the curriculum, Here, the questionnaire
findings will be considered first, followed by a discussion of the interview
responses, which will highlight any differences and similarities between the two
sources of data.

5.5.1 Pupil perspectives from the questionnaires

Item 2 of the questionnaire included four pairs of antonyms that were infended to
address the following areas for each of the pupils’ subjects: relevance to current
needs, importance for adult life, importance for a job or a career, and gender
relevance. The findings for each aspect of relevance are presented in turn below.
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Table 5.1

Maths
IT
PE

English

Science
Geography

History
RE
French
Irish
An
Music

Subject

Health education

Careers educafion
Home economics

Technology

‘Overall mean

Pupil perceptions of relevance to current needs (synchronic
relevance}

In the questionnaire, the Item 2 categories ‘useful for me now ... useless for me
now’ attempted to examine pupils’ sense of current or synchronic relevance, in
gither its ‘real-life’ or academic contexts. The following table presents the overall
mean scores for [tem 2 for each year group for each subject, in rank order for Year
10, together with the mean scores disaggregated by type of school. The table is
followed by a discussion of the main findings, which draws attention to differences
and similarities in relation to the key variables, type of school, attainment grouping
and gender of respondent.

Pupiis” perceptions of relevance to current needs (synchronic relevance} by type
of schoeol and vear group

1 = useful for me now; 5 = useless for me now

{i.e. the lower the mean, the greater its perceived relevance to current needs)

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 8 and 10 Pupil Surveys

As can be seen from Table 5.1, the subjects clustered into three distinct groups.
The subjects perceived to be most relevant to current needs, at the top of the table,
were maths, 1T, PE, English and, in Year 10, careers education. (Health education
also figured highly, though the numbers taking this as a separate subject were
relatively small.y The middle group contained home economics, science and
geography. Science earned a surprisingly low rating, given the time allocated to
it in the timetable, The largest group of subjects was the one at the bottom of the
rankings, the least relevant category. The relegation of modemn languages to the
least relevant category may seem even more remarkable since, according to the
findings from the breadth and balance analysis (see Chapter 2}, a third of all schools
in the sample allocated these subjects the most teaching time.

While this broad pattern can be seen to recur over the three years, Table 5.1 reveals

some interesting differences in the scores between the year groups, and between
grammar and secondary schools.
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v The introduction of careers education in Year 10, which registered a very
high score, distorted the overall mean for this year group and concealed
percepiions of diminishing relevance in less valued subjects.

° Year 8 pupils seemed generally positive about the value of the curriculum
for their current needs. But over the three years, most subjects declined in
perceived current relevance; only two, maths and PE, stayed broadly the
same, and only one, 1T, increased. The major declining subjects were art
{by 0.6}, music (by 0.6} and French (by 0.4). Thus, inYears 9 and 10 a clear
majority of subjects were seen as conspicuously less useful to current needs,
especially by pupils in grammar schools,

® While in Year 8 maths and English were seen as equally useful, by Year 10
maths remained the most relevant subject of all, while English was rated
fourth, below IT and PE.

v Perceptions of the relevance of French and, to a lesser extent, science, two
major subjects in terms of timetable allocation, declined over the three years.

= Music was consistently the least valued subject in terms of synchronic
relevance, with art dropping to nearly the same level in Year 10.

The ranking by type of school, grammar and secondary, broadly reflects the ranking
for the overall mean in each year. However, while 1 Year 8 both sets of pupils
rated only one subject as slightly less than useful (below 3.0}, the results for Year
9 displayed an appreciable decline in perceptions of relevance in grammar schools:
seven subjects {(as opposed to only one in secondary schools) were perceived in
varying degrees of “uselessness’ for pupils’ current needs. Thus, by Year 9,
grammar school pupils expressed a narrower view of relevance, limited {o the
academic core of the curriculum (English, maths, and science), along with 1T, and
attached much less importance to practical and aesthetic areas,

By Year 10, there was much less of a disparity between the two types of schools;
relevance for secondary school pupils appeared to decline significantly in Year
10, while the perceptions of their grammar school peers remained the same in this
respect. However, as in other yvears, grammar school pupils saw lower levels of
relevance in their subjects than secondary school pupils; only in IT and PE did
they see more.

While, in Years 8 and 9, maths and English were judged to be the most useful
subjects in both types of school, the Year 10 scores indicated an interesting shift
in grammar schools, where PE and IT were both rated above maths, and English
was rated fifth below maths and careers education. Could such a change reflect a
narrowing of focus in these schools, or over-exposure to English and maths?

In Years 8 and 9, responses from both types of school placed art and music among
the least useful subjects. The negative responses to art and music were even more
marked in grammar schools, especially so in Year 10, 1t is worth noting that Irish,
00, was less valued by grammar school pupils. Secondary school pupils appeared
to value the arts more than those in grammar schools. The almost dismissive
approach to music from grammar school pupils seems to contradict the
conventional wisdom that music as a school subject is valued more in middle-
class and academic cultures. {Perhaps it is the ‘accomplishment’ derived from
individual instrumental tuition that is valued in such cultures.)

The results by type of school may gather additional resonance from comparison
with the scores for analysis by attainment. Again, the picture was one of declining
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relevance ovér the Key Stage, following the same pattern as the scores for type of
school, with the high attainers generally seeing less relevance in their subjects
than the middle and lower groups. However, there were important differences
relating to individual subjects.

«  The relevance of English was perceived by all three attainment groups to
diminish from Year & to Year 9, but markedly so for high attainers, who
ranked it below maths, IT and PE. In Year 10, while this tendency continued
for the low and middle groups, the score for high attainers remained the
same; nevertheless, as in the case of grammar schools, with the introduction
of careers education, high attainers demoted English to fifth place, regarding
it as less relevant than IT, PE, careers education and maths.

. For low attainers, the relevance of art and masic declined over the Key Stage
to a greater degree than for the other two groups.

»  Low attainers’ perceptions of the relevance of IT remained the same for the
three years, while those of high attainers increased.

° High attainers’ perceptions of the relevance of Irish fell by 0.5 over the Key
Stage, while those of low attainers improved slightly. However, this is likely
to be due to the tendency for more lower-attaining pupils to drop irish as
they progressed through the Key Stage. While pupils in grammar schools
continue to study this subject until Year 10, pupils in secondary schools
have the option of giving it up after the first or second year. Thus, those who
continue to study Irish in Year 10 in these schools are more likely to see it as
relevant.

«  High attainers’ perceptions of the relevance of maths declined, while those
of low attainers stayed the same.

= High attainers’ perceptions of the relevance of RE stayed the same, while
those of low attainers declined.

° Technology was found to become gradually less relevant over the three years
by all three attainment groups, but this perception was most conspicuons
among the high attainers. While high attainers might dismiss this subject as
less relevant in terms of academic achievement and vocational opportusnities,
the waning of enthusiasm among the other two groups might possibly be
related either to the Year 9 and Year 10 curricula in this subject, or possibly
to its increasing difficulty and/or demands in terms of homeworl. As one
technology teacher remarked, ‘the theory’ behind the practical activities in
his subject was often difficult for low attainers to grasp.

The findings concerning maths, IT and English seem to offer a range of
interpretations. Could the decline in the status of English generally, but more
appreciably for high attainers and grammar school pupils, suggest the emerging
pre-eminence of numeracy and, especially, computer literacy, over the Key Stage
in relation to what pupils feel are their most urgent current needs? If this is the
case, is this an indication of a parallel narrowing of focus towards a perception of
education as a utilitarian preparation for the world of work? And, therefore, does
it suggest that all pupils, and high attainers and grammar school pupils in particular,
associate English primarily with the acquisition of a certain level of competence
in literacy? Once they believe they have acquired the ‘basic skills’ associated
with the use of the English language, do they feel English declines in relative
importance? If this were the case, the implicit depreciation of engagement with
any kind of literature, which was discernible among the interview responses, may
be seen in conjunction with the generally developing perceptions of irrelevance
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in art and music, as testified by the overall mean, and most forcefully expressed
by high-attaming pupils and those in grammar schools.

Moreover, could these findings also reflect a burgeoning enthusiasm for IT as
awareness of its potential develops (depending on the priorities of individual
schools) over the three years? Or could they reflect priorities inherent in the
curriculum as a whole, as conveyed to pupils explicitly and implicitly by teachers
and by their experience of schooi?

The overall mean scores for relevance to current needs were disaggregated by
gender of individual respondent in order to determine the degree to which pupile”
perceptions of relevance in terms of their current needs varied according their
gender.

For Years 9 and 10 particularly, analysis revealed the persistence of traditional
gender stereotypes: the most extreme example was technology, which boys
perceived to be considerably more useful to their current needs {a difference of
0.9) than girls. By contrast, musgic, home economics and French were seen to be
more usefal by girls. In Year 10, carcers education was found to be more useful
by girls, perhaps a reflection of their purported relative maturity, or possibly an
indication of their greater willingness, or compliance, to engage with the task of
planning for the future,

To corciude this sub-section, perhaps one of the most important findings in relation
to relevance to current needs related to PE and IT. The fact that these two subjects
were consistently invested with the highest levels of synchronic relevance, but
were also among those with the least curriculum coverage, would seem worth
noting in relation to the dissatisfaction recorded in Chapter 7, especially the
declining levels of enioyment over the Key Stage as a whole.

FPupil perceptions of relevance lo the future (diachronic refevance)
In the questionnaire, the Item 2 categonies ‘important for adult life ... not important

Jor adult life” attempted to examine pupils’ sense of future or diachronic relevance,

in either its everyday ‘real-life’ or academic contexts. A separaie item sought
pupils’ views on diachronic relevance in terms of vocational/career relevance.
The following table presents the overall mean scores for each year group for each
subject, in rank order for Year 10, together with the mean scores disaggregated by
type of school.

The broad pattern for future relevance was similar to that for current needs, in that
the same clusters of subjects appeared at the top and the bottom of the rank ordering
for each year, with science and French scoring comparatively low ratings again,

Pupils in Year 8§ and Year 9 appeared to find the curriculum less useful for the
future than for their current needs. For Year 10 pupils, the perception appeared to
be slightly the reverse. Again, differences in scores for individual subjects, between
years and between types of school are worth noting.

o English and maths, with the addition of home econormics in Year 8 and careers
education in Year 10, were seen by all three year groups to be the most
important subjects for adult hife.

e The ranking of English in this respect by Year 10 pupils contrasted with the
lower status they awarded it in terms of relevance to current needs, where it
was ranked below IT, PE, careers education and maths.
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Table 5.2 Pupils’ perceptions of relevance to future needs (diachronic relevance) by type of
school and year group
1| = important for adult life; 5 = not important for adult life
{i.e. the lower the mean, the greater its perceived relevance to future needs)

‘ :' Subject

English 0 L 1.9
Maths 0 L 1.9
Careers education -
1T 3 2 22
Home economic 2.0
Health education . . 22
PE 7002 2.5
Science & 2 2.8
Geography . . 2.7
Technology A 2.8
RE 9 i 3. 3.0
History 13 3.1
French . . 3.2
Drama 2 3 3.3
Irish 3 3 3.1
Art 13 3.4
Music

Overall mean

. In Years 8 and 9, home economics was seen as important as maths and English.
However, careers education and IT respectively superseded and equalled
the status of home economics in Year 10,

. Modern languages and the creative arts (art, drama, and music) were
consistently seen as the subjects least useful for the future, just as they were
perceived as the least important for pupils’ current needs.

. The relevance of art, and to some extent French and music, declined
considerably between Year 8 and Year 9.

. As in the case of synchronic relevance, music emerged decisively as the
least relevant subject for all three year groups.

Apart from Irish, art and music, diachronic relevance seems to stay the same, or
increase, in Year 10, as in the case of IT. This is in contrast to synchronic relevance,
which declines for most subjects over the three years.

The higher status of English in Year 10 here, compared with its demotion to fifth
place in relation fo current relevance, is interesting. Do pupils at this stage see
more value in this subject for adult life in terms of the opportunities it provides
for personal development and for practising communication skills? Do they feel
they will need these aspects of English more urgently for survival in the world
beyond school than for survival within it?
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In Year 8, the high status of home economics suggests that pupils’ interpretation
of ‘adult life’ may often have been guite a literal one, and that physical survival
was at the forefront of their minds. The relatively higher value of IT in Year 9,
compared with Year 8, might reflect increasing awareness of the potential of IT
derived from increasing competence. And/or it might alternatively be associated
with the home economics curriculum in Year 9, and an increasing amount of written
work in a subject perceived to be largely ‘practical” in nature.

The consistently low rating for French, compared with other academic subjects,
both here, and in terms of relevance for current needs, may reflect the view of a
modern languages teacher in the pilot study, who observed that it was very hard to
involve pupils ‘who never go beyond Northern Ireland’ in a ‘constant rehearsal’
for going abroad. One of the few studies of modern languages (Clark and Trafford,
1993) found that pupils believed these subjects were irrelevant to their everyday
lives.

It is at least possible that the decline in the perceived relevance of art and French

. between Years 8 and 9 may be correlated to a similar decline in the manageability

of these subjects at this stage. Thus, it might reflect Year 9 pupils’ developing
aversion to subjects where the appeal of practical and oral work {explicitly
‘relevant’ activities) is diminished by the introduction of conceptually harder
content and the burden of more demanding homework assignments.

Responses for the creative arts may cause concern. Pupils appeared to imagine
they would have as little importance once they left school as they assigned them
for their cwrrent needs. Negative responses to music were striking. The pupils
here expressed undeniable enthusiasm for IT, and their enjoyment of lessons
relating to young people’s interests and concerns is clearly recorded in the
interviews, Perhaps a much more adventurous exploration of the possibilities of
music technology, and inclusion and acceptance, in the specified curriculum, of
their own preferred musical styles, might offer pupils a more relevant, more
enjoyable and therefore more engaging experience of this subject at school, thus
enhancing perceptions of its relevance for life in the future,

The consistently lower rating for history, compared to science, technology and
the other humanities, here and in terms of relevance to current needs, may suggest
that, in spite of the surge of interest for Irish history studied in Year 9 and well
documented in the interviews, the majority of pupils remain to be convinced of
any current or future relevance in the past or in the skills involved in its stady.

As noted earlier in the cohort study (Harland ef al., 1999a), very few Year 7 pupils
atfached importance to subjects associated with their own interests. According to
the interviews here, while in some instances, as in the case of pupils who said
they wanted to be vets, pupils’ interests seemed to coincide with vocational
relevance as a priority, more frequently they dismissed individual interest and
enjioyment in favour of a more general utilitarian approach.

A number of interesting differences emerged when the questionnaire results were
disaggregated by type of school.

«  Although, over all three years, pupils in both types of school seemed to
believe that the majority of their subjects would be relevant to them for adult
life, gramimar school pupils were less positive about the value of certain
subjects than their secondary counterparts.
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= All pupils regarded modern languages and the creative arts as the least
important subjects but, as in the case of relevance to current needs, the
responses of the grammar school pupils were more forcefully expressed,
especially concerning Irish, art and music.

e In Year 10, IT was the most important subject for adult life in grammar
schools, and more important than it was for secondary school pupils.

«  Maths was the most important subject for adult life according to secondary
school pupils, but in grammar schools it was less important than [T, English
and careers education.

The practice tests and revision involved in preparation for the Key Stage 3 maths
test were, according to pupils, particularly intensive in grammar schools, where
academic attainment appeared to be paramount. Could such a heavy revision
schedule be accountable in any way for the above result by denying pupils the
stimulation of new material to be learned? If it is assumed that pupils expect a
Iesson to consist of ‘learning’, and if, as the interview responses underlined, they
frequently identify learning with learning something ‘new’, then they may see
any learning that is not new to have little relevance or importance for them, beyond
its immediate implications for assessment.

Although pupils in grammar schools still found the majority of their subjects useful
for adult life in Year 10, the table demonstrates a polarisation in their perceptions
of subjects’ relative importance over the Key Stage. Thus, fewer subjects (IT,
careers education, FEnglish, maths and home economics) are ranked at the top of
the scale by Year 10, there is a considerable gap (bridged by PE) before the next
academic subject (science), and history, French, drama, music and art attain lower
scores than in previous vears. This attenuation of the range for grammar school
pupils in Year 10 may indicate that a narrowing perception of the relevance of the
curriculum runs parallel to their cumulative curriculum experience.

With respect to French, this subject was consistently voted as the hardest over all
three years, according to the scores for manageability (see Chapter 6). If, as the
gvidence suggesis, it is also regarded as irvelevant by the majority of pupils, it
may be generating a considerable degree of disaffection, especially since it occupies
a relatively large proportion of the timetable. This may be most applicable in the
case of low attainers and grammar school pupils. In both cases, according to
pupils, curriculum expectations appeared to be too high and the specification to
teach in the target language (so that French is the only language spoken, by both
teacher and pupils, throughout the entire course of the lesson) appeared to be
causing serious problems in understanding and communication.

The scores disaggregated by type of school are worth comparing with those
disaggregated by attainment grouping,

«  Drama, art and music registered relatively low ratings from all three
attainment groups, with the highest ratings from low attainers and the most
negative scores from higher attainers. During the following two years, their
perceived importance for adult life continued to decline respectively among
all three groups, with music maintaining its position as the least relevant for
all pupils.

o While there was very little change in the technology scores for the middle
and high attainers, who both saw it as fairly useful, low attainers appeared to
find it becoming less important for them over the Key Stage.
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> The scores for IT from high attainers in Year 10 are striking, showing a leap
of 0.4 from the Year 9 scores, placing it at the fop of the scale, ahead of
English, maths and careers education. In this respect, they correspond
with the similar enthusiasm for IT expressed by grammar school pupils
in Year 1{.

Analysis by religious orientation revealed that pupils in Catholic-managed schools
were consistently much more positive about the relevance of RE for adult life
than pupils in either Protestant-managed or Integraied schools.

With reference to gender differences, traditional gender stereotypes, in relation to
certain subjects, were discernible from Year 8, but appeared to become gradually
more enirenched over the next two years (as in the case of relevance to current
needs):

. Boys were conspicuously enthusiastic about the importance of technology,
while many girls appeared uninterested.

. While both sexes valued home economics, girls were more positive than
boys about the future relevance of this subject.

° Girls were also more appreciative of RE and French (though both sexes
appeared to see little value in Irish).

. In Year 10, girls® responses for PE expressed noiiceably less commitment
than those of the boys.

In reviewing the findings for relevance for adult life recorded here, an inescapable
parallel between the scores of high attainers and grammar schoo! pupils emerges
in the ascendancy of IT, and in the parrowing range of subjects deemed to be
important. Taken together, and beartng in mind a similar emphasis on utilitarian
values from these groups in the scores for relevance to current needs, it seems that
these two groups of pupils may already be disposed to value a relatively limited
range of subjects in Year 8. By Year 10, their experience of the curricutum (and
perhaps other influences outside school} may have encouraged them to see their
life in the future exclusively in terms of material and vocational success, and to
this end to become predominantly focused on what they believe will most
effectively help to achieve them.

Pupii perceptions of vocational relevance

In the questionnaire, the ltem 2 categories “imporiant for a job or career ... not
needed for a job or career’ attempted to examine pupils’ sense of vocational
relevance. The following table presents the overall mean scores for Fem 2 for
each year group for each subject, in rank order for Year 10, together with the
mean scores disaggregated by type of school.

According to Table 5.3, although Year 8 pupils thought a substantial majority of
their subjects were important for a career, this perception in Year 9 applied to only
half of the total curriculum, a proportion which was maintained in Year 10.
Moreover, pupils’ perceptions of vocational irrelevance tended to be more
forcefully expressed as they progressed through the Key Stage. Apart from the
notable instances of IT, science and maths, vocational relevance declined for most
subjects over the Key Stage, and the overall mean would have declined further in
Year 10 if careers education had been excluded from the table.
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Table 5.3 Pupils’ perceptions of vecational relevance by type of school and year group
1 = important for job/career; 5 = not needed for job/career
(i.e. the lower the mean, the greater its perceived relevance io jobs/careers)

mean |

1.5
1.4
; 1.8
Careers educatio -
Science . . 25
Geography . . 2.6
Technology 50 2.8
PE 8 i 3 2.9
History 9 i3 KRE
French ; . 3. 36
Health education 6 . 3 26
Home economics A ) 2.9
Art & 3 3.1
Drama RO 3.1
Trish A B 30
RE 13 3.3
Masic . £ 33

Overall mean 6 2 27

S

Source:  NIC Cokort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Table 5.3 shows that there was a wider range of scores for vocational relevance
than for previous types of relevance. Although the clustering of subjects down
the scale reflects that of the preceding tables, the gaps between the cluster of
subjects at the top and those in the middle, and between the middle cluster and the
subjects at the bottom of the scale, are much wider in Year 10 than in Years 8 and 9.

The actual ranking departs decisively from the pattern for the other types of
relevance: {irstly in the respective demotion of home economics and RE; and,
secondly, in that science becomes increasingly detached from the middle cluster
of subjects in Years 9 and 10, moving gradually up the scale to become distinctly
more important, in Year 10, than geography, which follows it, but still
conspicuously less important than English, maths, IT and careers education.

° English, maths and IT, with the addition of careers education in Year 10,
were believed to be the most vocationally relevant subjecis by all three year
groups.

»  Consistently among the most relevant of subjects, I'T was more forcefully
endorsed here than in relation to current or non-vocational future needs.

. Art, drama, Irish, RE and music were found to be the least vocaticnally
relevant subjects by all three yvear groups, becoming gradually less important
over the Key Stage.

» French appeared to lose vocational relevance for pupils between Years 8 and 9.

With regard to changing perceptions of the relevance of different subjects, it may
be possible to relate the increasingly positive perceptions of science here to its
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status in Year 10 as the third subject assessed in the Key Stage 3 tests. Lord and
Harland (2000) reported that 2 number of studies noted puptils’ perceptions of the
importance of science for a job or career. A possible explanation for the declining
relevance of French might be that it gradually loses the appeal of novelty.
Moreover, as several modern languages teachers observed, after Year 8, the
proportion of oral activities, which pupils may see as more immediately relevant
to a job or career, declines as the emphasis shifts towards more written work and
grammafical exercises.

The scores disaggregated by type of school suggest that pupils in grammar schools
believed that most of the curriculum 1s vocationally irrelevant, While secondary
school pupils’ perceptions of their subjects’ relative degrees of importance appeared
to be similar to those of their grammar school peers, their perceptions of vocational
irrelevance overall were considerably less extreme.

As in the case of importance for adult life, the results from grammar schools
present a polarisation between the few subjects perceived as highly relevant and
the majority of subjects which were perceived in varying degrees of unimportance.
The clusterings of subjects at particular points of the scale for both types of school
for Year 10 differ particelarly from the overall mean, and from one angther, in
relation to the middle cluster of subjects, that is geography, technology, PE, history
and French. Not only science, but also, most conspicuously m grammar schools,
geography, appear to gain in perceived vocational relevance in Year 10 as the
scores for both subjects move respectively up the scale away from the rest of the
middle cluster. In the grammar school results, the decline in the scores of the
middle cluster of subjects relegates them to a position as the first “irrelevant’
cluster, and the scores of the clearly demarcated ‘least relevant’ chister express
more extreme perceptions of irrelevance than the corresponding clhaster for
secondary schools. The clustering of subjects in the secondary school results
expresses more moderate perceptions of declining relevance down the scale, and
the iniervals between the clusters of subjects are less clearly defined.

. IT becomes increasingly important in both types of schools over the Key
Stage, most noticeably so In grammar schools. In Year 10, it was perceived
as important as English in grammar schools, though stiii less important than
maths, while in secondary schools it was regarded as less important than
both these subjects.

¢ In grammar schools, science occupies an intermediate position midway
between the most relevant cluster of subjects and the second cluster,
discernible from Year 8. In secondary schools, however, science does not
appear to be perceived as distinctly more relevant than other subjects in the
second cluster until Year 10.

o Geography, technology, PE, music, RE, Irish, drama, art and home economics
achieved higher ratings from secondary school pupils than from their grammar
school peers, over all three years.

The scores disaggregated by attainment grouping closely matched those for type
of school and in this respect also corresponded with the correlation between the
scores for type of school and attainment grouping in relation to importance for
adult life.

» English and maths were the most important subjects for pupils in all three
attainment groups in Year 8, and conspicuously more important than IT.
Although this was still the case in Year 9, the status of IT had advanced
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slightly for the lower and middle groups and most for the higher group. By
Year 10, while English and maths were still more important than [T for the
lower and middle groups, for the higher group it had drawn level with maths
and was more important than English.

«  There was considerable variation between the three attainment groups in the
numbers of subjects perceived to have limited vocational relevance over the
three years of the Key Stage. In Year 8, low atfainers saw all their subjects
as relevant except Irish. For the middie attainment group, the exceptions
were RE, Irish and music; however, as early as Year &, the high attainers
perceived seven subjects in varying degrees of unimportance for a job or a
carcer. While low attainers in Year ¢ identified music and Irish as irrelevant,
the total number of vocationally irrelevant subjects for the mid-attaining
group in Year 9 doubled from three in Year 8 to six. Moreover, although the
high attainers added only one more subject to their list, the expressions of
irrelevance were generally more exireme, especially for music and RE.
Between Year 9 and Year 10, the number of subjects perceived by low attainers
in varying degrees of vocational irrelevance rose from two to seven. The
aumber for the middle attainment group increased, from seven to eight, and
for the higher group from eight to ten, with a conspicuously lower score for
home economics than in Year 9.

«  Technology and PE were consistently more important for the lower attainment
group, and were still seen as vocationally relevant by this group in Year 10;
they were considerably less important for the higher group.

»  The scores for art reflected the same relative trend as technology, but this
subject was awarded less relevance respectively by all three attainment
groups, so that by Year 10 even the lower group regarded art as vocationaily
irrelevant.

. High attainers regarded science as more important for a career in Year 10
than in Year 9 (perhaps this was related 1o the respective science curricula
for these two years).

The sharp decline in relevance registered by low attainers between Years 9 and 10
is intriguing. As in the case with secondary and grammar school pupils, low
attainers’ perceptions were less forcefully expressed than those of high attainers.
Nevertheless, this group’s perceptions of the diminishing importance of the majority
of subjects at the end of the Key Stage suggests a declining sense of purpose in
the curriculum as a whole which might be seen as a more moderate reflection of
the narrowly focused perspective already discemible among their higher-attaining
peers in Year 8,

The scores for high attainers here correlate undeniably with those for grammar
school pupils, and can also be seen to correspond with the findings for these two
groups of pupils in relation to future non-vocational relevance. Taken together,
they reinforce the impression that the majority of high attainers and grammar
school pupils appear to be rigidly focused on a very narrow range of subjects
which they perceive in terms of strictly utilitarian vocational priorities.

As explained in reference to the findings for relevance to current needs, the overall
mean scores for each type of relevance were disaggregated by gender of individual
respondent. The findings for vocational relevance differed from those for other
types of relevance in that by the end of Year 10, the year when pupils choose their
GCSE options, the adherence to traditional gender stereotypes prevailed over a
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wider range of subjects. However, as in Years § and 9, it appeared to be adopted
more forcefully by boys than by giris.

+  Pupils of both sexes thought careers education was one of the most
vocationally important subjects, with English, maths and IT, but for girls it
was appreciably more important than for boys,

- In Year 10, boys awarded eight subjects varying degrees of vocational
relevance; the total for the girls was six; they chose the same subjects as the
boys, but excluded PE and technology.

s Both boys and girls attributed much more vocational importance to science
and geography than to history.

»  While Year 10 bovs perceived & greater number of subjects as vocationally
relevant than girls, their perceptions in relation to the ‘gender-sensitive’
subjects (according to this study) were much more forcefully expressed. Thus,
they awarded a positive score to technology and correspondingly negative
scores, most vigorously to music, then home economics, drama and French.
Girls, on the other band, while agreeing, though less forcefully than boys,
on the futility of music, were generally less inclined to be extreme in their
responses; notably, girls valued French, home economics and drama more
than boys did.

Gender relevance as a discrete ‘type’ of relevance

As recorded above, the overall mean scores for each type of relevance were
disaggregaied by gender of individual respondent in order to determine the degree
to which pupls believed their subjects were more appropriate for one gender than
another. In a further investigation of possible gender differences, the questionnaire
also included a fourth category of relevance, ‘mainty for girls ... mainly for boys’,
in the semantic differential item,

According to the findings for this category, gender stereotyping was slightly more
pronounced in grammar schools than in secondary schools for all three year groups.
Grammar school pupils were more forceful about the appropriateness of PE for
boys and home economics for girls. Moreover, in Year 10, grammar school pupils
regarded science and IT as slightly more appropriate for boys, and French and art
as more appropriate for girls.

The most notable gender stereotyping related to PE. While girls appeared to
believe that PE was equally relevant to both sexes, the forcefulness of boys’
responses claimed physical prowess as a pre-eminently masculine domain. As
with the other types of relevance, both sexes assigned technology to boys, but
boys were more assertive in their responses. In the same way, while both sexes
thought home economics, and, to a lesser extent, music were more appropriate for
girls, the boys were more extreme in expressing their views.

The interview responses supported these findings from the questionnaire. Again,
vocational relevance was conspicuously deployed as the measure for relevance in
general. Giurls frequently dissociated themselves from technology on the grounds
of its inappropriate career prospects; activities like ‘sawing’, and topics such as
‘hydranlics’ or ‘pneumatics’, were quickly dismissed; one girl expressed what
appeared to be a common perception; *f don ¥ think I will be a person that makes
up stuff, @ mechanic or anything.” Similarly, while the enthusiasm for PE continued
among boys throughout the Key Stage, for girls, physical recreation seemed to
lose its appeal as they grew older and they became more preoccupted with physical
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appearance. As one Year 10 girl observed, ‘J don t want to be a world athlete, just
as long as I'm not immensely obese or anything’.

These results suggest that gender stereotypes seemed to be more entrenched in
bovs than girls, particularly in terms of aspirations for a future job or career. Isit
possible that growing awareness of the distinctness of the sexes may account for
this in boys, in their need to be seen as “tough’ and consequently fo dissociate
themselves from anything they perceive to be ‘girlish’? As giris allegedly mature
earlier, could it be possible that they, by contrast, may acquire a more realistic and
open-minded outlook earlier on, and a consequent willingness to consider a wider
range of options, particularly given the efforts in education and training in the last
few years to broaden the range of opportunities for girls? The notion that by Year
10 girls may be more compliant than boys in a school environment might also
contribute to a willingness in girls to applv themselves more purposefully than
boys to school expectations in this respect.

The table for vocational relevance (Table 5.3) demonstrates & considerable gap
between the most vocationally relevant subjects and the cluster below it. Moreover,
the scores for the most relevant subjects in this table are notably higher than those
for the most relevant subjects in the preceding tables for relevance to current
needs and to adult life respectively. Taken together, the findings from all three
tables suggest that in general, over the Key Stage as a whole, pupils’ perceptions
of relevance become gradually more and more closely associated with the value
of subjects for a job or career. They correspond in this respect with those of
Stables and Wikeley {1997}, and John and Thomas (1997}, Both of these studies
recorded that pupils related the importance of English, maths and science to
usefulness for a career. Wikeley and Stables also noted that pupils attached
refatively little importance to the creative arts and RE and in 2 further study
{Wikeley and Stables, 1999, p. 295) they concluded that:

.. in general, pupils see school subjects in terms of their wiilitarian
value for future careers; importance is seen as ‘usefulness for jobs’,
not ‘relevance to my life now’.

The questionnaire results highlighted the importance attached to academic
achievement and vocational aspirations, The interviews offered a more detailed
perspective on pupils’ views of the relevance of individual subjects, and some
insight into the relative significance of other kinds of relevance that recurred,
throughout the data.

5.5.2 Pupil perspectives from the interviews

During the interviews, pupils were asked first whether they had ‘done or learnt
anything’ which was *particularly important or meaningfuf’ for them personally.
The word ‘anvihing’ was used deliberately to include an opportunity to think in
general terms, rather than necessarily with reference to subject categories.

Next they were asked whether, out of all the things they had done during the
current term, they had done or learnt anything which was ‘particularly useful’ for
them ‘now’. They were then asked whether they had done or learnt anything
during the current term that would be particularly ‘useful in the fiture’.

It must be noted that, while the questionnaire included an item specifically directed
towards relevance for a job or career, and another to investigate pupils’ views on
the gender relevance of their subjects, this was not the case in the interviews. The
interview schedule included a specific question intended fo elicit any negative
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perceptions; accordingly, pupils were asked to identify anything they had *done’
or “learnt’ durmng the current term which they thought of as “not useful at all -
either now or in the future’.

Analysis of pupils’ interview responses reinforced the overall pre-eminence of
vocational and academic velevance evident in the tables above, Nevertheless, a
range of other kinds of perceived relevance recurred, albert less frequently,
throughout the data. At the same tune, a significant minority of responses
highiighied the role of individual aptitude in determining pupils’ perceptions. The
following discussion presents a typology of relevance. Academic and vocational
relevance will be considered first, followed by reference to other types of relevance
construed from pupils’ responses, and an account of any differences in the way
they were valued Dom vear to year,

A tvpology of relevance

The seven main categories to emerge from the interviews are given below, followed
by a discussion of each one in tarn:

1. academic progress

1y curriculum proficiency

it} aecademic attainment

2. vocational currency
1}y usefid for jobs/careers in general {generic)

iy wseful for a specific job/career
3.  personal interesis
4, practical and domestic knowiedge/skilis

5. life skills, personal development
1) development as o unigue individual

ity development of social skills
6. awareness of wider issues

7. personsl health/welfare

ACADEMIC PROGRESS
Comments referring to academic progress fell into two distinet categories:

¢  ecwrriculum proficiency: mastering a challenge, enhancing understanding
or improving skills per se, for the sheer satisfaction of doing so;

4  academic attainment: a general concern to earn good marks, particularly in
academic subjects, or in relation to specitic assessments such as the Key
Stage 3 tests.

The concept of curriculum proficiency was frequently expressed in terms of
learning something *new’, *how fo use the buttons on the calculators’ in maths in
Year 8, for example, but it also denoted the development of existing knowledge or
skills, as in ‘improving my newspaper skills’. Some pupils recognised the
cumulative nature of leamning at school. One high-attaining girl, for example,
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Table 5.4

Curriculum proficiency |
Attainment

said that what she was doing in maths would be useful for the future because they
would be doing ‘the stuff that we are doing now again, except more advanced,
probably, and we will need to Imow the stuff now to be able to do if then’.

The importance of subjects associated with academic attainment recurred
throughout the interviews, One girl in Year § commented that the maths she was
doing was ‘usefidl to her now ... for remembering in case, like, a fest’. Another
pupil highlighted the contrast between Year 9 and Year 10. For her, as for many of
her peers, the most important subjects were English, science and maths; according
to her, Year 10 was ‘different’ from Year 9, ‘because I didn 't have my Key Stage 3
to worry about, and this vear I do’. She added that in previous years other pupils
would ‘mess about’, but that this year they were ‘faking English, maths and science
really seriously’.

However, the way in which assessment coloured pupils’ perceptions of relevance
varied between individuals, One boy in Year 10 reflected that he had learnt ‘a few
good things’ in the first half of the summer term, such as grammar in English for
his Key Stage 3 exam. But another boy in the same school had found hardly
anything useful during that time - ‘it was just repeating everyihing'. The only
thing important for him had been learning about ‘pointifllism’ in art. His readiness
to put personal interest and enjoyment first was unusual, particularly in Year 10:
‘I learnt more about that. [ just like those piciures.” 1t was not uncommon for
pupils to express pleasure in art, but to prioritise it above opportunities for
enhancing academic or vocational achievement was comparatively rare.

As reported above, the number of responses for curriculum proficiency gradually
diminished between Year 8 and Year 0. What may seem equally worth noting is
the fact that while the drop in curriculum proficiency in Year 10 was balanced by
a dramatic increase in the number of responses relating to attainment, this was not
the case for Year 9, where the responses for attainment were even fewer in number
than in Year 8.

Mumber of responses for curriculum proficiency and attainment

Study: case-study interviews with pupils

Given the evidence for a surge of disaffection from the currictlum in Year 9,
documented in relasion to manageability (see Chapter 6) and enjoyment (see
Chapter 7), could the paucity of responses for attainment from Year 9 here,
particularly when compared with the relatively high number in Year 10, underline
the role of assessment as a powerful source of motivation? It may be that a
schooling system that places such a strong emphasis on academic assessment
encourages children to perceive it as the dominant incentive for learning; thus, if
academic assessment is omitted in any one year, few alternative sources of
motivation are available to them. Recent research in England {Sharp, 1998) has
noted the apparent state of educational Hmbo in the second year of Key Stage 3.
Compared with the impact of a new environment in Year 8, and the explicit focus
on the options process and formal assessment in Year 10, there is nothing “special’
to mark this year out in a pupil’s school career. Hence, it is suggested, motivation
may be at particularly high risk.
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YOCATIONAL CURRENCY

The increasingly important role of vocational aspirations, evident in the
questionnaire findings, was clearly discernible in the interviews. As early as Year
7, many pupils were aiready considering the relevance of the curriculum exclusively
in terins of its relation to a specific job or career {type 2ii). One boy was convinced
that nothing was useful to him at school because he intended to be a farmer like
his father. A number of children, particularly girls, confided *f want to be a ver’.

This tendency became even more marked during the course of Key Stage 3. English
and maths were repeatedly invested with ‘generic’ vocational currency (type 21)
and cited for their value in terms of ‘getting a good job’. Those who referred to
French as a ‘useful” subject frequently explained that *you need French for a lot of
Jjobs now’. When asked to identify the most important things she had leamnt, a girl
in Year 9 readily depicted her criteria:

I want to be a vet when I am older, so I have been thinking about what
I need to do to be a vet, so comparing it with that, and whether they are
imporiant or ROl

A great many pupils seemed convinced of the unimpertance of subjects they
enjoyed, if they could not relate them to academic or vocational goals. A girl in
VYear 8 had relished a class novel — it was really good ... vou just wanted to read
on and on’ — but nevertheless concluded 18 was © ... just basically « story ... great
Sfun, but I don 't think that 5 useful’. A Year 9 pupil expressed similar reservations
about chemistry: ‘Although I enjoy i, I am not too sure that I would really be
mixing chemicals.

According to the guestionnaire results, 1T scored a consistently high relevance
rating particularly for vocational currency, especially in Year 10, Asked on two
different occasions what had been the most important learning since Easter, a
gramimar school boy in Year 10 unhesitatingly identified IT each time. He could
think of nothing else important at all. His class had been using the internet for the
first time, and believed that ‘all the jobs in the future will need IT skills, so ...
that’s quite valuable’. Ayounger pupil, in Year 8, also thought ‘computer skills in
IT” were important because *if you are going to get a job in a few years’time, you
need the skills we are learning now _.".

PERSONAL INTERESTS

A persistent minority of interviewees acknowledged the value of a particular subject
in terms of its personal appeal per se (type 3). Their comments poignantly revealed
the pleasure they experienced at encountering something they could relate to as
individuals, among the apparently less engaging array of tasks they were expected
to complete during the course of the school day.

The preference for expressive activities was conspicuous among grammar school
pupils. One girl in Year 9 felt that art was personally important for her ‘because
I like painting and modelling and things ... I enjoved i’ . Another girl liked dancing;
her class had been composing their own dances and she had enjoyed learning
‘how to do things on our own’; she added that dancing helped to ‘gef my mind
away from all the school work’. Aboy elsewhere thought science was important,
but added that other ‘important things’ would be ‘art and technology ... to get
your mind off more work, and to do some fun things in school’. The evident
enjoyment of the creative arts in this type of school was in stark contrast to the
forceful rejection of their claim to any lasting worth presented by the questionnaire
results.
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PRACTICAL AND DOMESTIC KNOWLEDGE/SKILLS

The real-life relevance of subjects offering opporfunities to develop and improve
on practical skills (type 4) was acknowledged by pupils of all abilities. The fact
that interviewees in all year groups referred to such skills more frequently than to
personal and social development (type 5) suggested that their interpretation of the
concept of life skills may be predominantly a literal one.

According to the guestionnaire findings, while home economics eamed a relatively
low rating for its vocational currency, it was ranked as one of the ‘top five’ subjects,
for relevance to current and future needs, placed next in importance to the generic
‘vocational survival skills’, English, maths and IT. Most interviewees who referred
to the relevance of home economics emphasised its practical value; one pupil
explained, ‘it feaches you how to cook things’, and another had appreciated learning,
‘how you treat minar burns and minor cuts and things’. However, one grammar
school boy expressed an exclusively acquisitive vocational approach: first asserting
that IT was ‘important for jobs’, he added ‘... and HE, with the Food Hygiene
Certificate’. :

Other subjects seen to have a practical application included physics, and

technology: as one boy remarked, ‘that should come in handy for DIV, The
~ interview responses supported the questionnaire {indings for technology, in that
the majority of positive comments came from boys; girls frequently dissociated
themselves from both its vocational possibilities and its implications for everyday
use. A girl in one school, for example, could not see herself as ‘a person that
makes up stuff, a mechanic or anything’ and a girl elsewhere distanced herself
from CDT in a similar fashion *because we have been doing things like hydraulics
... and pneumatics’.

EIFE SKILLS: PERSONAL AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Given that the value of ‘spiritual’, ‘moral’, and ‘cultural’ development is explicitly
recognised in the NIC, the apparent neglect of the relevance of life skills {(as opposed
to physical survival skills) in the sample may seem a surprising discovery. Life
skills in this context refer to the personal and spiritual development of the individual
{type 51) and to the development of social skills {type 5ii). Gardner (1993) defines
life skills as ‘interpersonal and intra-personal intelligences’, which although
‘immensely important’, are ‘not well understood, elusive to study’. Qualities whose
elusiveness is thus openly acknowledged in the world of professional psychology
might well be more difficult for schoolchildren both to conceptualise and to
articulate than more immediately relevant and more precisely definable academic
and vocational goals. A boy in Year § asserted that drama lessons had been
personally important for him in terms of self-confidence (type 5i):... ‘drama,
because I've never done that before, and this term ity helped me really speak up
and ... in classes its helped me Just ... open up more’. For a girl in another
school, teamwork in PE had been ‘quite important’ in relation to the development
- of social skills (type 5ii):

... when'you learn to work together and stuff, because we are doing ...
... teams, and instead of going off and doing your ovwn thing, you have
to work together ... and being different and stuff. so you just have fo
think ... and get evervone s opinions and ideas and stuff ...

Sherecognised such skills as transferable, *because if vou are doing, like, mapwork
or anything in a team, you need to know, like, everyones ideas ...".
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That pupils find abstract coneepts hard to describe is borne out by the imprecision
which characterised their references to ‘general knowledge’. Thus, the relative
paucity of references to hife skills may arise partly from fheir relatively abstract
and ‘elusive’ nature:

° Citations of relevance in Years 8 and 9 were approximately equal; however,
in Year 10, life skills declined in value more than other types of relevance.

. Pupils in Year 8 referred more frequently to aspects of social rather than
personal development than pupils in Year 9. This may reflect their concemn
at this stage with acclimatising to the demands of the social environment of
post-primary school. Making friends, and dealing with the problem of
bullying, ‘stand up for your rights® ‘tell a teacher’, were recwnring themes in
Year 8 .

+  Comments on social development frequently involved the importance of

learning to work as part of a team, ‘learning to work in groups is important

.. to cooperate with other people ... because you need to be able to listen to

other people and their views, and if you work in a group vou get a lot more
ideas’.

° Some interviewees indicated the importance of developing respect for and
responsibility to others, in relation to their peers in school, for example, and
to those with disabilities.

° Overcoming anxiety at speaking in front of others, ‘so I can communicate
better and speaik in front of people better’ was a personal milestone for pupﬂs
in both Year 8 and Year 9.

s One or twe individuals in every vear, including Year 7, referred to the
importance of spiritual development. A grammar school boy in Year 9 said
that in RE it had been ‘interesting, talking about Jesus, and different aspects,
like when you die and that sort of thing’.

Responses on personal development were often concerned with self-esteem. One
girl noted the explicit emphasis in her school on building ‘a lof of self~esteem’ in
her first term: ¢ Whenever vou arve feeling low, teachers just don t tell you off. They
Just can be really nice to you.” A significant minority of pupils underlined the
significance of recognisable academic progress for establishing self-worth; one
girl said learning the names of different cloud formations in geography had been
useful ‘because ... vou feel smarter and you feel that you know more’, For some
pupils, this experience could feel even more rewarding if academic achievement
meant being able to help someone else: ‘Al of the subjects you learn something,
and say you went home and someone was frying fo ... you could say “I know
about that and I could help you” and you feel really proud that you are helping
someone.” A French teacher identified ‘the enormous sense of achievement’ for
many youngsters of learning a completely new subject in Year 8 because ‘they
don 't feel like failures before they even start’, as she {elt they might in maths and
English, ‘where they have been told they won t get one or the other and they have
no confidence’.

It may be worth remembering the role of curriculum proficiency, as a non-
competitive ‘personal best’, in securing a sense of self-esteem. The dominance of
academic and vocational attainment in so many pupils’ perceptions here may be
seen as highly undesirable if it implies the comparative neglect of other subjects
such as home economics, art, PE or music, and the less easily measurable learning
involved in social, emotional and spiritual development. However, until the value
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of these aspects of the curriculum acquires equal recognition with those which
emphasise ‘the linguistic and logical-mathematical intelligences’, as Gardner (op.
¢it.) recommends, it may be salient to bear in mind the scope offered to pupils by
individual curriculum proficiency, rather than specific attainment in academic
subjects, at whatever level, for bolstering self-esteem, which may be uncomfortably
vulnerable over the Key Stage. More will be said about the relation of academic
achievement to sell-esteem in the following section (see 5.6).

AWARENESS OF WIDER ISSUES

Relatively few pupils registered awareness of environmental, political or social
concerns (type 6). Again, perhaps reflecting the abstract nature of these concepts,
the language of pupils’ responses could be very imprecise. Asked what he did in
PSE, for example, one boy replied ‘we do about the world and things, and life’.
However, one girl referred to the impact of learning world religions: ‘Because it,
sort of, opens your eyes and it was not just religions in NI and all that conflict, its
quite good. I find that quite. meaningful.” Another pupil referred to a class
discussion on euthanasia and abortion which they felt had been important because
‘you learn to think of everybody s point of view’. Awareness of wider issues became
slightly more prominent in Year 10, either perbaps, because as pupils matured,
they became more interested in issues of more general significance, or possibly
because their attention was drawn to them by specific aspects of the curriculum.

PERSONAL HEALTH/WELFARE

References to personal health were also relatively scarce among all year groups in
the sample. One Year 9 boy felt it had been useful to learn about drugs and
smoking, ‘what it does to'vou’. Pupils who cited health issues as important referred
to the risks involved in sex, drugs and smoking much more frequenily than to
nutrition and physical exercise. Perhaps the relative mundanity of the everyday
routine of ‘keeping fit’ accounted for this discrepancy.

According to the seven types of relevance identified in the typology, pupils in ail
three vear groups in Key Stage 3 associated ‘useful’ or ‘important’ learning much
more frequently with academic progress and/or vocational aspirations than with
any other kind of experience. This trend was already discernible in the responses
of the Year 7 interviewees. The fact that, according to Year 7 teachers, the
curriculum in the last two vears of most primary schools ‘squeezed out’” subjecis
not assessed in the Transfer procedure, appeared to have convinced a large number
of Year 7 pupils of the comparative irrelevance of much of the curriculum. Many
of them attached little importance to the humanities and the creative arts, appearing
to believe that their chances for survival in post-primary school and the future in
+ general were best secured through English, maths and science.

Changing perceptions of vocational and academic relevance

Just as Tables 5.1-3.3 revealed an increasing polarisation between subjects believed
to be the most and least vocationally relevant, so the interview responses suggested
a narrowing of the definition of relevance in Year 10 towards vocational and
academic importance, at the expense of other types of relevance, for which
responses gradually decreased in mumber over the Key Stage.

The interview data revealed a slight shift of priorities between Year 9 and Year 10:

° in Years 8 and 9, the number of responses identifying relevance in vocational
terms (136 and 125 respectively) exceeded the number for those relating to
academic progress (115 and 103 respectively};
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. in Year 10, this pattern was reversed (academic progress: 121; vocational
currency 114).

This may reflect an emerging recognition of the importance of a narrow range of
academic qualifications as the most effective route to any job or career as pupils
approach the beginning of Key Stage 4. This speculation seemed to be supported
by differences between the findings for curriculum proficiency and those for
academic attainment:

@ in Years 8 and 9, responses for curriculum proficiency outnumbered those
for attainment (by 95 to 30 and by 65 to 22 respectively);

. in Year 10, this pattern was reversed (curricufum proficiency 35, attainment
7).

Narrowing definitions of relevance aver the Key Stage

In the Years 7 and 8 interview responses, a wider range of subjects was perceived
to be vocationally relevant than in Year 10. The narrowing of the range over the
Key Stage was displayed in Table 5.3, where, by Year 10, a small minority of
vocationally relevant subjects were clustered at the top of the scale. According to
the interviews, career ambitions in Years 7 and 8 tended to be more closely attuned
to personal interests, in music, football or animals, for example, than later in Key
Stage 3. It seems many children may arrive in post-primary school with an
optimistic and (given their inexperience and immaturity), in some cases, perhaps,
unrealistic outlook, on what the curriculum can offer them in terms of achieving
individual vocational goals. As noted above, in contrast to Years 8 and 9, the
number of perceptions of academic relevance in the Year 10 responses exceeded
those for vocational currency. This may suggest that within the enclosed
environment of post-primary school, the priority of formal assessment (first
experienced in the Transfer Test}, gradually re-emerges over Key Stage 3, absorbing
many highly specific individual aspirations into a sobering recognition that the
competitive world of academic attainment must be navigated in order for any
personal ambitions to be realised. Coming to terms with these expectations, once
the novelty of going to *big schoo!l” has worn off, may account perhaps in part for
the level of disengagement uncovered here in Year 9, when, as suggested above,
pupils lack the explicit landmarks of the Key Stage 3 test and the options process
to give a sense of purpose to their academic exertions.

The pupil interview responses reflected the overall trends of the questionnaire
findings, in underlining an overriding precccupation with vocational and academic
concerns. However, they also vielded a typology of other kinds of relevance,
which offered a useful insight into pupils’ views of the importance of other aspects
of their lives, in relation to particular subjects, and on the way in which priorities
from Year 8 changed during Years 9 and 10:

* By Year 10, responses related to types 3-7 in the typology were considerably
fewer in number than in previous years (Year 8: 197; Year 9: 176; Year 10:
125). Moreover, the difference between the number of nominations for
academic and vocational relevance (types 1 and 2} and the number for
personal interests and practical and domestic skills (types 3 and 4), which
were ranked next in imporiance, was more striking in Year 10 (77) than in
Year 8 (53) and Year 9 (58).

*  Personal interests (tvpe 3) and practical and domestic skills (type 4) were
consistently seen as the most important of other types of relevance in the

typology.
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. Life skills (type 5) were almost equally valued in Years 8 and 9, but in Year
10, pupils appeared to be slightly more concerned about global issues than
about life skills or personal health.

Comments on non-vocational, non-academic learning indicated an awareness,
among some individuals at least, of its potential importance. Their relative
infrequency corresponded with the persistently low ranking of suhjects associated
with such learning in the tables above. If also corresponded with the relative
infrequency of appropriate learning opportunities in the curriculum, as noted
elsewhere in this report.

According to the data here, the polarisation already visible in Year 7, between
subjects seen as academically and vocationally relevant, and other relatively
‘irrelevant’ subjects, appeared to be only temporarily suspended in Year 8, when
pupils were confronted with the stimulation and novelty of a2 ‘new’ curriculum
upon their arrival in post-primary school. The questionnaire findings for synchronic
and diachronic non-vocational relevance suggested that while the relevance of
the curriculum for current needs declined between Year 8 and Year 10, its relevance
for adult life in general was sustained. However, scrutiny of the findings for the
latter revealed a close association between the most relevant subjects with those
most relevani for a job or a career. Thus, the polarisation between subjects,
according to degree of association with academic and/or vocational attainment,
already discernible in Year 7, can be seen to gradually re-emerge over the Key
Stage. Asthe evidence from both gualitative and quantitative data here attests, it
is firmly reinstated by the end of Year 10, finding its most unequivocal expression
in the responses of pupils from grammar schools.

This section has explored pupils’ views of the relative importance of their subjects
in terms of relevance to their present experience, inside and outside school, and to
life in the future, which, according to the data, seems for many of them to be
largely subsumed into a concern with vocational priorities, The following section
will atternpt to elucidate the definitions of relevance which pupils apply, collectively
and individually, to their experience in the classroom. It will also examine how
far relevance, as they perceive it, is seen to make their learning more effective.

5.6 The curriculum as internalised

How do youngsters acquire the views of relevance considered above? Do they
believe that relevance helps their learning? While pupils were not directly asked
this question, teachers were. In considering the effectiveness of relevance,
therefore, it will be possible to see how far the two perspectives coincide.

5.6.1 The impact of relevance on the learner

As explained in the opening sections of this chapter, pupils receive three kinds of
messages about the relevance of respective subjects.

1. Explicit ‘messages’ {through the curriculum as mediated) - the teacher
deliberately explains to pupils why their learning is relevant:

*  ascience teacher pointed out that a particular experiment would feature
in the Key Stage 3 test {academic relevance);
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« an English teacher emphasised the vocational relevance of
communication skills; and

«  a form tutor stressed the importance of understanding the health risks
associated with particular drugs.

2a. Implicit ‘messages’ (from the curriculum as specified and planned) —
demonstrated in the previous section to be a powerful source of motivation
which exerted an influence, irrespective of any personal considerations:

+  the amount of curriculum time allocated to a subject, on the timetable
and for homework;

= g subject’s assessment status, formal or informal (both of which may
vary between schools for non-core subjects).

2b. Implicit ‘messages’ (through the curriculum as experienced) — pupils relate
to the real-life relevance of content and/or skills:

»  individual teachers may deliberately enhance the real-life relevance of
the learning in the belief that this will make it more enjoyable and/or
more effective, but this relevance is not made explicit.

Real-life relevance (2b above) here refers to relevance for the present and
immediate future outside school, rather than to relevance for the longer-term future
on leaving school. From everyday experience in the classroom, the majority of
teachers certainly appeared to believe that real-life relevance was equally important
to academic relevance, in terms of engaging pupils in the task in hand. However,
the number of pupils’ comments on the importance of real-life relevance, according
to categories 3-7 defined in the previous section, were much fewer than those
expressing academic and vocational concerns. Nevertheless, they offer some
insight into what might be of crucial, though less frequently explicitly
acknowledged, significance for motivation and engagement, particularly in relation
to personal development. Responses here may suggest that the relevance of
personal development, implicit in the self-esteem derived from a recognition of
progress in curriculum proficiency, may operate as a persistent undercurrent to
more collectively and explicitly pursued academic and vocational ‘fargets’.

The following discussion will consider the way youngsters in the sample
conceptualised the relevance of their learning, in relation to the present and the
future, in the light of what relevance appeared to mean to them.

Real-lite relevance

The minority of pupils who referred to ‘real-life relevance’ agreed it was helpful
for learning. From their point of view, relevance to current needs embraced all
aspects of life outside the enclosed and highly structured environment of school.
One Year 9 girl felt “learning dialect’ in English was important in order to know
‘different ways of saving things in Ireland’. A Year 10 pupil referred to learning
‘how you become independent’ in home economics.

In the case of very high-attaining pupils, a sophisticated version of academic
relevance suggested the extent to which academic skills might be identified with
personal development and fulfilment in the future. Thus ‘learning to work by
vourself, and research skills, things like that’ were important for one secondary
pupil, and another mentioned learning to use reference books in the school library.
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However, in references to life in the future, a sense of striving for vecational
goals prevailed. Maths was valued as ‘helpful for getting a job’ much more
frequently than for “if vou are having problems with a bank, you can sort out your
figures’. A girl in Year 10 observed that when she thinks her learning is ‘useful’,
‘it makes me try harder and set my targets higher’. Her use of the word ‘targets’
itself communicates the pre-eminence of highly structured and measurable
achievement. An overriding preoccupation with acaderic and vocational concerns,
on the part of a substantial majority of pupils, seemed to marginalise or even
preclude anticipation of any other kind of experience.

Relevance to real-life and effective learning

The majority of teachers affirmed the learning benefits of referring to everyday
experience, A drama teacher attributed the alleged success of role-play based on
a class novel to the fact that pupils could ‘refate’ to the feelings of the 14-year-old
girl who was the main character: *! think it gives them a good understanding,
because it 5 based around their age.” A geography teacher referred to the interest
shown in topics such as weather forecasting, which related to ‘everyday
occurrences’. Specialists in intellectually demanding subjects stressed the positive
effect of real-life relevance on the will to learn. A French teacher pointed out that
‘if they feel "I am never going to use this ", then obviously they are not going fo
work hard at it ... so its down o us to try and make it relevant ...°. A Year 10
maths teacher claimed that ‘yvou can make a difference between levels if you
convince the children it is appropriate and they want fo learn ... you feel that they
are working with you, rather than working against you’.

Several science teachers highlighted the dilemma of fulfilling specified curriculum
requirements, while trying to enhance real-life relevance in order to sustain pupils’
enthusiasm. Other researchers (Parkinson ef al., 1998; Neil and G’Rawe, 1998)
have suggested that the significance of science to everyday life requires greater
emphasis in the curriculum. According to this study, practical experiments were
seen to enhance the appeal of science in this respect. Moreover, where pupils
were allowed to conduct experiments for themselves, ‘using Bunsen burners in
science” for the first time, for example, their allusions to progress in curriculum
proficiency underlined its significant implications for self-esteem. In spite of
such benefits, however, science teachers observed that a heavy workload frequently
reduced such opportunities to a minimum.

The value of general knowledge

Some pupils conceded that although they felt a particular subject was unimportant
for them. personally, it might nevertheless have some value in adding to their
general knowledge. Such comments frequently used the lack of vocational
relevance as a measure of a subject’s limitations. Thus, a boy in Year 8 asserted
that although it had not “helped’ him to learn aboui settlements in geography,
because he did not intend to become a geography teacher or ‘a planner’, it had
been ‘helpful to an extent ... for general Imowledge, to know ...". Another boy in
Year 8 commented that “history is kind of useful sometimes, maybe not as much
. for a job [as maths] but still kind of useful things ro know’. Similarly, a girl in
Year 9 feli that the work she had done on composers in music gave her ‘g bif of
background history ... for, like general knowledge’, but at the same time she
believed it “wouldn t be very important’. As in the case of life skills, the vague
terms in which pupils referred to general knowledge snggest that the relevance of
such an amorphous concept may have been difficult for them to apprehend
intellectually, and therefore, to articulate effectively.
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‘New’ learning and seif-esieem

Throughoui the interviews, pupils repeatedly associated learning with learning
something ‘new’. If we assume that ‘leaming’ is relevant to pupils, because they
expect to learn when they come to school, the relevance of new learning is thus
the most explicit, and most accessible, kind of relevance from their point of view.
By the same token, if it is assumed that pupils expect a lesson to consist of
‘learning’, then they may see any learning that is not new {o have lttle relevance
or impottance.

The interview responses would seem to support this interpretation. A girl in Year
8 identified the new subjects, French and Irish, as important learning on her arrival
in post-primary school: ‘We have learnt how to speak different languages. In
primary school we didn ¥ get o do anything like that.” The comments of a boy in
a grammar school illustrated the way a sense of personal achievement through
new learning was linked with self-~esteem — maths and history had been important
for him during the current texm: “Jlearnt a lot ... it sort of let me see how far, like,
prove F'was able to do that level, afier sort of jumping from quite an easy level to
the nexi one.’

Another pupil vividly described the intellectual process of continually rearranging
new learning, here in English, until it was assimilated into a new conceptmal
framework. Her description, like the preceding one, implied recognition of a
subliminal phase in this process which made the point of reaching understanding
seem quite sudden: ‘English actually tells you ... itk like a jigsaw ... when she
tells you something, it seems all like ... and then one day you just get the picture,
and you know what she is talking about.’

Learning what was not ‘new’ was repeatedly seen as irrelevant. A Year 9 pupil
alleged that the fractions they had been doing in maths were of little use because
she did them ‘in P6, P7 and in the first year ... most people already knew how fo
do them’. Aboy in Year 10 acknowledged the imporiance of ‘e lof of the things’
he was doing, but evidently found the repetition of revision frusirating: “it%
important to know and useful to know, but to go over it again so many times — it
defeats the progress.” Without the personal satisfaction of recognising that their
learning had advanced, most pupils saw very liitle point in it.

The role of perceived progression in building self-esteem was seen by several
teachers to be more important for many pupils than perceptions of ‘real-life
relevance’ per se. A Year 9 maths teacher thought ‘a Jor of children get a lot of
satisfaction from being able fo do the work properly’ and did not question its
wider significance. Aboost to self-confidence was seen to have stimulated further
learning in music: ‘performing’ on the keyboard had allegedly brought Year 10
pupils ‘a sense of personal achievement ... the greatest motivation that you can
really get, because once they realise that they can do that, they sudderly want to
go on and do something else, get their bass in ... their rhyvthms’.

As the preceding section revealed, responses related to curriculum proficiency
considerably outnumbered those relating to aftainment in- Years 8 and 9. In these
two year groups, a persistent majority referred very positively to the sense of
achievement they gained from new learning, the recognition that they had moved
forward.

The utilitarian emphasis in the pupil data on academic and vocational attainment
with respect to life in the future is undeniable. However, given the fundamental
importance of self-esteem, implicit in pupils’ responses here, it seems that the
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precceupation with academic and vocational relevance might need to be interpreted
with careful regard for the implications of individual curriculum proficiency in
this respect. It seems that, however urgent they may be, individual needs for self-
esteem in school often have to be accommodated within a collective focus on
utilitarian goals.

The comparative animportance pupils atfached to leamning that was not ‘new’
(revision, reinforcement and review) suggests their concept of learning may be
largely linear. They may see learning essentially as a journey forward through
time, and any requirement to stop and look beyond their immediate surroundings,
or to return to territory they aiready know, may be experienced as an unnecessary
and frustrating interruption. Accordingly, it might be helpful to extend and broaden
their understanding of learning {their meta-awareness) by breaking away from
such a linear perspective. Learning might still be seen as a joumney’, but as one
which is cumulative and recursive, returning to the past to gain greater momentum
for exploring the future, and reaching outwards to seek connections with other
spheres of learning in the present.

‘Nothing is important for me now’

One grammar school girl in Year 8 denied any relevance in the formal curriculum.
She said the most important learning for her had oceurred cutside the classroom:
‘about friendship and stuff ... you don’t learn them in lessons. You learn them
with the way of life around the school ... having a good friendship, not wee girlie
fights ... wee catty children’. '

Her commments underline the immediate and often painful relevance of social and
personal development. Perhaps because of messages of its inferiority implicit in
the planned and specified curriculum, the relevance of personal development was
overlooked by the majority of learners, possibly deemed as an inappropriate
response to the interview question. Pertinently, many of the comments on personal
development derived from one particuiar school, where numerous pupils referred
explicitly to ‘self-esteem’ and learning ‘to work fogether’.

For a minority of pupils, the entire curriculum appeared to be meaningless. One
high-attaining Year 10 gir! in a secondary school who wanted fo be ‘a pilor’ or *a
physiotherapist” painted a grim picture of a monotonous regime which bore no
relation for her to the real world outside:

Each lesson you just go in and do the work, and you don't seem to ...
whenever vou go home and at the weekends and stuff ... nothing you
ever do in school seéms to be the same, like outside school. It'’s just
work and work and work, and then outside school you just, like, have
Jumn or whatever.

AYear & pupil said she would *learn better’ if she felt the curriculum was relevant
for her life in the present rather than for life in the future:

.. it seems kind of boring, the stuff that you will not need for ten years.
‘But if you were learning stuff that you would need mayhe tomorrow, or
the next day, you would probably think ‘this is good’.

The comments of some pupils impiied that they took the relevance of the curriculum
‘on trust’ for the future, because they could not see any way in which it related to
the rest of their present experience. A high-attaining Year 10 boy in a grammar
school explained: :

153



IS8 THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

154

The stuff we learn ai school ... a lot of it is not, like, practical, that you
can go out and apply it to your life — except PE, where you are playing
Foothall outside school. ... A lot of it is just sort of academic or
something. You can't actually apply it to your life. ... Nothing is
important for me now.

However, he said he was ‘not oo bothered” about this, and that he would ‘just
wait’. He gave the impression that he believed that what he was learning now
would be useful in the future. According to the tables presented earlier, this
philosophy may have been quite common; although synchronic relevance declined
for most subjects over the three years, diachronic relevance seemed to stay the
same, or even increased in Year 10 (as in the case of IT).

A number of teachers assumed that pupils found their work relevant because they
always completed it {0 a satisfaciory standard, An Irish teacher more cynically
atiributed this apparent show of commitment to utilitarianism. He believed that,
perhaps like the grammar school boy quoted above, ‘there are pupils who will go
home and do it because they know they have fo do it and they want to move on,
and whether it’s velevant or interesting ov not, they wifl do it anmyway’. The
development of a utilitarian perspective over Key Stage 3 was highlighted by a
home economics teacher who Telt that in Year 10 ‘a lof of students at this stage
switch offif they are not considering doing it for GCSE, and motivation is a bit of
a problem’. 1t might be worth investigating the extent to which a utilitarian
approach to the curriculum may be encouraged at home, as well as through
academic priorities prevailing in schools.

‘Not useful’ or ‘unimportant’ subjects

Comments on the unimportance of individual subjects, or groups of subjects, were
more common than rejection of the entire curriculum. The perceived lack of real-
fife relevance (implicit 2b) in particular topics could make otherwise valued
subjects seem pointless. With respect to maths, a girl in Year 10 could not see
herself ‘needing’ Pythagoras® theorem; a grammar school pupil’s comment on
work on a novel in English suggested that a highly structured approach had erased
the possibility of reading for pleasure from her mind: “... Most people don t really
need 1o read novels and do character analysis and things like that in the future.
It pretty pointless.’

The view that French would be more useful for the future than Irish is suggested
in the tables for both diachronic and vocational relevance above. A high-attaining
girl in Year 19 attributed the relative appeal of French to its wider applicability.
She explained her original reason for studying Irish (as opposed to Spanish), in
addifion to French:

Ithought "Well, my ancestors would have spoken it, so I should know i,
It is the language of my country and I don't even know it. ... it’s like a
tradition that everybedy does Irish’. ... So I sort of felt that too.

However, subseguent experience had convinced her that Irish had very limited
applicability: ‘French is such a good language because so many different couniries
you can use if, and Irish, it just ... such a waste of time ... thinking “When am 1
going 1o use this? " and [ really regret choosing Irish.’

The subjects most frequently singled out as specifically ‘not useful, now or for
the future” were music, history and RE. However, there was some variation between
year groups, and the responses of individual pupils covered the full range of the
curriculuim.
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Although there was a conspicuous lack of interest in history in Year §, a few
pupils valued an opportunity to relate the present to events in the past, particularly
in Irish history. One boy who had been studying the Battle of the Boyne had
found this ‘culture ... really good’ and explained he meant ‘... ancestors-wise ...
how everything happened, Catholic and Protestant’. However, such comments
were relatively rare. The comparative irrelevance of history and RE, according to
the interviewees, corresponded with their status below other academic subjects in
the questionnaire results, and recalls the argument that their lack of appeal may be
related to their exclusive location in the past in pupils’ minds. Although there
were certainly an appreciable number of pupils who identified the unimportance
of RE and history in purely instrumental terms — *F don 1 think there’s a job you
could get to work for history’ — many of them referred to the intrinsic association
with the past — ‘you're not going to need to know about the life story of Mary,
Queen of Scots’. That such an interpretation denies these subjects any real-life
relevance in pupils’ perceptions is clear from the following explanation for
indifference to RE from a boy in Year 8: *Its just telling you abouf the people
before. It’s not really telling yvou about now or the fitture or anything. It's just
telling you about the past.’

A similar attitude was evident in a Year 9 girl’s question, ‘ What are you going to
do with things vears ago?’ Bearing in mind the earlier speculation that the ability
to see the relevance of the past and to relate it to the future may gradually emerge
with maturity, it is interesting that history was less frequently identified as a
specifically ‘not useful’ subject by pupils in Year 10,

One of the interview questions specifically asked whether pupils had “Jearnt
anything which would be particularly useful for [them| in the future’. Itis possible
that this may have caused some of them to focus deliberately and exclusively on
subjects where they felt most confident they could give the ‘right’ answer.
Academically and vocationally relevant subjects, such as maths and English, their
relevance implicit in the timetable and their assessment status (as in 2a. above),
would most readily lend themselves to this purpose. The response of a grammar
school pupil in this respect may shed some light on the value of explicit relevance

“(as | above). She nominated geography as a subject that would not be useful for
the future ‘because there s nothing that teaches you about the future in geography’.
Her observation imphligs that her teacher might need to make relevance tc the
future more explicit for her to be able to appreciate it.

The role of individual aptitude

According fo the survey results, individual perceptions of relevance were most
susceptible to variation in the creative arts and modern languages. Teachers of
these subjects were often acutely aware of the impact of aptitude (or lack of it} on
¢ffective learning. An art specialist referring to class discussions in Year 9 on
topies such as the role of colour, or design, concluded that only ‘the few that are
very interested might take on board the fact that “this will help me” ...

The significance of individual aptitude as a determinant of effective learning was
clearly illustrated during the pupil interviews. Some pupils referred to being ‘good
at art’; another found science relatively easy — it seemed kike ‘common sense’ to
her. Aboy in Year 9 said the most personally important thing he had done during
the term was to build ‘e wee car’ in technology. A girl in Year 10 said she was
finding the content of the music curriculum highly relevant to the theory she was
working on in private music lessons.
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Individual aptitude was highly significant in music. While a few pupils were
convinced that music would play a major role in their lives, the majority appeared
to be in sympathy with a boy who could not see himself *in front of a piano in the
future’. In considering the overwhelming evidence in the survey results for the
irrelevance of musie, it may be worth noting that a relative lack of individual
aptitude can be uncomfortably exposed in the often unwelcome opportunities for
individual performance encountered in music lessons. From the observations, it
was clear that, at 12 or 14, a number of pupils felt acutely embarrassed at singing
or even playing an instrument on their own in front of the class, and some of them
identified this ordeal in their interviews as the reason for dishiking the subject. A
mausic teacher remarked that asking boys, in particular, to sing at this age, when
their voices could be breaking, was inappropriate.

The relative contributions of relevance and enjoyment lo effective
learning

An apparent dissonance emerged between pupils’ and teachers’ views on the
respective contributions of relevance and enjoyment to effective learning.

A significant minority of teachers argued that enjoyment was more important for
effective learning than the need for refevance. Some history teachers believed
that the perceived ‘irrelevance’ of the past was less significant than harnessing
their pupils’ enthusiasm for ‘hands-on’ activities in generating effective learning.
An IT teacher observed that ‘manipulating databases” was not ‘attractive’ to most
pupils, and that consequently, although they might ‘end up being able to do it’, it
would not be ‘something that they would retain’. According to the survey results,
IT was consistently highly rated by pupils for its vocational relevance, and their
interview responses testified to its effectiveness in motivation, irrespective of levels
of enjoyment.

For many pupils, vocational relevance was more significant than enjoyment. A
preoccupation with the need to find a job and earn a living appeared to overshadow
enjoyment of subjects related to individual interests. A girl in Year 10 enjoyed
learning about the war in history, but did not think it was important because it
would not be ‘usefid for what I want to be when I am older’. A Year 9 boy
dismissed the personal importance of RE: *I don't think RE is useful, but I like
doing it and it 5 good to know for me.

This apparent disregard for the value of personal preferences applied particularly
to expressive subjects, and most frequently to art. Although many pupils said
they enjoyed activities such as painting and modelling, they seemed to believe
they were unimportant. A Year 7 pupil observed */ wouldn t really do art’; a girl
in Year 9 asserted ‘I don ¥ really need to draw a picture of a fish®. Such persistent
references to the relative unimportance of the aris suggest a clearly demarcated
division in many pupils’ minds between different areas of the curriculum which
they construct from messages about relevance assimilated in school.

The relevance of the curricufum as a whoele

Pupils’ views on what was or was not useful, relevant or important often tlluminated
their perceptions of the curriculum as a whole. The account of the concept mapping
task in Chapier 3 demonstrated that at least two-thirds of the pupils whe participated
in this exercise conceptualised the curriculum in a way which encouraged them to
‘break it up’ rather than to make it ‘cohere’. They perceived it either in ‘images of
value and usefulness’ or in ‘images of practical and academic curricula’. The
tendency to split the curriculum in this way corresponds to a considerable extent
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with the tables above, in the way in which the academic subjects (with PE and, in
Tables 5.1 and 3.2, home economics) tend to occupy the top half of the ranking
order, while the arts are clustered at the bottom. This pattern is at its most extreme
in the polarisation of subjects displayed in the table for vocational currency.

The interview responses reinforced the impression that a substantial majority of
pupils compartmentalise the curricuium into various categories according to their
perceived vahie in helping them achieve success in academic and vocational terms.
Grammar school pupils showed a marked tendency to categorise the curriculum
in this way. One Year 10 girl explained how individual aptitude could enhance
the relevance of ‘practical’ subjects: ‘There are subjects like music ... the practical
subjects, like music and art and HE, if vou are good at them, then they will be
important ... because yvou are satisfied by what you are doing.’

However, she distinguished these subjects from those that she believed were of
general importance: ‘The three main ones ... English, science and maths ... you
definitely have to try and be good at them, definitely.” Another girl categorised
subjects according to whether they involved ‘any writing’. She particutarly liked
art and sport, the ‘practical subjects’. A third grammar school pupil appeared to
have a ‘mental map’ of the cusriculum with decisive boundaries. However, he
was forced to review and realign these divisions in a reappraisal of art and its
possible instramental value:

Sometimes, art can be useful for drawing stuff. I have changed my
mind. Artf can be pretty useful, but the rest of them, I don ¥ think would
be very useful. Idon t think I am ever going to need to play the recorder
again.

Here ‘the resr of them’ suggests other ‘practical’ subjects as well as music, all of
which he appeared ready to dismiss.

According to a number of teachers, a significant minority of pupils quite frequently
ask ‘why are we doing this?’ The initiative to question was seen to vary according
to age, ability and temperament. Some practitioners imphed that the capacity for
discerning relevance was related to maturation: ‘You can 't put an old head on
voung shoulders, can you?’ A PE teacher claimed that ‘some children will just
take it as gospel’, whether they are enjoying their work or not, merely because
they think they are expected to do so. A geography teacher suggested ‘the more
clued-in ones ... might say [ don’t understand ... I don 't see the point in this™”.

A teacher in a secondary school commented that while some pupils expected to
be able to relate their learning to a wider purpose and/or to a well-organised
sequence of continuity and progression, others seemed willing to accept it so long
as it was enjoyable:

... Some students would naturally be more gquestioning, and they want
to understand where they are going and ‘wha! we are doing next’, and
‘why we are doing this’ ... [ think we have quite a large percentage of
students who will quite happily sort of ... if they enjoy doing it, maybe
thev are not even aware of how much they are maybe learning, but they
do pick it up.

The evidence would seem to suggest that, while a minority of pupils regularty

question the validity of their learning, mechanical compliance may prevail among
the majority.
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The foregoing discussion has demonsirated the belief implicit in many pupils’
perceptions that academic and vocational relevance are the most powerful
incentives for engaging with their leaming. Some pupils’ comments on the
independence of relevance from enjoyment are striking.

Youngsiers here referred to the relevance of personal development and individual
interests much less frequently than to academic and vocational attainment; they
apparently attributed little importance to activities involving personal interests
and abilities unless they coincided with these explicitly collective goals. The
resulis confirm that individual pupils do perceive relevance in other subjects;
however, the vagueness of the responses relating to general knowledge, and the
tendency not to expand on expressions of personal enjoyment — “f just like it’, “its
good fun doing it’ — suggested that personal or general relevance, irrespective of
any perceived value, might be more difficult to articulate.

From the evidence here of the crucial relationship between perceptions of
achievement and self-esteem, personal development may net so much diminish
in importance over the Key Stage (as suggested by the paucity of responses for
this category) as become subsumed by academic and vocational relevance. A
sense of achievement was most frequently perceived and experienced by pupils
here in academic terms. And by Year 10, academic relevance acquired prime
status as the means in the present towards all-important future vocational goals.
The indefinite nature of the relatively few responses which atiempted to articulate
personal development suggested that pupils were unpractised in this kind of
thinking and discussion. Moreover, the emphasis of the interviews on ‘subjects’
may have inevitably directed them towards their customary view of the curriculum
dominated by the balance of subjects in the weekly timetable. (It is possible that
the semantic differential items in the questionnaire may have produced the same
effect.} Thus, the potential of non-academic, non-vocational areas of engagement,
as credible sources of achievement and self-esteem, appeared to have been
marginalised in a coliective thrust towards utilitarian goals. In both the quantitative
and qualitative data, this narrowing perspective was most starkly defined in the
responses from grammar schools.

The attitude of one grammar school pupil epitomised the prevailing interpretation
of the relevance of the curriculum. He could not imagine art would ‘ever be
useful”, even though he enjoyed it and thought he was good at it. He claimed he
only spent five minutes cn art homework, whereas he studied hard for his academic
subjects ‘to make sure’ he ‘made the grade’. His priorities succinetly highlight
many pupils’ susceptibility to the messages implicit in the specified curriculum
and accompanying assessment system.

According to this study, these implicit messages have convinced youngsters that
academic subjects are the most important, both within school and in the outside
world. Thus, they perceive proficiency in these areas as the most relevant not
only to credible success in the present and the future, but also for their current and
continuing need for self-esteem. Individuals whose strengths may lie elsewhere,
in practical subjects, in PE, or in the arts, are consequently at a disadvantage, as
their alternative proficiencies may be perceived to have less value.



RELEVANCE AND APPROPRIATENESS

According to Gardner (1993), ‘the purpose of school should be to develop
intelligences, and to help people reach vocational and avocational goals that are
appropriate to their particular spectrum of intelligence’ {p. 9). The NIC prescribes
that alt pupils are entitled to a *broad and balanced curriculumt’, in order to ensure
they are equipped for the ‘opportuniries, responsibilities and experiences of adult
life’. Thus, they are entitled to equal access to personal fulfilment in vocational
and ‘avocational’ terms.

1t seems, from the evidence here, that many pupils need to be convinced, firstly of
the value per se of experiences which are personally appealing and rewarding,
and, more urgently perhaps, of the value of what they have to offer as individuals.
Given the meagre value attributed here to *irrelevant’ and “unimportant’ subjects,
particularly the creative arts, perhaps a more explicit recognition of the value of
the whole spectrum of individual ‘intelligences’, and a determination to reward
curriculum proficiency in each of them in equal measure, might nurture the self-
confidence and generate the engagement which would impel pupils of their own
accord to seek challenges in their learning.
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6.1 Introduction

Hargreaves (1991) related ‘manageability” to learning specifically in terms of
guantity. He defined it as concern “with the amount of knowledge and skills that
can be put into the curviculum: if there is too much content, in relation to the
allocated time, the curriculum is unmanageable for teachers and pupils’. Tn order
to accommeodate perceptions of the learning experience from the data here, a
second, and critically important, kind of manageability was identified: the level
of work in terms of its conceptual difficulty.

6.2 Curriculum as specified

Teachers believed that while the level of difficulty can be conirolled to some
extent by both planning and mediation, the sheer quantity of work relates much
more directly to what has been externally prescribed. Subject teachers interviewed
were asked two separate guestions on manageability: firsily, whether they felt the
NIC was perceived by pupils to be manageable or difficult to manage in terms of
workload, the sheer amount of work; secondly, whether they felt the WIC was
perceived by pupils to be manageable in terms of the level of difficulty.

6.2.1 Amount of work

The total amount of work across all subjects was often seen to be particularly
daunting for pupils in Year 8, who had to acclimatise to the new environment and
timetabling system of post-primary school, in addition to what was expected of
them in the classroom. According to the NIC: * What is specified will allow feachers
considerable freedom in the way in which they teach ... In[compulsory] subjects,
as in others, teachers will be free fo range more widely for some or all pupils.’
However, although there was general acknowledgement of the ‘improvements’
made in the revised orders in relation to workload, in both grammar and secondary
schools, some teachers stili felt that the curriculum within their own subjects left
little room for manceuvre. At the Year 10 stage, a curriculum deputy said that in
spite of ‘some streamlining’, which had made the teachers “happier’, there was
still ‘@ lot’ that pupils had to cover. In the same vear, a curriculum deputy at
another school observed that it was still “very tight’ and conseguently ‘hard fo
introduce anything new’, such as the scheme for social and political education
currently being piloted within the history department.

According to Year 7 teachers, pupils were overloaded in primary school. Many
teachers pointed out ‘this great pressing weight of work’ is experienced most acutely
in Years 6 and 7 in preparation for the Transfer Test, and thus to some extent,
cannot be directly related to the NIC. However, at the time of the interviews,
while it was generally agreed that in some subiects the revised orders offered
teachers ‘a bit of leeway’, density of content was still causing concern in science,
geography and history.
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At post-primary schools, the data revealed that workload again became a problem
for particular subjects. In some cases, it seemed that teachers believed that there
was too much work prescribed per se. More frequently, they really seemed to
want more time to be available, in order to cover the material more thoroughly,
and to enable them to create opportunities to make it more enjovable and more
interesting. History, technology and geography were perceived to be the most
demanding in terms of heavy workloads. The Year 8 maths carriculum was also
seen to exert considerable pressure on both pupils and teachers. .

6.2.2 Level of difficuity

Although Key Stage 3 teachers frequently believed that the level of conceptual
difficulty was ‘just about right’, certain topics or activities within particular subjects
were perceived to cause difficulties for certain groups of pupils. A Year § geography
teacher referred to a recent micro-climates project where she had almost felt she
was ‘teaching maths’; after repeated analysis and explanation, she felt that the
pupils still did not understand the ‘basic concepts’. Given the reference above,
relating to the unmanageable pace at which pupils are required to assimilate ‘basic
concepts’ in maths in Year 8, it seemed that a more manageable workload and
consequently a more sympathetic pace might allow them to acquire the cross-
curricular numerical skills they needed for other subjects.

In some subjects, it was suggested that although the amount of work in the
curriculum was onerous for pupils to manage, the content did not streich them
intelectually enough to engage them in a satisfying challenge. In one school, a
Year 8 science teacher admitted she was ‘wondering’ whether the work was ‘foo
easy’, because the standard of the pupils’ work was so consistently high. A Year
10 physics teacher in the same school observed that the curriculum in his subject
was ‘certainly easier than it was ... now the mathematical thing [speed time graphs]
has been taken out of it’. In another school, a Year 9 geography teacher described
how hard it was for teachers o “stagger the workioad’ for fully mixed-ability
classes, and how they had to ‘source extra work for the more able from Key Stage
4 textbooks’.

Differentiation proved to be a cause of considerable and confinuving concern to a
large number of teachers, particularly, but not exciusweiy, in schools which covered
the full range of academle ability.,

6.2.3 Differentiation

‘While devoting relatively generous amounts of space to the structure and themes
of the curriculum in- general, and to the Key Stages, Attainment Targets and
Programmes of Study, the NIC allocates a smgle closing paragraph to
differentiation:

Bearing in mind the wide range of levels of attainment to be expected at
all ages, schools will need to consider carefully how best to provide for
the differing needs of individual pupils. It is intended that pupils should
progress at their natural rate and it will be necessary to take account of
this in schemes of work for all classes.

In practical and expressive subjects, such as art and music, although the specified
~ cutriculum itself was not differentiated according to academic ability, teachers
agreed with a home economics teacher who affirmed that there was enough
flexibility to ‘tailor the content ... to suif the ability of the children in question’.
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Manageability in other areas could be less satisfactory. A Year 10 technology
teacher at one school believed that while making an electric circuit was ‘forally
appropriate’ for the entire class, © ... the theory aspect ... the physics” of how it
works was ‘aiming a wee bit high’ for ‘some of the lower pupils’. Elsewhere,
technology presented similar difficulties for lower-attaining Year 9 pupils in a
mixed-ability class; it was important for every individual ‘to have an outcome’,
but at the same time, to make 1t manageable (for teachers), they all had to do a
similar type of project.

Modern languages were seen to cause serious difficulties for lower-attaining pupils.
While a French teacher in one school said that his high-attaining Year & pupils
regarded French as ‘a soffer option” than maths because of ‘the oral emphasis’, a
head of French elsewhere explained that the requirement to teach in the target
language caused particular problems throughout Key Stage 3, ‘from the middie
band downwards’. According to this interviewee, it restricted the teacher’s
professional capacity to stimulate any interest and create a feacher—pupil
relationship conducive to learning: ‘Target language in some ways has
depersonalised the teaching because, if you re attempting to use target language,
you 're obviously minimalising your personality.” He added that the requirement
to focus on the *linguistic objectives’ also effectively limited the nature of the
background material he was able to communicate to lower attainers and thus
their potential engagement with it. Pupils across the full range of ability
reperted problems with lessons conducted entirely in the target language; they
said the teacher talked ‘foo fast’ and they could not understand what they
were expected to do.

Differentiation was a recurring theme, both in schools where pupils were set by
academic ability, where it related primarily to planning, and even more insistently
in refation to both mediation and planning in schools where mixed-ability teaching
continued, in some subjects, thronghout the Key Stage.

6.3 The curriculum as planned
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6.3.1 The pupil perspective

Some pupil perceptions relating to the organisation of the timetable seemed to
compiement the views of teachers. The pupil responses suggested, particularly in
Years 9 and 10, that they were clearly capable of critical reflection on the way
curriculum planning affected their leaming. The two-week timetable, for example,
was identified by pupils in schools where it prevailed as a source of
unmanageability, because the long gaps between consecutive lessons in some
subjects, such as art, disrupted continuity and imposed disproportionate amounts
of homework. Another timing problem occurred when pupils had to travel long
distances between lessons; one boy in Year 8 observed that time was always ‘taken
off’ their geography lessons because they took place ‘right down at the mobiles’;
as he said,* ... by the time you get there and get settled’, a significant part of the
lesson was lost.

Homework was frequently used by pupils, as it was by teachers, as a measure of
whether the amount of work was manageable ornot. A Year 8 pupil affirmed that
the total amount of work was ‘just about right, because they don’t give you too
many homeworks’, Large and frequent amounts of homework in particular subjects
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were very unpopular. A boy in Year 9 admitted: ‘Jt s a wee bit too much because
vou get too much homework and it’s hard for you to do it all.” Unmanageable
amounts of homework were perceived in at least one school to be a by-product of
a six-day timetable. A geography teacher explained how this could antagomse
the pupils concerned:

Whenever we work on the six-day timetable ... some weeks you might
only see them twice a week and so definitely it is quite tough ... because
we have to give them more for homework than you would really like to
give and ... they wouldn't be very enthusiastic about that.

With regard to homework, a strong preference for balance and proportion emerged
from the interviews. Pupils evidently felt that the amount of work was much
more manageable when homeworks were evenly spaced and shared between the
different subjects in proportion to their perceived importance. A Year 9 pupil
expressed exasperation at his experience of unpredictability: *... but then other
times, you get a small homework in that subject [learning vocabulary] and a bigger
one in another one.” In one school, a girl in Year 10 suggested that the teachers
‘should have a timetable on which day they should give their class a homework’.
Homework will be subject to further discussion in relation to the curriculum as
experienced,

6.3.2 The teacher perspective
Amount of work: too much work or not enough time?

In subjects where the workload was most frequently perceived to be difficult to
manage (e.g. science, history, geography and technology), the wish for further
time was a recurring theme, and where the curriculum was seen to be unduly
cumbersome, manageability for teachers became as pressing as manageability for
pupils. Generally, teachers seemed keen to retain what had been prescribed for
their subject, rather than to leave anything out, but a significant number of them
would have liked more flexibility.

At one school, a curriculum deputy acknowledged that although in most areas of
the curriculum they were ‘coping’ quite well, the science department was unhappy
with the amount of time at their disposal. A geography teacher elsewhere drew
attention to a problem that emerged in various subjects across all schools. Because
of the heavy worlload, teachers had found it necessary to set more homework
than they ‘would really like to give’ — a policy which was very unpopular with
pupils.

Lack of time for practical subjects could be a source of frustration in schools
where academic attainment was pre-eminent. As one technology teacher explained:

Time is of the essence in a practical area. ... It’s a hands-on thing. ...
It’s not me giving the information: you suck it all in and then you
regurgitate it all out. Its much, much more than that. Its a whole
interaction. It's a different kind of teaching. Soyou need time and space
and the opportunity to tease all that out.

By contrast, a technology teacher in a different school expressed approval of the
arrangements his department had been able to make within their allocation on the
timetable: *The fact that they are getting things finished sort of indicates that the
timing must be fairly near right.’
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Differentiation: at planning level

Teachers across all subjects commented on the need to differentiate specified
curriculum content through grouping, through departmental planning and
classroom organisation. In one school, pupils were ‘streamed’ or ‘banded’
throughout Key Stage 3. A history teacher noted that ‘you have to plan your
lessons completely differently’ for each band and still be prepared for a range of
ability within each class.

A history teacher in another school, where Year 8 were taught in mixed-ability
classes, admitted that he tended to ‘pifch it towards the middle’. This worried
him, because he often felt *the beiter ones’ and ‘the weaker ones ... might not have
got as much out of a lesson’ as they could. The department found it hard to make
time to ‘sit down and ... step questions to try and cater for each level’ for every

year group.

In a third school, mixed-ability teaching prevailed in Year &; from Year 9 pupils
were set only for maths, science and English. That pupils were accustomed to
differentiated tasks was evident from the observation of a French lesson in which
a mixed-ability Year 9 class was being given a test. As the test papers were being
distributed, the teacher announced: ‘There’s no difference in the tesis today.” She
drew their attention to a second test paper, ‘Sheet Two’, which offered an extension
of the test for those who finished the first sheet early, and sat and worked with one
boy who needed extra help. ' '

Bearing in mind the implications for low attainers of teaching in the target language,
it is interesting that in this lesson the teacher instructed pupils in French first -
‘Une minute pour terminer, pour finir’ — but added the essence of the sentence in
English, so that everyone knew what was happening. Atthe end of the lesson, she
asked the class in general: *C'est difficile ou facije?” Their mixed response would
seem to confirm the need for flexibility in the modern languages curriculum.

In schools embracing the full ability range, unless the work was very carefully
differentiated, and/or extra classroom support was regularly available, mixed-
ability classes were frequently perceived as a source of frustration for individual
teachers and pupils.

In respect of planning, comments on the workload related to insufficient teaching
time and the implications for the amount of homework. Concerning the level of
difficulty, differentiation was seen to be essential for manageability in schools
that included the full range of ability.

6.4 The curriculum as mediated
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6'.4..1 The 'pupii perspective: mediating the level of difficulty

In respect of mediation, pupils’ comments from all four year groups focused on
the level of difficulty. They referred repeatedly to the importance of unrestricted
access to explanation from the teacher, and to the ability of the teacher to create
and sustain an atmosphere which was at once calm, purposeful and reassuring.

The importance of allowing time for explanation

The ideal pace for assimilating difficult or unfamiliar material was defined in one
pupil’s account of a maths lesson: although she found maths ‘quite difficulf’, she
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felt it was manageable because the pace allowed pupils ‘to ask several times to
have it explained untii we get it and we understand’. In a substantial majority of
cases where subjects were said to be ‘hard’, pupils associated their experience of
difficulty with an inappropriately rapid pace, which curtailed opportunities for
extended or repeated explanation. A number of pupils of all abilities described
how they had been too afraid of being scolded by the teacher or ridiculed by the
rest of the class to ask a teacher for attention. Sometimes, an explanation intended
to clarify had only confused; a Year 9 pupil had difficulty with physics because
the teacher explained it ‘in a lot of detail” and she found it “hard to understand’. Tt
may be worth noting that the view that the teacher did not ‘explain well’ occurred
more frequently among the Year 10 responses than in those for previous years.
By Year 10, a combination of developing maturity and more challenging
assignments may propel pupils to engage in a critical appraisal of the learning
experience which younger pupils are less ready to articulate.

The uncompromisingly intellectual content of modemn languages was repeatedly
identified by pupils in relation to the importance of adapting the pace of a lesson
to the nature of the content. Lessons conducted entirely in the target language
were frequently a cause of distress. A high-attaining pupil confided: ‘Sometimes,
our teacher just starts talking in French and she might think we know it, but we
don't really because ... sometimes she doesn't explain things very well and it
hard to learn a new language.” Another high-attaining pupil, in a school where
Year 10 pupils felt particularly overworked in French, underlined the importance
of checking pupils’ understanding before leaving them to work on their own. He
asserted: ‘It just so hard to finish homework sometimes, because you don 't get
enough help with it and I am not good at it, so it s hard.” Given the fact that in the
questionnaires, pupils of all abilities identified French as the hardest and most
labour-intensive of all subjects, it seems that mediation in this subject may need
to be reviewed.

Classroom atmosphere

Researchers in England (Maden and Rudduck, 1997) have noted that children
have ‘firm ideas on how to improve their education’. They found that pupils
would like ‘commitment to schoolwork to be more legitimate among their peers’
and noted that currently pupils do not see working and talking about work as
‘cool’. The creation of an atmosphere both purposetful and reassuring was seen
by many pupils in this study as a highly significant factor in their ability to
concentrate and to feel that they would be able to accomplish the tasks required.
Some pupils unequivocally referred to the importance of classroom management
in securing all aspects of manageability. One girl believed the amount of work
they were given frequently depended on the dynamics set in motion by a
combination of the attitude of the class as a whole and the individual teacher’s
mood: ‘Sometimes you get a lot of work and sometimes you don t. It just depends
on what sort of mood the teacher is in and what way the class has been acting.
Another pupil remarked that * ... if the teachers in a bad mood and the class has
- been very noisy’, they would not finish what they should have done in class and
they would be given extra work on top of their homework. Although the majority
of comments relating to class atmosphere were concerned with a lack of purpose,
perceived disorder, disruption or an unacceptable amount of noise, rigid classroom
control was regarded as equally undesirable. One high-attaining boy found it
particularly ‘hard to concentrate’ in maths: ‘The boredom of it ... itk just so silent
and stuffy, just boring and stuffy ...’
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6.4.2 The teacher perspective

“Teachers’ comments on manageability at the level of mediation will be discussed

firstly in terms of the amount of work and secondly in terms of differentiation.

Amount of work

Although practitioners frequenily believed that the total amount of work for pupils
to cover during a year, or across the whole Key Stage, was hard to manage, their
comments suggested that they deployed their professmnal expertise and ‘would
adapt’ to make the task less ‘onerous’.

‘Just the right amount’

Both Year 7 and post-primary teachers frequently indicated the close relationship
between the amount of work and the level of difficulty. Ahome economics teacher
depicted the need for teachers to be flexible in the timing of particular tasks.
Different individuals, as an English teacher acknowledged, ‘...work at different
speeds and do different amounts of work’; a task may not be ‘hard’, but as a Year
7 girl explained, it may be ‘hard to get done in the time’.

Teachers who felt the workload was “just about right’ often used words denoting
small quantities to describe the way they broke down the learning so that it would
not be overwhelming. A German teacher said she ‘gave stuff in fairly small chunks’,
and a head of RE referred to ‘manageable bites’. He added that pupils soon
‘catch on that the time factor is largely under my control’. The implication seemed
to be that they find this reassuring, but it unwittingly depicts the pressure of an
overioaded curriculum. Moreover, the portrayal of pupils by the three teachers
here, as necessarily passive recipients of ‘chunks’ of information, may seem a
disturbingly restricted experience of learning.

The imporiance of a flexible curriculum

The comments of a French teacher stressed the value of freedom within the
curriculum to allow teachers to deploy their creativity. He believed that a flexible
approach to the curriculum, and a spontaneous response to the pupils’ enjoyment,
opened up a much broader linguistic and cultural perspective than strict adherence
tc any prescribed topics. By contrast, a geography teacher wished she had similar
flexibility to respond spontaneously to “... the Olympics ... or if a volcane erupis

.. capture the moment ..." instead of ‘delivering this medicine, get it shovelled
down’, Where the weight of the workload dictated a relentless pace, the possibilities
for spontaneity and enjoyment were seen to disappear altogether.

Bifferentiation: at the levef of mediation

Differentiation was seen to be as significant for mediation as it was for planning,
especially, though not exclusively, in schools which covered the full ability range.
As an issue for mediation, it took conspicuous precedence over both workload
and level of difficulty. Whatever system was in place, many teachers highlighted
the importance of individual imagination and flexibility in responding to the
diversity of pupils’ needs.

A history teacher of a Year 9 mixed-ability class summarised the conflicting
responsibilities involved in adapting activities to suit individual variations in pace:
‘People at different levels in the class ... you have extra work for those who are
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finished and that sort of thing — that s hard, sometimes, because the bright ones
can lose initiative if they don t have work to do —it§ hard.”

Observation of a geography lesson exposed the challenge of mixed-ability classes
in practice. The teacher asked the pupils to draw a map of Kenya, to add a key
and then answer the guestions in the textbook. Some of the class settled down to
work immediately, but she had to amplify her instructions several times in response
to individual queries. She explained later in an interview how hard it was ‘ro
stagger the [specified] workload” in order to stretch the most able and accommodate
the low attainers. In another school, an English teacher explained the highly
competitive atmosphere could lead to pupils’ being ‘teased’ or ‘taunted’ if
individuals were divided into groups that they perceived to be differentiated by
ability,

Teachers frequently distinguished between differentiation ‘by task’ and ‘by
outcome’. A careers teacher had developed a range of materials to use for each
topic and she would ‘piich’ the work according to the level a particular band
could manage. In the arts and PE, the aptitude of individual pupiis meant that
differentiation by outcome was to some extent inevitable.

Although generally speaking teachers registered that the revised orders had led to
some improvement in terms of planning and mediation, many nevertheless
expressed serious concern in relation to differentiation. Perceived discrepancies
between the curriculum as specified and the needs of individual pupils surfaced
repeatediy throughout the teacher interviews. The following two sections, on the
curriculum as experienced and internalised respectively, will reveal that this
imbalance was reflected in the perceptions of the pupils themselves,

6.5 The curriculum as experienced

This section will explore specific aspects of manageability in relation to the

experience of learning as it took place in the classroom. Accordingly, analysis of
the data from the questionnaires will be complemented by evidence from the

interviews in an attempt to identify pupils’ priorities in terms of conceptual

difficulty and the total amount of work, including homework.,

It must be noted that pupils in all four year groups displayed a marked reluctance
in the interviews to indicate directly that they found some of their learning
unmanageable. Initially, they frequently asserted that the amount or the level was
‘Just about right’; however, when encouraged to consider manageability in relation
to specific subjects, the majority qualified their responses and expressed
dissatisfaction with at least one of them. This must be borne in'mind in considering
responses for the category ‘Just about right’, in relation to the questionnaire results.

In respect of the questionnaire, the two separate types of manageability were
identified in Item 2, the semantic differential question. For both the level of
difficulty and the amount of work, the first table will present the overall mean
scores for each subject, together with the mean scores disaggregated by type of
school. A second table will present the overall mean scores for each subject
disaggregated by attainment grouping for all three year groups, according to the
rank order for Year 10. Subjects not appearing in the tables have been excluded
because the numbers taking them were relatively low.
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6.5.1 Level of difficuity

The first pair of antonyms in Item 2, *hard ... easy’, focused pupils’® attention on
the level of difficulty they perceived in each of their subjects, The following table
presents the results for Item 2 for the level of difficulty for Years 8, 9 and 10. For
each year in turn, the overall mean scores are given for each subject in rank order,
together with the mean scores disaggregated by type of school.

Table 6.1 Pupils’ perceptions of level of difficulty by type of school and year group
1 = hard; 5 = easy
(i.e. the lower the mean, the greater the perceived difficulty)

See. Gram.

Su Mean | mean | { mean !

French g2 b 12 2.5
Maths 0 o2 8 oz 2.8
Science . . 9 o2 27
History 9 1 2 . . 29
Trish 6 o2 9 ;o2 2.8
English B X 0 o 29
Geography 0 0 3 103 3.1
Technology 1 3 313 3.1
Music 5 3 . . 33
Home economics 33 3 3. 33
Art 3 03 5 03 33
IT 8 4 38 3 3.6
Drama 6 3 36 3 3.7
Health education :
Careers educatio
PE

Overall mean

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

The salient findings from the table above are as follows:

e A similar overall pattern was seen to recur from year to year: French was
perceived to be the hardest subject, while the practical and expressive subjects
were regarded as the easiest. Though not shown here, it is also worth noting
that art and music were invariably susceptible o the highest levels of standard
deviation, suggesting the role of personal interest, aptitude and home
background in these subjects.

. Perceptions of easiness were consistently expressed in more extreme terms
than those for difficulty. This finding may to some extent derive from
perceptions of being ‘underworked’ in ‘easy’ subjects. Alternatively, it may
be a sign that some pupils were trying to protect their seif-esteem. The
frequent use in interviews of qualifying phrases such as ‘a wee bif hard’ or
‘quite hard’ suggested that some pupils might be unwilling o acknowledge
Just exactly how difficult their learning could be.

° Although most subjects appeared to retain about the same level of difficulty
in Year-9-as-in-Year-8; maths and- science both-seemed to-become much-
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harder in Year 9 and French slightly harder. In Year 10, French and science
were seen as slightly harder than in Year 9. The new ‘subject’, careers
education, was ranked among the easiest, possibly because, as one head of
Year 10 observed, careers education involves very little writing.

The disaggregated scores showed that, in Year 8, grammar school pupils
found more subjects relatively difficult than their secondary school peers.
Although the gap closed in this respect over the next two years, grammar
school pupils in Years 9 and 10 found the hardest subjects (French, science,
maths and history) harder than secondary school pupils.

With regard to gender (1ot shown in the table), the scores suggested that
perceptions of easiness were closely associated by both sexes with perceptions
of traditional gender relevance. However, an interesting divergence arose in
relation to maths in Year 10: whereas in previous years, boys had found
maths significantly easier than girls, in Year 10 the scores were much closer
together.

The table overleaf presents the overall mean scores for each subject disaggregated
by attainment grouping for all three year groups.

The salient findings from Table 6.2 are as follows:

Taking a score below 3.0 as an indication of difficulty, it seems that in Year
8 many pupils found the majority of their subjects relatively easy. As one
high-attaining pupil pointed out: ‘It would be more fun if it was harder. You
get bored whenever it is too easy.” 1n Year 9, higher-attaining pupils found
slightly more subjects more difficult than the other two groups, particularly
English, science, history and Irish. By contrast, in Year 10, while the number
of subjects perceived to be relatively difficult increased slightly for lower
and middle groups, the figure for the higher group remained constant.

In Years 8, 9 and 10, French was persistently identified as the hardest subject
by all three attainment groups, except for the Year 8 mid-attaining group
who nominated Irish as the hardest. In Year 8, it was hardest for the lower
group, relative to the other two groups. A head of French noted the
demotivating impact on low attainers of conducting lessons in the target
language: ‘I think these children need to be ... really, you need to be a play
actor in many ways for them, or at least to be able fo cajole them and persuade
them through English ... to use your own native language ... to motivate
them.” From year to year, however, perceptions of increasing difficulty in
French were most forcefully expressed by high attainers.

Iz maths, the rise in the level of difficulty from Year 8 to Year 9 appeared to
be quite marked, especially for low and high attainers — though the level of
difficulty in maths did not perceptibly increase from Year 9 to Year 10.

The results for science reveal the general pattern for high attainers in Year
10: perceptions of a noticeable leap in the level of difficulty from Year 8 o
Year 9 and then no discernible change from Year 9 to Year 10. Since the
level of difficulty in science increased slightly from Year 9 to Year 10 for the
other two groups, it could be inferred either that high atfainers were introduced
to more challenging areas of the curriculum earlier than their peers, or that
the mediation of more sophisticated material was relatively uncompromising,
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* The questionnaire findings recorded for the amount of work revealed
perceptions of a similar levelling off for high attainers in Year 10, in terms
of the workload, both in class and for homework. Taken with pupils’
references in the Year 10 interviews to the amount of time spent preparing
for the Key Stage 3 tests, rather than learning new material, it seems that in
Year 10 a significant number of high attainers needed a fresh chalienge. In
one school, a high-attaining boy observed that ‘maths has been a bit too
easy in some areas; I mean I was flying away ahead of the class’, and his
classmate agreed: ‘I think I can go higher than what I am at the minute.’

. Music, and to a lesser extent art, were regarded as easier than the majority of
other subjects, but conspicuously easier by the lower than the higher group.

The emerging impression {rom these results is that high attainers registered both
the most frequent and the most extreme perceptions of difficulty, especially in
modern languages. Yet at the same time, their responses imply that in Year 10 a
significant number of them felt they were not intellectually stretched.

The following discussion considers further evidence from the interviews which
supports the findings from the questionnaire, and offers an insight into the effects
of inappropriate levels of difficulty, and an inappropriate pace, on pupils’
engagement with, and enjoyment of, the learning experience. The interview
question relating to the level of difficulty asked whether pupils thought the work
they had to do the previous term was ‘af the right level’ for them, or whether they
found it “too hard’ or “foo easy’.

In the interviews, as in the questionnaire, maths and modern languages were most
frequently regarded as difficult subjects per se, perhaps partly because, however
skilled the mediation, a certain amount of irreducible and intractable intellectual
content remained. When asked about the level of difficulty in other areas, pupils
often identified particular topics or tasks within subjects as hard or easy rather
than the subject in its entirety. Additionally, in certain subjects, they acknowledged
the role of individual aptitude or previous experience in speeding their way along
the path prescribed.

‘Too hard’

In general terms, the interview data corroborated the questionnaire findings that
pupils found the curriculum increasingly difficult as they progressed through the
Key Stage. French was usually ‘hard’ because it was ‘new’. In maths, on the
other hand, it often depended on the nature of the topic. Accordingly, different
individuals nominated ‘algebra’, ‘coordinates’ and “areas’ as particularly
demanding; one boy, aware of different priorities in different subjects, observed:
*Maths coordinates would be harder than geography coordinates, because you
have to write it out in number form, kind of thing, and in geography you just write
it out.”

The Year 9 responses reflected the survey’s indication that pupils were experiencing
difficulty over a wider range of subjects than in Year 8. Subjects most frequently
identified as ‘hard’ in Year 9 were maths, science and history. The difficulties in
history seemed closely associated with the need to assimilate large quantities of
information, which were ‘difficult fo remember’, and in science pupils frequently
mentioned the ‘chemical names’ {i.e. the periodic table). In Year 10, as one
interviewee remarked: *Come the third year, everything was fike a wee bit harder.”
Maths and science again were conspicuously harder, as was modern languages
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and, to a lesser extent, English. A boy confronted with the introduction of more
arduous, written grammatical exercises in German reflected the diminishing
enthusiasm for modern languages referred to earlier: *f am starting to hate it. Its
starting fo go hard now.’

{Too) easy

Pupils in Year 8 appeared to find their subjects considerably easier than in Year 9.
However, a significant minority of Year 9 pupils found individual subjects or
topics too easy. One girl remarked that geography was too easy ‘... because it is
more or less common sense, sort of . The questionnaire results showed that
geography was consistently perceived to be relatively easy, across the three years,
in spite of the heavy workload identified by geography teachers. In Year 10, it is
worth noting that, in the interviews, although the number of perceptions of difficulty
increased, there was no corresponding decline in perceptions of easiness.

The questionnaire results demonstrated the relative easiness perceived in practical
subjects. Across all year groups, pupils frequently asserted that it was the absence
of ‘writing’ which made practical and expressive subjects less demanding. Some,
however, recognised the effort of writing which involved ‘thinking” as opposed to
copying. One boy said home economics was very easy because it involved copying
off the board; a pupil elsewhere identified a similar lack of challenge in history:
*He would tell you it all and you would copy it down.’

Practical and expressive activities were not universally seen as ‘easy’. Some had
difficulty in technology, *... designing stuff. coming up with your own ideas’.
This problem was noted by a technology teacher who believed ‘design’ itself was
very hard to teach to pupils whose aptitude in this direction was very limited.
Individual aptitude played a part in many cases, and easiness was frequently
associated with enjoyment by the pupils concerned. One girl thought science was
easy because for her © ... it just comes naturally’. Another pupil said English was
easy because she was ‘good at writing and spelling’ and she ‘liked it’.

When the content was felt to be ‘foo easy’, pupils admitted to a sense of
dissatisfaction which, particularly for high-attaining pupils, could amount to severe
frustration. One girl, who would have liked to have entered the Key Stage 3 tests
at a higher level, had gained very high marks and seemed bitterly disappointed at
being deprived of the chance to excel at the level above: ‘7 only got to do the level
6, which was tier B ... I never got the chance fo try it and I would have liked to
have tried.’

Nature of task/iopic

Pupils frequently associated the level of difficulty with the nature of a particular
topic or task. As evident from the questionnaire results, most activities identified
as ‘hard’ involved writing, which could include anything from answering questions
or summarising new learning to creative composition. However, personal inferest
and self-confidence were also significant. One girl said using the drill in technology
was the hardest thing during an observed day; another pupil nominated singing in
music in front of the rest of the class.

The intrinsic manageability of particular topics or tasks was widely recognised by
teachers. A maths teacher said her Year 10 pupils found algebra difficult, which
made it less ‘enjovable’. An English teacher identified poetry as a challenge for
some pupils, especially in mixed-ability classes where ‘the brighter ones’ tackled
‘something a wee bit more complex’, while ‘the weaker children’ kept to something
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really basic, ‘not properly a poem at all’. An art teacher commented on the
difficulty of working on a figure study, especially since it was so hard to reach the
point where pupils could recognise any resemblance between their own efforts
and the original.

Pace

Pace emerged as the central pivot of the learning experience. According to the
interviews, it determined to a considerable extent the acceptability of the level of
difficulty. Across all year groups, an inappropriate pace was the reason offered
most frequently to explain dissatisfaction with the level of difficulty. According
to the pilot study, teachers saw it as an important responsibility ‘fo present
conceptual difficulty to all pupils as a challenge to gain their interest rather than
as an experience threatening to undermine self-confidence and expose inadequacy’.
An inappropriate pace was invariably seen as stressful because it took the individual
process of learning out of the learner’s control.

“Too fast’

For many pupils, the ideal pace was one that they could set for themselves. A girl
in Year 9 explained that she wag able to finish the work set in maths because the
teacher ‘didn’t give us any set amount to do, so you sort of started and saw how
Sfar you got’. A Year 10 girl identified the problems of an irregular pace in maths:
‘Sometimes he would go veal fast ... he wouldn ¥ spend much time on some things,
but he would pay loads on another, instead of just giving it all even.” The freedom
to aim for a ‘personal best” was something many pupils particularty appreciated.

If the lesson goes very quick, it’s very hard to get focused on it and get it done.”
Reaching the point of understanding takes time, especially where unfamiliar
material is concerned. An acceptable pace varies from one individual to another,
according to aptitude, ability, temperament (self-confidence, conscientiousness),
powers of concentration and familiarity with the matter in hand. Some pupils
found a rapid pace quite stimulating; a boy in Year 8 enthused: “Every two seconds
[the science teacher] puts a different sheet up and stuff, but you get through it OK,
it good.” But a substantial majority of pupils agreed that if the pace was too fast,
it was detrimental to understanding. In some cases, youngsters said they were
afraid to ask the teacher to repeat an explanation for fear of being exposed in front
of their peers. This could be a particular problem for low attainers, whose lower
level of understanding was penalised by the creation of an interruption in the
sequence of explanation: ‘Ifif goes fust, you might not understand it and then you
would feel stupid if vou have to ask, so you just sit there’ (male, Year 9). This boy
was evidently not prepared to risk any damage to 2 vulnerable self-esteem.

A gentler pace also suited those who admitted to being over-conscientious,
particularly high-attaining girls. One pupil said the teacher tended “fo be over-
detailed in answers and go on for ages’. According to both the interviews and the
observations, some high-attaining pupils were frequently under pressure to conform
to a pace that left them little opportunity to consolidate their learning.

An observed science lesson offered a revealing insight into the pace at which
some high-attaining Year 9 pupils were expected to grasp a specific scientific
principle. The researcher noted that the pupils wrote quickly and continuously
while the teacher engaged the whole class in a rapid question and answer session
to elicif the fact that there is more carbon dioxide in the air we breathe out than in
the air we breathe in. On two occasions during the lesson, the teacher literally
‘dictated’ the pace of the lesson and the pupils took notes.
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The plight of the high-attaining pupils here corresponds with findings from Boaler’s
research (1998, p.4) into the detrimental effects of an unsympathetically rapid
pace in maths on the morale of high-attaining pupils, girls in particular:
‘Observations of high-set classes revealed that teachers often raced through
examples quickly, giving students little or no space to think or understand, and
reprimanded students who failed to keep up with the fast pace of the lessons.” In
schools where academic achievement was pre-eminent, the data suggested that
high attainers could be under more pressure from a rapid pace in some of their
subjects than pupils elsewhere.

‘“Too slow’

The data testified that a sluggish pace undermined enjoyment as effectively as
one too fast, at all levels of ability. A Year 10 boy in the lowest band at a secondary
school complained that there was ‘nof enough to do’ in maths, and that he was
bored waiting for others 1o finish. Two high-attaining pupils, in different schools,
depicted the tedium of repetition in French: ‘... Dwelling on the one thing for far
too long, we tend to go over a lot of things ... helpful in a way, but it sort of drags
on.’ :

High attainers often felt constrained by the need to move at the pace of the rest of
the class. However, certain pupils of all abilities registered awareness of the role
of differentiation in determining the pace at which you were taught. As one girlin
a middle band pointed out: *If{ was in the top band, they would probably go faster
with their work ... and I probably wouldn t be able to keep up with them.’

The importance of ‘getting things finished’

The personal importance of ‘getting things finished’ was poignantly highlighted
by a pupil in Year 7. She had missed the first part of a lesson because of choir
practice, and vividly described her sense of frustration at being unable to finish
her story: ‘7 didn't want to rush it. [ was only half~way through when she said
“Now, I want you to clear up”. I would have liked to have got that finished,
because it was quite good’ (female, Year 7). Her despair at being deprived of the
opportunity to write her ideas down while they were fresh in her mind underlines
the fact that in creative tasks, particularly, it may be impossible to recapture the
spirit of initial enthusiasm in which the idea took shape. A boy inYear 10 seemed
to share this feeling about art: ‘In art the classes always go really fast and you
would like more time to finish off your drawing, because the next day ... you might
not do your drawing as good as the first time’ (male, Year 10).

Ensuring that work was completed was a priority for all teachers, in terms of
covering the prescribed curriculum. In reflecting on what was important to pupils,
an English teacher remarked that they ‘put a lot of emphasis on the end result’,
Teachers of the most literally ‘creative’ subjects registered the keenest awareness
of the personal importance to pupils of seeing a project through to the end; pacing
a task to ensure a sense of achievement for every individual was a priority. A
technology teacher judged that the workload for his Year 9 pupils must be ‘about
right’, because they all produced a project that they could ‘take home and take
certain pride in and say “It’s finished, it looks good”’. In the case of lower-
attaining pupils, finishing a practical task may be even more crucial. A finished,
or, more significantly perhaps, an unfinished product is visible and tangible. The
sense of progress and achievement is explicit in the process; this may be particularly
encouraging to individuals for whom the rewards of an intellectual challenge in
other areas of the curriculum are severely limited.
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The importance of the role of the teacher

At a case-study school, one of the observed pupils in Year 9 said of the observed
day that the home economics, science and geography lessons had all been easy
because the teachers ‘answer you really easily for you to understand them properly’.
She had particularly enjoved the science lesson ‘because of the way [the teacher]
explained it, how she got people to act it out’. According to the observation notes,
the lesson had begun with a dramatic depiction of the blood circulatory system by
four pupils, followed by a class discussion. The rest of the double lesson was
spent in further discussion and written work on the functions of the heart, using
diagrams and text from the blackboard, textbooks and a three-dimensional model
of the heart muscles in action. The researcher noted that the observed pupil referred
to here asked two questions during the lesson, and the teacher gave her a full
explanation on each occasion. Scientific concepts are often intrinsically complex.
According to the pupil interviews, judicious choice from a range of alternative
teaching strategies can transform such complexity into an appealing object of
exploration,

The terse or tentative nature of individual pupils’ use of language elogquently
communicated experiences of the curriculum that did not surface in direct response
to formal inguiry. It emerged that a considerable number of them appeared to
accept a sense of pressure unquestioningly even though they found it
uncomfortable, The boy who had allegedly been ‘constantly writing’ in a drama
lesson and protested ‘I don't think that was fair’ appeared to be in a minority.
Many pupils introduced accounts of work set in particular lessons with the
expression ‘vou had to’, ‘vou only had to’. Thus, one girl explained that in
technology ‘vou had to use the drill’, which she had found the hardest task during
the observed day. When they were given a choice of tasks or the possibility of
extending their work, or there was an expected minimam beyond which they could
choose, pupils often used ‘just’ or ‘only’. This seemed to signal very directly
their alertness to what was and was not compulsory, and to where they had some
control over what they could manage through the opportunity to choose. The girl
referred to above, for example, had found home economics the easiest lesson
during the observed day — ‘“we were just learning about fruits’ — because she knew
about this already; the presence and absence of effort are concisely expressed in
her choice of words.

A striking number of pupils were reluctant to admit that they were finding some
aspects of their work unmanageable. Expressions such as ‘a wee bit hard’ or ‘a
wee bit too much’ recurred throughout the daia. Given that, especially in Years 7
and 8, they might be slightly intimidated by an interviewer, these tentative phrases
could be interpreted as cautious acknowledgement of particular difficulties. Such
a view might gain support from the fact that while many pupils initially ¢laimed
that the amount or level of their work was ‘just about right’, they often qualified
this view when they were asked more closely about the demands of individual
subjects.

Could this initial reluctance to admit to difficulties derive from an atmosphere
that does not encourage questions? Do pupils feel that they are expected both by
teachers and by parents to be able to find a way of managing their work, even if
this is discordant with their own sense of what is acceptable? Pupils in this study
frequently perceived the level of difficulty in relation to the workload. The
following section will consider their perceptions of the amount of work both in
class and for homework.
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6.5.2 Amount of work

Both quantitative and qualitative data sought to illuminate pupils” experience of
the manageability of the workload. With regard to the questionnaire, two further
pairs of antonyms in Item 2 focused pupils’ attention on the amount of work they
were expected to cover or complete within a given amount of time, both at school
and for homework. These are discussed in turn below. The first to be considered
was ‘I feel overworked in class ... I feel underworked in class’. Table 6.3 presents,
for each year in turn, the overall mean scores for each subject in Year 10 rank
order, together with mean scores disaggregated by type of school.

Table 6.3 Pupils’ perceptions of the manageability of the workioad (in class} by type of
school and year group
1 = overworked; 3 = underworked
(i.e. the lower the mean, the greater the perceived worklozd in class)

. Sec, | Gram.

mean | mean | mean | mean

28 28 27 25

28 27 28 | 2.8
Science 3D ;.29 30 ¢ 29
History 29 | 29 30 29
Geography 30§ 29 29 © 29
English 20 ¢ 29 20 ¢ 28
Trish 30§ 26 29 29
RE 29 .29 30 0 3.0
Home economics 3.0 29 3.0 29
Art 32 1 31 31 ¢ 31
Technology 32 1 3l 32 32
PE 33 ¢ 32 32 0 32
Health education 3.1 34 32 . 33
IT 33 ¢ 3.2 133
Music 31
Careers educatio
Overall mean

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

. The results for all three years tended to be clustered more closely round the
middle scores than for the level of difficulty, and the overall range was
narrower. '

. The overall results for Year 8 suggested that, by the end of the year, when
the questionnaire was administered, pupils in general feit slightly
underworked. As with the level of difficulty, however, perceptions of
‘underwork’ were more forcefully expressed than those for overwork, and
the interrelationship between both types of manageability was highlighted
by the fact fhat the most onerous subjects were also the most difficuit (maths
and French), and the least onerous were also the easiest.

» Although in Year 9 the results showed very little change from Year 8, analysis
of the interviews suggested that just over half the pupils in Year 9 felt
overworked, both in class and for homework, as opposed to approximately a
third in Year 8. The fact that the questionnaire was administered at the end
of the year may account for the discrepancy between the questionnaire and
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interview findings. As mentioned earlier, many pupils were reluctant to
admitting to unmanageability in the interviews until asked specifically about
individual subjects, and the questionnaire responses may conceal this
diffidence.

In Year 10, most pupils appeared to feel the amount of work expected of
them was just about right in most subjects, although they felt slightly
overworked m maths and French and more overworked in French than they
did in Year 9. Arguably, subjects ranked after French and maths could be
depicted as content-heavy (science, history and geography), and/or involved
a relatively high proportion of the timetable (English) and/or a considerable
amount of writing. The nature of the {ask, or of specific topics, may be an
infivential factor in this respect.

When disaggregated by type of school, the Year 10 results continued the
trend discernible in the results for Year 8 and Year 9, in that grammar school
pupils consistently perceived the curriculum as more onerous than their
secondary school peers. Responses from secondary school pupils in Year 10
suggested they felt slightly overworked in five subjects (French, maths,
English, geography and Irish); those from grammar schools indicated this
was also the case with a further three subjects (science, history and home
economics). Grammar school pupils in Year 10 found the French curriculum
distinetly more burdensome than in Year 9,

The following table {Table 6.4) presents the overall mean scores for each subject
disaggregated by attainment grouping for all three year groups, according to the
rank order for Year 10.

Although the overall means for each group suggested satisfaction with the workload
ag a whole, individual subject scores modified this initial impression. However,
the load seemed to be fighter for low attainers in Years 8 and 9 than for the other
WO groups.

&

Taking subjects with scores below 3.0 as indicating relative degrees of
perceived overwork, in Year §, high-attaining pupils felt most overworked
(seven subjects), followed by the middle group (six subjects) and then the
lower group (four subjects).

In Year 9, all three groups registered an increase in the workload, particularly
the higher and lower attainers. The higher attainers, as in Year §, had the
heaviest workload. All three groups agreed that the workload for French
and maths was heavier than in Year 8, The higher and middle groups found
the workload in maths heavier than the lower group.

In Year 10, perhaps the most significant finding here related to the slightly
lower numbers of subjects perceived to involve an unmanageable workload.
Rather than continue the upward trend conspicuous in Year 9, both mid- and
high-attaining pupils identified fewer subjects in this category than in Year
9. One possible explanation for this result might be that, as they matured,
these pupils had adjusted to the heavier workload expected of them.
Alternatively, they, and especially high attainers, believed they were not
getting enough work, either because their aspirations had risen with the
approach of the Key Stage 3 tests, or because they spent more time in class
on revision for the tests, and, hence, did not feel they had done enough ‘new’
work. During the interviews, Year 10 pupils of all abilities frequently said
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they were bored because they were not given enough to do in particular
subjects. One boy in a bottom band said that the level of difficulty in all his
subjects was ‘just right’, but that he would like ‘more things to do’. This
boy, whose problems of disaffection were familiar to the school, clearly felt
frustrated: ‘Some people can't keep up, so you have lo sit and wait until they
have finished, and by that time the class is over. ... It’s boring, you ave just
sifting waiting, and you can t talk to anyone.’ The identification of learning
with learning something ‘new’ recurred throughout the interviews, and the
impact of the Key Stage 3 tests in reducing the amount of ‘new’ learning
gains credence from the frequency of pupils’ comments on its absence during
the second round of Year 10 interviews.

The following discussion will demonstrate the way the questionnaire findings are
further corroborated by the interview data.

During the interviews, pupils were asked first whether they thought the total amount
of work and learning they had been set during the previous term had been ‘foo
muich, not enough or just about right’. They were then asked whether they managed
to finish their work on time, both in lessons and for homework.

‘Too much’ work

In Year 7, pupils sometimes confused questions on the total amount of work with
the issue of breadth and balance. They appeared very conscious of the fact that so
much of the first half of the year’s timetable had been occupied with preparation
for the Transfer Test that there had been little time for anything other than maths,
science and English. According to the interviewees, a substantial majority felt
they were given far too much to do in both maths and science. One girl said they
had ‘ignored” geography and history, and a fellow pupil commented that subjects
‘should be about level with the time spent on them’. Year § teachers testified to
considerable unevenness and variation in pupils’ curriculum coverage in Year 7,
and this may have affected respective perceptions of the workload in Year 8.

In the first round of interviews in December, many pupils in Year 8 tended to
focus on the workload they encountered in their new surroundings. This related
to the overall amount of work and to the workload for particular subjects. As the
questionnaire results suggest, by the end of the academic year this sense of an
unmanageable workload in relation to most subjects in Year 8 had generally
subsided.

Geography, history and maths were perceived most frequently to involve an
unmanageable workload in Year 8 - a finding that corresponds with the anxiety
expressed by teachers of these subjects in all five schools. With regard to maths,
even teachers of high-attaining pupils felt the curriculum was overloaded. While
not imposing the pressure pupils experienced in preparation for the Transfer Test
~ ‘they are not under as much pressure as they were there’ - it was reported that
pupils ‘would know they couldn’t afford not 1o keep at it, they can't slack’.

Perceptions of overwork in Year 9 were noticeably more frequent than in Year 8.
This perception was reflected by a boy in Year 8 who said that his friends had told
him that it ‘gets much havder’ in Year 9 and was also borne out by the comments
of several post-primary teachers, who asserted that they deliberately avoided
overwhelming pupils with a demanding workload during Year 8. Maths, as in the
previous year, was seen by Year 9 pupils to involve a particularly heavy workload;
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English was also included, but while geography, a relatively ‘easy’ subject
according to the questionnaire responses, continued to be irksome, most pupils
appeared to be satisfied with history. Pupils’ enthusiasm expressed in the interviews
for the Irish history studied in Year 9 might possibly account for this finding.

In Year 10, the number of pupils who felt they were overworked remained about
the same as in Year 9. Geography remained one of the most onerous subjects,
followed by English and modern languages, the latier being seen to impose an
unreasonable amount of work in one school in particular,

Many pupils commented on the way preparation for the Key Stage 3 Tests impinged
on their workload in other subjects, perceiving revision and practice tests to reduce
opportunities to learn anything ‘new’. The questionnaire results display a
comparative deceleration in the momentum of the general workload from Year 9
to Year 10 and, according to the interviews, pupils believed the tests to be at least
partly responsible for this trend. Attitudes to the tests seemed to vary between
schools and between individuals. Thus, within the same school some pupils seemed
to have felt under pressure, while others had not. One girl implied that they should
have started preparing for the tests earlier in the year: “If was a lot of pressure ...
because you probably should have been building up before this term.” However,
another pupil volunteered that they had spent all their lessons revising and doing
practice tests in the weeks leading up to the test itself and had done hardly any
‘new’ work at atl.

Too much of the same task

Writing

When subjects were associated with feeling ‘overloaded’, all year groups most
frequently related this impression to doing ‘foo much writing’. Some pupils found
the physical task of writing itself “hard’, and this coloured their perceptions of
lessons where any kind of writing, even copying, occurred. For these pupils,
dictation, copying from a roll-over blackboard display or note-taking from oral
instruction were particularly daunting. One Year 9 boy depicted science lessons
as a marathon: ‘The teacher just keeps talking and you have to keep writing and
writing, and by the end of the lesson you have done like five pages of writing.” A
number of Year 10 pupils in one school found RE particularly arduous because of
the amount of writing it involved. Elsewhere, unreasonable amounts of writing
were alleged in history, where too much time was perceived to be spent taking
notes and copying them out.

Teachers frequently noted the unpopularity of large quantities of written work
with pupils from Year 7 throughout Key Stage 3. For many pupils, and perhaps
for some teachers, ‘work’ appeared to be identified with ‘written work’. A music
teacher observed that *... sometimes they perceive practical work to not really be
like work’. Teachers of PE, drama, practical subjects, careers education and, in
Year 8, modern languages ascribed enthusiasm for their subjects, at least in part,
to the relatively small amount of writing they involved.

‘Learning by heart’

References to learning a series of related items by heart highlighted the
interrelationship between the two types of manageability. Modern languages was
frequently cited as ‘hard’ in relation to the unavoidable chore of learning lists of
vocabulary. The requirement to learn large quantities of ‘facis® could also be
‘hard’: a Year 9 girl noted there were ‘lots and lots of dates to remember’ in
history. A significant number of pupils in Years 9 and 10 found the periodic table
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in chemistry particularty challenging. The effort of rote learning per se was defined
as “hard’ by many pupils.

‘Wot enough’ work

Pupils across all year groups agreed that being ‘underworked’ was as undesirable
as being ‘overworked’. A significant minority of pupils expressed dissatisfaction
when they perceived they had too little to do. In the case of Year 7, this perception
related particularly to the summer term when all the creative and outdoor activities
were seen {0 be concentrated in order to compensate for pruning these areas during
the months before the Transfer Test. One girl worried that she was out of practice
in basic skills for maths and English, skills essential for her imminent transfer to
post-primary school.

When fresh tasks had not been provided for those who finished activities ahead of
the rest, or when a task was insufficiently chalienging to engage attention, pupils
frequently denounced a subject as ‘boring’. According to the interviews, this
situation could arise in almost any subject, which suggests that either pupil-related
varizbles such as academic ability or individual aptitude, or mediation-related
variables, such as differentiation, the nature of the task or the approach of the
teacher, may play a more significant role in sustaining engagement than the intrinsic
nature of the subject itself. As one girl observed: “Maybe if you like the subject,
like, I like maths, maybe [ would think I get too little”

Perceptions of the amount of work over the whole Key Stage suggested that pupils
felt that it was least manageable in Year 9. This perception is corroborated by the
findings relating to amounis of homework. Perceptions of this aspect of the
curriculum will be considered next.

8.5.2 Amount of homework

The final pair of antonyms concerning manageability in ltem 2 was ‘foo little
homework ... too much homework’. The following tables present, for each vear in
turn, the overali mean scores for each subject in Year 10 rank order, together with
mean scores disaggregated by type of school.

s It can be seen that in all three year groups, pupils wanted appreciably less
homework in French, maths and English, though not in science, Thus, they
wanted less homework in three of the four curriculum areas with the highest
allocation of teaching time.

. For all three year groups, the overall mean score suggests more satisfaction
than may m reality be the case. Such an interpretation may partly be attributed
to the relatively high scores assigned to music, technology, careers education,
IT and, notably, PE. Moreover, with respect to Year 10, the new ‘subject’,
careers education, can be seen to weight the “foo little’ end of the scale for
this year group in the same way here as for ‘amount of work in class’ and
conceptual difficulty.

> In Year 9, responses for maths, French, science and history were expressed
in slightly more negative terms than in Year 8; and while Year 10 pupils
perceived they had an unacceptable amount of homework in seven of their
subjects, Year 9 pupils believed this to be the case in eight. It may be possible
that Year 9 pupils’ perceptions of homework may reflect the impact of higher
levels of expectation once they embarked on the second vear of the Key
Stage.
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Table 8.5 Pupils’ perceptions of the manageability of the workload (homework) by type of
school and year group
1 = too little homework; 5 = too much homework
{i.e. the lower the mean, the lesser the amount of homework)

Subject ..

French
Maths
English
History
Geography

Trish

RE

Home econormics
Science

Art

‘Technology
Music

Careers education
T

Health education
PE
Overall

mean
o R

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, ¢ and 10 Pupil Surveys

° In replacing maths as the subject with the most unacceptable amount of
homework, the manageability rating for the amount of homework in French
in Year 10 reflects the ranking for the other two measures of manageability.
However, it i5 worth noting that, apart from French, the Year 10 responses
do not indicate any increase in dissatisfaction with the amount of homework.,
In fact, the rating for maths in Year 10, though still relatively high, is lower
than that for Year 9.

. With regard to type of school, the responses again express 2 greater degree
of dissatisfaction in grammar schools, especially in Year §. As shown in
Table 6.6, the difference between grammar and secondary schools in numbers
of subjects with ‘too much’ homework over the three vears is quite striking.

Table 6.6 Nomber of subjects with too much homework

A R
. Grammar
8
i¢
10

AR

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, ¢ and 10 Pupil Surveys

The considerable gap between grammar and secondary schools in Year 8 staris to
close at the end of Year 9, and this trend appears to continue in Year 10. In Year 9,
while pupils in both types of school registered a significant increase in amounts
of homework, grammar school pupils’ responses were the more exireme in maths,
English, Irish, geography and history.

182




MANAGEABILITY

”

R R R

R

I'e

[

(43

ew .‘E&w‘, ,.

dnoid

9C
9T
6'cC
LT
143
[41
I'e
I'e
0¢
e
St
£t

Mo

sdaaung idng G pup 6 '8 SAD3] JAPRIS 1OY0 N P0MOg

{H10MABUWOL JO JUNOUIE AT} JOSSA] I} “TEatl Syl JOMO] 3} ')
YIOMOWIOH YOTUL 00} = § HIOMSIIOY J33] 001 = ]

Un2U Jo4300)

dd

COTJRONpa Y[R

II
UOHEINDS 51L&
ASojouyoay, /
DISNA] u

BOUBEG

Wy
$OIWOUO3 WO &
Kowr
Ayderdoan Wm
ysry
ysy3ug i
SpE

[Fa=N

C polgng

dnolB Jeah pue weuiLjele o [PAs) Ag (somatwoy) peopliom ay) jo Anjigeebeuew ay) jo suondssled Spdnd 19 sjqel

183



IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

184

Table 6.7 presents the overall mean scores for each subject disaggregated by
attainment grouping for all three year groups, according to the rank order for Year
10. As with the preceding tables, the overall means here disguise dissatisfaction
relating to the academic subjects, particularly in the case of the higher group.

. in Year &, the low attainers registered scores above 3.0 (*too much homework™)
in five subjects, the middle group in six and the high attainers in eight.
Moreover, expressions of dissatisfaction were more forceful in the higher
group, giving higher scores than the other two groups in French, maths,
English and history.

® in Year 9, each group added one more subject to those in which they believed
they were set too much homework. Thus, high attainers identified too much
homework in nine out of a total of 15 subjects. Maths was deemed to be the
worst culprit according to all three attainment groups, though most onerous
for the higher group.

° While exceeding the figure for either of the other two groups, the number of
subjects perceived by high attainers in Year 10 to have an unacceptable
amouni of homework remained the same as for Year 9. It iz possible that
high attainers in academically oriented schools might be more rigorously
prepared, in terms of revisions and practice tests, for the Key Stage 3 tests,
than their peers elsewhere. Bearing in mind earlier comments from high-
attaining Year 10 pupils relating to the perceived absence of ‘new” learning
in the weeks preceding the tests, the mupact of the tests might perhaps account
in part for these results.

According to Hartley (1999), little research on homework has been done in the
UK. Inareview of the findings from available research in the US and the UK, he
reports an wmistakable correlation between the amount of time spent on homework
and academic attainment. According to one UK study of effective secondary
schools (Rutter ef al., 1979): * ... schools which set homework frequently ... tended
to have better outcomes than schools which made little use of homework.” 1t
seems that the dissatisfaction expressed by grammar school pupils in the data
here with what they perceive to be unacceptable amounts of homework may
highlight the overriding pre-eminence of academic achievement in this type of
school. Tt is worth pointing out, however, that in the two UK studies Hartley
refers to *... additional factors, such as verbal ability, social class, prior
achievement and parental monitoring” also played an mmportant role.

Homework as a measure of the lotal workload

During the interviews, pupils were asked whether they managed to finish their
homework on time. The earlier section on ‘the curriculum as planned’ noted the
tendency of pupils and teachers to judge the acceptability of the workload as a
whole in a particular subject by the acceptability of the amount of homework.
Asked which subject involved the most work, a girl in Year 9 identified maths,
because of the amount of homework. Another pupil said she was ‘underworked’
in music, because they were not given homework in these subjects. It can be seen
that these perceptions reflect the findings for maths and music recorded from the
questionnaire:

Sixteen post-primary teachers used homework as a measure of manageability when
they were asked about the workload. A science teacher reflected that she had not
had to ‘weigh them down with too much homework’, which made her think ° ...
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the course is manageable’. If pupils were completing their homework on time,
and if they did not feel pressurised by the curriculum to set more than their own
estimation of a reasonable amount, many teachers seemed to regard homework as
a reliable indicator of the manageability of the workload.

For many pupils, homework was a burden. However, there were some who
welcomed it as an opportunity for uninterrupted concentration, which either the
rapid pace of the lesson or a noisy classroom had not provided. One girl, for
examptle, said she had not properly understood the reading she had been asked to
do in an English lesson but that the meaning was clear to her once she had sat
down with it at home.

It seems significant that in this study, while homework for a whole class could
thus be related to an overloaded curriculum, at an individual level, it could also be
a sign that certain pupils were struggling. This interpretation was summarised by
a maths teacher who said she preferved not to give much homework if her Year 8
pupils were making satisfactory progress in class: ‘They would only be doing
homework as backup.” Numerous instances of an inappropriate pace were identified
by pupils during the interviews, taking home work intended to be completed in
class, for example, because it was ‘hard fo gef done in the time’.

‘Finishing it off for homework’

Pupils frequently asserted that homework in a range of subjects consisted of
finishing off any work not completed in class. As one boy said of maths, this
often meant that * ... if you were behind, you'd have to finish it for homework’, a
practice which was perceived as extra pressure by both slow workers and low
attainers, who frequently pointed out that unfinished classwork often had to be
fitted in either on top of the set homework, or in addition to the regular homework
for that night set in other subjects. Moreover, while this policy was designed to
inspire motivation, for those who disliked homework, it created a powerful
incentive to complete their work as fast, rather than as thoroughly, as possible.

Being given so much to do in class that it interfered with time allocated for
homework in other subjects was a cause for resentment from pupils in all year
groups. Hartley (1999} reproduces the homework policy in operation in a real
school as a possible model for others to follow. The policy suggests six different
kinds of tasks deemed by the school as appropriate for homework. Although
finishing work started in class is included, there is a note of warning which seems
particularly pertinent in view of the apparent frequency of this kind of homework
according to evidence from the pupil interviews: ... homework to finish off work
started in class. This option must be used with care as the time required will vary
greatly from pupil io pupil. Such homework should be kept to a minimum.’

Not ail children can rely on a calm and private space at home where they wili be
left to complete their homework undisturbed. Their views on the need for a
reassuring and purposeful atmosphere in class were highlighted in relation to
mediation. The recurring perception, from both teachers and pupils, of homework
as a highly significant component of the total workload underlines the importance
of allowing time in class, and, by implication, according to teachers of some
subjects, space within the curriculum, both for adequate explanation and for
checking pupils’ understanding of a concept or process, when they are expected
to continue working on it on their own outside school,
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As in the case of both the level of difficulty and the amount of work in class, the
findings for the amount of homework reveal that the highest level of dissatisfaction
occurs in Year 9; this apparent surge of disaffection will be explored in more
detail in Chapter 7.

The preceding discussion has explored aspects of manageability which impinge
on pupils’ learning experience in the classroom. The foliowing section will attempt
to elucidate the way the learning experience is assimilated into the unigue
conceptual framework of the individual learner.

6.6 The curriculum as internalised
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In order to pursue the study’s most elusive target, the internalised curriculum, this
section will further examine the interview data to investigate ways in which the
relative manageability of the learning experience were seen to enhance or
undermine its conceptualisation by the learner.

6.6.1 Mediating the level of difficulty: the nature of the task
Learning ‘new siuff’ is hard

The definition of leaming as ‘Jearning something new’ Was very COmMmMon across
all schools and year groups. Pupils of ail abilities agreed that new learning requires
a slower pace. New knowledge is harder to “fuke in’ than material which extends
or relates to knowledge which has already been accommodated within an
individual’s conceptual range. Whatever the level of academic proficiency, when
little pre-exists within pupils’ internalised conceptual framework for them to use
as an interpretative tool, most pupils, according to the data here, need time to
fully apprehend a new concept before they can reach out and appropriate it. The
crucial experience of intellectual appropriation or “taking it in’ was captured in
phrases that depicted it in physical terms. Cne very high-attaining girl who said
she had not been ‘quite sure’ about learning to tell the time at first, in French,
asserted that ... French was all right. Once you got the idea of it, it was easy.”
Another pupil said of a novel they were asked to read in class, it was hard “fo take
the story in’ because everyone on her table was talking. She had read it later at
home and then she had felt ‘able to take it in’. Aboy elsewhere clearly recognised
that he had intellectually appropriated new learning in fechnology (about how
fevers work) because he felt confident that he could explain it to somebody else:

At the start it was quite hard, because it was hard to understand. It

" would have been quite hard to explain if I had had to explain that, that
was quite hard. But when you sort of undersiood it, it got quile easy, |
when vou knew what you were talking about.

From the view that anything totally ‘new’ is harder to leam, it follows that a
completely new subject will be hard per se. Given that intellectual content was
experienced as *hard’, though not necessarily unenjovable, new subjects involving
considerable amounts of it would seem high in potential for perceived difficulty.
From its consistently high ranking for difficulty in the tables here, the implications
for modern languages, in terms of pace and differentiation, seem inescapable.

‘Projects’

A number of practitioners across all schools expressed reservations about open-
ended tasks, especially for Year 8, and the difficulty many, though not all, pupils
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encountered in projects spread over several weeks. They perceived this to relate
to pupils’ immaturity, in respect of time management, in their need for the security
of a specific and pre-determined structure, and in their inability to grasp and explore
a concept’s potential implications.

Certain pupils indicated that they appreciated the potential of this kind of work.
One high-attaining girl in Year 8 expressed frustration at the slowness of pace in
her mixed-ability class and had enjoyed working on her own because ‘you can get
on and do how much you know you want or you can’. Wore pragmatically, however,
a boy in the same class, had found history easy during the observed day because
‘vou just jot down stuff ... you just copy from the book’. He also said he had found
project work in English ‘easy ... because you just write down stuff’. Pertinently,
his English teacher reflected that although pupils had enjoyed the project concerned,
which involved doing their own research in the school library, it had been largely
unproductive in terms of the quality of the work.

From this study it seems that pupils associate writing with ‘real’ or “hard” work.
The perception from the boy quoted above would seem to justify his teacher’s
view that project work can lead to pupils’ reproducing information rather than
analysing or evaluating it. Given the proliferation of reference materials through
the rapid development of IT, and the beguiling variety of resources available to
schools, it seems that vigilance may be required if pupils are encouraged fo carry
out their own research.

‘Speaking and Listening’: their potential for enhancing
understanding

Listening is ‘bering’

Observation of a drama lesson revealed that even in this relatively popular subject,
pupils may experience boredom and inactivity. Individuals were giving oral
presentations in turn on a prepared topic. This was intended to develop their
skills as listeners as well as speakers, as the teacher’s reprimand to some inattentive
pupils underlined: ‘Boys, please! Your listening skills aren’t very good.’ The
researcher’s notes were punctuated with comments such as: *... pupils whisper ...
[teacher] tells class about sitting back and not fidgeting ... group look bored, and
some yawn ...". At only one point did the researcher record that ‘the group all
listen quite intently’ (o one of their peers. Offering pupils an opportunity to address
the whole class confronts teachers with a challenge in terms of sustaining the
listeners’ engagement; factors such as peer credibilify, or popularity, come into
play, in addition to highly conspicuous variation in individual oral skills. The fact
that at the end of each presentation, the teacher asked the class as a whole for a
predetermined feedback — ‘Content was okay, wasn't it group?’ — might have
reinforced their adoption of the role of listeners as a passive one.

In terms of making sense of the learning experience, listening is a fundamentai
cross-curricular skill. According to the pupil interviews, many learners here
regarded Hstening as a passive, and intrinsically ‘boring’, activity. This attitude
may be unwittingly reinforced by teachers who regard pupils as passive recipients
of ‘chunks’ of information, thereby denying them opportunities to concentrate
through different approaches to ‘active’ listening. The dramatised portrayal of
blood circulation in the science lesson referred to earlier appeared to be an
exception., According to the observations, many pupils spend much of their time
in the classroom as listeners to a pedagogic style of discourse that becomes
increasingly famihliar during their school career. For the pragmatically inclined,
listening skills and powers of concentration may become selective and utilitarian,
tuning in to the utterances which demand a response in order to survive in the
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academic system, so that any discourse which does not answer this description
becomes, by definition, less of a priority. In order for all pupils to become
discerning, critical ‘active’ listeners, and, perhaps, particularly for those less
accustomed to opportunities for sustained oral exchange at home, listening, and
being listened to, in a range of contexts, might need more explicit promotion
across the curriculum.

Oral activities

A substantial majority of pupils found oral tasks relatively easy, often by virtue of
the fact they were ‘nof writing’. However, there were a few in all year groups,
such as the Year 9 boy who found ‘orals in English’ hard, who recognised the
intellectual effort required for articulating their own understanding. In some cases,
too, a sense of difficulty was derived from a lack of confidence and consequent
anxiety about self-expression in front of the rest of the class.

Oral tasks were widely acknowledged to be enjoyable by most pupils. As such,
they were valued by teachers, who recognised the learning opportunities inherent
in assimilating and organising conceptual material in order to articulate it as
coherent speech. An RE teacher referred to Year 9 pupils® enthusiasm for engaging
in abstract ‘philosophical’ discussion. An English teacher described an allegedly
very successful discussion with Year 10 pupils of a novel that raised ‘... that
question of “Are people born evil?'” She said they appreciated the opportunity
‘to talk about ... a very adult issue’ and also the fact that the teacher respected
their opinion. Modern languages teachers agreed that oral tasks certainly helped
to render the learning of vocabulary and grammar more palatable. Significantly,
a teacher of Irish noted that pupils’ enthusiasm waned towards the end of Year 8,
as the attainment targets demanded a gradual shift towards specified quantities of
written work.

For low atiainers, oral discussion was seen as particularly valuable. A maths
teacher commented on parents’ support for the additional written homework that
resulted from her deliberate emphasis on oral work in lessons with ‘wealker classes’.
She had instigated this approach as a means of ensuring her pupils had an adequate
opportunity to reach a thorough understanding of mathematical concepts — ‘fo
reinforce’ them.

Those teachers who analysed the effectiveness of oral activities in enhancing pupils’
understanding referred to the way in which “speaking’ requires learners to organise
and articulate ideas, while ‘listening’ offers them an opportunity to evaluate and
refine their own versions of a concept in relation to alternatives offered by others.

An English teacher, asked why pupils do not see ‘talking’ as relevant, explained:

Some of them would still perceive that anything they are doing that’s
worthwhile has to be “hard work’ ... they fove talking. They would think
copying out of a book for a library project as work, even though they
may not have worked at assimilating the information in a way which
extends their understanding {(English teacher).

From the pupils’ point of view, reading and writing are consciously taught and
learned, and therefore consciously remembered as, and identified with, learning.
Talking is something most of them learn unconsciously in the course of everyday
life, while they may be ostensibly occupied with something else. As the majority
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of young children quickly discover, talking is enjoyable, engaging and often
rewarding, whereas the physical and intellectual processes involved in reading
and writing reguire conscious and strenuous exertion.

Many teachers believed that pupils do not take practical and oral activities as
seriously as writing. The fact that it is written work which has most status in
terms of academic achievement — a status recognised and reinforced by external
assessment, and therefore, of necessity, by teachers — communicates an unavoidable
association between writing and serious work. The general agreement that pupils
in Years 8, 9 and 10 find alternative activities to writing enjoyable highlights the
cumulative effect on motivation of a steadily increasing number of writing tasks
over Key Stage 3.

6.6.2 Absence affects manageability

Following their investigation into children’s views on school improvements, Maden
and Rudduck (1997) reported that *... pupils want more help with the problems
they have cafching up when they have missed work — whether for an odd day or
longer periods, and whether through illness or choice’. A number of pupils in the
cohort study referred to difficultics encountered as a result of missing lessons for
various reasons. Absence could affect the degree of difficulty pupils experience
in ‘faking things in’, through missing the teacher’s introduction of a new topic,
explanation of a particular concept or demonstration of a new skill. One girl in
Year 7 attributed her dislike of science to the fact that she often missed parts of
lessons to attend music and drama activities: *You don Yunderstand, because you've
had to rush and the teacher hasn't had time to discuss it with you.” A Year 8
science teacher affirmed that because of the priority of ‘getfing through it [the
specified workload] in enough time ... and appropriately thoroughiy’, the class
had to move on ‘fairly guickly’. Thus, *any sort of absence at all® exerted
considerable pressure on pupils 1o ‘catch up ... with everyone else’.

Missing out an essential element of the learning experience disrupts continuity,
adds to the amount to be learned later, accelerates the pace, and therefore raises
the level of difficulty. This puts pressure on pupils and, as in the case of the girl
above, undermines any pofential enjoyment in the subject. The experience of
tearning 1s cumulative; even for high attainers, the process of internalising the
curriculum rapidly becomss unmanageable if developing understanding is dispelled
through inferruption.

§.6.3 Coherence through continuity over Key Stage 3 as a
whole

There were pupils in all year groups who noted that a sense of continuity made
something easier to learn (see Chapter 4). A girl in Year 9 said she had found the
concept of ‘forces” in science ‘easier because it was something we already knew’;
a Year 10 pupil identified ‘some parts of history, things that we have learnt before’
as easy. Many pupils found the reappearance of certain content or skills reassuring;
if, however, the use of familiar material was perceived to stop short at repetition,
if it was not incremental, it was widely dismissed as ‘foo easy’ and therefore
‘boring’. Thus, while coherence in relation to manageability was more frequently
acknowledged as helpful than not, its implications for enjoyment evoked a more
equivocal response.
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Learning is a cumulative process and over the Key Stage most pupils increase in
maturity. Whether they consciously registered any change or not, the number of
perceptions of difficulty appeared to level off in Year 10, in spite of the fact that in
one or two subjects difficulty was perceived to have increased, and in spite of the
perceived decelerating effect of the Key Stage 3 tests. This may suggest that, by
the end of the Key Stage, the sum of their learning and the process of maturation,
together with acclimatisation and recognised competence in cross-curricular skills,
may contribute to reducing perceptions of difficulty among the majorify of pupils.

6.7 Conclusion
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According to many pupils, across the full range of ability, the sense of achievement
acquired through mastering a recognised challenge piayed a crucial role in securing
their engagement with their learning. Teachers agreed that a task’s inherent
complexity was not necessarily a deterrent. Many of them regarded it as a
professional responsibility to mediate complexity in such a way that it became
appealing and accessible.

Quantity per se, however, was perceived to be a more intractable problem. Both
pupils and teachers averred that, in some subjects, the pressure of an overloaded
cutriculum precluded opportunities for making the prescribed content or skiils
more interesting and enjoyable. According to the interviews, the pupils’ most
important Concerns were:

é  the detrimental effect on understanding of an inappropriately rapid pace;

&  the amount of stress generated by a workload, in class or at home, which
was ‘hard to get done in the time’, together with the importance of ‘gefting
things finished’; and

¢  the boredom and frusiration of lessons where they found the work too easy
or they were given too little tc do.

Many of them expressed satisfaction when they felt their needs in these respects
were being met. However, it was clear from their comments that, when they
believed such priorities were neglected, they could not enjoy their work.
Engagement became at best perfunctory and at worst an option to be dismissed.

8.7.1 Manageability: its relation to enjoyment and
engagement

4 challenge is enjoyable

Pupils’ responses made it clear that in some subjects they felt they had too much
to do, and that in others the pace was too fast or the content too difficult.
Nevertheless, a significant number of them, across all abilities, communicated an
unmistakable message: firstly, a challenge is vital to sustaining engagement; and
secondly, a sense of achievement, of ‘getting it finished’, reinforces both
commitment and confidence.

This message was articalated most forcefully by high attainers, many of whom
expressed considerabie frustration at the perceived lack of stimulating opportunities
for intellectual adventure within the curriculum. One boy in Year 10 admitted:
“Just this year, I haven't really felt challenged by anything.” A girl elsewhere
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complained that, in geography and RE, the lessons ‘go really slow and it makes
you lose interest’. Although a boy in one school seemed satisfied that high-aftaining
pupils there were catered for — “If vou finished an exercise earlier than evervone
else, then [teacher] will come to you and explain about the next one’ — a pupit in
another school referred to the constraints of working in a mixed-ability class; °7
would like to go on, but I can’t — evervbody has to do the same thing all at one
time.’

Many teachers agreed that pupils enjoy a challenge, and there were specialists in
most subjects apart from modern languages who intimated their concern that, at
times, the level of the work was not stretching all their pupils. Several teachers
also made the point that self-esteem was an important priority. The ideal task
must be ‘challenging enough, but also attainable’ and, crucially, differentiated so
that it could be interpreted across the whole range of individual achievement.

Practical/expressive activities are enfoyable

The majority of pupils found PE and IT, art, drama, music and, often in the case of
boys, technology relatively easy subjects, which were also seen as undemanding
in terms of the workload, All these areas of the curriculum appealed to a very
farge majority by virtue of their practical nature, the relatively negligibie amounts
of writing they involved, and the more relaxing atmosphere that prevailed during
lessons. As one Year 9 boy said: ‘Sitzing writing is boring. [t takes too long to go
through.’

However, a mere absence of written work per se did not automatically imply
enjoyment. In these subjects, as in others, ‘too easy’ was condemned as *boring’.
The observed drama lesson described above bears testimony to the sense of futility
generated by practical lessons where pupils were not fully involved in the
task in hand.

6.7.2 Curriculum perspectives: differences between
schools

Although common themes recurred throughout the data from all schools, it is
possible to discern shifts of emphasis between types of schools and, with respect
to the case study schools, between individual schools, according to individual
priorities. Thus, for schools that embraced the full range of ability, differentiation
was a major concern. Where pupils were set according to academic ability,
differentiation took place at the planning level for school managers and heads of
department; where mixed-ability teaching continued, as in at least one instance,
throughout Key Stage 3, differentiation was additionally an urgent concern at the
level of mediation.

It was in schools where high attainers were in a substantial majority that the most
children reported being expected to learn at an uncomfortably rapid pace. Although
in these schools the workload was also frequently perceived to be more demanding
than elsewhere, at the same time, it was in these schools that some pupils most
clearly articulated the absence of any intellectual challenge in their learning.

In these schools, there was a discernible tendency to value academic subjects
above the creative arts. Although the latter were often popular with pupils, they
tended to dismiss the potential of arts subjects to offer any worthwhile challenges,
and to regard time spent on arts subjects as less worthwhile than that spent working
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towards academic achievement, By contrast, pupils in schools with a population
more evenly balanced, or weighted towards lower attainers, seemed
correspondingly more enthusiastic, and more likely to value the potential of the
arts for personal achievement.

The socio-economic context of the pupil population was an important variable.
In schools situated in areas where many families experienced high levels of socio-
economic deprivation, unemployment, instability in the home and parental attitudes
towards school added a further dimension to manageability. According to the
interviews, pupils appreciated the value of a calim and purposeful atmosphere for
learning. Moreover, they found it hard to catch up on work missed through absence.
In these schools, both collective and individual self-esteem may be more valnerable
than elsewhere; consequently classroom management, and attendance, become
more pressing priorities. Pupils of all abilities in such schools in this study saw
themselves as capable as those elsewhere of learning, through challenges ‘pitched’
at the appropriate level. However, given the proportion of low attainers and socially
disadvantaged children within the respective pupil population, it seems that schools
in socio-economically disadvantaged areas might particularly benefit from a more
sympathetic degree of flexibility across the whole curriculum, in order to achieve
the level of manageability conducive to effective learning.

6.7.3 Manageability and coherence: change over time

The way in which pupils internalise the curriculum was something which, by
their own admission, had never occurred to a number of teachers. Equipped within
their subjects, it was, as one interviewee observed, ‘very difficult seeing their
point of view’. When asked tc reflect on the volume of work pupils were expected
to cover in Year 9, an English teacher said he *did not stop to think’ about the
amount of work pupils might be expected to absorb in other subjects at the same
time as his own. He acknowledged that for them ° ... the pressure may be a
cumulative one’. He added that any workload had to be seen in the context of the
‘three-year span’. Accordingly, as a teacher, he could ‘expand things a little bit in
one direction and reduce them in another’ in the knowledge that he could return
to them again as appropriate later on. A French teacher made the same point: if he
felt the pupils were not ready for something prescribed, he left it out, knowing he
would refurn to it at some later stage. If pupils have no access to such an overview
of the Key Stage 3 curriculum, they cannot appreciate the intrinsically recursive
nature of their learning, or its cumulative value, Given that many pupils
acknowledged the value of continuity in relation to manageability, the absence of
such a longitudinal perspective may deprive them of an overarching sense of
continnity and progression that might enhance their current learning,

Pupils’ access to longitudinal coherence may be limited in Year 8, and to
respectively lesser extents in Years 9 and 10, by their own level of maturity in the
way that they perceive time. As demonstrated in Chapter 4, time beyond a fairly
immediate future may be difficult to apprehend, and they may find it hard to be
realistic about long-term goals.

There is some indication in the data here that pupils” apprehension of the Key
Stage 3 curriculum changes from year to year. Thus the more frequent perceptions
of unmanageability at the beginning of Year 8 and the more extreme and more
frequent perceptions of unmanageability during Year 9 contrast with the more
qualified views expressed at the end of Year 8 and again during Year 10. One
explanation for such a disparity might be that, especially in Year 8, most pupils
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eventually acclimatise to what is expected of them. In Year 10, however, it might
also be possible to attribute it to developing maturity. Changes in perceptions
may also reflect objective shifis in the cwriculum and assessment experiences
presented to pupils in each of the three years.

‘Whatever the cause, acchimatisation or maturation do not have to imply resignation,
The evidence for diminishing enjoyment during pupils’ progress through the Key
Stage (described in the nex{ chapter) suggests that, for many of them, without
meticulous attention to differentiation, at the level of curriculum design as well as
at the levels of planning and mediation, and without the sensitive and imaginative
deployment of a range of alternative pedagogic strategies, the curriculum as a
whole may become an experience to endure rather than an engaging programme
of challenges and broadening opportunities.
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7.1
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NJOYMENT

Background

Pupils’ enjoyment of the curricuhym has been a frequently researched theme in
previous studies relating to pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the curriculum.
A review by Lord and Harland (2000) revealed that, after appropriateness and
relevance, enjoyment has been the most frequently occurring topic of research on
pupils’ perspectives on the curriculum. In particular, research on enjoyment of
certain subjects (especially science, maths and technology) has been a common
area of investigation, with results frequently analysed by gender and age. A number
of studies have asked pupils {0 rank their subjects in order of enjoyment, for
example in the PACE project (Pollard er af, 1994; Pollard, 1996}, Blatchford
(1996} and Hendley ef al. {1996).

As the chapter will reveal, this present study corroborates many of the findings
that these earlier research reports have ouotlined. Thus, once again and very
unsurprisingly, the high-ranking popularity of PE and art will be shown to emerge
in this study, just as it has in other research. Likewise, the finding by Blatchford
(1996) that pupils tend to base their criteria for enjoyment on a sense of ‘fun’,
interest and their perceived ability in a subject partly resurfaces in this study’s
interview data. Existing research literature also notes that team and group work
are generally viewed positively by pupils (Angier and Povey, 1999; Lyle, 1999},
as are active and practical learning approaches, notably in sctence (Parkinson ef
al., 1998; Stark and Gray, 1999). This chapter also highlights these types of
curriculum experiences as central to pupil enjoyment, but, in addition, gives equal
analytical attention to what pupils and teachers say is not enjoyed. Finally, other
research in all areas of the curriculum (at primary and post-primary levels) has
highlighted the classroom environment created by the teacher as a particularly
important factor in pupils’ enjoyment of school and of specific lessons. In general,
research suggests that pupils like teachers who explain clearly, who listen, who
are fair and who are interesting and take an interest in the pupils (Pollard, 1996;
Younger and Warrington, 1999; Garner 1993). These qualities too came through
the pupil data used for the present chapter, although qualitative analysis highlights
as well how sophisticated young people can be in evaluating pedagogical
performance.

This chapter thus will confirm many of the previously identified ‘ingredients’
underpinning pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum. However, it has addressed
enjoyment in three different ways. In Part 1, the focus is upon any overlap or
differences between teachers and pupils about the very concept of enjoyment as a
curriculum characteristic, as well as relaying individual subjects’ popularity and
how that changes over time. In Part 2, the chapter looks more generally at how
pupils felt involved and engaged in their leaming, and Part 3 reports on how
engagement can affect observed classroom behaviour. Differences between high-
and low-attaining pupils and also those who registered different engagement levels
are given particular attention.
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infroduction

In this section, the issue of how far, and in what ways, teachers and pupils construed
enjoyment of the curriculum as a component of their learning experiences is
explored. It utilises both qualitative and guantitative data, and covers all the five
curriculum leveis.

Curriculum as specified

Very rarely did pupils refer to the curriculum as specified. However, on two
occasions, pupils noted an overlap in science and geography (see Chapter 3}, and
clearly found 1t not enjoyable:

1 think geography relates too much to science and basically its repeating
what I have just been doing in science. ... It's like giving myself double
the work (male, Year 10).

We told the science teacher that we have done all this [astronomy] in
geography, but she’s, like, still going on and on about it ... so I think
that only one subject should have astronomy in it (female, Year 8).

Some teachers did refer to issues relating to the Key Stage 3 curriculum as specified
when discussing the concept of pupil enjoyment, and a range of viewpoints
emerged. Within that range, two distinctive stances were apparent: those teachers
who indicated that, for them, enjoyment at the level of specified curriculum was a
non-issue, and those who did perceive that the NIC had had some negative influence
on pupil enjoyment.

For those teachers citing a non-issue at this level, reasons included:

«  curriculum specifications were irrelevant, as teacher mediation determined
pupil enjoyment;

. curriculum specifications cannot ensure enjoyment — some elements of
learning were necessary, but not necessarily enjoyable; and

. curriculum specifications at Key Stage 3 were conducive to enjoyment, but
Key Stage 4 was more problematic.
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ENJ{)YMENT AND THE ( URRICULL"\& AS SPECIFIED I5A ’\’ON ISSUE BECAUSE

A EERRRZE Rt

Curriculum spccxﬁcatmns
are irrelevant

Curriculum specifications
cannot always include
enjoyment

specifications are acceptable

(technology teacher)

. them maths at the end of the day (maths teacher).
Key Stage 3 curricumm

1 think the maz‘cﬂa[ is re:’anvebi Irrelevant 1 thmk it very
much down to the person who s doing it (science teacher).

Its not the content, and it's not how it fits into everything
else, its how the teacher coordinates it and brings it to life
Jor evervbody. Thats really whats the crux of it

Ireally don't think itk CCEA 5 problem 1' Just zhmk there are :
some topics that don't lend themselves to being taught
in an exciting way. It all very well malking it interesting
and enjoyable all the time, but you have still got to teach

So probably the more pmcncal end of things they enjoy.
But its really good I think ... Key Stage. Therek not that
much that has to be written or that they have to research:
that’s a big bone of contention at GCSE though (art teacher,
secondary).

However, a greater number of teachers did raise concerns about the negative effect
of the Key Stage 3 curriculum on pupil enjoyment. The responses included:

. curriculum specifications were too full to allow for pupil enjoyment;

. curricutum specifications had ‘lost’ aspects of leamning previously enjoyed ~
in terms of content or topics and also opportunities for practical approaches;

< curriculum specifications were implicated in the loss of fun and increased
pressure — on both pupils and teachers; and

«  curriculum specifications had removed teacher judgement, choice and
flexibility that facilitates pupil enjoyment.

s R

EN.}OYMENT AND THE CURRICULUM AS SPECIFIED Is AN ISSUE BECAUSE:
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R

tos full
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Curriculum speciﬁcatmns are :

: your time, because there’ such a big area to cover (history

lost aspects of enjoyment
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Curncuium spec:ﬁcatmns have

Ards peninsula, itk a hotbed for Norman settlement and

perhaps, enjoyment, whereas children could just - before the

! thmk there is an awfid lot of work in Year 9. You really need
to economise with your time on each topic. Some of the pupils
would like to spend more time on things that ave of interest to
them, for example, the plantations — they enjoyed doing that.
But, evervthing vou do, you have to really economise with

teacher).

I hate to say it, but enjovment is being lost because of the
s‘heer amount of zt (Year 7 teacher)

You know for mstcmce chtldren at pnmary schoof !evel are
not allowed to tackle the Normans now, and yet down on the

development and there are lots of primary schools down that
way. That is just one example of where, you know, this
compartmentalisation of subjects and content destroy this,

curriculum became prescribed from the point of view of history *
— Tused to take my children down to the Ards peninsula ...
(Year 7 teacher).

RS AskER

fsor gt

R WA O HEEA M
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1 think schools have taken a lot of the fun away from children.
I dont think that kids seem able to enjoy themselves the way
they used to. I keep asking myself why. There is a lot of
pressure on kids to succeed and Iwonder if we are caught up
in thar— I lmow we are — I don 't know if we can avoid being
caught up in it. Iwonder if the Northern Ireland Curriculum
as designated by the 1989 order has a big part to play in i1,
Cur teachers will not let pupils out to go to certain events in
the school, because they 've got assessments to get done. [
wonder where the fault in education is (principal, secondary).

RS KRR NS SR CRRNE RR WO WRNIT R
Curriculum specifications
have increased pressure

Sometimes, you feel that they don 't have time to sit back and
enjoy ... andwe certainly don 't have time to sit back and enjoy
- teaching them, it is ahways this driving them (French teacher).

The other thing about the prescribed curriculum is you don't
have any room for yourself ... because ' was interested {in x],
they were interested, you know. People often had a few little
topics they liked doing and you could [bring them up to that]
(Year 7 teacher).

s

Curriculum specifications hav
removed tezcher choice and
flexibility

R RS R

It was noteworthy that none of the nine references to the issue of the curriculum
being too full were from grammar schools and no Year 10 teacher made this
comment. Thirteen teachers noted the omission of topics previously enjoyed by
pupils. The sense of constraint upon teachers to omit aspects of learning which,
from their previous experience, they felt had been enjoyed by pupils was apparent
in these instances. It was teachers of arts and English who perceived the Key
Stage 3 curriculum to allow for pupil enjoyment: in these instances, the practical
emphasis within the orders was noted. Three secondary and one Year 7 teacher
relayed the view that curriculum specification was irrelevant to pupils’ learning.

As an overview, the most common concerns appeared to relate to the scale of
learning expected from pupils and how the imperatives associated with that learning
(particularly assessment) adversely affected teacher and pupil enjoyment.

7.4 Curriculum as planned

A small number of teachers remarked on this level of curriculum, noting some
adaptation or inclusion of the topics and activities taught to take account of pupil
enjoyment. These adaptations included: references to changing or removing aspects
that didn’t work or weren’t enjoyed; continuing to include topics or approaches
(e.g. project work) that previous pupils enjoyed; and ‘strefching or extending’ on
topics which were popular. ' ‘

No Year 7 teachers appeared to express views on considering enjoyment as a

feature of curriculum planning, and again the references came particularly from
staff in secondary schools.
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ENJOYMENT IS CONSIDERED IN THE C‘URRICULLM AS PLA‘\I\IED BECAUSE

Non-enjayed content is . well it might have worked for us but it hasn ¥ worked for
changed rhe pupils, and you get a very sivong feedback {whether] they
¢ haveenjovedit. Ifthey haven t enjoved it, it has been a struggle
and they haven 't got out of it what we expect they would, then
we change it totally (art teacher)

. we try to build [enjoyment} inwhere we can. Wedo a vezy,
very small project, we might give theni two weeks to doit, and
they love doing that. They love doing researching. A lot of
them have the internet at home and access o the internet in
the library and the library books, They loveresearching things
like that. So wherever possible, we try to build it in {geography
ache .

Enjoyed content is continued

Enjeved content is extended tf You fi f nd a mpzc that you partzcularly enjoy teachmv or &
thar you think the pupils enjoy doing, you can sort of spend a
bit more tim 0

7.5 Curriculum as mediated

Teacher interviewees most often associated enjoyiment in the curriculum with
teacher mediation: the teacher’s personality, performance and choice of specific
pedagogical tasks appeared to be the key factors underpinning pupii enjoyment.
On teacher personality, some remarks pinpointed the importance of teachers
conveying their own enjoyment and enthusiasm for a subject {“being fired up’),
while other references were to the importance of good relationships with pupils
and classroom ambience (‘caring’, relaxed’) which were established by the teacher.
Teacher performance included references fo skill in teaching, for example, to
calibrating the pace and amount of work proffered and ensuring differentiation
(see Chapter 6). A number of interviewees (such as modern languages teachers)
also noted how important it was to ensure pupils enjoyed a subject when first
being miroduced to it.

S

ENJOYMENT Il\ THE CURRICULUM AS ’V{EDIATED OCCURS BECAUSE OF:

s

Teacher personality

: Ive afways believed that if you 're fired up by it, yvou will fire
other people up by 1! as well (%clence tcacher)

Enthusiasm

I mean they may get on wi th the teacher [or] may not get on
with the teacher, and that can just transform their experience.
o [ think if you are enjoving your subject and you have a good
relationship with your teacher, you probably will do well init,
if vou have ability at all. So, I think there ¥ a great connection ; :
there (vice-principal). Z

Geod re!ationshaps

Amblence :‘_ [n many respects, rhmk zf you enjoy the enwronment in wk:ch
© you learn something, you enjoy the person who is teaching it
. toyou, and you enjoy the people around you who are learning
. withyou, you dprobably do it an awful lot better than if you 're
Just getting it shung at you in a very inert sort of way — by ...

sort of. an individual who couldn 't care less and who s there
\ Jjustto, like, ‘perform the role of a teacher delivering a subject
-~ (science teacher),

p NS VEGHR WSNR BOBA WA e i ol R

oS R S R DENG gelih W GhEE
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Teacher performance
Ll ey csy

ENJOYMENT

Differentiation | You couldn't give the child a high level if they can't do 1

IR st

because they don t enjoy it, and they will turn round and say
they are not enjoying it. They will stand and chat or they will
do nothing, because they are not getting anything out of it.
You do it fo their own standard really, what they are capable
of (PE teacher).

Well, what I hope I have taught them i, sjoyment of what .
they are doing and I'would like to think that they have a positive .
Jeeling about their ability to learn the language for astart. I
think that s the most important thing when you start teaching
children languages (French teacher).

P AR Y

Once again, secondary teachers more often mentioned teacher mediation in relation
to pupil enjoyment. Some 168 references were recorded from secondary teachers,
compared to 48 among the grammar school sample. It was notable that ten
secondary teachers indicated that teacher personality and performance were key
factors in enjoyment compared with just two grammar school respondents. Equally,
twice as many Year 8 teachers referred to teacher mediation of enjoyment as those
in Year 9 and Year 10 (some 41 compared to 27 and 26 respectively). This finding,
of course, correlates with the view that pupil enjoyment was a crucial component
when starting to learn new subjects.

When discussing enjoyment of school and particular lessons or subjects, the teacher
— and the way they mediated learning — featured particularly highly in the young
people’s accounts. Equally, teachers and pedagogy were cited as a major cause of
lack of enjoyment. Factors contributing to lack of enjoyment covered teachers’
presentation style (often couched as ‘boring’ or ‘talking too much’) and their
behaviours and personality (being ‘cross... grumpy’, ‘too strict’, ‘in a bad mood’).
Most commmon, however, was a viewpoint that encompassed actual pedagogy:
evaluative comment on the way teachers ‘explained” things surfaced as the most
common phrase when describing lack of enjoyment relating to teachers. Thus,
references {0 ‘nof explaining ... well’, *... clearly’ ot *... enough’, *... just telling
you “Right, do this’™” were much in evidence in the youngsters’ discourse,
suggesting they were quite sophisticated and critical ‘consumers’ of teaching
performance. Other aspects of teacher mediation noted as a source of non-
enjoyment were examples of teachers being unjust, and, quite notably, a dislike of
being deprived of learning opportunities. Teacher absence requiring temporary
cover, teachers working on administration tasks during lessons and student teachers
were all offered as explanations as to why certain lessons were not enjoyed.
Knowledge of more work being achieved by other classes was also an issue for a
few pupils.

It was noteworthy that grammar school pupils made more mention of teachers
being boring and ‘explaining’ inadequately in Year 8, while, at that time, their
secondary counterparts more often cited teachers’ personality (‘shouting toe much’,
‘heing crabby’} as a source of non-enjoyment in teacher mediation. By Year 9,
more secondary school pupils were noting general teacher presentation as ‘boring’
and ‘talking too much’ as well as ‘not explaining’ adequately. In contrast, this
general “boring” and ‘talking too much’ discourse appeared to largely drop from
the grammar school sub-sample, although critiques of pedagogy (‘explaining’}
were still in evidence. Pedagogical explanations for non-enjoyment, thus, became
more precise and refined, and by Year 10, although the numbers of remarks relating
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to teachers and non-enjoyment fell, a number of issues were raised. Most notably,
pupils with low engagement and attainment made a much starker renunciation of
lessons where the teacher was not liked:

Ifyou don 't like the teacher, you are not going to like the subject because
you are not going to listen (male, low attainer, Year 10).

Pdon't do much work 'cos [ don't like the teacher (male, low-engaged,
Year 10).

Other high-attaining pupils could judge pedagogical style with considerably more
subtlety but no less criticality:

You would be writing things down and copying off the overhead. ... She
would be verv good at giving you handouts, but whenever she comes to
explaining it, she tells you to copy it down and then she starts talking
over and you can't listen to her as well. ... So, you end up having to
read over it at home at nighi-time to try and figure out what she was
talking about (female, high attainer, Year 10).

She doesn 't really be open. She just states the facis, but she does it ina
very long way. ... She will get her folder out and say ‘Right, x is this,
this and this’ and then she will widen it and say move about it, more
than we need. So, it'’s unrelevant (female, high attainer, Year 10).

Sometimes, the issue of non-differentiated support was clearly pinpointed:

I don t think the teacher puts much effort into trying to help. He moves
too fast and is too strict. { just haven't learnt anything this year; its
gone completely over my head (male, Year 10).

Because some of them don 't veally teach you. They don’t wait for you,
or nothing, they just work at their own speed. They don't work at your
speed and are going on ahead and you are not learning anything. ...
They don't listen to vou if you say you don't understand (female, Year
10).

In contrast, teacher qualities which pupils appreciated included providing help;
being ‘helpful’; taking time to explain; and making it easy to understand - ail
suggesting some sense of investment in the individual learner. Even more common
was the view that teachers who were ‘fun’, ‘funny’ ‘giving you a laugh’ were
liked, and learning with them was more enjoyed. One child summarised this as:
‘He teaches you work, but makes it entertaining at the same time.” Praise also
counted as a feature of enjovable mediation.

‘A relaxed atmosphere’ was also noted as a source of enjoyment in curriculum
mediation, and, as one child noted, *... if the teacher makes you relax, vou learn
more’. Thus, opportunities for peer conversation, teachers not being too strict or
shouting were all factors contributing to this relaxed ambience. Year 9 and Year
10 pupils also noted enjoyment of learning could be increased by knowing the
teacher better or ‘... the teacher knowing us befter’.
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7.6 Curriculum as experienced

7.6.1 Pupil enjoyment and survey results

In the questionnaire, the pupil sample was asked to rate how much they ‘really
enjoved” each of their subjects on the five-point semantic differential scale
(Item 2). Table 7.1 shows the overall results for each year (ranked by the
scores in Year 10).

Table 7.1 Pupils’ perceptions of enjoyment by each subject by gender and vear group
= ] really enjoy it; 5 = I really dislike it
{i.e. the lower the mean, the greater pupils’ enjoyment)
: SRR R R

Year 8 :, Year 9

: Year 10
, i Girl iOverall. Boy
Subject mean

PE 6 1 16 | 20
IT 8 1L L9 20
Art 2 2 23 22
Technology 12 21 127
Health education 32 29 1 25
Geography 6 2 26 ¢ 27
Careers education - i -
Seience . . 2.5 2.7
History a0 2 27 ¢ 27
Trish 9 26 27 26
Home economics . . 31 ¢ 25
English & 12 28 26
Maths 8 2 28 ¢ 30
Music 9 2 30 § 26
French 5 2 32 0 28
RE 12 31 i

2

i A 5
Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8, 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

The subjects that were least popular by the end of Key Stage 3 were RE, French
and music, followed by maths, English and home economics. PE and IT stand out
as particularly popular, with other non-academic subjects, art, technology and
health education, also rated highly.

Virtually all subjects showed a decline in enjoyment over the three years, and
those with the most marked fall-off (by 0.4 or more) included music, home
economics, French, science and art. RE remained the least enjoyed subject
throughout the Key Stage. Table 7.1 also shows that even the high-rated popular
subjects — PE, IT, technology and especially art - showed some decline by the end
of Year 10, The enjoyment ratings of Irish, maths and the humanities (geography
and history) remained fairly stable, with geography even showing a very slight
increase in popularity in Year 10.

Gender and enjoyment

Notwithstanding these overall figures, analysis by the usual variables showed
some noteworthy variations. Overall gender variations showed that girls gave
higher enjoyment ratings to more of their subjects than boys did. By Year 10,
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noteworthy differences of opinion were evident in French, music, art, English,
plus especially home economics and health education. However, there were
exceptions, particularly PE and technology, as well as I'T, geography and science,
where, in each vear, boys’ ratings of subject enjoyment exceeded those of the
girls. Nevertheless, despite an overall view of girls” higher enthusiasm, their decline
in enjoyment was often steeper than that of the boys and this seemed especially
the case in Year 9. By the end of this year, PE, technology, science, French, home
economics and maths (all dropping by 4.3 in mean value) stood out as subjects
that the female sub-sample were notably less enthusiastic about than was the case
in Year §. Hence, some ‘hidden’ disengagement may be evident from these results.
Boys’ steepest decline in enjoyment in Year 9 was in health education, home
economics and French. Art and music showed a similar degree of fall-off, but this
was in Year 10 with both gender sub-samples registering an equivalent drop in
enjoyment.

Thus, some fairly predictable gender differences remained in pupil views of the
NIC at the end of Key Stage 3. Boys liked PE, IT, technology and science notably
mote than girls by Year 10. Girls, in contrast, markedly favoured French, art,
music, home economics and English. It may be that policy makers need to consider
these findings and plan to overcome such stereotypical responses.

Schools’ free school meal eligibility and pupil enjoyment

Free school meal (FSM) differences showed overwhelmingly that those pupils in
schools within the ‘low’ category gave lower ratings of enjoyment than their peers
in ‘high’ FSM category schools to almost all subjects and throughout the three
years. The only exceptions were when pupils in the low FSM schools gave a very
slightly higher rating to PE in Year 9, IT in Year 10 and art in Years ¢ and 10 than
their counterparts in high FSM schools. Thus, the conclusion emerges that the
‘core’ and other ‘traditional’ subjects were invariably more enjoyed by pupils in
schools serving poorer socio-economic comrnunities. Notwithstanding this, a
consistent trend within the three sub-samples was for pupils from high free school
meal schools to show much sharper decline in enjoyment throughout the Key
Stage, with many subjects registering 0.4 or more fall-off (most markedly English).
In contrast, with the exception of science and French, the results for low FEM
schools showed less fall-off and more consistent ratings across the Key Stage.
Indeed, by Year 10, pupils in the schools in the low FSM category recorded
increased enjoyment of maths, Irish and geography. Thus, it would seem that
disengagement could be a more deeply felt experience for pupils in high FSM
schools, particularly in the key areas of IT, numeracy and literacy.

Social class and pupil enjeyment

Social class analysis confirmed some of the above findings, particularly the marked
decline in enjoyment of English, maths and science by the working-class sub-
sample. Whereas Year 8 saw them giving higher enjoyment ratings than middle-
class peers, by the end of the Key Stage, this trend was reversed. Music, RE and
Irish showed the same pattern of decline in enjoyment by working-class pupils
compared to middle-class peers. Health education remained the only subject more
popular with the working-class sub-sample than their middie-class peers by the
end of the Key Stage.
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Type of school and pupil enjoyment

Analysis by the type of school variable (see Table 7.2) almost always showed
grammar school pupils rating subjects throughout the three years as less enjoyable
- or at least not more so — than their peers in secondary schools. Maths, music,
French and English showed particularly marked differences in enjoyment at Year
8 between the two sub-samples. However, not suiprisingly perhaps, the gap
narrowed by Year 10. Irish and health education, but only in Year §, were the sole
exceptions to this pattern, with grammar schools giving these subjects higher
enjoyment ratings. The secondary school sub-sample registered a marked decline
in enjoyment of music in Year 10, but Year 9 especially saw this group’s notably
lower enthusiasm for science, maths and French. Grammar school pupils’
enjoyment of art was less evident in Year 10. Geography uniquely increased its
popularity in the secondary schools by the end of the Key Stage.

Engagement and pupll enjoyment

When the variable of level of engagement (see Table 7.3) was applied to the data,
it was evident — perhaps predictably — that low-engaged pupils rated all subjects
less enjoyable than those in the high engagement sub-sample, and this irend was
evident in each year of the Key Stage. However, it was noteworthy that some
subjects showed considerably less discrepancy in Year 8 than others. In this first
year of the Key Stage, PE showed only 0.1 differences in enjoyment, and art and
technology only 0.2 between the low-engaged and high-engaged groups. The
biggest differences between these two groups in Year 8 came in music (0.7), French
and English (0.6), history and geography (0.5), and then maths and RE (0.4).
Equally, the decline in enjoyment throughout the Key Stage was starker in some
subjects for the low-engaged sub-sample. Science, French and maths all showed
considerable falls in rating by Year 10 from these pupils compared to their high-
engaged peers. IT and music were the only subjects where high-engaged pupils
showed a relatively greater decline in enjoyment. It was also noteworthy that the
sharpest decline of enjoyment in a number of subjects was often in Year 9 (with
the exception of art, music and health education) and here particuiarly those in the
low-engaged sub-sample showed some marked fall-offs in enthusiasm: French
and science and also home economics and maths all fitted this category of early
decline. The consistency with which low-engaged pupils signalled their lesser
enjoyment of English, maths, science and particularly French is thus highly evident.

Attainment and enjoyment

Looking at the data on attainment and enjoyment rates (see Table 7.4), low-attaining
pupils enjoyed ten of the 15 first-year subjects more than their high-attaining
peers. Compared to the latter group, Year 8 low-attainers gave markedly higher
scores to English, maths, technology, home economics and music — showing a
difference of 0.3 or more in mean scores. Only Irish was liked more by high-
attainers to a comparable degree. Low attainers, however, showed a greater “drop-
off” of enjoyment throughout the Key Stage in English, maths, art, technology,
music and RE. High-attaining pupils registered the highest enjoyment of PE, IT,
Irish and health education in Year 8, but no subjects were enjoyed more by this
sub-sample than their low-attaining peers in Year 9, and only art, maths and RE
were liked more by high attainers than low attainers in Year 10. While high-
attaining pupils’ levels of enjoyment of most subjects fell from Year & to 9, they
did not show notable further decline from Years 9 to 10, unlike their low-attaining
peers, whose enjoyment scores faded each year. The marked ‘loss’ or decay of
low attainers’ enjoyment throughout the Key Stage and the initial lesser enjoyment
of subjects by high-attaining pupils are two stark findings from this analysis.
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7.6.2 Pupil enjoyment and qualitative resulis

Pupils’ perspectives on activities that were enjoyed

When qualitative data were analysed for accounts of the enjoyment factor in the
curriculum as experienced, one particularly frequent descriptor emerged in pupils’
versions of the enjoyable curriculum (usually given in response to a question
about what they had enjoyed each term): namely ‘fiun’. This was a concept often
set as a counterpoise to ‘work’ as in ‘... if feels like good fun, not work’ or *... ity
fun, it’s not all like work, work — you are working but the atmosphere is different’
{male, Year 8). Not surprisingly, practical subjects such as art, IT, drama and
technology were all rated as enjoyable subjects by this criterion, although there
were also examples of pupils citing maths, history and Spanish lessons as ‘fun’
because of the teaching approach: ‘ The maths teacher always gives us challenges
to make work fun’ (male, Year 9) or ‘Spanish is done easier for you, easier and
more fur’ (female, Year 9).

Sometimes, the enjoyment/fun criteria focused on a more distinctive counterpoise
to ‘work’, specifically highlighting the opportunities for practical and creative
pursuits, as in ‘Art isn T really working, Its just using your hands to create things
... making things’ (male, Year 8), or ‘I really like music. It’s good fun whenever
you get instruments out and you make up a tune’ (female, Year 9). Here again, by
inference, such active learning was conceived as something different from ‘work’.
Indeed, ‘practical work” was cited as the most enjoyable aspect of the curriculum
by the vast majority of pupils in each year of Key Stage 3.

“Variety’ in learning tasks also surfaced as a source of enjoyment and fun. This
rated as the second highest response to what was enjoyable, and was especially
prevalent in Year 9.

Interviewer: What have you enjoved most in all the things you have done and
learnt this term?

Interviewee: Definitely the sports we 've been doing, because we have had a wider
variety of sport this year (female, Year 10).

Interviewer: What sort of lessons do you think people in your year find most
interesting?

Interviewee: English, because everything is move interesting and everybody enjoys
it ... we do more things. We don't just take things down and do
comprehensions (female, Year 9).

The idea of cooperative learning, class discussion and oral work also featured in
the sample’s responses as a counterpoint to ‘“work’, particularly in Years 9 and 10.

I enjoved doing composition in music, because it wasn t sifting on our
own, having to sit and do work or studying or whatever. It was working
with a group and putting vour point of view, and lisiening and talking
about your point of view and what you wanted to do. So I enjoved that
{male, Year 9).

Class discussions make [the subject] more lively, and if its just the
teacher explaining the whole time, it would be boring. But, when the
class get involved, it'’s better {female, Year 10).

Its not ‘Do your work, don't talk, don't even look up, just work, work,
work’”. You talk more to the next person, say, in French ... instead of
writing down, there s more interaction (male, Year 10).
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Another feature of the enjoyable curriculum related to experiencing responsibility,
autonomy and choice: “... choosing your own topic’ or ‘project’ was cited as a
reason for enjoying English and geography in a number of instances. Also, the
freedom to work autonomously in art (... getting fo make your own shapes’),
technology or in science experiments surfaced:

[The technology teacher] lets us work away on our own and get it done
the way we want it done. ... He doesn 't really tell us we've wrong. He
Just says ‘If that’s how you want to do it’ (female, Year 10).

I have enjoyed science. ... It’s just because you do a lot of experiments
and stuff and you see what happens ... making something right up. ...
The teacher trusts you more with the equipment (female, Year 9).

The notion of enjoyient was also closely connected to the ambience of the
classroom that certain subjects or teachers created. As noted earlier, ‘relaxed’
classrooms emerged as a powerful source of enjoyment, Opportunities to talk
and to sit with friends were particularly enjoyed.

Finally, a range of responses cited differentiation as a source of enjoyment.
References to enjoyment were associated with “... feking things at your own pace’,
‘... booklets for our own level’ or the fact that the teacher generally proffered
differentiated learning opportunities: “... people who found the work hard, he
would give them easier work and build them up’ (male, Year 9).

Overall, it was evident that low-engaged pupils’ criteria of the enjoyable curriculum
did not include differentiation. Instead, their references to enjoyment related to
the general ‘fun ... a laugh ... not working’. They were also much more likely to
focus on being allowed to talk and to volunteer sport and PE as an enjoyable
curriculum experience. Occasionally, low-engaged, but high-attaining, pupils also
focused on autonomy.

Interviewer: Is there anyvthing about X school you really like?
Interviewee: There’s lots of sport (male, low-engaged, low attainer, Year &).

Interviewer: What did vou enjoy most in all the things that you did and learnt last
term?

Interviewee: [ enjoved drama because it was a lot of fun and got a lot of laughter
in it (female, low-engaged, high attainer, Year 9).

Interviewer: What have vou enjoyed most since Easter?

Interviewes: Isuppose art; evervone likes art ... we talk away to each other {male,
low-engaged, high attainer, Year 10).

Interviewer: What have you enjoved most in all the things you 've learnt and done
this term?

Interviewee: Arf and PE. ... Art because you don 't have to sit and be quiet and
work really, really hard. You can do your own thing at your own
time really. ... As long as you get it all done by a certain time,
then it shouldn 't matter really (female, low-engaged, high attainer,
Year 10).
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Interviewer: Anything about school you ve really liked this term?

Interviewee: Nothing stands out, just the normal things like PE ... Ijust like sport
all round. Ienjoy the way its taught and it's fun (male, low-engaged,
high attainer, Year 10).

In conirast, more high-engaged pupils were far more likely to focus on the issue
of choice within ‘work’ as a feature of enjoyability, rather than cite something
that appeared not to be ‘work’ at all.

Interviewer: Anything about your school you 've really liked this term?

Interviewee: [ liked doing the English project on animals ... because you get to
work at your own speed and choose your own topic (female, high-
engaged, high attainer, Year 8).

Put together, the gualitative findings may suggest that all pupils, regardless of
engagement or atfainment levels, expressed particular enjoyment of practical-based
subjects. However, the capacity to express pleasure in more academic subjects
and in more fraditional learning tasks (}ike writing) was more usually the domain
of the high-engaged pupil. Nevertheless, conditions of autonomy and choice —in
effect, noting how their individuality as a learner was being respected and reflected
— still dominated this sub-sample’s discourse.

Pupils’ perspectives on activities that were not enjoyed

And what of the activities that were not enjoyed? Pupils from all degrees of
engagement shared a discourse, which cenired on a dislike of monotony, isolation,
passivity and sedentariness in learning. These expressions of non-enjoyment

constantly surfaced through terms like ‘a/l’, ‘jus?’, ‘always’ which were applied

to ‘sitting’, ‘reading’, ‘listening’ and above all ‘writing”:
... we just sit there reading and writing
.. always just sitting
... Stfting there writing ail day and listening to the teacher
.. all we do is write
.. abvays writing, having fo write a lot of things down
... all other classes, you are just used to sitting down and writing and listening
o Ljust sit and listen all the time
... You just sit there the whole time
... just listen to the teacher going on
... Ity always just sitting looking at a book, which is boring for everybody
... just sit there, wrifing
... ity always writing and writing
oo When its all writing, [ don 't really like it

We are always given things to write, pages and pages to write out from
the OHP ... we do that all the time.

Hence, the sense of reduced curriculum enjoyment due to an overwhelming
negative experience of passive and non-varied learning modes, as well as physical
constraint, was strongly expressed. No doubt, the outcomes of this accounted for
the strong sense of resigned tedium and compliance that emerged among the
sample. Indeed overall, pupils from all sub-samples acknowledged the lack of
enjoyment in the curriculum. The difference, as the quotations below show, was
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perhaps the severity and selectiveness of that dislocation from the curriculum as a
pleasurable experience. Put starkly, resignation and a capacity to cope with non-
enjoyment were evident in the discourse of high-engaged and/or high-attaining

pupils.

There’s no subject where I am completely happy. ... [ just think you
have to do the work, so theres not much yvou can do. When you are
learning things, it’s not to have fun, it’s vou have to learn them (female,
low-engaged, high attainer, Year 10).

I don 't really know [if I've enjoyed anything about school this term]. ...
It's the same old thing, has to be done (female, mid-engaged, high
attainer, Year 10).

Its just I hate school. I want to get out of it. I would rather be at the
house, doing something and getting a job and earning money instead of
being in school all day. Twould get a mechanicing job, being a mechanic,
because vou get paid for it and I like doing it {male, low-engaged, low
attainer, Year 10).

No, there is nothing really I've enjoved this term. Some days, it'§ just,
like, coming to school is like ‘I really wish I wasn't here’. There is
never a day when I come in and think Yeah! I am inschool’. So, therely
nothing I like about it really (female, mid-engaged, high attainer, Year 10).

I quite enjoyed the social aspects of this term, because we get a fairly
generous lunch and its good. But, whenever if comes to learning, |
don’t know if it’s a thing of enjoyment, unless it is a subject I enjoy. It’s
sort of, like, you have got to do it really, but it’s not as if I am sitting
there going ‘Oh, I really don't want to do this’, and it’s not as if I am
sitting there going 'Oh, this is great’, unless it is a topic I'm quite
interested in (male, high-engaged, high attainer, Year 10}.

Teachers on pupil enjoyment

Many teacher responses referred to pupils’ enjoyment at the point that they received
orinteracted with the curriculum. The comments covered when — and indeed also
whether — pupils could enjoy their curriculum experiences. Teacher references to
when pupils experienced the curriculum as enjoyable focused mainly on either
the actual learning task or on the way the teacher related to the young person and
their learning. Thus, according to teachers, pupils experienced enjoyment in
learning tasks when:

-

their ability was catered for;

they felt a sense of achievement or satisfaction after mastering some aspect
of learning;

they felt their performance had improved;

the subject was new and they felt they could achieve;
they were being challenged ;

they were given freedom to develop ideas; and

they recognised where the learing task was aiming to get to.

Clearly, in their responses, achievement was a strong componeit of enjoyment,
or, at least, as the last point indicates, the opportunity to appreciate or anticipate
the outcomes of mastery of a learning task.
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ENJOYMENT INTHE CURRECULUM AS EXPEREENCED OCCURS WHEN

1 think if they are we!l enough catered for in terms of their
ability, they probably will enjoy it. I think probably itk most
stressful for the younger pupil who is trying to do something
that they just can'’t deal with, and I think we do address that
(v1ce—prmozpal)

Ability is catered for

A sense of achnevemem is
enstred

. o matter what tke topzc zf VOu can ensure d chzid is ﬁt to
tackle something and achieve in that topic, they will always
enjoy zt at any level zt doesn t matter (maths teacher)

Improved performance is noted ; /J zhmk probably one of the best topm we have done was thts
term because it was the second topic ... and they performed
berter; therefore they felt good about it (maths teacher).

A new subject is on offer They really feel an enormous sense of achievement because a

lot of them have never done French before and they are starting
- off something completely new and they don ! feel they are
_ fazlums before they even start (French i’t:asher)

Pupils are challenged It is a lot more enjovable because they are bzgger and because
mr a challenge for them (art teacher).

Q:  What do yvou think it is about projects that they like?
A: Tdon'tknow. I suppose they are given a free hand really,
We just give them guidelines and from that they can go away
and do their own thing. We give them marks for showing
mztl tive and they love dOl g that hy teacher)

Vern they have had a coup e of essons on the key oam’ fhey
suddenly find they can open the book, they can work it out,
they can play a tune, they can use their fingers, Its really
enjoyable. The difficult bit of getling to them is suddenly worth
it. Sa i think you have got to work with them, sort of looking
towards where they are aiming to get to (music teacher).
S R e R P A S A et

Freedom to develop 1deas
is given

Pupils recognise learning
oufcomes

Other references noted the contribution of the teacher in these learning tasks.
Accordingly, teachers thought that pupils experienced enjoyment of the curriculum
when:

s they received praise for being successful;
. they were given encouragement as they learnt; and

. they were taught an enjoyment of what they were doing, and that ‘learning

is fun’.

Tt was notable that all references to the teacher’s contribution to pupils’ enjoyment
of their experienced curriculum in terms of praise and encouragement came from
secondary teachers. However, the notion of ‘teaching enjoyment’ was noted by
grammar school staff as well. Equally, the relationship between pupil enjoyment
and mastery of — or confidence within — a subject was noted across all types of
school.
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lees praise And they enjoy it when they get it right, and for them, I think Eﬂ
¢ that all, they enjoy getting it right. They enjoy getting the
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GIVCS encouragement

Teaches en;oyment

prazse when they get zt rzght (French teacher)

¢ Ifyou can encourage them to work hard, partzczpaze, be more
vocal, not just sit there and listen, but actually participate in
. the lesson, they start fo see the success rate and the tests results
. being higher, the homework s being all vight, instead of half
. right, they will start ewjoying it. And enjovment is very

] necessary (maths teacher)

¢ Well what I hope I have taught them is an enjoyment of what
- they are doing and T would like to think that they have a positive
. feeling about their ability fo learn (French teacher).

Iwould like them to feel you are talking about values, :
¢ enfoyment based on learning, that learning is fun, that learning
i brings a sense of achigvement ... enjoyment through x

R

A further feature of pupil enjoyment related to the actual learning tasks, particularly
opportunities for pupils’ active and personal involvement. The teaching sample
made references to:

. group work;

*  variety;
+  role play;
. choice;

. participation/being vocal/discussion;

. practical/’hands on;

. ‘real life” information gathering (e.g. at ibraries, travel agents);
. ‘real’ teaching aides (e.g. non-school TV, the internet, newspapers);
° fieldwork/trips out;

»  personal research;

. IT opportunities;

° no homework;

»  minimal writing;

. colouring tasks; and

. colourful/attractive worksheets,

Specific references to active leaming approaches also featured more in the discourse
of secondary teachers. In all, 24 of the secondary sub-sample mentioned enjoyment
and active learning, compared to just six grammar school teachers. Twice as
many of these were female teachers (21 compared to nine male staff). Seven of
the 19 Year 7 teachers also discussed pupil enjoyment in terms of the teacher’s
ensuring active leaming tasks.

Teachers on the necessify of ‘non-enjoyment’

In contrast, sometimes teacher responses noted that pupils could not always have
enjoyable curriculum experiences, Here, the view that tedium inevitably occurred
in some learning tasks surfaced; and some sense of an imperative underpinning
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and enforcing this non-enjoyment seemed evident. N0n~enjoyment of the
curriculum as experienced occurred because:

. theory had to be covered;

. it was necessary to write and take notes;

. certain things had to be learnt and reinforced at home; and

»+  sometimes learning was hard and repetitive.

Thus, according to some of the teacher sampie, pupils were inevitably engaged in
activities they did not enjoy, knowing {or having been told by the teacher) that
these leamning tasks were ‘necessary’ or ‘important’. This viewpoint was expressed
by teachers from both grammar and secondary schools.

NON-ENIOYMENT IN THE CURRICULUM AS EXPERIENCED OCCURS WHEN

. THEREIS:

Theory Well rhey don t enjoy tke theory, especralb/ when vou are
. tantalisingly close to the workshop. ... Bui theres one period that,
. describing it, drawing it and copying down ... they don 't really

: want ro do that rhey would rather use zt (t@chnoiogy teache

Wntmg and takmg notes _ They don t enjoy the recordmg, havmg to settle down after they
¢ have been doing something that s enjoyable, to write about it. They &
really do hate it, but it’s o skill they need to learn, I think {science I

teacher).

. 50 thef'e isa certam necavszty zf you lzke to take notes rake
rhem home, sit down and learn them, but they accept that as well,
that [learning] just doesn t all go in because they are saying it and
¢ using it and dealing with it in the classroom. I think they accept
- the fact that they have to take it home, sit down and learn it, which

rkey never ﬁnd partzcularly axcztmg or eryoyable (French teacher)

Léérnmg at home

Hard/repetitive learning | Some.tzmes itis not enjoyabfe You have to be honest and face that
¢ fact. Sometimes, it is hard grind and repetitive and all the rest of
i it, but you have to overcome that and hopefully the nice bit will
i come after that and you can forget the old boring bit (French

© teacher).

It all very well making it interesting and enjovable all the time,
i but you have still got to teach them maths at the end of the day
maths teacher)

i f nd thczt I really at some Srage have to say ‘Right, ﬂm is how
. it works; learn this, please, and we will test you on this’. And &
. for some of them I can see that that takes away from their enjoyment
of it (French teacher) |

Assessment

T hezr pefceptzon u; thc;z ;ou have lo do homework 50 that brmgs )
. everything down (RE teacher).

Homework

AR

A further viewpoint noted simply the occasions when pupil non-enjoyment
occurred, citing particularly assessment as both a source of pressure and a general
factor in diminishing pupils’ enjoyment. A focus on homework was also recognised
as a feature of pupils’ curriculum as experienced militating against enjoyment.
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7.7 Curriculum as internalised
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When teachers spoke about enjoyment and pupils’ learning in terms of internalising
(i.e. actually understanding or mastering curriculum activities), two very different
associations emerged in their discourse. These were, in effect, inversions of the
direction of causality, i.e. some teachers emphasised that internalisation resulted
in enjoyment {/ understand; therefore I enjoy), while others spoke in terms of a
belief that enjoyment ensured internalisation {/ enjoy, therefore I understand).
These seem quite stark ditferences, the former more readily conceding that, while
actual experiences of the curriculum might not be fun or enjoyable at the time, the
end result of internalisation meant engagement and satisfaction occurred eventually;
the latter putting enjoyment of the task as a vital conduit or precursor to successful
learning.

Thus, when the idea of internalisation/achievement resulting in enjoyment was
evident, teachers pinpointed mastery and understanding; the successful completion
of a task; and opportunities for success through guidance and modelling by the
teacher. By the same equation, the occasions when there was ‘no right answer’
would count as achievement leading to enjoyment, as would the use of praise and
encouragement, in that teacher reactions and behaviours were signalling
achievement and esteemn on behalf of the pupil.

When enjoyment was the mechanism or precursor to internalisation/achievement,
then teachers generally pinpointed pupils’ personal interest or investment in the
learning activity: ‘ownership’ of the product in practical subjects or being
encouraged to express personal ideas. Alternatively, identification with the content
(or relevance) was cited: subjects that included references to home, family, personal
interests like sport or hobbies were enjoyed and meant better learning.
Manufacturing personal investment, e.g. through empathy work in history or
English, similarly created an enjoyable personal investment in the content which
ensured internalisation. Discussing adult issues, using real-life teaching aides,
might similarly excite interest and investment, but perhaps implies that associations
with ‘school’ and ‘pupilness’ are, by definition, less enjoyed by pupils.

Pupil perspectives on how enjoyment featured as a component of understanding
or ‘internalising’ curriculum experiences were not greatly evident in the data,
This in turn may reflect how rarely the criterion of enjoyment is made explicit in
pupils’ curriculum mastery, or that no specific question was posed which asked
pupils to speculate directly on why and how they learn best. Notwithstanding
this, several pupils mentioned in passing ‘understanding’ and ‘learning better’
because (or when) they experienced enjoyable learning opportunities, with some
of the different criteria for enjoyment featuring in these remarks.

Thus, there were examples of internalisation happening if ...
o pupils felt they were ‘having fun’ and undertaking practical activities:

Because you learn when you are having fun. You learn about levers
when you are making toys and such. ... It'’s easier learning while you
are having fun because sometimes you get really bored if people are
explaining things to you. But it’s really good when you are actually
able to do the things. ... If someone says about levers and then you
are able to go and make something that § to do with it, it sort of explains
it more to you (female, Year 8).



ENJOYMENT

It feels Tike an awful ldt of work, but it s fun and you don't think you
are getting much, but you are (female, Year 8).

Ireally enjoved the science about the Tellytubbies because it was very
Junny and it made everyvthing easier to understand (female, Year 9).

o pupils felt the teacher made them relaxed:

You can relax in her class. I think if a teacher makes you relax, you
learn more (female, Year 10).

Some teachers are more relaxed, but you still get more work done
{male, Year 10).

«  pupils could learn from peers:

Interviewee: I do like particular subjects. ... It'’s not all practical but [the
ones where] you are working with your friends. Its easier to
work [in those]. You think teachers always understand, but
they don’t always understand, because they are wiser like, but
Jriends would, '

Interviewer: Understand what?

Interviewee: Understand how well you are getting on with your work and if
vou need help. Teachers, you tell them, but some of them don 't
deal with it properly. Some of them just say “You should do
this’ and then you still don t understand. If friends kmow, then
they can tell you in an easier way and it § easier {10 understand]
{female, Year 10).

And what of the other correlation between enjoyment and internalisation, namely
that mastery and understanding create the experience of enjoyment? One example
of'this version of the direction of causality did surface in the interview programine:

Sometimes, when I say the maths was hard, it got boring. But whenever
Tunderstood, aftera while I got really into it and really liked it (female,
mid-engaged, high attainer, Year 9).

Another pupil hinted at how non-mastery contributed to lack of engagement and
internalisation in torn:

[1 don’t likel Aistory and science. ... Whenever [ go to those classes, 1
can 't wait to get out {because] I am not good at them and they are dull
and it makes it harder to learn (male, low-engaged, high attainér, Year
10).

Whilst these remarks can represent only glimpses at the role enjoyment might
play in internalisation, overall they do suggest that informal and active learning
opportunities can have a significant — and perhaps understated — place in pupils’
successful acquisition of the knowledge and skills contained in the NIC. The
actual components of an enjoyable curriculum (e.g. variety, activity, collaborative
learning) showed much similarity between pupils and teachers. However, pupils’
remarks seem to suggest that this recognition does not always get translated into
curriculum content or its mediation.
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In the Year 9 and Year 10 pupil questionnaires, a specific item was included to
encourage pupils’ reflections on statements pertaining to how far they were
involved and engaged in their learning. The following analysis considers pupils’
responses to this item. The chosen statements on engagement included ‘f find it
hard to concentrate in some subjects’ and ‘I find some subjects boring’. These
were intended to unpick how far the young people cited themselves as agents of
curriculum disengagement as opposed to the curriculum itself being non-engaging.
Other statements sought more general attitudes to school, such as whether or not
the young person ‘looked forward to coming to school’ or whether they felt they
were ‘doing well’ at school, and whether they could access help.

7.8 ‘{ind it hard to concentrate in some subjects’

Table 7.5

6;fera11

Overall sample | %

This section considers the extent to which pupils acknowledged whether or not
they found it *hard to concentrate’ in some subjects, the intention being to explore
issues surrounding pupils’ assessment of their capacity to consistently focus upon
and therefore access the curriculum.

Pupil responses to ‘I find it hard fo concentrate in some subjects’ overall and by
gender

Boys
Girls

Gender

A A R R S P e R

67
81

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years & and 10 Pupil Surveys
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TFable 7.5 shows that:

«  higher percentages of Year 10 pupils (82 per cent) acknowledged that they
found it hard to concentrate than Year 9 pupils (74 per cent); and

+  higher proportions of girls than boys in both year groups noted that they
found it hard to concentrate in some subjects, although by Year 10, the gap
had decreased, indicating that boys in Year 10 reported they were increasingly
less able to concentrate in some subjects,

Other analyses revealed, perhaps somewhat surprisingly, that the acknowledgement
that it was hard to concentrate in some subjects increased according to levels of
attainment. For example, just over four-fifths (82 per cent) of Year 9 high attainers
answered ‘yes’ to this question, compared with just under three-quarters of pupils
in the middle group (73 per cent) and two-thirds in the low-attaining group (66
per certt).
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7.9

Table 7.6

Overail ;
population

Overall ' :
Gender

Predictably, the opposite trend was identified when considering levels of

engagement. Nearly all the Year 9 pupils in the low engagement category (97 per
cent) stated that they found it hard to concentrate in some subjects, compared
with just under half of high-engaged pupils (49 per cent). However, a striking
feature is the increase in the proportion of pupils in Year 101in the ‘high’ engagement
category stating that they found it hard to concentrate in some subjects. This rose
from just under half in Year 9 (49 per cent) to nearly two-thirds in Year 10 (62 per
cent).

Pupils attending grammar schools were considerably more likely than pupils
attending secondary schools to acknowledge that they found it hard to concentrate.
For example, 91 per cent of Year 10 grammar school pupils as opposed to 76 per
cent of Year 10 secondary school pupils found it hard to concentrate in some
subjects.

‘l find some subjects boring’

This section considers an indicator of the extent to which pupils acknowledged
Ievels of interest in the curriculum, focusing on their attitudinal engagement with
some subjects. Responses from pupils regarding the question of whether or not
they found some subjects boring generally followed the trends identified previously
in relation to acknowledgements of finding it hard to concentrate in some subjects.
However, the overall results revealed that pupils in both year groups were more
likely to state that they found some subjects boring than to say that they found it
hard to concentrate in some subjects. Hence, it could be argued that disengagement
was construed as resulting more from the curriculum (inaccessibility, irrelevance,
etc), rather than from the pupils themselves.

Fupil responses io *f fmd some subjects boring’ overall and by gender
HE PR

e e S

{ No response |

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Table 7.6 shows that only slightly more girls than boys (in both year groups)
found some subjects boring — overall, the results show much commonality between
the genders.

The numbers of pupils who noted that they found some subjects boring varied
according to levels of attainment, ranging from about three-quarters of Year 9
low-attaining pupils (74 per cent) to just under nine-tenths of those in the high
attainment group (89 per cent). This was also the case for the Year 10 cohort, in
which nearly all of pupils in the upper attainment group stated that they found
some subjects boring {98 per cent) compared to 91 per cent of low attainers.
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In line with these findings, higher percentages of pupils attending grammar schools
found some subjects boring than did pupils attending secondary schools. For
example, just under nine-tenths of grammar school pupils (88 per cent) as opposed
to just over three-quarters of secondary school pupils in Year 9 (77 per cent) found
some subjects boring. Although this general trend is repeated in the Year 10 cohort,
greater percentages of pupils acknowledged being bored, and this increase was
especially apparent for pupils of secondary schools, as it was for low attainers.

7.10 ‘1 look forward to coming to school’

Table 7.7

e o R TR SR

This section focuses on pupils’ responses to a series of statements for which they
were asked to quantify, on a five-point scale, the extent to which they agreed or
disagreed with them. The mean scores were calculated — the lower the mean
score, the greater the level of agreement (see Table 7.7). Again, the intention was
to investigate patterns of engagement and involvement with school in relation to
various pupil and school characteristics.

The degree to which pupils agreed ‘! fook forward to coming to schoof in mean
scores

1 = strongly agree; 5 = strongly disagree

(i.e. the lower the mean, the stronger pupils’ level of agreement)

B S O R

S S e e

Source: NIC Cohort Study. Years 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Year 9 Year 10
Boy 3.6 3.6
Girl 33 3.1
1ow-attaining pupils 35 35
Mid-attatning pupils 34 33
High-attaining pupils 34 3.3
Low-engaged pupils 43 43 i
Mid-engaged pupils 3.7 35 %
High-engaged pupils 23 22 f;g
Middle-class pupils 3.4 33 g
Working-class pupils 35 34 7
Pupils in scheols with low FSM eligibility 35 33 gﬁ
Pupils in schools with medium FSM eligibility 34 34 .
Pupils in schools with high FSM eligibility 34 3.2 %ﬁ:
Secondary school pupils 3.4 33 &
Grammar school pupils 35 34 7
Pupils in small schools 35 34
Pupils in medium schools 33 3.3
Pupils in large schools 35 34
Overall mean i 34 34

e e
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When considering the entire sample, it is apparent that pupils tended to disagree
slightly with the statement that they looked forward to going to school. In Year 9
and Year 10, boys were consistently less likely than girls to agree that they looked
forward to attending school. Girls in Year 10 actually showed an increase in
agreement with this engagement statement compared to their Year 9 score.
Attainment levels had very hitile effect on the degree to which pupils looked forward
to attending school, although those in the lowest categories were the least likely
to look forward to school. For both year groups, the least engaged pupils were by
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far the most likely to acknowledge that they did not look forward to going to
school. Similarly, the most engaged pupils agreed that they looked forward to
attending school. .

7.11 ‘I find most of my subjects interesting’

Pupils were asked to respond to a statement that they found most subjects
interesting, designed to provide insights into their involvement with the curriculum.
it is interesting to note that pupils were more likely to acknowledge that they
found most subjects interesting than they were to agree that they looked forward
to going to school (see Table 7.8), '

Table 7.8 The degree to which pupils agreed ‘! find most of my subjects interesting’ in mean
scores o -
1 = strongly agree; 3 = strongly disagree
{i.e. the lower the mean, the stronger pupils’ ievel of agreement)

R S S A
Year 16

Boy 2.9
Girt , 2.6
Low-attaining pupils ; 2.6 : 2.7
Mid-attaining pupils : 2.6 ' : 2.7 {
High-artaining pupils : 2.8 © 28
Low-engaged pupils 3.8 - 3.9 :
Mid-engaged pupils 25 ; 2.6 ;
High-engaged pupils 1.9 : 1.9.
Middle-class pupiis 27 2.7 .
Working-class pupils 2.7 28 ;/
Pupils in schools with low FSM eligibility | 2.8 29 ;fj
Pupils in schools with medium FSM eligibility 2.6 28 %
Pupils in schools with high FSM eligibility ; 2.6 ; 2.5 ;ﬁ
Secondary school pupils ; 2.6 2.7 %
Grammar school pupils 2.9 : 2.9 5
Pupils in small schools ' 2.6 2.6
Pupils in medium schools : 2.6 2.7
Pupils in large schools 28 2.9 :
Overall mean 2.7 2.8

R P e U e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 8 and 10 Pypt Surveys

Year 9 pupils were slightly more likely than Year 10 pupils to agree that they
found most subjects interesting, and girls were also slightly more inclined than
boys to acknowledge this, especially in Year 10. Pupils in all attainment groups
were fairly consistent in the level of agreement that they found most subjects
interesting, although in both year groups, high attainers acknowledged this to a
slightly lesser extent. Similarly, there was a greater acknowledgement that most
subjects were interesting from secondary school pupils than from grammar school
pupils in both year groups. A different pattern is evident when pupils’ levels of
engagement are considered, which suggests that those pupils who were the most
disengaged were by far the least likely to acknowledge that they found most subjects
interesting, Conversely, the most engaged pupils agreed heavily with this statement
in both years.
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7.12 ‘1 know | can always ask for help when | don’t
understand’

This section focuses on the extent to which pupils considered they could ask for
help (see Table 7.9). Alongside academic or subject-related issues, notions of
feeling isolated from the curriculum and its providers may be key factors in
disengagement. For example, if pupils who are struggling with subject content
feel that they cannot easily access the appropriate assistance, their disengagement
may be compounded. Equally, as Part 1 showed, a sense of having a supportive
teacher added to enjoyment of the curriculum.

Table 7.9 The degree to which pupils agreed ‘I know [ can always ask for help when | don’t
understand in mean scores
1 = strongly agree; 5 = strongly disagree _
{i.e. the lower the mean, the stronger pupils’ level of agreement)

B

ﬁ&ﬁ%ﬁ%&?ﬁﬁ?ﬁ@fﬁ?ﬂ@eﬁ’-&‘?&“‘éﬁ'&‘}’@?@f@f’@iﬁfﬁi{ﬁﬁ%fbﬂ’:.-‘ﬁ’i-?ﬁ@'f‘\?f'{"
@

Year ¢ Year 16
% Bcl)y ‘ : 23 ; - 2.5 ;:ff
. Girl : 2.3 : 23 j%
;:é Low-attaining pupils : 21 2.0 f’f:
©  Mid-attaining pupils 22 ‘ 2.3 .
§ High-attaining pupils ; 2.6 ] 2.6 ?
§ Low-engaged pupils : 2.8 ‘ 2.8 ?ﬁ
& Mid-engaged pupils 23 2.3 ﬁ
% High-engaged pupils 1.9 1 2.0 yf
7 Middle-class pupils 2.3 2.5 o
2 Working-class pupiis _ 22 2.3 g
% Pupils in schools with low FSM eligibility 2.5 2.6 .
. Pupils in schools with medium FSM eligibility 22 23 :é
~  Pupils in schools with high FSM eligibility 2.0 2.0 ;
? Secondary school pupiis : 2.1 , 2.2 é
# Grammar school pupils f 2.7 2.7 ﬁ
§ Pupils in small schools 2.1 2.1
#  Pupils in medium schools 2.2 23 %
% Pupils in large schools 25 23 %
f% Overall mean 2.3 2.4 %
Qz}'ﬁé’%ﬂg}?ﬁ‘-ﬁW@m%?ﬁ?ﬁﬂﬁwﬁ‘ﬁ@ﬁ?ﬁﬁ%%ﬁ‘ff*ﬁ*i‘-?%‘"ﬁﬁ%&@?ﬂﬁﬁfé‘ﬁ}&’ﬁéﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁ%*L&Yﬁ’%@r’ﬂ'ﬁﬁs’%W%%é@&ﬁw-ﬂ%@ﬁﬁ@ﬁwmm@%&ﬁ@

Source: NIC Cohort Siudy: Years 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Pupils were generally very inclined to agree that they felt that they could always
ask for help, Year 9 pupils slightly more so than Year 10 pupils. In Year 10, girls
agreed with this statement to a marginally higher degree than boys. Interestingly,
in both years, high-attaining pupils did not feel that they could always ask for
help to the same extent as their low- and mid-attaining peers. The reverse pattern
can be seen in terms of engagement, as the more engaged pupils were far more
likely to acknowledge that they could always ask for help than the lesser engaged
pupils. Pupils attending schools with low levels of free school meal eligibility
(reflecting increased affluence and social class) felt less able to always ask for
help than those in schools with higher levels in both year groups. Similarly,
secondary school pupils were considerably more likely to agree that they could
always ask for help than were grammar school pupils.
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7.13 ‘I am doing well at school’

This section presents insights into the extent to which pupils agreed with a statement

relating to their school performance as a means of assessing their perceptions of

their engagement with school (see Table 7.10). The association of mastery of

learning tasks and en;oyment as cited by some teachers in Part 1, is further explored
- here.. :

Table 7.10  The degree 1o which pupils agreed ‘J think | am doing well at school in mean
sCores
1 = strongly agree; 5 = strongly disagree
(i.e. the lower the mean, the stronger pupils’ level of agreement)
e

Girl : 24 23
Low-attaining pupils _ : 2.5 : 2.4
Mid-attaining pupils 2.4 23
High-attaining pupils 23 2.3
Low-engaged pupils 2.8 2.7
Mid-engaged pupils 2.4 23
High-engaged pupils ‘ 2.1 : 2.0 .
Middle-class pupils : 23 Z 23 ;f,
Working-class pupils ;. 24 i 24 .
Pupils in schools with low FSM eligibility 2.5 . 24 .
Pupils in schools with medium FSM eligibility 2.4 _ 23 %
Pupils in schools with high FSM eligibility 2.2 2.2 %
Secondary school pupils 2.4 3 2.3 fg:
Grammar school pupils 2.5 j 24 %
Pupils in small schools ) 2.3 5 2.3 g
Pupils in medium schools : 2.5 23 g_f
Pupils in large schools :‘ 2.3 o
Over m’l mean 2.4

e S D S L SR i et B R L

Source NIC Cohort Stua‘y Years 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

It is noteworthy that there were only slight differences in extent to which pupils in
low, medium and high attainment groupings in both years agreed that they were
doing well at school. When considering pupils’ levels of engagement with school,
greater differences can be identified. Inboth year groups, the less engaged pupils
were, the less likely they were to agree that they were doing well at school.

221




IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

7.14 ‘I worry about some subjects’

This section considers the extent to which pupils agreed that they worried about
some subjects as a further means of assessing pupils’ levels of engagement and
involvernent with school and the curriculum (see Table 7.11).

Table 7.11  The degree to which pupils agreed ‘f worry about soime subjects’ in mean scores
1 = strongly agree; 5 = strongly disagree
{i.e. the lower the mean, the stronger pupils® level of agreement)

S R S R A T R

Year 9 Year 10
Roy ' b 2.6
Girl ‘ 2.2 : 2.3
Low-attaining pupils ; 23 I 2.5
Mid-attaining pupils . 2.4 24
High-attaining pupils - 2.3 24
Low-engaged pupils 23 E 24
Mid-engaged pupils 1 2.4 : 2.4
High-engaged pupils 2.4 : 2.5
Middle-class pupils 2.3 : 24
Working-class pupils : 2.4 25
Pupils in schools with low FSM eligibility 2.3 ; 2.4
Pupiis in schools with medium FSM eligibility 23 i 258
Pupils in schools with high FSM eligibility | 2.5 : 24
Secondary school pupils 2.5 2.5
Grammar school pupils ] 22 - 23
Pupils in small schools 2.5 2.6
Pupils in medium schools 2.3 24
Pupils in large schools 2.3 2.4
Overall mean : 2.4 : 2.5 %
R A A T e

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Years 9 and 10 Pupil Surveys

Year 10 pupils appeared to worry slightly less about some subjects than Year 9
pupils did, and girls were aiso more likely than boys to acknowledge that they
worried. Grammar school pupils in both year groups agreed that they worried
about some subjects to a greater extent than secondary school pupils did.
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7. 15 Some concluding remarks

Th.e precedmg sections have presented 1n51ghts into puplls levels of engagement
and involvement with school, analysed in terms of a series of variables. This
section now provides some concluding comments, focusing on the major issues
and points, some of which confirm and reinforce, as well as contributing further
dimensions to, established views.

- It is possible to propose a subtle, but noticeable, drop-off in pupils’ engagement
with school, in terms of expressions of interest in school and curriculum activities,

- between Year 9 and Year. 10. This is illustrated, for example, by more pupils
finding it hard to concentrate and more saying that they found some subjects
boring. Within this overall trend, certain groups and types.of pupils were more
likely to exhibit these signs than others. As could be expected, the pupils who
were least engaged showed the most dissatisfaction with their school experiences.
Perhaps surprisingly, by Year 10, the highest attainers were increasingly likely to
state that they were finding it hard to concentrate and that they found some subjects
boring.

Boys traditionally have been seen as being particularly vulnerable to disengagement
from school. The transition from Year 9 fo Year 10 shows that, aithough girls
© were generally more likely to acknowledge that they found it difficult to
concentrate, by Year 10, boys were becoming increasingly likely to say this,
indicating increasing disengagement from school. Tt is interesting to note that
boys were also less likely than girls to agree that they worried about some subjects,
and in Year 10 were less likely to acknowledge that they felt they could ask for
help. Girls were also more likely to agree that they looked forward to coming to
school. Hence boys appeared to be slightly more d1slocated from school.

Grammar school pupils were more likely to acknowiedge that they found it hard
to concentrate and that some subjects were boring, and they agreed less sirongly
* than pupils attending secondary schools that they found some subjects interesting.
- Grammar school pupils displayed further signs of disengagement in that they were
slightly more Tikely to.acknowledge that they were not doing well at school.
- Moreover, they were markedly less likely to. be able to ask for help and agreed
that they looked forward to attending school less than secondary school pupils
did.

It is also interesting to note that pupils in the highest attainment categories were
also the most likely to display possible signs of disengagement, such as finding
some subjects boring and feeling the least able to ask for help. However, these
pupils were also the most mchned to agree that they looked forward to coming to
school. ‘

Pupils (in both years) were more inclined to say that subjects were boring than

that they themselves had concentration problems. Hence, perhaps the curriculum,
" rather than the self, was being pinpointed as a major cause of disengagement.
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In order to gain further insight into pupils’ enjoyment of and engagement (or lack
of) with the curriculum,.an analysis was undertaken of three of the full-day
classroom observations conducted in the case-study schools and the subsequent
post-observation interviews with pupils. For each year of Key Stage 3, an
observation was chosen which involved classmartes of differing levels of
engagement and attainment, as shown below. (Pupils’ names have been changed
t0 preserve anonymity.)

YEAR 8 analysis of a full-day observation in a secondary school, involving:
Euvan: low-engaged, high attainer;
Tom: mid-engaged, mid-attaining pupil; and
_ Harriet:  high-engaged, low attainer.

YEAR 9: analysis of a full-day observation in a secondary schoel, involving:
" Brendan: low-engaged, low attainer; '
Caroline: mid-engaged, low attainer; and
Joshua: high-engaged, high attainer.

YEAR 10: analysis of a full-day observation in a grammar school, invelving:
Craig: low-engaged, high attainer; and
Daniel:  high-erigaged, high atfainer.

The key findings to emanate from the analysis of these observations and the post-
observation interviews are presented in two parts: a summary of the main themes
to emerge is presented (see 7.16), followed by descriptive comments detailing
individual pupils’ accounts of the most or least enjoyable lesson of the observed
day (see 7.17). '

7.16 Main themes emerging from the observations

224

From the analysis of the observations and the post-observation interviews, a number
of main themes emerged. Firstly, there were cornmonalities in the reactions and
observed behaviours of the pupils according to their level of engagement. All the
high-engaged pupils shared a positive outlook, and all the low-engaged pupils
employed work-evasion tactics. Despite the similarities in the classroom behaviour
of the low-engaged pupils, however, there was also evidence of the individual
nature of the roots of disengagement, Further, the observations and the youngsters’
responses provided further clarification of the role of the teacher and the activities
key in maintaining pupils’ enjoyment of lessons. Each of these main themes is
described in greater detail below.
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7.16.1 Positive outlook of high-engaged pupils

The high-engaged pupils were positive about the lessons they experienced on
their observed days. Harriet enjoyed every lesson - ‘I liked them all’ — whilst, for
Joshua, the only unpalatable aspect was break time ‘because you don't have
anything to do except stand and look at each other’. Daniel disliked his second
single period of French for the day because it had not extended his leamning. Itis
interesting perhaps that he did not highlight RE, the lesson which his classmate,
Craig, had least enjoyed and during which the general behaviour of their class
declined into what the researcher present described as *shouting’, ‘noisy, deliberate,
challenging coughing’ and *silly noises’. Daniel took no part in this and did not
know what had led his class to be ‘really fidgety ... gll worked up ... hyper really’
during the lesson, possibly suggesting that he was not prone to the feelings which
incited this behaviour.

7.16.2 Evasion tactics of low-engaged pupils

Although a lack of engagement was not necessarily evident in a pupil’s behaviour
~ in the classroom (see Tom’s cameo in 7.17), each of the low-engaged pupils was
seen to involve themselves in work-evasion tactics.

. In a geography lesson, during which the class was required to draw a map
" showing the location of shanty towns in Kenya, Brendan was noticed ‘talking
to the pupil behind him, while the class continues with the work’ and ‘walking
around the classroom, standing at the teacher s desk, sharpening pencils,

then walking around again’.

a In his art lesson, in which he was required to continue his still life painting
in a Cubist style, Craig was persistently observed talking to his neighbours,
while the rest of the class ‘focused well’: ‘Craig is getting on but he is
gossiping and chattering as well’; ‘Craig is really not getting on, he is
distracted and lost in conversation’; *Craig s group is still the centre of some
gossip’. :

»  Euan was continually seen ‘“whispering” or ‘talking’ in his lessons, and he
was the only low-engaged pupil to be strongly reprimanded by teachers:
once for hiding a classmate’s school bag, and secondly, in a music lesson
when he was moved to the front for flicking his pen across the room.

Interestingly, however, Craig and Euan, both low-engaged, high-attaining pupils,
were selective in their misdemeanours. Craig, for example, ‘gossiped’ in his art
class where ‘we are allowed to fall’, but *I didn ¢ start talking’ in his ‘horing’ RE
lesson during which many of his classmates were ‘extremely noisy’, presumably
because he was aware that this was unacceptable behaviour in this setting. Equally,
in his music lesson, after being scolded for throwing his pen, Euan made amends:
he answered the teacher’s next question to receive praise, and five minutes later,
as the behaviour of much of the class degenerated, it is observed that: ‘Fuan
seems much more interested now and participates by answering lots of questions’.
Further, Fuan did not instigate disobedience: the researcher noted he was drawn
in as a group of boys who had been ‘carrving on’ from the beginning of the lesson
grew increasingly disruptive.
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7.16.3 Roots of disengagement

There was evidence of how personal the stimulus of disengagement could be.
Take, for example, Craig and Euan: although both were low-engaged, high-
attaining pupils, the source of their dissatisfaction appeared very different. For
Euan, the stimulus of his disengagement appeared to be the sedentary nature of
school. His most enjoyed lesson was geography during which the class had
completed a traffic survey in the town centre: ‘Being outside in the town. You got
to do whatever you wanted.” In contrast, his least enjoyed lesson was maths: ‘e
Jtist had to sit and do all the different sums.” His suggestion to improve this maths
lesson was ‘going outside — we've done this before and counted different kinds of
cars and put them all down then done tables and bar charts’. For Craig, the
stimulus of his disengagement in the classroom appeared to be a lack of challenge.
His most enjoyed lesson was maths ‘because it was more difficuit than usual’ (as
shown in a cameo to follow), whereas his least enjoyed lesson was RE: ‘The
dictation at the start was probably the most boring. It was just like writing, but
then the debate at the end was a bif more better.” And his suggested improvement
that the class should have been given ‘guestions or something to do, not just
dictation, because we have done that’ would hdve increased the challenge of the
lesson. With Craig, #t appeared that the ¢hallenge had to be achievable. He felt
that his classmates had most enjoyed their art lesson on the observed day because
‘... most of them are quite good at art, so ity enjoyable’; he, however, ‘was fust
not happy at art’ and because of this, his behaviour suffered: ‘Because I find it
difficult, I decided to talk. '

Although the root of their disengagement in the classroom was different, it may
be significant that when both these low-engaged, high-attaining pupils recounted
why they had disliked a lesson and suggested improvement to it, they referred to
the style of mediation. In contrast, when Daniel, a high-engaged, high-attaining
pupil, relaved why he had not enjoved French, he cited the content of the lesson
which he felt had not expanded his learning. This may provide some indication of
the different mindsets of high- and low-engaged, high-attaining pupils: that
mediation can disengage low-engaged high attainers, but high-engaged high
aitainers can rise above this. For Brendan, a low-engaged low attainer, as shown
in his cameo below, it appeared that the effort involved as well as the mediation
and content contributed to his dislike of his history lesson.

7.16.4 The role of the teacher

“The importance of the teacher’s role in maintaining pupils’ level of engagement

during the course of a lesson emerged clearly in the observations. In three of the
lessons in which observed pupils felt their classmates had experienced difficulty
in concentrating, the teacher had been unable to assert their authority over the
pupils and prevent the class from talking. Caroline, for example, relayed how the
lack of engagement evident in her sport and recreation lesson — *... everybody just
turned off and messed around’ — was * ... because of the teacher. She's not very
good at controlling us. She doesn't make you sit down and do your work or
nothing’,
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7.16.5 Features of enjoyable lessons

Finally, although much has been said already in this chapter regarding the types
of activities which pupils found enjoyable, the observations and related post-
observation interviews provided further confirmation of the importance of activity
and practical tasks in enjoyed learning.

Four of the eight pupils whose observations were analysed highlighted a class
which involved practical work as their most enjoyed Iesson of the day. Euan and
Tom both cited their geography lesson, during which they had conducted a traffic
survey in the town centre; and Daniel and Brendan identified art lessons. However,
it was evident from their responses that it was not only the practical nature of the
tasks that they found appealing.

For Daniel, a high-engaged high attainer, enjoyment was gleaned from the freedom
and rare opportunity to work under his own direction afforded to him in art—*...
it§ nice sometimes just to get away and be able fo do your own thing without the
teachers telling vou what to do’ — thus again noting the ingredient of ‘autonomy’
highlighted earlier.

For Brendan, a low-engaged low attainer, the appeal lay in the manageability of
the work and the lesser effort involved after a day in which he had done a French
test, deawn a map and answered questions about Kenyan shanty towns in geography,
learnt how to spell ‘ie” words in English, calculated probability in maths, and
written a newspaper article about *The Flight of the Earls’ in history: ‘We were
drawing, just ordinary drawing ... you didn’t have to do very much. All you had
to do was sit down and draw.’ '

Finally, the extent and challenge of leaming emerged in the observation data. As
highlighted earlier, Craig’s most enjoyed lesson challenged him in the conceptual
level of the work, and Caroline relayed how she felt she and the rest of her class
had enjoyed their geography lesson because ‘we Jearnt loads’. Moreover, Daniel
and Tom cited lessons that involved little new learning as their least enjoyed of
the observed day. Thus, when pupils were given opportunities to focus very
specifically on recent and actual enjoyed curriculum experiences (rather than
general and retrospective reflection), the ingredient of ‘mastery’ surfaced more
forcefully. The importance of differentiation (see Chapter 6) may thus be a final
implication from this analysis.
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7.17 The cameos

Presented below are six cameos which describe the observed lessons that individual
pupils enjoyed most or least. For each cameo, details of the lesson — the task
involved and the pupil’s behaviour as taken from the observation — are given first,
followed by the pupil’s responses in the post-cbservation interview and then an
analytical comment. The cameos were chosen in order to highlight the reactions
of pupils exhibiting differing levels of engagement, so for both the ‘most enjoyed
lessons’ and the ‘least enjoyed lessons’, a cameo fora low- mid- and high-engaged
pupil is presented.

Most enjoved lessons

YEAR 10 - CRAIG: LOW-ERGAGED, HIGH ATTAINER

e

Lesson

Task

Observed behavmur ;

228

Pupil’s view

Comment

Maths

* elimination method’ to work out simultaneous equations, and were then
: requxred to complete some caiculanons :

- “very attentive and on task’ and ‘all working well’. Craig was seen
: concentmtmg well as zs the resz of the class

Cra1g identified tlus as rhe most enjoyable lesson of the observed day

. remarked that out of all his lessons he had learnt most during this maths
; class

j Ah;gh attannﬂg but low—engaged gramrnar schooi pupﬁ Craug s most
i enjoyed lesson challenged him in the conceptual level of the work. In
. his reference to the work being ‘karder’ and ‘more difficult than usual’,
| there was perhaps the implcation that he was seldom stretched. Given
. the high level of attention that was observed for the class as a whole, it is

¢ it was that ‘when the children are given something that is relatively
* challenging for them and it is put forward as being hard, they knuckle
¢ down to it and they are concentrating extremely well’.

RO

A 40-mmute maths Eesson n whach pupﬁs were mtroduced to ‘the hardest

During the lesson, the class was contmually observed to be ‘very quzet

*because it was more difficult than usual — it was harder’. He also

possible that others shared Craig’s feeling and were enjoying the
challenge. Indeed, the researcher in the classroom noted how ‘interesting’

R e
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YEAR9 CAROLINE: MID-ENGAGED, LOW ATTAINER

e T T

B o -@i«‘??—?".#fg

Lesson

Task

Observed behaviour

i N N ST I e e A,

Pupil’s view

Comiment

A

YEAR 8 - HARRIET HIGHnENGAGED LOW ATTAINER

. showing the location of shanty towns in Kenya, and then answer related
quesuons from the textbook

. enjoyed most and found most interesting ‘because we learnt loads of

¢ of'the class. Her reference to ‘sitting down and studying’ is noteworthy
* perhaps given that pupils’ dislike of sedentary tasks has been a recuring
. theme of this chapter. Very similar to Craig’s comments above, Caroline’s

Geography

- A 40-minute lesson, dunng whxch the class was requ:red 0 draw a map

Throughout the lesson, the ciass was observed to be “working well” and
‘very quiet’, which the researcher noted was ‘unusual’ compared with
other lessons. All of the class were producing ‘very colourful maps’,
mcludmg Caroime who was contmuaily observed tobe workm awa

. Caroline feit thax thls was the lesson which she and her classmates had

geagraphy We sat down and studied’. She tound it ‘far beiter’ because
‘we were a’omg more. work and all ’

For Caroline, the appeal of the lesson was il the amount of 1ea1mng that
had taken place - a feeling that she believed had been shared by the rest

R

response shows another aspect of pupil enjoyment; the sense of
achievement inherent in “learning loads’.

S R B G i

R A S R R R A R R e el

R R s )

Lesson

‘ History

Task

Observed behavmur

Pupil’s view

AR

The teacher mtroduced a new theme on the ‘Normans is} Ireiand’ The
¢ lesson was fast paced with the teacher ‘falking all the time’ and the
. pupils were required to answer three sets of questions and draw a map in

: After some mmal noise, the teacher asserted his control over the class,

- and for the rest of the lesson, the pupils were ‘very quier’. Harriet was

- seen o be working hard ~ *keeping her head down’ —but the researcher

- also noted how ‘strained” she looked: ‘Harriet is sitting holding her
head lookmg very. ttred

¢ identified this as the most difficult class of the observed day; however, it

. why she had liked the lesson — *I don t know why’ - and when prompted

. z‘kem alf’

the course of this 40~mmute ciass

R

S

Perhaps reflected in her stramed’ appearance in the lesson Hamet

was also the most enjoyable. She was very uncertain as to the reason

2

by the researcher, her responses were no more revealing: she liked the
teacher but also ‘7 like what we 're doing’, though it was not just this
particular subject matter which was appealing, because ‘I like doing

O

A h1gh~engaged but low—attammg pupil, it is perhaps s1gmﬁcant that

i ‘Iceepz'ng ker head down’, as the researcher noted.

Harriet was s0 uncettain why she had enjoyed this lesson (additionally,
there was nothing she disliked on the observed day). Interestingly, some
reluctance o draw attention to herself was apparent in her behaviour —

A e e B e
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Least enioyed lessons

YEAR 9- BRENDAV LOW ENGAGED LOW ATTAINER

R R A R R

e

Lesson

Observed behaviour

Pupﬂ s view

Duﬁng tbzs 40 mmute lesson the ciass contmued to wrzte a newspaper
¢ article on the ‘thht of the Eatls’

5 ’,[“nroughout ﬂxe 1esson Brendan was obs;erved r,o be ‘guiet’ and apparently

: that™; the content — *.... the Nine Years Way, too boring ... no great
¢ stories about it”; and the effort involved — “work, work, work, work’. He

¢ just take all what the teacher says but that’s it - in the door, out rhe door

Hmtory

‘on task as Was the rest of the ciass

Citmg th1s lesson as the least enjoyed of the observed day, Brendan
bemoaned each aspect of it; the mediation — *... it§ just all “do this, do

was open about his lack of engagement with the lesson: ‘Thar¥ not foo
say Idon't do my work. Ido do my work. Isit down and do my work and

I forget what it is all abour

Comment

A
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5 As Brendan acknowledged, hiS lack of engagement did not outwardly

RIS

% took pleasure in the leaming process, whereas for Brendan, his main

manifest itself in misbehaviour, though he completed the tasks set without

- any enthusiasm and with little retention of what had been leamnt. It is

. noteworthy that he, a low-engaged and low-attaining pupil, should

- identify the mediation, content and the effort involved, as contributing
. to his dislike of the lesson, whereas Craig and Euan, both low-engaged,
but high-attaining pupils, solely cited mediation as the reason for the

lessons they disliked. It is also interesting to contrast his perspective
with that of his classmate, Caroline (see her earlier cameo}. Both were
low-attaining pupils, so both presumably experienced some difficulty
with the level of work. Caroline, however, who was more engaged,
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focus was on survxvmg the }esson
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YEAR 8 - TOM: MIB-ENGAGED, MID-ATTAINING PUPIL

°1°"'W°ﬁ.2$‘2:‘ﬁ¢325:’5>/&m‘}&Wﬁzﬁmﬁ&m‘fﬁdﬁ;}

Task - A 40-minute Jesson with a substitute teacher in which pupils had to
. measure the dimensions of different shapes and calculate the area and
penmcter of ea»ch

Observed beilaviour % The class’s behavxour durmg thlS les‘;on was seen to deteﬂorate from ‘a
low hum of noise’, to ‘the whispering gets louder’, to ‘there is a lot of
noise and pupils are talking to others across the classroom’. Tom was
not involved in this. Instead, it was observed that * Tom is working through
the questions quite quickly’; * Tom is working away and selecting different
colourea’ pencils to complete his questions’; and “Tom is working away”.

= ‘Maths was nothing. T had to do angles and ;ust learnt the vertical and
horizontal lines.”

‘Maths [wasn t u'nportant or usefu!] It & just we 've done it before.”

Comment Although from Tom 3 behawour in the classroom it appeared that he
was engaged in the lesson, his response to the lesson shows that he saw
no relevance in the task in hand and felt that he learnt nothing because
he had studied it previously. Further, when he was ‘working away’, he
¢ was not only completing the assigned questions, but in addition he did
. the homework due to be handed in that lesson ‘because I didn'tdoir. 3
. This perhaps reveals how deceptive a pupil’s behaviour can be and that

3
a lack of engagement may be masked by compliance. %
B B R B b S o &*‘Wﬁzﬁ?’-ﬁ}ﬁ’(g’k‘m’w&?@%
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YEAR 19 - DANIEL: HIGH-ENGAGED, HIGH ATTAINER

Lesson - French

& ..’}}?-:\@&’e‘-ﬁ"‘?%&%%

l‘ ask : The c!ass s second single period of French on the observed day, during
. which they finished one written exercise, constructing sentences to appear
under signs. They then completed a worksheet for which they had to

wnte orders in French

Observed behaviour Durmg the lesson, the class ‘listened fairly quietly’ to the teacher’s
© explanations. Daniel was observed to work through the exercises ‘quite
quz‘ckly’

Pupil’s view Damiel regarded this as the jeast enjoyable: lesson because ‘We had
already had French and it was pretty much the same thing. There wasn |

Damel disliked this French class because it had 1ot extcnded his learning.
Inadvertently, this disapproval of a lack of new learning may be indicative
¢ of his high level of engagement with his studies. More generally, there
¢ may be an issue here regarding the *Curriculum as Planned’ in that even
a high-engaged pupil found two separate periods of the same subject in
', one day difﬁcult to digf:sr_

Comment
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7.18 Conclusion
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A nmumber of key issues emerge from this analysis of the conceptualisation and
import of enjoyment as a curriculum characteristic. Central to the theme of
enjoyment are the alternative ‘formulae’ or interpretations of a direction of
causality: namely ‘we enjoy; therefore we learn/master’ versus ‘we learn/master;
therefore we enjoy’. The idea that learning can’t always be enjoyable, and that
work/learning and ‘fun’ are, in effect, absolute antonyms, did surface in both pupils’
and teachers’ thetoric. At other times, the interview data suggested that enjoyment
not just leavened but actually underpinned curriculum engagement and involvement
with learning. Moreover, the data suggest that it is the less engaged and lower-
attaining pupils who particularly operate with the former ‘formula’. Equally, given
some of the findings relating to greater enjoyment levels among pupils in secondary
schools and those with high FSM numbers, it may be that teachers who work with
pupils traditionally thought of as ‘at risk” of disengagement actually give enjoyment
greater emphasis.

Another central theme must be how crucial teacher mediation is to pupil enjoyment,
Teacher performance, enthusiasm and choice of pedagogical tasks all surfaced as
ingredients of enjoyment, as did, from the pupils’ perspective, those teachers who
were ‘fir’, ‘funny’ and created a ‘relaxed’ atmosphere. It was evident that low-

. engaged and low-attaining pupils made a much starker renunciation of lessons

where the teacher was not liked or was perceived as a poor mediator. The
observation data similarly showed how only high-engaged pupils could rise above
mediation and construct positive outcomes and -enjoyment from content alone.
Those mediation characteristics highlighted by pupils as aiding enjoyment, such
as providing help, taking time to explain, making it easy to understand, all surely
conveyed a sense of investment in-the individual learner by the teacher.

Curriculum experiences involving fun, creativity and practical work were
consistesnttly highlighted by all pupils. ‘Variety’ was noted particularly in Year 9,
along with class discussion and cooperative work. Higher-engaged and high-

‘attaining pupils selected autonomy and choice as sources of enjoyment. Most

significantly, enjoying work calibrated to ability (i.e. differentiation) was not in
the low-engaged pupils’ discourse: for them, enjoyment and fun equated with a
‘laugh’ and ‘not working’.

The sheer strength of pupils’ accounts of non-enjoyment experienced as monotony,
isolation, passivity and sedentariness (always or just... sitting, ... reading, listening,

.. writing} was a particularly powerful theme emerging from the data. Again,
differences between low- and high-engaged pupils related to the selectiveness
and severity of this dislocation. A steic resignation and a capacity to cope with

non-enjoyment were evident in the discourse of higher-engaged and attaining

pupils.

Not surprisingly, practical and physical subjects (PE, technology, IT, art) were
rated highly for enjoyment, but another important theme is surely that the vast
majority of subjects showed a decline in enjoyment ratings over the Key Stage.
Equally, although the high FSM sub-sample gave higher ratings to subjects, they
showed a steeper decline in enjoyment. In comparison, the low FSM sub-sample
showed less fall-off and more consistent ratings for subjects enjoyed throughout
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Key Stage 3. This was especially the case in English, maths and science. A
marked loss or decay of low attainers’ enjoyment throughout the Key Stage was
evident. Hidden within those findings also was the degree of fall-off in Year 9 for
girls; grammar school pupils (especially in science, French and maths); and also
for the low-engaged. All of this may suggest that pupil enjoyment and engagement
are vulnerable after the first vear of Key Stage 3, and those traditionally ‘at risk’
of curriculum and education dislocation are particularly prone to this decline. It
suggests somehow that the novelty value of the ‘new’ Key Stage curriculum wears
off or even perhaps that teachers retreat from an initial Year 8 focus on ensuring
enjoyment when planning and mediating curriculum experiences.
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8. THE CROSS-CURRICULAR THEM

8.1

Introduction

The NIC sets out four cross-curricular themes for study at Key-Stages | and 2:
Information Technology (IT), Health Education (HE), Cultural Heritage (CH) and
Education for Muinal Understanding (EMU). In addition to these, at Key Stages
3 and 4, two further themes are specified: Careers Education (CE) and Economic
Awareness {(EA). This chapter discusses pupils’ perceptions of these cross-
curricular themes (CCTs). Each vear in the annval pupil questionnaire, items on
IT and HE were included for those pupils who had studied these as separate
subjects, and in Year 10, a question on CE was added. Additionally, all case-
study pupils in Year 7 and a sub-sample each year in Key Stage 3 were asked
about their experiences of the CCTs. To provide context, in their interviews, their
teachers described how they had incorporated the themes into their teaching of
these pupils, and senior managers were asked about the organisation of CCTs in
the school. In the annual school questionnaire, a guestion was also included on
the planning of CCTs,

This chapter wiil consider the CCTs under the typology used elsewhere in this
report. The Cwrriculum as Specified, Planned and Mediated describes schools’®
and teachers’ coverage of the CCTs, and views on their roles in the NIC, The
Curriculum as Experienced and Internalised discusses each of the themes from
the pupils’ perspective.

8.2 CCTS as specified

234

There was some evidence that teachers were divided in their views of the merit of
the CCTs in the NIC. Interviewees tended to fall into three broad camps.

¢  Apparently indifferent: the most populous group comprised those staff who
did not express any views in favour or against the presence of the CCTs in
the curriculum. From this, it might be tentatively surmised that these
interviewees were largely indifferent about the CC'Ts.

¢  Active enthusiasm: those, including senior managers interviewed at post-
primary level, who were convinced of the importance of the CCTs: 1 think
they are probably the strongest contribution that the school makes to those
children’ (principal).

¢  Negative: though a relatively small group, some interviewees were negative
about the CCTs and gave them little consideration — ‘I don't really think
about them’ — preferring to concentrate solely on their own subject: *f am
more concerned with getting the pupils intevested in French’ (French teacher).

There were also a number of longstanding teachers who, whilst in favour of what
the CCTs stood for, resented the fact that they had been ‘labelled’ in the NIC,
because ‘if vou re doing your job half reasonably well, then you'd be doing that
anyway’ (science teacher). For these teachers, the requirements for the CCTs had
not made them re-evaluate their practice. A number of other interviewees, also
acknowledging that the CCTs ‘would have been there anyway’, did believe,
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however, that their specification in the NIC meant that at both whole-school and
classroom level, they were given more emphasis.

Several teachers highlighted that the ‘overloaded’ nature of the NIC rendered it
difficult to incorporate the CCTs into their subjects. It was said that the amount of
work to be covered meant that they constantly had to ‘push on” with the work,
leaving no time to refer {o the CCTs, especially IT. It should be noted though that
a few interviewees did not see this problem, but felt rather that the Programmes of
Study covered the themes: ‘Looking at the Programme of Study, it all fits in.

They 're nearly written well enough that you can easily manage it” (maths teacher).

Concern was expressed over the status of IT as a CCT. Teachers remarked that IT
should be a subject in its own right: ‘7 do think that IT may be, rather than just a
cross-curricular theme, I think it should be part of the curriculum.’ Several
interviewees did not believe that as a CCT, pupils received adeguate provision of
IT. 1t will be shown later that the pupils themselves shared these views.

8.3 CCTs as planned

In case-study work in the post-primary schools, senior managers were asked about
the organisation of the CCTs in their schools. In each of the five schools, there
was a coordinator responsible for each of the themes: ‘You can't have cross-
curricular themes unless you have some form of coordination’ (principal).
Typically, the role of the coordinator entailed the collection and dissemination of
resources pertaining to that CCT; ensuring the theme was addressed across the
curriculum; and advising heads of depariment and staff on how to achieve this in
their subject area. In two schools, a Vice-Principal oversaw the CCTs; in one
case, it was said to raise their status in the school. Two schools had conducted
audits in order to ascertain where the CC'Ts were covered in the curriculum, and
to ensure all objectives were addressed.

There were clear differences between the schools in terms of the priority they
gave to the CCTs. In one school, they were given particular prominence. Firstly,
the personnel encharged with the CCTs had a high status in the school. The
coordinators for EMU and CH had each been given responsibility points for their
roles, and the staff member responsible for HE, once head of science, had given
up this role as a departmental head in order to concentrate on coordinating HE
and pastoral care in the school. Secondly, training had been provided, both on
non-contact days for all staff, and specialist INSET for CCT coordinators, In
addition, the school felt it had provided the resources to enable IT to be covered
across the curriculum. Every teacher had a computer and printer in their classroom;
and each department had a laptop for staff to work on athome. Perhaps as a result
of this high profile at whole-school level, the teachers interviewed in this school
appeared to cover the CCTs more extensively than those in the other case-study
schools. In the school which, from teachers’ accounts, appeared to have the least
coverage, the CCTs had a lesser status. A number of the interviewees were not
aware that there were CCT coordinators; departments’ IT facilities were variable,
and a senior manager was in some doubt whether the school policy on CCTs was
implemented: ‘It s something on paper, whether it actually happens or not .7’
Indeed, this was the only school where no mention was made of the CCTs on
departmental schemes of work.
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The next section will discuss the mediation of the CCTs in the classroom. However,
it should be acknowledged that it was not only through the curriculum that the
CCTs were addressed. Senior managers also described how the themes, especially
CH and EMU, were covered in assembly — ‘the whole area of EMU and cultural
heritage would take a big element of school assemblies’ — and in particular, how
they were conveyed through the ethos of the school. This principle of respect for
others was fundamental in all of the schools. However, as would be expected, the
way in which this was emphasised was different as each school’s ethos was
individual. In one Catholic-managed school, for example, there was a celebration
of Irish culture (music, dancing, sport), with the aim of encouraging pupils to
recognise that Irishness was part of their identity in the hope that ‘if you can
rvespect that in yourself, then you can respect different identities, different cultures
in other people’ (principal). Another school was integrated so ‘would push the
whole thing of integration and the values that we consider round that, that they
respect each other and each other s beliefs and backgrounds’ (head of year). In
another school, pastoral care — “its duty towards the rounded person ... the general
welfare, safety and growing confidence of the child® — was ‘very highly valued’
{head of department).

In terms of the planning of the CCTs at whole-school level, in each year of Key
Stage 3, the annual school questionnaire asked the 51 survey sample schools how
the six CCTs had been covered in the curriculum that year. Table 8.1 below shows
for Years 8, 9 and 10 how many of the survey sample schools indicated the methods
by which they covered each of the CCTs: discrete provision or entirely through
other subjects or both discrete provision and through other subjects. Some schools
did not indicate how they addressed the CCTs.

Table 8.1 Schools’ provision of the cross-curricular themes in Key Stage 3.

AR

Discrete provision Other subjects Discrete provision
and other subjects

A

Source: NIC Cohort Study: Year 8, 9 and 10 Schoe! Surveys

The table shows some notable variations in schools’ approaches to each of the
CCTs. Throughout Key Stage 3, EMU, EA and CH were taught overwhelmingly
through other subjects, very few schools making discrete provision for these CCTs,
or covering them through discrete provision and other subjects. HE was primarily
addressed across the curriculum, though it was more common for schools to provide
discrete provision for this theme than for CH, EA and EMU. This was particularly
true in Year 8, indicative perhaps of greater pastoral provision to help pupils settle
during their first year of post-primary school. It is worth noting that, if CH and
EA were faught separately, as well as across the curricuium, this happened in Year
8. There may be a suggestion here that the CCTs receive most attention in this
year.
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There was a marked change in schools’ approaches to CE during Key Stage 3. In
Years 8 and 9, most schools addressed it solely through other subjects.  Both
years, but especially in Year 8, a substantial minority of schools did not indicate
how they covered CE, intimating perhaps that some did not consider this CCT
particularly relevant in the early part of the Key Stage. In Year 10, however,
provision of CE was much more extensive. Case-study work showed that this
was in order to prepare pupils for choosing their options.

The table shows that, throughout Key Stage 3, discrete provision or a combination
of discrete provision and coverage through other subjects was a common means
by which io mediate IT. In Years & and 9, this type of mediation made I'T distinct
from the other CCTs that were most often covered through other subjects. However,
it can be seen from the table that the number of schools providing IT as a discrete
entity declined after Year 8. This was possibly because, having mediated IT
separately in Year 8, schools felt pupils had acquired the basic computer skills.

84 CCTS as mediated

In their interviews, teachers described how they had covered the CCTs in their
teaching of the case-study pupils. As previously stated, teachers from one school
that gave the CCTs very high priority gave the most instances of CCT work.
Teachers in a grammar school gave the fewest references. However, pupil
interviews and the observations conducted in this school did show that there was
at times, ambitious, if not frequent, coverage of the CCTs. For example, case-
study pupils in this Protestani-managed school commented that they had done a
project about the culture of Eire in home economics, and a history lesson was
observed where pupils debated the arguments surrounding marching,

An analysis of teachers’ comments on the mediation of CCTs revealed the different
treatment of the CCTs, both within and across schools at post-primary level.

8.4.1 Information Technology as mediated

In three of the case-study schools, mediation of IT consisted of separate provision,
as well as cross-curricular coverage. In the two remaining schools, IT was
addressed through other subjects only. A third of the teachers interviewed had
included some IT in their teaching of the cohort pupils. Most often, the aspect of
IT which teachers reported covering was word processing. To a lesser degree,
teachers had made use of the computer for information gathering (geography,
science, careers education, PE - pupils used the computer to find out about sports
classes and clubs in their local area); they had used computer art and design
packages (art and technology), and spreadsheets and databases (maths, geography,
French). IT was also addressed through the use of electronic equipment
(calculators, keyboards) in maths and music.

However, with the exception of technology, where it was considered ‘inherent’,
teachers found incorporating this CCT into their subject problematic, with its
inclusion largely regarded as an event, ‘... faking them on a visit to the IT suite’
(French teacher). Although a third of teachers interviewed had used IT in their
teaching of the cohort pupils, several commented that this was the only or one of
only a small number of occasions when they would do so with this group: *The
second vears are actually doing a bit of IT with this next project, two dimensional
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project ... we will only use it once now, this will be it for first, second and third
year, will be this one spell and it’s to do with lettering’ (art teacher). Teachers
highlighted difficulties in including IT in their teaching more often than for the
other CCTs. The most frequently cited barrier was the lack of facilities: no
computer in their classroom; a computer which was very old or incompatible with
the school system; having only one computer in the room for a class of 20 or more
pupils: ‘Although we have a computer in the room, it’s not really feasible for 20
pupils to be all learning from the one computer at the same time’ (home economics
teacher); and having to book the IT suite: “... if you go to book it, very often you
Jind that yowcan 't because someone else has it booked’ (French teacher). Secondly,
teachers’ own lack of confidence and competence deterred them from using
computers with pupils: ‘Really, [ am ashamed to say I haven't used IT with them.
I am lacking in confidence myself’ (French teacher); or when they did use them it
meant that the activity was restricted to those aspects with which the teacher felt
confident because ‘you know how it is when ... there s 30 pupils there all pressing
buttons’. Lack of time was viewed as another hindrance, with teachers having to
concentrate on covering the ‘packed’ curricalum for their own subject. Equally,
teachers raised how slow IT was in organisation: *J know I should organise more
often to go [to the I'T suite], but if took me ten days to organise the second years’
visit’ (English teacher) — and in process: ‘From the experience of doing it over the
last three years or four years, if can take up to a full week’s work, or ever into the
second week, to get them to type up even half a dozen lines. So, it’s extremely
time-consuming’ (French teacher). Further, it was posited that there was no fime
for teachers to practise the skills they had learned during training courses or to
familiarise themselves with IT programmes which they could then include in their
teaching.

Interestingly, pupils’ skiils were also identified as a difficulty. The wide variation
in pupils’ skills, described as ‘perfiaps more noticeable than in some of the other
subjects’, rendered the use of the computer across the curriculum problematic,
and hampered teaching in specific IT lessons. Pupils’ competence on entry to
post-primary school was said to be variable, with some pupils ‘excellent’ and
others ‘frightened of computers ... scared stiff’ . This would corroborate findings
from interviews conducted with the cohort pupils and their teachers in the final
year of primary school. From these, it emerged that in none of the ten primaries
did pupils receive regular formal sessions where computer skills were taught. It
was also found that there was much variation in the provision that did exist in
Year 7. Interestingly, perhaps, the range of pupils’ computer competence was
particularly raised as an issue at a post-priznary school which included amongst
its feeder primaries a school where case-study pupils had used computers regularly
in Year 7 and another where they had very limited experience of IT. The variation
in IT provision in Year 7, which was found largely to be determined by the class
teachers’ own aptitude and confidence with computers, would appear therefore to
have a knock-on effect for I'T education at post-primary level. Further, thatan IT
teacher at one post-primary school should describe pupils’ skills as ‘horrific’ may
suggest that some Year 7 teachers overestimated pupils’ ability when they suggested
that their pupils’ IT skills were superior to their own. An IT teacher at a post-
primary school declared that pupils’ experience with playing computer games did
not equate to IT literacy.

8.4.2 Health Education as medialed

Home economics teachers made frequent reference to the inclusion of HE in their
subject, one commenting that ‘all my work’ related to HE. They related how
pupils would prepare low-calorie healthy meals, as well as written work on healthy
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eating and diet-rated disorders: ‘We are trying to get the message across to this
generation the importance of more exercise, eating less saturated fat ... and taking
more fruit and veg because of the link with cancer.” In addition, pupils did work
on family relationships, and safety was an important feature of practical work.
Indeed, most teachers of subjects with practical elements {technology, PE, art,
science) commented that HE was incorporated into their subjects through the need
to reinforce safe working practices. Work done in PE on hygiene and exercising
was also cited: ‘They would also get the health education very much through PE.
I suppose most important would be the hygiene aspect of It, plus the importance
of doing exercises.” In maths, it was said that HE was covered though work on
data handling which looked at health statistics. Environmental awareness is part
of the objectives for HE, but this aspect was seldom mentioned. It only featured
in the accounts of two interviewees, a languages and a geography teacher in the
same school,

8.4.3 Careers Education as mediated

Coverage of CFE, either as a separate provision or through subjects, was very limited
in Years & and 9. However, in Year 10 it became a feature of the curriculum,
though the nature of this was found to vary considerably between the case-study
schools: a year of once-weekly single lessons from careers staff (two schools); a
module in the pastoral programme (eight periods taken by form teachers in one
school and 12 periods taken by careers staff in another school); two lessons taken
by the careers coordinator (one school). (It was acknowledged in the latter school
that the current Year 10 had not received adequate CE and for the following Year
10, a module was to be included in the pastoral programme.) Individual careers
interviews for pupils, inputs from external careers specialists and options events
to which parents were invited were also features of provision.

CE emerged as the least cross-curricular of all the CCTs. Only 16 of the teachers
interviewed commented that they had referred to CE in their teaching of the cohort
pupils, and a number of these teachers cited the difficulty of including CE. Indeed,
there was acknowledgement from careers coordinators that although CE’s status
as a CCT was ‘very valuable’, it was not comprehensively covered across the
curriculum.

Modern languages (mainly through work on the vocabulary for occupations in
the target language), art and geography teachers were most likely to have included
CE. In several instances, CE consisted of reference to the genecral vocational
relevance of the subject, or types of occupations specifically related to the subject.
A small number of teachers commented that they raised pupils’ awareness of the
expectations of the working world. Some teachers had incorporated into their
schemes of work topics that covered CE: one interviewee described how in
geography in Year 9 pupils in his school did a unit of work about local industry
and careers opportunities in the vicinity.

8.4.4 Cultural Heritage as mediated

CH was cited most often when teachers were asked which of the CCTs they had
addressed in their teaching of the cohort pupils. Principally, teachers of modern
languages, music, history, art, English, RE and maths reported having incorporated
this CCT into their teaching, as did home economics and PE teachers. CH appeared
very much founded in these subjects, as consistently across the schools, teachers
in these subjects commented on their coverage of this CCT.
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Modern language teachers’ coverage of this CCT consisted of introducing pupils
to the way of life and customs of the country, ‘trying to heip them understand how
other people live’ (meal times, celebrations, sireet life, history) (Spanish teacher);
and explaining its demography and raising their awareness of other French/Spanish
speaking countries, ‘where the language is spoken, that is a real eye-opener for
them because they never realised so many couniries spoke French’ (French teacher).
For Irish teachers, translations of pupils’ names into Irish, place-names and songs
contributed to their coverage of CH. In history, teachers commented that they
addressed this theme when they taught Irish history and also through work on the
people in the time under study, especially the cultural effects of their actions:
‘Obviously with the Normans coming over, it does change culture o a certain
extent. ... We talk about the Normans bringing new words to the English language,
a new sense of dress and obviously the feudal svstem changing culture.” Coverage
of this CCT in maths involved the study of great mathematicians like Pythagoras
and consideration of imperial measurements: ‘We have discussed where inches
came from, part of your finger. Art, music, and English teachers addressed this
theme by introducing pupils to the work of various artists, musicians and writers,
and to the art, music and texts of different countries and eras. In home economics,
CH was part of work on food from Irish and different cultures and the traditional
dishes associated with festivals like Christmas, Easter and Hallowe’en, In PE,
pupils learnt national dances, and in three schools, children also played Gaelic
foothall, In RE, CH was covered through consideration of the backgrounds of
pupils’ own and different religions, and lifestyles during the times under study
(for example, the Early Church and the Reformation).

8.4.5 Education for Mutual Understanding as mediated

Mediation of EMU involved several strands. Almost half of the teachers
interviewed reported that they had incorporated EMU into their teaching. History,
RE, English and drama teachers most frequently referred to having addressed
EMU, then modern language teachers and teachers of practical subjects, especially
home economics, PE and music. Maths, science and geography teachers were far
less inclined to mention covering this CCT. ‘

From teachers’ accounts, it was clear that EMU was mediated by various means.

«  EMU through empathy: mainly cited by drama, RE and history teachers:
‘... trying to understand another point of view ... that would bring in
education for mutual understanding ... to undersiand the difficulties of a
conquered race — the Saxons, and the difficulties of the conquering race —
the Normans.’

+  EMU through working together: teachers of practical subjects described how
pupils’ cooperating and working together in their subjects contributed to the
coverage of EMU: ‘PE would have a lot of cross-curricular themes in it.
EMU would be one of the major ones and its all to do with cooperation,
working in teams and working with others’ (PE teacher).

. EMU through subject content: examples given were work on friendship in
PSE, and reflecting the overlap of CH and EMU in the curriculum as specified,
work on the music, food and lifestyles of other countries was also highlighted
as EMU.

° EMU through cross-community events: PE teachers stated that EMU was
mediated through cross-community matches and tournaments in their subject.
The case-study schools also had links with schools of different religious
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denominations, though in two schools (both grammars} joint activities did
not involve the cohort pupils, only GCSE and A-level pupils.

° EMU through the values emphasised in the classroom: when teachers were
asked to describe the values they emphasised in their classroom, more than
half of the sample reported promoting values concerned with respect for
oneself, others and property, respect for the views of others and cooperation.
The success of this as a means of communicating EMU was in question,
however. When teachers were asked to speculate on the values which their
pupils would associate with them, most often they referred to work and
discipline: handing in homework, working hard, listening, good behaviour.

8.4.6 Economic Awareness as mediated

EA was taught as a CCT, though fewer teachers commented on having incorporated
this into their lessons than they did CH, EMU, IT and HE. In one school in Year
10, economics was taught for approximately a term. Teachers of maths, geography
and home economics made frequent reference to the inchusion of EA in their
subjects. Inmaths, through which EA was deemed “very easily delivered’, reference
to it included work on VAT, currency exchange rates and the posing of questions
in an economic context. All home economics teachers interviewed had included
EA, two stating that the Programme of Study for home economics covered EA
objectives:

The home economics in Key Stage 3 covers the home and family issues,
and in that, it would take in resources and management of resources —
that would be, say, handling money, consumerism, being aware of
advertising, the influence of advertising on their choice of products and
commodities (home economics teacher).

Geography was also a subject where ‘vou are going to bring in economic
awareness’, with mention made of how EA had been part of work on farming,
transport and types of industry. As practical subjects made a distinet contribution
to EMU through pupils” ways of working in these subjects, so they did with EA,
as teachers of PE, art, technology and home econcmics commented that they
addressed this CCT through reference to the cost of resources and equipment. As
with the other CCTs, modern language teachers frequenily mentioned their
coverage of BEA through their work on the vocabulary for economic-related
activities — shopping, money, travel and tourism. They also explained that they
would bring in French francs for pupils to compare French and UK prices and
make reference to industries that were important in their countries of the target
language,

8.5 CCTS as experienced and internalised

8.5.1 Information Technology as experienced and
internalised

IT as experienced

In each annual pupil questionnaire, respondents who had done IT as a separate
subject that year were asked to complete a set of semantic differentials. An initial
finding to report is the decrease in the number of pupils who completed this item
as Key Stage 3 progressed: 2,215 pupils in Year 8, 1,528 in Year 9 and 1,367 in
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Year 10, Reflecting the findings of the school management guestionnaire, this

shows that each vear, fewer pupils experienced 1T as a separate subject.

Pupils’ dissatisfaction with I'T provision

Pupils’ responses clearly showed their dissatisfaction with the provision of IT
they received throughout Key Stage 3. Each year they regarded the amount of I'T
they experienced as insufficient; in Years 9 and 10 it emerged, jointly with PE, as
the subject which pupils felt they had not done enough of, and in Year 8, only the
amount of PE was considered more lacking. Equally, throughout Key Stage 3, IT
was a subject where pupils felt comparatively underworked in lessons. In both
Years 8 and 9, it was the subject where pupils feit most underworked, and in Year
10, pupiis only felt more underworked in careers education. Likewise, in terms of
the amount of homework given, each vear, it was the subject, after PE, for which
they believed they received comparatively liftle homework., Further, IT was
regarded as an easy subject, particularly in Years 8 and 9 where it was judged the
second easiest. In Year 10, I'T was still regarded as the fifth easiest subject, but
the shift in its ranking would suggest that, in comparison with other subjects, it
was considered slightly more difficuli this vear. Interestingly, though, the increased
difficulty of IT did not affect pupils’ opinion on the lack of provision they had
experienced or their “busyness’ in lessons; their views on these issues remained
constant throughout Key Stage 3.

It emerged that no one pupil type or school type had consistently, every year, felt
most strongly about the views recorded above. Possibly, this suggests that overall
in Key Stage 3 the lack of IT, both in timetable allocation and homework, and
pupils’ sense of being underworked in class, were felt across the board. In certain
years, however, grammar school pupils, high attainers and boys did feel particularly
dissatistied with IT. In Year 8, pupils from grammar schools were notably more
inclined than their secondary school peers to feel they had not done enough IT or
sufficient homework, and to have found the work easier. In Year 9, the type of
school pupils attended made no apparent difference to pupils’ views on these items.
However, in Year 10, respondents from grammar schools again felt more strongly
that they had not done enocugh 1T, though secondary school pupils were more
hkely to feel they had received insufficient homework. Probably linked to the
results for' grammar schools, in Year 8, high-attaining pupils were more likely
than their mid- and low-attaining counterparts to believe that they had done little
IT. Throughout Key Stage 3, boys consistently judged IT easier than girls, and in
Year 9 were more inclined than girls {o think they had not done enough and to feel
underworked in IT lessons.

The above findings, which relay the views of pupils who had done IT as a separate
subject, suggest that a NIC designed and mediated from the pupils’ perspective
would include greater coverage of IT in Key Stage 3. In interviews, the case-
study pupils who had done IT as a separate subject also believed this provision
had been insufficient. In each year of Key Stage 3, these pupil$ stressed their
desire for more IT lessons. Typically, they had one single period of IT per week.
They did not consider this sufficient, and thought two or three periods a week
would be more appropriate: ‘For English, we ge! six [periods a week] and for IT
we get one. If vou compare that, why couldn t you have five English and maybe
two IT or something?’ (male, Year 8). Interestingly, though, when in one school,
pupils did get a double IT lesson each week in Year 10 after having only a weekly
single lesson in Years 8 and 9, they still did not think this was sufficient. Their
enjoyment and general interest in computers, as well as the importance of IT for
jobs, were the reasons given by pupils as o why they should have more IT lessons,
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In addition, some believed it would help them make better progress: with only
one short weekly lesson, it could be difficult to remember what they were doing
from week to weelc

One period a week is very liftle, and you find by the time the week has
gone by and you come back after the weekend, you have forgotten most
of it and you have to take a wee while to get back into ii, and once you
have got back into i, the period has ended (male, Year 8).

Given that these pupils felt that the provision they received was insufficient, the
opinions of those who experienced IT only as 2 CCT would be interesting to
consider. In the case-study sample, pupils from two schools did not have IT as a
separate subject at all during Key Stage 3. In each year, interviewees in these
schools commented that they wished they had done more IT. Compared with
their counterparts in the other case-study schools, these pupils tended to be more
modest in their requests for greater coverage of IT. Probably reflecting the fact
that their only school experience of IT was as a CCT, several registered that they
would like to do more IT through their subjects: I think they should bring using
computers move into English or even languages sometimes’ (male, Year 10).
Another pupil simply felt she would like ‘another chance’ to revise some of the
desktop publishing skills she had learnt in English. One girl, however, in spite of
a rather narrow view of IT, expressed a strong preference for separate provision:
*I think we should have a separate class for computers, because it’s very useful
Jfor people to be able to fype’ (female, Year 9).

It would seem, therefore, that whatever IT provision they received — either as a
separate subject or cross-curricular provision — it was not regarded as sufficient
by pupils. It might be noteworthy that it was particularly in Year 10 when case-
study pupils commented they wished they had done more for IT. This is possibly
linked to the fact that, from pupils’ comments, there appeared to be fewer instances
of cross-curricular coverage of I'T in Year 10. Also and very specific to one school,
pupiis in one of the schools no longer had IT as a separate subject in Year 10, as
they had done in Years 8 and 9, prompting several to call for greater IT provision.
that year. In addition, the proximity of Key Stage 4 and the approach of GCSEs
made some pupils more aware of the lack of provision. For example, one boy
from a school where I'T was not taught as a separate subject wished more subjects
had incorporated use of the computer during Year 10 because it would have helped
prepare him for GCSE IT. He also felt this would have been beneficial for pupils
who were not taking an I'T-related course in Key Stage 4, because ‘they might not
get a chance to work a computer at all’ (male, Year 10).

Variation in IT provision

The above discussion has alluded to another important finding to emerge from
this project. Evidence collected from the case-study schools showed clearly that
pupils’ experience of IT, both at Key Stage 3 and in Year 7, varied considerably
depending on the school they attended. At post-primary level, in three of five
schools there was a timetabled IT lesson, but in two schools (both Catholic-
managed) case-study pupils’ only experience of IT was as a CCT. In one of the
schools, it appeared that IT provision had been especially limited.

¢ Year 8: none of the pupils asked could recall having used the computer in
their subjects.

s Year9: in English pupils learned word processing skills for six weeks: ‘instead
of double English on a Monday morning, we had double computers and IT°
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(female). They locked at spreadsheets in maths, and also spent one lesson
using a careers computer programme, though this was not part of a planned
piece of work — ‘if was just something we did’ (female).

. Year 10: provision was again limited - one girl remembered having used the
computer three times during the year: ‘... helf an hour twice in careers, and
an hour in biology, and thai s it really’. Two other classmates could recall
using the computer in technology.

"The case-study pupils from this school-had attended primary schools where in

Year 7 their teachers were amongst those in the sample who had taught the least
IT. Therefore, from their last vear of post-primary school to the end of Key Stage
3, these 12 sampie pupils received a very meagre diet of IT. Additionally, becanse
only two of these 12 had elected to take GCSE IT, it might be speculated that for
ten of the pupils, their experience of IT from Year 7 to the end of compulsory
schooling would be scant. Perhaps unsurprisingly, one boy from this school
sounded desperate in his desire for 17, and echoed his peers when he gave the
computer room almost mythical status: * We have never really went up to them and

. done anyithing with them. We have done one thing in English on it, but we haven't

done much of that, You don 't know what you want fo do, you just want to go up
and see if’ {male, Year 10}.

Chapter 2 has shown that there were differences between survey saimnple schools
in terms of the time they allocated to the subjects of the NIC. The variation in
pupils’ experience of IT depending on the school they attend does appear
particularly marked, however. In the case-study sample of five schools, pupiis’
experience ranged from a weekly lesson of IT throughout Key Stage 3, as well as
cross-curricular provision, to little more than six hours of word processing. It
would appear that its status as a CCT does mean that some pupils receive very
iittle IT education. ' '

iT across the curricuium

At this point, it is worth discussing how IT operated as a CCT in all the case-study
schools. Each school taught IT across the curricutum (in three schools, of course,
this was in addition to discrete provision). From the youngsters’ comments, there
was evidence that the cross-curricular teaching of IT meant that they used the
computer for different purposes in their various subjects, and through this they
saw its multifarious functions: particularly word processing, but also finding
information, spreadsheets, graphs and databases, and the Internet. For example,
pupils from one school recalled how, over two terms in Year 8, they used the
computer in technology for ‘drawing out our designs for the key fob and our note
kolders’, in English to ‘fype ouf stuff’ and to access information from the Internet
for project work, in French for word processing, and in maths for ‘doing graphs’.

However, the cross-curricular appearances of 1T tended to be spasmodic and
fleeting. Typically, pupils gave the impression that the computer had a cameo
role in their subjects: ‘Once we have done science with a computer’ (male, Year
8): ‘[In] French, once, for typing out a letter’ (male, Year 9Y); ‘A4 bit in HE when we
were designing posters, but not much’ (female, Year 9). Pupils gave fewer examples
of the sustained use of the computer in their subjects. At best, they would use IT

-in a particular topic over a number of lessons or weeks. Technology, and in one

school, maths, were the only subjects which involved regular, ‘once a month’, use
of the computer. Further, the amount of cross-curricular coverage pupils cited did
vary from term to term, year to year and school to school. In Year 10 particularly,
pupils from each of the case-study schools recalled less cross-curricular provision,;
in one (grammar) school, none of the pupils asked remembered using IT in their



subjects (perhaps because in this year pupils had a weekly double period of IT, i.e.
discrete provision).

Pupils did value the opportunities they had to use the computer in other subjects.
They conveyed how using a computer in a lesson could enhance the subject and
their learning. One girl, for example, had appreciated the opportunity to use a
CD-ROM programme which showed seed dispersal: ‘/n science you just don't
want to be sitiing in the science lab every time, but if vou are on the computers
you can get to see all the things’ (female, Year 8). Another pupil in her class,
however, had been less convinced: ‘17§ just like doing science but with a computer’
(male, Year 8). For pupils who also had IT lessons (provision which they did not
regard as sufficient), cross-curricular coverage of IT gave them another opportunity
to use the computer: ‘IT. you only get one period a week, so then when you go to
the other subjects, then you get another chance of using the computers’ (female,
Year 9). In addition, they were able to use the computer for different purposes —
‘vou can go into different games’ — whereas in IT lessons ‘really, all you 're doing
is typing’ (female, Year 8).

Difficulties with the cross-curricular coverage of IT were raised too, however,
especially problems with finishing work: “IT come up once or twice with English
when we were doing a letter out, but I never got mine finished on to disk’ (male,
Year 8). In addition, there was some doubt whether using computers in other
subjects facilitated the acquisition of 1T skills: ‘It 5 good for doing the work, bui
we don 't learn anything’ (male, Year 10). One boy recounted his difficulty and
sense of frustration when he had had to use the computer in geography to draw
graphs, pie charts and spreadsheets for a project:

... you never got that much time to use it and look at things, look where
vou were going, it just said on your sheet Do this, do thai, do this’, and
you never even gol time to look at it and memorise it how to do it yourself
... and then you couldn 't do it when you went home (male, Year 9).

This boy felt that with regard to IT, ‘vou learn more in an IT lesson than you do in
three lessons of gevgraphy’ (male, Year 9).

The results on IT have revealed that throughout Key Stage 3 no pupil, no matter
how they experienced it — separate subject or through subjects ~ was satisfied
with the amount of IT they received. It has also been shown that the extent of
provision varied between schools, and that some pupils who experienced IT only
as a CCT received minimal provision. The difficulty, however, for curriculum
designers and schools would be how to remedy this. An obvious answer might be
to change the status of IT to that of a subject in the NIC and perhaps to stipulate
that it be taught separately for a recommended length of time. If this was to be the
case, it would have to be borne in mind that the findings also suggested a need to
reconsider the mediation of I'T when it is taught as a separate subject. The results
showed that pupils, regardless of type of school, ability or gender, felt consistently
underworked in IT lessons. Moreover, a number of pupils who had done [T as a
separate subject expressed dissatisfaction with their lessons: *... the way it 5 taught
is not very fun’ (female, Year 9). A girl in Year 8 relayed that in her class there
were pupils who were au faif with computers and those with no experience, and
because the whole class did the same work in IT lessons, for those pupils who
were already computer literate, “it’s just like playing veally’. She had found IT in
Year 8 ‘awful’, becanse the teacher had to stop and explain the work many times
for ‘the slow people. At the beginning, she was telling us how to turn on the
computers. Like for me, I'would think “Who doesn t know how to furn a computer
on? ", just press two buttons basically. It gets a bit annoying’ (female, Year 8).
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Therefore, in addifion to considering pupils’ views on the amount of IT they
experienced, there may also be a need for curriculum designers and schools to
consider how IT could be better mediated, especially to meet the needs of all
abilities. However, if any change was made to the standing of IT in the NIC, it
might also be worth keeping its cross-curricular status as well. Although
appearances of IT in other subjects were brief and episodic, they did give pupils
experience of a range of computer programmes in different settings, opportunities
that were largely appreciated by youngsters.

IT as internalised

Results from the pupil questionnaires showed that each year I'T was rated highly
by pupils in terms of enjoyment, progress made and its importance for a job or
career and for their present-day and adult lives. Considered next to the findings
for pupils’ experience of IT, these results would suggest that throughout Key Stage
3, provision of IT did not reflect pupils’ enjoyment and the importance they attached
to it. That the same trend is evident in each year of the study is perhaps indicative
of the certainty of pupiis’ feeling on this. From the pupils’ perspective, in Years &,
9 and 10, there was a mismatch between their interest in IT and its coverage in the
NIC.

Fach year, IT emerged as the second most enjoyable subject after PE. Further,
each year it was one of two subjects in which pupils felt they had made most
progress. Each year IT was deemed the third most important subject, after English
and maths for a job or career. And, whilst it was always regard highly, over the
course of Key Stage 3, pupils grew more convinced of its importance for their
adult and their present day lives. A notable increase in its mean score showed that
they considered IT to be more important for adult life in Year 10 than they had
done in Year § or Year 9. Meanwhile, in Year 8, IT was deemed the fifth most
useful subject for their present day lives, in Year 9 the third, and in Year 10 the
second. The case-study data showed that by Year 10 several pupiis were using the
Internet to help them with their homewaork, and it may be that this boosted their
estimation of the usefulness of IT in their corrent lives.

The type of school pupils attended generally made no difference to their view on
the value of IT or their enjoyment of i {though in Year 9 secondary school pupils
enjoyed I'T more than their grammar school counterparts). Perhaps linked to the
overall increase in the imporiance pupils attached to IT, early differences in girls’
and boys’ perceptions of its usefulness did not persist throughout Key Stage 3. In
Year 8, boys were conspicuously more Likely than girls to consider I'T as important
for adult life and important for a job and career; however, in Years 9 and 10 both
genders agreed on IT’s usefulness for these.

That said, in terms of the effect of pupils’ gender on their perception of I'T, there
was intimation that boys regarded it more highly. Generally, there was no or very
little difference between boys’ and girls’ views on IT. However, at some point
during Key Stage 3, boys did rate IT more positively than girls in terms of
enjoyment (Year 10), its importance for adult life (Year 8), for a job and career
(Year 8), and for personal development (Year 9). Equally, they consistently found
IT easier than girls, and in Year 9 were more mclined to think they had not done
enough and to feel underworked in class. Related to this, there was a sense that
the gender of the schoo! pupils attended may have some impact on their opinion
of IT. Here, only findings from Years 8 and 9 can be taken into account because
the numbers of pupils from single-sex boys’ schools (45) completing the semantic
differential item for IT in Year 10 were too low to make meaningful comparison.
Nevertheless, in Years § and 9, respondents from single-sex girls’ schools tended
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to be more negative than their counterparts in mixed and single-sex boys’ schools.
RBoth years, pupils from single-sex girls’ schools found IT slightly harder and
enjoyed it a little less. Further, especially in Year 9, they judged IT to be less
important for their adult lives and less helpful in their personal development than
did their peers at mixed and single-sex boys’ schools.

In interviews, pupils also conveyed their enjoyment of IT and the importance
they attached to it. Throughout Key Stage 3 and also in Year 7, the vast majority
of pupils had found the IT work they had done ‘fun’, often for no greater reason
than ‘I just like working with computers’, giving a sense that youngsters had an
almost innate enthusiasm for and interest in IT. Each year a few pupils did comment
that they had enjoyed IT *’cos you do nothing’ (male, Year 8) or because “if 5 easy’
(female, Year 8). Given the recurring findings that respondents found IT easy and
felt comparatively underworked in lessons, there may be little doubt that for some,
this easy work and pace did contribute to their enjoyment. Particularly voiced in
relation to the cross-curricular use of IT, a number of pupils were emphatic that
using the computer in lessons was ‘definitely better than writing’ (female, Year
10).

In Year 7 and throughout Key Stage 3, when the case-study pupils were asked
whether the IT work they had done had been valuable, the vast majority of pupils
confirmed it had been, and overwhelmingly referred to its importance for a job or
career. There was some advance in pupils’ percepfions of this, however. In Years
7 and 8, a number of pupils of all abilities took a very literal view of I'T’s vocational
relevance, believing that it would be useful for a handful of specific professions:
‘... once you're older you might have to be on the computer for a job, typing
things or be a hotel manager’ (male, Year 7); ‘... if you were going to be an IT
teacher ... and if you were doing accounting jobs or anything fike that, with a
bank’ (female, Year 8). These types of comments were less prevalent in Years 9
and 10, though a solid few, mostly lower-attaining pupils, did continue to relate
the voecational value of IT to office and accountancy jobs. The view expressed
only by the highest-attaining pupils in Year 7 that computers were important for
‘quite a lot of jobs® became much more common from Year 8 onwards:

It seems everything is run by computers nowadays, and by the time when
we are getting jobs of whatever, it’s probably going to be very valuable
to have that (female, Year 9}.

When you go to the majority of jobs, its ‘How many words a minute?’
‘Can you work the computer?’ ... ‘Can you do spreadsheets?’ (male,
Year 10).

Each year in Key Stage 3, a few pupils added that IT was valuable in helping them
with their schoolwork and homework, especially for researching and presenting
projects. And, referring to the use of computers in other subjects, it was also
acknowledged that ‘it helps you to learn quicker’ (female, Year 9).

There were further differences between pupils’ theories on the value of IT in Year
7 and Key Stage 3. In Year 7, the pupils had found IT valuable for the opportunity
it gave them to learn about computers: ‘It helped me to learn a bit more about
computers and how to use them’ (female, Year 7). Perhaps because they had
gleaned this knowledge in primary school, this was cited less frequently in Key
Stage 3, although for those pupils who did not have computers at home, it was
still important: ‘7t is getting you used to computers because I don 't have one myself’
(male, Year 8).
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8.5.2 Health Education as experienced and internalised

Health Education as experienced

In the annual pupil questionnaire, those respondents who had done HE as a separate
subject were asked to complete a semantic differential item for this “subject’. An
important initial finding was the low number of respondents for this item, 290 in
Year 8, 557 in Year 9 and 190 in Year 10 in samples of over 2,500, This would
indicate that most pupils did not experience HE as a separate subject.

A very similar pattern emerged in pupils’ responses to HE as was evident in relation
to IT. In each year of Key Stage 3, it was a subject which pupils found easy — the
third easiest subject in Years 8§ and 9, and the second easiest in Year 10 - and
where they felt underworked in clags. Further, it was a subject for which pupils
believed they had comparatively litle homework (they only felt more strongly
about the insufficient amount of homework in PE and IT in Years 8 and 9, and in
PE in Year 10). These findings would indicate that HE, tanght as a separate subject
in Key Stage 3, was easy in the level and pace of work, and lacking in the amount
of homework.

In terms of the amount of HE they received, as they progressed through Key
Stage 3, pupils grew more concerned about the extent of the provision: the mean
seores for this item advanced towards the “too little’ end of the scale each year.
Grammar school pupils in particular thought the time aflocated to HE was
insufficient. Each year they were more inclined than their secondary school
counterparts to believe that they had not done enough HE. That said, however, it
should be noted that as Key Stage 3 progressed, secondary school pupils did become
more convinced that too little time was spent on this.

These are the views of pupils who had HE as a separate subject, but, as previously
highlighted, most cohort pupils did not experience HE this way. A question to the
entire sample in each annual popil questionnaire did, however, reveal a general
feeting in favour of more HE. Asked to identify any topics that they felt had not
been sufficiently addressed in the curriculum, health education issues {e.g. drugs
and sex education, and first aid) were high on respondents” Hst of their unmet
needs and priorifies cach year.

None of the pupils in the case-study schools experienced HE as a separate subject.
However, each year virtually all the pupils asked recalled having covered health
education issues through their subjects. As was the case in Year 7, HE was a CCT
which pupils found easy to identify, particularly compared with CH, EMU and
EA. From pupils’ accounts of their experience of HE, it appeared to have a hybnd
existence amongs! the CCTs. Quite similar to EA, HE was firmly embedded in
two subjects: each year nearly all pupils reported that they had covered aspects of
HE through home economics, and several stated that it had been addressed through
science. In addition fo this, more like IT and CE, HE was very nearly a separate
subject: youngsters from each school had covered HE through PSE (or its
equivalent) and from their descriptions, it appeared that PSE was almost HE by
another name. Finally, like EMU, pupils in one school also experienced HE through
whole-school events like ‘Environmentai Week’.

From pupils” accounts, it appeared that there was some repetition in their experience
of HE. Each year almost all respondents said that they had done healthy eating;
however, there appeared to be little difference in what this entailed from year to
year. Work on alcohol, smoking and drugs were other aspects of HE often cited
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by interviewees, and the importance of PSE was evident here, as the vast majority
of papils had done these aspects of HE through this subject.

Science was often stated as a subject through which pupils had experienced HE.
However, two Year 10 boys from different schools did acknowledge the limitations
and difficulties of addressing HE through this subject. One boy described how
sex education taught through biclogy had taken only ‘a biological view’, and had
not made reference to the attendant emotions and relationships. The other boy
had found that health education issues were difficult to learn through science: in
work on the dangers of smoking in biology, for example: “... you tend to learn
very difficult stuff, like, if it says you shouldn 't smoke — it will block your heart -
it shows you why and theres a big diagram with a heart and all these different
things labelled and all on if, so it seems more difficult to learn in biology’ (male,
 Year 10). In discussing his school’s approach to HE, this boy conveyed how he
would prefer work on HE to be taught in a lesson labelled as such; covering health-
related topics in science or tutorial could be distracting:

Interviewee: [ think health education is important and I think that they [the school]
do cover it, but maybe even if they had a class, instead of tutorial,
they had like a health sort of class, something like that. ... You learn
move if 15 a class called what you are meant fo be learning, you
know — if you are in physics, you learn physics. It doesn t seem right
in tutorial learning about health, and in biology health. You think it
will be science-related or school-related. So, I think that they could
improve it by ...

Interviewer: Giving it a name?

Interviewee: Yes (male, Year 10).

This issue of labelling the CCTs will be explored further in the discussion on CH.

Health Education as internalised

As was the case with IT, results from the annual pupil questionnaire revealed a
discrepancy between pupils’ internalisation of HE and their experience of it. In
each year of the questionnaire, HE was perceived to be the subject that made the
greatest impact on pupils’ personal development. It was highly regarded for its
usefulness for their present day lives, emerging as the third most useful subject in
Years 8 and 9, and second most useful in Year 10. Also, it was one of the subjects
where they felt they had made most progress. Yet to recall these pupils’ views of
their experience of HE: they considered the level and pace of the work easy, and
felt they received comparatively little homework. And, as they progressed through
Key Stage 3, they grew more concerned that insufficient time was allocated to it.
It would therefore appear that the value which pupils attached to HE was not
reflected in its status in the NIC or in schools’ provision,

Throughout the study, pupils’ views remained constant on the importance of HE
for their personal development and their current lives. However, there was a
notable decline in Year 10 in their perception of its importance for a job or career
compared with their views in Year 8 and Year 9. It is possible that this was the
result of their experience of CE in Year 10, through which they may have gained
a better understanding of the subjects valued in the job market. Further, by Year
10, pupils were becoming less convinced about the importance of HE for their
adult lives: it was the fourth most important subject for this in Years 8 and 9 butin
Year 10 it had slipped and was the sixth most important. There may be an issue
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here in that pupils felt HE had less relevance for their adult lives than it did for
their present-day lives, for which it consistently emerged as one of the three most
useful subjects. To remedy this, there might be a need for schools and curriculum
designers to broaden the scope of what is covered in HE or to emphasise more
how it relates to adulthood. :

As Key Stage 3 progressed, there was a most marked increase in the extent to
which pupils’ gender impacted on their perception of health education. By Year
10, compared with boys, girls were appreciably more positive in their attitnde
towards HE. As summarised below, an increase in the value that girls attached to
this CCT was not matched by a similar upturn in boys’ perceptions:

. In Year 8, there were only three items where there was any notable difference
in boys’ and girls’ responses: boys enjoyed HE more, whilst girls regarded it
as more of a female-oriented subject and thought that it was more important
for adult tife.

. In Year 9, girls were again more inclined than boys to deemn HE to be important
- for aduit life, and in addition, they aiso regarded it as more important for a
job or career, more useful for their current Hves, more helpful for their personal
development, felt they had made more progress and found it easier and more
enjoyable.

. In Year 10, girls rated health education more highly than boys on the same
items as in Year 9. However, on all these items, apart from on importance
for adult life and impact on pupils’ personal development, the differences in
girls’ and boys’ mean scores were greater in Year 10, than they had been in
Year 9. (Additionally, in terms of their experience of HE, Year 10 girls were
more lkely than boys to view HE as a subject which they had not done
enotgh of, and for which they received insufficient homework.)

These findings would suggest a need for curriculum designers/schools to re-
evaluate the content and mediation of HE in order to ensure that it is equally
appealing to both genders.

The impact of the type of school on pupils’ perceptions of HE altered over the
course of Key Stage 3. Whilst there was no change in secondary school pupils’
enjoyment of HE, their grammar school peers’ enthusiasm decreased over the
three vears. They enjoved it notably more in Year 8 than they did in Year 10. This
was also reflected in the views of high attainers, who had enjoyed HE markedly
more than mid- and low-attaining pupils in Year 8; yet in Years 9 and 10, they
enjoyed it less than their comparative groups. The case-study data highlighted
some repetition in the work covered in HE during Key Stage 3; high-attaining
pupils may have found this less stimulating and therefore less enjoyable. The
impact of HE on grammar school pupils’ personal development also declined
over the three years. Again, no such change was apparent in the views of their
secondary school counterparts. A final finding to emerge perhaps highlights a
difference in grammar and secondary school pupils’ learning of HE: as Key Stage
3 progressed, grammar school pupils, compared with secondary, increasingly saw
HE as being more important for their adult lives, whilst each year, secondary
school pupils (and lower attainers) believed HE had greater vocational relevance.

Tn interviews, pupils in the case-study schools reported that work they had done
in HE impacted on their behaviour in encouraging them to eat healthily and
discouraging them from experimenting with drugs, alcohol or smoking. One girl,
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for example, described how her eating habits had changed as a result of what she
had learnt about at school: ‘We learnt how many spoons of sugar is in a can of
Coke — eight! And in Diet Coke there s none, It only sweetener. So, I have
started drinking Diet Coke instead, and there s just as much in a Mars Bar, so [
don 't eat them’ (girt, Year 10). '

Both boys and girls expressed these views, However, the case-study data did
provide a little illumination as to why boys became less enthusiastic about HE.
By Year 10, pupils, especially. boys, in the case-study schools were starting to
comment that they had done enough HE because they had already learned all
about healthy eating, drugs and smoking: ‘Most of the stuff about drugs and all,
vou really know mostly about it, like. You know you are not to take drugs or take
aleohol. You really knew the basics, like. ... You feel as though you have done it’
{boy, Year 10},

8.5.3 Careers Education as experienced and internalised
Careers Education as experienced

InYear 10, to reflect its presence in schools’ curricula, a set of semantic differentials
for CE was included in the pupil questionnaire. Respondents who had done CE
as a separate subject completed this item.

A similar pattern emerged in pupils’ responses to CE as it had done for IT and HE:
their experience of this CCT was as an easy subject for which they were
underworked in class, given comparatively little homework, and for which they
would like to have seen greater coverage. Pupils found the CE they had done
during Year 10 easy. Tt was deemed the second easiest subject they had done in
Year 10 (after PE and joint with HE and drama). It was the subject where they felt
most underworked in class. From the case-study pupils’ accounts, a considerable
part of CE in Year 10 involved pupils’ assessing their own skills and abilities and
learning about decision making, option structures and job opportunities; therefore,
perhaps, the easy work and relaxed pace of the class were appropriate for this.
Indeed, an interviewee did describe CE as ‘just really a discussion class’ (female,
Year 10}, Pupils did have concerns about the extent of the provision they received,
however, deeming CE to be one of the subjects (after IT, PE and drama) which
they would like to have done more of and a subject for which they received
insufficient homework.

When the results for CE were broken down by the variables, it emerged that gender
of pupil and the type of school made a conspicuous difference to their perceptions
of the CE provision they had received. Most notably, girls were markedly more
inclined than boys to feel they had not -done sufficient CE or enough homework
for it.

Grammar school pupils were conspicucusly more likely than their secondary school
counterparts to feel that they had not done enough CE, and also to find the work
they had done easier. This would suggest a need for greater coverage of CE in
grammar schools and perhaps also a need to make the work more intellectually
challenging.

In interviews, the case-study pupils gave their accounts of their experience of CE
during Key Stage 3. In line with teacher accounts, pupils recalled virtually no CE
provision in Years 8 and 9. A couple of instances were recounted when mention
had been made in home economics of ‘what vou think you've going to be doing
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when you 're older” (female, Year 8), and a unit in geography on primary, secondary
and tertiary industry was cited by pupils in one school in Year 8 and another in
Year 9. When asked in Year 9, most interviewees believed they should wait untit
Year 10 before embarking upon CE: ‘ think [ am too young’ (female). Only one
pupil saw any advantage in beginning CE then: ‘Jt would help us when we have to
decide what jobs we are looking for, so if we started it this vear then we would
have more information about that particular job’ (female).

In Year 190, all pupils asked indicated that they had received CE, and as teachers’

comments had also revealed, the extent of this varied considerably depending
upon the school they attended: a year of once weekly single lessons from careers
staff (two schools); a module in the pastoral programme (eight periods taken by
form teachers in one school and 12 periods taken by careers staff in another school);
two lessons taken by the careers coordinator (one school).

From pupils’ accounts, it emerged that CE in Year 10 (unsurprisingly) focused
upon choosing options for Key Stage 4, the qualifications needed for different
occupations and investigations by pupils into the types of careers they found
appealing (often through the use of IT programmes). It was clear that the depth
and manner in which pupils covered this content varied between schools, no doubt
as a result of the differences in the amount of time allotted to CE. In the two
schools with the least extensive coverage, pupils’ descriptions implied that their
experience of CE had been receiving information about options and the
gualifications required for jobs: S

Two classes of careers, she told us about our options and what we want
to be when we grow up and stuff, thats it, like (female, Year 10).

There was a bit on subject choices, just basically .explaining, saving
why would yvou want to take a subject (male, Year 10).

In schools giving more time to this CCT, there was intimation in pupils’ comments
that through CE they learned not only the knowledge, but also the skills to help
them to choose their options and future careers. For example, in one school where
there was a weekly CE lesson throughout Year 10, pupils described how they had
learnt ‘... about yourself ... what you like and what you would like to do’; * ... why
we need subjects for our career when we are older’; © ... how to choose our subjects
usefully, choosing them wisely’ (females, Year 10).

For the most part, the content pupils experienced appeared very much connected
with themselves and their own futures — what GCSEs to take, which occupation
they would like to do. Pupils in one school, however, also relayed how they had
learnt about the world of work at large: ‘We have just done about different
businesses and how businesses ave run, and the jobs of managers and stuff and
how it would be harder than just a job from nine to five’ (female, Year 10).

From pupils’ accounts, again confirming the teacher findings, there were very
few references to CE in other subjects in Year 10. Indeed, the extent of the cross-
curricular coverage of CE belied its status as a CCT:

. PSE was the only subject in which pupils recalled having covered CE to any
great extent. In two schools, this was because provision of CE in Year 10
took the form of a module in PSE. In one school, though, pupils described
how in addition to their weekly CE lesson, work in their PSE class addressed
CE from a different angle,
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° Regarding coverage through other subjects, pupils’ recollections suggested
this took one of two forms. Firstly, they remembered ‘a few talks’ from
subject teachers ‘cropping up’ which were general about choosing options,
‘... just saying this is the year you have to work for it and you have got to
keep vour options open’ (male, Year 10). Secondly and less frequently cited,
some interviewees recalled that teachers had canvassed in lessons,
encouraging pupils to take their subject at GCSE: ‘ When we got that [options]
sheet, all the teachers were going “Right and aren 't you going to pick music
this year? These are all the good things ..."” (male, Year 10).

o There was only one example of cross-curricular coverage of CE which did
not include reference to Key Stage 4 options, and that was work on ‘primary,
secondary and tertiary jobs® in geography which pupils in one school had
covered. Incidentally, this was the same unit on industry that pupils in other
schools had cited in Years 8 and 9, and which virtually constituted the full
extent of CE in these years.

Careers Education as internalised

As was the case with IT and HE; CE emerged strongly as a subject that pupils
believed was important. It was deemed the most important subject (joint with
English and maths) for adult life, and was regarded as the joint third most important
for a job and career after English and maths. Further, it was the third most helpful
subject for pupils’ personal development (joint with English and after PE and
HE). It was also considered important for pupils’ present-day lives, though here
because it emerged as the fifth most important subject, there was intimation that
pupils did not perceive CE as useful for their pupils’ present-day lives as they did
for jobs and adult ife. This may be interesting in that pupil and teacher accounts
in the case-study schools showed that a large proportion of the CE work in Year
10 focused upon a very immediate concern for pupils, that is the selection of
options for Key Stage 4. CE was the joint third subject where pupils believed
they had made best progress. It was not particularly liked or disliked, though,
emerging as the seventh most enjoyable subject.

When the results were broken down by background variables, it was clear that the
pupil and school types favouring greater CE provision also rated it more highly in
terms of importance, that is girls, high-engaged pupils, those attending large
schools, Catholic-managed schools, and schools with igh levels of FSM eligibility.

Pupils’ gender did appear to notably affect their internalisation of CE. Girls were
markedly more likely than boys to enjoy CE and to consider it important for a job
or career, for adult life and for their current lives. Related to this, pupils in single-
sex girls’ schools deemed CE more enjoyable and more useful for jobs and careers,
for adult life and for their current lives than their counterparts in single-sex boys’
and mixed schools, Regarding the religious orientation of the schocl, respondents
in Catholic-managed schools compared with those in Protestant-managed and
integrated schools, enjoyed CE more, found it more useful for their current Hves,
felt that it made a greater impact on their personal development and thought they
had progressed better. Similarly, in comparison with their contemporaries attending
small and medium sized schools, pupils in large schools were more positive about
CE regarding its importance for adult life, their current lives and progress made.
However, it is worth stressing again here the composition of the questionnaire
sample, in that eight of the sample’s 11 large schools were Catholic-managed and
Catholic-managed schools made up seven of its nine single-sex girls’ schools. Tt
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may be the case that in pupils’ internalisation of CE, the size and religious
orientation of the school were not determining factors but rather the gender of
pupils in attendance (female), especially considering the striking differences
between boys” and-girls’ views on the importance of CE as highlighted above.

The comments of pupils interviewed in the case-study schools threw some tight
on why girls were particularly enthusiastic about CE. Only a sub-sample of the
60-strong case-study cohort were asked about their experiences of the CCTs, but
in line with the questionnaire findings, more girls than boys remarked that they
had enjoyed CE. Although the mmnbers commenting on this were small, there
was the suggestion that it was the subject matter that was appealing to girls not
boys. It seemed that evaluating one’s likes and dishikes and skills, and imagining
oneself in different occupations, were inherently more interesting to girls, reflecting
perhaps a greater propensity for self-reflection and infrospection. In explaining
why she had enjoyed CE, one girl described an activity that involved learning
about others in the class, the type of task that perhaps stereotypically might be
seen as more appealing to girls:

We have done it a few times now We have wrilten ouf things about
yourself and thern you don’tl write your name on if, and then the teacher
would read out a few of them and then you have fo guess who that person
is. ... Its & good crack (female, Year 10}

Further, another girl explained why she had enjoyed CI: 7t was good. .. We got
like leafiets, all different leaflets of jobs and stuff and she just gave us them out
and talked about it, what we wani to be and stuff, and what we need when we get
there’ (female, Year 10). In contrast, a boy in this class was indifferent, describing
CE as “all right, not really like the best, but its all right, like’ (male, Year 10},

8.5.4 Cultural Heritage as experienced and internalised
Cultural Herilage as experienced

A sub-sample of pupils in the case-stady schools was asked about their experience
of CH. The most striking feature of their responses was their confusion over the
concept of CH. As was the case i Year 7, during Key Stage 3, pupils were
unfamiliar with the term “Cultural Heritage’ and had difficuity understanding it.
Having been asked about the other CCTs, one boy was incredulous by the time
the researcher asked him about CH: ‘Who gives them these names?’ (male, Year
9}, It was necessary for the researchers to explain that CH entailed such topics as
different people’s ways of life, the ideas and things they had achieved in the past
and NI’s links with other couniries. This explanation must certainly have coloured
how they replied. It was only in Year 10 that a small number of high-attaining
pupils did not need to be prompted.

In interviews with teachers in the case-study schools, more commented that they
had covered CH than any other of the themes {though these teachers did represent
a fairly small number of subjects). Further, observations of 28 school days showed
that with EMU, CH was the CCT that was included in the highest number of
lessons. Despite this, CH was the theme which pupils had the most difficulty
identifying: in Years 7, 8 and 9, approximately one-third of those asked could not
recall any work they had done which related to this CCT. That said, as they
progressed through Key Stage 3, pupils did become more adept at recognising
CH in their learning. Whereas in Years 7 and 8, neither the type of school nor the
type of pupil appeared to affect whether or not they recognised CH, in Year 9, the
type of school did emerge as a determining factor, as secondary school interviewees
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had more difficulty than their grammar school counterparts in identifying CH in
their learning:- By Year 10, all but two of the pupils asked were able to recall work
that had pertained to this CCT. This would suggest an improvement in pupils’
comprehension and recognition .of CH as they grow older - or as they were
interviewed more abouf the concept.

As was the case in Year 7, and reflecting teachers’ accounts, history was identified
most often as the subject through which pupils experienced CH. Pupils did respond
with differing degrees of sophistication when they highlighted work in history
that pertained to CH. In Year &, for example, the majority of pupils referred only
to having looked at ‘past things’. Only three (high-attaining pupils) stated more
specifically: ‘In history ... we learn how they used to live and how itk changed
over the vears’ (female, Year 8). It could be the case that high attainers were
simply more articulate in describing their experiences, but there was a sense that
ability impacied on pupils’ recognition {and perhaps internalisation) of CH. In
Year 10, it was mostly high attainers who cited history as a-subject through which
- they had covered this CCT. Comments made by two high-attaining and perceptive
pupils did suggest the reasons why CH could be hard to identify in history. A girl
relayed how CH.would be ‘reaily like mixed up with what we were doing. Like we
. were talking about the Ulster Plantation for a few weeks, and it was just kind of
bits and pieces in that’ (female, Year 9). A boy 1mphed that, W1th0ut a label, it
- was difficult to recognise CH:

You don’t get raughr itatall. I have only really heard the term in centres

or something you go to, although maybe in history, you maybe learn it.

They wouldn 't be saying its Cultural Heritage, but.as you are learning

what happened in the Easter Rising and all, I suppose that's part of it,

‘ ,although when you are learnmg it, it doesn 't seem lzkeyou are learning
,about cultural hentage (male Year 10)

This is interesting_because it was'clc:ar from teachers’ intérviews and in the
observations that they would not say to pupils ‘Look out, here comes a CCT
(geography teacher); rather they would simply emphasise them in their normal
‘teaching. Given the evidence presented above, however, there may be an argument
. for sometimes making more explicit any reference to the CCTs.

Other subjects which were parﬂcuiariy mentioned by pupils as those through which
they had expenenced elements of CH included geography:

In geography we done a wee bit about people in Africa, about food and
all, where they had their houses and all, They didnt have much, so
- they couldn 't set up factories because they didn 't have the right climate,
. or they couldn't grow enough food because it was too warm and they
didn’t have enough rain (male, Year 10).

RE and PSE were mentioned as carriers of CH almost solely by pupils from a
Catholic-managed secondary and an integrated school: ‘In RE we are learning
about the Jews and the ways they live’ (female, Year B); ‘In PSE we are doing
different religions, to respect them and all and not like think somebody is better or
something’ (female, Year 9). Only a small number of pupils detected any CH in
modern languages:

Sometimes, if we were doing French, {the teacher] would say about the
way that they would probably say it in French or in France, or the way
we were doing about the country France, just, you know, about the
country and guesiions on it ... what France is famous for (female, Year 8).
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Such instances were described particularly in Year 8 and would endorse the
comments of their language teachers, who relayed that part of introducing the
language to pupils was to acquaint them with the culture and customs of the country.
However, the small number of pupils who cited langunages as a carrier of CH was
in no way proportionate to the number of language teachers who said they had
addressed this CCT: all modern language interviewees, teaching all years of Key
Stage 3, referred to their coverage of it, describing it as ‘inherent in language
teaching’. Indeed, none of the pupils recalled maths, music, art or PE as subjects
in which they had covered CH, and very few felt it had emerged in English or
home economics; vet teachers of these subjects had described many instances of
their coverage of this CCT. No pupil, for example, cited leamning about imperial
measurement in maths as CH, though all maths teachers-interviewed, in line with
the recommendations in the Programme of Study, had covered it in this-way. That
pupils are missing references to-CH may be indicative of some difficulty with the
Programme of Study recommendations for this CCT and its mediation in the
classroom. Teacher accounts and observations did show that CH was conveyed
in schools, and it may be that simply having CH present in the curriculum is
deemed sufficient. However, if it is desirabie that pupils recognise and internahise
it, there may be a need to reconsider the specitication and mediation of this CCT.
Since, in both the pupil and teacher data, CH emerged as the most nebulous of the
CCTs and because it was so implicitly taught through. other subjects, it may be
worth reconsidering its status as a CCT. So inherent was it in subjects like history,
it might be supposed that it would be addressed anyway without it being a CCT.

Cultural Heritage as internalised

A number of issues regarding pupils’ internalisation of CH (or lack of it) have
already been raised.” However, when those pupils who had detected elements of it
in their learning were asked whether they had enjoyed this work, most pupils
replied in the affirmative. Several commented that it was ‘good’ to learn about
different cultures, different countries and people in the past: * ... they didn t have
electricity. They wouldn't have computers and things’ (male, Year 8). Work on
Irish history was conspicuously popular, “because its related to you’ (male, Year
10). Each year, however, a few pupils did comment that they had not enjoyed the
work either because it was ‘boring’ or because they were already familiar with the
content: ‘J already knew there were poor people in Africa’ (female, Year 8); ‘The
little we learn [about other religions] is on the news’ (male, Year 10).

Although pupils did have difficulty in comprehending CH, it was clear that the
work it entailed had been beneficial to pupils and frequently had a positive impact
on them. They learned important skills, attitudes and knowledge through it: ‘J¢
shows yvou how o respect other people’ (female, Year 10); ‘1 suppose it lets you
know not evervone lives in the same way’ (female, Year 8); ‘It s important to know
why you are here in whatever country, why you are the religion you are’ (female,
Year 10). One girf recounted that members of her family were Jehovah’s Witnesses
— ‘... they don't go to church or mass or anything like that, theéy are a lot, lot
different” — yet work on other religions had helped her develop “respect for what
they are’ (female, Year 10). Pupils showed great sensitivity in their response to
the work they had done. One girl, asked whether it was important to learn about
CH, replied: * Yes, because you should know about the kind of rights you have, the
right you have to be who you are.” And a boy stressed that, without this kind of
work, people who had lost their lives in struggles, like the Easter Rising, would
be forgotten:

A lot of the time that stuff would be forgotten about if anvone didn 't
teach it. ... Even though it wasn 't that long ago, it'’s still pretty vague. If
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vou-asked anybody ‘What is it?’, they would sort of say ‘Oh, it was
when rebels ...". "Most people would give you a pretty vague answer,

- 8o,it’s important, I think, to learn it. It seems like i bit of a shame —
people died and a hundred years later, people just say ‘Oh, it was when
these people ... 7. It doesn't seem like the people even know their names
... {male, Year 107}, -

8.5.5 Education for Mutual Understanding as experienced
and internalised |

Education for Mutual Understanding as experienced

" According to pupils’ accounts, at Key Stage 3 the other CCTs were addressed
most often through the subjects of the NIC. EMU, in contrast, they saw as conveyed
primarily through PSE (or its equivalent). In Years &, 9 and 10, the vast majority
of pupils 1dentified this subject as the one through which they had learned about
respect for others, bullying, building relationships, resolving conflicts and taking
responsibility. Each year, only a handful of pupils recalled having covered such
fopics in NIC subjects: of these, RE was mentioned most often, primarily by pupils
attending the two Catholic-managed case-study schools. In Year 10, interviewees
in one school cited work on ‘if there s an argument, how fo settle it’ in home

-economics. That PSE did emerge so strongly perhaps shows the importance of
this subject in conveying EMU.

In their accounts of what they had covered as part of EMU, work on bullying was
often described, especially in Year 8

I think in pastoral we have really learnt about that. If anybody was
bullying, vou would just stand up for yourself and tell someone. If
anyone was bullying anvone else, vou would stand up to them and to
other people, just say, like, ‘Leave them alone, theres nothing wrong
with them’ (male, Year 8).

Work on friendship — ‘we have done how good a friend you are’ - and conflict
resolution was alse cited. Respect for others was often mentioned, though less so
by yeungsters in one of the grammar schools, From pupils’ descriptions, most of
this work on respect appeared to be general — ‘fust about respecting others’ —or it
was related to pupils’ present-day Hves: ‘We done about showing respect for other
people and to line up for the dinner gueue ... not knocking people down’ (male,
Year 9); ‘(... we have been] doing questions about do you think you should have
respect for vour parents and things like that’ (female, Year 9). A few pupils did
recall having looked at ‘respect for different people and what they believe in’
(female, Year 8), and this tended to be emphasised in RE. This focus was less
frequently mentioned, though, butit might be supposed that the skills and attitudes
learned from work generally on respect for others would be transferable to different
religions. .

Pupils gave few examples of work which had been set in a current NI context.
One gitl recalled work on ‘understanding different religions®, and another girl,
attending an integrated school, remarked that in PSE, she had covered ‘integration
... how evervone should be accepied and why integration is good and stuff’ (female,
Year 8). Only when specifically asked by the interviewer ‘Have you done any
work on Catholics and Protestants in NI?” did pupils in a grammar school recafl
that they had done work on the Troubles in history: ‘We've been doing a bit of
Irish history in history, how it all started up’ (male, Year 10); “We learnt about the
Catholics and the Protestants ... and learnt how the Catholics feel about the
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marching things and then learnt how the Protestants feel about it’ (female, Year
9). Because these youngsters did remember this when asked directly, this would
suggest that other interviewees had done similar work, yet they did not equate this
with EME. That said, however, when, in Years 8 and 9 in another part of the
interview, pupils were asked if they had done any work on ‘situations and issues
in your community’, the majority, spread across all schools, could not recall having
covered anything which related to this. (Here, though, interviewees’
comprehension of the question might have been an issue: the pupils described
above who had done work on Irish history and ‘marching things’ did not always
cite this in answer to this question.) When asked, interviewees expressed that
they would like to see greater attention given to helping pupils understand the
problems in NL They felt that this might be beneficial to society at large: ‘Because
with all sort of like sectarian violence and things, it might resolve it’ {male, Year
10); ‘Because it might help people who don't really understand too much about
what 5 going on ... then they won t do anything stupid really, they might not turn
out to be terrovists or anything’ (male, Year 8).

Each year of Key Stage 3, most pupils could recall times when aspects of EMU
had been covered in their learning, though it was noticeable that they could recall
most in Year 8. This may be because many aspects they identified - bullying,
friendship — would have been part of schools” induction programmes to settle new
pupils. There was also a difference between pupils’ experience of EMU in Key
Stage 3 compared with Year 7. Pupils’ involvement with other schools through
EMU activities was much more a part of pupils’ experience of this CCT in primary
than in post-primary school. In Year 7, over half the case-study pupils had been
involved in EMU trips with other schools. At post-primary level, only pupils
from secondary schools had taken part in such activities, mostly in Year 8. In one
school, Year 8 pupils went on a residential experience where they shared
accommodation and some activities with a school of a different religion: *We
went to X with another school — St X — and just learnt to be friends with them’
(male, Year 8). Also in that year, the top set for English had met with and exchanged
work with a class from a school of another religion. This collaboration had been
Hmited to one class, however, and it did appear to be the case that, whereas in
Year 7 all pupils in the year would have been involved in the cross-community
work, at post-primary level, probably reflecting the numbers invoived, there was
no such common entitlement. Pupils in the two grammar schools reported that
their only association with schools of a different religious denomination had been
through sports games, matches and tournaments, and again this was limited to
pupils in the school teams. In one of these schools, the case-study pupils had not
been involved in joint activities with other religions in Year 7. The orders for
EMU recommend that pupils have these opportunities, so it would appear therefore
that from the last year of primary school to the end of Key Stage 3, a substantial
part of these particular youngsters’ EMU education had been lacking. In this
school, pupils also made least reference to having done work on respect for others.

Another difference was evident in pupils’ accounts of their experiences of EMU
at primary and post-primary level. In Year 7, a substantial minority of pupils had
acknowledged that through their teacher’s class management style, they had been
encouraged to learn respect for one another. As the earlier section, ‘Curriculum
as Mediated’, showed, more than half of the post-primary feachers interviewed
commented that they emphasised EMU-related values — respect, consideration,
cooperation — in their teaching style or classroom practice. However, during Key
Stage 3, although such values were deemed by pupils to be covered in the content
of lessons, none of the case-study pupils interviewed raised their teachers’ actual
teaching style or the values teachers promoted in the classroom as a means through
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which they experienced EMU. It may be that in primary school, because pupils
are constantly exposed to one teacher’s values, they are able to pick up on these
more easily. At post-primary level, it would seem that the effect is diluted because
- pupils see a different teacher in every lesson. The strength of the school ethos
might help to rectify this to some degree, however. As was shown earlier, senior
managers believed that EMU was conveyed through the school ethos, and in one
school where there was much emphasis on raising. self-esteem, two girls did
comment that teachers were always trying to boost their self confidence because
© self-esteem was a ‘big thing in this school’ (female, Year 9). However, such
comments were very mmich the exception: these. girls were only from one school
and were both very high-attaining and perceptive pupils.

" Education for Mutual Understanding as internalised

Most pupils had found the EMU-related work they experienced enjoyable. A few
pupils commented that this was because they had liked the subject matter: *J enjoy
it because it gives you a charce to know different things about different people,
like where they live, and what foods they eat, different things like that” (boy, Year
8). However, most stated they had enjoyed the leamning task:

Interviewer: What did vou enjoy?

Interviewee: I don tknow. It’s just we did quizzes and stuff to see how responsible
you are, and it was just all these quizzes. It was fun (female, Year 8).

The appealing learning task was part of pupils’ enjoyment for most of the CCTs,

but it was a particular feature here, primarily because of the discussion work which,

according to pupils’ accounts, was the main way in which PSE, the principal carrier
subject for EMU, was mediated: ‘It 5 good fun, because we are allowed to sit in,

like, a big semi-circle at the front of the class and have a big discussion’ (female,
" Year 9);“... in pastoral care all we dois talk ... so I just like listening’ (female,
Year 8). PSE emerged as a popular subject among pupils. One boy enjoyed the
opportunity it gave pupils to express and discuss their own views and also to take
a more active part in lessons; he advocated the adoption of this approach in other
subjects: - '

I think there should be, maybe not a lot, but some time to talk. ... I think
that s what it should be, like instead of you go in, you work, you come
oul, you work. ... There should be more just open conversation rather
than just the teacher calling out your writing. I think there should be
more like conversation between the class and the class and the teacher
(male, Year 8).

Further differences between PSE and other subjects were also appreciated: *It'’s
different from other subjects; it gives you a chance to think about what other
people are like’ (female, Year 8Y; ‘It 5 the only class where you don't ... it s not like
any other class where yvou learn stuff’ (male, Year 10).

Pupils did find the EMU-related work valuable; however, there was a development
in their views as Key Stage 3 progressed. In Year 8, there was consensus amongst
interviewees that the work they had done on friendship, good manners and respect
for others had been valuable. In contrast, however, in Year 9 and then especially
in Year 10, pupils, in particular high attainers, began to express how this work
was ‘common sense’ and that they did not learn anything from it. One girl, for
example, described how work on politeness and respect had ‘reminded us of things
like being nice to others and whatever’ but ‘it didn 't teach us a lot ... because like
we know that’ (female, Year 9). Similarly, a task which had involved pupils deciding
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whao they would turn to for different problems had been of little value for another
girl: ‘You know the answer in your mind already; it’s just putting it on paper’

{female, Year 10). This change in attitude over the course of Key Siage 3 was

epitomised by one boy. In Year 10, he felt that work on respect for others did not
‘seem as important as it would have been a couple of years ago’ because *... if
yvou don 't respect the people by row, I don 't really think you are going to’ (male,

Year 10). And indeed, only ‘a couple of vears ago’, when this boy had been in
Year 8, he had expressed the opposite view and had been convinced of the value
of learning how to respect others: Its important to learn because if you don t sort
of respect others, no one is going to respect you' (male, Year 8).

Only a handful of pupils who had taken part in EMU activities commented on
their value. As was the case in Year 7, these activities did not always result in a
change of views: one boy who had been on a residential with pupils of a different
religion recalled that the two groups had not talked to each other: ‘... its probably
because they re a different religion ... The Catholics don't like the Protestants
and the Protestants don t like the Catholics’ (male, Year 8). However, other pupils
felt that these experiences had improved their social skills generally — ‘It helped
me get on better with other people ... be more friendly to people’ (male, Year §) —
and had made one girl ‘learn how different people get on and the different lifestyles
they have® (female, Year 8).

8.5.6 Economic Awareness as experienced and internalised

Economic Awareness as experienced

In interviews with staff, EA was the CCT which, after CE, the fewest number of
teachers mentioned having covered in their lessons. This was endorsed by
observations of 190 lessons that showed that, again after CE, least mention was
made of EA in the classroom. Pupils’ accounts of their experience of EA indicated
that it had a limited presence across the curriculum and was instead rooted in two
subjects, home economics and geography. In Years 8 and 9, these were the only
subjects which pupils identified as having contained reference to this CCT; in
both years, home economics was cited most frequently., In Year 10, these subjects
emerged again as carriers of EA. However, this year, cross-curricular coverage
was slightly greater, though it was the presence of CE in the curriculum, another
CCT, which facilitated this rather than an increase in coverage through the subjects
of the NIC.

In their mterviews, geography and home economics teachers explained that EA
was inherent in their subjects, with two teachers remarking that the Programme of
Study for home economics addressed the EA objectives. In pupils’ accounts of

‘their experience of EA, there was a sense that coverage of this CCT was the result

of the curriculum specification for these subjects, especially home economics.
Youngsters from across the five schools cited the same pieces of work in their
descriptions of EA. In home economics, this was principally work on money
management, buying and selling, and consumer rights: ‘ We have done about how
fo save money and how to plan out how you 're going to spend your money’ (male,
Year 8); ‘We were learning about how to buy things, if we want to complain,
consumers and things like that’ (female, Year 9). In geography, pupils particularly
identified work on primary, secondary and tertiary industry, Jocations of factories
and trade: ‘We have done work on primary Industry and farming’ (male, Year 10);
“She told us all about ... if you wanted to set up a factory, where the best place
would be’ (male, Year 10).
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This does show that pupils receive a similar experience of EA regardless of the
school they attend. Hewever, it might also indicate that provision of this CCT is
almost completely reliant on the curriculum specifications for two subjects, in
particular home economies.: In this way, EA did not appear to be a CCT at all, but
rather units of work in geography and home economics. - And indeed because of
this, it might be posited this could be used to develop lateral coherence across the
" curriculum by linking up home economics and geography.. There was only one
example of coverage of EA which went beyond the Programmes of Study: in one
school in Year 10, pupils relayed that they experienced economics and business
studies on a modular basis.

A fmal finding of note — during Key Stage 3, only one pupil, a high-attaining gitl,
identified maths as a subject through which she had experienced EA: ‘We do that
in maths with the exchange currencies’ (female, Year 10). This was despite the
fact that in interviews maths teachers had averred this CCT was ‘very easily
delivered’ through their subject. It may be that, as was the case with the coverage
of CH through history, reference to EA in maths was ‘really like mixed up’ with
the content, and was therefore difficult for pupils to detect. This may again suggest
a need for more explicit reference whenthe CCTs are mediated in class.

Economic Awareness as internalised

In terms of their enjoyment of EA, pupils tended to be most positive about what
they had done in Year 8. Later in Key Stage 3, they were more indifferent: ‘J¢
wasn t like really enjoyable, but it wasn 't like detestable ... there was nothing to
stand out about it, like nothing interesting’ (female, Year 9). For those pupils who
had enjoyed EA, it was often the learning task — ‘we did drawing and stuff and
diagrams’ - which was appealing. A fewhad enjoyed the content, however: *J
Just liked doing the different things ... how to get trade and that and where is the
best place to put my factory making stuff if you want to build a factory’ (male,
Year 9).

Findings reported earlier showed that pupils believed that other CCTs, like IT, HE
and CE, were relevant for their current lives as well as for their adult lives. EA
- was similarly perceived. Youngsters had found work on money management
particularly important and explained why it was useful for both their lives now
and their futures:

It's knowing how fo save your money and not to waste it ... because if
your mum gives you birthday money, and you just go right out and buy
a dress ... but then you see something you veally like and you like it
more than that dress, then you have used your money and can’t go out
and buy that thing {female, Year 8).

The money saving definitely [is useful], because when you grow up, you
are going to have your own account eventually (female, Year 9).

Work on how businesses operate was also considered important for the long term:
“If someone wants to go into business when they are older, and then from this, they
arejust going to realise that they have no chance and they are totally inexperienced’
(male, Year 10). There was some dissent here as some pupils, taking a more
immediate view, did not think this kind of work was valuable, because it was
irrelevant ‘at this age’.
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The findings discussed in this chapter have shown that, despite their identical
status in the NIC, the treatment of each of the CCTs was very different. For
example, [T and HE were taught as discrete provision and through subjects; CE
was practically non-existent until Year 10; and EMU was conveyed through the
complex network of the school ethos, teachers’ values, ways of working in lessons,
subject content and cross-community activities. Variation was also apparent in
the extent of different schools’ provision of the CCTs, especially IT.

Pupils® experiences and perceptions of the CCTs raised the following issues:

¢  Compared with girls, boys were less positive about HE as they progressed
through Key Stage 3. They were also less enthusiastic about CE. This
possibly highlights a need for curriculum designers and schools to reconsider
the content and mediation of these CCTs in order to ensure that they appeal
to boys and meet their needs, :

&  Throughout Key Stage 3, the value which pupils attached to IT and HE was
not reflected in their experience of these. 1T, HE and CE, deemed important
by pupils, were pertpheral in the NIC and in schools® coverage. For example,
pupils considered IT almost as important for a job and career as English and
maths, yet when taught as a separate subject, 1t occupied less than five per
cent of the timetable, and when taught only as a cross-curricular theme, it
had even less time still. A curriculum designed and mediated from the pupils’
perspective would take greater account of IT and HE throughout Key Stage
3 and of CE in Year 10.

$  However, related to the above point and with particular regard to IT, an issue
emerged surrounding how curriculum designers and schools might act on
pupils’ desire for increased coverage of this CCT. An obvious solution might
be to make [T a subject of the NIC. Yet, in their responses to the questionnaire
and in interview, those pupils who experienced IT as a separate subject did
acknowledge dissatisfaction with the way in which it was mediated. In the
annual pupil survey, IT consistently emerged as a subject where pupils were
underworked in class, and case-study pupils, especially computer-literate
interviewees, also referred to the slow pace of IT lessons in which they were
taught alongside their peers who had no experience of computers. These
findings would suggest, therefore, that as well as considering the amount of
IT provision pupils receive, curriculum designers and schools might also
need to ponder how IT might be better mediated, especially to ensure it
meets the needs of all pupils. Differentiating tasks or teaching in ability
groupings were raised by both case-study pupils and teachers as means by
which the mediation of I'T could be improved.

&  Also concerning 1T, despite the importance they attached to this CCT, when
the case-study pupils had (some) control over the curriculum and could choose
their options, very few grammar school pupils selected IT. This perhaps
suggests that, whatever they deem to be IT’s vocational relevance, these
pupils were aware that it does not have high academic status. This might
suggest a need to raise the academic profile and standing of IT as a core
skill.
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Several instances emerged where teachers had addressed the CCTs in the
ways recommended in the Programme of Study for their subject; yet their
pupils did not recognise this as coverage of a CCT. They did not, for example,
equate the study of imperial measurements in maths with CH. This perhaps
calls into question the appropriateness of some of the recommendations in
the Programmes of Study for some subjects. Further, it may also hightight a
need for teachers to make more explicit any reference to the CCTs in their
teaching. This might even involve the labelling of the CCTs as they are
covered in the classroom. Comments made by a number of high-attaining
interviewees suggested that this might improve pupils’ recognition and
internalisation of the CCTs, particularly CH and EA: However, interviews
with staff did suggest that this would not be popular with teachers: no teacher
interviewee said that they made it explicit to pupils that they were covering
a CCT, and it was clear that they preferred the themes to be ‘organic’ in their
teaching.

Experience of the CCTs could change behaviour — pupils cited how through
the CCTs they had learned how to respect others, save money and eat more
healthily. Pupils did regard the CCTs as useful. However, particularly with
regard to EMU and HE, there was a sense that as Key Stage 3 progressed,
pupils, especially high attainers, were less convinced of the value of these.
By Year 10, these pupils were beginning to describe the work they had done
onrespect for others as ‘common sense’ and to acknowledge that they already
knew about this. There may, therefore, be a need to change the emphasis of
EMU in Year 10 and beyond, away from work generally on respect for others,
to some conceptually and behaviourally more challenging work, perhaps
taking in conflict resolution, arbitration, identity formation, and relevant
aspects of sociology and psychology.
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CONCLUSION

The study

This report has set out the detailed findings to emerge from the Key Stage 3 phase
of the NI Curriculum Cohort Study. Commissioned by the NI CCEA, the research
was funded by DE (NI) and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. NFER conducted
the study. '

Aims

The overall aim of the research was to provide evidence of the impact of the
whole curriculum as seen from the perspective of the learner. In particular, the
project set out to investigate pupils’ experiences of key curriculum design concepts
such as breadth and balance, coherence, appropriateness and relevance, continuity
and progression, manageability and enjoyment.

Research methods

To meet these aims, the study drew on a large set of quantitative and qualitative
evidence collected through:

2 annual surveys administered at the end of Years 8, ¢ and 10 to 2 ten per cent
representative sample of all NI pupils in the 1996 Year 8§ cohort (2,694 pupils);

4 annual school surveys to the 51 schools from which the pupil cohort was
drawn, along with timetables for the years in question;

[} case study research in ten primary and five post-primary schools, the latter
normally comprising two 3.5-day visits to each school per year, which
typically involved in each school {including the primary school visits):

% interviews with the same 12 pupils (394 interviews in total);

% aday’s pupil pursuit observations (37 observed days in total) and follow-
up pupil interviews (136 in total);

% interviews with teachers and senior managers (114 interviews in total);
and

L3
Ca

indirect data collection activities with 21 pupils at Year 8 and 18 at Year
10 (e.g. concept mapping).

In addition, the researchers collected the survey pupils’ Key Stage 3 test scores in
English, maths and science (according to which pupils were assigned to one of
three attainment groupings).

To assist the analysis of these data, a typology of different levels of curricular
action was used to distinguish between the curriculum as specified by Government,
the currtculum as planned by schools and their departments, the curriculum as
mediated by teachers, the curriculum as experienced by pupils and the curriculum
as internalised by pupils.
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9.2 Breadth and balance in the curriculum

A common curricular entitlement?

A broad, balanced and common curricular entitlement was widely accepted to be
one of the prime justifications for the introduction of national curricula. However,
evidence on the time allocated by the 51 (NI) schools to different subject areas
established that whilst schools may work to a common framework (curriculum as
specified), at the level of implementation {(curriculum as planned), the Northern
Ireland Curriculum (NIC) did not exist as a single entity. In reality, schools offered
pupils a variety of NI curricula rather than a common NI curricular entitiement.
Overall, languages were prone to the greatest variation, but music, technology,
RE, PE and art were each allocated widely varying amounts of time depending on
the school.

Further analyses of the Year 10 data revealed six main types of curricula, which
were closely allied to particular types of school:

¢  Languages Hght Protestant-managed secondary
The practical-active curriculum with average RE

¢  RE and languages light Protestant-managed secondary
The practical-active curriculum with reduced RE

$  RE heavy and languages Hght Catholic-managed secondary
The humanities curriculum

4  Languages heavy Cathelic-managed secondary or
The academic-oriented curriculum grammar

4  RE and languages heavy Catholic-managed grammar

The academic curriculum with RE emphasis

¢  Languages heavy and RE light Protestant-managed grammar
The linguistic-scientific curriculum

For the most part, these different types of curricula were provided by schools
which pupils attended largely according to their religious orientation and
performance in the Transfer Test (for English, maths and science) rather than on
the basis of their needs, interests and aptitudes in the particular type of curriculum
they will experience.

Limits to breadth and balance

Only four per cent of schools were meeting the minimum percentage time
allocations suggested by NICC (1991) in all subjects. Music, art, PE/games and
technology were the subjects most likely to receive less than the recommended
times. Overall, in the light of this and above evidence, arguably few schools
could be said to be providing a broad and balanced curriculum. Nevertheless,
most teachers generally approved of the overall breadth and balance in the NIC
and their school’s time allocations to different subject areas. However, a sizeable
group of teachers, including several Year 7 teachers, expressed concerns about
the heavy concentration on the core academic areas and the limited time available
for the ‘minority” subjects.
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Pupils on the lack of balance

Pupils’ views on the balance of the curricula were fairly consistent across all three
years of Key Stage 3. Pupils in general — bat grammar school pupils in particular
— felt that too much time was spent on languages, maths and English, while too
little time was devoted to practical subjects, particularly PE, IT, the expressive
arts, home economics, health education, technology and, in Year 10, careers
education. Interestingly, it was low-engaged pupils, again especially those from
grammar schools, who were most likely to consider that academic subjects were
over-welghted and induced boredom. Such findings fusl concerns that curricula
which lack balance may be important contributors to pupil disengagement, and
ultimately disaffection.

Pupils’ reasons for thinking that subjects were over-represented on the curriculum
often focused on the allocation of too many periods, topics lasting for too long
and lack of relevance. Alternatively, the main reasons proffered for believing that
several subjects received too little time were enjovment of the subjects (particularly
in the early vears of Key Stage 3), relevance and impairments to the manageability
and quality of learning.

Pupils on the need for greater breadth

To explore perceptions of breadth in the curriculum as experienced, pupils were
asked whether there were areas that had not been covered sufficiently. Whereas
half the Year & pupils thought there were, in Years 9 and 10, over two-thirds believed
there were {73 and 69 per cent respectively). In each year, PE, IT, languages,
drama and PSE.-related topics (including sex, drugs and health education, first
aid, life skills, child care) dominated the list of topics deemed insufficienily covered.
Careers education and business studies were also highlighted in Year 10. Notably,
more grammar school pupils than their secondary schoot peers indicated that there
were areas that they felt had been insufficiently covered in their learning.

Overall, pupils sought greater breadth and better balance in the Key Stage 3
curricula. '

9.3 Coherence across the curriculum
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Limited commitment to achieving coherence in the whole
curriculum

In this chapter, we concentrated on pupils’ experiences of lateral or between- and
across-stubject coherence. We began by noting that unlike other curriculum design
principles (e.g. breadth, balance and relevance), coherence across the curriculum
is not widely regarded as an essential feature of an effective curriculum. Indeed,
this may help explain the acceptance of the piecemeal, subject-based approach to
the development of national curricula. Although some attempt was made in
Northern Ireland to address the issue of coherence through the concept of *Areas
of Study’, the research found that schools rarely used these categories in curricuium
planning, they were not part of teachers” frames of reference and they had virtually
no experiential impact on pupils.
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Pupils were generally not aware of any planned coherence in the courses offered
by schools. Nevertheless, about half of the schools (in the Year 10 Survey) had at
least one policy for teaching some skills across the curricalum. Cross-curricular
policies for IT, PSE skills and study skills were cited more frequently than those
for literacy and numeracy. There was some evidence that the existence of such
policies was related to the frequency of pupils’ perceptions of cross-curricular
fearning, at least as far as I'T and PSE were concerned. Teachers reported that
they let cross-curricular links occur through serendipity rather than deliberately
building them in.

The consequences of a fragmented whole curriculum for
learning

However, evidence from the pupil pursuit observations suggested that relying on
serendipity could be a highly inefficient strategy that fails to maximise the potential
for learning. The observations showed how pupils’ days were strongly
compartmentalised into a serjes of episodic and subject-based experiences, typically
with high-profile internal narratives but minimal references to learning in other
areas. Yet, however limited and partial their perspectives may be, pupils had a
greater experiential awareness of the actual continuities across subjects than their
teachers. That said, the observations often demonstrated how many valuable
opportunities to construct creative connections and extend learning between the
skills, knowledge and intelligences offered by different subjects passed by
unnoticed and untapped for both teachers and leamers.

Pupils’ images of the whole curriculum

Not surprisingly, given the bounded nature of the curriculum as experienced, pupils
tended to internalise the whole curriculum and their learning within it
predominantly in subject categories. Signs of any development over the Key
Stage 3 phase towards more overarching and less subject-based constructions of
the whole curriculum were negligible — even for high academic attainers. Through
such techniques as concept mapping when pupils were asked to draw a
diagrammatic representation of * All I can learn at school’, three main constructions
of the whole curriculum emerged, as pupils mapped their learning according to:

¢  common content knowledge across subjects;

¢  perceptions of different subjects’ relative usefulness and/or importance; and
4  two broad dichotomous categories: ‘practical” versus ‘academic’ subjects.
Far from helping learners to find coherence in the curriculum, in the sense of
assisting them to pull together its different elements, the latter two may encourage

them to do the opposite — to push it apart. Thus, they may lead to curricular
fission rather than fusion.

Pupil perceptions of cross-curricular learning and its
potential benefits

The most frequently perceived link between subjects was that between geography
and science. Science frequently appeared in nominated links, while IT and the
expressive arts were rarely cited. Commonalities in content knowledge represented
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the dominant mode through which leamers perceived contirruities between subjects.
In contrast, there were appreciably fewer references to skills-based perceptions of
cross-subject links — a finding that could pose challenges to any move towards a
skills-based curriculum as specified. There was evidence to suggest that low
academic attainers had greater difficulties in perceiving continuities or links in
their learning across the curriculum.

In each year, a solid majority of pupils affirmed that the links they perceived
between subjects had helped their learning. The most frequently cited reason for
valuing cross-curricular links was that they helped pupils leamn in more depth or
more detail, develop a better understanding and aid their progress. Although mere
duplication was seen as tedious and demotivating, many pupils saw value in
learning about things from slightly different perspectives. In short, most pupils
sought greater coherence across the curriculum and valued the benefits of this for
their learning.

The evidence suggested that numerous valuable learning opportunities for
exploring links across the curriculum were lost to both pupils and teachers.
Additionally, in the absence of any significant guidance to the contrary, the concept
maps indicated that some pupils internalise images of the whole curriculum that
may have deleterious effects on their leaming and motivation. In view of these
and other problems, it seems appropriate to raise the question as to how pupils
and teachers could be given regular opportunities to collaborate in the framing of
creative and constructive models of their learning across the curriculum as they
experience it. In a sense, this would be to encourage pupils’ and teachers’ meta-
awareness of their learning and the curriculum.

9.4 Continuity and progression, progress and
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assessment

Establishing continuity within and between Key Stages?

As well as coherence across the curricalum, the study also examined coherence
over time, namely continuity and progression within subjects. According to many
teachers, the NIC had been largely successful in providing a ‘framework’ that had
led to greater continuity in their subjects within Key Stage 3 than had existed
prior to its inception. However, identifying four main obstacles, a majority of
Year 8 teachers maintained that continuity between Key Stages 2 and 3 was still
problematic:

¢  variation in the knowledge and skills of pupils transferring from different
schools;

¢  pupils transferring without the skills or knowledge to tackle Key Stage 3
work;

¢  unhelpful coverage in Key Stage 2 of Key Stage 3 material; and

4  disruptions to continuity in subjects caused by the Transfer Procedure.

The evidence demonstrated that teachers saw themselves as developing the internal
coherence of their subject over the duration of particular topics or through the

Key Stage. However, aithough most children could detect some form of “follow-
on’ in their learning, it emerged that only high academic attainers were discerning
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continuity in the way in which it had been planned by their teachers. For example,
it was only the highest-attaining pupils who recognised that over the course of a
topic in maths and science, the level of work would increase in difficulty, and
who showed awareness that in languages they needed to apply all that they had
covered previously to understand their current work. The vast majority of pupils
lacked awareness of teachers’ ‘master plan’ for progression, and therefore had
only a partial view of the internal coherence within their subjects. Analyses of the
~ pupil pursuit observations established that continuity and progression tended to
be implicit in lessons rather than explicitly explained to pupils.

How continuity and progression could be experienced by
more pupils

Pupils generally felt that their lessons had followed on from the previous one,
though least follow-on was perceived in several practical subjects, especially PE
and music, but also art and home economics. History attracted the greatest degree
of perceived continuity, followed by maths, geography and technology. As they
progressed through Key Stage 3, pupils usually observed more continuity in their
lessons. Pupils’ capacity to perceive continuity and progression was closely
associated with their level of academic attainment. Low attainers discerned the
least continuity in their subjects and made the least advance over the Key Stage in
the amount detected. Indeed, in Year 10, low attainers were not seeing the levels
of continuity which high attainers had observed in Year 8.

1t emerged that the influence of attainment encompassed not only how much
continuity was recognised, but also how it was perceived. From interviewees’
comments, a continuum of perceived follow-on emerged: ‘extraneous procession’
(typically, proceeding through a textbook); ‘clustering’ (the continnance of the
same subject matter for a period of time); and ‘incremental acquisition’ (the
progressive build-up of new knowledge and skills). The research found that there
were greater concentrations of low and high attainers at the opposite ends of the
continuum, with more low attainers restricted to ‘extraneous procession’ and more
high attainers describing ‘incremental acquisition’. The type of follow-on pupils
perceived was seen to mirror their evaluation of continuity. Thus, high-attaining
pupils who identified ‘incremental acquisition” were most likely to volunteer that
this aided their understanding of the subject matier under study. There are signals
here that emphasising ‘incremental acquisition” in the content of the curriculum,
as well as in teaching approaches, could have major benefits for enhancing learning.

Transferring learning from one year to the next?

Throughout the study, the vast majority, around 70 per cent, of pupils felt that
their previous year of schooling had prepared them well for the current year.
Similarly, most agreed they had learnt more in their cwrrent year of schooling than
in the previous year. However, confirming teachers’ concerns about the lack of
coatinuity between Key Stages 2 and 3, Year § emerged as the year that involved
the most repetition of the previous year’s studies. There was also a warmning that
pupils’ transfer to certain types of post-primary school proved particularly stressful.
In Year 8, those children attending grammmar schools, single-sex, especially all-
girls’, schools and large schools were all markedly less likely than their comparative
groups to have enjoyed their first year at post-primary school more than their last
year at primary school.
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Making progress

Pupils rated their progress in all subjects positively, but especially so in PE. Their
level of attainment made no conspicuous difference to the degree of progress they
felt they had made. In Year 9, there was a fall in pupils’ perceptions of the amount
of progress made in their subjects. This corresponds to the general downturn in
pupils’ opinions of the curriculum in Year 9 when their estimation of its breadth
and balance, relevance and — crucially in terms of progress — its manageability
and their enjoyment of it — all declined, to recover slightly in Year 10.

Pupil evaluations of assessment and its impact on
motivation '

~ The Years 8 and 9 survey results showed that the majority of pupils considered

examinations and reports to be the most effective means of gaining feedback on
their progress and attainment. In the main, pupils valued examinations and tests
particularly because they provided a clear-cut indication of how an individual

. was performing.

In Year 10, pupils gave their views on the impact of the Key Stage 3 tests. From
the survey data, it emerged that most pupils believed that the Key Stage 3 tests
had made a difference to their lives and work at school, as well as their lives
outside school, with grammar school pupils feeling this most keenly, particularly
the pressure of taking the assessments. Additionally, the case-study data revealed
that the tests had a significant impact on the learner’s experience of the Year 10
curriculum. The findings suggested that the tests distorted progression and learning
within English, maths and science, and jeopardised the manageability and the
breadth and balance of the whole curriculnm. Furthermore, pupils” perceptions
of the relevance of their subjects were influenced in questionable ways.

That said, it should be borne in mind that we have speculated that the tests (along
with the options process) were a key factor in ameliorating, in Year 10, the
disengagement from the curriculum that beset many pupils in Year 9. Indeed, this
hypothesis was verified by interviewees’ comments: a grammar school boy
confessed that whilst Year 9 had been a *joke’, in Year 10, ... you have fo be more
Jocused with the Key Stage 3 exams coming up’. Moreover, in the survey, a
substantial proportion of pupils felt that the tests had made them learn more, and
additionally, albeit in smaller numbers, respondents indicated that because of the
tests, they had worked harder, felt prepared for taking GCSE examinations, were
now more commitied to learning and were more aware of the importance of school.

Therefore, it appears that pupils’ motivation and learning were enhanced in a year
when the progression, balance, manageability and relevance of the curriculum
were all disturbed. A similar scenario was also described in Year 7: as well as
stressing the most damaging impact of the Transfer procedure on the upper Key
Stage 2 curriculum and also on pupils’ well-being, a number of Year 7 teachers
held that the Test kept youngsters ‘on their toes’ in the final year. This perhaps
raises some fundamental questions for curriculum designers regarding the role of
formal assessment in the NIC: firstly, whether it is appropriate that pupils appear
to be motivated by assessment and see more purpose in education when it has a
test at the end of it; secondly, the extent to which the current assessment system
has been responsible for developing these highly instrumental attitudes in pupils;
thirdly, if teachers and curriculum designers can mount a curriculum where the
subject matter and skills intrinsically motivate pupils rather than the extrinsic
drive towards assessment.
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9.5 Relevance and appropriateness

The research sought pupils’ opinions on the relevance of the curriculum to their
current needs, to life in the future and to careers, and also their views on gender
relevance.

Pupils on the relevance of the curriculum to their current
needs

The subjects perceived to be most relevant to current needs were maths, IT, PE,
English and, in Year 10, careers. The corresponding least relevant subjects were
music, art, Irish, French, RE, history and technology. Music in Year 10 posted a
particularly high score for irrelevance. The lack of relevance associated with
languages was noteworthy, given that a third of the schools afforded this area the
most teaching time. In Year 8, pupils seemed generally positive about the value
of the curriculum for their current needs. But over the three years, most subjects
declined in terms of perceived current relevance (especially art, music and Frenchy);
only maths and PE stayed broadly the same, and only IT increased. Thus, in
Years 9 and 10, a majority of subjects were seen as conspicuously less useful,
especially by grammar school pupils. In Year 9, these pupils expressed a narrower
view of relevance, limited to the academic core (English, maths, and science),
along with IT, and attached much less importance to practical and arts areas. By
Year 10, there was less disparity between the two types of school, because relevance
for secondary pupils declined in Year 10, while the perceptions of their grammar
school peers remained similar to those expressed in Year 9.

Pupils on the relevance of the curriculum to their future
needs

The broad pattem of perceived relevance for future needs (important — or not —
for adult life) was similar to that for current needs, in that the same clusters of
subjects appeared at the top and the bottom of the rank ordering for each year.
Pupils in Years 8 and 9 appeared to find the curriculum less useful for the future
than for their current needs. In Year L0, pupils’ perceptions appeared to be slightly
the reverse. Modern languages and the creative arts were consistently seen as the
subjects least useful for the future, just as they were perceived as the least important
for pupils’ current needs. '

Although most pupils believed the majority of their subjects would be relevant to
them for adult life, grammar school pupils were less positive about the value of
certain subjects (e.g. the arts, languages and maths) than their secondary
counterparis. A parallel between the scores of high attainers and grammar school
pupils emerged in the increasing importance they attached to IT and in the
narrowing range of subjects deemed to be important. Taken together, and bearing
in mind a similar emphasis on utilitarian values from these groups in the scores
for relevance to current needs, it seems that these two groups may already be
disposed to value a relatively limited range of subjects in Year 8. By Year 10,
their curricular experiences (and perhaps other influences outside school) may
have encouraged them to see their future exclusively in terms of academic and
career success, and to this end to become predominantly focused on what they
believe will most effectively help to achieve these goals.
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Pupil perceptions of vocational relevance

English, maths and 1T, with the addition of carcers in Year 10, were believed to be
the most vocationally relevant subjects by all three year groups. Music, RE, Irish,
drama and art were found to be the least vocationally relevant subjects, becoming
gradually less important over the three years. Apart from the notable instances of
IT, science and maths, vocational relevance declined for most subjects over the
Key Stage. The results from grammar school pupils presented a polarisation
between the few subjects (i.e. English, maths and IT) they perceived as having
great vocational relevance and the majority of subjects which were viewed as
almost vocationaily irrelevant. While secondary school pupils’ perceptions of
their subjects’ relative degrees of vocational importance were similar to those of
their grammar school peers, their perceptions of vocational irrelevance overall
were considerably less éxtreme. Again, the evidence reinforces the interpretation
that the majority of high attainers and grammarschool pupils appear to be rigidly
focused on a very narrow range of subjects which they perceive in terms of strictly
utilitarian vocational priorities.

The findings from all three types of relevance suggest that in general, over the
Key Stage, pupils’ perceptions of relevance become gradually more and more
closely associated with the academic and wutilitarian currency of subjects for a
career, even though the perceived vocational relevance of most subjects dechined
over the key Stage.

Pupils on the relevance of the curriculum to different gender

In all three years, gender stereotyping was slightly more pronounced in grammar
schools than in secondary schools. Grammar school pupils were more forceful
about the appropriateness of PE for boys and home economics for girls. Moreover,
in Year 10, grammar school pupils regarded science and IT as slightly more
appropriate for boys, and French and art as more appropriate for girls.

Constructing relevance and its implications for learning and
motivation

The research identified several characteristics of pupils’ constructions of relevance:

¢  seeing relevance as enhancing knowledge and skills for their own sakes or
for sheer satisfaction was widespread in Year 8, but declined dramatically
over Key Stage 3 — by Year 10, relevance as academic attainment and
examinations had replaced it as a dominant mode of discerning what was
important and what was not;

¢  many pupils’ accounts highlighted the role of individual aptitude in
determining pupils’ perceptions of relevance and effective learning;

¢  learning was considered to be relevant, though for most pupils ‘leaming’
was narrowly construed as learning something ‘new’, which, when it
happened, bestowed a sense of progress and heightened self-esteem for many
pupils ~ thus, suggesting that broadening pupils’ definitions of learning could
be highly beneficial;
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¢  the arts were widely enjoyed, yet were not seen as having any lasting worth
by the majority of puptls;

¢  while some teachers argued that enjoyment was more important for effective
learning than perceived relevance, for many pupils, relevance ~ and vocational
relevance in particular - was more significant than enjoyment;

4 according to teachers, while a minority of ‘more clued-in’ pupils questioned
the validity and relevance of their learning, a more mechanical compliance
prevailed among the majority; and

&  with crucial ramifications for pupils’ motivation, implicit messages (e.g. the
amount of time allocated to a subject or its status in the assessment system)
appeared to be more influential than explicit messages (e.g. teachers
explaining why learning certain skills is important) in shaping pupils’

" perceptions of relevance.

One key implication may well be that if we want pupils to leam effectively across
all areas of the curriculum, then assessment and time allocation systems must
transmit a message of greater parity of esteem and status across the curriculum as
a whole.

9.6 Nlanageability

Both in terms of the amount and level of the work required by the Key Stage 3
curriculum, the evidence indicated an appreciable decrease in manageability at
Year 9 compared to Year 8, with Year 10 being broadly similar to Year 9. Generally,
pupils felt overworked in languages and maths (also English as far as homework
was concerned), but underworked in the arts and practical subjects. In a substantial
majority of cases where subjects were said to be ‘hard’, pupils associated their
experience of difficulty with a rapid pace of teaching, which curtailed opportunities
for extended or repeated explanation. While the practical and arts subjects were
regarded as the easiest, pupils perceived languages to be the most difficult area of
the curriculum and its level of difficulty increased year-on-year throughout the
Key Stage, especially in grammar schools. Indeed, grammar school pupils tended
to rate their subjects as more difficult than their secondary peers. Notwithstanding
this, there was evidence that at times pupils of all attainment levels were not
challenged enough. Boredom and frustration were often the by-products of lessons
where pupils found the work easy or were given too little to do.

In subjects where the workload was most frequently perceived to be difficult to

- manage (e.g. science, history, geography and technology), teachers’ wish for more
time was a recwring theme, and where the curriculum was seen to be unduly
cumbersome, manageability for teachers became as pressing as manageability for
pupils. Generally, teachers seemed keen to retain what had been prescribed for
their subject, rather than to leave anything out, but many would have liked more
flexibility. Although teachers registered that the revised orders had led to some
improvement in terms of planning and mediation, many, nevertheless, expressed
serious concern in relation to differentiation. Perceived discrepancies between
the curriculum as specified and the needs of individual pupils surfaced repeatedly
throughout the teacher interviews.
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9.7 Enjoyment
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The study corroborates many of the findings from previous research into pupil
enjoyment of the curricuhum. Key ingredients of an enjoyable curriculum, such
as fun, interest and perceived ability in a subject resurface, as do active and practical
learning approaches, a ‘relaxed’ classroom ambience and teacher qualities like
explaining clearly, listening and fairness. Similarly, the high popularity of active
and practical subjects like PE and art confirms other research.

The implications of NIC for pupil enjoyment

References to the curriculum as specified by teachers showed two distinct stances:
those who saw erijoyment at this level as a non-issue and those who felt the NIC

-had some negative influence on pupil enjoyment. The former ‘non-issue’ viewpoint

variously noted either that curriculum specifications were irrelevant, as teacher
mediation was the key factor in enjoyment; or that some essential elements of
learning were necessary but not necessarily enjoyable; or that it was Key Stage 4
rather than Key Stage 3 specifications that were problematic for enjoyment.
However, a more comimon view wag that Key Stage 3 curricuhum specifications
had reduced pupi! enjoyment. This was variocusly because they were too full and

caused too much pressure on pupils and teachers; or because previously enjoyed

elements had been lost or because they had removed teacher choice and flexibility
which had facilitated pupil enjoyment.

Turning pupiis on — and turning them off

Most remarks on pupil enjoyment focused on the curriculum as mediated. Teacher
performance (differentiation, ensuring new subjects were enjoyed), personality
(being enthusiastic, caring, relaxed) and their choice of pedagogical tasks featured
strongly in teachers’ accounts. Pupil views corroborated this: the way ieachers
‘explained things’ was the most common phrase used whenever pupils attributed
a lack of enjoyment to the teacher, as well as teacher presentation style (being
‘boring’ or ‘talking too much’). By Year 10, low-attaining and low-engaged pupils
were more likely to starkly renounce lessons and subjects where the teacher was
not liked.

Qualitative data from pupils on enjoyment in the curriculum as experienced
highlighted ‘fun’, often set as a counterpoise to ‘work’, implying active learning
from practical and creative activities was appreciated by pupils of all levels of
engagement and attainment. “Variety’, cooperative learning, opportunities to
experience responsibility, autonomy and choice in learning also surfaced, as well
as classroom ambience and differentiation (though this was notably absent from

- low-engaged pupils’ accounts). Pupils of all degrees of engagement and attainment

shared a discourse of non-enjoyment, focusing on monotony, isolation, passivity
and sedentariness in learning. However, resignation and a capacity to cope with
non-enjoyment were only evident in the responses of the higher-engaged and
attaining pupils.

Finally, qualitative data showed alternative versions relating to enjoyment’s
significance in the curriculum as internalised. Sometimes pupils and teachers
held the view that learning cannot always be ‘fun’, yet enjoyment would occur
through achievement; others felt that enjoyment not just leavened but crucially
underpinned cwriculum engagement and attainment: “we learn/master; therefore
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we enjoy’ as opposed to ‘we enjoy; therefore we learn/master’. Less engaged and
lower-attaining pupils, and the teachers who work with this pupil type, more readily
proposed the desirability of the latier formula.

Declining ievels of enjoyment

Quantitative data suggested that virtuaily all subjects showed a decline in enjoyment
over the three years. Subjects with the most marked fall-off included French,
music, home economics, science and art. RE remained the least enjoyed subject
throughout the Key Stage. Analyses ahmost always showed grammar school pupils
rating subjects throughout the three years as less enjoyable — or at least not more
so —than their peers in secondary schools. Additionally, pupils from schools with
a high ratio of free school meals consistently enjoyed most subjects more than
their peers at schools with low ratios of free school meais over the three years.
Mevertheless, the former sub-sample, as well as low-attaining pupils, showed a
greater decrease in enjoyment through Key Stage 3, suggesting disengagement
could be a more deeply feit experience, particularly in the key areas of numeracy
and literacy. The marked decline of low attainers’ enjoyment throughout the Key
Stage and the initial lesser enjoyment of subjects by high-attaining pupils are two
stark findings from this area of analysis. Overall, the results pose an important
challenge to cwrriculum developers and teachers: is it possible to design and mediate
a curriculum that stimulates increases rather than decreases in pupils’ levels of
enjoyment and engagement over the three years of Key Stage 37

9.8 Cross-curricular themes

Considerable variation was apparent in the amount and type of different schools’
provision of CCTs. Undoubtedly, this was a key factor in accounting for pupils’
contrasting experiences of the CCTS, but despite this, some common {rends in
their perceptions were still detectable. Compared with girls, boys were less positive
about health education (HE) and careers education (CE) as they progressed. The
importance that pupils attached to IT and HE was not reflected in the quantity and
quaiity of provision in these areas. A curriculum designed, planned and mediated
from the pupils’ perspective would give greater weight to IT and HE (and CE in
Year 10). There was telling evidence to indicate that there was plenty of scope for
enhancing the mediation, standing and the level of challenge required of CCTs in
many schools.

Experience of the CCTs could change behaviour — pupils cited how through the
CCTs they had learned how to respect others, save money and eat more healthily.
Pupils did regard the CCTs as useful; however, particularly with regard to EMU
and HE, there was a sense that as Key Stage 3 progressed, pupils, especially high
attainers, were less convinced of their value. By Year 10, these pupils were
describing the work they had done on respect for others as ‘common sense’ and
acknowledging that they already knew about this. There may, therefore, be a
need to change the emphases of EMU (and other CCTx) in Years 9 and 10 by
moving beyond a general focus on respecting others to take in some more complex
conceptual and behavioural underpinnings, perhaps taking in conflict resolution,
arbitration, identity formation, and elements of sociology and psychology.
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8.9 So is the curriculum working?

Several of the findings could be used to mount a positive answer to this guestion.
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Whilst providing a common curricutum framework but avoiding stipulating
the length of time to be spent on subjects, the specifications of the NIC have
allowed schools the flexibility to mouid the structure of the timetable
according to their particular needs and ethos — thus offering diversity in
cwrricula across schools.

Although the balance of the curriculum was not always to their liking, pupils
most frequently nominated aspects which were already part of the curriculum,
either as a separate subject or a CCT, for increased provision — very rarely
did they suggest some element which currently has no place in the NIC.

In terms of the coherence of the curriculum, most pupils were able to cite
incidences when two or more subjects had linked together. The majority of
those pupils who perceived cross-curricular links found that these were
beneficial for their leaming.

Most teachers felt that the MIC framework had led to greater continuity within
subjects. Pupils could detect some progression in the NIC subjects and they
considered that their previcus year of schooling had prepared them well for
their current year.

Pupils in all three vears felt they were making positive progress.

Pupils were well attuned to the value of the key skills — literacy, numeracy
and ICT — and exhibited a strong desire to achieve academicaily.

Teachers reported that the revised orders had improved the workload of the
NIC and believed that the conceptual level of difficulty was satisfactory.
Pupils never rated any of their subjects as ‘very hard’ or felt extremely
overworked in any subject.

Although there was a decline over the Key Stage, pupils generally enjoyed
their subjects, especially af the start of Key Stage 3.

The CCTs were perceived by pupils to be valuable, and most reported that
they had a positive impact on their behaviour.

At the same time, some serious problems were identified by the research.

In reality, there was no common curricular entitlement. Hence, in the context
of a selective system, many pupils lacked access to various types of curricula.

Very few schools were meeting the recommended minimum times for all
subjects, and the balance of the curriculum was out of alignment with pupils’
views, with too great an emphasis on English, maths and languages and too
little time devoted to practical subjects and CCTs. Low-engaged pupils
expressed the gravest concerns about the over-representation of academic
subjects, and there was evidence that the lack of balance in the curriculum
was contributing to their sense of disengagement. Grammar school pupils
in particular found their curricula unbalanced.
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The NIC did not appear to keep pace with pupils’ maturation over the Key
Stage. In Year 10, more pupils expressed a desire for sex education, careers
education, business studies and opportunities to debate controversial topics
like abortion than they had done earlier. Similarly, by Year 10, CCT provision,
especially HE and EMU, deemed worthwhile in previous years, was often
regarded as ‘common sense’,

Valuable learning opportunities for exploring continuities across the
curriculum were lost. Pupils’ days were compartmentalised into a series of
episodic and subject-based experiences with minimal reference made to
learning in other areas.

Continuity and progression at the interface between Key Stages 2 and 3
were problematic. Pupils perceived a high degree of repetition in their studies
year-on-year throughout Key Stage 3, though especially so between Years 7
and 8.

Although pupils did detect follow-on in their subjects lesson-to-lesson, only
high attainers perceived it in the way that matched teachers’ descriptions of
how follow-on was built into their schenies of work.

Year 9 resembled an educational limbo. Pupils’ largely good opinion of the
NIC in Year § nosedived in Year 9 — their enjoyment of the curriculum and
their perceptions of its relevance, breadth and manageability all declined,
then recovered somewhat in Year 10 as pupils, by their own admission, were
motivated by the Key Stage 3 tests. This raises several questions about the
efficacy of the NIC. What is the impact on pupils’ engagement of a ‘poor’
school year (indeed, low-engaged pupils” views showed least upturn in Year
10)? Does this mean that the curriculum per se had not developed in pupils
an intrinsic desire to learn? Is the curriculum working if assessment is the
key source of motivation? Indeed, it emerged that assessment had a
deleterious effect on the curriculum: Key Stage 3 ended as Key Stage 2 had
done, with curriculum continuity and progression, balance, relevance and
manageability all disturbed for the sake of assessment in Years 7 and 10.

Rather than broadening their minds, pupils’ cutlook, in many respects, grew
narrower as Key Stage 3 progressed. They became increasingly utilitarian
in their sense of the relevance of the curriculum over the Key Stage: by Year
10, they were fixed on the relevance of a few subjects that would bring
credible academic success; perceptions of the gender relevance of certain
subjects remained entrenched; academic aftainment became their primary
justification for a subject’s relevance.

Many pupils were denied opportunities for intellectual and creative adventure.
Although high attainers registered the most extreme perceptions of difficulty,
these pupils, as well as teachers, criticised the lack of challenge in their
experiences,

Pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum declined over the Key Stage. Several
did not look forward to coming to school. The number of pupils who found
subjects boring or had difficulty concentrating in lessons was higher in Year
10 than Year 9.
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@ Ironically, given that the curriculum as specified was widely seen to be
‘academic’, high attainers, especially grammar school pupils, emerged as
the most disengaged group.

B  Therelative enthusiasm of low attainers for the curriculum in Year 8 was not
maintained. These pupils’ estimation of the curriculum fell dramatically
over the Key Stage in terms of enjoyment and relevance. Since low atfainers’
baseline in Year 8 had been more positive than that of high attainers, this
possibly suggests that the decline in their enjoyment of the curriculum and
their belief in its relevance was a more deeply felt experience for low-attaining

pupils.
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Pupil questionnaire

COHORT STUDY

A QUESTIONNAIRE FOR YEAR 9 PUPILS

L 4 NFER has been asked by CCEA o carry cut a three year study of pupils’
views on the curriculum. You may remember that you filled in a
questionnaire for us last year, when you were in Year 8. We would be
very grateful if you could do this again for us, now that you are in Year 9.
We would like t¢ know what vou think about the things you do and
fearn sbout in your lessons.

% Your responses will be completely confidential.
&  The questionnaire should take about one hour to fill in.

L 4 The researcher in the class with you today will explain how to complete
the questionnaire. If you are not sure about any question, please ask the
researcher for help.

¢ We are interested in YOUR opinions, so please don't discuss your answers
with the person sitting next to you.

4 It is not a test. Your replies will not be marked, so don't spend too long
worrying about spelling etc.
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i

Looking at all the things you have done in the second year at this school, what are the most
important things you have learned?

We would like you to think about what you have done, studied and learnt in each of your subjects
gver the past year (i.e. since September 1997). For each subject, look first at the words at the
opposite end of each row, then circle one number which best matches what you think about what
you have done and learnt in that subject.

Here's an example to complete with your researcher:

Drama
hard 1 2 3 4 5  ecasy
important for job/career i 2 3 4 5  notneeded for job/career
important for adult life 1 2 3 4 5  notneeded for adult life
too much of it 1 2 3 4 5 notenoughofit

Please do the following subjects by yourself, though ask the researcher for help if you need it.
Remember to think about the eontent of each subject (i.e. what you have done and learnt).
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hard

mainly for girls

[ really enjoy it

important for job/career

important for adult life

00 much of it

useful for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
lessons usually buiid or the last one
toa littie homework

[ feel overwaorked in class

I've made poor progress ixt this subject

hard

mainly for girls

I realiy enjoy it

important for job/carger

important for adult life

too much of it

-usefu! for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
" lessons usuaily build on the last one
1o little homework

I feet overworked in class

I’ve made poor progress in this subject

hard

mainly for girls

I reatly enjoy it

importamt for job/career

imporiant for aduit life

too much of it

useful for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
lessons usually buiid on the tast one
toe little homework

I feel overworked in class

I’'ve made poor progress in this subject
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casy

mainly for bovs

I realty distike it

not needed for job/career

nof needed for adult life

not enough of i

useless for me now

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
lessons don’t usually build on the last one
too much homework

[ feel underworked in class

i've made goeod progress in this subject

casy

mainly for boys

i reatly dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult life

not encugh of it

useless for me now

hasn’t heiped me to develop as a person
iessons don’t usually build on the last one
too muchk homework

[ feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject

easy

mainly for boys

i really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult Hfe

not encugh of it

useless for rme now

hasn't helped me to develop as a person
lessons don’t usually build on the last one
w0 much homework

} feel underworked in class

I"ve made good progress in this subject
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Technology and Diesign

hard

mainty for girls

1 really enjoy it

impaortant for job/career

tmportant for adult life

too much of it

useful for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
lessons usually buiid on the last one
too littie homework

I feet overworked in class

I've made poor progress in this subject

hard

mainly for girls

[ really enjoy it

important for job/carcer

important for adult life

(oo much of it

usefui for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
lessons usuaily build on the last one
too jittie homework

1 feel overworked in class

['ve made poor progress in this subject

hard

mainly for girls

1 really enjoy it

imporiant for job/career

imporant for aduit life

too much of it

useful for me now

really helped me to develop as a person
lessens usually build on the last one
" too little homework

[ feel overworked in class

I've made poor progress in this subject

1 23 4 5
1 2 4

1 23 4 3
1 23 45
i 23 4 35
P23 43
1 2 3 4 35
1 23 45
123 45
123 45
1 2 3 4 3
I 23 4 35

History
123 4 5
1 2 3 4 35
1 23 4 5
12 3 4 5
1 23 4 5
i 23 45
123 45
i 23 45
123 45§
i1 2 3 4 5
i 23 45
1 23 405
Geography
1 2 3 4 5
I 2 3 45
123 45
i 23 44
123 4 35
12 3 4 35
123 435
123 4 3
1 2 3 4 5
1 23 4 5
1 23 4 3
1 23 45
4

easy

mainly for boys

I really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult life

not enough of it

yseless for me now

hasn’t helped me 10 develop as a person
lessons don'i usuatly build on the last one
too much homewaork

i feet underworked in class

P've made good progress in this subject

casy

mainly for boys

I really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult life

rot enough of it

useless for me now

hasn't helped me to develop as a person
lessons don’t usually build on the last one
too much homework

[ feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject

easy

mainly for boys

I really disiike it

not needed for job/career

rol needed for aduit life

not enough of i

usetess for me now

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
lessens don’t usually build on the last one
too much homework

| feel underworked in class

I"ve made good progress in this subject
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Art and Design
had 1 2 3 4 5
mainly forgiels t+ 2 3 4 5
Treallyenjorit 1 2 3 4 5
important for job/carcer T 2 3 4§
important foradultdife 1 2 3 4 3
toomuchofit 1 2 3 4 3
E useful formenow | 2 3 4 3
really helped me 1o developasaperson 1 2 3 4 5
lessons usually buildonthe lastone 1 2 3 4 3
too little homework 1 2 3 4 5
{feel overworkedinclass 1 2 3 4 3
['ve made poor progress in this subject 1 2 3 4 3
Musie
hard 1 2 3 4 5
mainly forgirls + 2 3 4 3
Ireally enjoyit 1 2 3 4 35
imporiant forjob/career 1 2 3 4 5
important for adeltlife 1 2 3 4 5
wwomuchofit 1 2 3 4 5
useful formenow 1 2 3 4 5
reaily helped me to developasaperson 1 2 3 4 5
lessons usually build on the lastone 1 2 3 4 5
too littlehomework 1 2 3 4 3
ifeel overworkedinclass 1 2 3 4 5
I"ve made poor progress inthissubject + 2 3 4 5
PE
hard 1 2 3 4 5
mainly forgirls 1 2 3 4 3
Ireally enjoyit 1 2 3 4 3
important for job/carger 1 2 3 4 5
imporlant foradultiife 1 2 3 4 5
womuchofit 1 2 3 4 35
useful formenow 1 2 3 4 3
really helped me to devejop asaperson | 2 3 4 3
tessons usually buitd on the lastone 1 2 3 4 3
foc litsle homework 1 2 3 4 3
ifeel overworkedinclass ¢ 2 3 4 3
I’ve made poor progress in thissubject 1 2 3 4 5
3

casy

mainly for boys

i really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult life

not enough of it

useless for me now

hasn’t helped me 1o develop as a persen
lessens dor’t usually build on the last one
too much homework

1 feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject

easy

mainly for boys

[ realiy dislike il

not needed for job/career

net needed for adult life

not encugh of it

uscless for me now

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
tessons don't usually build on the iast one
too much homework

I feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject

easy

mainty for boys

{ really dislike it

not needed for job/career

net needed for adult [ife

not cnough of it

uscless for me new

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
{essons don’t usually build on the last one
teo much homework

[ feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject
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RE
hard 1 2 3 4 5 easy
mainly forgirls 1 2 3 4 5 mainly for boys
Treally enjoyit 1 2 3 4 5 Ireally dislike it
important for job/career 1 2 3 4 35 not needed for job/career
important foradultlife 1 2 3 4 5 not needed for adult life
toomuchofit 1 2 3 4 5 notenoughofit
useful formenow 1 2 3 4 5 useless for me now
really helped meto developasapersen 1 2 3 4 5 hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
lessons usually build onthe lastone 1 2 3 4 5 lessons don’t usually build on the iast one
too littie homewosk 1 2 3 4 5 too much homework
Ifeel overworkedinclass 1 2 3 4 5 1 feel underworked in class
I've made poor progress inthissubject 1 2 3 4 5 I've made good progress in this subject
Freach
{if not, alternative 128gUAZE ... }
hard T 2 3 4 35 easy
mainly forgirls | 2 3 4 5 mainly forboys
Ireallyenjoyit ¥ 2 3 4 5 Ireallydislikeit
important for job/career ¥ 2 3 4 5 nolneeded for job/career
important foradultlife 1 2 3 4 5 notneeded for adult life
twomuchofit ¥ 2 3 4 5 notenoughofit
useful formenow } 2 3 4 35 useless for me now
reatly helped me 1o developasaperson | 2 3 4 5 hasn’t helped me io develop as a person
lessons usually build onthe lastone ¥ 2 3 4 5 lessons don’t usually build on the last one
oo little homework 1 2 3 4 5 too much homework
[feel overworkedinclass 1 2 3 4 35 1 feel underwarked in class
I've made poor progress inthissubjeci 1 2 3 4 5 I've made good progress in this subject

Erigh (if appropriate)

hard 1 2 3 4

mainly for girls 1

1really enjoy it 1

important for job/career 1

important for aduit life 1

too much of it ]

useful for me now 1

really helped me to develop as a person 1
lessons usualty build on the last one 1
too tittle homework 1

I fecl overworked in class |
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I've made poor progress in this subject |
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easy

maialy for boys

I really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for aduit life

not enough of i

useless for me now

hasa’t heiped me to develop as a person
lessons dor't usually build on the last one
100 much homework

I feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject
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Home Economics

(if not, alternative subject

hard }

mainly for girls 1

I really enjoy it I

important for job/career 1

imporiant for aduit life !

oo much of it 1

useful for me now 1

really helped me to develop as a person 1
lessons usually build on the lastone 1
too little homework 1

1 fesl overworked in class |

I've made poor progress in this subject 1
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Health Education

hard 1

mainly for girls |

Irealty enjoy it 1

important for job/career 1

important for aduit life 1

oo much of it }

wseful for me now 1

reaily helped me to develop as a persen 1
lessons usually build on the last ong 1
1o ligle homework 1

1feel overworked in class 1

I've made poor progress in this subject i
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5
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3
3
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easy

maindy for boys

1 really dislike it

not needed for job/career

not needed for adult life

not enough of it

useless for me now

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
Igssons don't usually buiid on the last one
to0 much homework

1 feel underworked in class

1've made good progress in this subject

casy

mainly for boys

I really dislike it

not needed for job/carcer

not needed for adult life

not encugh of it

useless for me now

hasn’t helped me to develop as a person
lessons don't usually build on the last one
too much homework

I feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject

IT - using computers

hard 1

mataly for gizls 1

f really enjoy it !}

important for job/carecr 1

importam for adult life

too much of it 1

useful for me now 1

realiy helped me 1o develop as a person 1
lessons usuatly build on the last one 1
too listle homework 1

1 feel overworked in class |

I've made poor progress in this subject i
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5

5
5
5
5
3
3
5
5
3
3
5

casy

mainly for boys

Ireally disiike it

not needad for job/career

not needed for adult life

rot enough of it

useless for me now

hasn't helped me to develop as & person
lessons don't usually build on the last one
oo much homework

I feel underworked in class

I've made good progress in this subject
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Thinking about all you have done in the second year at this school, have you learnt anything
which has changed your views or the way you think about things?

Please circle one number. Yes 1 Ne 2 Not Sure 3

If YES:

(a)  how have your views changed?

(b}  which subjects helped bring about the changes?

Please say whether you agree or disagree with the foliowing statements by circling one
number in each row,

Agree Not Sure Disagree

{a) I have enjoyed the things | have done in Year 9 H 2 3
more than the things 1 did in Year §.

(b) Many of the subjects that I have done this year just 1 2 3
repeated what I learnt in Year 8.

(¢} The things I did in Year 8 prepared me well for 1 2 3
Year 9.

(d) Most of the subjects done this year followed on well 1 2 3

from what [ did in Year 8.

(e) 1 have learnt more things in Year 9 than 1 did in 1 2 3
Year 8.
{f) 1 was more interested in my school work in Year 8 1 2 3

than in Year 9.
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IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?

Is there anything that you would like to have done or leamnt about at schoo! which so far has not
been covered sufficiently in your lessons?

Please circle one number, Yes | No 2

If YES, please list up to three skills, topics or subjecis that you would like to have done or learnt
about:

{(a)

(b}

(e}

Try to think of an example when what you did or {earnt in one subject linked up with what you
did or learnt in another subject or subjects.

(a) What were the subjects that linked up?

(b} Please could you tell us how they linked up?

{c) Did these links help you with your learning?

{d) I you can't remember any link, please tick the box.
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(a) Please circle one number in each row to show how helpful you think the following
methods have been in finding out how you are getting on in your work this year. If you
think a particular method has not been used this year, circle 'not used'.

Mot helpful Fafrly Very Not used
helpiul helpfiul

Examinations 1 2 3 4
Marks or grades on my work i 2 3 4
Reports i 2 3 4
Tests (e.g. at the end of units) 1 2 3 4
Teacher's written comments on my work i 2 3 4
What the teacher says about my work i 2 3 4
Looking back at my work myself 1 2 3 4
(b} If you can think of any other ways

you find out how you are getting on,

please write them in the space below

and circle a number.
............................................................... i 2 3 4
............................................................... i 2 3 4
............................................................... 1 2 3 4

{c) Which is the most helpful of all the methods listed in 7(a) and 7(b), and why?

Please say whether you agree/disagree with the following statements by circling one number
in each row

Sironply  Agvee Not  Disagree Strosgly

agree sure disagres
(a) Ilook forward to coming to school 1 2 3 4 5
{b} I find most of my subjects interesting ] yi 3 4 5
(¢} Iknow I can always ask for help when { 1 2 3 4 5
don’t understand
(dy I think I am doing well at school 1 2 3 4 3
(&) T worry about some of my subjects 1 2 3 4 5

1
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10

il

i2

i3

14

This question asks you to explain how you feel about different subjects.
First, please circke the number which apolies o you.

{a) I find it hard o concentrate in some of my subjects Yes 1 MNo 2

If YES, please list the three subjects where it is hardest o concentrare.

(b} 1 find some subjects boring Yes 1 No 2

If YES, please list the three most boring subjects here.

Finally, some guestions about yourself,

Your name
Your date of bisth Date Month Year
Sex  Please circle one number. Boy Gisl

Form Please write the name of your form in the box.

If you did not complete this questionnzire when you were in Year 8, please answer this
question, Please tell us about your parents’ {or guardians’) jobs.

If either of ther is not working at the moment, please tell us about the last job he or she had. If
you can't answer any of the foilowing guestions, write Don'i know' in the appropriate space.

Father Mother
(3) Whatis the pame of the Job? L.
(b) What kind of work do they d0? _.......cccoiecioreivccrmrricnciiiins ooreemioriess s

{c) What sort of place or
organisation do they work
B0 s e

THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR HELP

13
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Other NFER titles available in this research area

BRIDGING THE GAP?

The National Curriculum and Progression from Primary to
Secondary School

SANDIE SCHAGEN and DAVID KERR (1999)

This book reports the findings of a major research project undertaken by NFER
which explore the impact of the National Curriculum on continuity and
progression in learning. The findings reveal a disturbing contrast between the
rhetoric of the National Curriculum and the reality of the Year 7 classroom.
ISBN 0 7005 1505 4

£6.00

RE-EXAMINING CITIZENSHIP EDUCATION:
The Case of England
DAVID KERR (1999)

From 2002, citizenship is set to become an explicit curriculum subject in
English schools for the very first time. How has this historic shift in attitude
and approach come about? What are the challenges to be overcome if pupils
are to be helped to become ‘good and active’ citizens? What are the benefits of
citizenship education for pupils, teachers, schools and society?

This book reports the findings of the first phase of a two-part major
international comparative study of citizenship education undertaken by NFER.
It identifies a number of fundamental challenges for citizenship education in
England, and raises issues which call for urgent consideration by researchers,
policy makers, LEAs and schools.

ISBN 0 7005 1545 3
£5.00

If you wish to purchase or find out more information about the above or
any NFER publication, contact Book Sales:

Tel: (01753) 747281
Fax: (01753) 747193

email: book.sales @nfer.ac.uk

A complete list of NFER Publications can be obtained from:
www.nfer.ac.uk




IS THE CURRICULUM WORKING?
The Key Stage 3 Phase of the
Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study

This report presents the findings from the Key Stage 3 phase of the Northern Ireland Curriculum
Cohort Study, a major piece of longitudinal research tracking pupils’ experiences and perceptions
of the curriculum from upper Key Stage 2 to the end of Key Stage 3. For this report, evidence
was collected through:

e annual questionnaires to 2,600 pupils in 50 schools and their senior managers

e case-study fieldwork in five schools which involved biannual interviews with the same 60 pupils,
interviews with teachers and senior managers, and observations of lessons.

The study investigated the reality of pupils’ experience of the curriculum, beyond the official
specifications. Pupils’ perspectives on the central curriculum design concepts formed a key part
of the research. Thus, the report presents and examines their views of the whole curriculum in
terms of its:

breadth, balance and coherence
continuity and progression
relevance

manageability

enjoyment

provision of cross-curricular themes.

The research is one of the few UK studies to explore pupils’ experiences and perceptions of
learning across the whole curriculum. The study’s longitudinal dimension, its whole curriculum
focus, its concerns with key curriculum design principles and its preoccupation with the pupil
experience are all qualities that allow the research to make a distinctive contribution to the debate
about the efficacy of national curricula. It is hoped that the report offers evidence and analyses
that will help schools and policy makers to continue to develop a curriculum that meets the needs
and expectations of young people.

ISBN: 1 903880 10 6
£25.50



