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Summary of Pilot GCSE (Geography) Evaluations

Phil Wood, University of Leicester

1.0 Introduction

The following short report is based on the various evaluations and publications which have been completed during the relatively short time period over which the Geography Pilot GCSE has existed. The Pilot has been taught since September 2003 (first examination summer 2004) at which point 18 schools acted as the ‘first wave’ partnership schools. Since this time, the Pilot has expanded, with two subsequent waves of schools, leading to a cohort presently following the specification of approximately 80 schools.

This summary focuses on the following areas of concern:

· Course content

· Learning and teaching

· Assessment

· Student views

· Teacher views

A list of the publications which have been used to produce this report are given in Table 1, together with their timing and an overview of their methodologies.    

	Reference
	Review
	Date
	Methodologies

	1
	Evaluation of Geography Course Pilot – RBA Research Ltd
	Sept/Oct 2003
	Questionnaires and interviews

	2
	Initial Evaluation of the Impact of the Pilot GCSE – Biddulph and Naish
	Dec 2003 – March 2004
	Questionnaires and interviews

	3
	Managing Curriculum Change 14-19, IGU Congress Paper
	Aug 2004
	Academic review

	4
	OCR GCSE Geography Pilot Evaluation
	Dec 2004
	Statistical analysis of examination data

	5
	QCA GCSE Geography Pilot Evaluation Report
	Oct 2004
	Review of documents

	6
	QCA Geography Monitoring Report 
	2004-2005
	

	7
	Evaluation of new and pilot qualifications – OCR Pilot GCSE in Geography, QCA final report
	Dec 2006
	Various

	8
	Taking a Cultural Turn Teaching Geography E. Rawling
	Spring 2007
	Academic Paper

	9
	Evaluation – ‘Making the Connection’ a sub-project of Widening the Appeal of Geography
	2006
	GEES Report 


Table 1 – List of the evaluations and other publications consulted in writing this summary report.

2.0 Course Content

2.1 Introduction

The Pilot course was designed to develop a new approach to GCSE Geography, with a more limited subject content coverage, offset by a major development in emphasising concepts and skills development. Whilst the subject content is less broad than the established specifications, it is made clear that this should lead students to a deeper learning of the more restricted content. Hence, the level of critical understanding should be greater in the Pilot when compared to established courses. 

In the ‘Core’ year, there is the completion of three separate areas of study:

My Place

Extreme Environments

People as Consumers

This is designated as the core year as these units are compulsory and studied by all students.

The second year is a study of two optional units, taken from a list of nine, where time allows for a deeper development of understanding and research by students, thereby advocating a critical approach to learning (assessment features are covered in section 4.1). The nine optional units are:

1.  Coastal Management



2. Living with Floods

3. Planning Where we Live



4. Travel & Tourism Destinations

5. GIS





6. Geography in the News

7. Investigating Geography Through Fieldwork
8. Introducing Cultural Geography

9. Urban Transport – finding sustainable solutions

The mix of optional unit foci was developed to allow an opportunity for either more academically focused work to be undertaken, or for more vocationally centred work to be completed. 

Finally, the course is woven together by the explicit use of five organising principles, which are intended to bring the content together into a holistic framework, so that students are able to see the relevance and coherence of the work they complete. These five principles are:

- globalisation



- sustainability

- interdependence


- futures

- uneven development

2.2 Review of the course content


The course content has been seen as an extremely positive element of the specification on the whole. Indeed, QCA (7*) found that 91.7% of students and 100% of teachers were positive or very positive about the overall content of the course. Early survey work (1) showed that the teachers involved saw the established GCSEs as content heavy leading to limited learning and teaching approaches. The Pilot content allowed for a wider range of learning approaches, and also gives the opportunity for deep learning, leading to better understanding of the subject. There was also a deeply held feeling that the course was considerably more relevant, conveying better what geography is and also allowing for more, varied, and genuine links beyond the classroom. Also, the inclusion of the five organising principles was seen to give the course a coherence which is absent in the established courses.

At the same time, there were some limited concerns at this early stage in the course. There was a limited mention that the course was becoming too similar to Citizenship in some places, and there was also some concern over My Place, as this was the unit which is most different in content and approach, and hence in curricular and pedagogic terms, from the more established courses. These concerns were mainly centred on the extent to which the local area was interesting, and the reliance on research based work which the students might not be sufficiently good at to cope with the demands placed upon them [since this survey, anecdotal evidence suggests that these approaches have actually filtered down into Key Stage 3, ensuring the skills base is available at the point of starting the course; it has also led to a more critical approach to the subject at Key Stage 3]. However, in counterbalance to this, some teachers have also highlighted that My Place is a great starting point as it gives opportunities for very varied approaches to learning.

The students perspective on the course content (1) shows a great deal of enjoyment of the increased focus on genuine and critical fieldwork, and extreme environments proved very popular (2), with the diverse approaches used in learning and assessment being particularly important here. There is also a perceived greater choice in the medium of completing and presenting work (4), which makes it much more enjoyable than the established GCSEs. In the vast majority of cases, students said that they preferred their GCSE work to that they had completed at Key Stage 3 (2).

Finally, there has been a greater degree of linking between school based geography and HE (9), as academics have become involved in particular curricular innovations.

As a consequence, the course content of the Pilot GCSE is seen in very positive terms, with high rates of approval, a much greater ability to approach the course in a variety of ways, and the opportunity to help students gain a deep and critical appreciation of the subject.

3.0 Learning and Teaching 

3.1 Introduction

The Pilot was in part developed to widen the learning and teaching environment. There is explicit mention of fieldwork opportunities and the greater use of adults other than teachers in the guidance available to centres. The authentic nature of much of the assessment also reinforces this philosophy. 

3.2 Review of learning and teaching

Early survey work (1) showed that the learning environment is very different to that experienced in established GCSEs. There is mention of varied pedagogies, including a much greater focus on the integrated use of ICT, questioning (both by teachers and students), critical thinking and research tasks. Also, there is a much more explicit use of links both between different elements of the course, and to other subjects. At the same time, there is explicit reference (1) to the opportunity for academically more gifted students to increase the level of challenge, whilst also offering one group of students with learning difficulties an opportunity to follow a course which can lead to a GCSE qualification. There is a greater potential for deeper understanding as a consequence of this, and evidence from teachers that there is a resultant increased level of retention of understanding.

Textbook use is hugely diminished (1) and is seen as resources to be used where appropriate rather than as a default setting. As a consequence of this, student focus has been better as they know that they cannot ‘catch up’ by using textbook information as a standby position. 

Where there have been some concerns they have centred on the lack of some skills development at Key Stage 3 (1) which have made the transition to the increased skills base required of the course problematic, although whilst this was seen as an issue at the start of the course, subsequent development at both GCSE and KS3 has tended to remedy this issue. It has also been recognised (6) that the very different approach of the course involves risk for both teachers and students alike as they get to grip with a very different curricular approach.

Finally, it has been identified that there are clearer opportunities (9) to develop links with HE as the content foci overlap to a much greater extent, leading to some well publicised curriculum development and learning experiences involving schools and universities.

Hence, again the evaluations have been very positive about the development of learning and teaching, with concerns being those of practitioners attempting to make sense of a different approach to learning. However, once these initial concerns have been addressed and overcome, the opportunities are obviously far-reaching and well understood by those involved.

4.0 Assessment

4.1 Introduction

The Pilot GCSE has a unique assessment framework when compared with other Geography GCSE specifications. There are two distinct parts to the assessment regime, although modularisation allows for a great deal of flexibility. 

In the Core, assessment is conducted through:

· an external examination, based on the course content but within a pre-released informational context (67% of the Core, or 37.5% of the complete GCSE)

· a portfolio of three pieces of work which are developed out of the course, one of which needs to be focused on primary data collection. The portfolio should amount to approximately 1,500 words of text (33% of the Core, 16.5% of the GCSE)

It is possible to take this element of the assessment only, and receive a half GCSE.

The second year of assessment is portfolio work based on the two optional units selected for study. The criteria and format of the assessed pieces are set out explicitly for each module and the work is moderated by the examination board in all but two units (Fieldwork and GIS – only one of which can be selected) where the work is centre moderated. Each unit in the second year of the course is worth 25% of the total assessment.

Perhaps one of the most important points to note about this assessment regime is the embedded/authentic nature of the assessment. The coursework is exactly that, work which is part of the course, and naturally arises from learning. It is not the traditional ‘bolt-on’ piece of work which relates to the course, but is not necessarily a direct part of it.     

4.2 Review of assessment.

Early survey work (1) highlights the perceived synergy between the course and its assessment, leading to the need for students to be actively involved throughout the course, rather than the traditional reliance on cramming at the end of the period of study. Teachers were very enthusiastic about the variety of assessment opportunities, with the clear benefit that a number of different media could be used, including posters, presentations, and videos as well as more traditional written formats. It also allows the more able to develop areas of study beyond that of more restricted and teacher generated studies. 

There is also evidence (2) of full integration of assessment into the course, with a clear focus on Assessment for Learning as a result. This is seen as a positive development (5) as it reflects and develops the assessment for learning agenda promoted at Key Stage 3. As a consequence, assessment opportunities can be more creative.

In some of the earlier evaluations there were issues about the ‘housekeeping’ elements of the assessment regime (4) as the framework is so different to what has gone before. However, this appears to be an issue more prevalent in the early stages of the Pilot with greater familiarity leading to far fewer problems.

The examination format is also new, and the use of pre-release materials for the focus of the exam was new for some. The exam paper for 2004/2005 (6) was generally well received and the results from it were generally in line with predictions. There was a limited amount of concern over the level of language (6), needing to balance innovation with access for less able students. It was also highlighted that the examination papers and tasks continued to promote active learning.

Some negative points are made concerning the organisation of the assessment framework. In the early period of the Pilot, exemplar assessments were not provided having been promised (5). Some points are made (5) concerning specific issues relating to questions in the June 2004 examination related to clarity of the questions and resources, although the paper supplied to the reviewer was not an original colour copy.

The results of the assessment regime (7) show that coursework marks presented to award meetings show a good spread of marks. There are two issues which have caused some concern however. The first is that of comparability. Due to the relatively large number of optional units with a small cohort of candidates, issues of comparability arise, especially as different units carry different weightings of the Assessment Objectives (5). It is suggested that if the Pilot were to become nationally available, then strict procedures would need to be put into place to ensure full comparability. The second issue is that of clarification of complexity (7). Marks in the 2006 round were below that in the 2005, and there is some suggestion from teachers that there is some need for clearer guidance for themselves and moderators regarding standards. Also the complexity of the coursework assessment process was highlighted by some teachers who felt greater support was required.

There is clear evidence that the paper style of the Pilot is different to that for other GCSEs (7). In the examination paper for 2006, there was less reliance on statistical data, and more on alternative forms of information, map extracts were traditional, but the questions resulting from them were not, often requiring a ‘far more sophisticated, impressionistic, holistic view of the map’ (7). Assessment of ‘pure’ physical geography does appear to be quite limited, physical/human interaction being a greater focus. There is also a greater emphasis on students’ opinions about issues, as well as understanding of issues such as bias and the use of textual analysis. Issues of concern were voiced by a minority, but it was highlighted that greater INSET support would be required if a national cohort was developed.

What this review demonstrates is that there are ‘technical’ issues which need to be addressed, but that these need to be set against the wider issue of authentic assessment which allows students to subsume some of the burden into their learning, and which allows students to interact with the course though a number of media, thereby assessing the whole child and their multifaceted abilities.

5.0 Teacher Views

5.1 Introduction

The large number of evaluations carried out on the Pilot GCSE has allowed for a rich source of teacher views to be captured, some of which have already been highlighted in the other sections in this report.

5.2 Review of teacher views

Early survey work (1) showed that the teachers originally involved in the Pilot GCSE saw it as a radical departure from the established GCSEs, seeing the course as both fresh and exciting, and as a proactive response to the subject’s generally low profile within the wider educational community. It was seen as having greater relevance, and focused on depth as opposed to breadth. In the early development of the course, there were issues of resource development and an initial concern over the nature of the ‘My Place’ unit. 

Reasons given for joining the Pilot (2 & 7) included the innovative nature of the course, as it fitted learning and teaching styles already adopted and developed by subject areas, a lack of contentment with content heavy, more traditional GCSEs, where assessment was also seen as unwieldy and lacking in validity, and a belief that the other specifications were too abstract and did not cater for the less able.

There was also a strong sense (2) of a positive outcome in relation to resources, with much less use of textbooks, a greater need for teacher ownership of the curriculum development process, the search for new resources leading to wider learning and teaching strategies, including more ICT, the use of camcorders, and digital cameras all explicitly mentioned. Finally, there is a greater contribution made through fieldwork-based study.

As a consequence of all of this there was a clear feeling amongst teachers of several positive impacts (2). The new, and more critical approaches have been rapidly filtered into KS3 and A-level, with more adventurous use of learning styles and more flexible lesson planning, together with more open-ended, research based work as a core element of learning. The curriculum is seen as a whole, rather than disaggregated units, leading to more detailed and conscious considerations of medium and long term planning. Finally, there has been much greater use of enquiry-based approaches.       

Finally, teachers (7) have seen the course as being more relevant (100% of respondents), and many feel it has been a major stimulus for their own careers. There was also a 100% return of departments (2) feeling that their involvement had been a positive experience.

6.0 Student views

6.1 Introduction

The large number of evaluations carried out on the Pilot GCSE has allowed for a rich source of student views to be captured, some of which have already been highlighted in the other sections in this report.

6.2 Review of student views

Once again, early survey work (1) gave a basis for student views on the Pilot. Students in this first cohort had a number of positive expectations of the course, including more fieldwork (54% of students), more interactive learning (54%), and more opportunity for personal views to be used (50%). At this time, 76% felt that the course was modern and up-to-date, and there were a significant number of findings regarding the relevance of the course. 75% felt it was more relevant than other GCSE courses they were following, with 77% feeling that it would be at least fairly, if not very useful to future careers, with 43% feeling it would be essential. Even though the respondents were only in Year 10, 27% were already thinking of Geography related options at post-16. Indeed, the overall reaction to the survey was positive, and demonstrated that the geography advocated by the Pilot was seen in a positive light by students.

With respect, specifically, to coursework (7), students find the work they need to complete as exciting, challenging, stimulating and satisfying. Common comments about coursework included ‘relevant’, ‘interesting’, ‘I can get on at my own speed’, ‘the use of IT is great’, and ‘able to follow up my own interests’.

As a consequence, it can be seen that students, as with teachers, have found the Pilot a positive experience. There are some minor negative experiences, mainly focusing on My Place in the Core part of the course, where some students identify the focus as boring. However, anecdotal evidence beyond the official surveys which have been undertaken tends to suggest that this is the result of teachers needing to develop and understand this unit themselves, its nature being possibly the furthest from any previous curricular experience. Once this is in place, this unit tends to have a more coherent and positive structure which allows for better experiences of learning and teaching.     

7.0 General Conclusion.

There is little doubt that the various surveys undertaken on the Pilot demonstrate a very successful curriculum initiative. The feedback from both teachers and students has been predominantly enthusiastic and positive, following on from an innovative approach to both learning and teaching and assessment, the foundations of which are based on a well-considered and successful content framework. 

Where issues do exist, this is on the most part due to ‘economies of scale’, for example, problems with comparability due to low candidate numbers in some optional units. With the introduction of ‘controlled assessment’ many of the assessment teething problems are of no consequence. At the same time there is a clear signal that the innovative approach to content, assessment and hence learning and teaching shows a clear path forward for the subject at GCSE. This single initiative has moved the subject on substantially and many of the developments should be incorporated into the wider GCSE structure if the subject is to succeed and prosper as we head into the 21st century.          

* - where a number appears in brackets, this refers to the reference number found in Table 1 and therefore indicates the source of the evidence used. 








www.geography.org.uk/projects/pilotgcse


