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The Rt. Hon. Ms. Estelle Morris MP,

Secretary of State for the Department 

of Education and Skills,

Sanctuary Buildings,

Great Smith St.,

Westminster,

London SW1P 3BT.








29/1/02

AS and A Level reforms

Background to this letter

You will be aware of the problems that have beset mathematics in Curriculum 2000. 

A modest 10% increase in uptake in Year 1 (September 2000) was followed by a 30% failure rate at AS Level the following summer and a 50% drop-out rate going into Year 2. As a direct consequence the numbers taking A Level Mathematics this summer are predicted to be down by about 15 000. 

This in turn will put a large number of numerate university departments at risk (engineering, technology, science and mathematics).

In October and November of last year QCA convened two meetings of an advisory panel to decide what should be done. I was a member of that panel and I am sure that I was not alone among those present in feeling quite optimistic for the future. We suggested a package of sensible measures to remedy the present situation. 

However the recommendations that were made to the government, as published on the QCA web-site, bear virtually no relationship to the panel’s suggestions.

The purpose of this letter is to point out the very serious problems which will inevitably follow if, as seems to be the case, policy is based on the QCA recommendations.

Short and long term considerations

There are two distinct elements in the present situation. 

· The first question is how to deal with those students who are currently in sixth form, or will be shortly.

· The second question is whether the mathematics curriculum will need to be reviewed in the longer term.

The advice you received failed to make an adequate distinction between these two. 

The recommendation for an instant review of the mathematics AS/A Level curriculum appears to be a short term measure but it will not take effect until September 2003. It gives the dangerous and false impression that something is being done to sort out the immediate problem, but this is not the case.

The two recommendations for immediate action are so minor that they will have no significant effect on the situation.

This means that if present policy is pursued, no less than 3 cohorts of students, the present Years 13, 12 and 11, are being sacrificed.

In the short term

QCA have proposed two short term measures, but they are totally inadequate in the situation. 

The first is that students should be told about re-sits. This reads like a bad joke; every student already knows about them. (I trust this was not intended as an invitation to teachers to tell their students how to exploit the loopholes in the system.)

The second is that there should be an extra autumn examination sitting. On its own, this will do virtually nothing. It needs to be backed up by funding arrangements that make it acceptable for schools and colleges to offer just two modules in Year 12, and by points on the UCAS tariff for students who take less than 3 modules (as happens, in both cases, with the free-standing mathematics units).

It is thus the case that numerate university courses will face 3 years with drastically reduced numbers. This will inevitably close down large numbers of departments. (Even top universities are already experiencing a serious lack of applicants.) If the problem is restricted to the current Year 13, some departments might be able to argue that 2002 is a blip year and that entrants will be up to normal next year. However the present policy makes that argument untenable.

I am sure that you have no wish to see large scale closures of university departments but that is the inevitable consequence of current policy. The actual list of short term measures proposed to QCA by our advisory panel follows. Action on all of them, as a total package, would almost certainly be sufficient to restore the situation.

	Delivery
	It should be made clear that it is acceptable to take more than one year over an AS in mathematics, or a related subject. This could be done by having an autumn examination sitting for certain early modules.

	
	

	
	Suitable funding arrangements should be set up for those taking less than 3 modules in Year 1.

	
	

	
	Students should be given credit on the UCAS tariff for individual modules.

	
	

	Assessment
	There should be unlimited re-sits in mathematics while the situation is sorted out.

	
	

	
	The “Assumed Knowledge” section of the syllabus should be assessed.

	
	

	
	The restrictions on formula books should be removed.

	
	

	
	The AS examinations should come last and not first in the examination timetable.


In the longer term

That now brings me to the longer term and the intention to rewrite the AS/A Level curriculum over the next fortnight. 

Presumably the hurry is an attempt to ensure that it is only 3 cohorts of students that are disadvantaged, but that must be wrong thinking. As I have already argued, by taking appropriate measures now we can rescue the situation for the current Years 12 and 11. Only when we have stabilised the current situation does it make sense to think about the long term.

The proposed rewrite is a recipe for a national disaster. There is every likelihood that an unsatisfactory situation will be replaced by one that is even worse. There are two main reasons for saying this.

Inadequate timescale

The first point is that there is not enough time. The mathematics curriculum is a complicated structure involving many interconnected strands. Rewriting it is not a simple matter; a small change in one place can have unforeseen knock-on effects elsewhere. This applies both to the content and to its assessment. 

The timetable for reform does not allow adequate time for any of the processes involved: writing criteria; consultation; responding to consultation; writing and submitting specifications; explaining the changes to teachers; writing new textbooks. What will emerge is a low quality provision for our students, something that has been thrown together in a hurry.

Change based on ignorance

However the concerns run deeper than that. The present curriculum is very like its predecessor, which had worked well for quite a number of years. The problems arose for mathematics because it was suddenly embedded in the AS/A2 context, and students were expected to take 3 modules in Year 12 where in the past they would have done 2. 

The point of rewriting the mathematics curriculum now would be to bring it into line with other subjects which had a relatively easy AS Level. However we do not know how students will perform on the A2 modules in Year 13, in mathematics or any other subject. Clearly mathematics was much more demanding than other subjects at AS. It may well be that those subjects will prove too hard at A2 and that their problems will surface when the examinations are taken in the summer.

To rewrite the curriculum now would be to act on a basis of ignorance. It is quite possible that mathematics would be aligned to other subjects only to find that their curricula need to be changed. In that case, mathematics will be changed just in time to be changed again.

Frequent change is fundamentally damaging to good teaching, but the present policy makes it inevitable. It is like the man who planted a tree and then kept digging it up to see how its roots were getting on.

It is hard to see how permanent damage to mathematics in this country can be avoided if this policy is pursued. 

The advisory panel recommended extreme caution to QCA over rushing into long term reform, but this has not been reflected in their advice to government. If the present policy is pursued, it is entirely predictable that it will be many more than 3 years of students who are sacrificed, and all because of a panic reaction.

I would, in all earnestness, ask you to postpone next week’s curriculum rewrite until such time as it can be done on a basis of information, perhaps a year or a year and a half from now. Please eschew the argument that says “Let us at least explore some ideas, even if we don’t act on them”. If the work goes ahead it will inevitably acquire an unjustified measure of credibility, given the lack of information on which it is based. 

Instead let us have a serious consideration of how to implement measures that will salvage the situation for those students who are currently in the system.

Looking to the future

Having read through this far you will no doubt say “That’s all very well but it leaves mathematics different from other subjects”.

That is true, and it is not a situation anyone would have set out to create. But it can be turned to everyone’s advantage. 

Curriculum 2000 is not perfect and it will be quite properly be the subject of some revision before too long. The smart thing to do now is to look ahead and use mathematics as a test case for how the curriculum structure might eventually settle down in, say, 5 years time. 

This is, after all, exactly the role that mathematics has played in the last 12 years showing how modular syllabuses can be made to work.

Summary

In summary, present policies will have the following consequences.

· For three cohorts of students there will be substantially reduced uptake of mathematics.

· Many numerate university departments will be forced to close.

· The problems will continue beyond 2003 because of ill-informed changes.

· Long term, possibly permanent, damage will be inflicted on mathematics in this country.

Two courses of action are needed to avoid these problems.

· Measures must be taken now to retrieve the situation for students currently in the system.

· The planned curriculum rewrite must be put on hold.

