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As part of their monitoring of the curriculum, the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA) takes into account the views of learners. But what are those views
and how can they be incorporated into the curriculum to make it more relevant and
interesting for young people?
There has already been a lot of research into pupils’ experiences and observations of
the National Curriculum – over 300 studies between 1989 and 2005. The QCA asked
the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) to review this research for
common themes and to suggest how those themes could be interwoven into the
curriculum.
This short paper gives a summary of some of the findings from the review by Pippa
Lord and colleagues at the NFER. The full report is available for download from the
QCA website at http://www.qca.org.uk/254_1956.html and highlights some key
questions and discussion points for schools, teachers and curriculum developers.
Readers will also know of other specific activities and innovations they have tried
that have answered some of the issues raised by young people over the past years.

What pupils think
• Is the curriculum relevant?
• Do pupils enjoy the curriculum?
• Do young people find the curriculum manageable?
• How do pupils want to learn and be assessed?
• What choice do pupils want?

Is the curriculum relevant?

Passing
exams…getting
grades

Young people tend to think about the curriculum in terms of something they have to
get through in order to get to the next stage. It’s about passing exams and getting
grades. The closer they get to assessment, the more relevant they think it is. So, year
6, year 9 and year 11 pupils in particular think about the curriculum in terms of
assessments and getting through to the next stage.

Practical
application

In comparison, for young people the curriculum is not something that particularly
touches the rest of their lives. However, pupils do feel the curriculum is relevant when
it connects to daily living tasks, things going on in the media, and to future work
opportunities. They would like the curriculum to have even more relevance to current
issues, and to what they will go on to do when they leave education.

Discussion points
So how might we ensure that young people’s experiences of the curriculum are
not dominated by their views of passing exams and simply ‘getting to the next
stage’?
• Young people need to see the point of it all. They especially want practical
application (not just practical work). This might be learning about a job,
developing personal skills, experiencing team work or having a subject
explained in terms of its contemporary context.
• Young people also want the curriculum to be a stepping stone to a decent job
and career. They think all pupils should be entitled to vocational learning.
They would like more and earlier careers advice for all.

Do pupils enjoy the curriculum?

It’s OK…but…

Young people’s enthusiasm for the curriculum gets less and less the older they get.
This process begins in the last years of primary school. The repetition that occurs in
the curriculum for pupils in transition between key stages 2 and 3 adds to their feelings of dissatisfaction. This culminates in a dip in motivation in year 8.
Motivation shows a rise in year 9, linked to national assessment and the beginning of
being able to make their own choices. During key stage 4 there are some improvements in pupils’ enjoyment, especially in subjects they have chosen to study, but
overall, enjoyment continues to decrease throughout key stages 3 and 4.

Discussion points
How might pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum be increased? Are there particular years to target?
• As key stage 2 progresses, children perceive many subjects are getting easier and less interesting. More intellectual rigour may be needed to keep their
attention. Keeping the curriculum broad and interesting as statutory end-ofkey-stage tests approach is important to pupils’ sense of enjoyment and
engagement with the curriculum.
• Likewise, enjoyment in key stage 3 needs improving. Here, a greater emphasis on practical application (for example, vocational learning or financial
skills), with opportunities for personal development, taking responsibility and
making choices, might encourage them be more involved.
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Do young people find the curriculum manageable?
Manageability is about the level and the amount of learning that pupils do. The right
level of challenge is important to pupils’ engagement, enjoyment, progression and
achievement. If the curriculum is too easy, pupils become bored. If it is too difficult,
they can become disengaged. Pupils in year 7 in particular want more challenge and
a reduction in the level of repetition from year 6. This would also enhance their enjoyment and sense of progress.
The amount of work is also important to pupils. They often say there is ‘too much
writing’ and there are ‘too many facts’. Young people suggest that subject curriculums should be slimmed down to look at a smaller number of topics in more depth.

Too much…too
many …

Discussion points
What is the right level of challenge for pupils? What might less ‘content’ mean
for the breadth of the curriculum?
• The right level of challenge is a fine balance. It is likely that the balance is different for each young person. Personalised learning, teacher support and
individual differentiation are all important here.

A fine balance …

• Breadth and depth within curriculum areas is also a fine balance. Breadth
offers a range of topics whilst depth offers the chance for learners to really
get to grips with an area. However, too much of the same thing is ‘too much’
for young people.

How do pupils want to learn and be assessed?
Pupils like variety. They want to learn through a variety of approaches. They like
active, participatory and collaborative learning. They want a mixture of teacher-supported and self-directed learning. Older pupils in particular like some individual
responsibility in their learning.

Variety…is the
spice of life

They also like a variety of assessment methods (for example, formal and informal,
teacher- self- and peer-led assessment, and ongoing and ‘final’ markers). However,
pupils experience anxiety prior to, during and after tests. Primary pupils recommend
continuous assessment rather than relying on the results of a test taken on one particular day. Pupils do like clear-cut grades, though, to gauge their progress.

Clear-cut
markers help

Discussion points
What else might give pupils the mixture of teacher-supported and self-directed
learning that they want? How else might they gauge their progress?
• Making progress is about recognising connections within and across the curriculum as pupils make their school journey. Young people want to see more
connections between subjects, and they need more help in recognising continuity and progression in their learning. Awareness of these connections
might help both personal progress and learning.
• Developments in Assessment for Learning need a balance between ongoing
assessment and ‘final’ grades. Pupils want more explicit measures or markers in the curriculum, so they can judge their progress for themselves. More
systematic feedback, using open comments as well as more concrete markers, would help pupils to become familiar with what those markers mean.
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• Can more use be made of young people’s enthusiasm for and motivation by
ICT? Through e-learning, e-assessment, the internet, interactive whiteboards
and media technologies, there are opportunities for self-directed learning,
collaborative learning and monitoring your own progress.

What choice do pupils want?
Young people want a curriculum that offers them choice across a wide range of subjects and courses. But they also believe everyone should be entitled to vocational
learning, basic skills and careers education. In key stages 2 and 3, pupils want variety and breadth across the curriculum, but by key stage 4 they want choice.

Discussion points
What might choice and entitlement mean in the curriculum?
• For personalised learning, choice might mean breadth or keeping options
open for some, but specialisation for others.
• Opportunities for personal choice and the range of courses on offer are
important for 14–19 year olds. But how will personalisation affect learners’
experience as they move from key stage 3 to key stages 4 and 5?

Where next?
Our review of the research into pupils’ experiences of the curriculum shows the patterns and trends in pupils’ views. They want to see connections with their daily lives,
they enjoy active and collaborative learning, and appropriate challenge is important
to them. They want vocational learning for all, as well as some choice. However, they
need more help in accurately gauging how well they are doing.
The study also shows how pupils’ views are individual and that there is a right balance for each learner. This links with aspects of personalised learning, assessment
for learning, personal and social development, ICT to support and enrich learning,
and other areas of the curriculum being developed and promoted at national1,
regional2 and local levels. In their classrooms and schools, young people and their
teachers are involved in consultations, action research and innovations to act upon
these and other themes and issues raised by pupils. It is at this local level that
national curriculum strategies and activities can be adapted and suited to the learner. Young people’s continued involvement in evaluating these innovations will be
important.
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Notes
1 For example, the ‘Big Picture’ of the curriculum developed by QCA looking at the entire planned learning experience of a young person. [Available online at http://www.qca.org.uk/17180.html].
2 Vocational and personalised learning, for example, are common in local authorities’ Children and
Young People’s Plans.

