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Introduction and Executive Summary

This report aims to give an overview of the reasons why children and young people in UK schools need a coherent, personal and social education curriculum. This is followed by the mapping of a range of recommendations which would support its development. In brief, the report states the following:

· A lack of clarity regarding the status of personal and social education in the curriculum has resulted in inconsistency in its delivery and has undermined the establishment of a cohesive professional network of teachers and health and social care professionals.


· Simultaneously, there is evidence that our young people are not being adequately supported to make the life choices that will enhance their wellbeing and life chances.

· Effective education of children and young people in personal and social matters presents a complex challenge and needs to address the value that the learners themselves place on the relevance of the content of the teaching and the frankness with which it is delivered as well as numerous age - and context-specific determinants of their decision-making and behaviour.

· Given the above, there is a clear need for a review that would comprehensively address the aims, content, delivery and training requirements of this subject.


· This review would best be achieved through the establishment of expert and reference groups, co-ordinated by a body which is well-placed in the sector and appropriately experienced.


1. The problem: why is there a need for a coherent personal and social education curriculum?

1.1 The context of schools, teaching and the curriculum

There has been an historical and on-going lack of clarity about what should be included in the school curriculum beyond a short list of core subjects. This is illustrated by frequent changes to the national curriculum, the examination specifications and qualification frameworks, since the passing of the Education Reform Act 1988. Such uncertainty extends to curriculum content which is concerned with the individual and society across personal, social, cultural, sexual, moral, civic and economic dimensions. The definition and location of learning across this range of key areas of human development varies widely in terms of subject, mode of assessment, learning purpose, approach and intended outcome. Whilst the learning appears in classrooms in various forms from health education to citizenship, the main route through which our current education system approaches the teaching of personal and social education is via Personal, Social, Health and Economic education (PSHE)[footnoteRef:1]. The mode of delivery of this subject is variable: in primary schools it is often taught as a discrete topic whilst in secondary schools it often appears across the curriculum delivered by both trained specialists and non-specialists and may be combined with tutorial time. Ofsted have recently reiterated their concerns that the teaching of PSHE is variable in quality and inconsistently delivered and, particularly in secondary schools, does not appear to be meeting the needs of the children and young people (cf. Ofsted, 2007; 2009; 2012).The effect of this lack of clarity is that both the training of teachers and teaching in schools on such matters has tended to be marginalised, with some notable exceptions at particular points in time (for example, the  establishment of citizenship as a discrete subject with training allocations following the recommendations of The Crick Report (Advisory Group on Citizenship, 1998)). Furthermore, an independent review of PSHE in primary and secondary phases (Macdonald, 2010) recommended that it should be a statutory subject in the curriculum, that “all initial teacher training (ITT) courses should include some focus on PSHE education,” and that the Government should, “investigate a dedicated route for ITT that will, in time, create a cohort of specialist PSHE education teachers” (p.8). To date, however, no systematic nationwide scheme has been introduced to ensure all teachers are equipped to teach PSHE. [1:  Personal and Social Education (PSE) in Wales.] 


The regular changes to, and lack of consensus about, how personal and social education are delivered have undermined the establishment of a cohesive professional network of teachers and health and social care professionals which would underpin teacher training and continuing professional development in related secondary subject areas and within primary provision. In short, a lack of cohesion in the aims, content, mode of delivery and expert engagement in this subject has frustrated both professional development and effective curriculum delivery.
 
1.2 The context of young people and their wellbeing

Our society continues to proffer a complex pattern of disadvantage, with certain societal groups being particularly at risk (e.g. Aldridge et al., 2012; Blanden & Machin, 2007; DWP/DfE, 2011). Within this hazardous climate, the navigation of youth and adolescence presents particular challenges and choices which are specific to this phase of life and the outcomes of which have a heightened potential to negatively impact on both current and future wellbeing as well as future life chances (Kuh et al., 1997; Graham & Power, 2003; NICE, 2009). A concern that we may not be adequately supporting our young people in this respect chimes with the findings of recent international indicators which suggest that the UK compares unfavourably to its European counterparts in a range of measures relating to youth wellbeing and accomplishment including rates of teenage pregnancy[footnoteRef:2] and educational wellbeing[footnoteRef:3]  (UNICEF, 2013).  [2:  Teenage pregnancy rates remain significantly higher than other European countries with 29 births per 1000 girls aged 16-19 compared to countries such as France or Germany which have around 7 births per 1000 (UNICEF, 2013).]  [3:  Educational wellbeing combines academic achievement at age 15 with rates of participation in preschool and further education. The UK is currently ranked 24th out of 29 countries in this measure (UNICEF, 2013)] 


Clearly a need exists to improve the way in which we support our children and young people in personal and social matters in order that they can make appropriate life choices and achieve optimum wellbeing. In this respect, education that addresses real life issues has been shown to be valued by young learners. For example, Formby’s (2011) mapping study of PSHE education in primary schools found that pupils expressed feelings of relief at being taught about matters that they considered to be relevant to their lives and were thus motivated to learn more. Additionally, McNeil et al.’s (2012) development of a framework of outcomes for young people found evidence that older pupils valued the interactive nature and openness of PSHE learning; they felt it made an immediate positive personal impact and would also help them to successfully navigate their future lives. 

Whilst there are clearly elements of the nature of current PSHE teaching that are appreciated by young learners, any consideration of the best way to support young people in personal and social issues must also take account of the vast range of determinants of behaviour and decision-making at this time in their life.  As well as a number of psychologically and socially derived influences, emergent research in neurology appears to indicate that immaturity in brain structure and circuitry has important implications for the way that adolescents process and act upon information they receive (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006; Burgess Chamberlain, 2009; Dahl, 2003). Clearly, teaching personal and social matters in a way that will impact positively on the ‘real life’ behaviour of children and young people necessitates a very carefully designed and comprehensively researched approach.

2. The solution:  developing a coherent personal and social education curriculum

2.1 Overview


Ofsted (2010) recommended that, “all trainee teachers understand the role of PSHE education in the National Curriculum, develop routes for initial teacher education in PSHE education, and promote the take-up of continuing professional development in PSHE education” (p.6). We would go beyond this recommendation of improvements to teacher education in PSHE to propose that, given the contexts of the subject fragmentation, lesson inconsistency, and the salience of appropriate teaching of personal and social matters to children and adolescents, there is an overarching need to comprehensively address the aims, content, training and delivery of this curriculum.  We consider the clarity of content of any such curriculum to be of paramount importance since, without this foundation, the best approaches to training and teaching cannot be clear with subsequent negative impact upon teacher knowledge and ultimately pupil understanding (e.g. Shulman, 1987; Ofsted, 2009)
2.2	Recommendations

We strongly recommend the establishment of expert and reference groups to include teachers, health professionals, young people and other stakeholders such as parents. The groups’ work would seek to:

i) define the principles and aims of a new, coherent personal and social education (PSE). (We recommend the adoption of the title PSE since this can incorporate everything from health education to citizenship).

ii) define programmes of study for the relevant key stages, specifically at what age aspects of the curriculum should be taught and whether this should be achieved discretely or by integration with other curriculum subjects.

iii) make proposals for initial training and professional development including: 

a.	what should be taught ‘across the curriculum’: content that all teachers 	need to be able to teach; 
b. 	what should be taught discretely by subject experts; and
c. 	what should be learned through participation in school ethos and extra-	curricular activity.

3. Next steps

The consultation group review detailed in 2.2 would need to be undertaken as a funded research project. Given the complexity of the challenge, we believe that this would most effectively be achieved by a body of specialists who are able to draw on expertise and experience across a range of school phases, subject specialists and professional networks. This approach would result in an outcome that is grounded in both research and practice. Furthermore, to ensure that the basis upon which any recommendations are made is fully comprehensive it is important that all levels of educational phase are represented: namely early years, primary, secondary and post-compulsory.  A successful review would involve a considerable amount of collaborative engagement with a range of stakeholders and would ideally be carried out by a body that has experience of establishing and developing professional subject networks, working across health and education professional networks and working with national and regional providers of teacher training.
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