An Innovative Curriculum in Year 7 – supporting the development of skills

A school that has faced challenges has begun a process of change towards a curriculum that attempts to better meet the needs of learners.

School: Lincoln Christ’s Hospital School, Lincoln

Regional Subject Adviser: Nick Brown

School profile

	Total number of learners
	1350

	Age range
	11-18

	Specialist status
	Languages

	Level 5 and above in key stage 3 tests (2007 - validated)
	English – 79%

Maths and Science – 68%

	Five A*-C at GCSE (2007)
	56%

	Special educational needs
	24%


My School is a large mixed truly comprehensive school with an increasing roll and results. We are a designated Language College. We have had many successes and also many challenges in terms of qualification results and other indicators. A new Headteacher joined the school recently. 

Question 1: What were we trying to achieve?

Within the school, we asked ourselves how we were equipping our students with a curriculum that was appropriate to meet the needs of our learners. Furthermore, we pondered on some core issues, specifically:

· Was the content and range of opportunities appropriate in terms of breadth and depth?

· Were they being equipped with skills?

· How were the Every Child Matters outcomes and enterprise agenda to be embedded?

· Was the curriculum coherent?

The school established the notion of Jack and Jill’s day. Jack and Jill are imaginary pupils and their daily timetable represents the school’s route towards personalised learning and creating a curriculum to fit the needs of all our learners – very much a case of ‘courses appropriate for your horses’. Moving away from a culture that can lead to spoon feeding, we are focusing on our vision and embedding an ethos for our learners. We aim to give students a bigger picture and to get them to marry the pieces together more effectively, at the same time equipping them with the necessary skills and attributes to maximise their potential. We want learners who are:

· Motivated and responsible

· Aware of skills and different ways of approaching tasks

· Effective, reflective learners

· Able to think outside the box and make connections

· Independent and also effective in teams

· Successful and fully equipped for their futures

Question 2:  How did we organise learning to achieve our aims?

Evidently, we couldn’t radically alter everything in one fell swoop and thus there was a gradual process of change with many consultations with staff, pupils and parents. 

Several initiatives have been rolled out over the past few years.

Year 1

· Wednesday Period 5 – enrichment activities for pupils 

Every Wednesday there is a shortened day and students have an opportunity to partake in a wide range of activities. Clubs for homework and sport are available as well as many experiences taught by people from outside school. These include basic hygiene qualifications, street dancing, a First Aid certificate or music. A number of languages such as Chinese are also on offer. This adds depth to what is available and allows pupils choice.
· Wednesday Period 5 – enrichment activities for staff

 I believe that this has deep impact on teaching and learning across the school as well as in languages. At this time the majority of staff are free from timetabled lessons and have a regular opportunity to get together in departments and spend time undertaking any work that needs doing on a departmental level. In languages this has included reviews of schemes of work, sharing good practice and developing ideas in terms of pedagogy. The time is also used for more formal CPD opportunities e.g. writing up action research, mentoring and coaching, and sharing expertise in the department in a structured meeting. One example is that we have an A level principal Spanish examiner in the department and have been able to use this time to share that specialist knowledge. Additionally we can offer revision and coursework catch up sessions.

· Curriculum Enrichment Day (CERD) time - whole curriculum themes 

Within my school CERD time is time taken off-timetable to work on a specified area of work. Towards the end of the year, departments met together to discuss opportunities for cross curriculum work in year 7 for the following year. There were several clusters of departments, and languages met with maths, English and science to explore options for a project we could run to support all the subjects involved. We chose a project linked to personal identification attributes such as eye colour.  Each subject contributed as follows:
	Subject Area
	Input

	Languages 


	Personal identification questions 

	Maths


	Survey of collected data

	Science


	Genetics

	English


	Literacy, question forms

	Citizenship and RE
	Differences


Year 2

Through further consultation meetings we decided to focus this year’s work also on year 7, building on the cross curriculum work begun in the previous year.

· Wednesday Period 5 – enrichment activities for staff 
What was already in place was developed so that once a term cross curriculum departmental meetings were held to begin the dialogue of possible collaborative work and crucially foster greater understanding across subjects, something we don’t often have time for.

· Cross curriculum projects 
As planned in the previous year, these are being rolled out and taught in year 7 this academic year. They are being expanded into other areas. 

· Learning to learn 

This initiative was introduced with a particular focus on skills or, as we call them, competencies. We have used the RSA Opening Minds project as a basis. Year 7 pupils are taught 5 lessons a week by their tutor, of which I am one, working on themes every term and attempting to link them as much as possible with relevant areas of other subjects. This is done every lesson 1, and to further aid the settling-in process year 7 have break and lunch times separate from the rest of the school. 

The tutors are from a wide variety of subject areas, and I believe that this is one of the strengths as we are all bringing a range of opinions and experiences to create a true cross curriculum setting. Crucially, all members of the team are also volunteers. Themes have included school/settling in, communication and Lincolnshire. Next term’s theme is personal safety and the languages scheme of work will be adapted to allow study of some French materials on road safety. 

Learning to learn is assessed by levels and marks where appropriate, but also by competencies. Students fill in a competency grid and our aim is that they are able to state what competency they are working on, their strengths, weaknesses and ways to improve, and to identify the evidence that demonstrates they have met these criteria. 

A skills grid for pupils to record their progress

	Term
	Competency
	Done well?

To Improve?
	Evidence

	 3
	Team work
	 I worked as a member of a research group
	 Recorded presentation


· Languages 

As skill-based research indicates, the development of skills and communicative competencies is as important as content in language learning, and thus in year 7 we focus strongly on skills. Throughout the year all students study three languages, French, German and Spanish, each for one term. Topics are different in each language but we aim to improve students’ skills across all four areas and their competencies in learning overall, including language-learning skills.
We are on a journey towards the day when Jack and Jill walk up the hill of KS3, no longer, we hope, a K2. The competencies, in student friendly language, are listed at the end of this case study, together with a lesson planning template that includes a reference to skills and cross curriculum dimensions.

Question 3:  How well are we achieving our aims?

Teacher Level

As we are mid programme it can be difficult to measure progress. However, most teachers have adopted skills and competency based approaches and increasingly lessons have overt skill-based objectives. Cross curriculum elements are being more exploited within the school. The value of placing the skills of the individual at the centre has led to a discussion on how best to implement the new secondary curriculum based on our experiences from learning to learn.

Pupil Level

The pupils are now very aware of skills in their lessons and thus their own learning. Pupils have responded to the concept positively and during a recent observation by CfBT of one of the lessons the following points came across:-

· Skills objective shared with the students and displayed.

· The success criteria were also shared and students were very clear about these and could talk about them; group discussions showed that they were taking the success criteria very seriously.

· The teacher made frequent references to the competencies which this task addressed, and to the need for supporting evidence.  Students were able to discuss this in a plenary session – not easy, even for adult learners, and something that will need developing over time.

· Students I spoke to said they had opportunities to work like this in groups in a variety of lessons – they mentioned English, drama and science. It’s encouraging if they are starting to make links across lessons with ways of working, as that is one of the biggest challenges with learning to learn programmes.

So our pupils are using competences across the school and can discuss skills openly. They were motivated and worked to set criteria. Clearly this is just the beginning but as skills are embedded further, as the students learn to learn and apply skills we hope to see even more successes and achievements from Jack  and Jill and their friends. Evidence shows that students are starting to make connections between subjects. As the initiative develops the curriculum will be more coherent and opportunities will increase. Our true measure of success will be the day when Jack and Jill leave us and we have enabled them to develop their minds, gain appropriate qualifications and become successful, skilled individuals. A recent pupil survey has indicated that we’re getting there but still have to keep climbing that mountain.

Competences for Learning

I can:

1a) understand different ways of learning (VAK), know which ways of learning I prefer and always try to learn new things (lifelong learning).


1b) work things out for myself and be confident in my own ideas.

1c) find out the best ways of using my creativity and talents.

1d) enjoy learning because it’s interesting and fun.

1e) improve my skills at reading, writing, maths and understanding how things fit together.


1f) get better at using and understanding ICT and other technologies.

Competences for Citizenship

I can:

2a) understand the different ways people behave towards each other and be aware that the things I believe may affect my actions and others.

2b) understand how our society works and how I can be involved, e.g. local and national government

2c) respect the different cultures in both our country and the world.

2d) be aware that technology can be both good and bad and can give examples of both.

2e) understand how to manage parts of my life including looking after my money.

Competences for Relating to People

I can:

3a) understand how to work and behave in different situations, e.g. sometimes I may be in charge within a group. 

3b) understand how to work in a team.

3c) understand how and when to help other people.

3d) talk to different people in different situations, e.g. interview the HoY about a project.

3e) control my own emotions and deal with personal relationships.

3f) understand and am able to use different ways of dealing with stress and conflict.

Competences for Managing Situations

I can:

4a) manage my time well.

4b) manage changes in my life.

4c) celebrate success and cope with disappointment.

4d) understand what is meant by being entrepreneurial and initiative-taking and develop skills in these areas.

4e) think, act, reflect especially about risks. 

Competences for Managing Information

I can:

5a) find, select and use information.

5b) review and evaluate information and my own work.
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