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What difference can alter native curriculum programmes maketo students at K $S4?

A minority of 14-16 year old students feel that GCSE courses are inappropriate to them. The reactions of such
students to the KS4 experience range from lack of interest to disaffection, which in turn can lead to under-
achievement and truancy. Consequently, many schools offer some kind of an alternative to the KS4 curriculum
to at least some of their students. The alternatives include spending more time on developing key skills, spending
part of the week at college, in training or with an employer learning vocational or pre-vocationa skills, or
attending community activities designed to promote persona and pro-social skills.

Student perceptions lie at the heart of disaffection and research evidence therefore tends to focus on them. But as
well as exploring such students' views we wanted to know about the outcomes of strategies designed to change
such perceptions. The study we have chosen for this TLA research summary looks at the views of staff in schools
and partner organisations. And, unlike the other studies we found, it also explores evidence about the impact of
the interventions in a small number of case study schools.

The researchers gathered data from 198 postal questionnaires completed by school staff from fourteen LEAS,
seventy-five telephone interviews with staff in partner organisations and interviews with staff, students and
parents from eight case study schools. The researchers asked about the different kinds of programmes schools
offered, what the students did on them and whether the participants felt the programmes made any positive
difference to the students' attitudes and learning.

The study is:

Cullen, M A, F. Fletcher-Campbell, E. Bowen, J. Osgood, and S. Kellehe. Alternative education provision at
Key Sage 4. National Foundation for Educational Research: 2000.

The researchers report that the participants who took part in their study strongly believed that well planned, well
run and well monitored alternative curriculum programmes helped to re-engage and re-motivate previously
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disaffected and disengaged young people. They also felt such programmes were beneficia to the students
families, the schools, the participating organisations and the local communities. In their report, the researchers
explored a number of features underpinning aternative programmes including:

® creating a supportive school context

® making and sustaining collaborative partnerships

® encouraging and acknowledging student achievement
® monitoring, assessing and eval uating the outcomes.

We think teachers, leaders, careers advisors and college lecturers who are seeking to develop curriculum
programmes for young people in their final two years of statutory education will al find the study's findings
interesting.

Back to top

Overview

Why istheissueimportant?

With continuing problems of truancy, demotivation and disaffection among the fourteen to sixteen years age
group, there is growing interest in how alternative curricula programmes can help re-engage such students, to
enable them to move into post-16 progression routes.

What did the resear ch show?

The participants who took part in their study strongly believed that well planned, run and monitored
aternative curriculum programmes helped to re-engage and re-motivate previously disaffected and
disengaged young people. There were many examples of individual successes. One student commented, for
example:

'It helps me to organise my deadlines for coursework and for homework. It's helping meto prioritise ... It has
made me take homework more serioudly, | think. | didn't really used to do it or | left it to the last minute.
Now | know how to sort out my time'.

How was this achieved?
A number of key factors contributed to the effectiveness of alternative curricular schemes including:

® creating a supportive school context
® making and sustaining collaborative partnerships
® encouraging and acknowledging student achievement

® monitoring, assessing and eval uating the outcomes.

How was the resear ch designed to be trustworthy?
Data were collected from 14 LEASs representing different geographical areas over two academic years. The
data were collected using three methods:

® aposta survey of all schools catering for 14-16 year oldsin 14 LAs (the researchers analysed data from 82 schools
offering alternative curriculum programmes)

® seventy-five telephone interviews with partner organi sations suggested by the schools

® eight school case studies from seven LAs, which represented a range of programmes. Twenty-six teachers, 60 students
and 18 parents were interviewed.

What aretheimplications?
The study showed the importance of, for example:



® finding out about students' interests, through talking to the students, their teachers and their parents, to help match
students to a programme they are likely to enjoy

® helping students cope with new social situations associated with off-site locations by, for example, arranging an
induction visit and suggesting students practice the journey etc

® monitoring students' attendance (at school and at other programme locations) and progress (including the students
views of how they feel they are progressing)

® ensuring equality of opportunity when selecting students to participate in alternative programmes

® minimising students' potentially negative attitudes towards alternative provision, by for example, including the
programmesin a standard list of optional subjects to be taken during K$4, and allowing students some choice.

What do the case studiesillustrate?
The case studies provide insights into:

® how a school developed its alternative curriculum programme so that it moved away from purely off-site provision for
aminority of students towards incorporating college based elementsinto its KS4 curriculum that were open to all
students and working with its partners to offer appropriate provision

® ways the college environment hel ped re-engage and motivate previously disengaged and disaffected students. The
students liked being treated as an adult - they liked feeling respected and being given choice and responsibility. The
pastoral support they were also given was crucial

® how awork-related alternative programme impacted on one 'at risk' young man - how and why he developed social
relations and informal practical knowledge, which enabled his learning to be enhanced.

Back to top

What aspects of alternative curriculum provision did the study focus upon?
The researchers set out to:

® find out the ways different agencies working in partnership planned, designed, monitored, evaluated and reviewed
aternative education packages

® examine the curriculum of alternative programmes in relation to their aims and objectives, the National Curriculum,
opportunities for accreditation and reintegration into post-16 education, training and/or employment

® find out arange of views about alternative provision

® consider the cost and resources involved in alternative curriculum provision.

In their report, the researchers identified seven main features underpinning alternative curriculum
programmes which staff viewed as helpful in supporting students. They explored ways of addressing these
featuresin considerable detail.

The features were;

® the school context

® the local context

® the selection of students

® how collaborative partnerships were made and sustained

@ how the programmes were designed and resourced

® how student achievement was encouraged and acknow!edged

® how the outcomes of the programmes were monitored, assessed and eval uated.



We have structured this summary around the elements we think leaders and teachers will find most useful to
consider:

® the alternative curriculum approach and design

® the selection and encouragement of students who took part in the alternative programmes
® the support given to students by leaders and teachers

® ways of evaluating the programmes

® the effects of alternative programmes upon students and other stakeholders.

What kind of alternative curriculum approach helped?
The researchers reported that staff felt alternative curriculum programmes hel ped re-engage previously
disengaged students, enabling them to move into progression routes post-16 when schools:

located 'the problem' within the school rather than viewing the student as the problem - using data relating to
disaffection, truancy, and underachievement as an indication of the need to reform the curriculum in order to
meet the needs of all students

recognised the need to extend or complement the KS4 curriculum through close relationships with external
providers, whose approaches to engaging young people in learning were allowed to feed back to the school
and influence the regular curriculum where appropriate were willing to learn from experience and regarded
aternative provision as part of a developmental process. For example, some schools moved on from offering
disaffected students separate provision to offering students individualised programmes, or they broadened the
possibilities at K4 for all students by drawing on the resources of other organisations.

The researchers suggested that schools moved along a continuum from an ‘exclusion’ approach (where
disaffected students were rejected by the school) towards an ‘inclusion’ approach (where students were seen
as the school's responsibility). We have summarised the developmental process identified by the researchers
below.

View of the problem HAdaptation of the curriculum

The behaviour of individual studentswas |[The school did not make any adaptationsto its
deemed unacceptable within the school curriculum.

community and the student was asked to
leave the school.

The school recognised that some students ||A 'satellite’ programme was implemented. Students
were not coping with what was on offer  ||stayed on the school roll, but their needs were mainly

within the school and tried to find met outside the school. Apart from adaptations of
something more suited to their needsand |[those students' timetables, the rest of the school's
interests externally. curriculum remained unchanged.

The school recognised that not all

students were thriving and sought to An 'extension’ programme was implemented
extend its own provision by drawingon |[involving an individualised approach to meet the
the resources of external partners. needs of particular students.

The school provided for its students
mainly internally, but recognised that,
where necessary, the complementary
expertise and facilities of external
partners could also be used.

A ‘complementary’ programme was implemented
giving al K4 students the opportunity to follow
externally-provided vocationally-oriented options
that could not be offered in school.




Practitioners may like to read the case study about how one school developed a satellite programmeinto a
complementary one when it saw its difficult students flourish. Practitioners may also find it useful to read the
National Evaluation Report of the 'L ower attaining pupils programme' (LAPP). (See Further Reading)

What did the alter native programmes involve?

The schools involved in the study reported on programmes where teaching took place in both school and off-
site locations. Aswell as basic skills, key skillsand National Curriculum subjects (core, foundation and
optional subjects), the programmes included personal, social and health education (PHSE), and work-related
learning. Some programmes also included leisure activities.

Per sonal, social and health education (PHSE)

The range of topics covered during the PHSE components included assertiveness training, behaviour
management techniques, citizenship rights and responsibilities, decision-making skills, opportunities
awareness, personal presentation, relationships, team work skills, and time-keeping. These issues were tackled
using avariety of teaching methods including: community service, counselling, group work/discussion, and
team-building exercises (through, for example, residential experiences, sports and outdoor pursuits).

Work-related learning

Examples of generic work-related activities noted by the researchers included role-playing, mock interviews,
filling in practice application forms, work on improving the presentation of the students' National Record of
Achievement, similar work on students' curriculum vitae and organising a fund-raising 'enterprise’. Sector
specific vocationa areas studied or experienced by students reflected the students' particular interests and
talents and included: agriculture, animal care, building, care assistance, catering, classroom assistance, design,
car mechanics, health and beauty, office skills, painting and decorating, plastering, retail work and joinery.

Leisureactivities

Leisure activities did not figure as strongly in the programmes as the researchers had expected. Where they
did, they were regarded by school staff as an invaluable way of encouraging the development of students
personal and social strengths and of providing students with entry into constructive social activities and
networks that would stand them in good stead on leaving schoal.

Therange of off-site lear ning contexts

Off-site locations included further education colleges, training workshops, all types of workplaces, youth
work centres, community centres, and residential and voluntary agency premises. Non-school tutors included
further education lecturers, employers’empl oyees, youth workers, voluntary agency workers and outdoor
education workers.

What factors did schools consider when designing alter native programmes?
The researchers identified four key issues from participants comments about designing their alternative
programmes:

® providing coherent learning packages

® giving students an element of choice

® engaging parental support

® identifying the social needs of the participating students and providing appropriate support.

Coherent learning packages

The researchers reported that where the learning took place in different contexts (school, college, work
placements etc) staff thought it was important that the learning was integrated. Schools and providers felt that
they benefited from having discussions early on about how to link off-site and school-based learning. Most of
the programmes were designed to take account of prior learning and/or interest, but some were kept distinct
deliberately to give the students a ‘fresh start'. Liaison between the provider and the school helped make the
students aware of what to expect and ensure the off-site learning was pitched at the right level.



Involving students

Schools usually took the lead in deciding which curriculum areas and which learning contexts should be
included in an alternative programme. However, staff felt that giving students an element of choice increased
the potential for success of the programmes - where choice was lacking, success seemed to be more variable.

Engaging parental support

Parental support is awell-recognised factor in educational success and this also seemed to be true of the
aternative curriculum programmes. It is a health and safety requirement that parental permission is obtained
for students to attend off-site activities. Schools often made efforts to engage parents support from the start.
Not al parents wanted to be involved. Sometimes, this was because of problemsin the home, but sometimes
it was because the son or daughter was against parental involvement. Generally however, parents valued the
chanceto visit the school to have a positive discussion about their child's education - this often contrasted
with a previous history of home-school discussions that had focused on problems.

Meeting students' social needs

Staff felt that programmes were more effective when some thought had been given to how students' social
needs could be met in off-site locations. Many of the students involved had limited social experiences, which
meant that access to the opportunities offered through off-site learning locations seemed to improve when
appropriate support was also in place. For example, some students found travelling by bus into the town
centre or entering alarge college or noisy training workshop very challenging and threatening. Strategies
designed to overcome these problems included teachers accompanying students on practice bus journeys,
organising students to travel together, teachers accompanying students on induction visits and setting up a
clear system for liaison with external providers.

Practitioners may like to read a case study of how an FE college helped pre-16 students gain access to
education through providing the students with afresh start, choice, and academic and pastoral support.

Which students wer e chosen to follow an alternative curriculum programme?

In some schools, the students seemed to almost select themselves by behaviour that brought them to the
attention of staff, including 'really atrocious behaviour that has gone on for some time', a reluctance to work
despite support, and truanting. Practitioners may be interested to read a case study about how a school that
identified students who were quietly disaffected - students who were 'Really Here In Name Only' (RHINOS)
which we featured in our RfT summary 'Positive alternatives to exclusion'.

The researchers found that the students involved in aternative curriculum programmes tended to be white,
working-class boys. They aso found that relatively few girls were involved. They suggested that sometimes
conditions militated against girls' interests, including where:

® programmes were designed for groups, as opposed to individuals, and the particular interests of the minority of girls
included could be lost as provision was chosen to suit the male majority

® coordinators were male and there was no femal e teacher taking a friendly interest in them, making it harder for girlsto
be open about their problems, aspirations and interests

® schools found it harder to find organisations willing to sponsor options preferred by girls.

The researchers noticed that some schools demonstrated inequality of access to alternative programmes
because of limited places being available for alternative curriculum options. For example, some schools
deliberately excluded students on the Special Educational Needs (SEN) register,

What kind of selection procedures helped?
The researchers identified a number of procedures that were seen to be helpful in relation to the selection of
students for alternative curriculum programmes. These included:

® offering alternative programmes only after internal curriculum options and strategies had been tried with students, such
as holding regular meetings with pastoral staff, and reducing the number of GCSE examinations to be taken by these



students

® halancing the need for providing students with support as soon as problems were recognised with the need to give
students opportunities to succeed within the socially valued mainstream

® heing aware of the negative consequences of the potentially stigmatising labels sometimes applied to students (for
example, 'special educational needs, 'disaffected’, ‘disruptive’) and seeking to ensure equality of opportunity to
access aternative programmes regardless of these labels

® taking steps to prevent students having negative attitudes towards aternative programmes, for example, by offering the
aternative programme as an option, to help increase the students ‘ownership' and therefore commitment to the choice
(even if choices were 'steered' by teachers).

We look at approaches adopted by the schools to minimise negative attitudes towards aternative programmes
in more detail on alater section of this summary.

How did schools match studentsto programmes?

The researchers reported that school staff felt the better the programme designers knew the students, the easier
it was to design a programme tailored to their needs and the better the match of student to programme, the
better the outcome.

Coordinators found out about the students through talking to:

® the students on a one-to-one basis about their interests, hobbies, hopes for the future etc
® the students' parents/carers (either face-to-face or by telephone)
® their colleagues (year heads, form tutors etc)

® by gathering documentary evidence (e.g. attendance rates and rates of referral).

The researchers reported that no teachers or parents expressed an objection to being asked for their opinions
by the programme coordinator, but some complained that they had not been consulted.

The researchers found the students and their parents appreciated the school showing:

® awillingnessto listen to the students' views and acting on these even where students had expressed surprising interests

® flexibility - allowing students to try things out knowing that if, after giving an option afair try, it turned out that they
did not like it, the school would support them in changing to another option

® an awareness of family and community patterns of employment and awillingness for students to follow in these
patterns if they wanted.

One mother explained how she felt the flexibility demonstrated by her son's school benefited her son:

'As soon as they took him down into a garage Joseph said, 'l ain't going back there no more, | don't like it, |
hateit.". And when Mr Murray asked what had changed his mind he said, 'It's alright to do it for a couple of
hours, but not like |'ve been doing it.' So that was a hobby then ... So instead of going through collegeto do a
mechanics course and this that and the other... that would have just been a complete waste. So he had that
opportunity to find out.'

This next student reported how he felt he had benefited from receiving encouragement from his school to
follow in his family's pattern of employment:

"The college course helps mein my hobby after schoal. I've got alathe in my shed: I've had it for four years.
My granddad was ajoiner. | did my work experience at [local joinery firm] where he works. When | leave
school, I'd like to get ajab there, refurbishing old furniture.'

How did schools encour age students to take part in alter native programmes?



Like al those singled out in some way in schools, there was potentia for students participating in alternative
curriculum programmes to be stigmatised. The researchers highlighted a number of measures taken by
schools that, according to staff, helped to pre-empt or counter negative views and create a positive perception
of alternative programmes:

® 10 offer equality of opportunity, the programme was included in a standard list of optional subjects to be taken during
K$4 - athough places were limited, everyone who was interested had the chance of applying

® 10 reduce the effects of stigmatisation (of both students and programme) due to students being |abelled 'special
educational needs' and 'disruptive' etc, the opportunity to take part in the programme was offered to students of all
abilities

® {0 counter the view that the programmes were an unfair reward for poor behaviour etc, students who took part in the
aternative programme undertook a'bargain contract' that required improved attendance, behaviour and work ethic in
return for the opportunity

® t0 overcome the view that the alternative programmes were less worthy because the content was very different to the
National Curriculum subjects, students were encouraged to see vocational components as val uable ways of moving
towards different, but desired futures

® {0 avoid students feeling their learning was of less worth because they were not on track to gain a GCSE or GNVQ,
their achievement was recognised through alternative forms of accreditation and public celebrations of their success,
such as awarding in-house certificates and articles in the local newspaper

® 10 prepare students for out-of-school |earning contexts which they might find threatening, students were inducted, by
for example teachers accompanying students on their first visit and arranging for students to travel together on a bus.

Thetutor in charge at a community college explained the difference putting an emphasis on hard work and on
accredited achievement made to how the programme and its participants were viewed, in these words:

'We used to be regarded as a youth club for pupils who couldn't be bothered: now we are respected and seen
as aworthwhile aternative to the National Curriculum for pupils who find an academic curriculum irrelevant.'

How wer e students achievements encour aged and acknowledged?

The researchers found that most aternative programmes aimed to give students some sort of nationally
recognised accreditation, although there was recognition that they should not be exposed to another failure
situation. Staff reported that schemes that gave students opportunities to progress and be credited at their own
pace and level (modular courses, for example) seemed to be particularly welcomed.

National awards

GCSEs were chosen as at least part of an accreditation package for some students - getting students 'back on
track' was satisfying to schools. Some schools suggested that some students dropped some GCSEs and
concentrated on the core subjects, athough not all staff felt it was the best option if this meant the student
would struggle with the syllabus.

Schools reported that other national accreditation routes, such asthe NVQ, were popular for their more
vocational emphasis. For example, The City and Guilds Number and Word Power were used as aternatives
with students for whom GCSE maths and English were too daunting. Schools also valued short-term, practical
courses accredited by an organisation that had national standing, such as the St. John Ambulance Association.
These alternative forms of national accreditation provided proof that the alternative curriculum programmes
were working to externally imposed standards.

L ocal awards

In-house certification, though it lacked external recognition, was seen by schools as a useful progression
route. Sometimes it led to placement with an employer or college within alocal area. Some colleges saw their
provision as a 'taster' of what was available and that students might be encouraged by in-house awards to
attempt mainstream courses they previously thought beyond them. Parents and students valued local
aternatives that acknowledged what had been achieved, rather than labelling the students as failures.

Take-up of accreditation possibilities



The researchers found that the take-up of accreditation possibilities by students varied considerably between
schools. The reasons for low take-up included the students' fear of failure, lack of basic skills and suspicion
of new forms of accreditation. An awareness of the accreditation on offer combined with skill in matching
student abilities to appropriate levels of entry resulted in greater take-up of opportunities. In some schools,
aternative accreditation had resulted in all students being entered for a national qualification.

Practitioners may like to read about a case study designed to investigate the perceptions of achievement of
disengaged Y ear 11 students attending a'New Start' programme of study at a College of Further Education.

How was support for students managed and coor dinated by schools?
The researchers examined the participants views of the roles and responsibilities of senior and middle
management, and the programme coordinator.

Senior and middle management
The researchers reported how staff felt that having supportive senior and middle management was important.
They felt having support from senior and middle management hel ped ensure:

® a whole-school approach to teaching and learning was followed

® gtaff involved in implementing the alternative programme had the necessary status to implement change and were seen
as contributing to whole school

® aims and objectives the students involved in alternative programmes were not stigmatised
® effective liaison with externa organisations was enabled
® timetabling was sufficiently flexible to accommodate innovative provision

® resourcing issues were addressed.

The programme coor dinator
Schools were unanimous in believing that it was important to have a programme coordinator. Programme
coordinators appreciated being given sufficient authority to carry out the role, including:

® |iaising with senior staff in other organisations
® managing a budget and authorising spending
® negotiating with colleagues about changes to students' timetables.

Schoolsfelt it was important that the programme coordinator had a particular interest in lower-achieving and
under-achieving students and enjoyed interacting with them.

Students and parents appreciated coordinators who:

® did not ‘talk down' to them
® maintained confidence in the student's ability to succeed and did not dwell on past negative experiences and incidents

® were 'kid whisperers - they listened to the students and understood how to get the most positive response from them.

What external factor s affected alter native curriculum programmes?

The researchers reported a number of external factors that affected alternative programmes. To enable
practitioners to identify and harness such external resources, this page provides an outline of these factors,
although we appreciate that these conditions are largely beyond the control of schools. They include having:

® arange of external organisations willing to work with schools
® |ocal co-ordination of alternative provision

® |inks with national agencies



® an LEA willing to support and facilitate schools in making the most of what was available

® sufficient funding.

Organisations willing to work with schools

The researchers found a wide range of organisations were willing to work with schools to help address
problems such as disaffection, truancy and underachievement, including FE colleges, LEAS, companies,
voluntary organisations, local projects and local authority services, such as the youth service and the police.

L ocal coordination of alternative provision

Schools in some areas benefited from having arange of local agencies that understood the mutual benefit to
the community to be derived from curriculum programmes that supported young people and enabled them to
move into positive progression routes after the end of compulsory education.

Support from national agencies

The researchers suggested that although local networks were crucia to the success of alternative curriculum
programmes, having a supportive context at national level to energise local work and stimulate new
programmes was helpful too. Participants in the study noted that a number of government policies (such as
"The New Start Programme’ and the recommendation by Ron Dearing that schools should have a vocational
input in Years 10 and 11) lent support to local efforts designed to help young people follow positive
progression routes during their transition from school to the adult world.

Support from the LEA

Schools reported that LEAS played an important role in enabling schools to give some of their students access
to alternative curriculum programmes at K4, through acting as mediators of national and local policy
initiatives, and local partnerships. Schools valued, for example, local networked meetings involving
representatives from schools and interested providers.

Funding

Clearly, dternative programmes had budgetary implications including, administration costs, increased
staffing, course fees, equipment (such as hard hats) and transport. Most of the schools funded the aternative
programme from the school budget, supplemented by external sources of funding. Not surprisingly, the
availability of aternative curriculum programmes increased with the availability of funding. Many funders
required evidence that their money was contributing to improvements in students outcomes, but measuring
success was not necessarily straightforward. We look at how the participants of the study evaluated the
programmes on the next page.

How wer ethe alter native programmes monitored and evaluated?
The participants of the study reported that their monitoring and evaluation of the alternative curriculum
programmes involved:

® determining criteria for judging success
® considering how different types of evidence could be collected to show the effects of the programme
® considering the timing and phases of evaluation

® ysing evauation data to inform and devel op future programmes.

Criteriafor judging success

The researchers found that schools and partner organisations used similar markers of success. These included
evidence that the students: attended; were aware of their own personal improvements (e.g. in motivation,
interest and attitudes); completed the course or placement; gained certification and/or improved exam results.
They aso looked for evidence that the programme resulted in positive changes to the school curriculum,
enabled the cohort to move on to positive progression routes, and was sustainable.

Collecting evidence



Programme managers collected a range of qualitative ('soft’) and quantitative (‘hard’) evidence to evaluate
the alternative curriculum programmes. They used the soft, qualitative data (the views of the participating
students, their peers, parents and teachers) to help them assess the 'hard to measure', intangible gains, such as
improvements in young people's self-esteem or confidence. Perceptions were often obtained verbally or
through tick-box responses to alist of option statements on an evaluation form. Hard, quantitative evidence
included figures on attendance rates, attainment and post-16 destinations. |mprovements were viewed as
evidence of programme effectiveness.

The researchers cautioned that the 'soft' approach often used to evaluate the programmes could result in
unrealistic perceptions about positive outcomes. The 'soft' approach often arose from an awareness of the low
starting point of the students involved and the knowledge that, without the programme, the situation was
likely to have worsened. For instance, a number of programmes aimed to improve accreditation and exam
results, but the researchers indicated that the schools often used internal benchmarks such as reference to
previous experiences or attainment rather than measuring achievement against local or national average
GCSE/GNVQ results.

Timing and phases of evaluation

Programme evaluations tended to take place either at the end of the programme and/or some time after the
programme had been completed. The longer-term evaluation tended to focus on the effects of a programme on
one cohort and/or on the year-on-year outcomes of the programme itself. For example, one school noted a
five-year pattern of year-on-year improvements in the number of participating students going on to Further
Education College and rising exam results together with the fact that the attendance levels of the latest cohort
had been maintained after the programme had ended.

Using evaluation data to develop future programmes

Some schools used the lessons |earned from the evaluation gains made by one cohort on a programme to
inform the continued devel opment and refinement of the programme itself so that later cohorts could benefit
from others' experiences. Practitioners may like to read a case study of how one school developed its
aternative programme, which we highlighted on an earlier section (‘What kind of alternative curriculum
approach helped?).

How did alter native curriculum programmes benefit students?

The schools and providers offered many examples of individual successes, where the lives of individual
young people had been turned round by involvement in the scheme. In all cases, they felt the most important
feature was that a greater range of life chances had been made available to the student concerned. They
believed that this was largely because hig/her attention had been focused on what s/he could do within an
environment that showed it had room for them. For example, their:

® attitudes towards core curriculum subjects and key skills became more positive once they saw for themselves the
relevance of these subjectsto the part of the world of work in which they were interested (for example, a student
became motivated to take maths lessons once he had realised the importance of measurement for joinery)

® energy was redirected from behaviours associated with disaffection (truancy, disruption of lessons) into positive
engagement in practical activitiesin an environment that had played no part in their previous failures

® negative attitudes towards education (previously held either through peer pressure, through family background or from
repeated failure at school) changed to positive attitudes in afresh environment and with support

® self-regard was enhanced by the fact that they were being trusted to go off-site to college or industrial placements.
They were able to cast off the labels (such as 'troublemaker' or 'low ability") they had accrued at school.

These students explained the difference their programme had made to them:

"It helps me to organise my deadlines for coursework and for homework. It's helping me to prioritise ... It has
made me take homework more serioudly, | think. | didn't really used to do it or | |€ft it to the last minute.
Now | know how to sort out my time.'



'l wanted to get into the Merchant Navy but | know now if my GCSE grades aren't good enough, then | can
fall back on this[NVQ in Building and construction], do bricklaying or something.'

Practitioners may like to read a case study that shows how awork-related alternative programme impacted on
one 'at risk' young man called Daniel. It gives details of how and why he developed improved socid relations
and practical knowledge, enabling his learning to be enhanced.

Who else benefited from alter native programmes?
The researchers reported how schools, LEAS, parents and providers felt they benefited from alternative
programmes.

The schools in the study suggested that alternative curriculum schemes resulted in:

® improvementsin public accountability measures (attendance, exclusion, public examinations)
® more positive school ethos
® curriculum development - especially curriculum breadth

® staff development (staff gained skills in interacting with teenagers, and in extending the scope of differentiation of the
curriculum, assessment and accreditation)

® more positive external image.

LEAs referred to the same public accountability measures as schools did (attendance, exclusion and public
examinations), to reduced referrals with regard to special educational needs, to curriculum improvementsin
schools (especially by way of greater understanding about teaching and learning) and to enhanced staff
morale as disaffection was addressed.

Parents pointed to an improved quality of relationship with their son or daughter, reduced worry and tension
at home, and a sense of pride and relief at their son's or daughter's success.

Partner organisations indicated that they enjoyed an enhanced reputation in the community, considered that
they had put something back into the community and had enhanced links with the community. In addition,
they often welcomed schemes as providing val uable development opportunities for their own staff, as
extending the pool of potential trainees, and enhancing local awareness of the company.

Why wer e alter native curriculum programmes unsuccessful with some students?
Not all programmes were effective in turning around the attitudes and behaviour of al participating students.
Schools acknowledged a degree of failure where:

® some students did not attend the programme

® some students were not interested by the programme

® some students continued to be disruptive

® the benefits gained did not trandlate into the school context

® the programme failed to teach the vocational skills promised.

Staff suggested that such failures were the result of:

® flaws in the programme design and presentation

® placing students on programmes that did not match their interests or aptitudes and that were irrelevant to the young
people's aspirations for their future

® the strength of the cultural context (which was, perhaps, characterised by a high level of inter-generational
unemployment)

® |ack of parental support for institutionalised education/training.



In the following extract from a student's interview, the researchers suggested that it appeared that neither
adol escent concerns about being the odd one out (she was the only girl in an all-male group), nor
identification of interests, nor the strength of peer culture (‘others don't attend so | won't), or local culture
(‘painting is for boys') had been addressed sufficiently:

'l thought it was alright but we were separated into two groups and | was the only girl in one of the groups
that ever used to turn up. After awhile | stopped going too and just went home when it wastimeto go to
college ... they make us do things we don't really want to do - like engineering: not everyone wants to do
engineering. | would prefer it if | could do more girls stuff ... painting and decorating is for boys. [The girls]
just want to do childcare." (Female student)

In this next extract, it was clear that the student's mother condoned 'going home' during school hours. The
researchers suggested either it had not been possible to engage the parents' interest or no attempt had been
made to do this:

'l used to go to Beauty [taster course] but I've stopped going now. It was dead boring ... they didn't do the
things | was expecting ... | expected to cut people's hair and stuff ...I can go back and do the next lot [taster] if
| want to but | don't ... the teachers didn't want me to do another course [a different taster] so Mam just told
me to go home after my dinner [i.e. not to go to college in the afternoon] ... Mam wasn't that keen on me
going anyway." (Female student)

How was the resear ch designed?
Data was collected from 14 LEAS representing different geographical areas over two academic years
(1997/98 and 1998/1999). Three methods were used:

® aposta survey of schoolsin selected LEAS
® telephone interviews with partner organisations

® school case studies.

School survey

Questionnaires were sent to every mainstream, special school and Pupil Referral Unit covering 14-16-year-
oldsin the fourteen LEAS (366 in all, of which 198 were returned). Of those 198, 82 schools participated in
programmes that fitted all the following criteria:

® catered for KS4 students who had a history of poor attendance and/or were disruptive or disaffected
® engaged studentsin activities other than full-time study for GCSE/GNV Qs

® the provision involved external intervention.

The schools supplied the following information:

® details of the scheme (focus, nature of external involvement, length)
® the target group(s)

® aims and objectives

® funding arrangements

® mechanisms for evaluating outcomes

® information about external agencies involved.

There was also an open-ended 'additional comments' question at the end of the questionnaire.

Interviewswith partner organisations
Seventy-five semi-structured telephone interviews were carried out with representatives of collaborating



organisations suggested by the schools, to find out about:

® the organisation's involvement (e.g. funding, facilities, staffing)

® effective/problematic partnerships between schools and other organisations
® the organisation's aims for the scheme and the students

@ the monitoring and evaluation of the scheme and its outcomes

® characteristics of effective practice.

Case study schools

Eight schools from seven LEASs were sel ected which represented arange of programmes, inter-area
coordination, partner organisations and forms of accreditation. Twenty-six teachers (including senior
managers, programme coordinators, pastoral staff and classroom teachers) were interviewed to find out about:

® how the programme was selected

® what they expected of the programme (what the students would gain etc)

® how the students were selected

® what guidance and support was offered to the students and how the students' needs were identified
® the implications of the programme for the teachers, the school and for the future of the scheme

® their evaluation of the programme's outcomes.

Sixty students and 18 parents were interviewed to find out their perceptions of the scheme and how it met
their interests, needs and preferences.

What aretheimplications of the study?
Programme coordinators may find it helpful to consider the following implications.

Could you do more to:

® find out about your students' interests, perhaps by talking to the students, to colleagues and to parents, to help match
students to a programme they are likely to enjoy?

® help students cope with new social situations associated with off-site locations by, for example, arranging an induction
visit, suggesting students practice the journey, setting up a clear system for liaison with external providers and
organising visits by school staff to studentsin their off-site locations?

® monitor students' attendance (at school and at other programme locations) and progress (including the students' views
of how they fedl they are progressing)?

® make sure equality of opportunity when selecting students to participate in alternative programmes?

® minimise students potentially negative attitudes towards alternative provision by, for example, including the
programmesin a standard list of optional subjectsto be taken during KS4 and allowing students some choice?

L eaders may liketo consider the following implications.

Would it be helpful to:

® increase the range of information you collect about all students' interests and preferences, perhaps by involving them
in researching the interests of students as a group? (Thiswould help in building their capacity to express their present
needs in a school context and enable you to match needs and programmes in partnership with students)

® share information with other schoolsin your area (viathe internet for example) about external providers and local
programme possibilities?

@ collect evidence to evaluate your school's current programme (such as the views of students, parents and teachers, and
figures on attendance, attainment and post-16 destinations) and use the results to identify ways of improving the
programme?



® investigate externa sources of funding to finance the extra costs involved when running alternative programmes, such
as students' travel costs and specialist equipment required for placements etc?

® promote students' take-up of accreditation by offering aternative, but nationally recognised accreditation schemes?

® organise in-service training in your school designed to help staff support awider curriculum and accreditation system
(such astraining to enable teachers to offer GNVQ courses)?

Filling in the gaps

Gaps that are uncovered in a piece of research also have a useful role in making sure that future research
builds cumulatively on what is known. But research also needs to inform practice, so practitioners
interpretation of the gaps and follow-up questions are crucial. Some gaps in the research we noticed while
preparing this Rf T were:

® gender differences - since the study's findings relate largely to working-class boys and highlight concerns about how
such programmes meet girls needs, further research could investigate the kinds of alternative programmes that work
for boys and girls

® instruments for evaluating 'soft’ data (e.g. the views of students, parents and teachers) more rigorously. When
exploring issues like disaffection, personal perceptions clearly matter. The researchers point to the need for tools for
exploring such evidence systematically and clearly struggled with thisissue in exploring the schools evaluation data.
Perhaps some research and development could fund schools and teachers to experiment with a range of resources? Do
you agree?

® how the researchers accumulated, read across and validated the schools' own data through cumulative anaysis of
'soft" evidence from different schools. A particular problem for this kind of research is analysing evidence
cumulatively that has been developed by and collected from arange of different settings. Do you think that schools
and teachers would value the possibility of comparing perceptions about student disaffection from different schools
sufficiently to agree to collect datain similar forms? Could clusters of networked learning community schools do this?
Practitioners may find it helpful to look at ‘Consulting pupils - atoolkit for teachers.. (See further reading)

® cohort studies identifying the points at when disaffection starts and ways of intervening earlier. One of the problemsin
securing and interpreting evidence about the causes and nature of disaffection, and strategies for addressing it, isthat it
seems to be important to work at the level of individual needs and histories. How easy isit to spot students for whom
such programmes are the right solution in advance? If you think you can spot them how could researchers be sure that
following such students' learning careers wouldn't create or simply record self-fulfilling prophecies? Are such
dilemmasrea or theoretical? If they are real perhaps we need studies that follow the learning careers and the
education experiences of specific, but wide ranging cohorts of students and their teachers and schools over time?
Practitioners may find it helpful to look at areview of the literature on Strategies and Solutions for disadvantaged
young people by M. Morris et a. (See further reading)

® although there are significant difficulties in exploring the outcomes of such diverse and individualised programmes,
this study tried to explore outcomes in arange of ways for the case study schools. Would you link access to other
kinds of outcome data? Could you describe these so that future researchers know more about the evidence that is
credible or helpful to you as practitioners?

What isyour experience?

Do you have action research or enquiry based devel opment programmes running that explore these issues?
We would like to hear about these and perhaps add to the case studies! For example, do you have examples of
work to ensure that alternative opportunities reach girls as well as boys or programmes that try to intervene at
the point at which disaffection starts? Or do you have tools to help assess and explore outcomesin relation to
attendance, motivation, relevance, subsequent learning and career choices or internally or externally
accredited assessments?

Since the study was published, the Government has introduced two initiatives designed to support
democtivated and disaffected students at K4 - the Increased Flexibilities Programme and vocational GCSEs.
(Practitioners can find out about these initiatives in the further reading section. Perhaps you have evidence of
the effect these initiatives have had on students in your school which you could share?
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