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Nigel Wyatt, January 2008
Making Learning Matter
The NMSF co-development project, facilitated by Nigel Wyatt (NMSF) and Helen Barrett (QCA), will seek to support curriculum innovation in groups of schools, or in individual schools. The intention will be to support the development of case studies which exemplify the impact of imaginative approaches to curriculum planning and delivery.

Background

This development work brings together two key strands from the 2007 National Middle Schools’ Forum Conference at the NCSL:

· Mick Waters, Curriculum Director, QCA, invited middle schools to become involved in the development of interesting examples of curriculum design which take children and learners as their starting points. 

· The Middle School Matters booklet, developed by Headteachers in Hertfordshire, was adopted by the Forum as a statement of the values, aims and purposes of middle school education. 
(Available to download on the Conference Reports page of the NMSF website - http://www.middleschools.org.uk/last.php)

The Middle School Matters booklet contains a number of key statements that underpin the middle schools’ philosophy. This project will encourage schools to implement new approaches to curriculum design that exemplify one or more of the statements in the booklet, and which take the needs of learners as their starting points. We will then publish examples of the impact of these statements in practice.

Outcomes

1) The publication of Middle Schools Matter in Practice – a collection of brief case studies that exemplify the statements in the original document and which demonstrate the impact of this practice on students’ learning. This publication will be launched at the 2008 conference at NCSL.

2) The possibility of case studies for QCA demonstrating:

a) disciplined enquiry – the identification of a clear process or methodology which enables the impact for learners to be demonstrated. 

b) the development of interesting approaches to curriculum innovation, design and development.

While it is hoped that this will provide the impetus for longer term developments, the short timescale to October 2008 suggests the need to identify achievable first steps in this instance


Process

1. What are we trying to achieve?
Participant schools will need to undertake an analysis of current practice and achievement against the statements contained in the booklet Middle Schools Matter. Using this information, the school(s) will need to identify a clear starting point or need – linked to one or two of these statements.

Against these identified, key statements, schools will need to consult further, and gather qualitative and quantitative data, in order to establish a more accurate sense of ‘what are our learners like now? For example, it will be important for those leading this area of curriculum development to ‘check out’ the perspectives of a sample of relevant stakeholders such as the students, other staff, and possibly parents and governors – depending on the identified learning focus. What perception do these groups have in relation to ‘what are our learners like now?’
Having gathered these perceptions to establish an accurate baseline, the discussion will then focus on ‘what it is that we are trying to achieve’? 

The intention will be to keep the focus tight and limited in scope. The clearer the focus the easier it is to be clear, also, about the impact for learners at the end.

2. How will we organise learning?
In order to demonstrate the impact for learners clearly the projects will need to be underpinned by enquiry based adult learning methodologies such as Appreciative Enquiry or Action Research.  Training in these processes can be provided by NW to the group. (To download a booklet explaining Appreciative Enquiry and Action Research visit the Conference Reports page of the NMSF website - http://www.middleschools.org.uk/last.php)

To secure the desired learning outcomes, schools will need to design a series of changes or interventions that they will make to their existing curriculum practice. 
 When deciding what to do differently it will be important to consider a range of issues such as:
· The learning journey of the pupil – through a system, a school or a particular subject. The curriculum as an entire and planned learning experience.

· What we know about the way children (and adults!) learn most effectively

· The sort of key learning experiences we want pupils to engage with.

· How we approach learning in a way which is ‘deep’ and ‘profound– rather than taking a ‘lily pad’ approach where we skirt quickly along the surface.


3. How well are we achieving our aims?
As a result of this activity, we are looking to find out more about how schools can engage in the kind of curriculum innovation that impacts most effectively on learners. 

We will need to think about the kind of evidence that we need to collect in order to demonstrate the impact on learning in relation to the learning objectives that have been identified.

To demonstrate their new learning, what is it that learners will need to:
· Know and understand

· Be able to do

· Experience

Coordination
Find helpful resources and link with other middle schools in the project through the new dedicated pages on the NMSF website:

Timeline
	January/February – 


	Interested schools identified

Initial meetings to agree process and focus

	March - June
	Schools develop and implement proposals – with support if required.

Schools share interests through a dedicated web page on the NMSF website.



	July 
	Projects completed in schools and brief reports prepared



	September
	Projects selected for inclusion in Middle School Matters in Practice booklet



	October 
	Launch of in Middle School Matters in Practice booklet at 2008 conference







What needs to be different?





acknowledgement of success and progress in a range of areas of learning that recognises and values pupils’ development as people








From concern about subject content:





to concern about the nature and impact of subjects


to a focus on effectiveness of learning
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What do schools need to do?





help adolescents develop an appetite for learning


use the ingredients to create a learning feast


recognising individual taste, considerations and needs


see a big picture for curriculum
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Some starting points:











listen to the learner


look at institutional habit


use ICT well


use other adults 


engage with parents and communities


create real purpose and audience
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