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Introduction 
 
In recent years there have been major concerns that there is learning dip in either the 
first years of secondary school or in the last years of primary school, not only in this 
country, but also in the USA and in Australia and that there is considerable 
disaffection among students of this age group. There is often a problem with students 
learning: they can find it difficult to engage in learning and often, for a multitude of 
reasons are not motivated to do so. Rudduck et al (1999 and 2000) undertook a 
longitudinal study of pupils’ progress through secondary school. They found that: 

Pupils can become bored in year 8 because the work is little different from 
year 7, teachers often see year 8 as a consolidation year with very little clear 
purpose and some pupils develop negative images of themselves as learners. 

                                                  Rudduck J. Chaplain R and Wallace G 1999 
 
In my present educational establishment, a grammar school for boys, one of the 
ways forward to compensate for this learning dip is to develop an initiative of 
accelerating the curriculum. This is an innovative use of the full curriculum a year 
early.  This means that the students will only experience two years instead of three at 
Key Stage Three, taking their Standard Assessment Tests (SATs) in year 8 and then 
continuing to GCSE courses a year early. 
In this research I decided to study the impact of this initiative, particularly focusing on 
the Gifted and Talented students in the school. My principal research questions 
focussed on the following: 

1. Can accelerating the curriculum in the first instance, at KS3, provide the 
Gifted and Talented students, particularly those who are underachieving with 
the motivation to succeed. 

2. Are there opportunities to provide enrichment in lessons for the Gifted and 
Talented students within the confines of an accelerated curriculum? 

3. How have different subject areas approached the challenge of accelerating 
the KS3 curriculum and in particular provided for Gifted and Talented 
students 

4. How have different teachers provided opportunities for enrichment for gifted 
and Talented students when faced with teaching a shortened KS3 

 
I therefore decided in this research to monitor the first year of the accelerated 
curriculum initiative, focusing particularly on KS3, but also monitoring the progress of 
the year 9 group who are experiencing the first year of GCSE course and to therefore 
learn about the efficacy of acceleration as a way forward in our schools for the 
motivation of Gifted and Talented students. 
The school is fully committed to the acceleration programme and it is intended to 
follow this through with the first cohort of accelerated learners starting GCSE 
examination courses in year 9 and continuing with AS level work in year 11. It will be 
of great importance to the school to monitor the impact of this initiative for future 
development of the curriculum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Literature Review 
 
An issue that prompted this research primarily was the so-called ‘learning dip’ which 
it is thought occurs at some stage of Key Stage 3. 
In Academic performance, transfer, transition and friendship: listening to the student 
voice’ Demetriou et al (2000) have researched the views of pupils in year 8 because 
of the pronounced dip in motivation in KS3.  They found that pupils felt that Year 8 
lacked a sense of identity because it was a year where they just continued the work 
of year 7 before the work for SATs in year 9 and that pupils could still ’have a laugh’ 
before the more important stages of their education. 
 
There is some evidence for the so-called learning dip in KS3. Sharp (1998) in his 
article evaluating the ‘Improving Education for All’ initiative notes that ’we now 
consider our work on Year 8 to be our most fruitful. It came as no surprise when we 
felt that pupils may not be fulfilling their potential. Year 8 did not have the novelty of 
Year 7, the promise of ownership through the option choices of Year 9, the urgency 
of year 10 and 11.’ (Sharp, 1998:24). He goes on to point out that: ‘overall there is 
considerable evidence that the attainment of boys begins to fall off more sharply 
during Year 8’ (Ofsted 1998:30). In their study for the National Commission on 
Education ‘What do students think about school?’ Keys and Fernandes ( 1993) 
considered the issue of motivation towards learning and they also found that pupils’ 
attitudes towards school and learning tend to deteriorate to some extent as they 
progress from year 7 to year 9. However, their findings also reveal that it is only a 
small number that are affected and the majority of school pupils still expressed a 
positive view of their education. In a study of the attitudes of pupils aged 11-16 
towards the core subjects of the National Curriculum, English, Mathematics and 
Science, Miller et al (1999) surveyed over 600 pupils by means of questionnaires. 
Their findings reveal a dip in attitude to all three of the core subjects by the end of 
year 7 and enjoyment and interest in the subjects also dip in year 8.  This does not 
necessarily correlate with an actual dip in achievement but it is very likely that the 
achievement of pupils will suffer if they display a lack of enjoyment and interest in the 
subject. The research also notes: ‘a predictable gender difference, with boys tending 
to be more positive towards mathematics and science than girls, but in English where 
the girls are more positive, the gender gap is wider’ (Miller et al, BERA 1999:2). 
Other research points to the learning dip occurring at the stage of transfer from 
Primary to Secondary school. Morrison in a study of pupils views on the transfer from 
Primary to Secondary school notes that: ‘The National Curriculum subjects were 
rarely commented on as being different from primary school lessons – with the 
exception of the second foreign language’ and that schools need to think about ways 
of sustaining the excitement of learning and the Year 7 pupils’ commitment to 
learning once the novelty of the new situation gives way to routine’ (Morrison 
2000:48) 
 
Some schools are taking steps to remedy the situation of the learning dip by making 
use of fast-tracking strategies. The government acknowledge the problem in the 14-
19 White Paper of February 2005 by pointing out that they will: 

Challenge and support schools and colleges to ensure that young people take 
qualifications when they are ready, not at a fixed age, encouraging 
acceleration to level 2 and ensuring early achievement at advanced level is 
recognised in performance tables and elsewhere. 
                                                             DFEE 2005:6 

 
Potentially, in addition to preventing the learning dip the initiative of acceleration can 
meet some of the needs of Gifted and Talented students. Montgomery in her article 
on ‘Teaching the more able: an update’ notes that: ‘As early as 1969 Bridges in the 



Brentwood experiments found that teachers and students set to work with the highly 
able resolved the problem by offering work from more advanced stages of the 
curriculum, for example O level Biology projects for 10 year olds’ and that ‘Passow ( 
1982) also concluded that the gifted needed a curriculum which provided additional 
depth and breadth of coverage; a speeded up coverage tailored to individual needs’ 
in addition to ‘modification of the material to take account of needs and interests; and 
the development of critical and creative thinking, heuristics and problem-solving, and 
affective interpersonal communication and social skills’ 
 
It is somewhat perplexing that there is now this movement towards accelerating in 
some schools when there is already a multitude of research papers on the very 
subject, with one of the first known efforts at educational acceleration being the 
Cambridge Double Track Plan of 1891, which grouped children into special classes 
that covered six years of work in four (Tannenbaum, 1958). Passow (1996) also 
notes that an initiative by William T. Harris in 1868 allowed students to be promoted 
on a five week basis. The strength of the short-interval promotion being that it tends 
to ‘hold bright pupils up to the rate at which they are capable and keeps them from 
acquiring habits of carelessness and listlessness’. Passow also remarks that ‘by the 
turn of the century, acceleration in the form of flexible promotions characterized the 
provisions made for academically able students’. Passow ( 1958) reviewed literature 
on the effects of acceleration on students and his conclusions were highly 
favourable, pointing out that evidence at all levels of education showed that gifted 
and talented students gained academically from acceleration.  However, more 
recently there has generally been a requirement to keep students with their age 
group rather than giving those students who are able to do so the opportunity to 
move on at the pace of which they are capable. 
 
As Colangelo, Assouline and Gross point out with reference to the early education 
system in America, there were plenty of examples of gifted younger students who 
had fast-tracked and were already in colleges and universities, having been prepared 
for higher education at home by tutors or in the one-room schoolhouses and that 
‘before major corporations and large school systems became the norm, 
individualized education was standard practice’. However, as America’s culture 
became more ‘collective and standardized, one-room schoolhouses were replaced 
by schools that grouped students according to age’. They point out that what was lost 
was ‘an appreciation for individual differences’ which in terms of educational needs 
are ‘most pronounced at the extremes’ 
 
Wallace (2003) points out that effective curriculum interventions should include 
‘finding out what the student already knows and setting a task that avoids repetition 
of knowledge and skills already mastered is an essential starting point. Many children 
become discouraged and frustrated when they repeat what they have already 
mastered and lose their motivation and drive to learn’.However, Archer (1992) notes 
that among the forms of provision for Gifted and Talented students, acceleration was 
considered to be the ‘most controversial and that the HMI report ‘appears to express 
some puzzlement that comparatively little use is being made of the facility to allow 
pupils to join older year groups for one or more subjects’. The NAGC survey does 
point out that ‘many specialists internationally see acceleration as a very good way of 
supporting gifted children so long as they are physically and psychologically able to 
cope with it’ 
 
One recent piece of research that explores accelerated learning is a report on the 
impact of the gifted and talented strand within the EiC initiative (Pocklington et al., 
2002). It showed that ‘acceleration classes or express streams were a feature in well 
over half the schools’. The subjects that most commonly accelerated were 



Mathematics and Science; Gifted and Talented pupils tended to dominate these 
classes allowing them to cover the same material in a shorter time period than other 
pupils. 
 
Feldhusen (2003), in his writing about gifted and talented pupils notes that they have 
the ‘motivation and the ability to surge ahead of what is normative for their ages and 
grade levels’ and that the best way to meet their educational needs is to ‘give them 
access to higher level and more challenging material’.  He points out that enrichment 
and problem-solving are still essential for all levels of ability but that’ the essence of 
giftedness is precocity or academic achievement at significantly higher levels than 
what is typical or normative for a students age’. However, many students do begin to 
feel comfortable with being the star of the class and finding it easy to get the top 
grades and can therefore find that the initiative to accelerate the curriculum rather 
daunting and therefore as Feldhusen notes ‘to face a higher level and more 
challenging curriculum may be a risk they don’t want to take’. He points out that 
‘acceleration at all educational levels generally calls for ego strength and capacity to 
work harder than the regular curriculum may require’. 
 
Robinson (1983) makes similar points when discussing the arguments for and 
against acceleration in the United States, where it is the norm to keep students with a 
class of the same age. He notes that: 

There is good reason to believe that forcing them to conform to a rigid age-
graded system may have harmful consequences. Those who have worked 
with precocious children have often noted their boredom and frustration. 
Whatever one’s theoretical view, it is clear that a child exposed to a too-easy 
curriculum day after day has little alternative but to ‘tune-out’ and ‘turn-off’’. 
                                                               Robinson 1983:3 

Additionally he notes that a child who has succeeded easily will not have been 
encouraged to develop good study habits and will not be ready to persevere and may 
become anxious or discouraged when faced with the challenge of an accelerated 
curriculum. 
 
In 2004 an article ‘A Nation Deceived’ published in the United States discusses this 
very issue of encouraging more acceleration within schools and how schools hold 
back America’s brightest students. The authors of the report, Colangelo, Assouline 
and Gross point out that the American school system forces students to learn 
alongside classmates of the same age and that the most gifted students are often 
‘bored in kindergarten, and they’re bored again in first grade’. These students learn 
little that they haven’t learned already and that ‘when they ask for a challenge they 
are held back’. The main message of the article points out that ‘when we tell 
ourselves that our brightest students would not benefit from acceleration, we deceive 
ourselves, our students and the nation’. It is noted that many schools offer excellent 
enrichment programmes but that this is not always sufficient for some students and 
that ‘an hour or two of challenge is not much relief for a severely underchallenged 
child’ and that consequently ‘these students would benefit from a more suitable 
solution  - usually a form of acceleration’. Kulik has noted that acceleration can have 
long term effects in his studies of gifted children over the last twenty five years and 
he believes that ‘skipping a grade is what helps students achieve’. Kulik and Kulik 
(1984) found twenty six studies that compared students who had been accelerated 
for a year with comparison groups of equivalent ability. The authors came to the 
following conclusions: ‘Talented youngsters who were accelerated into higher grades 
performed as well as the talented older pupils already in those grades. In the 
subjects in which they were accelerated, talented accelerates showed almost a 
year’s advancement over talented same-age nonaccelerates.’  Stanley (1978) in an 
updated version of an address to the Second World Conference on Gifted and 



Talented Children, remarks that the critics of educational acceleration fear that if will 
hurt the social and emotional development of able youngsters but that on the 
contrary it is ‘frustrating the natural pace of highly apt students that can cause 
serious academic and emotional damage’ His study of Mathematically Precocious 
Youth at John Hopkins University has been progressing for more than 3 decades 
since 1971 and seeks to identify and recognize the achievements of a large number 
of people who were significantly advanced in mathematical reasoning ability and to 
give special assistance to those with extraordinary talent. This significant longitudinal 
research addresses educational and affective outcomes.  Many of the children that 
have been identified have consequently undergone accelerated educational 
programmes and have therefore demonstrated that this approach is both appropriate 
and successful. 
 
Passow (1996) discusses the issues surrounding enrichment as opposed to 
acceleration in the teaching of the gifted and talented student. He considers that: 

At the simplest level, acceleration enables the student to deal with more 
advance concepts at higher cognitive levels, and this represents an enriching 
experience. At another level, acceleration in one area provides opportunities 
for more advanced study in that area or for more experiences in another 
area……both enrichment and acceleration have qualitative as well as 
quantitative dimensions; both enable the individual to purse differential 
experiences through a greater variety of opportunities 

                                                                           Passow 1996:2 
 
In Australia it is also accepted that youngsters will follow the same curriculum as the 
rest of their age group. Teachers do have misgivings about using the initiative of 
acceleration and their concerns are often related to the ‘so-called problem of 
students completing school early and not being mature enough for university’. Vialle, 
Ashton, Carlon and Rankin point out that the literature does support acceleration in 
some form as one of the intervention strategies for the gifted and talented but that 
‘educational practitioners in Australia continue to resist the evidence and campaign 
actively against allowing students to take this option’. In the article, ‘Acceleration: a 
coat of many colours’ the authors discuss three different case studies in Australia 
illustrating different types of acceleration. The study by Ashton (1994) explores the 
academic, social and emotional effects of acceleration on students who had skipped 
at least one grade. The students in this case study were all identified as gifted and 
expressed their boredom and frustration with school work that they found 
unchallenging. After the acceleration the study notes that there was’ some 
improvement in the level of work offered to the students’. However, it is noted that 
acceleration is not the only strategy that should be employed and that it is a 
‘temporary solution to addressing the needs of gifted students ( Gross, 1992; Kulik 
and Kulik, 1992); without a differentiated curriculum that challenges the student and a 
teacher who is knowledgeable about the needs of gifted students, acceleration will 
not satisfy the gifted student. The studies did reveal that the students were positive 
about acceleration but that there was a ‘reluctance – and in some cases, 
antagonism- regarding the first two studies’ and that the ’educators who most actively 
supported acceleration were those individuals who had received some training in 
gifted education’. It is to be noted additionally that the ‘students expressed high levels 
of satisfaction, academically and emotionally, when the curriculum was challenging, 
provided them with options and allowed them a voice in its design and execution’. 
 
 
 
 
 



Methodology 
 
This research has in effect taken the form of an account of some aspects of the life of 
a school over one academic year and the main aim was to discover if the accelerated 
curriculum was providing suitable motivation for the gifted and talented students in 
the school. 
 
There were several options regarding methodology for this research including both 
quantitative, in the use of school data and qualitative, in the use of open ended 
interviews. 
 
I decided in the first instance to study the results of the baseline data available and to 
compare with the SATs that were taken during the summer term of 2005. This was a 
particularly good year to study because we had the first year of the accelerated 
curriculum, year 8 taking SATs as well as those students following the standard 
curriculum for most UK schools, year 9 also taking the same SATs at the same time. 
It was therefore an ideal opportunity to compare the results of these two year groups, 
but also to compare the results with the baseline data. 
 
In addition to this, the views of the students in school were sought on a number of 
occasions. In the first instance I selected a group of year 8 students ( from the school 
year of 2005-2006) who would be completing their second year of KS3 and taking 
their SATs in May 2006 and then choosing their GCSE options before looking 
forward to GCSE courses in year 9. In my selection I chose students who were on 
our Gifted and Talented register and particularly noted for their abilities in certain 
subjects. I was particularly interested in their experiences of Key Stage 3 and 
whether they felt that accelerating the curriculum had helped to keep them motivated 
in their work. 
 
I then also selected a group of year 9 students. These were part of the cohort that 
had taken SATs a year early, in May 2005 and who were now embarking on the first 
year of their GCSE course. In this case, my interests were focussed on their progress 
on GCSE courses and how motivated they themselves felt by progressing onto 
GCSE a year early. 
I also took into account the views of year 10 and year 11 students who had not had 
the opportunity to accelerate the curriculum had listened to their views about the 
school initiative. 
 
In all cases, I made use of the unstructured interview approach, providing an ‘open 
situation with greater flexibility and freedom’ ( Cohen, Manion and Morrison 
2000:273). Although the word unstructured is used for this type of interview, this does 
not mean that there is no agenda or set questions to be answered. The word refers 
more to the difference from a questionnaire style of interview where one or two word 
answers or closed answers are all that is required. In this research I felt that it was 
essential to provide the students with enough opportunity to talk at some length 
about their experiences and although it was necessary to have a set of questions I 
also felt that it was important to allow for some detailed narrative from the 
participants. Although I have mentioned the unstructured interview I still felt that there 
had to be some structure involved in these interviews whereby the same themes 
would be developed for analysis. I have therefore followed much more of the route of 
the semi-structured interview as discussed by Drever whereby you ‘create a structure 
mapping the topics to be covered, control the interview to ensure coverage and 
probe for reasons’ (Drever 1995:14). Although the main topics were chosen by 
myself, this still left a lot of scope for the interviewees to provide their own views 
about the particular topics.  As pointed out by Hitchcock and Hughes (1989), the role 



of the interviewer becomes much more of a ‘sympathetic listener, friend, colleague 
and fellow human being’. 
 
Additionally to seeking the views of the students who were experiencing the 
accelerated curriculum I felt that it was also essential to discover how the teachers 
involved were approaching this new initiative and so I decided to focus on a small 
group of departments, namely English Mathematics and Science. I chose these 
departments because it would be these departments who would be preparing the 
students for SATs a year early and I was wanted to find out if there were any 
particular problems in compressing the curriculum, particularly when these subjects 
had to complete their work by May of year 8. I talked to members of staff in these 
subject areas and observed some lessons. I was also interested to find out how the 
year 9 were progressing with the first year of GCSE courses and talked to members 
of staff on this subject and also asked whether they had altered the way they taught 
the course because the students were a year younger. Finally, I asked for information 
from the Heads of Year for an overview of the progress of the year group. From this 
wealth of information I have then been sufficiently able to analyse the progress of this 
initiative.   
 
The Research 
 
As I have previously mentioned this research is very much based on the views 
students at the school over one academic year, focusing particularly on a group of 
gifted and talented students, noting how they fare in their first year of GCSE courses, 
started a year early in year 9, and with a different group noting how they cope with 
the KS3 SATs, again taken a year early. 
 
At the time of writing, the SATs results have arrived for Maths and Science but the 
school are still awaiting the English results. As a whole, the year group have 
achieved their targets in Mathematics and they are within 4% of the grades expected 
of them in Science. This is very promising when you consider those expected grades 
were for the students when they reached the end of Year 9.  As the Headteacher 
says: ‘We are very pleased with these results and they do seem to illustrate that the 
accelerated curriculum is working’. 
 
When considering the SATs results for the previous year group who also took their 
SATs a year early and who are now nearing the end of year 9 there is very much a 
similar pattern with the majority of the year group achieving their target grades. There 
are some students who did not achieve target grades, but when this is then 
compared with the year above who took SATs at the end of year 9 there is a very 
similar distribution with approximately the same numbers achieving the target grade 
and additionally similar numbers not achieving their target. 
 
As the focus of this project is primarily concerned with the progress of the Gifted and 
Talented students who are experiencing the accelerated curriculum I then looked 
particularly at their achievements at KS3. Taking into consideration that they had 
taken their SATs a year early, I found many high achievers in the results of the Gifted 
and Talented cohort. In particular of those students I then went on to interview, they 
all achieved their target grades or added value at this stage.  
 
At this stage, the year 8 group are still awaiting all the SATs results so a comparison 
with this year group is not possible yet. However, the most important data in this 
research is the qualitative information I have gathered from talking to the students 
and their teachers. 
 



It is obviously difficult for them to compare their experiences of the accelerated 
curriculum with a non accelerated KS3, but I have asked them about their 
experiences of year 8 as a way of discovering their views on the accelerated 
curriculum.  I have changed all names within this account in order to preserve the 
anonymity of the individuals concerned. 
 
All of the students have reported positive feedback on their work in year 8 and have 
viewed the work as something of a challenge. For example Bill remarks that ‘  Yes 
– it has been a challenge and some of it you find easier than other bits – but yes I 
have enjoyed the challenge’. The students do view the work as being harder than 
they would normally expect in this year and Charlie notes that: ‘it has been 
interesting to see how most of us are getting on, although it has been hard work – it 
is quicker and harder and it has been interesting to see how some of us are 
struggling by doing it earlier than normal’. There is generally concern amongst the 
students about achieving the grades they are targeted in their SATs and Dan points 
out that: ‘he is finding this year quite hard work – but I am finding it a lot easier to 
catch up with work and stuff because I know that there is a big push to get the SATs 
and everything and I know if I don’t catch up on the work I will lose marks in my 
SATs’. They all feel slightly pressured to do well but as Andy points out when asked: 
‘did you feel under pressure’ that: ‘you always feel a bit stressed and there is a bit of 
pressure this year – but not an immense amount’ and Ed remarks that: ‘he didn’t feel 
under pressure at all and felt capable in all his subjects’ so it would appear that the 
accelerated curriculum is suiting these students. 
 
When asked whether they have found it interesting Dan notes that: ‘yes, it has been 
more interesting, because it has been taught over a shorter period. Normally with a 
subject you would take say 4 weeks over something but it has been condensed into a 
shorter time and it has been quite nice to get all the teaching in a shorter time’ 
When asked to compare the work in year 8 with year 7, the students are quite 
perceptive about the way things have changed for them this year. Dan remarks that: ‘ 
yes, year 7 was kind of introducing the subject, but year 8 is getting everything in 
before we do our exams and you just have to take it all in your stride’ He was then 
asked if he thought the accelerated curriculum suited him and he notes that: ‘ I think 
it has, because I have always been told that year 8 was a doss year and just a waste 
of time, because you have just come out of year 7 into year 8 and you don’t have to 
do SATs normally until year 9 and it would be basically a waste of time with the 
teachers taking it really slowly, so it is quite nice to be have the work speeded up and 
let it all flow past you’. However, some of the students also consider that they could 
find ways of making the work interesting if it was presented at a slower pace as for 
instance Andy makes the point that: ‘it doesn’t matter if the work is easy – I just find 
that sometimes if it is too easy I can add to this and I can do something that they 
aren’t expecting. So for example, in music, if I find the piece is easy I will think how I 
could add to it or how I could improve it’ 
 
From the conversations I had with the students the general mood was of motivation 
and although they felt under some pressure they were also finding that moving 
through the work at a quicker pace suited them. 
 
Our present year 9 are now nearing the end of their first year of GCSE courses and 
my interviews with them have also focussed on their views of year 8 but also on how 
they are coping with the different work required for a GCSE course. They agree 
about the motivation factor with the accelerated curriculum in year 8 as for example 
Francis remarks when asked if it made him more motivated: ‘Yes – because I knew I 
had to do everything much quicker that I felt I had to work hard’, and when also 
asked if he was therefore motivated to work hard, Geoff answers: ‘yes – quite a lot – 



the pressure was on to get all the work done’. When asked about the GCSE work in 
year 9, the students are again positive about the curriculum on offer and Ian notes 
that; ‘It is alright – still a lot of work, but not as much as last year – it is more 
concentrated than last year’ And Harry contributes: ‘it is a bit easier this year 
because we have more time to do the work’. He also says that he is happy doing 
GCSE course a year early and that ‘it isn’t easy but it is challenging’ 
 
One year 9 student, when asked about his views on the accelerated curriculum last 
year gave these views: 

The first two years have been quite good for me – I was told that I was doing 
the accelerated curriculum at the beginning of year 7 and I didn’t know what 
to think, but now I am in it and we have to do three years work in the time of 
two and that can sometimes get a bit hard. One of the advantages is if you 
don’t like a subject you only have to do two years of it instead of three and if it 
is boring than at least you don’t have to continue it for three years . It’s going 
alright so far though.’ 

 
In addition to asking those experiencing the accelerated curriculum about their views, 
I also wanted to know about the perceptions of the students in our present year 10 
and 11 of the changes that were happening in school. I spent some time talking to 
these students at the end of last academic year and although they were not generally 
in favour of the accelerated curriculum, this could be quite understandable as one 
student remarked ‘knowing that we had had another year to do SATs when some 
kids were completing against us that were a year younger does make us feel a bit 
down’. Another student felt similarly: ‘I think it is pointless for year 8 to be starting 
their GCSEs now like they are doing – I don’t think that it is a good idea to accelerate 
everything – it would be better to accelerate a couple of subjects that you are actually 
good at, then when you come to do the rest you wouldn’t have as much to do in that 
year – in other words, stagger the work.’ However, he then also remarked when 
asked to think back to year 9 that: ‘all the subjects were easy and it was the same in 
year 8. In year 10 I had to start from scratch with all subjects because they are all 
different in year 10 so I suppose that I could have missed out on year 9’. This 
particular student had also remarked that he had felt somewhat annoyed that he had 
covered three years of a subject at KS3 with the rest of the class when he already 
knew all the information being covered and now students were being fast tracked 
through the subject if they were advanced enough. He did feel particularly frustrated 
about the situation. 
 
It is becoming quite normal for many schools however, to fast track their students 
through the Mathematics curriculum if they are able students and this school is no 
exception, having entered some students a year early for the past three years. The 
Head of Department notes that the department decided to follow this route because: 
‘the students were the most able and the jump from GCSE to A level is huge so 
having a stepping stone between GCSE and A level would be the best route to make 
A level successful’. He goes on to point out that the students ‘have been more 
successful than if we let them do the examination a year later. They were 
mathematically mature enough for GCSE, and having taken it a year early has given 
them the time to develop for A level’. The students, having completed Mathematics 
GCSE in year 10 have then continued with the subject in year 11, covering a Free 
Standing Mathematics Qualification worth 60 UCAS points which provides the 
students with a taste of A level Mathematics. 
 
Following my interviews with students I then observed some of their lessons to get 
information about enrichment for the Gifted and Talented students at KS3. It certainly 
became apparent that although the curriculum was being accelerated there were still 



opportunities within lessons for enrichment, in for example English where I observed 
examples of teachers providing the students with differentiated tasks. Other 
opportunities arose for enrichment work in Mathematics where a teacher took out 
some of the more able in a year 8 class and some attempted GCSE questions and 
mental arithmetic Olympics. In a Science lesson, although the students worked 
together as a class instead of differentiating the work for the more able, it became 
quickly apparent that the students were being extended with the work they were 
doing, investigating the properties of some metals, normally work they would attempt 
at the end of year 9 instead of near the beginning of year 8. When talking to the 
Science teachers it also became apparent that the gifted and talented students were 
catered for in addition by applying the skills gained using higher order thinking skills 
and this would seem to be an important aspect of the lessons. 
 
After observing some lessons I then discussed the accelerated curriculum with some 
of the teachers and with the appropriate Heads of Year. I wanted to know about the 
problems they might have encountered when covering the KS3 curriculum in 2 years 
instead of the normal 3 and whether they had managed to cover the full course. 
There are various interesting points to be mentioned and the comment from a 
Mathematics teacher is interesting in that they decided ‘to teach concepts, not facts 
and we moved away from looking at specific ways of solving problems to getting the 
students to think more about what we do’. In a similar vein an English teacher 
remarked that ‘I did manage to teach everything, although I did modify my 
methodology so as to be far more skills focussed than content driven’. When asked 
about the coverage of the course there are several interesting comments. Although 
there does not appear to have been a problem covering the course various problems 
have been noted such as: ’there has not been the opportunity to revisit elements of 
the course to sustain development and familiarity of skills at KS3 for SATs’. Another 
teacher comments that ‘the reading experience of the boys was a hindrance. They 
would have benefited from the extra year’s maturity to develop some subtlety in their 
interpretations especially with complex concepts such as Lady Macbeth’s character 
development. They got the basics well but without sophistication in most cases’  
Maturity does seem to have been an issue as another English teacher commented 
when asked about any problems encountered that it was the maturity and that ‘the 
year 8 students struggled longer to get their heads around the Shakespeare play. I 
spent a lot of time explaining the plot, more than with year 9, so there was not as 
much time available for analysis of the play’. 
 
When teachers were then asked about their experiences of an accelerated 
curriculum over the last two years there was much in the way of positive comments. 
There are still some concerns but these will gradually be overcome in the next year 
or so. Responses to a question about whether the accelerated curriculum is a good 
idea, were generally positive and that it should be recommended to other schools, 
although some teachers did qualify this by saying: ‘as long as the students are 
capable. I would not want to do this in a comprehensive school, and only with 
brighter students. I think it is a good way of motivating them’. A further comment 
notes that: ‘now I am teaching a top set year 9 for GCSE English, it is easy for me to 
think that yes, they can cope. I do have a high number of able boys in this group 
though. I also have a number who feel a bit out of their depth. Overall I wouldn’t 
recommend it unless after SATS, departments immediately re-organised their 
timetables and began GCSE syllabuses so as to give students an extra ten week 
period in which to study’. Another teacher does point out that ‘early entry students 
are not able to sustain their responses in examination conditions and we are finding 
that students’ writing style and fluency is not developed enough; this is something 
which develops with practice’. Drawing on the comments of the previous teacher it 



would seem to be essential to make use of the time after SATs as this can help 
develop the necessary fluency. 
 
The Heads of Year for the two groups in focus were also interviewed as they had an 
overview and a different perspective on the effects of the accelerated curriculum. It is 
noted that staff have found it different to teach the same topics to both year 9 and 
year 10 this year (year 10 were the last non accelerated year). As year 10 are more 
mature and have the experiences of the last three full years both in and out of school 
to make them more aware of our expectations for them. Additionally some students 
are realising that the work they did in year 7 and 8 was a lot easier and much easier 
to pick up if you missed a lesson whereas, with the GCSE courses, they can’t rely on 
their own knowledge and intelligence and they often need the help and support of 
staff which is something they have not had to deal with before. 
 
When talking to the students it became apparent that they were very aware of their 
learning styles and the methods teachers could employ to help them learn. They 
were very definite on the whole about the benefits of lessons that involved some 
practical activity. The Head of Year also notes that: ‘Year 9 need to be inspired by 
staff. Lessons need to be fun as well as educational. They don’t know how to make 
notes and they don’t like working from sheets. They like to be and they need to be 
actively involved in the lesson’. This comment could reflect on any year group in any 
school; however it is perhaps more apparent with our present year 9 because they 
have not got the maturity of a normal GCSE group.  A question about emotional 
maturity for the demands of the GCSE courses revealed the following response: 
‘there are always going to be those students who work hard and get on with it without 
making a fuss – there are a lot of them in the year group. I know they are finding 
coursework and managing their time more difficult but they do understand the 
benefits of coursework more now than they did at the beginning of the year and they 
are prepared to keep revising their work to improve their current level’  
 
Concluding Points 
 
During this research project I have followed some of the students over a year of the 
accelerated curriculum. One of the reasons for accelerating the curriculum in this and 
other schools is the learning dip that features in recent educational literature. 
Perhaps one of the reasons for this learning dip is the attitudes of children of today. 
They are more questioning, less compliant, more critical and less prepared to accept 
a lesson that only covers work from a previous year.  In fact some of the students I 
interviewed pointed out that they required more activities and group work in their 
lessons for them to succeed. 
Perhaps one of the issues surrounding the learning dip is the route education has 
taken in the last twenty or so years. One of the major developments was the National 
Curriculum, a curriculum which was still in essence ultimately based on an old 
grammar school curriculum and had little relevance for some pupils and as 
Hargreaves and Reynolds (1989) point out it is: 

An academic curriculum of a conventional subject based, grammar school 
kind. This curriculum is not a broad and balanced curriculum. It is a 
comprehensive curriculum only in the sense of being common. It is not 
comprehensive in the sense of being wide ranging. 

                                                                   Hargreaves and Reynolds 1989:8 
 
This is all very appropriate for those children who are capable of the academic work 
suggested by the National Curriculum as are the students in this educational 
institution, but I can certainly understand why some children find the Key Stage 3 
curriculum rather limiting and become disaffected at this stage. Although the students 



I work with are very capable of all the KS3 curriculum entails, the feelings of boredom 
and lack of motivation have been mentioned by them when faced with a lesson which 
is repetitive and lacks the challenge they require. This is certainly one of the reasons 
for the accelerated curriculum being a motivating factor in this and other schools. 
In this research I have concentrated on the pupil perspective and the research 
studies by Harland et al (2002) and Rudduck, Harris and Wallace (1994) both refer to 
the repetitiveness and lack of coherence in the National Curriculum. 
Most children approach the change from primary to secondary school with some 
feelings of excitement because they think that, with a change of school there will also 
be a change of curriculum. However, after a good start in their new school, they find 
that year 7 is little different to the work in year 6 and in fact there is much repetition of 
topics covered in their primary school. Morrison (2000) mentions this and points out 
that not only do many children find the National Curriculum limiting in terms of 
content, but they also find it rather repetitive. 
 
In my own research, I found the same views among the youngsters I interviewed. 
They also had encountered the same feelings of boredom with the repetitiveness 
they encountered at times and welcomed the change to the accelerated curriculum 
they were beginning to encounter. It would appear that this is certainly one way 
forward with the secondary school curriculum in order to reduce those feelings of 
boredom and disaffection. 
 
It seemed an entirely appropriate decision to push the youngsters in my school 
through their SATs a year earlier than is normal and then to continue the acceleration 
process by beginning GCSE course a year earlier than normal. Most of the pupils in 
the school are very capable of doing this and would probably benefit from the 
acceleration. My research interviews would certainly indicate that this is the case and 
the accelerated curriculum seems to have been one way of motivating and extending 
the gifted and talented students within the school. In fact, as mentioned in the 
research findings it has already become common practice to accelerate some 
students in Maths, as is normal in many schools and the results have been 
impressive.  
 
The research by Feldhusen did discuss the possible problems with some gifted and 
talented students not being prepared to take the risks of acceleration because they 
were too used to being the star pupil in the class. From my interviews there is little 
evidence of this occurrence, with most of the students suggesting that they have 
enjoyed the challenge of the accelerated curriculum so far.  
  
Members of staff have also noted that they consider the initiative to be successful 
and would recommend it to other schools. Although some of the students in year 9 
are perhaps not mature enough to deal with the intricacies of the GCSE 
specifications I am sure that the school and the teachers will find ways of dealing with 
this. Perhaps the most important factor of this initiative is the motivational emphasis 
for the gifted and talented students who would be ones who would be disaffected by 
the repetitiveness of the three years at KS3. 
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