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Report title: Good practice in the humanities 

 

Report  details 

This report is written in response to a request for advice from the Welsh 

Government in the Minister’s annual remit letter to Estyn for 2016-2017. The 

report examines standards, provision and leadership of the humanities at key 

stages 2, 3 and 4 in schools where good practice has been identified and will 

be a useful reference for all schools, including the Pioneer Schools and the 

experts developing the new curriculum.  

Summary of main findings 

 

The findings are mainly positive, with case studies highlighting best practice.  

 

Summary of the characteristics of good practice in the humanities:  

 

 Leaders understand and support the place of humanities in a broad 

and balanced curriculum.  

 Teachers skilfully blend the development of subject knowledge and 

pupil skills. They develop pupils’ literacy, numeracy and ICT skills 

within a relevant context.  

 Teachers use a wide variety of stimulating, relevant and current 

resources in their lessons.  

 Teachers make effective use of the school locality.  

 Pupils enjoy the wide variety of activities teachers provide and the 

opportunity to learn outside the classroom.  

 

The main issues appear to be: 

 Transition from KS2 to KS3 

 Very little standardisation and moderation of pupils’ humanities work at 
key stage 2 and 3.  

 Strong emphasis on examination technique and outcomes at KS4 
limiting the range of learning/enrichment experiences.  

 Limited guidance for primary teachers during initial teacher training in 
the teaching of humanities. 

 Limited opportunities for extending teachers’ professional development 
in the humanities, other than courses related to examinations. 

 

Recommendation 1  

 

Schools should:  
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Ensure a balance between the development of pupils’ skills and of their 

knowledge and understanding of subject content  

 

The Welsh Government supports this recommendation, which aligns with the 

principles of the new curriculum. Each Area of Learning and Experience 

(AoLE) will be given equal status to promote a broad and balanced curriculum 

and there will be a focus on learners building up a body of knowledge, but 

also ensuring that they have the skills to connect and apply that knowledge in 

different contexts. 

 

The Lead Creative Schools Scheme is an intensive intervention that has been 

running since 2015 and draws on the skills of creative practitioners and 

teachers working together to develop creative learning and teaching methods. 

The scheme has supported more than a third of schools in Wales to work 

towards Professor Donaldson’s vision for teachers to develop innovative 

practice and work across subject boundaries.  

 

The Welsh Government will ensure that Appendix 2: Questions for schools to 

consider as part of their self-evaluation in the report is shared with regional 

consortia and directly with schools via Dysg newsletter. This comprehensive 

checklist addresses all of the recommendations for schools. 

 

Recommendation 2 

 

Schools should:  

 

Ensure that pupils’ learning experiences in the humanities are wide-

ranging, interesting, progressive and challenging, particularly at key 

stage 4  

 

The Welsh Government will ensure that curriculum support programmes are 

promoted to schools via Dysg to support them in planning and delivering 

engaging learning experiences.  

 

An example of an enrichment opportunity available to schools is the grant of 

up to £1,000 that schools can apply for to develop creative and innovative 

projects to commemorate the First World War. 

 

‘Go and See’ grants of up to £1,000 are also available for schools to provide 

pupils with opportunities to engage with the arts and cultural activities as a 

routine part of their wider learning experience. Case studies are available on 

the Creative Learning Zone on Hwb and include an example of year 6 pupils, 

who were studying the Egyptians at the time, visiting the Egypt Centre at 

Swansea University. The pupils were given the opportunity to handle 

artefacts, explore the exhibit, wear costumes, make a mummy and many 
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other subject related activities. The majority of schools to date have used the 

funding to support learning experiences for KS2 and KS3 pupils, however, 

KS4 pupils can also benefit from high-quality arts and cultural experiences 

outside the school and classroom environment. 

 

Recommendation 3 

 

Schools should:  

 

Monitor the progress that pupils make in the humanities more closely  

  

The Welsh Government agrees that it is important to be aware of how 

learners are progressing in all subjects. The central focus of assessment in 

the future will be to ensure learners understand how they are performing.  

Learners who are given high quality feedback, who understand where they 

are in their learning, where they need to go next and how they get there, are 

the most likely to make the most improvement. 

 

When the new assessment arrangements are implemented, there will be a 

renewed emphasis on Assessment for Learning as a natural and integral 

feature of learning and teaching, and a move away from gathering information 

about the performance of children and young people on a school-by-school 

basis for accountability purposes. 

 

Research from across the world has shown that Assessment for Learning 

offers us an effective way to meet our goals for high-performance and high-

equity, and for providing learners with the means to become lifelong learners. 

 

Recommendation 4 

 

Schools should:  

 

Evaluate the curriculum for the humanities to prepare for the 

development and implementation of the new area of learning and 

experience  

 

This report identifies current good practice in history and geography. The 

Humanities AoLE within the new curriculum for Wales will draw on both 

disciplines, as well as religious education, business and social studies. The 

Welsh Government supports the recommendation that schools evaluate their 

curriculum for the humanities to prepare for the development and 

implementation of the new AoLE. As well as identifying good practice in 

curriculum planning, teaching and assessment, this report helpfully considers 

elements such as literacy, numeracy and digital competence, the Welsh 
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dimension and international perspectives and enrichment and experiences in 

the context of history and geography. These cross-curricular aspects will be 

embedded across the AoLEs and help support the development of the four 

purposes that are at the heart of the new curriculum for Wales. 

 

Recommendation 5 

 

Schools should:  

 

Establish local networks of good practice to share resources and 

expertise, including making greater use of the schools’ locality  

 

The Hwb learning platform is an example of a tool that can be used by 

schools to create local networks to share resources and best practice. 

However, it is also important to ensure that there are not only pockets of good 

practice but that all practitioners are able to develop the skills in pedagogy 

and leadership in order to realise the requirements of the new curriculum.  

The national approach to professional learning and the new curriculum are 

being developed in tandem to ensure that immediate and emerging 

professional learning (PL) requirements are taken forward in a planned and 

structured way. 

 

Recommendations 6 and 7 

 

Local authorities and regional consortia should:  

 

Provide better professional learning opportunities for teachers of the 

humanities 

 

Provide more support for schools to evaluate their curriculum and to 

plan for the development of the humanities area of learning and 

experience 

 

A national approach to professional learning (PL) incorporating a model of PL 

has been developed.  A wide range of PL support is offered via consortia and 

supported by Welsh Government in terms of the current curriculum as well as 

the support programme for the PL needs associated with the development of 

the new curriculum. Existing curriculum support programmes are contributing 

to the development of pedagogical practice across the range of the 

curriculum. 

 

As Pioneer schools working on the AoLE further develop their thinking, PL 

pioneers will be integrated into the six AoLE working groups to ensure early 

identification of professional learning requirements.     
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Recommendation 8 

 

The Welsh Government should:  

Ensure that initial teacher education courses provide new teachers 

including primary teachers with the necessary skills to teach the 

humanities successfully and to respond to the new Curriculum for 

Wales 

Accept. The Education Workforce Council (EWC) has been empowered to 

accredit individual Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes, through the 

establishment of the Teacher Education Accreditation Board. For the first time 

this will enable more specific consideration of ITE programmes, ensuring the 

necessary rigour and support to ensure that all future ITE programmes are 

thoroughly and appropriately reviewed. 

 

In June three key appointments to the Board were announced – Professor 

John Furlong, Emeritus Professor of Education, Oxford University Department 

of Education, is the newly appointed Chair with Professor Olwen Mcnamara, 

Professor of Teacher Education, University of Manchester and Dr Aine 

Lawlor, former CEO of the Teaching Council Ireland as Deputy Chairs.  

 

These highly credible, high-calibre appointments to the Board are vital in 

ensuring that arrangements are in place to facilitate a Quality Assured 

accreditation process. In future, all new and existing programmes of ITE will 

need to be accredited by the Board. It will be for the Board, including 

representatives of Estyn, to determine whether a proposed programme of ITE 

realises the vision for ITE and addresses every matter referred to in the 

Criteria document. In doing so, the Board will seek to ensure that any 

programme is demanding, credible and professionally appropriate. 

 

Publication details. 

The report was published on Estyn’s website on 6 October 2017: 

www.estyn.gov.wales/thematic-reports 
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