S1/2 Social Subjects ACfE /AifL Initiative
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· I’m not going to base this presentation around the four capacities or the learning triangle. 
· What I want to do is to describe how some or many Social Subjects Departments operate and say boldly that we ‘could do better’. I’ll also make it clear that we have been badly let down by 5-14 Environmental Studies. 

· I’ll then go on to outline how we in Social Subjects can work better together in the interests of the pupils.
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1.
What to do with a problem like Social Subjects?
OK – so the problem is to do with competition.
a.
Why are Social Subjects different?
· the main thing to realise about Social Subjects is that, unlike English or Maths, we are in a competitive environment due to the structure of the curriculum – the structural position of the Social Subjects in the curriculum tends to encourage competition – in other words, it’s not all our fault!
· an example from the marketplace – only one supermarket in town – everyone goes there – prices can stay relatively high – compare this with three supermarkets in town – instantly, you get prices cutting, petrol wars etc. Think how that analogy could translate into school subjects and assessment standards in S1/2.
· In general terms, we know that both welcome and unwelcome behaviours can arise out of the structure that teachers find themselves in e.g. if you publish league tables and set great store on value added, RVs, PVs etc, don’t be surprised that teachers narrow the curriculum down to ‘teaching to the test’ -in spite of a curriculum for excellence. 
· now, as far as Social Subjects are concerned, competition can be a very good thing – and usually is

· it can lead to very good courses, high quality resources, positive staff responses to innovation, extra-curricular work, lots of trips out of school and vibrant teaching

· all of these things are commendable and to be encouraged but there is a downside.
b.
The key issue is why are we competitive? 

· the answer is ‘uptake’ – for a PT with very little to go on in terms of validation other than the infrequent inspection or exam results, uptake into S3 is a constant measure of the effectiveness and popularity of your subject. Don’t underestimate how powerful this factor is and how ingrained it is in “our world”.
· if a pupil chooses History at S3, they are mostly rejecting Geography and Modern Studies - very few pupils take two Social Subjects. 

· uptake means better staffing and more per capita – not just for one year but it has ripples for up to four years (S3-6) – this is high stakes stuff!
· uptake also earns kudos - even if its only in your own mind – and conversely, lack of uptake can be very painful for your ego (yes, post-McCrone autonomous professional teachers have egos!)
c.
So how do we compete?

1. Trips

· who does most trips in your school – answer – probably the Social Subjects? 


2. Classroom activities 

· who were the first people in your school to clamour for Smart Boards so that they could ‘wow’ their pupils?


3. Positive reinforcement
· Is it any coincidence that Social Subjects teachers are among the most avid givers of ‘Well done’ slips?  - and especially around S2 course choice time?
· We all know what the game is here, don’t we?

4. Tests
· However, testing is the most powerful ‘trick of the trade’ 
· in the absence of national standardisation of assessment in 5-14 in our domain, if you can engineer your tests to be slightly easier /more accessible than your competitors in Social Subjects, then S2 pupils (and sadly parents) will ‘think’ that they are better at your Social Subjects than the others and then pick your subject. I say sadly for parents because parents probably think that there is equivalence of demand across the Social Subjects – there isn’t.
· hence the level of demand and coursework have the long-term tendency to drift downward -  not upward. This trend needs to be reversed.

· So that is my main point – that is the “problem of Social Subjects” and we need to become more open about it and deal with it head on because it has absolutely nothing to do with the improvement agenda. It is out of step with A Curriculum for Excellence. 

· Sadly also, it would be incredible if the HMIE or academic researchers did not know about ‘the game’ and how it is played in Social Subjects departments up and down Scotland, yet none of these issues has ever been reported on, to my knowledge. Is it embarrassment? Or are we too hard a nut to crack?
· In the 80s and 90s when educational researchers and government Ministers toyed with 10-14 and then 5-14, the thrust was to deal with the ‘dip’ in educational attainment from primary into S1 and 2. Various theories were bandied about to explain the ‘dip’ but the ‘uptake factor’ was never revealed as an issue. Yet, we all know, even from first principles, that if one of the Social Subjects in a school made their coursework and assessments significantly more demanding than the others, they would be wiped out in uptake. There has never been any incentive for Social Subjects to take that step to challenge pupils.
· Clearly, something needs to be done to eliminate the most powerful factor that teachers could use to ‘massage’ uptake positively in their direction i.e. the demands placed upon pupils in assessments. This needs to be standardised across the Social Subjects. Once that happens, all the good aspects of competition can continue to work their magic on pupil learning but the bad aspect will have been eradicated. 
Slide 4
2.
What do you do with a problem like 5-14 assessment in Social 
Subjects?
The baseline problem is that primary and secondary assess differently. Because a primary teacher has the same pupils all year, they ‘know’ their pupils. If you were to ask a primary teacher about a pupil’s Social Subjects work, they would probably pull out exemplars of work but it’s unlikely that the work would be given a level – or at least with any confidence. This output- approach has problems as it lacks rigour, is subjective and is not based on clear standards (5-14 guidelines are far too vague). Why do we in secondary not get 5-14 levels for Environmental Studies from the primaries? Because they would not be considered as reliable – simple as that.
Primary teachers can, and still do, agonise about pupils’ output and what constitutes level C or D. Several AifL ASG projects in 2006-7 bring teachers together to work on moderating pupils’ output. But in my opinion, there is a problem with this. Firstly, it is a huge amount of effort. Secondly, looking at pupil output is highly complex because pupils will react to an open task in a wide variety of ways and it is difficult to predict or classify that work. Output models will not work in secondary because they involve so much interpretation. Given the high stakes, competitive nature of Social Subjects, that would be a recipe for disaster as no teacher would have a vested interest in classifying a piece of work at the upper of two possible levels as that pupil might be turned off your subject.
In secondary, because Social Subjects teachers only see pupils for about 40-50 hours a year, they are much less confident that they ‘know’ the pupils through their classwork – even know all their names. Here, the impulse is to assess formally and to do so frequently so that you have something concrete to say about a pupil for reporting purposes.

Secondary teachers do not, on the whole, assess pupils in the same way. They write assessment items (the input model) which they define as level C, D, E or F - in other words, most of the effort of the secondary teacher is in setting tasks or questions at a particular level and then writing marking schemes to determine whether the pupil has succeeded at that level.
So the difference is that primary teachers focus on the output whereas secondary teachers focus on the input. I will argue here that the only way that you will get standardisation, rigour and objective, quality-assured assessments is by working on the input – as we do at SG and NQ level. If it’s not standardised and there is no confidence in your Social Subjects team that there is a level playing field in terms of ‘level of demand’ of assessments (e.g. allegations that the Geography level E test is easier than the History Level E test), the S1/2 dip will continue. That’s my key point.
The other result is that Social Subjects Faculties /Departments either rely on English Reading or Writing levels or simply start S1 with a ‘fresh start’ approach. This is not good practice – that’s seven years of primary progress dismissed at a stroke.
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3.
How does the S1/2 Initiative differ from the existing model?

Does anyone know which is the only Authority in Scotland to have a properly worked out 5-14 Environmental Studies assessments system for all primary and secondary schools? I’ll give you a clue – it’s not Aberdeen, Aberdeenshire or Moray. The answer is North Lanarkshire. Their Authority have produced a ‘Guide to Assessment in Social Subjects’ which standardises the input at levels C-F. This has never been done before. 
Essentially, North Lanarkshire have produced templates for assessments in Knowledge and Understanding and Enquiry Skills for History, Geography and Modern Studies at Levels C-F. 

I won’t bore you with too many details but I thought it was important for everyone to reflect on how many years Social Subjects has been under-performing at S1/2 level and the complacency of our national educational leaders to grasp the nettle. Also I don’t apologise for concentrating on what many might consider to be “summative” assessment issues (I prefer the term “formative/summative” because, if teachers are always helping pupils to improve, the only assessment that truly is summative is the May/June NQ one). My argument here is that until we get standardisation, moderation and collaboration across the Social Subjects in S1/2, these teachers will be obsessed with formal assessment and that will hinder progress on the formative front.
What are the Key points of the system?
· There are generic guides for making up the tests in all three Social Subjects in the North Lanarkshire folder (£150 per folder)
· e.g. all Questions 1s at level D  (KU)  say something like “select three correct words from a list of 6”
· that becomes the model for all Q1’s in all subjects

· this simple system automatically builds  ‘equivalence of demand’ into Social Subjects tests

· the folder gives exemplar tests in all subjects at all levels in both Knowledge and Understanding and Enquiry Skills so that teachers have exemplification for making up their own tests.
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· So this isn’t rocket science – but incredibly, this has never been done before!
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· Making up tests, as you can see, is very easy - it is possible to make up  standardised KU tests at levels D, E and F in about three hours plus marking schemes. That is worth waiting for after 15 years of treading water with the 5-14 “guidelines”.
     Moderation
· For the first time, teachers know that if a pupil has passed a test at level E in History, that level E is equivalent to level E in the other two Social Subjects.
· to add an extra layer of Quality Assurance to the system, a moderation team vets each test. 
· How this works is – teacher in Banff writes level C, D, E and F tests for S1 classes – the teacher emails the tests to me – I author them onto a secure area of the WiredShire website – the moderating team can prepare themselves for moderating meetings by looking at the test as they are uploaded – I send a link to the team any time resources go on the system – moderators get a feel for issues that may arise – at an agreed point, the three moderators meet and go about their business – they relay back to teachers any tests that need to be amended – tests which have been passed will be given a QA mark and transferred to the section of the site for Quality Assured assessments – these will be available to other Social Subjects teams in Aberdeenshire to adopt or adapt. 
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4. How is the system emerging at Ellon Academy?
· Once a pupil enters S1 and the Social Subjects have established a starting level from the English 5-14 writing levels from p7, the individual subjects would then administer one KU and one ES test per year (Levels D and E are 20 marks; level F is 8 marks). 
· When the pupil passes from one subject to the next on the Social Subjects rota, their latest level achieved goes with them (recorded by the pupil in their Social Subjects Profile booklet) – there is no fresh start – so a pupil could start at level D in History and achieve 80% there; they would then go to Geography and be given work and skills appropriate to someone seeking to attain at level E; if they just attain level E in Geog., they would continue at that level in Mod. Studs. If they attained 80% in level E MS tests, parents would receive a single report for all Social Subjects recording that their son or daughter was currently at level E and ready to attempt level F in S2. 
· So, the report builds on pupil progress throughout the year within the Social Subjects domain and it refers to attainment in Social Subjects, not the individual subjects – after all, the level D in History is old news – it would be unfair and untrue to report that whereas the pupil got a D in History, they had achieved a good E in Modern Studies. Because the tests are equivalent in demand and skills, that pupil would have attained that level E if History had been last on the rota, not Modern Studies. In S2 the pupil would be given work at level F in History – not the D that they achieved in History in S1. 
· A note to timetablers – if you don’t have them, you might want to think about bringing in rotas to enable assessment information to be shared and acted upon by the next Social Subject on the rota - that teacher has an obligation to move that pupil on in their learning and challenge them to improve through differentiated activities or outcomes. This sharing of information is now expected by the inspectorate.
· Teachers in each rota record ongoing pupil attainment on the Social Subjects staff shared area (this area is available to guidance /learning support and other staff for information on a read-only basis)

· at the end of the year, we will write a single Social Subjects report 

· The report will be written by the third person on the rota e.g. if the rota is History, Geography then Modern Studies, it is the Modern Studies teacher who writes the report – he or she will by then have a great deal of information from the other two subjects in their rotas e.g. in every rota, pupils will be reported on attitude/effort, behaviour and homework.
· The report, although written by one out of three teachers in the rota will be checked /quality assured by another teacher in the rota 
· At Ellon, my impressions so far are:

· The North Lanarkshire assessments (D-F) are more demanding than anything we have given to pupils for years

· The bar for moving pupils to the next level is gratifyingly high (75%+)

· Social Subjects in Ellon will reduce by at least half the quantity of formal assessments (mark less, achieve more / ACfE)
· We are discussing joint ventures e.g. Social Subjects investigation - but not this year

· We are working more openly and cooperatively than we have for years

· The focus is turning to pupil improvement rather than uptake – that in future will depend mainly on pupil interest (as it should be) – if the North Lanarkshire experience is anything to go by, uptake will even out to 1/3, 1/3, 1/3. That will be a drop for History but we’ll cope with it, as we see the “bigger picture”.
· In no way are we integrating Social Subjects nor should this initiative be seen as a step in that direction. Integration doesn’t work. And anyway, if the History “mafia” in Scotland even get a whiff that this is being contemplated in any school up here, beware – look what happened to Peter Peacock last year!
· We in Ellon are proud that we have brought this initiative about as three subject Principal Teachers, thereby countering the view that only Faculty PTs can achieve change.
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5. 
How is the Aberdeenshire version of the North 



Lanarkshire system adding value?
· We have a secure Social Subjects website with a growing bank of assessments items, marking schemes, development plans, moderators reports, files of learning intentions and success criteria for lessons in different schools; minutes of meetings, questionnaires to evaluate developments in each school– by 2007, we will probably have between 1 to 200 tests and marking schemes available for others wanting to adopt the system. Whereas North Lanarkshire have …the folder.
· It is important to say that our model is bottom up rather than a top-down Authority approach i.e. teachers want this system in Aberdeenshire and have initiated it themselves and I know that there are teachers in other Aberdeenshire schools who are already expressing an interest in joining next year. 
· The system should free up time for joint ventures like Social Subjects investigation. 
· Also this freed-up time can and should be used for more formative methods – less marking of work and more comments, discussion, more peer + self assessment – this can now be done because there is a high degree of confidence about the levels of each child – Formative assessment without clear steps to improvement is fuzzy and arguably ineffective – the North Lanarkshire system for the first time provides clarity for next steps.
· Learning Intentions and Success Criteria are built into our system – each significant lesson has learning intentions /success criteria statements in a pupil profile booklet and duplicated on PowerPoint slides throughout S1/2 (exactly in the same format as the ones at the start of this presentation). Pupils also record whether they have met the criteria and set free-style targets. Booklets are passed on and acted upon in the next rota.
6. 
Does the Aberdeenshire model meet SEED’s Circular No. 2 
requirements?
· Slides 12 and 13
7. 
The future

· Slide 14
Finally…
· From my point of view, the benefit and value of the Aberdeenshire model is that we the teachers are taking ownership of the initiative – we are driving it forward because we know it is right for the time. Time will tell whether other schools have the good sense to join us!
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· can download the Word text of this presentation and PowerPoint slides from the Social Subjects CSG website
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