Research into the impact of a thematic curriculum
Background and context
During the spring term of 2006, I carried out a research project into the impact of a thematic curriculum on teaching and learning. The research focused on two schools in Wednesbury. 
Albert Pritchard Infants has 200 children on roll. It serves the local housing estate, built in the 1930’s. 18 per cent of the children receive free school meals, although the school believes that the number who are eligible is actually higher. 28 percent of the pupils are on the school’s register of special educational needs which is above the national average. About 9 per cent of pupils are from minority ethnic groups. The school started to develop their thematic curriculum by trialling the approach in the summer term of 2003.
Moorlands Community Primary School is also situated on a housing estate. It has a significant numbers of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds, entering the school with standards that are well below expectations. A higher than average proportion of pupils has special educational needs. The number of pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds or who speak any other language apart from English as their mother tongue is relatively low. Moorlands had been running an Arts Week each term since 2001. These were based around arts disciplines such as music and dance but incorporated other curriculum subjects as well. The staff found that the standard of children’s writing improved during these weeks and in 2003 they started to explore how they might deliver their curriculum in a more creative manner. Initially, the intention was to bring this in gradually by introducing it into two year groups each year. However, finding out that they were to be inspected in November 2003, focused their attention and (bravely) they decided to implement the thematic curriculum across the school before the inspection. So, both schools are about 3 years into the implementation and both head teachers emphasised that it is still under development and not the finished product. 
Research aims and method

The two main aims of the research were:
· To consider why the schools moved towards a thematic curriculum
· To explore the impact of a thematic curriculum on teaching and learning
I used qualitative research methods during the project. Teachers and support staff completed questionnaires about the research areas. I interviewed the head teachers, key teaching staff, children and one parent. I also sampled children’s work and observed lessons in both schools. 
Reasons for change

 The main reason for changing the way the curriculum was delivered was to raise standards. Also to deliver a curriculum that is meaningful and relevant to the school, the children and the staff and to make learning fun and exciting. In both schools, teachers identified the need for a ‘driving force’, in terms of leadership and management, behind curriculum change. The head teachers are committed to, and supportive of, the change. In both schools the deputy heads took on the role of curriculum manager and have been heavily involved in planning and implementation. Staff felt it was important that they too were involved in the development of the themes and in planning so that they had a sense of ownership.

Benefits and impact

I spoke to staff about the perceived benefits and advantages of a thematic curriculum and also the impact on teaching and learning. Across the two schools, responses were very similar. The benefits for teachers were seen to be that a thematic curriculum made it easier to cover the curriculum requirements, teaching was more enjoyable and creative and it was also easier to plan although initially it was more time consuming.

As far as the children were concerned, teachers felt that offering opportunities for contextualised learning meant that it made sense and was more relevant and practical. They thought that the children found learning both fun and enjoyable. They also considered that by delivering the curriculum thematically, a variety of learning styles was addressed, so the needs of individual children were being met and they were able to learn in a way that was most appropriate. This was supported by children’s comments. For example, I spoke with a group of Year 5 children whose space theme involved them in solving maths problems as part of their space mission. They saw talking and discussion as an important and beneficial part of learning. 
In Year 6, drama was an integral part of the World War 2 theme. The children said that this had helped with their writing. An 11 year old girl told me ‘when I first heard we were doing World War 2, I thought ‘Oh no we’re going to talk about bombs’. But it was really exciting. Especially the teacher because she’s good with drama. She makes you enthusiastic and asks how you think they were feeling. She’ll ask you questions and then you act it out. When we go back to write it out it’s easier because you’ve got ideas. You know exactly what you want to write.’.
When I asked about the impact, or effects, of a thematic curriculum, the teachers’ responses focused far more on the impact on children’s learning than on their own teaching. They did consider however that their teaching was more creative and purposeful.

The most common comment about impact on learning was that children were more motivated and interested. A Year 6 pupil told me that he was really interested in the World War 2 theme, so I asked how this helped with his learning, ‘It really helps you. Your personality really changes because you think ‘hey this is exciting’.’.
Teachers in both Key Stage 1 and 2 also commented on the improvement in independent learning. They had seen evidence of this both in the classroom, with children taking more responsibility for their own learning, and at home, with children carrying out independent research. A Year 3 teacher said she was getting so many bits and pieces of writing and drawing that children had done at home, that she offered the class an exercise book each that they could use for their independent work. One boy showed me the book about the Egyptians he’d developed at home. It was packed with information about gods and goddesses, he’d included labelled diagrams and maps and a recount of his trip with his parents to the Egyptian exhibition at Dudley Museum. In the same class, another pupil showed me the miniature coffin he’d made at home, complete with wrapped mummy. An interesting if unexpected aspect of this desire for independent study is that a number of children in the class went to Egypt on holiday during the Easter holidays. It seems that the powers of persuasion are alive and well in the class.
Staff also noted that standards, particularly in terms of ideas and language in children’s writing, have improved. 
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At Albert Pritchard, the reading results have risen from 70 to 90%, although the head teacher pointed out that they are following the ELS intervention programme and feels that it has had an impact on children’s reading. 
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At Moorlands, there has also been a considerable improvement in reading results, from 62% in 2002 to 96% in 2005. Overall, the English results have moved from 13% below the national average in 2002 to 6% above the national average in 2005. The school were disappointed with the 2005 writing results, particularly as the trend had been upwards. The teacher assessment for writing for 2005 was 82%, which was considerably more optimistic.

A number of teachers mentioned an improvement in children’s behaviour and attitude towards learning. It struck me how confident the children were when I spoke to them. They were without exception more than happy to talk to me and very articulate when it came to telling me what they had been doing and explaining some of the concepts they had learnt. There was also a sense of confidence about their knowledge and skills. 
Drawbacks

I also explored perceived drawbacks to a thematic curriculum. For teachers, time was the biggest issue – time spent planning, particularly initially, and looking for resources. They were also concerned that subject links they made were truly meaningful and relevant, rather than trying to shoehorn everything into the theme. Some expressed worries about ensuring coverage of the National Curriculum. However, a significant number felt that there were no drawbacks to a thematic curriculum. There were some issues about the cost of resourcing the curriculum, particularly finding funds for visits and visitors. These were expressed particularly by the heads and deputies. There are implications here for schools considering this route.

The majority of teachers felt that there were no drawbacks for the children. The only concern that was raised was the possibility that a theme might not be of interest and therefore children would become bored. This underlines the need to choose themes carefully and to plan and deliver them in an exciting and creative way.
Next steps

In the light of the research, there are a number of points that the schools can now consider. 
The banks of resources, both inside and outside school, are still being built up. Staff are keen to broaden children’s experiences and include key events in themes. Visits and experiences need to have a specific focus and purpose. They don’t always have to happen at the end of a theme – as a reward, but sometimes as an initial experience to kickstart the theme and to stimulate the children’s interest. Also, the schools should make the most of what the local area has to offer, such as the Black Country Living Museum, Birmingham’s canals and waterways and the Botanical Gardens. These experiences don’t always need to involve the children going out of school, or indeed inviting a visitor into school. At Moorlands, the large school field is an integral part of their curriculum. With parental support, they have created a secret garden, a number of other cultivated areas and are just starting to develop a vegetable patch, as part of the Dig for Victory theme. So, the schools are thinking about offering children simple but effective experiences within school and involving parents and other local people who have something to offer. I have suggested to Wednesbury Learning Community that a working party could be established to explore the potential of one local resource, such as the Black Country Living Museum. A pack could be developed that offers suggestions for various ways in which visits can be organised and exploited.
If experiences are an important part of a thematic curriculum, then classroom environment also comes under this umbrella. There are themed areas in the classrooms but some are considerably more effective than others. It would be worth the schools identifying and agreeing on the purpose, scale and level of finish of classroom environments.

In both schools, the children develop study workbooks in which they keep examples of the work done during a theme. The children were obviously very proud of these books. The variety in terms of forms of presentation is an interesting element e.g. mini books, 3d representations of pyramids, pop ups, photos, maps, graphs, leaflets and labelled diagrams. The range of forms of writing is wide and varied e.g. instructions, stories, plays, poems, interviews, letters, newspapers, timelines, diaries, non-chronological reports, invitations, arguments and persuasive texts. However, the purpose of, and audience for, the study workbooks, was unclear. The schools need to clarify whether these books are showcases for children’s work or snapshots of how the theme developed. The children could have more of a say in the choice of work featured in the study workbooks and the form of presentation. Equally, it wasn’t clear whether the books were being produced for parents or visitors to the school, for other children to read or for the children themselves. The amount of adult support given in their production varied between the schools. At Albert Prichard the children were being trained in the skills of cutting and gluing. At Moorlands, much of the production was done by support staff, some of whom commented on the time they spent on this. 
Both of the schools are reviewing and revising their curricula on an ongoing basis so these points can be incorporated into this process.
Gill Matthews
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