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Executive Summary

1
The Northern Ireland Curriculum Cohort Study

Background

This summary presents key findings and implications from the Northern Ireland (NI) Curriculum Cohort Study. This study was carried out over a period of seven years and has tracked young people from the age of 11 through to age 18. The study began in 1996 when 60 pupils from ten primary schools were interviewed and observed in Year 7. Following this, our 60 pupils were interviewed and 3,000 young people from 50 schools were surveyed for each of the five years of post-primary education. Each year, these young people gave their views and perspectives on their experiences of the school curriculum. At the end of Key Stage 2, and at Key Stages 3 and 4, the views of teachers and school senior managers were also garnered. 

Upon completing compulsory education (Year 12) in 2001, the post-16 destinations of the 3,000 Cohort Study pupils were collected. Following this, a subsample of 100 young people, then aged 17 or 18, was interviewed about their post-16 lives in education, work-related training, employment or job seeking. 

Five reports have already been published over the course of the Cohort Study, each covering a different stage of schooling: the end of Key Stage 2, Year 8, Key Stage 3, Key Stage 4 and post-16 destinations and experiences (respectively, Harland et al., 1999a and b, 2002, 2003 and Moor et al., 2004).

This overview report

Over the course of the research period, the policy context for education in NI has developed and this calls for a re-consideration of the significance of our earlier findings, as well as a summation of the study’s main findings and implications. In addition, using the longitudinal nature of the pupil survey data, new statistical analysis determines the factors that influence the development of young people’s attitudes towards the curriculum.

Thus, the results from the full seven years of the Cohort Study are drawn together in this report, which highlights implications for the new educational contexts that have emerged over recent years, including: the new proposals for the Key Stage 3 curriculum set out in Pathways (CCEA, 2003); changes to the transfer procedures from primary to post-primary school (as proposed by the Costello Report, 2004); and the wider debate surrounding the future of 14–19 education (such as the work of the DfES Working Group on 14–19 Reform, chaired by Mike Tomlinson, and England’s recent 14–19 Education and Skills White Paper (GB. Parliament. HoC, 2005). 

The themes investigated

Throughout the Cohort Study, its main aim has been to explore the impact of the whole curriculum as seen from the perspective of the learner. At the end of Key Stage 2 and during Key Stages 3 and 4, the research focused on pupils’ experiences and perspectives in the following areas: breadth and balance, relevance, enjoyment, manageability, assessment, continuity and progression, and coherence within the NI Curriculum. In the post-16 phase, the study documented the destinations of the 3,000 young people and established the factors influencing the routes pursued; examined the perspectives of 100 interviewees on their post-16 undertakings; and explored their retrospective opinions at the age of 18 on the post-primary curriculum. 

The key findings from the full seven years of the Cohort Study are drawn together under the curriculum themes investigated. 

2
Breadth and balance in the curriculum

A central message from the pupils throughout the Cohort Study was that the curriculum over-emphasised the ‘academic’ at the expense of practical, creative and personal, social and health education (PSHE) areas. The young people consistently felt that aspects preparing them for life and work were not sufficiently catered for in Key Stages 3 and 4. Times of examinations and national tests unbalanced pupils’ curricular experiences. Analysis of curriculum timetable allocations found that schools offered a variety of NI curricula rather than one common NI curriculum. 

At Key Stages 2 and 3, balance was called for at all times throughout the school year, across the curriculum and within subject areas. At Key Stage 4, young people’s maxim was choice. In post-16 education, interviewees favoured specialisation; preferring to trade breadth for increased focus, personal interest and relevance. 

The implications of the Cohort Study findings for the new educational contexts proposed by Costello, Pathways and at 14–19, suggest there might be:

· an elimination of stress for pupils and teachers after the discontinuation of the Transfer Tests and a redressing of the imbalance of the curriculum at the end of Key Stage 2

· better balance from the pupils’ perspective, with Key Stage 3 specifications enhancing areas such as PSHE, careers education, the practical and skills for work

· a need to monitor the minimum entitlement, curriculum diversity and the balance of the curriculum within schools at Key Stage 3

· mileage in increasing young people’s choice in their learning on a day-to-day basis, at individual or class level, as well as extending choice in terms of provision at Key Stage 3 and the range of subjects on offer in Key Stage 4

· a need for greater variety of provision at 14–19, so that young people are able to make choices around breadth versus depth, as well as between different subject areas.

3
Relevance

Pupils took an instrumental view of relevance, regarding the curriculum as a means to academic achievement and a passport for entry to higher education and future employment. Implicit messages from the curriculum were more influential than explicit messages: young people’s views were chiefly influenced by time allocations to subjects and assessment status. There was little testimony to the curriculum as beneficial in its own right and few individuals attached importance to subjects associated with personal interests. 

Throughout post-primary education, maths, English, information communications technology (ICT), health-related subjects, PE and careers education (from Year 10) were perceived as the most important parts of the curriculum. The sciences and humanities were generally perceived as slightly less important areas, and the arts, RE and languages were considered the least useful areas. 

The extent to which the curriculum delivered vocational relevance was disputed by those who, on leaving school at 16 for work-related training and employment, felt ill-prepared. In order to enhance career relevance, opportunities for vocational learning and to apply learning to real-life and work contexts were suggested by the young people during Key Stages 3 and 4 and when reflecting back on post-primary education at age 18. 

A consideration of the Cohort Study findings suggests there might be a need to:

· promote intrinsic relevance in the curriculum, including relevance to pupils’ personal interests and lives at the end of Key Stage 2

· increase intrinsic and current life relevance in the Key Stage 3 curriculum, by implementing Assessment for Learning and the enhanced content specifications for subjects as set out in Pathways (CCEA, 2003)

· enhance relevance to future careers and adult life – real-life application, vocational learning, practical elements, ICT, careers education and coverage of personal and social development are all given added impetus in the Costello Report and in the Key Stage 3 proposals, for example through the introduction of Learning for Life and Work as set out in Pathways

· reinforce the place of vocational learning in the curriculum with meaningful exposure and status in the assessment system

· enhance recognition of the value of non-examined areas at 14–19 and explicit mediation of the value of connections to real-life and the application of skills, so that these areas become an integral part of pupils’ experience rather than perceived as a bonus or add-on. 

4
Enjoyment

At the end of Key Stage 2 and during post-primary education, pupils most enjoyed practical areas of the curriculum such as ICT, PE, technology, drama and art. They least enjoyed the modern languages (particularly French) and maths. As well as the practical and active, factors associated with enjoyment included perceived ability, relevance and choice. Factors related to lack of enjoyment included monotony, passivity and the level of manageability. 

Over the years, increasing proportions of pupils reported finding it hard to concentrate in lessons or finding some of their subjects boring. Disengagement, especially among low attainers, was a salient issue. Some retrospective warming towards the curriculum was evident amongst the young people interviewed at post-16. Whilst undoubtedly welcome, it was possibly too belated. Statistical analysis showed that positive attitudes towards the curriculum and school, particularly in Years 11 and 12, were related to GCSE/GNVQ performance. Furthermore, young people’s level of engagement was crucial in determining whether or not they continued in education post-16, over and above the effect of GCSE/GNVQ attainment. 

The Cohort Study findings indicate that there might be:

· enhancements to pupils’ enjoyment, sense of motivation and engagement with learning through proposals in Pathways for greater real-world connections and learning that is ‘cognitively challenging’ (CCEA, 2003)

· a need for consideration of how to maintain momentum through means other than the Transfer Tests at the end of Key Stage 2, so that pupils’ sense of enjoyment and challenge is sustained at this critical stage

· attention to low attainers, who showed the most marked decline in enjoyment over Key Stage 3.

Finally, considering that pupils’ level of engagement was found to have an effect on their post-16 destination, addressing this area becomes especially important. The factors associated with enjoyment and lack of enjoyment highlighted in the Cohort Study offer a range of strategies to address problems of disengagement. Such strategies are laid out in Pathways for Key Stage 3, and are also proposed by Costello for 14–19 education. 

5
Manageability

At the end of Key Stage 2, the pace and relentless activity within a narrow range of tasks was criticised by pupils more so than the actual amount or level of work. However, a significant number of pupils were working at a level and pace that they felt was inappropriate. 

Throughout their post-primary experience, the most difficult parts of the curriculum for pupils included maths, sciences and languages. Pupils consistently found English slightly unmanageable in relation to the amount of homework and coursework. The practical and creative subjects were generally regarded as the easiest areas. 

There was a sense of increasing difficulty year-on-year, and in Key Stage 4, maths, sciences, geography and the languages seemed markedly harder for pupils in secondary schools and for low attainers than at Key Stage 3. Perceptions of increasing amounts of work became more prominent as young people progressed through Key Stage 4 and into post-16 education. 

Implications from the Cohort Study include:

· the importance of sense of challenge – acknowledged in Pathways in its proposals for a ‘cognitively challenging’ curriculum. In this regard the manageability of Learning for Life and Work may warrant reflection, as it contains a number of areas that pupils felt to be amongst the easiest parts of the curriculum, and at times too easy (such as PSHE, home economics and careers education)

· within the more flexible arrangements and opportunities for differentiation at Key Stage 3, resulting in better provision for all aptitudes and levels of ability, it might be important to ensure that pupils are not precluded from progressing on to certain types of courses at Key Stage 4

· a possible need to draw out study and time management skills as set out in Pathways during Key Stage 3, as explicit preparation for 14–19 learning

· low attainers in particular might be better served at Key Stage 4 through 14–19 reform of courses and qualifications. 

6
Assessment and progress

Throughout the Cohort Study, pupils were motivated by tests, and valued examinations because they provided a clear-cut indication of how they were doing. Examinations and reports were felt to be the most effective means of gaining feedback on their progress and attainment. In Key Stage 4 there was a desire for more opportunity to talk to teachers individually about work and progress. 

National assessment disturbed the learner’s curriculum experience, including the manageability and breadth and balance of the whole curriculum. In Key Stage 4 many pupils felt that coursework and preparation for exams ‘took over’ their whole lives. 

Young people’s sense of their own progress was found to be related to their level of attainment and their post-16 destination. Whilst the direction of causality is not known, in every subject of the curriculum, those pupils who felt they had made good progress gained a higher grade at GCSE/GNVQ than those who felt they were making poorer progress. In addition, young people who increased in their estimation of their progress from Year 10 to the end of Key Stage 4 had a greater probability of continuing in education post-16. 

The Cohort Study findings suggest:

· after the discontinuation of the Transfer Tests, an amelioration of many of the problems and pressures associated with the current transfer system at the end of Key Stage 2

· Assessment for Learning could prove a pertinent area for pupils’ development and potential prospects, as the Cohort Study found that young people’s sense of their own progress was a crucial factor in determining their post-16 destination, over and above the effect of GCSE/GNVQ attainment

· support for teacher assessment and pupils’ self evaluation might be required, given pupils’ current emphasis on test marks as a means of assessing their progress and propensity for being motivated by tests

· exemplification of the value and use of the Pupil Profile (a document for parents and teachers setting out a pupil’s intellectual, personal and social development) for all stakeholders might be warranted

· a need for a coordinated approach to assessment workloads and deadlines at 14–19, within and across institutions.

7
Continuity and progression

At the end of Key Stage 2 and throughout post-primary learning, pupils’ perceptions of continuity and progression in their subjects (or ‘follow-on’) varied by their level of attainment. Pupils generally felt there was good follow-on lesson-to-lesson, although low attainers, boys and the low engaged detected less follow-on than their peers. It was principally only high attainers who identified progressive build-up of knowledge and skills in their learning. The benefits of recognising follow-on included enhanced enjoyment and appreciation of a subject’s relevance, and there was an association between an awareness of follow-on and pupils’ GCSE scores in many subject areas. 

Year-to-year, the vast majority of pupils felt that their previous year of schooling had prepared them well for the current year, including those in post-16 education (though not those entering work-related training or employment). Pupils’ responses indicated some difficulty in transition between Key Stages 3 and 4. Indeed, there was evidence that transition between primary and post-primary school was easier than that between Key Stages 3 and 4. 

Implications include:

· the development of curricula in each Key Stage with similar aims, objectives and elements should enhance pupils’ sense of progression. Collaboration between Years 7 teachers and those who plan the Year 8 curriculum might further this

· given the association between pupils’ ability to discern progression in their learning lesson-to-lesson and their level of attainment at GCSE, as well as other potential benefits of recognising follow-on perceived by participants in the Cohort Study, planning for continuity and progression might warrant scrutiny. This becomes pertinent with the new proposals for greater coherence across the Key Stage 3 curriculum through coordination, collaboration, integration and so on

· given the proposed Skills and Capabilities framework that would underpin learning at Key Stage 3, particular attention to pupils’ recognition of skill acquisition, and to low attainers’ perceptions of follow-on might be necessary

· transfer from Key Stage 3 to Key Stage 4 is currently problematic. In order to alleviate potential problems in transition, as might surface with a change of institution, learning pathway or new subject areas, it will be important to coordinate and map out possible learning pathways from Key Stage 3 through 14–19 education. 

8
Coherence

At the end of Key Stage 2 and throughout post-primary education, pupils experienced subject-bounded, compartmentalised learning, and this appeared to temper their recognition of curriculum coherence. At post-primary level, pupils’ perceptions of curriculum linkages were dominated by similarities of topic or content rather than links relating to skills or similar learning processes. Low attaining pupils were the least likely to be able to identify links. Despite this, a solid majority of pupils found links helpful to their learning. 

Findings from the Cohort Study would suggest that:

· the discontinuation of the Transfer Tests might diminish the emphasis on subject-bounded learning at the end of Key Stage 2, with the opportunity to enhance integrated topic work

· similarly at Key Stage 3, greater coherence might redress pupils’ notions of ‘compartmentalised learning’, although low attainers might require help in recognising skills-based links, and explicit mediation of the Skills and Capabilities framework might enable pupils to participate more fully in an integrated curriculum

· time for teachers’ and schools’ planning of coherence might be required

· at 14–19, as well as cross-departmental planning, cross-institutional coordination of coherence may be necessary so that young people can make the most of connections to enhance learning.

9
Young people’s curriculum journeys

New analysis was undertaken to take further account of the longitudinal nature of the data in the Cohort Study. Multi-level models were used to explore pupils’ perceptions of enjoyment, manageability, career relevance and progress in each of English, maths, history and technology. Controlling for the effect of other variables, the following key factors were found to independently influence the development of pupil attitudes across these subjects and themes.

· Their gender. Pupils’ gender was often the most powerful predictor of pupil attitudes. Perceptions in English were more positive for girls than for boys, but more favourable in maths and technology for boys. In particular, addressing the career relevance of technology and the manageability of maths with girls, and the enjoyment of English with boys, might be crucial.

· Time and the year of schooling. Of the subjects analysed, the development of young people’s sense of enjoyment differed depending upon whether the subject was compulsory or optional at Key Stage 4. Enjoyment of maths and English depicted an overall downward trend throughout post-primary school, whilst for history and technology there were positive shifts from Year 10 to Year 11. Consideration of the maths and English curricula and their delivery in Key Stage 4 may be needed, as being in Years 11 and 12 actually had a negative influence on pupils’ perceptions of the vocational relevance of these subjects. 

· Their level of engagement. The attitudes of low engaged pupils were likely to be less positive than those of their peers in English, maths and history. Of those analysed, technology, a subject with a substantial practical element, was the only area where, for the most part, level of engagement did not affect the development of young people’s perceptions. This might demonstrate the value of practical learning to young people and its potential to capture the interest of those otherwise disengaged from the curriculum.

· The curriculum experienced in Key Stage 3. The balance or emphasis of the curriculum influenced the development of young people’s views over the course of post-primary school. Analysis of the time allotted to every subject in Year 10 in each of the 50 sample schools revealed six main types of curricula in operation. Those with an academic emphasis suggested attitude patterns where the practical might be seen as a ‘relief’; whilst a Key Stage 3 curriculum favouring the practical possibly under-supported pupils when moving on to academic qualifications at Key Stage 4. There may be a need to ensure balance in the new Key Stage 3 arrangements, so that young people are equipped for whichever route they chose for 14–19 education. 

Finally, given the relationship between perceptions of progress and the likelihood of staying on in education post-16 (as established in the Post-16 report, Moor et al., 2004), this new analysis highlighted that those pupils with better estimations of their progress were chiefly the higher attainers. Furthermore, it was the low engaged pupils who, across all four subjects, were likely to have the poorest perceptions of doing well. It therefore appears pivotal to direct specific attention to lower attaining pupils and the low engaged in terms of their sense of progress (such as through Assessment for Learning), and perhaps more importantly, to ensure they have opportunities for actual progress and progression. 
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Conclusion

This overview report shows that current educational policy developments in NI, such as those set out in Pathways and the Costello Report, address many of pupils’ concerns about the curriculum, as found in the NI Curriculum Cohort Study, and put the pupil experience at the core of their proposals. In particular, the new specifications to enhance the relevance of the curriculum and to extend the range of curriculum areas align with the views that young people expressed in the Cohort Study. 

By bringing to the fore many of the aspects that pupils called for in the curriculum and by incorporating strategies to raise their awareness of their own progress (e.g. Assessment for Learning and the Pupil Profile), the proposed changes have the potential to enhance young people’s motivation, and also to extend their prospects post-16. Indeed, the Cohort Study found that both young people’s level of engagement with learning and their estimation of their progress in Key Stage 4 were crucial factors in determining whether or not they continued in education post-16, over and above the effect of GCSE attainment.

In order to realise the potential of the curriculum proposals in NI, the challenge may lie in the processes involved in its implementation. Schools might be supported in a number of areas, including through a range of resources and professional development opportunities to cover the entitlement framework as well as curriculum enrichment areas. Ultimately, the experience of pupils might be enhanced and prove valuable for life and work in the 21st Century. 

1
Introduction

1.1
The background to this report

The Northern Ireland (NI) Curriculum Cohort Study has tracked young people from the age of 11 to 18. The study began in 1996 when 60 pupils in ten different primary schools were interviewed and observed in their last year of primary school. Following this, our 60 pupils were interviewed and 3,000 young people from 50 NI schools were surveyed for each of the five years of post-primary education. Each year, these young people gave their views and perspectives on their experiences of the school curriculum. When they completed compulsory education (Year 12) in 2001, the post-16 destinations of the 3,000 were collected. Following this, a subsample of 100, then aged 17 or 18, was interviewed about their post-16 lives in education, work-related training, employment or job seeking. 

Five reports have already been published over the course of the Cohort Study, each covering a different stage of schooling: the end of Key Stage 2, Year 8, Key Stage 3, Key Stage 4 and post-16 destinations and experiences (respectively, Harland et al., 1999a and b, 2002, 2003 and Moor et al., 2004). However, over the course of the research period, the policy context for education in NI has developed and this calls for a re-consideration of the significance of our earlier findings, as well as a summation of the study’s main findings and implications. Thus, the purpose of this report is: 

· to draw together the key findings from each stage of the Cohort Study

· to highlight implications in the light of new policy and other current education contexts

· to present new analysis that, using the longitudinal nature of the pupil survey data, charts developments in their perspectives of the curriculum over the course of post-primary school in order to determine the factors which influence young people’s ‘curriculum journeys’.

1.2
Changing contexts; developing debates

Over the course of the NI Curriculum Cohort Study, the policy context for education in NI has changed and other wider educational debates have emerged. Three key areas of development have been:

· the new proposals for the Key Stage 3 curriculum set out in Pathways (CCEA, 2003)

· the proposed changes to the transfer procedures from primary to post-primary school in NI beyond 2008 (Costello Report, 2004; Burns Report, 2001)

· the wider debate surrounding the future of 14–19 education (such as the DfES Working Group on 14–19 Reform, 2004a and b). 

Further details on each of these are outlined below.

The Key Stage 3 curriculum proposals and curriculum review

The Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) has published proposals for a new Key Stage 3 curriculum in its Pathways documents (CCEA, 2003). This followed a programme of curriculum review and consultation which highlighted the need for ‘a clearer rationale for the NI Curriculum’ (CCEA, 2000, p. 10), content reduction, the enhancement of generic skills, and improvements to coherence and flexibility. 

The underlying rationale to Pathways is a curriculum that prepares young people for life and work in the 21st Century. It seeks to address pupils’ need for relevance and for making meaningful connections between their learning and real-life. It also aims to respond to employers’ needs for young people to join the workforce with cross-disciplinary skills, such as decision-making, creative thinking and responsibility, and ‘who can work together and apply knowledge’. Whilst the success of the current curriculum is acknowledged in terms of examination results, the proposals recognise a need to make learning more engaging and motivational.

The proposed solution is a curriculum underpinned by a Skills and Capabilities framework (incorporating personal and interpersonal skills, critical and creative thinking, communication, using mathematics and information communications technology – ICT) that will ‘infuse’ all areas of learning. In addition to general learning areas (subject areas, similar to the current Areas of Study), a new curriculum area, Learning for Life and Work, will incorporate Education for Employability, Citizenship, Personal Development and Home Economics. 

In order to create ‘space’ for these and address what might be an ‘overcrowded’ curriculum, greater coherence within and across subjects will be promoted through collaborative, coordinated and ‘webbed’ teaching. Dedicated teaching time for Learning for Life and Work will be provided. Schools will also be afforded greater flexibility, within a minimum entitlement framework, to offer different curricula to meet the changing needs of individual pupils, the society and the economy. 

The proposals set out an overall aim for the NI Curriculum and three objectives (shown in the following table). Each objective is made up of key elements to be taught throughout the curriculum, such as personal understanding and moral character (included in objective 1), citizenship and media awareness (in objective 2) and employability and environmental responsibility (in objective 3).

	Aim
	The Northern Ireland Curriculum aims to empower young people to achieve their potential and to make informed and responsible choices and decisions throughout their lives.

	Objectives
	The Northern Ireland Curriculum should provide relevant learning opportunities for each young person to develop as:

1. an individual

2. a contributor to society, and

3. a contributor to the economy and the environment (CCEA, 2003).


The new curriculum embraces a reflective process and Assessment for Learning. Assessment will aim to ‘strike a balance’ between measures of attainment and ongoing formative evaluation. Some formal annual assessment of skills (from the Skills and Capabilities framework, communication, using mathematics and ICT) will be included. 

Alongside the Burns and Costello Reports, Pathways proposes a post-primary curriculum where pupil and parental choice will be enhanced. It is the intention that simultaneous revisions to the primary and Key Stage 4 curricula will ensure greater progression in terms of skills, knowledge and understanding, and that enhanced flexibility and relevance in the curriculum will lead to ‘real choices’. The proposals on the future curriculum and assessment arrangements in NI received ministerial acceptance in June 2004. A timetable for implementation suggests no statutory changes until 2006/07 (and then phased in to 2009/10), to ensure time for a period of development and piloting, including of the Pupil Profile and assessment systems. 

Primary to post-primary transfer procedures

At the same time as monitoring and consultation on the curriculum was taking place, a review of the selective system and the primary to post-primary transfer procedures in NI was also underway. 

Gallagher and Smith (2000) examined the impact of the selective system and two pictures emerged. Grammar schools were found to be characterised by an ethos of academic and intellectual excellence, whilst secondary schools were deemed to provide a supportive environment for pupils who were less likely to succeed in an ethos of high academic demands. However, parity of esteem and pupil experience across the two school types was questioned. The research found that ‘a selective system appears to produce a longer tail of low-achieving schools … … [it] produces a disproportionate number of schools which combine low ability and social disadvantage in their enrolments, thereby compounding the educational disadvantages of both factors’ (paragraph 10.3.11). Also: ‘The mission and purpose of grammar schools are clearly defined in academic terms. By contrast, secondary schools are required to meet a wide range of objectives simultaneously, but are judged largely by society on academic criteria that cast grammar schools in a more positive light’ (paragraph 10.3.14). Following this, the Burns Report (2001) recommended the discontinuation of the Eleven-Plus Transfer Tests, to a system that gives ‘priority to parental choice’, that reduces stresses associated with transfer based on ‘academic’ selection and that improves curriculum progression. 

The Costello Report (2004) now provides a framework and proposals to end the Transfer Tests by 2008/09; a timescale in which new arrangements for choice of post-primary education at age 11 can be implemented, such as the introduction of the Pupil Profile (developed by CCEA). The discontinuation of academic selection as a method of transfer in 2008/09 was confirmed by the Minister with responsibility for Education in January 2004. 

In proposing the discontinuation of the Transfer Tests, the Costello Report recognises the perceived impacts of the current arrangements on young children, such as: undue pressure on them; a skewing of the primary curriculum as the tests approach; and loss of confidence and self-esteem for many pupils who do not gain a grammar school place (p.10). Pressures on teachers to ‘teach to the test’ are also acknowledged as is the ‘problem of reliance on performance in just two one-hour tests’ (p. 46). The Report highlights further issues, such as: the age at which the first major decisions about learning pathways are made, age 11, being considered as too early (p. 47); and the ‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ labels currently given to different learning pathways producing an ‘unhelpful dichotomy’ (pp. 21 and.47). The Report particularly notes that whilst NI has a reputation for top-end achievement, there are also ‘too many young people leaving school with few or no qualifications’ (p. 8). 

The Costello Report proposes that ‘transfer arrangements should serve the system rather than drive it’ (p.1) and propounds a pupil-focused approach. Academic selection would have ‘no place’ under such arrangements (p. 48). Instead, it is proposed that primary to post-primary transition would be about parents and pupils opting into provision which ‘best meets the pupil’s needs, aptitudes, interests and aspirations’ (p. 52). In order to meet this, post-primary provision would be developed in line with the Entitlement Frameworks (such as those set out in Pathways), so that the choice would be between equally valued local schools but with distinctive characteristics. The decision would be informed by teacher-parent-pupil discussions, dissemination of information to parents from post-primary schools, and school visits by Year 7 pupils and their parents. The Pupil Profile would form an ‘integral’ part of this process (p. 47). 

The Pupil Profile is part of Assessment for Learning. At Transfer, the Profile would be used as an informative document for parents and teachers, but the Costello Report recommends that it could not be used by schools as over-subscription criteria (p. 56). The Pupil Profile will provide ‘a holistic and formative account of each pupil’s intellectual, personal and social development’ (p. 34), although it is also hoped to be a summative tool. 

The 14–19 debate

Long-term reform of curriculum frameworks and assessment arrangements covering 14–19 learning is a focus of the current wider educational agenda. The case for change has been considered in England by the DfES Working Group on 14–19 Reform chaired by Mike Tomlinson (Working Group, 2004a and b). Their proposals sought to address low levels of post-16 participation and achievement; a more transparent system of qualifications and progression opportunities within 14–19 learning; the quality and status of vocational routes; and what might be perceived as an over-burdensome assessment system. The more recently published 14–19 Education and Skills White Paper (GB. Parliament. HoC, 2005) responds to these proposals. A recent report mapping the 14–19 landscape (Sims and McMeeking, 2004) has highlighted similar areas, in particular the disengagement of pupils from education at Key Stage 4.

A key part of the 14–19 deliberation concerns young people’s employability skills, as well as the skills, knowledge and personal attributes they will need for future learning and adult life (Working Group, 2004a and b; GB. Parliament. HoC, 2005). The Working Group proposed a diploma framework to cover all aspects of academic and vocational learning, in which the core learning areas would cover maths, communication and IT. An extended project ‘selected by the young person to pursue her/his interests …’ would also be included (Working Group, 2004b). 

Although a central proposal of the Working Group’s Report – that ‘the existing system of qualifications taken by 14–19 year olds should be replaced by a framework of diplomas’ – was not fully embraced, the subsequent White Paper suggests a system of general and specialist Diplomas at level 1 (foundation), level 2 (GCSE) and 3 (advanced). Assessment would focus on a national entitlement to the full range of GCSEs, A-levels and 14 specialised diplomas. The ‘assessment burden’ would be reduced, but not at the expense of ‘rigorous marking’ (GB. Parliament. HoC, 2005). Specialised qualifications would include both practical and academic content, as well as employer-designed diplomas, and the notion of the extended project was welcomed.

In Northern Ireland

In NI the debate is similar. Pupils’ disengagement, employers’ concerns and the careers guidance that young people receive are under consideration, as well as how to enable all young people to achieve well through appropriate learning pathways and the issue of differentiation within the top band of achieving pupils. 

Over the years, curriculum flexibility for 14–16 year olds has been highlighted by curriculum monitoring and consultation. In 2000, schools were allowed to ‘disapply’ Areas of Study in order to introduce a work-related element within the curriculum. In 2001, CCEA’s Key Stage 4 proposals, Their Future in Our Hands (CCEA, 2001), suggested allowing pupils to make choices based on their personal development and being informed by skills and attributes for employability. 

Currently, the Costello Report suggests new learning pathways at 14, including a blend of traditional and vocational courses (but rejecting the notion that these are separate or dichotomous strands) and for schools to work in greater collaboration with other schools and further education (FE) institutions in order to offer young people as wide a range of courses as possible. The Costello Report proposes that pupils’ first major decision point about learning pathways should be at 14, and thus recommends a careers guidance component to the Key Stage 3 curriculum and the continued use of the Pupil Profile throughout Key Stages 3 and 4 to inform pupil and parental decisions.

As well as greater flexibility, parity of esteem has been called for between GCSE and AS/A2-levels and qualifications such as General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQs), Advanced Vocational Certificates of Education (AVCEs), BTEC National Diplomas (NDs) and vocational recognition for work-related training courses. With a variety of different options available, a challenge will be to ensure assessment fit for purpose and that is valid, reliable and recognised by pupils, parents, schools, FE, higher education (HE) institutions and employers. CCEA is developing proposals for 14–19 learning. 

1.3
The NI Curriculum Cohort Study: 1996–2003

The course of the study

In 1993, officers of the then NI Curriculum Council approached the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) in order to discuss the feasibility of evaluating the NI Curriculum as a total package through an analysis of the learner’s experience. A pilot study (1994–95) followed, involving five post-primary schools, to explore the viability of the proposed research and trial various methods. The full Cohort Study began in 1996 with a case-study element involving pupils in their final year of primary school. This strand continued into Key Stages 3 and 4, joined by an annual survey of pupils’ views. The NI Curriculum Cohort Study has now tracked the learning experiences of 3,000 young people throughout their compulsory post-primary education, as well as collecting information on their post-16 destinations and experiences. 

Over the years, the sponsors of the research have included CCEA, the Department of Education (DE), the Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation. 

Research methods

At Key Stage 2

At the end of Key Stage 2, the Cohort Study employed a case-study methodology. Ten primary schools were involved; two feeder schools for each of the five case-study schools to participate at post-primary level. The sample comprised 60 pupils in their final year of primary school; six from each of the ten schools. Equal numbers of boys and girls and a cross-section of all abilities were incorporated. In each of the schools, the sample pupils were interviewed and observed in class with further post-observation interviews. The principal of each primary school and the Year 7 teachers were also interviewed. 

The research explored pupils’ experiences and perspectives of the NI Curriculum, including the nature of pupils’ whole curriculum learning. 

At Key Stages 3 and 4

Throughout Key Stages 3 and 4, the Cohort Study employed both qualitative and quantitative approaches. The 60 case-study pupils, now in five post-primary schools, continued to be interviewed and observed – biannually in Key Stage 3 and annually in Key Stage 4. In addition, a cohort of pupils from a representative sample of 50 schools was tracked throughout post-primary education, giving their perspectives on the curriculum by means of an annual questionnaire. By the end of Year 12, longitudinal data on some 3,000 pupils had been amassed. In addition, the 50 schools were surveyed yearly, and as part of the research, 154 interviews were conducted in the case-study schools with senior managers and teachers representing all subject specialisms. 

During Key Stages 3 and 4, the research focused on similar themes as those in Key Stage 2, including pupils’ experiences and perspectives of breadth and balance, relevance, enjoyment, manageability, assessment, continuity and progression and coherence within the NI Curriculum. 

At post-16

By the time the cohort reached the end of compulsory education (Year 12) in June 2001, a substantial body of evidence had been accrued on their educational experiences and views of the school curriculum. In order to examine how such experiences and attitudes shaped young people’s post-16 paths, the post-16 destinations of the 3,000 cohort young people were collected, and a subsample of 100 was interviewed about their post-16 lives in education, work-related training, employment or job seeking
. 

In the post-16 phase, the study documented the destinations of the 3,000 young people and established the factors influencing the routes pursued; examined the perspectives of the 100 interviewees on their post-16 undertakings; and explored their retrospective opinions at the age of 18 on the post-primary curriculum. 

1.4
The structure of this report

Following this introduction, this report gives an overview of the findings from each of the themes investigated in Key Stages 2, 3 and 4, and highlighted at post-16: breadth and balance, enjoyment, relevance, manageability, assessment, continuity and progression, and coherence. Within each theme, implications for current policy and practice are drawn out. 

Then, new statistical analysis of the full five years of pupil survey data is presented, in terms of the factors influencing pupils’ perceptions and experiences over the years (their curriculum journeys).

2
Young people’s views on the breadth and balance of the curriculum

If they had more choice for the pupil, then I think it would make it [the curriculum] a little more enjoyable, but it’s hard to have more choice because then you have got to have more teachers and more money and stuff like that, so it makes it a little harder for the education system. But I think, you know, just giving the average pupil a choice in what they want to be and what they want to do in life and make their own decisions, you know, it sort of gives them that feel of freedom: ‘I have control of my life and not these teachers’ you know, ‘I am going in the direction I want, they are here helping me’ (male, aged 18 and undertaking AVCEs, reflecting on the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4). 
2.1
Overview

Throughout the Cohort Study, a central message from pupils was that the curriculum over-emphasised the ‘academic’ at the expense of practical, creative and personal, social and health education (PSHE) areas. At the end of Key Stage 2 this experience seemed particularly influenced by the Transfer Tests. Whilst at school and when they were older and reflecting on their past schooling, the young people in our study consistently felt that ‘practical’ areas and aspects preparing them for life and work were not sufficiently catered for in the curriculum, both in terms of their provision across the curriculum as a whole and in the breadth of content within subjects (e.g. the need for more cooking in home economics). 

2.2
Over-representation and imbalance at the end of Key Stage 2

Curriculum breadth and balance at the end of Key Stage 2 were seriously disrupted by the Transfer Tests. In the lead-up to Transfer Tests, the curriculum appeared particularly unbalanced to pupils, as well as making their learning onerous and stressful. Pupils perceived an over-emphasis of English and maths in the curriculum. Over-representation was seen in terms of too much of one type of task or activity within a single time period, or regularly returning to the same content or topic. Perceptions of over-representation also derived from lack of personal interest. 

Evidence from pupils interviewed at the end of Key Stages 2 highlighted that balance was needed at all times throughout the school year. Attempting to compensate for this through offering blocked creative, expressive and practical areas at other times of the year did not even out this experience for pupils. A balance of subjects, topics, skills, learning styles and activities was called for at all times; even within short timescales, a sense of balance was needed. Pupils felt that expressive subjects such as art and PE were under-represented. 

2.3
Young people’s views on the need for greater breadth in the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4

Throughout their time in post-primary education and when considering the curriculum retrospectively at the age of 18, the young people involved in the Cohort Study called for greater breadth at Key Stages 3 and 4. 

	Young people’s views on breadth within subjects and across the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4

	More skills and practical learning at Key Stages 3 and 4
	· greater coverage of aspects of personal and social development (e.g. drama, PE, home economics, life skills)

· more health education (sex education, drugs, first aid, child care)

· more skills for work and study (ICT, careers education, study skills, vocational learning and work experience)

	A broader range of subjects
	· increased choice or earlier ‘taster’ coverage of social science subjects such as psychology, sociology and business studies

· a wider range of languages on offer (especially Spanish)

· vocational learning and work experience at Key Stage 4

	Breadth and depth for real-life relevance in Key Stage 4
	· increased coverage of current affairs, media, social, historical and political knowledge

· NI ‘troubles’ in history

· diversity of faiths in RE

	Grammar school pupils in particular regarded the PSHE and practical areas to be insufficiently covered throughout Key Stages 3 and 4.


When reflecting back on their post-primary studies, the overarching message to emerge from the 100 young people, who were interviewed at the age of 18 for the post-16 phase of the research, was the need for ‘variety’ within the school curriculum at Key Stage 3. With hindsight, these interviewees appreciated the variety in the Key Stage 3 curriculum, often more so than they had done at the time. None the less, they still re-stated the need for more skills and practical learning, a broader range of subjects and real-life relevance, and thus pressed for greater variety in addition to that which already existed. 

At Key Stage 4, young people’s maxim was choice. In spite of some capacity to select options, most pupils had felt impeded by the limitations on choice in the Key Stage 4 curriculum. They were often unable to take certain subjects, either prevented from doing so by the option system (in which subjects were presented in columns from which to choose), or through a lack of provision where subjects were not offered by their school. This perception was prevalent in their survey and interview responses during Key Stage 4, and even amongst those interviewed at the age of 18 – four years after they had made their decisions for Key Stage 4 – there was regular criticism that choice had been limited. 

2.4
Young people’s views on the lack of balance in the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4

As at the end of Key Stage 2, pupils’ views in Key Stages 3 and 4 highlighted that times of examinations and tests (such as the Key Stage 3 tests and in the lead-up to GCSE/GNVQ examinations) unbalanced their curricular experiences. In Key Stages 2 and 3 in particular, a balance of subjects, topics, skills, learning styles and activities was called for at all times throughout the school year. 

During their time at post-primary school, pupils contested the balance of the curriculum in terms of the amount of time allocated to the various subjects (shown in the table that follows). 

	Young people’s views on the balance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4

	‘Too much’ time allocated to …
	· English, maths and the languages at Key Stage 3

· double award science, French, English, maths, RE at Key Stage 4 (all compulsory subjects)

	‘Too little’ time allocated to …
	· PE, ICT, technology, expressive and creative areas (e.g. art and technology, including in Key Stage 2)

· personal and social development (e.g. health education)

· careers education in Years 10, 11 and 12

	‘Too much’ if …

· too many periods

· topics last too long

· over-emphasis on one type of task or learning style

· lack of relevance
	‘Need more’ if …

· an enjoyable subject

· relevant to life and work

· to gain a better understanding of the subject area

	Low-engaged pupils and those in grammar schools particularly expressed concerns about the over-representation of academic subjects throughout post-primary school.


Whilst throughout Key Stages 3 and 4 there had been a definite view that English and maths were afforded too much time, there was something of a turnabout of opinion for a sizeable minority of the 100 young people in the post-16 phase of the research. Those who had proceeded to work-related training in particular valued the time spent on maths and the skills gained.

The actual curriculum experienced

In each of the five years of post-primary school, the timetables followed by the pupils in the 50 survey sample schools were analysed. Pupils’ perceptions of the variations in time given to different areas (as set out in the table above) matched the reality of time allocations. An examination of the time spent on subjects such as English, maths and sciences in Year 12 and GCSE scores in these subjects revealed no evidence to suggest that affording more lesson time to these subjects had improved attainment in these subjects at GCSE.

The allocation of curricular time to subjects in both Key Stages 3 and 4 varied considerably from one school to another. Further, analysis of the Year 10 timetables of the 50 schools revealed six main types of curricula. These curricula types were closely allied to particular types of school and 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 allocations in Catholic-managed schools and low time allocations in Protestant-managed schools). Thus, it was found that schools offered a variety of NI curricula rather than one common NI curriculum.

2.5
Young people’s views on breadth and balance in post-16 education

In post-16 education, AS/A2-level and AVCE/ND interviewees favoured the specialisation available to them; preferring to trade breadth for increased focus and, in turn, enhanced manageability, personal interest and relevance to future plans. Some measure of enrichment was missed, however, by over half of these interviewees – for example, taking PE and sampling or continuing with modern languages. This is interesting, given the dismissal of the languages in terms of enjoyment at GCSE. 

The introduction of AS-levels had not necessarily increased the breadth and balance of post-16 study overall. There was an equal division between AS/A2-level interviewees who had taken the opportunity to retain some breadth in their subjects (e.g. mathematics, economics, ICT and history AS) and those who had maintained a ‘bias’ (e.g. ancient history, RE, English and history AS). Thus, amongst our cohort of interviewees, choice had not necessarily ensured breadth of study, but had enhanced personal interest and relevance. 

2.6
Implications of young people’s views on breadth and balance

For the end of Key Stage 2

Redressing stress and imbalance. In proposing the discontinuation of the Transfer Tests, the Costello Report recognises the perceived impacts of the current arrangements on young children, such as undue pressure on them; and the skewing of the primary curriculum as the Tests approach, affecting breadth and balance of curriculum coverage and pupils’ enjoyment. The proposed changes could eliminate the stress of the Transfer Tests for pupils and teachers and redress the heavy concentration on English, maths and science at the end of Key Stage 2, as evidenced in the Year 7 phase of this study. 

For Key Stage 3

More balanced from the pupils’ perspective. The proposals set out in Pathways strongly endorse pupils’ views for greater balance in their curriculum. From their viewpoint, areas such as PSHE, careers education, skills for work and practical elements were relatively unmet and certainly out of balance with the rest of the curriculum experienced. Such areas would be addressed if Pathways is implemented. What should be noted in this regard, however, is that it was pupils in grammar schools who voiced the strongest criticisms. Thus, in implementation, it is possible that grammar schools may require particular support in this area. 

Balance across all learning areas. The proposals for Key Stage 3 as set out in Pathways establish a ‘minimum entitlement’ for pupils to all learning areas. Within this, the findings of the Cohort Study suggest the need to attain appropriate balance across all the various areas of learning that comprise the curriculum. During Key Stages 3 and 4, pupils routinely advocated greater coverage of those subjects that received the slimmest slice of the timetable and new analysis presented in section 9 of this report shows the potential effect on pupils’ attitudes when they followed a timetable weighted towards a particular group of subjects. Furthermore, the Cohort Study indicates that balance is most valued by pupils when experienced at all times throughout the school year, across the curriculum and within subject areas. Thus, in preparing ‘blocked’ time for certain activities at Key Stage 3, there may be a need to consider the impact of this on balance. 

Moreover, there is a need to monitor balance as well as minimum entitlement. In this respect, further reflection may be needed regarding plans to first evaluate the implementation of the proposed arrangements five years after the end of the Transfer Tests (2014), as cited in Costello. Whilst new arrangements necessarily need time to embed, without monitoring for a full five years, this could prove a costly delay for a whole secondary-level cohort of pupils. 

Minimum entitlement. In order to achieve greater balance and breadth in the curriculum, more explicit specification of the requirements for the minimum entitlement might be necessary, within documents such as Pathways. Specifications might describe overall coverage throughout Key Stage 3, compulsory versus suggested elements and content, and so on. In this way, there would be an increased likelihood that the minimum entitlement as conceived in Pathways and Costello would become a reality for pupils. The Cohort Study found several aspects of the current curriculum (as specified), for example Cross-Curricular Themes, that largely went unnoticed by pupils and did not generally become a meaningful part of the curriculum as experienced by young people. 

Coordination of provision at local level. At the time of the Cohort Study, for the most part, pupils transferred to post-primary school largely because of religious orientation and performance in the Transfer Tests, rather than on the basis of their interests and aptitudes for the particular type of curriculum available which, as the results in section 2.4 show, varied between schools. The new flexibility at Key Stage 3 offered by Pathways and the proposed changes to the transfer arrangements as set out in the Costello Report could potentially give greater transparency as to the particular ethos and curricular emphases of schools. Coordination may be necessary at local level, as proposed by Costello, to ensure a full range of provision is available to suit the needs and interests of the pupil population. 

What kind of diversity? And its implications for transition at 14. Both the Costello Report and Pathways posit new curriculum arrangements as moving from a ‘one size fits all’ model to that offering greater diversity. However, as highlighted above, evidence from the Cohort Study revealed that, at the level of implementation, there were already variations in the types of curricula being offered by schools (characterised somewhat by different priorities, traditions and values according to aspects of school type, selection-basis and religious orientation). Different degrees and types of breadth and balance were offered. Being generally characterised by the ethos of different school types, these different curricula offerings would not have easily promoted transfer between provisions at 14. The curriculum variance as found in the Cohort Study may not reflect the form of diversity intended by Costello and Pathways. None the less, if pupils’ main decision point about learning pathways is to be at 14 (as forwarded by Costello), a broad and balanced curriculum at Key Stage 3 that forms a basis for all curriculum options at 14 may need to be specified and implemented as well as the proposed common curriculum core. Is there an entitlement to a curriculum that ensures equal access and opportunity of choice at 14? For example, in the implementation of flexible curricula, is it possible that some learning pathways at Key Stage 3 might preclude certain options at Key Stage 4?

The proposed curriculum arrangements could be moving schools’ curricula from one type of ‘diversity’ to a different form of diversity. Again, curriculum monitoring of the breadth and balance in these different offerings may prove beneficial. 

For 14–19 education

Specifications for ‘choice’. The views of the young people in the Cohort Study that there should be as wide a range of options as possible from which to choose at Key Stage 4 accords with current proposals of the Costello Report to enhance the number of subjects available in all localities. The young people in this research also stressed the need for fewer stipulations governing choice, with significant minorities disputing the compulsory nature of languages and RE. 

Enhancements to choice: autonomy. Pupils’ desire for choice extended not only to the calls for a greater range of subjects, but also to appeals for more individual choice and personal investment within subjects. Thus, in addition to extending choice in terms of the post-primary schools available and the range of subjects on offer, there may also be mileage in increasing whenever possible young people’s sense of control over their learning on a day-to-day basis, either at an individual level (e.g. autonomy over the focus of essays or assignments), or whole-class level (e.g. class involvement in selecting sports, topics or texts).

Breadth or depth? In post-16 education, the vast majority of A-level/AVCE interviewees strongly favoured specialisation, though there were a number of countering comments suggesting a desire to retain some breadth, were it not for the amount of depth of study required at this level. However, AS-levels were not found to be facilitating breadth and balance. Thus, at post-16, there may be a need for a greater variety of provision where students are able to make choices around breadth versus depth, as well as between different subject areas. 

3
Young people’s views on the relevance of the curriculum

The stuff we learn at school … a lot of it is not, like, practical … you can’t actually apply it to your life (male, Year 10, on the Key Stage 3 curriculum).

The three main ones … English, maths and science ... [are relevant] … the ones you have to do, they are very important, you need them (female, Year 11). 

GCSEs are probably one of the most important things in my life now … so everything I’m learning is going to be important … because it’s what I have to know to get the grades (female, Year 12). 

3.1
Overview

The research sought pupils’ opinions on the relevance of the curriculum to their current needs, to life in the future (e.g. for day-to-day adult life) and to careers and jobs. The relevance of post-16 education was also explored with those young people who embarked upon A-levels/AVCEs. 

In all years of post-primary education, pupils perceived subjects such as maths, English, ICT- and health-related options, PE and careers education (from Year 10) as the most useful or important parts of the curriculum. The sciences and humanities were generally perceived as slightly less important than the above. Expressive arts, RE and languages were consistently considered the least useful areas of the curriculum, particularly so for the languages by the end of Key Stage 4. 

Pupils generally took an instrumental view of relevance, regarding the curriculum principally as a means to academic achievement and to future employment. Yet, the extent to which the curriculum truly delivered vocational relevance in practice was disputed by those who, on leaving school at 16 for work-related training and employment, felt ill-prepared for these destinations. In order to increase the perceived relevance of the subjects, opportunities to apply learning to real-life contexts or to put it into practice were suggested by young people during Key Stages 3 and 4 and when reflecting on post-primary education at age 18. 

3.2
Pupils’ views of the relevance of the curriculum at the end of Key Stage 2

At the end of Key Stage 2, pupils’ perceptions of the relative status of different subjects corresponded with those assessed in the Transfer Procedure. Their constructions of relevance were associated with academic achievement (principally in English, maths and science) and a narrow view concerning future occupations. Few individuals attached importance to subjects associated with personal interests. 

3.3
Young people’s views of the relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4

The relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to current needs

At the start of Key Stage 3, pupils seemed generally positive about the value of the curriculum to their current needs. However, throughout post-primary education, an increasingly narrow view of current relevance emerged, limited to an academic core of English and maths, along with ICT, health and careers education. 

However, Key Stage 4 did hold value to pupils’ current lives in practical and aesthetic areas such as technology, home economics and the arts. Subject choice, as well as maturity and current interests, may have a part to play in this.

	Young people’s views of the relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to current needs

	Most relevant: ICT, PE, maths, English and, from Year 10, careers education and health-related subjects (such as health education and child development)

Increasing relevance from Key Stage 3 to Key Stage 4: the arts (particularly drama) and technology-related subjects, and to a smaller extent the humanities

Decreasing relevance throughout post-primary school: sciences (relevant at the start of Key Stage 3, but decreasing)

Least relevant subjects: RE and the languages (especially so in Year 12)


The relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to life in the future (adult life, non-vocational)

The broad pattern of subjects perceived as relevant for future needs was similar to that for current needs. But over the years an increasingly literal interpretation of ‘survival’ in adult life emerged: subjects relating to home-life (e.g. child development, home economics) and survival in the adult world (e.g. literacy, numeracy, ICT). There was little sense from pupils as potential participators or consumers in areas such as the arts, sciences, local or global citizenship or the world about them (apart from in the realms of ICT, technology and business).

	Young people’s views of the relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to adult life

	Most relevant: English, maths, home economics, health education and ICT

Increasing relevance over the years: ICT, technology and also business studies in Key Stage 4

Least relevant: Languages especially, and also history, geography, art, music, sciences


The relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to careers 
and jobs

Pupils’ perceptions of career relevance differed somewhat from their perceptions of relevance to current and adult life. The sciences and business studies in particular were seen as more relevant to careers than to current or adult life. However, creative subjects had far less vocational relevance than current relevance, despite some element of choice at Key Stage 4. The perceived career relevance of geography declined over the years, and the languages were seen as just as irrelevant to careers as they had been to adult life. Thus, a narrow range of career relevant subjects emerged over the years, some as a passport to further education and careers (such as English and maths) and others suggesting a focus on technical, health and business-related careers. 

	Young people’s views of the relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to careers and jobs

	Most relevant: English, maths and ICT, and joined by child development and business studies in Key Stage 4

Least relevant: RE, languages and subjects not examined at Key Stage 4 (except ICT)

Greater vocational relevance than current or adult life relevance: sciences

Less vocational relevance than current or adult life relevance: PE, home economics, creative arts


The relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4: a composite view

· A consideration of the three types of relevance showed that, over Key Stage 3, this cohort of young people became increasingly utilitarian in their views of relevance, assessing the value of subjects in terms of their worth for a job or career.

· Throughout Key Stage 4, pupils continued to take an instrumental view of relevance, regarding the curriculum as a means to academic achievement and currency for entry to higher education and future employment. In Year 12, this perception was compounded by the pending examinations, and was often held irrespective of whether they felt the subject was useful in other ways. 

· Similarly, with the exception of ICT, courses that did not result in a formal qualification at the end of Key Stage 4 were seen as not useful, with pupils often questioning why they were doing something if they would not ‘get a grade in it’. There was little testimony to the curriculum (or indeed to learning per se) as beneficial in its own right, apart from at the start of post-primary education where a view of learning for its own sake or for satisfaction was evident.

· Notwithstanding, relevance was not always construed as ‘academic’. In Key Stage 4, there was some upturn in pupils’ perceptions of relevance, particularly to current needs and adult life. Pupils relayed health, wellbeing and personal confidence as important, and felt PE, PSHE and home economics were useful where they covered exercise, nutrition and sexual health. 

· It would seem that young people’s views on the relevance of subjects were chiefly influenced by time allocations to subjects and assessment. These implicit messages from the curriculum appeared to be more influential than explicit messages (e.g. teachers explaining why they were learning what they were learning) in shaping perceptions of relevance and motivation for the subject. 

The relevance of the curriculum at Key Stages 3 and 4 to post-16 routes

When reflecting on their post-primary curriculum, many of the 100 young people interviewed in the post-16 phase of the study had, with hindsight and greater maturity, a heightened appreciation of the curriculum they had experienced. There was a realisation that whilst a subject might be seemingly irrelevant and of little interest to themselves, it might be interesting and relevant to others. 

Notwithstanding this view, the extent to which the post-primary curriculum was adequate preparation for those leaving compulsory education at 16 was called into question. During their time in Years 8–12, pupils had principally construed the curriculum in terms of its relevance to careers and jobs. However, those who embarked on work-related training or employment at 16 later queried the relevance of their post-primary studies in equipping them for these destinations. The curriculum did emerge as proficient in equipping young people for the next phase in education (almost all interviewees who had proceeded to A-levels/AVCEs reported being well prepared). In contrast, however, a number of those who had moved into work-related training or employment had felt ill-prepared for these post-16 routes, citing the following reasons: 

· the post-primary curriculum had not taught ‘a trade’

· the post-primary curriculum had not formed a knowledge base for their post-16 destination or given them insight into the type of work involved

· the post-primary curriculum did not use the same kind of applied approach they now experienced in work-related training or employment. 

Indeed, as the previous section on the breadth and balance of the curriculum conveyed, it was often skills (such as ICT and social development) and their applications that our post-16 interviewees recommended as avenues for enhancing the relevance of the post-primary curriculum, as well as the inclusion of vocational learning for all. (Notably, when in Key Stage 4, pupils taking the more vocational GNVQ courses perceived them positively in terms of relevance, particularly to jobs and careers, and also to adult life.)

3.4
Young people’s views of the relevance of post-16 education

As in Key Stages 3 and 4, interviewees in post-16 education principally measured the relevance of their studies in terms of subjects’ usefulness to employment or as a passport to future education, without particular purpose in their own right.

At post-16, subjects’ application to everyday life was also called into question. AS/A2-level interviewees found maths, physics and chemistry in particular to be lacking in application to everyday life. AVCE/ND students were more positive in terms of their courses’ application to everyday life. However, even where there was appreciation of the ‘real-life’ relevance of subjects such as AS/A2-level RE, history and politics, this was regarded as a ‘bonus’ by some AS/A2-level interviewees, secondary to study or career relevance.

Among both AS/A2-level and AVCE/ND interviewees, the view prevailed that the chief benefit of Key Skills programmes was as a boost to University and Colleges Admission Service (UCAS) points. In contrast, two-thirds of the interviewees in work-related training spoke positively about their Key Skills courses, viewing them as having some relevance either currently (e.g. in the practical work on their courses) or for the future (e.g. as an enhancement to their employment prospects, particularly for those who did not hold GCSE qualifications in these areas).

3.5
Implications of young people’s views on relevance

For the end of Key Stage 2

The findings from the Cohort Study indicate a need to promote intrinsic relevance in the curriculum and for education to be seen as relevant to pupils’ own personal interests and lives at the end of Key Stage 2, because pupils’ constructions of relevance were found to be chiefly associated with academic achievement and areas that were assessed. The proposed curriculum development towards Assessment for Learning, as opposed to assessment of learning, addresses this. 

For Key Stage 3

Emphasising relevance to careers and adult life. The proposals for the Key Stage 3 curriculum as conveyed in Pathways and the Costello Report firmly address pupils’ calls for a curriculum with greater relevance to working and adult life: areas such as ICT, careers education and social skills are all given added impetus in the proposals, and Pathways sets out an area of Learning for Life and Work. This strongly accords with young people’s views of the curriculum, and has the potential to remedy, for example, the lack of preparation for work-related training and employment experienced by a number of interviewees who proceeded to these post-16 destinations. 

Enhancing relevance to current life and needs. Curriculum developments proposed in Pathways also tackle pupils’ narrow views of relevance to their current life and needs, through specifications in new areas like media education and citizenship. In addition, enhanced content specifications in established subjects such as music and art keenly encourage attention to pupils’ personal interests, boosting the personal relevance of such subjects (which our Cohort Study pupils considered lacking) and potentially bridging the gap between young people’s in- and out-of-school attitudes and participation in such areas. 

Increasing intrinsic relevance. Through attention to Assessment for Learning (as opposed to assessment of learning), increased relevance of content and skills, and emphasis on personal learning, Pathways and Costello are promoting intrinsic relevance as a counter to the utilitarian views expressed by the pupils in the Cohort Study. In addition, addressing the vocational relevance of the curriculum (across all areas as well as in Learning for Life and Work) offers the opportunity to ensure that pupils see the content and skills they are covering as just as relevant as their passport to further education, higher education and subsequent careers. 

Addressing parity of esteem across the curriculum. None the less, parity of esteem may still be an issue between vocational and more traditional areas of the curriculum, especially those associated with academic achievement. Given that findings of the Cohort Study suggest that pupils infer the value of subjects from time allocations and assessment, in order to achieve parity, it may be necessary to reinforce the place of vocational learning in the curriculum with a meaningful proportion of the timetable and afford it high status in terms of assessment and qualifications. 

For 14-19 education

Enhancing recognition of the value of non-examined areas. At Key Stage 4, the areas of the curriculum that did not result in a formal qualification were seen as the most irrelevant (apart from ICT). Thus, in order to maximise both pupils’ enjoyment and perceptions of relevance, the proposed enrichment within the curriculum may need to map out clear learning pathways to enable young people to track their progression in these areas. Additionally, it may have to set out explicit indications of where and how pupils will gain recognition of their learning so they see these areas as relevant rather than just as an ‘add-on’. 

Enhancing the contribution of post-16 education to personal development. Interviewees of certain AS/A2-level subjects did not perceive any relevance in their courses beyond the opportunities they provided to enter the next level of education. Yet, as the next section of this report will show, young people’s enjoyment of their learning was enhanced when they could make connections to ‘real-life’. This raises the question whether post-16 education should contribute more to students’ personal, social, spiritual and health development than was perceived by the AS/A2-level students interviewed during this research.

Relevance: a bonus or an integral part of experience? Pupils’ increasingly instrumental views about which subjects were important and why, and their corresponding dismissal of other areas, suggest a need for explicit mediation of the value of connections to real-life and the application of skills, so that these become an integral part of pupils’ experience, rather than perceived as a ‘bonus’.

4
Young people’s enjoyment of the curriculum

Technology. I like doing that. It is practical and I enjoy it (male, Year 12).

I enjoy art because you have, kind of, got a lot of individual freedom to do what you want (female, Year 11). 

4.1
Overview

At the end of Key Stage 2 and throughout post-primary education, pupils most enjoyed practical areas of the curriculum such as ICT, PE, technology, drama and art. Modern languages (particularly French) and maths were amongst the least enjoyed areas, as were English and Irish to some extent. Pupils’ enjoyment seemed related to their perceived ability in the subject, perceived relevance and choice. 

4.2
Young people’s enjoyment of the curriculum over the Key Stages

Pupils’ experience of the curriculum was typified by declining levels of enjoyment and engagement over the years, but with some marked pick-up associated with optional subjects in Key Stage 4. 

	Young people’s varying levels of enjoyment over the Key Stages

	At the end of Key Stage 2
	· the Transfer Tests were seen to place a major constraint on pupils’ enjoyment of the curriculum

	Key Stage 3: declining levels of enjoyment
	· virtually all subjects declined in enjoyment year-on-year in Key Stage 3

· there was a marked fall-off in French (particularly for boys), music, home economics, science and art

· high attainers and grammar school pupils enjoyed their subjects less than their peers

· low attainers showed the most marked decline in enjoyment over the Key Stage

	Key Stage 4: some increase in enjoyment
	· optional subjects such as art, music, history, home economics and technology increased notably in popularity

· practical subjects (PE, art and technology) remained the most popular

· GNVQ courses were enjoyed

· where taught, non-examined elements such as ICT, PE, art and general studies were enjoyed, but non-examined RE and music were enjoyed less

· French continued to fall in levels of enjoyment (becoming especially disliked by boys)

· there was less difference by school type or attainment in pupils’ levels of enjoyment than there had been in Key Stage 3

	Girls enjoyed French, music, art, home economics, Irish, English and RE more than boys did. Boys enjoyed PE, careers education and technology more than girls did. There was some interesting pick-up in Year 12 in girls’ enjoyment of English, and boys’ enjoyment of maths. 


4.3
Young people’s disengagement from the curriculum

Over the years, increasing proportions of pupils reported finding it hard to concentrate in lessons or finding some of their subjects boring, indicating increasing problems engaging fully with the curriculum as they grew older. Disengagement, especially among low attainers, was a salient issue. In Key Stage 4 in particular, low engaged pupils and those from schools with high free school meals (FSM) levels, seemed to be less engaged than ever before. 

Reflecting back on Key Stages 3 and 4 at the age of 18, there was an upturn in young people’s sense of the value of the curriculum. All but one of the 100 young people interviewed for the post-16 phase of the research made comments expressing some basic support for aspects of the curriculum as they had experienced it, though five-sixths went on to suggest areas for improvement, too. When these young people had been in Year 12, a substantial proportion had been categorised as having a low level of engagement with their studies.

Yet, whilst their retrospective warming towards the curriculum is undoubtedly welcome, it is possibly too belated. From statistical analysis (undertaken for the Key Stage 4 report, Harland et al., 2003), positive attitudes towards the curriculum and school, particularly in Years 11 and 12, were found to be related to GCSE performance. Furthermore, statistical analysis to establish the factors that increase the probability of entering post-16 education showed that a young person’s engagement with learning in Year 12 had an influence over and above performance at GCSE/GNVQ. Thus, as engagement with learning increased, the probability of a young person entering post-16 education after Year 12 increased (see the Post-16 report, Moor et al., 2004).

In addition, interviewees’ comments on their post-16 decision-making also reinforced the influence of engagement with learning that emerged from this statistical analysis. Those interviewees undertaking work-related training, AS/A2-levels and AVCE/NDs most frequently attributed their decision to pursue these routes to future aspirations, motivated either by their intention to undertake a specific career or by their understanding that further education or training would lead to a more secure future. In contrast, however, none of the employed interviewees had chosen to enter work because of positive future aspirations. Rather, they had been induced by negative feelings towards school that prompted them to leave education at the earliest opportunity or had starting working when other post-16 plans, such as work-related training, were unsuccessful. As an aside, however, there is a noteworthy paradox here. Whilst a primary motivation of employed individuals had been a desire to leave education, once embarked upon post-16 employment and asked to compare this with their time at school, those interviewees who had proceeded to routine jobs actually reported preferring school because of the lack of challenge and prospects they had subsequently found in such occupations (e.g. factory operative, retail assistant).

4.4
Young people’s enjoyment of post-16 education, training and employment

For the AS/A2-level and AVCE/ND interviewees in this study, the enjoyment of post-16 education was primarily related to its manageability, such that as the amount and level of work increased, the level of enjoyment declined. The focus on subjects of greater personal preference was a factor in increasing the enjoyment of post-16 studies, and there was evidence that enjoyment of courses could be enhanced where there was relevance to future study, career plans or ‘real life’. By a small margin, AVCE/ND interviewees enjoyed their post-16 undertakings more than AS/A2-level interviewees. 

Without exception, work-related training interviewees reported that they were enjoying their courses, and all but three preferred these undertakings to school. When at school, half of the work-related training interviewees had been classified as low engaged. The enhanced satisfaction that these young people associated with their work-related training, compared with school, was related to the more practical nature of these courses and to the fact that the focus was now on one area of personal interest. 

Interviewees in work-related training offered more positive views of their post-16 destinations than their employed counterparts, for whom the loss of social interaction with their peers and the monotony of their day hindered their enjoyment.

4.5
Factors influencing enjoyment

Accounts of pupil enjoyment over the years, and in addition with our 100 interviewees at post-16, revealed the same key ingredients of an enjoyable curriculum:

· relevance to ‘real life’ and also to future study and career plans especially for students in post-16 studies

· perceived ability in a subject

· active and practical learning approaches

· practical subjects such as PE and technology

· variety
· a ‘relaxed’ classroom ambience

· teacher qualities such as explaining clearly, listening and fairness

· choice and personal preference, cited in Year 11 especially by high attainers, and at post-16

· mastering subjects, i.e. ‘better understanding’ and ‘getting better grades’

· an intellectual challenge. 

4.6
Factors influencing lack of enjoyment

For pupils of all degrees of engagement and attainment, lack of enjoyment was centred around: 

· monotony and ‘sometimes the work covered is boring’

· passivity and sedentariness in learning

· manageability: ‘sometimes learning was hard’, ‘sometimes there’s a lot of work to be done’, ‘hard to understand’, especially for low engaged and low attainers in Key Stage 4. At post-16 for the AS/A2-level and AVCE/ND interviewees, as the amount and level of work increased, the level of enjoyment declined.

4.7
Implications of young people’s experiences of enjoyment

For the end of Key Stage 2

Maintaining enjoyment at the end of Key Stage 2. Given the link between enjoyment and ‘challenge’, maintaining momentum through means other than the Transfer Tests might be a priority, so as to sustain pupils’ enjoyment at this critical stage. Practical and active learning approaches, and those requiring social interaction with peers, open-ended investigation or creative expression – all evidenced as enhancing enjoyment at the end of Key Stage 2 – might motivate pupils. 

For Key Stage 3

Addressing pupils’ decline in enjoyment. The Cohort Study revealed a gradual decline in pupils’ curriculum enjoyment over Key Stage 3, notable in French, music, home economics and science. According to pupils, enjoyment might be enhanced by a focus on real-life relevance and emphasising the practical – two areas firmly addressed in Pathways and endorsed by Costello. Attention in Key Stage 3 might also be given to: low attainers who showed the most marked decline in enjoyment over the Key Stage; and boys’ experiences in home economics (disliked by boys by the end of Key Stage 3), given the entitlement element of home economics within the compulsory strand of Learning for Life and Work.

For 14–19 education

Choice. Choice seemed particularly to affect pupil enjoyment – many optional subjects saw an increase in pupils’ enjoyment at Key Stage 4 in the Cohort Study. However, there were also instances of pupils feeling restricted by option ‘columns’ at Key Stage 4. In order to maximise ‘choice’ and therefore potential enjoyment, institutions’ Key Stage 4 option arrangements will need to be coordinated both with Key Stage 3 provision and across local partnerships, as Costello suggests.

Addressing disengagement. In order to increase the likelihood of pupils staying on in education or training throughout 14–19, ways of enhancing engagement with the curriculum at 14–16 might be considered. The factors associated with enjoyment and lack of enjoyment highlighted in the Cohort Study offer a range of strategies to address problems of disengagement. For example, autonomy and choice, a variety of learning environments so that pupils are able to choose subject areas and ways of learning to suit them, and enhancing practical work. Such strategies are laid out in Pathways for Key Stage 3, and are also proposed by Costello for 14–19 education. 

5
Young people’s views on the manageability of the curriculum

Just this year, I haven’t really felt challenged by anything (male, Year 10).

Year 11’s just much harder than the first three years … you are expected to do a whole lot more … it’s just like a slap in my face, all this work you have to do (female, Year 11).

5.1
Overview

Over the years, the manageability of the curriculum was examined in terms of the perceived level of difficulty of subjects and amount of work involved both in class and for homework. At the end of Key Stage 2, it was the pace and relentless activity within a narrow range of tasks that was criticised more so than the actual amount or level of work. However, a number of pupils were working at a level and pace that they felt was inappropriate. 

Throughout their post-primary experience, the most difficult parts of the curriculum for pupils included maths, sciences and languages. English was deemed ‘about right’ in terms of level of difficulty, but pupils consistently found it slightly unmanageable in relation to the amount of homework and coursework required. The practical and creative subjects were generally regarded as easier than the more ‘academic’ subjects. 

There was a general sense of increasing difficulty year-on-year in Key Stage 3, appreciably so across many subject areas in Years 9 and 10, compared with Year 8. In Key Stage 4, there was a further increase in difficulty in many subjects, especially for pupils in secondary schools and for low attainers. Pupils’ perceptions of increasing amounts of work became more prominent as they progressed through Key Stage 4 and into post-16 education, perhaps because of assessment. 

5.2
Manageability of the Key Stage 4 curriculum: troublesome for secondary school pupils and low attainers

At the start of, and throughout Key Stage 3, grammar school pupils and high attainers rated more of their subjects as ‘difficult’ than their peers. However, in Key Stage 4, the situation was reversed and secondary school pupils found the curriculum more difficult than their grammar school counterparts. Their experience suggested difficulty in transition from Key Stage 3 to Key Stage 4, with geography, maths and sciences showing a marked decline in manageability. In addition, low attainers appeared to struggle with GCSE-level geography, Irish, business studies, IT, double award science and French, suggesting the need for greater differentiation within these subject areas to cater for lower attaining pupils. 

Across the curriculum, grasping new concepts and terminologies presented difficulties for secondary school pupils in Key Stage 4. For low attainers, pace (‘too fast’) and the amount of work (especially at the beginning of Year 11) added to their sense of unmanageability. This was compounded where a subject was new at Key Stage 4, such as business studies or GCSE IT. 

Overall, the suitability of the Key Stage 4 qualifications available for low attainers was in question. Whilst GCSE courses in certain subjects proved particularly difficult, certificate-level languages and ICT-related courses (e.g. Graded Objectives in Modern Languages (GOML) or Certificate of Educational Achievement (COEA)) were sometimes regarded as too easy. Further, areas such as geography, history, maths and RE seemed to cater less well for lower attaining pupils in terms of different qualifications and types of courses, than languages or ICT-related subjects, for example. 

5.3
Workload and challenge

There was some indication that the practical, creative and applied subjects were ‘too easy’ at both Key Stages 3 and 4. GCSE drama and to some extent GCSE art, health studies and the non-examined curriculum at Key Stage 4 proved conspicuously easy for grammar school pupils, questioning whether they were being properly challenged in these areas, and also raising concern amongst the pupils themselves as to whether these were ‘academically’ acceptable. However, some of these subjects were also prone to ‘too much work’ in Key Stage 4, for example, art and technology, where the amount of work and particularly coursework was felt to be onerous. 

In post-16 education, young people were more challenged by the amount rather than the level of work. Whilst a heavy workload hindered young people’s enjoyment of A-levels/AVCEs, there was a sense of resignation that such a workload was to be expected of courses at this level. 

The young people in the Cohort Study relayed that a challenge was enjoyable and sustained engagement. Yet, at times throughout post-primary education, pupils of all attainment levels and in any subject were not sufficiently challenged. Boredom and frustration were often the by-products of occasions when pupils found the work easy or were given too little to do.

5.4
Assessment and feedback: impact on manageability

Assessment methods had a notable impact on the manageability of the curriculum. In the lead-up to the Transfer Tests in the summer term of Year 6 and autumn term of Year 7, pupils found the accelerated pace and heavy workload a source of stress. Girls in particular seemed to dislike and lack confidence in working faster than their natural pace. Although pupils welcomed a challenge in their academic work, their diet of a narrowly restricted range of tasks culminating in a single event caused undue pressure. 

In Key Stage 4, pressure from the amount of work required (particularly coursework), from impending examinations in Year 12, and from teachers ‘to do well’ (felt especially by pupils in grammar schools) all contributed to pupils’ feelings of not managing. Pupils did not know when work would ‘pile up’ and did not appear to have strategies for dealing with the amount of work. Many pupils felt the workload could have been better spread out across the two years of Key Stage 4. 

Pupils also found their work difficult if they did not know enough about their progress. In some subjects, pupils under-rated their progress and abilities. For example, in maths, sciences and German, which were rated amongst the most difficult subject areas, many pupils who achieved well (e.g. gaining GCSE grade As) perceived these subjects to be very difficult. It may be that pupils perceive some subjects as inherently difficult. There may also be a need for better feedback in such subjects about pupils’ progress and abilities. 

5.5
Factors affecting the manageability of the curriculum

The teachers interviewed as part of the research consistently mentioned pace and differentiation as the two key elements relating to pupils’ manageability of the curriculum. In Key Stage 3, teachers’ concern regarding differentiation was particularly apparent, with perceived discrepancies between the curriculum specifications and the needs of individual pupils surfacing repeatedly throughout their interviews. In Key Stage 4, differentiation through tiering and the different types of courses available allayed teachers’ concerns somewhat (although as shown in section 5.2, the manageability of the curriculum for low attaining pupils was still in question at times).
Throughout the Cohort Study, pupils raised a number of factors affecting manageability, as follows.

	Factors affecting the manageability of the curriculum for young people

	Pace
	· working at one’s own pace was deemed the most manageable

	Amount of work
	· heavy, particularly in the lead up to assessment

	Repeated content
	· helpful to understanding, although this could also be seen as ‘boring’ 

· revision-style lessons were helpful in Key Stage 4

	Connections across subjects
	· aid understanding, for example, with another teacher’s perspective

	‘Important equals harder’
	· grammar school pupils in particular felt that the ‘academic’ areas of their curriculum were intrinsically important – this enhanced the pressure to do well and their sense of difficulty in these areas

	Continuity of teacher
	· experiencing different teachers over the course of a year could disrupt understanding because of different methods of teaching


5.6
Implications of young people’s views on manageability

For the end of Key Stage 2

The momentum challenge for Key Stage 2. With an impact on the pace, amount and level of difficulty of work pupils experienced towards the top end of primary school, there was evidence in the Cohort Study that the Transfer Tests were driving pupils’ experience of manageability. Given the proposed discontinuation of the Tests, a question for policy-, school- and classroom-level may be how to keep momentum in the Key Stage 2 curriculum for pupils through other means. 

For Key Stage 3

How to balance appropriate levels of difficulty with a sense of challenge for pupils. Pathways proposes the curriculum as cognitively challenging, and the Cohort Study showed that this was important to pupils of all levels of ability and also reinforced the value of the subject. In this regard, the manageability of Learning for Life and Work may warrant consideration. This strand of the proposed Key Stage 3 curriculum contains a number of the areas that were perceived by pupils in the Cohort Study to be amongst the easiest parts of the curriculum, and at times too easy (such as PSHE, home economics and careers education). It might be beneficial to avoid perceptions of lack of challenge (and therefore lack of importance) in what will now be an underlying emphasis of the curriculum. 

Catering for all aptitudes and levels of ability. The new flexibility in arrangements for Key Stage 3 represents an opportunity for differentiation in provision and teaching for pupils’ different aptitudes and abilities. However, within the new flexible arrangements at Key Stage 3, it might be important to ensure that pupils are not channelled into learning experiences that might preclude them from more cognitively challenging experiences, or from progressing on to certain types of courses in 14–19 education.

Pupils’ skills for managing their work. Under the Skills and Capabilities framework, Pathways includes study skills, such as time management and prioritising work. Given pupils’ accounts of pressures from the amount of work required of them, particularly in Key Stage 4 and at post-16, there may be a need to draw out study skills during Key Stage 3 as explicit preparation for 14–19 learning.
For 14–19 education

A wider range of curriculum opportunities at 14–19. Reform of the 14–19 curriculum represents an opportunity to cater more fully for the full range of pupils’ aptitudes and abilities. As the findings presented above show, low-attaining pupils in the Cohort Study could be ill-served by the range of qualifications and options on offer, at times taking courses they found particularly difficult or particularly easy.

14–19 reform also provides the potential for greater parity in terms of recognition of the academic and the vocational, and the different types of qualifications available. However, engaging a range of stakeholders, including the pupils themselves, on this matter will be key. It was evident in the Cohort Study that labels of ‘academic’ versus ‘vocational’, and ‘examined’ versus ‘non-examined’ strongly affected pupils’ perceptions. Subjects perceived as ‘important’ (i.e. the examined and more academic subjects) were also perceived as intrinsically ‘harder’ and the ones in which they felt it was important to do well. Careers and options guidance in Key Stage 3 that is responsive to the changing local and wider opportunities available to pupils may be important. 
Curriculum coordination. Greater flexibility of learning pathways at 14–19, including the possibility of learning in different institutions at the same time, may give rise to a particular need for coordination across provision in terms of the amount of work pupils receive, and their timetables for coursework and assessment. 

A test of skill or stamina? A-level/AVCE interviewees reported feeling more tested by the amount than by the level of their work. Heavy workloads were also found to have a deleterious effect on young people’s enjoyment of their post-16 courses. 

6
Young people’s views on assessment and progress

… some people can be nervous and then they can’t get as good marks, and it doesn’t really show how good they are because they could be better in class than they are in the tests (female, Year 7).

I think the amount is fine, but it’s just the way it’s been. We get it all at one time, it’s annoying … I would probably spread the coursework out over the two years (female, Year 12). 

6.1
Overview

The study sought young people’s views on assessment and feedback methods, and the progress they felt they were making. Pupils held a number of consistent views on assessment and feedback throughout the Cohort Study.

The value of assessment

· Pupils valued examinations and tests because they provided a clear-cut indication of how they were doing. 

· Pupils felt that examinations and reports were the most effective means of gaining feedback on their progress and attainment. However, in Key Stage 4, pupils also appreciated receiving teachers’ written and spoken comments about their work, and there was a desire for more opportunity to talk to their teachers individually about their work and progress.

· Pupils were motivated by tests (e.g. in Year 7, Year 10, and in Years 11 and 12). Tests kept pupils ‘on their toes’ according to teachers; emerged as an important factor in ameliorating disengagement in Year 10; and in the GCSE years, motivated pupils to revise their work and to identify areas for improvement. 

Drawbacks of assessment

· Pressures from national assessment (Transfer Tests and Key Stage 3 assessment) manifested in pupils’ lives and work in school and outside school. Year 7 pupils’ well-being seemed affected (including potential ‘sense of failure’); grammar school pupils particularly bemoaned the pressures of taking Key Stage 3 tests; and in Key Stage 4 many pupils found that coursework and preparation for exams ‘took over’ their whole lives.

· Assessment seemed to distort the learner’s curriculum experience. For example, progression and learning in English and maths for the Transfer Tests as well as in science in the Key Stage 3 assessments disturbed the manageability and breadth and balance of the whole curriculum. In Key Stage 4, pupils’ increasing focus on their examination subjects, particularly maths and English and the ‘academic’ subject areas, seemed to distort their perceptions of other areas, such as the creative and expressive subjects or their non-examined curriculum.

Young people’s perceptions of their own progress

· Young people’s sense of their own progress was found to be related to their level of attainment and their post-16 destination.
6.2
Young people’s views of the assessment methods used to examine GCSEs/GNVQs
Overall, pupils favoured a mixture of assessment methods, but all methods held pros and cons in pupils’ eyes. On this matter, young people’s preferences were as individual as they were. 

During Key Stage 4, high attainers, low engaged pupils and boys were the most likely to find coursework burdensome, and the pressure on grammar school pupils seemed particularly acute. 

Young people’s views on the methods of assessment used to examine GCSE/GNVQ courses are presented below. 
	Young people’s views on assessment methods used in Key Stage 4

	Coursework
	· the choice of focus offered sought-after opportunities for control over learning, demonstration of individual interest and creativity

· allows pupils to show what they are capable of

· concern over fairness regarding the degree of teacher input

· demanding more in terms of amount than level of difficulty

· particularly burdensome where it entails a number of practical or extended pieces, or substantial written input

· should be spread more evenly over the course of the two years, with staggered deadlines between subjects and better guidance on the amount of work required (e.g. word lengths)

	Written examination papers
	· allow pupils to show what they have learnt and understood

· opportunity to expand on points to gain more marks

· favour those who are good at writing

· favour those who are good at remembering

· concern over fairness of examination conditions, with nerves and time pressures

	Practical examinations
	· allow pupils to put their skills into practice

· nerves prevent pupils from showing their full capabilities, such as in music exams 

	Modular courses
	· ‘helps break it up a bit’

· offer the potential for accumulating marks

· prevent the pressure and rush at the end of the course


6.3
Young people’s views of the assessment methods used in post-16 education and work-related training

In post-16 education, AS/A2-level interviewees were overwhelmingly positive about the AS/A2 structure of their courses, finding the ‘split’ an aid to manageability, a useful indicator of progress and a means to secure the best final result. Half of the AS/A2-level interviewees had repeated AS-level examinations in Year 14 to ‘pull up’ their grades. However, with the regularity of assessment in both AS/A2-levels and AVCEs through modules, biannual formal examination sessions and coursework, there was a sense that post-16 education was dominated by assessment. 

Those interviewees who had proceeded to work-related training also appreciated the modular assessment of their training courses and, like A-level/AVCE interviewees, welcomed the opportunities they had to repeat examinations if necessary.

6.4
Young people’s perceptions of their progress

· Pupils generally felt they were getting on well towards the top end of Key Stage 2, although comparison with peers and test results provided both positive and negative experiences for pupils. 

· In Key Stage 3, pupils rated their progress positively. However, in Year 9 there was a fall in the opinion of the amount of progress made, in line with a downturn in pupils’ estimations of curriculum breadth and balance, manageability, relevance and enjoyment. 

· Attitudes recovered slightly in Year 10, possibly due to the impending national tests and choices for Key Stage 4. 

· In Key Stage 4, the question of feedback on progress was an important one. Grammar school pupils, in particular, stated they would like to know more about their progress, including individual feedback from teachers, and how their marks might translate into GCSE grades. 

· Two key areas were associated with pupils’ perceptions of their own progress:

-
Attainment at GCSE/GNVQ – whilst the direction of causality is not known, in every subject of the curriculum, those pupils who felt they had made good progress gained a higher grade at GCSE/GNVQ than those who felt they were making poorer progress

-
Post-16 destination – multi-level modelling techniques established that over and above the effect of performance at GCSE/GNVQ, young people who increased in their estimation of their progress from Year 10 to the end of Key Stage 4 had a greater probability of continuing in education post-16.

6.5
Implications of young people’s views on assessment and progress

For the end of Key Stage 2

The discontinuation of the Transfer Tests and the introduction of other assessment strategies should potentially ameliorate many of the problems and pressures associated with the current assessment system. However, primary schools may need time to introduce the idea of Assessment for Learning to pupils. The encouragement of reflection and self and peer assessment as a positive tool might be a less familiar concept to some young pupils than a cut and dried ‘test mark’. Sensitivity might also be required for some pupils for whom comparison with peers might enhance their sense of ‘failure’. 

For Key Stage 3

Support for teacher assessment. Pathways proposes a ‘well-supported system of teacher assessment which is fit for purpose’. Findings from the Cohort Study suggest that support may be needed in terms of time (e.g. marking time), and in terms of creating assessment methods appropriate to individual pupils’ needs. The pupils themselves had varying and individual preferences for types of assessment. 

Support for self evaluation. Given the associations between perceptions of progress and GCSE/GNVQ scores and post-16 destinations, the use of Assessment for Learning offers a means by which young people can be encouraged to reflect on and become actively involved in appraising the development of their own learning. That said, because young people were found to be motivated by tests, they may need help to see learning not as driven by examinations but in terms of the acquisition of skills and knowledge as tools for life. 

Recognition of the Pupil Profile by stakeholders. The value of the Pupil Profile (and any other forms of continuous record keeping built up through the Assessment for Learning strand of the curriculum) may need to be stressed and explicitly exemplified for pupils who, in the Cohort Study, rarely saw the importance of documentation like the Record of Achievement beyond gaining entry to their next step at 16. Even then, many pupils did not think it would be useful or relevant to the process of gaining employment. Careers teachers may also need to be briefed in the Pupil Profile so that they, too, can advise pupils on the pathways to which they may be best suited. 

For 14–19 education

Work for assessment: a coordinated approach. In addition to the implications regarding the Pupil Profile outlined above, the Cohort Study has messages for the 14–19 curriculum debate in terms of pupils’ sense of manageability of assessment requirements. Young people’s chief concerns throughout the latter years of the Cohort Study were the amount of work required for assessment (particularly coursework), and ‘clashing’ deadlines. With the possibility of a more flexible curriculum at 14–19 than ever before, the varying types of assessment, workloads and deadlines will not only have to be coordinated within institutions, but across institutions for those young people who take courses at various sites. 

At Key Stage 4 and at post-16, young people appreciated coursework for the opportunity it afforded to demonstrate a wider range of skills and knowledge, but none the less, felt it created a burden of work. Might it be possible to develop ‘overarching’ objectives or criteria to be demonstrated through a smaller number of coursework assignments, spanning more than one subject area? Such overarching assignments might also serve as means by which to distinguish the top-achieving young people.

7
Young people’s views on continuity and progression in the curriculum

In most subjects, you don’t just forget what you have learnt and learn a new thing. It all has to link together to make sense (male, Year 9).

7.1
Overview

The Cohort Study examined pupils’ perceptions of continuity and progression (‘follow-on’ or ‘build on’) within subjects, lesson-to-lesson and year-to-year. At the end of Key Stage 2 and throughout post-primary learning, pupils’ perceptions of follow-on varied by their level of attainment. Pupils generally felt that their lessons followed on well lesson-to-lesson, although low attainers, boys and the low engaged detected less follow-on than their peers. Furthermore, it was principally only high attainers who identified progressive build-up of knowledge and skills in their learning, and who connected all their learning in a subject area together. The benefits of recognising follow-on included enhanced enjoyment and appreciation of a subject’s relevance, and there was an association between an awareness of follow-on and pupils’ attainment (e.g. GCSE scores achieved) in many subject areas.

Year-to-year, the vast majority of pupils felt that their previous year of schooling had prepared them well for the current year, including those in post-16 education. However, pupils’ responses indicated some difficulty in transition between Key Stages 3 and 4. Indeed, there was evidence that transition between primary and post-primary school was easier than between Key Stages 3 and 4. 

7.2
Young people’s views of continuity and progression lesson-to-lesson in Key Stages 3 and 4

	Young people’s perceptions of follow-on lesson-to-lesson in Key Stages 3 
and 4

	· Throughout post-primary education, pupils perceived highest levels of follow-on in maths, geography, history and technology, and also in science courses and business studies in Key Stage 4. 

· Pupils perceived less follow-on in several practical and expressive subject areas including PE, music, art and home economics. At Key Stage 4, least follow-on was detected in the languages. Also in Key Stage 4, non-examined elements of the curriculum were perceived to be slightly lacking in follow-on.

· Perceptions of follow-on lesson-to-lesson generally rose over the five years of post-primary school, particularly between Key Stages 3 and 4 (the chief exception being in the languages). 


Young people’s perceptions of the amount of continuity in their subjects lesson-to lesson and the type of follow-on they detected differed according to their level of attainment.

	Young people’s perceptions of follow-on and level of attainment

	· High attainers identified follow-on as the progressive build-up of new knowledge and skills in their learning; recognised that the level of difficulty might increase over the course of a topic; and articulated that they might need to apply the work previously covered to help understand their current work. 

· Low attainers’ perceptions focused on continuing forward, for example through a text-book or over a period of time. Low attainers typically discerned the least follow-on in their subjects and also made the least advance in the amount detected over the years.

· There was an association between GCSE attainment and the degree of follow-on perceived in some subjects, particularly in maths, the sciences, history, home economics and business studies.


In addition to the association with attainment, recognition of continuity was said to aid pupils’ greater enjoyment and appreciation of a subject’s relevance. At the end of Key Stage 2, pupils felt follow-on was helpful to their understanding and was also enjoyable in subjects they liked. Given such potential benefits, there may be mileage in helping to increase the awareness of those pupil types who tended to detect lower levels of follow-on – low attainers, boys and the low engaged.

7.3
Young people’s views of continuity and progression year-to-year

Typically, pupils felt that their previous year of schooling had prepared them well for the current year. However, certain time points seemed problematic. In addition to what is presented in the table that follows, section 3 has already documented that a number of the young people moving into work-related training and employment at 16 felt ill-prepared for these destinations by Years 8–12.
	Young people’s perceptions of follow-on year-to-year

	Key Stage 2–3 transfer
	· appeared somewhat stressful for pupils entering grammar, single sex (especially all girls’) and large schools

· in line with teachers’ concerns about the lack of continuity between Key Stages 2 and 3, pupils criticised Year 8 work for being repetitive of Year 7 studies

	Year 9
	· a dip in pupils’ perceptions of progress, enjoyment and the breadth and balance and manageability of the curriculum

	Key Stage 3–4 transfer
	· pupils did not feel well prepared for Year 11 by Year 10, especially so in subjects not covered before (e.g. business studies), or in subjects where the status and depth of GCSE study was perceived to be a ‘completely different ball game’ from Key Stage 3 (e.g. music, PE, art and ICT)

	Key Stage 4 to post-16 education transfer 
(A-level/AVCE)
	· young people felt well prepared because of the continuity in subject content between Key Stage 4 and A-levels/AVCEs and, for the most part, could contend with the increased difficulty of the work

· a lack of experience was reported in independent learning, researching and working to the degree of detail required at A-level/AVCE after the ‘broad skim’ of Key Stage 4


Anticipations of post-primary schooling by Year 7 pupils varied according to pupils’ level of attainment, with high attaining Year 7 pupils focusing on the type and level of learning experiences awaiting them (‘greater detail’, ‘more advanced’, ‘more exciting’), while low attainers centred on the relative demands of the work ahead, homework and school discipline (‘harder work’, ‘more tests’, ‘stricter’). 

7.4
Implications of young people’s views of continuity and progression

For Key Stage 2–3 transition

Collaboration between Year 7 and Year 8 teachers. The discontinuation of the Transfer Tests should lessen disruption to continuity at Key Stage 2–3 transfer. The development of curricula in each Key Stage with similar aims, objectives and elements should enhance pupils’ sense of progression in terms of skills, knowledge and understanding. In order to further this, special collaboration between Year 7 teachers and those who plan the Year 8 curriculum may be needed to best meet the needs of individual pupils, and to avoid repetition. 

For Key Stage 3

With the new proposals for greater coherence in the Key Stage 3 curriculum, through coordination, collaboration, integration and so on, follow-on lesson-to-lesson and year-on-year can no longer be thought of as lying solely within the domain of a particular subject. Given the potential benefits of recognising follow-on as progressive build-up of knowledge and skills, the planning for continuity and progression within and across curriculum areas might warrant scrutiny. 

Pupils’ recognition of progressive accumulation of skills. One of the underlying principals of Pathways is to emphasise a skills-based curriculum. There was some indication that recognition of the progressive accumulation of knowledge and skills enhanced pupils’ enjoyment and perceived relevance in their subjects. However, it was mainly only high attaining pupils who identified this kind of build-up; and lower attaining pupils tended to recognise continuity and progression as the continuation of content not skills. If a skills-based curriculum is to be a tenet of better learning, pupils may require help in identifying their skill development, especially given that the proposed Skills and Capabilities framework is most likely to be taught through various subject areas.

Special attention for lower attaining pupils. Given the potential benefits to pupils’ understanding, enjoyment, perceptions of relevance and possibly to actual GCSE/GNVQ attainment, particular attention to lower attaining pupils, as well as boys and the low engaged, might be needed in mediating more explicitly how their learning builds on and up. 

Lack of continuity and progression in the non-examined curriculum. This was found to be an issue in Key Stage 4, and hence pupils’ identification of progressive acquisition of knowledge and skills in the enrichment curriculum in Key Stage 3 might also require attention. 
For 14–19 education 

Continuity at Key Stage 3–4 transition. Pupils come to Key Stage 4 with slightly different experiences, and different levels of knowledge and skills, an issue which may be compounded by the new flexible arrangements at Key Stage 3. In addition, the transfer from Key Stage 3 to 14–19 education might prove more problematic, as it could involve change of institution as well as change of pathway or subjects that appear new to pupils (for example, subjects with a new ‘name’ or that are put together in different ways in 14–19 education). Schools and FE colleges might plan possible learning pathways for the whole of Key Stage 3 to age 19 so that frameworks for continuity and progression are established. 

Given that the new Key Stage 3 proposals cover several areas not previously encountered fully until Key Stage 4 (such as work experience and careers education), the 14–19 curriculum will necessarily have to adjust, so as to avoid repetition (‘boring’) for pupils. 

Skills for independent learning. According to the findings of the Cohort Study, the development and practice of these skills is needed sooner as the current Key Stage 4 curriculum was found lacking in terms of preparing young people for the independent learning, researching and detailed working they went on to encounter in post-16 education. 

Preparation for those entering training and employment. With the introduction of Learning for Life and Work as a statutory element in Key Stage 3, this represents an opportunity for preparing young people for a range of post-16 destinations, including the notion of lifelong learning. In particular, there is the prospect for providing better grounding for those entering the workforce or training/apprenticeships than occurs at present. None the less, it might be important to make sure that all pupils gain insights into the full range of post-16 possibilities (rather than to match their provision to what might be perceived as their likely destination). 

8
Young people’s views on coherence across the curriculum

It kind of helps the idea that they [subjects] are not kind of like separate bits of everything. Everything is joined together, if you know what I mean (female, Year 11). 

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

8.1
Overview

At the end of Key Stage 2 and throughout post-primary education, pupils’ experience of subject-bounded, compartmentalised learning appeared to temper their recognition of curriculum coherence. At secondary-level, pupils’ perceptions of curriculum linkages were dominated by similarities of topic or content rather than links relating to skills or similar learning processes. Low attaining pupils were the least likely to be able to identify links. Despite this, a solid majority of pupils found links helpful to their learning. 

8.2
Young people’s perceptions and awareness of linkages across the curriculum

Each year in the annual survey, a large majority of pupils were able to identify at least one example of a link between subjects. Examples of pupils’ awareness, perceptions and constructions of linkages from the Cohort Study are presented below. 

	Young people’s views on the subjects that link up across the curriculum

	· Science, technical and numerate subjects were frequently nominated in links, whilst commonalities involving ICT, the arts, English and modern languages were rarely reported.

	The types of links that young people perceived

	· In all years, the most frequently reported types of link related to coverage of similar content or topics across different curriculum areas. 

· Fewer pupils perceived links relating to skills or the use of similar learning methods. However, the identification of skills-type links increased in Key Stage 4 and higher attaining pupils were more likely to identify skills-based links.

	Young people’s views on the benefits of curriculum linkages

	· Curriculum linkages were seen by pupils to aid their learning. Benefits included: better understanding and recall; enhanced depth, breadth and detail in learning; clarification of difficult content or concepts; aiding progress or ‘having a head start’; and greater enjoyment. 
· Drawbacks of linkages included: duplication of material, seen as boring, tedious or time wasting; and possible confusion over different explanations of the same content from different teachers. 


Despite the many perceptions of linkages and their benefits, pupils seemed to experience ‘compartmentalised’ learning. Even in Key Stage 2, pupils placed their learning into subject and sub-subject categories, rather than integrated topics. Pupils and teachers also felt that there were fewer opportunities to make cross-curricular links as pupils progressed through the Key Stages, particularly so in Year 12, where learning was geared towards exam syllabi. 

Pupils were also unlikely to recognise skills transfer across the practical and academic areas. Furthermore, there was evidence that Cross-Curricular Themes (such as Education for Mutual Understanding and Cultural Heritage, as per previous NI Curriculum specifications) were less likely to be recognised by pupils than those taught as part of discrete provision (such as careers education). In addition, during post-primary school, it was only a small number of high attaining pupils who made reference to education as an integrated process, where different subjects did not exist in a vacuum, but contributed to a ‘whole’. 

8.3
Teachers’ and schools’ planning and mediation of curriculum coherence

Teachers’ and schools’ experience of curriculum coherence was also explored. 

	Teachers’ planning and mediation of curriculum coherence

	· In Key Stage 2, teachers tended to perceive cross-curricular skills as the principal instruments of coherence across the curriculum. In Year 7, the curriculum seemed to be organised into subject and occasionally sub-subject strands; there seemed to be limited use of integrated topic work and the ‘Areas of Study’ were rarely deployed, and thus played limited roles in helping pupils construct lateral connections in their learning. 

· In Key Stage 3, teachers reported that they chiefly let cross-curricular links occur through serendipity rather than deliberately building them in. 

· In Key Stage 4, teachers felt that a shortage of planning and preparation time, as well as time pressures in the classroom as GCSE examinations approached, hindered opportunities to draw out links between different subjects.

	School policies for the planning and mediation of curriculum coherence

	· School policies for cross-curricular teaching were reported by about half of schools in the survey sample in Key Stage 3, and under half in Key Stage 4 (and less often in Year 12 compared with previous years). 

· School policies for developing links were associated with skills: mainly ICT, PSHE and study skills in Key Stage 3; and chiefly in literacy, numeracy and ICT in Key Stage 4. 

· Efforts to make use of potentially linking material between departments were generally fuelled by a cluster of heads of departments or by the enthusiasm of an individual teacher. 

· Where schools had policies for developing curriculum links, their pupils were more likely to identify skills-based links and to value links for aiding learning.


8.4 Implications of young people’s views and experiences of coherence

For the end of Key Stage 2

Enhancements to integrated topic work. The discontinuation of the Transfer Tests may diminish the emphasis on subject-bounded learning (geared towards the Tests) in Key Stage 2. This could present the opportunity to enhance the use of integrated topic work and draw out connections across the curriculum. 

For Key Stage 3

Addressing compartmentalised learning. The new Key Stage 3 curriculum propounds greater coherence (connections, interconnections and the transfer of learning from one context to another) for pupils and the facilitation of collaborative planning and teaching. Central to this are the common objectives and elements in each of the General Learning Areas, underpinned by a range of similar skills and capabilities. Given the overwhelming support for the benefit of curriculum linkages to learning (from both pupils and teachers) in the Cohort Study, Pathways represents a new opportunity for realising a more coherent frame of reference in pupils’ curricular experiences and perhaps to redress their notions of a ‘compartmentalised’ curriculum. 

However, the challenge may be how to plan and mediate this. The following three key areas from the pupils’ experience are worth bearing in mind. 

The experience of low attainers. The Cohort Study found that lower attainers’ construction of coherence was most strongly based on content similarity rather than on skills-led links. Therefore, with the moves towards a skills-based curriculum, possible ways to ensure the recognition of links and to enhance the benefits of a coherent learning experience for all pupils might be through more explicit sharing of learning objectives and reflection on learning outcomes (i.e. emphasising the Assessment for Learning feedback loop). 

Integrating skills and the enrichment curriculum. Given pupils’ testimony to the benefits of cross-curricular linkages, it is important to pay attention to their actual difficulty perceiving the transfer of skills from one area of the curriculum to another or in recognising the Cross-Curricular Themes (as per previous NI Curriculum specifications). Explicit mediation (not necessarily meaning discrete provision) of the Skills and Capabilities framework and of themes within the enrichment curricula might enable pupils to participate more fully in an integrated curriculum. 

Time allocations for planning coherence. Throughout the Cohort Study, teachers’ most frequent reason for not drawing out links more often was lack of planning and preparation time. Planned links generally relied on the enthusiasms of particular teachers or heads of department. At school level, there may be a need to consider allocating time for teachers’ coordination, collaboration, webbing and integration of topics, concepts and skills. In addition, schools and teachers might need time to assimilate the content and skills proposed in the new General Learning Areas, and what each contains, before ‘coherence’ webs, coordination and collaboration can be developed. 

For 14–19 education

Coordinated planning and mediation of coherence. With young people increasingly taking learning pathways from a broader menu, not just of courses, but also of different learning venues and modes of assessment, the planning and mediation of coherence will require particular attention both within institutions and across local partnerships. 

The increasing flexibility and choice of different pathways at Key Stages 3 and 4 will mean that young people not only bring to the classroom different levels of prior knowledge and experience, but different current experiences. Links made to other learning areas might be overly repetitive to some young people, whilst entirely new to others. Cross-departmental and cross-institutional coordination may be necessary so that young people can make the most of connections to enhance learning. 

9
Young people’s curriculum journeys

9.1
The impetus for exploring young people’s curriculum journeys

Over the course of the Cohort Study, the findings from the annual pupil surveys have considered the results of particular year groups or Key Stages and, where comparisons have been made, the average ratings of the sample in one year have been contrasted with the average ratings of the sample in another year. (For example, the overall mean score for, say, enjoyment in home economics in Year 8 would be compared with that in Year 9.) Whilst revealing trends in the perspectives of the sample as a whole over the course of the years, this analysis does not show how the views of an individual are changing that might be masked by the overall trends. 

As part of this overview for the Cohort Study, new analysis has been undertaken to take account of the longitudinal nature of the data and, through multi-level modelling techniques, to track individual pupils’ responses to the survey over the five years of post-primary education. By charting the developments in individuals’ perspectives of the curriculum, the purpose of this analysis was to investigate the school and pupil characteristics associated with the development of pupil perspectives over time. This would lead to the identification of the ‘curriculum journeys’ of different pupil types.

9.2
The analysis undertaken to explore young people’s curriculum journeys

Multi-level models were used to explore four themes in each of four subjects (giving a total of 16 models). Enjoyment, manageability, career relevance and progress were examined, using items from the annual pupil questionnaires. The four subjects were chosen to give an indication of pupils’ views across the curriculum: English and maths (compulsory throughout Key Stages 3 and 4), and history and technology (both optional at Key Stage 4, but contrasting what might be regarded as an ‘academic’ area with a subject with a practical element). 

Multi-level modelling is a technique that disentangles correlations between factors in order to establish those that independently affect or predict an outcome. In this study, factors that might be related to young people’s perspectives of the curriculum were examined to determine which independently affected the development of young people’s attitudes from Year 8 to Year 12. 

Multi-level modelling also takes into consideration data that are grouped into similar clusters at different levels. For example, individual pupils are grouped in schools, and pupils within the same school may have more in common than pupils from a range of different schools. Multi-level modelling takes account of this hierarchical structure of the data to produce more accurate predictions. 

In this research, the following school and pupil characteristics were analysed in the models in order to determine those that were independently influencing individuals’ views on enjoyment, manageability, career relevance and progress for each of English, maths, history and technology:

· type of school: grammar or secondary

· pupil gender constitution of the school: single sex girls, single sex boys or coeducational

· type of management: Catholic-managed, Protestant-managed or integrated

· school level of eligibility for free school meals (FSM)

· size of school

· pupils’ level of engagement with learning in Year 12 (young people were categorised into three ‘engagement’ groups by their responses to items in the Year 12 survey designed to gauge level of commitment to school)

· social class of pupils: middle class or working class

· gender of pupils

· pupils’ total GCSE scores

· the type of curriculum experienced at Key Stage 3

· year group.

To measure the change in pupil perspectives over time, we also related (or interacted) the above variables to changes over time in the views expressed. This highlighted the relationships between associated factors and moving through Year 8 to Year 12.

In the context of this study, the power of this form of analysis is that it has tracked individuals’ perceptions of the curriculum over the five years of post-primary school. It has established the characteristics that – over and above the other factors in the model – have a significant effect on perceptions of the subjects and themes under study and the developments in perceptions over the course of post-primary school. 

The results of the analysis highlighted the following as key factors independently influencing the development of young people’s attitudes across the subjects and themes examined:

· their gender

· time and the year of schooling

· their level of attainment

· their level of engagement

· the curriculum experienced in Key Stage 3

· the type of school attended. 

Further details of the impact of each of the above will now be presented.

9.3
Curriculum journeys: the gender effect

Pupils’ gender emerged as a factor independently influencing their perceptions of the subjects and themes examined and the development of their views over the five years of post-primary school. Attitudes were likely to be more positive for girls in English, but more favourable for boys in maths, technology and, to some extent, history:

· in English – girls’ enjoyment, sense of manageability and progress were significantly higher than boys’

· in maths and technology – boys were more positive than girls across all the themes examined (enjoyment, manageability, career relevance and sense of progress)

· in history – boys’ perceptions were more positive than those of girls’ for manageability and sense of progress. 

For maths and technology, tracking individual pupils’ scores over the full five years of post-primary school also revealed that the difference between boys’ and girls’ opinions became more enhanced over time (i.e. the change in pupils’ perceptions over time showed that girls’ and boys’ attitudes towards these subjects were diverging as time went on). 

For English, maths and technology, these results represent acknowledged gender preferences. None the less, that gender was influencing the development of young people’s attitudes, over and above the other factors considered, raises some important issues about how boys and girls connect to these subjects. In fact, for English, of all variables analysed, gender – in this case, being female – was the strongest predictor of enjoyment and manageability in the subject. Furthermore, of all factors examined, there was the most powerful relationship between being male and positive attitudes towards technology. Thus, a question may be: whilst not deterring the opposite sex, are there any ways in which the content and teaching of English to boys, and of maths and especially technology to girls, can enhance the perceptions of these genders towards these subjects?

The evidence from this analysis would suggest that when endeavouring to raise perceptions, the area to focus on varies depending on the subject. Whilst girls’ ratings were significantly lower across all examined perceptions in technology, the relationship was strongest in terms of career relevance. From this, it might be mooted that reinforcing the subject’s relevance might help to elevate girls’ other perceptions, too. Using the same criteria, in maths a key may be to address the subject’s manageability with girls, and to focus on the enjoyment of English with boys. 

For three of the four subjects considered, it may be noteworthy that girls’ perceptions were significantly lower than boys, including history, a subject that might be perceived as female-preferred, where it was actually girls who found this subject harder and were less sure of their progress. Girls might require some attention in terms of feedback in this subject. On the other hand, are boys over-estimating their abilities and level of ease in this subject?

Interestingly perhaps, there was some evidence that a single sex environment had the potential to remedy the gender effect to some degree. Boys attending a single sex school gave significantly higher ratings for enjoyment, manageability and progress in English than pupils in single sex girls’ or mixed schools. Further, over time, attending an all girls’ school was likely to enhance opinions of the manageability and relevance of technology. Could some single sex teaching or grouping enhance pupils’ perceptions in such instances and other curriculum areas where gender differences are apparent?

9.4
Curriculum journeys: the time effect

On the basis of the four subjects examined here, the development of young people’s sense of enjoyment differed depending upon whether the subject was compulsory or optional at Key Stage 4. Young people’s attitudes for enjoyment and progress in maths and English, and for manageability in maths, depicted an overall downward trend throughout post-primary school. 

However, for the optional subjects examined, there were positive shifts from Year 10 to Year 11. Pupils’ enjoyment of history increased over the course of the five years (although their perceptions of its career relevance actually declined). Technology was particularly invigorated in Key Stage 4, revitalising to some extent a subject that, while eliciting significantly positive views from pupils in Year 8, had waned for them in terms of its career relevance and enjoyment over the course of Key Stage 3. This may perhaps suggest that this Key Stage did not capitalise fully on this subject’s potential with pupils. Enjoyment levels in technology rose sharply from Years 10 to 11 and then again to Year 12. Perceptions of progress also grew in Year 12. 

Particular year groups impacted on pupils’ perceptions. That year groups were influential factors, over and above the other variables examined, suggests a need for consideration of the curriculum and its delivery in these years. 

Most notably, being in Years 11 and 12 actually had a negative effect on perceptions of career relevance in English and maths. We know from previous findings that our Cohort pupils regarded English and maths as important for careers and jobs per se, and when reflecting on their post-primary education at age 18, they appreciated the literacy and numeracy skills they had gained. However, this analysis showed that being in Years 11 and 12 had a negative effect on perceptions of career relevance in these subjects. This might be related to the content of the curriculum in Key Stage 4. Whilst mindful of the value of qualifications in these subjects for the labour market, aspects of the actual syllabi might lack functional, intrinsic or career relevance for many pupils (on the basis of this analysis, especially those with higher GCSE scores). Indeed, of all the variables examined for career relevance in English and maths, there was no stronger association than that between pupils’ views and being in Years 11 and 12. This indicates that in this analysis these year groups were most powerful in affecting (in this case, actually decreasing) perceptions of the career relevance of these subjects. 

On the other hand, Year 12 had numerous positive effects across the models run. Whilst not necessarily completely countering downward trends in opinion, there was a positive effect on pupils’ enjoyment and sense of progress in English and maths; and their perceptions of manageability in maths (also apparent in Years 10 and 11). 

Thus, Year 12 did perhaps hold some positive message, as pupils’ perceptions of enjoyment and progress seemed buoyed somewhat, perhaps by impending examinations and anticipations of next steps. However, it might be stressed that we know from the Cohort Study that young people were motivated by assessment, and thus the apparent revival in pupils’ views may be associated with this area, rather than an improvement in the actual content of curriculum in the eyes of pupils, especially given their declining views of the career relevance of English and maths in Key Stage 4. None the less, because being in Year 12 was revealed as significant in affecting pupils’ views, this raises the following questions: how to capitalise on this apparent revival? would it be apparent without impending assessments or transition? and can it be captured any earlier? 

9.5
Curriculum journeys: the engagement effect

Pupils’ degree of engagement with learning emerged as a factor independently influencing their perceptions of certain subjects examined and the development of their views over the five years of post-primary school. 

As might be expected, low engaged pupils were likely to be less positive than their peers towards the curriculum. However, in the areas we analysed, there was one important exception – the practical arena. Whilst being low engaged was negatively correlated with all attitudes to maths, English and history examined in the multi-level models, it did not feature for perceptions of manageability, enjoyment and relevance in technology (though with regards to their sense of progress in technology, low engaged pupils were more likely to have worse perceptions than their peers). None the less, this represents an important finding as it may demonstrate the value of practical learning to young people and its potential to capture the interest of those otherwise disengaged from the curriculum.

When considering the change in pupils’ perceptions over time (from Years 8 to 12), the effect of engagement became more marked. That is, the difference between high and low engaged pupils’ perceptions became more pronounced as they progressed through post-primary school. This was especially evident for enjoyment in English and maths, and for career relevance in maths. 

9.6
Curriculum journeys: the curriculum effect

The balance of the curriculum mounted in Key Stage 3, and its particular emphases, impacted on pupils’ perceptions and experiences. Routes with an academic emphasis suggested journeys where the practical might be seen as a ‘relief’; whilst a curriculum with a favouring towards the practical could under-support a number of areas, including literacy. 

To explain further, taking Year 10 as representative of Key Stage 3, analysis of the time allotted to every subject in each of the 50 sample schools revealed six main types of curricula in operation across these 50, principally characterised by the time allocated to languages and RE. The curriculum type followed by each individual was included in the multi-level model, and – controlling for the other variables – certain of these curricula types emerged as influential in the development of pupils’ attitudes and perceptions. 

The six curriculum types identified in our analysis of the Year 10 timetables were found to be closely allied to school types (see the Key Stage 3 report, Harland et al., 2002). Therefore, it is noteworthy that the curriculum type followed by pupils emerged as a factor, over and above school characteristics. This shows the power that the time young people spent on subjects has in affecting their views, and has important messages for the balance needed in the Key Stage 3 curriculum.

Compared with other curricula, pupils who experienced curricula that prioritised the academic had a significantly greater likelihood of awarding high ratings for the career relevance of English and maths. By the same token, they also had an enhanced probability of expressing more positive views about the career relevance of technology and, over the course of post-primary school, of enjoyment in technology. It is possible that practical subjects, such as technology, provide a relief for pupils from curricula with an academic focus, raising questions such as: are there any other ways that relief could be provided? is the academic curriculum too ‘academic’? 

Whilst the technology results here might be seen in favour of a curriculum emphasising the academic, it is important to note that as section 2 of this report showed, young people consistently advocated the need for greater coverage of practical areas and that there was evidence of a relationship between a perception that the curriculum was unbalanced and a lower level of engagement. Indeed, the pupils experiencing the academic curricula here would have been spending less time than the average across all sample schools on a subject they enjoyed and found relevant, which could have implications for the palatability of their whole curricular experience.

Over the course of post-primary school, those experiencing a less academic, more practical curriculum began to give significantly lower ratings of enjoyment in English, manageability in maths, and for both enjoyment and manageability in history. These findings could suggest that a curriculum with a less academic, more practical emphasis at Key Stage 3 was not always a sufficient lead-in to a curriculum that then became academic at Key Stage 4 with preparation for GCSEs/GNVQs. In particular, it was perhaps not encouraging enough of those areas of the curriculum with a high literacy content, such as English and history, and perhaps not supportive enough in areas that pupils might find conceptually difficult, such as maths and history. This raises the question: are there ways in which pupils can be engaged in literacy that would not be perceived as ‘just writing’ – a persistent complaint from pupils in our Cohort? Furthermore, with greater flexibility to be given to schools in their learning arrangements for Key Stage 3, these findings point to the need to ensure the balance of the Key Stage 3 curriculum so that young people are suitably equipped for whichever route they chose for 14–19 education from the range that would be open to them under the Costello proposals. 

9.7
Curriculum journeys: the attainment effect

Overall, pupils with a higher GCSE score were more likely to have experienced a sense of progressing well in the subjects considered compared with their peers. Indeed, of all the factors considered, GCSE score was most strongly related to positive perceptions of progress for each subject included in the analysis. Those with higher GCSE scores saw significantly less career relevance in technology than their peers. 
Over and above the other variables considered, enjoyment of maths and history was significantly greater for those young people achieving higher GCSE scores. In contrast, however, GCSE score was not a significant indicator of pupils’ enjoyment in English or technology, suggesting that pupils of all attainment levels could enjoy or dislike these subjects as much as the next person. But the maths and history curricula might require particular attention in terms of ensuring enjoyment for lower attaining pupils. 

In maths and English, despite enhancing one’s sense of progress, high GCSE scores were negatively related to perceptions of manageability over time. Tracking individuals’ views over the five years of the study, this means that high attaining pupils were likely to have experienced greater difficulty in these subjects compared with their peers as they moved through post-primary school. This has implications for feedback, and the advice that pupils receive on their work, especially where feelings of ‘too hard’ might surface even where pupils are doing well. 

9.8
Curriculum journeys: the school effect

Over and above the other factors considered – including level of attainment – the type of school young people attended independently influenced their perceptions and the development of their attitudes over time:

· in history – grammar school pupils’ views on manageability and progress were likely to be more negative than those of their peers in secondary schools

· in maths – grammar school pupils’ perceptions of enjoyment, career relevance and progress were significantly lower than their secondary school counterparts

· in English – there was a relationship between attending a grammar school and more favourable perceptions of enjoyment and sense of progress as pupils progressed through their school careers. 

Compared with those of their peers in secondary schools, the manageability prospects of maths and English for pupils in grammar schools were likely to be more positive as they journeyed through post-primary school,: ‘… it’s been quite difficult, although not difficult in a bad way’ (grammar school pupil, Year 12). That is, the change in secondary school pupils’ views over time was more marked than that of grammar school pupils. (Given the finding presented above that those with higher GCSE scores perceived greater levels of difficulty in maths and English over time, this result means that, for any given attainment level, those pupils in grammar schools perceived maths to be easier.) This corroborates previous findings from the Cohort Study, where it was secondary school pupils who experienced greater difficulty, particularly with maths, in Key Stage 4 compared with Key Stage 3. This result might highlight that, over time, issues of manageability in English and maths are more of a concern for secondary school pupils. 

Whilst curriculum planners and designers can address the balance and emphasis of the curriculum, there might be more limited scope to influence the effect that attending a grammar school or secondary school might have on pupils (given the distinctive ethos and legacy of these school types in NI). 

9.9
Summary and implications

This section has presented the findings of multi-level modelling analysis which by tracking individual pupils’ responses in the questionnaire survey over the course of post-primary school has established key factors that affect the development of pupils’ perceptions of the curriculum. Those factors found to independently influence young people’s perceptions and the development of their attitudes over time were:

· their gender

· time and the year of schooling

· their level of attainment

· their level of engagement

· the curriculum experienced in Key Stage 3

· the type of school attended. 

According to the four subjects considered here, the key findings and their implications can be summarised as follows. 

· The exact way in which the above factors blended to affect pupils’ attitudes varied depending on the subject. For example, the chief (though not sole) ingredient in influencing the development of pupils’ perceptions was gender for technology, and in maths, it was time (as they progressed through post-primary school, young people became increasingly negative in their perceptions of this subject).

· Pupils’ gender emerged as a factor independently influencing their attitudes and was often the most powerful predictor of pupil attitudes, raising issues about how boys and girls connect to their subjects. Girls’ perceptions of English were more positive than boys’, but boys’ perceptions were more favourable in maths and technology. This prompts questions as to whether there are any ways in which the content and teaching of these subjects can improve the perceptions of these genders. This analysis would suggest that addressing the career relevance of technology and the manageability of maths with girls, and the enjoyment of English with boys, might be central.

· The development of young people’s sense of enjoyment differed depending upon whether the subject was compulsory or optional at Key Stage 4. Perceptions of enjoyment and progress in maths and English, and for manageability in maths, depicted an overall downward trend throughout post-primary school. However, for the optional subjects examined, there were positive shifts from Year 10 to Year 11 in terms of enjoyment for history, and enjoyment and sense of progress for technology. 

· Young people’s attitudes towards maths and English suggested the need for consideration of the curriculum and its delivery in Key Stage 4. Despite their conviction regarding the importance of these subjects for future careers, being in Years 11 and 12 had a negative influence on pupils’ perceptions of the vocational relevance of these subjects. This could indicate that, whilst aware of the value of qualifications in these subjects for the labour market, the actual content of Key Stage 4 syllabi lack functional, intrinsic or career relevance for many pupils (especially those attaining highly at GCSE). 

· Certain groups of pupils might be helped through Assessment for Learning and feedback. Attention may be focused on low attainers and the low engaged; girls’ lower sense of progress and enjoyment in maths, history and technology; and higher attainers’ perceived sense of increasing difficulty with maths and English over the course of post-primary school. Further, the maths curriculum may require consideration in terms of ensuring enjoyment for lower attainers.

· The attitudes of low engaged pupils were likely to be less positive than those of their peers in English, maths and history. Moreover, the difference between high and low engaged pupils’ perceptions in maths and English became more pronounced as they progressed through post-primary school. Of the areas analysed, technology, a subject with a substantial practical element, was the only area where, for the most part, level of engagement did not affect the development of young people’s perceptions. This may demonstrate the value of practical learning to young people and its potential to capture the interest of those otherwise disengaged from the curriculum.

· The balance or emphasis of the curriculum at Key Stage 3 had an effect on pupils’ perceptions and the development of their views over the course of post-primary school. An academic emphasis suggested journeys where the practical might be seen as a ‘relief’; whilst a Key Stage 3 curriculum favouring the practical possibly under-supported pupils when moving on to academic qualifications at Key Stage 4. With greater flexibility in Key Stage 3 arrangements, this suggests a need to ensure the balance of the Key Stage 3 curriculum, in particular so that young people are equipped for whichever route they chose for 14–19 education.

And finally, given the relationship between perceptions of progress and the likelihood of staying on in education (as established in the Post-16 report, Moor et al., 2004), it is notable that those pupils with the better estimations of their progress (i.e. feeling like they are doing well in their subjects) were chiefly the higher attainers. Furthermore, it was the low engaged pupils who, across all four subjects, were likely to have the poorest perceptions of doing well. Directing specific attention to lower attaining pupils and the low engaged in terms of their sense of progress, and perhaps more importantly, their opportunities for actual progress and progression, appears crucial. 

10
Concluding comments

It has been shown throughout this overview report that current educational policy developments in NI, such as those set out in Pathways and Costello, and in the 14–19 arena (such as the Working Group, 2004a and b) address many of pupils’ concerns about the curriculum, as found in the NI Curriculum Cohort Study, and certainly put the pupil experience at the core. 

In particular, specifications to enhance the relevance of the curriculum and to extend the range of curriculum areas align with the views that young people expressed in the Cohort Study. For example, the proposed curricular frameworks cover pupils’ calls for greater ‘real-life’ application of their subjects; the inclusion of vocational learning in the curriculum; increased emphasis on practical elements; more personal choice; and greater coverage of aspects of personal and social development. In addition, one of the key proponents of the proposed new curriculum arrangements at Key Stage 3 is the greater clarity sought over the aims and objectives of the NI Curriculum, and in particular the three key objectives set out in Pathways: for each young person to develop as an individual, a contributor to society, and a contributor to the economy and the environment. These three objectives would seem to underpin much of the achievement of current policy developments in addressing pupils’ views. 

By bringing to the fore many of the aspects that pupils called for in the curriculum and by incorporating strategies to raise their awareness of their own progress (e.g. Assessment for Learning and the Pupil Profile), the proposed changes have the potential to enhance young people’s motivation, and also to extend their prospects post-16. The Cohort Study found that both young people’s level of engagement with learning and their estimation of their progress in Key Stage 4 were crucial factors in determining whether or not they continued in education post-16, over and above the effect of GCSE/GNVQ attainment.

Thus, in order to realise the potential of the curriculum proposals, the challenge may lie in the processes involved in its implementation. The Cohort Study found that aspects that are currently part of the curriculum, for example the Cross-Curricular Themes, did not always become a meaningful part of pupils’ experience of the curriculum. Therefore, there may be a need to ensure that a range of resources and appropriate professional development opportunities are made available to schools to facilitate their implementation of the curriculum and to translate the framework that has much to offer into reality. 
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�At the time of their interviews, the post-16 destinations of the 100 interviewees were: AS/A2-levels (39 interviewees); AVCEs / BTEC NDs (21 interviewees); work-related training (26 interviewees); employment (10 interviewees); job seeking (2 interviewees); and other (2 interviewees – naval training / sports scholarship).
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