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Joint curriculum
review by the
school and the
parents is a
significant step
towards
co-operative
attitudes and
practices,

Consultative curriculum planning

John Balding

Ticking the topics: did the
school get them right?

Inviting the staff, the parents and the pupils to
share the planning of a programme of health
and social education may sound highly
desirable. But is it possible?

How do you decide what is important in the
programme? How do you bring together the
staff, the parents and the children in deciding
what is appropriate? How much should be done
at home? How much should be done at school?
How much is the responsibility of the parents
and how much is that of the teachers?

It is refreshing and perhaps astonishing to
find a secondary school which is trying to base
a cross-curricular programme of health and so-
cial education on consultation, This school, not
more than 15 miles outside London, has very
recently carried out its own research (with our
support) to discover the priorities for inclusion
in the social education programme. They ap-
proached the young people in the school, the
teachers who provide the programme of courses,
and the parents who are clearly heavily con-
cerned in this area.

The results of their survey are exceedingly
interesting, and we have been given permission
to publish them here. In our experience it is
always risky for a school openly to publish its
own data, because things get read into the data
which perhaps are not there, and the more sensi-
tive findings get taken out of context, particu-
larly by the Press.

The method of inquiry used is known to be
very sensitive so that local situations and recent
history in the school can affect the responses to
the questions. Another survey at another time, or
in another school, could produce at least some
significant differences.

An effective consultation called Just A Tick
was introduced about ten years ago to help
schools design a health-education curriculum
by consulting pupils, parents, teaching staff and
health-care professionals (governors were
added later and should now form a most signi-
ficant group in the consultative process). Jus: A
Tick contains a list of possible topics to be
included in the curriculum, numbering 44 for
primary schools and 49 for secondary schools.
Each one is awarded a tick to signify a response
ranging from high approval to strong disappro-
val. A separate questionnaire has been designed
for each group.

Just A Tick works as follows. A school re-
ceives the questionnaires and guidance notes
from the Unit, including sample letters to the
parents and to the governors. The pupils
{usually arepresentative sample) complete their
questionnaires in class time using a carefully-
prescribed routine administered by their
teacher. All pupils take the parents’ letter and
questionnaire home with them. The enquiry is
anonymous, and no individual children or adulis
can be identified. To date, 219 schools and
53,144 individuals have completed the different
questionnaires.

The results are returned to the school in the
form of tables showing the percentage of each
group that responded positively or negatively to
each topic. The topics are also presented in rank
order form, and this is how they are reproduced
here for the school in question,

Equipped with the results, the staff planners
are now in a position to make informed deci-
sions about if, where, and when the different
topics can be accommaodaied. Some existing
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The Just A Tick pack,
which contains an
intreduction to the survey
method, may be obtained
by sending £2.50 to Sally
Forster at the Unit. Please
state if the primary or
secondary version is
required,

at the rank order positions of the boys shows that
the Pollution issue is clearly higher in the list
than the Conservation one, with two of the boys’
groups, years 8 and 10, placing Conservation
down in the 40s. For the girls, their interests
appear to be the reverse of the boys, with the
Conservation priorities typically higher in the
order than the Pollution ones.

Topic 26, Stress (why people worry), is low
for the two adult groups (into the 40s), whereas
for the boys and the girls, particularly the older
groups, it is high in their order.

As usual, there are some interesting and not
unexpected boy/girl differences.

Topic 15, Physical Fitness, is very high for
all the boy groups and markedly lower for the
girl groups.

Topic 24, Separation from Parents, is the
reverse, being higher for the girls than for the
boys — particularly the older girls.

For topic 27, The difference between boys’
and girls’ behaviour, it would appear that in this
school the girls are more interested in this dif-
ference than the boys are.,

Perhaps in keeping with topic 27, topic 31,
Feelings (love, hate, anger, jealousy), also
comes higher in the list for the girls than for the
boys.

Contraception (44) is also noteworthy, for
although it is not necessarily low in the order for
the boys it is much higher in the order for the
girls,

It is, however, all too easy to concentrate on
differences. For example, topic 46, Sexually
Transmined Diseases, is high in all groups,
adults and young people. High levels of agree-
ment are also found for topic 18, Health and
Social Services, which is uniformly tow in the
order of interest or importance. Another one at
the bottom end of many lists is Talking to Doc-
tors, Nurses and Dentists (5), as is Care of Feet

(8).

Who should decide?

Clearly the content of the rank ordering tables
promotes a lot of comment and debate, and one
of the issues that arises from it is not so much
where should the education take place (because
it is taking place all the time, everywhere!), but
who should decide on pricrities within the
school-based component? Clearly the reality of
the situation is that the teachers decide the
priorities, but only very rarely will they have the
level of information presented here to take into

account. From a professional point of view one
might argue ¢hat teachers would know anyway
what is best and most appropriate to do, but how
does one reconcile their viewpoint with the
child’s perspective? Where indeed should one
put the parent’s point of view? With these three
different points of view to take into account,
where do you make your judgment with respect
1o priorities?

The Just A Tick method of enquiry has in fact
been used many times over, more frequently
inside primary schools than in secondary
schools. These data are exceedingly interesting
and exciting because they are recent and there
has been a gap between the last use of this
particular method of inquiry.

The ‘crunch’ issue always is: Now we have
got the data back, where do we go next? The
survey results presented in this way are highly
stimulating, and ideal for generating debate.
They do, however, need to be understood clear-
ly. There are some pitfalls for the unwary in
drawing conclusions from a rank ordering, and
these dangers as well as other subtleties are
spelled out in the support materials that go to
schools using the survey method. They also
include ways of looking at the data with staff in
the school, and ways of examining the data with
and parents. The latter is of vital importance, as
joint curriculum review by the school and the
parents is a significant step towards building
contracts with the parents, hopefully leading
towards co-operative attitudes and practices
over a range of health and social issues
throughout the school life of the child.

To promote this co-operation, special atten-
tion is given in the materials to the negotiation
of a shared commitment to health education (in
particular, relationships and sex education)
through meetings aimed at parents from the first
and second years of secondary schooling (Na-
tional Curriculum years 7 and 8).

Parents’ evenings following the collection of
the data typically produce statements and dem-
onstrate attitudes which clearly show that the
parents have been pleased to be consulted. An-
other thing which usually comes out of the meet-
ings is the realisation that the parents are often
unaware of the extent to which the school has
thought through its policy and practice in so
many arcas of health and social education. A
very common comment from parents is that it is
not just the youngsters who need this health
education, but the adults as well!



