Building the Evidence Base for the 21st century curriculum 
Systematic Review of Challenge


A summary of a Systematic review on how teachers construct challenge in the curriculum
This summary presents the findings from a systematic review of the best evidence available on how teachers construct challenge in the curriculum. The review was commissioned by the Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA) as part of its ongoing commitment to collecting evidence around curriculum development.

Overview

The starting point for this review was the 2008 learner survey findings, which revealed that a significant minority of learners did not feel ‘challenged’ by their curriculum experiences.

The outcome of the first stage of the review process was a broad definition of challenge: 

Irrespective of ability, challenging young people in curriculum terms means designing teaching and learning to elicit from learners their best efforts (i.e. challenge needs to be motivating) and to enable them to think and act in ways that are transferable and/or discipline-specific; and which are progressively more complex, critical, creative and independent.

At stage two, 45 studies were selected as offering evidence for in-depth data extraction that would enable us to explore two research sub-questions:

· What are the key judgements teachers make that affect the level of challenge within their curriculum offers? 

· What do teachers see as the most challenging learning terrain and learning processes?
Key findings
· Constructing challenge related both to curriculum design and to its enactment in the classroom. 

· By introducing challenge into curriculum experiences, teachers aimed not only at cognitive and/or performance gains for their learners, but also at improving their motivation and engagement in learning. 

· A significant number of studies in the review focused on challenging particular groups of learners such as Gifted and Talented, low achievers, disengaged learners or those at risk of disengagement and/or young people from BME and ESOL backgrounds. 

· Collaborative inquiry and problem solving, with guided interaction between learners, were seen as key learning processes for constructing challenge.

· Personalisation, including that of learner learning goals, was an important feature of challenging curriculum experiences.

· Constructing challenge often required teachers to shift to a more facilitative role, encouraging learners to take increasing responsibility for their learning.

· Many studies highlighted the importance of diagnostic activities, aimed at establishing learners’ starting points and monitoring their individual progress in learning so that teachers could construct appropriately challenging and personalised curriculum experiences. There was evidence that teachers could find this process difficult.
Conclusions and implications
· Constructing challenge in the curriculum has the potential to improve the attainment and motivation of all learners.

· When constructing challenge, teachers need to consider curriculum design and enactment in relation to different target groups as well as individual learners.

· The principles of constructing challenge are similar for all learners, whatever their achievement levels. They include constructing challenge through differentiated curriculum tasks, materials and resources together with the use of processes that embed challenge such as collaborative enquiry.

· As with the previous two reviews, we have noted from the research and evidence that to provide challenging curriculum experiences for young people, it is important to:

·  build on young people’s different starting points or existing knowledge and understandings;
· incorporate opportunities for developing their critical thinking; and
· ensure learning links with real-world contexts.
Implications for QCDA and other policy organisations

The findings of the review suggest some possible implications for policy and practice.  We think that the findings have particular implications for ITE and for CPD.  Planning and designing of curriculum content, materials and resources for challenge needs to be integrated with/developed through a repertoire of pedagogical skills, including diagnostic skills and skills in facilitating and guiding group work.
Curriculum materials

1.
The studies in this review suggest that challenging learners involves paying attention to motivation and to content at the same time. Do existing QCDA materials make this connection or could QCDA review and refine some of the curriculum materials and guides it produces in the light of this?  For example, are such materials appropriately signposted for practitioners who may be seeking support for targeting particular groups of learners? It may be that the materials could benefit from being recontextualised in the light of the evidence.
Continuing Professional Development

2.
CPD is now, through policy and through high profile initiatives on the part of the major educational agencies, strongly associated with pedagogy. Our findings suggest that this does not apply to curriculum design. Yet all the evidence for effective challenge points to the close association between the design of the curriculum and its enactment in the classroom.  Are there ways in which QCDA can support TDA, GTC or NCSL CPD initiatives and programmes that are oriented towards teaching and learning in order to create a joined up approach which reflects this close association between pedagogy and curriculum design? For example could QCDA and GTC work together through the curriculum development network to identify approaches to curriculum design that encompass the evidence about challenge in relation to both motivation and content?
Managing complexity

3.
The review findings show that constructing curriculum challenge is complex. Teachers need support in managing this complexity.  There is a great deal of work currently being undertaken by SSAT and others in the area of pedagogical support for the 14-19 age group. It may be possible to seek out and/or research case studies of practical examples of how this CPD is being linked to the ways in which practitioners are dealing with the complexities of constructing challenge.
It may also be instructive to use QCDA’s work on building the evidence base to explore in more detail the stages of development in aligning these complex ingredients. In particular, the evidence highlights the importance of personalisation, particularly in diagnosing starting points and understanding progress. As part of QCDA’s work on assessing progress, it might be useful to identify and to illustrate the interactions between curriculum design, challenge and assessment. We know these things are important, but what do they look like?

Facilitating learning

4.
One of the key judgements teachers had to make in constructing challenge was to know when to stop telling and, instead to stand back and use facilitating skills in order that learners could become more independent and develop their own learning skills. This finding is strongly linked with the evidence from year 1 and year 2, across the strands, about the effectiveness of structured, peer group work in promoting learning. Can QCDA use its existing curriculum tools and materials to show how these two approaches to teaching and learning can be linked together in classroom practice?

Under-Challenge

5.
Nearly a quarter of the secondary learners in this year’s survey reported that they felt under-challenged. Perhaps significantly, one of the review studies suggested that many teachers were more reluctant to over challenge learners than to under challenge them. How can QCDA work with the other national agencies or with ITE providers to raise teachers’ awareness of the risks inherent in under challenging their learners?
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