
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rred20

Research Papers in Education

ISSN: 0267-1522 (Print) 1470-1146 (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rred20

Student access to the curriculum in an age of
performativity and accountability: an examination
of policy enactment

Richard Harris, Louise Courtney, Zain Ul-Abadin & Katharine Burn

To cite this article: Richard Harris, Louise Courtney, Zain Ul-Abadin & Katharine Burn
(2020) Student access to the curriculum in an age of performativity and accountability:
an examination of policy enactment, Research Papers in Education, 35:2, 228-248, DOI:
10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

Published online: 30 Jan 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 1216

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rred20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rred20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rred20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rred20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-01-30
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02671522.2019.1568528&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-01-30


Student access to the curriculum in an age of performativity
and accountability: an examination of policy enactment
Richard Harris a, Louise Courtney a, Zain Ul-Abadina and Katharine Burnb

aInstitute of Education, University of Reading, Reading, UK; bDepartment of Education, University of
Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT
The curriculum is often the target of reform and governments use
a range of accountability measures to ensure compliance. This
paper examines the decisions schools in England make regarding
history provision, in a period of curriculum change, and the poten-
tial consequences of these decisions. Drawing on a large, long-
itudinal data set, of primary and secondary material, the study
examines the relationship between the number of students
entered for public examination in history in England and a range
of situated and material factors. The data suggest that particular
measures of accountability are effective in shaping school deci-
sion-making, but the type of school, socio-economic nature of the
school intake, and students’ prior attainment are also important
factors in understanding the decisions made. This does result in an
inequitable access to history education; this inequity exists
between different types of schools and socio-economic areas,
and is also evident within schools where students with low prior
attainment are less likely to be allowed to study history.
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Understanding how schools respond to policy in the prevailing accountability and
performativity climate is the focus of this paper. In particular, it examines how
‘situated’ (e.g. nature of the intake, local area) and ‘material’ (e.g. staffing levels,
financial resource) factors (Braun, Maguire, and Ball 2010) intersect with policy to
determine which types of students get access to specific areas of the curriculum. While
the data for this paper draw on one specific area of the curriculum, namely history, to
look at the decisions made by schools, its findings have implications for other parts of
the curriculum.

The policy ‘climate’

The publication of international comparison data, such as the ‘Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study’ (TIMSS) and ‘Programme for International Student
Assessment’ (PISA), has been seen as one driving force behind the recent ‘policy
epidemic’ in education (Ball, 2003), observable in many countries (Connell 2013).
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These policy changes are usually well-intentioned, aiming to raise educational standards
and improve the economic fortunes of states and their populations, but have been met
with varying degrees of success (Goodson 2010).

The focus on curriculum

Among these policy changes the curriculum has been a particular focus of attention,
for, as Young (2014, p. 8) argues, the curriculum is ‘the pre-eminent issue for all of us
in education’. For many countries, the curriculum is seen as the means by which to
raise educational standards to gain the advantage in an increasingly globalised eco-
nomic climate and to meet the perceived needs of a knowledge economy (Ball 2017).
Debates about the curriculum are wide ranging, focusing on the range of subjects that
should be taught and the particular knowledge to be imparted within each subject, and
also how those subjects should be related to one another and how the knowledge within
them should be structured and sequenced (Winter 2012). For example, should the
curriculum develop students’ ‘core knowledge’ and cultural literacy (Hirsch 1993) or
their disciplinary understanding (Young & Muller, 2010)? Ultimately such debates raise
fundamental questions about the purpose(s) of education.

From curriculum policy espousal to enactment within a performative culture

Although a government may espouse a particular policy, any reform needs to be
enacted at a local level. It is therefore important to understand both the decisions
that are made by schools and the factors that influence them. This is particularly true
if we accept that the existing performativity climate presents schools with difficult
choices.

The influence of neo-liberal thinking in the process of policy implementation appears
to give decision-making powers and resource to those at the local level (Adams 2016;
Olssen and Peters 2005). However, the use of ‘policy technologies’ (Ball, 2003), such as
arms-length governance, are designed to ensure that reforms are implemented and their
impact monitored; targets are set and performance is measured, and the results are then
used to count, classify and measure outcomes, and ultimately dictate further policy
decisions (Ball 2015). According to Ball (2003) the process of de-regulation is effectively
one of ‘re-regulation’, whereby the ‘evaluative state’ (Adams 2016) attempts to exercise
control over local decision-making.

This presents a challenge for schools. As Davies and Hughes (2009) demonstrate,
there are a series of potential policy ‘fractures’ that can occur within and between
different stages of policy implementation. One issue is the potential for ‘ideological’ and
‘agency’ fractures, as competing and contradictory policies are developed and pushed
into the public domain by different organisations, both inside and outside government.
These unresolved contradictions are replicated further down the system, and ultimately
individual schools and teachers have to interpret the demands made of them and make
choices between difficult and sometimes irreconcilable options. Among the challenges
that many schools and teachers face is the tension between meeting accountability
measures, upon which schools are judged, and pursuing desirable educational goals
(Braun et al. 2011; Solomon and Lewin 2016).
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The outcomes of this process of implementing change are varied. Braun, Maguire,
and Ball (2010) show how schools respond differently to the same policies in a study
that used semi-structured interviews to gather data from key decision makers in
particular case-study schools. School responses were shaped by a complex interaction
between four factors: ‘situated’ (to do with the nature of the locality and intake) and
‘material’ (to do with deployment of resource)), ‘professional’ (such as the values and
beliefs of those involved) and ‘external’ (levels of support from external agencies,
reputation) (Braun, Maguire, and Ball 2010). The four schools in their study were all
state-maintained, co-educational high schools, with examination results that were
around the national average, but they were located in different socio-economic areas,
and had different reputations within their localities. The two schools with poorer
reputations tended to be more susceptible to policy changes, feeling that they had to
adapt and adopt policies to enhance their standing, whereas the other schools that were
considered ‘successful’ were more self-confident in what they were doing, and therefore
tended to assimilate changes into existing practice or simply ignored policies.

Yet some policies seem to have greater significance because of their associated
performativity measures and can fundamentally reorient what happens within schools.
This is evident in Solomon and Lewin’s (2016) study of a single school in a deprived
area which suffered from high levels of unemployment. Although the school had higher
than average examination results for students in the senior school (pupils aged 14 to
16), a regulatory inspection had criticised the lower school curriculum (for pupils aged
11 to 14). To address this concern, the school wanted to introduce a radical change in
how its curriculum was constructed and how learning spaces were used, but interview
data from senior staff showed that they felt constrained by the need to maximise
performance in examination results. Thus, tracking of student progress and target-
setting tended to dominate the actions and thoughts of teachers. As a consequence, the
decision to experiment with a more personalised learning experience, with an emphasis
on promoting more self-directed learning, was abandoned.

The perceived significance of some performance measures means that particular
policy initiatives can be given greater prominence by schools. Maguire, Braun, and
Ball (2015) found, for example, that in England the 2005 requirement to include English
and maths results in the public reporting of examination results gave these subjects
much higher status within the curriculum, attracting more favourable staffing, resour-
cing and timetabling, and therefore provided greater access to these subjects for
students. This had a detrimental impact on how other subjects were perceived and
supported within the school.

Curriculum reform in England

In recent years there have been significant shifts in curriculum policy in England. At the
heart of these changes has been the debate about what type of knowledge should be
promoted in the curriculum. Under the New Labour government at the start of the
millennium, there was a drive towards greater genericism in the curriculum, which
looked to develop transferable skills, such as information handling and critical thinking.
Schools were encouraged to experiment with curricula where the value of subjects
per se was seen as less important. This trend was reversed under the Conservative-
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Liberal coalition government of 2010 and subsequent Conservative governments (2015
onwards), and there has been a more ‘traditional’ emphasis on a subject-based curri-
culum. This has led to the government pushing schools, especially in the examination
years (where students typically study for their General Certificate of Education or
GCSEs) for students aged 13/14–16, to teach a range of more ‘academic’ subjects.
These subjects specifically include English, maths, sciences, a modern language and
a humanities subject (defined narrowly as either history or geography). These have
become known as the English Baccalaureate (or EBacc) subjects and are seen as
academically challenging, and therefore a way of raising standards across the educa-
tional landscape. They are also seen as facilitating subjects for access to higher educa-
tion (Russell Group 2013/14), thereby promoting social mobility, and in the case of
history, as a source of social cohesion (Harris 2013). To encourage schools to embrace
this policy the government now publishes schools’ success in the range of EBacc
subjects as one of its key performance indicators in the annual publication of school
league tables. The EBacc was first introduced in 2010 and in 2017 the government
announced that by 2025 it wanted 90% of students to be studying a combination of
EBacc subjects.

Within this context history provides an interesting insight into the decisions schools
make regarding the curriculum. History has never been a compulsory subject at
examination level, and has a reputation for being a demanding subject, partly due to
its abstract and conceptual nature (e.g. Wineburg 2007), as well as the literary demands
it imposes. Given this context, what choices do school leaders make? Do they look to
optimise their school’s performance in relation to the designated measures, perhaps by
manipulating students’ access to certain subjects? Or do they pursue more general
educational goals such as access to a broad and balanced curriculum and allow students
genuine freedom of choice over their examination subjects?

Bergh (2015) argues that there is a need to explore the relationship between
performance measures and the nature of schools’ responses more fully. Previous studies
have indicated that there are unintended consequences to these curriculum reforms, e.g.
there are discrepancies in who gets access to particular areas of the curriculum. Tinsley
and Board (2017) show that disadvantaged students are less likely to have an opportu-
nity to study a foreign language, and an earlier study by Harris, Downey, and Burn
(2012) similarly found some evidence that students from poorer socio-economic back-
grounds had more restricted access to history within the school curriculum. This study
also noted an association between the time that schools allocated to the subject within
Key Stage 3 (KS3, which covers the first two or three years of secondary school for
students aged 11–13/14 in England) and students’ subsequent decisions to continue
studying history for GCSE. Given the government’s ambition for the vast majority of
students to study subjects like history, it is important to understand how schools react
to curriculum reform.

Research in this area tends to take the form of case studies (e.g. Solomon and Lewin
2016), which have provided in-depth insight into some of the issues, but have necessa-
rily been focused on a few instances of school decision-making. By contrast, the present
paper draws upon a large dataset to examine what schools actually do as they deal with
curriculum policy initiatives, and explores the relationship between curriculum reform
and the school ‘situated’ factors identified by Braun, Maguire, and Ball (2010) along
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with some of the ‘material’ factors, showing how this relationship impacts on students’
access to the curriculum.

Methodology

Research questions

The data reported in the current study are taken from an annual national online survey
conducted on behalf of the Historical Association (HA). The surveys reported here span
the period 2010–2014. The survey was originally launched to address a lack of empirical
data about the state of history in secondary schools, such as the time allocated to the
subject within the curriculum, the proportion of students studying the subject, and
teachers’ reactions to reforms. The lack of official data collected by the Department for
Education, combined with teachers’ anecdotal concerns reported to the HA, highlighted
a need to monitor the specific decisions that were being taken across a wide range of
schools. The current article addresses the following research questions, looking at
situated factors (school type, nature of the intake) and material factors (time allocation)
and access to history in the curriculum:

1: What is the relationship between the number of students taking GCSE history
in Year 101 and:
(a) School type
(b) Socio-economic status (of the area in which the school is situated)
(c) Academic outcomes for schools (achievement and progress measures)?

2: What is the relationship between the number of students taking GCSE history
in Year 10 and the KS3 time allocation for history in schools?

3: Is there a relationship between the attainment level of students permitted to study
history at GCSE and:
(a) School type
(b) Socio-economic status (of the area in which the school is situated)
(c) Academic outcomes for schools?

Data collection

The survey data combine the HA annual survey and Department for Education (DfE)
performance table data taken from the years 2010–2014. The HA survey data focuses on
specific issues relating to developments within the history curriculum, while the DfE
performance data provide additional contextual information about the performance of
those schools which responded. The objective was to create a detailed, longitudinal data
set, to identify key trends and determine the impact of policy and curriculum devel-
opments on history education in England. Each spring term invitations to complete the
online questionnaire were sent to all secondary schools in England. Over the five years
of the survey, responses were received from 2156 secondary schools in total, varying
between 8% and 12% of all schools in England from year to year (see Table 1 for
response rates by year). The survey data were examined to remove within-year dupli-
cates (multiple responses from the same school within the same year); where there were
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duplicates, responses were kept from the most senior teacher within the history
department or if seniority could not be discerned, the most complete set of responses
was kept. However, duplication across years was permitted and was taken into account
when conducting cross-year analysis (see results section for more details). Fifty-eight
per cent of the total responses were from comprehensive schools, 25% were from
academies (pre- and post-2010), 10% from independent schools and 8% from state-
run grammar schools. Schools that categorised themselves as ‘sixth-form colleges’ (for
students aged 16–18/19) or ‘other’ constituted less than 3% of total responses.

The English education system is diverse in the types of schools that exist. Most
schools are state-funded and include comprehensive schools, academy schools (which
differ from comprehensives in that they are independent of local educational authority
control and are funded directly from central government) and grammar schools.
Grammar schools only exist in a few educational regions and students are selected by
examination at the age of 11, which means that comprehensives and academies tend to
be the most common type of school and cater for students from across the ability range.
Academies created pre-2010 were situated in areas of high deprivation, where the
existing schools were perceived as having little impact on young people’s academic
outcomes; so the intention was to give schools more freedom to meet the needs of their
students. This freedom was extended in 2010 so that any school could gain academy
status. Consequently, pre-2010 academies reflect a very specific context, whereas this is
not the case for those adopting this status after 2010. Academy schools are therefore
categorised in the data as pre- or post-2010 to reflect this difference. Most schools take
students from the age of 11–18 years, but in some regions, students move at the age of
16 to specialist sixth-form colleges which take students aged 16–18 years.

The combined data consist of 47 items in total. Not all respondents completed all
questionnaire items and therefore missing data were coded accordingly to allow for
accurate statistical analysis of responses. Seven items relate to school characteristics
such as type of school (e.g. comprehensive, grammar, independent), age range of school
(e.g. 11–16 years), postcode and number of students on roll and provide detail about
the situated nature of the schools (see Appendix A for example questionnaire items).

The schools’ postcodes from the HA surveys were used to cross-reference the
survey data with information about individual school performance taken from the
Department for Education performance tables (https://www.compare-school-
performance.service.gov.uk/). This permitted the analysis of history provision in
relation to a range of school contextual and external factors. These included data
related, for example, to the percentage of students obtaining five A*–C grades at
GCSE (including English and mathematics) and to the percentage of students identi-
fied with special educational needs (SEN). A measure of socio-economic status (SES)

Table 1. urvey responses by year.
Survey year No. of responses

2010 597
2011 409
2012 308
2013 530
2014 312
Total 2156
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was obtained for each school based upon an Income Deprivation Affecting Children
Index (IDACI) which provides a score and rank for social deprivation for each
postcode in England (see http://imd-by-postcode.opendatacommunities.org/). The
remaining 40 survey items relate to the organisation and the delivery of the history
curriculum (e.g. length of KS3, number of students taking history as a GCSE subject
in Year 10, etc.).

Data analysis procedures

A large number of items in the survey are discrete point responses that were then coded
numerically when entered into SPSS ® for analysis. As a result, the dataset includes
a range of categorical variables (e.g. type of school), count variables (e.g. time
allocation Year 7) and continuous variables (e.g. IDACI score). Appendix B contains
a detailed description of the variables included in the analysis. Following Velleman and
Wilkinson (1993), the main dependent variable ‘% history uptake in year 10ʹ is
considered as a count or continuous variable in this study because, even though the
variable comprises discrete values (1–5), the values are positive integers and the
distance between these values is consistent. The same also applies for the ‘time alloca-
tion for history in Year 7ʹ variable which was also treated as a continuous variable for
the analysis. Alpha levels for significance testing were set to 0.05 for all statistical tests.
Normality of distribution of the three primary independent variables ('% history uptake
in year 10ʹ, ‘IDACI score’ and ‘% EBacc achievement’) was verified indicating that the
use of parametric tests was appropriate.2 The statistical analyses were conducted with
SPSS and STATA and further details of the statistical tests used will be presented with
the results.

Results

Research question 1: What is the relationship between the number of students taking
GCSE history in Year 10 and:

(a) School type
(b) Socioeconomic status (of the area in which the school is situated)
(c) Academic outcomes for schools (EBacc achievement)?

Descriptive statistics were firstly calculated for the period 2010–14 to show the percen-
tage of students who take GCSE history in Year 10, arranged by school type (Table 2).
The data show that just over a third of pre-2010 academies reported having only 0–30%
of learners taking history at GSCE in Year 10, which is comparable with state compre-
hensives. This is in contrast to the relatively low proportion of post-2010 academies,
state grammar schools and independent schools that reported such low levels of history
uptake. Just over half of the pre-2010 academies that responded reported a history
uptake of 31–60%, slightly lower than for state comprehensives. Around 70% of post-
2010 academies reported a history uptake of 31–60% which is a much larger proportion
of respondents than for the grammar schools and independent schools. Conversely, the
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proportion of respondents reporting a GCSE history uptake in Year 10 of 61–100% was
much higher among those from the grammar and independent schools than among
those working in academies. In summary, the descriptive data shown in Table 2
demonstrate the differing history uptake profiles across the different school types.
Both independent and grammar schools were most likely to report history uptake of
between 61% and 100%, with state comprehensive schools the least likely to report
a comparable level of history uptake (only 11%). An examination of the data on a year-
by-year basis showed that the percentages reported in Table 2 remained relatively stable
for all school types across the lifetime of the survey.

A one-way ANOVA was conducted with the full dataset to evaluate whether there
were significant differences in history uptake in Year 10 for different school types. The
results show that there was a significant difference in history uptake between different
types of schools with a medium effect size (f = 28.485, p = <.001, ηp2 = 0.09). Post hoc
tests indicate that state comprehensive schools had a significantly lower history uptake
than all other school types, except pre-2010 academies. On the other hand, independent
schools had a significantly higher history uptake than all other school types, except state
grammar schools for which uptake levels were broadly similar.

The association between the socioeconomic status of the area in which the school is
situated and history uptake was explored by conducting a one-way ANOVA with the
full dataset to investigate whether IDACI mean scores differed across schools in the
different history uptake bands (see Table 3). Overall a significant difference was found
in mean IDACI scores between schools in different history uptake bands with
a medium effect size (f = 22.34, p < .001, ηp2 = 0.06). Post-hoc Bonferroni tests indicate
that the IDACI mean scores for schools with a history uptake of 0–15% and 16–30%
were significantly higher than those for schools in the other three uptake bands (higher
IDACI scores signifies higher levels of deprivation).

For a year by year analysis, an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression was conducted
with history uptake as the dependent variable. The results indicate that IDACI score

Table 2. Number of students (in percentage bands) studying history GCSE in year 10, by school type.

Percentage bands of pupils studying his-
tory GCSE in Year 10

Type of school

Comprehensive Grammar
Pre-2010
academy

Post-2010
academy Independent

1 (0–15%) 90 (8.40%) 1 (1.4%) 6 (9%) 9 (2.8%) 3 (1.7%)
2 (16–30%) 220 (20.4%) 6 (8.7%) 15 (22.4%) 30 (9.4%) 11 (6.4%)
3 (31–45%) 363 (33.7%) 13 (18.8%) 20 (29.9%) 106 (33.1%) 33 (19.2%)
4 (46–60%) 282 (26.2%) 24 (34.8%) 14 (20.9%) 116 (36.3%) 44 (25.6%)
5 (61–100%) 122 (11.3%) 25 (36.2%) 12 (17.9%) 59 (18.4%) 81 (47.1%)
Mean % band 3.12 3.96 3.16 3.58 4.10
SD 1.11 1.02 1.23 0.99 1.04

Table 3. Means and standard deviation IDACI scores by school according to the percentage band of
pupils studying history GCSE in Year 10.
Percentage band of pupils studying history GCSE in Yr10 Mean IDACI score SD N

1 (0–15%) .20 .17 109
2 (16–30%) .19 .16 277
3 (31–45%) .14 .13 527
4 (46–60%) .13 .13 473
5 (61–100%) .12 .11 296
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had a significant relationship with history GCSE uptake in all years except 2012 (see
Table 4). However, the data did not fully satisfy all the assumptions for the use of OLS
regression. Therefore, in the interests of rigour, a negative binominal regression, used
for modelling count variables, was also conducted (see Appendix C for results table). In
both regression models, the parameters are negative (but only significant in the OLS
model) which means that variation in the proportion of students studying history at
GCSE varied negatively by family income and background.

Table 4 shows, for example, that in 2010, if a school was in a lower income area the
percentage of students studying history would be 2.260 points lower (on the uptake
band scale) than in a school in a higher income area and that this difference is
significant. The limitations of the data measurement mean that the R squared value is
relatively low for the OLS model. However, if the uptake of history GCSE data consisted
of the actual percentage uptake rather than uptake bands (count data), it is likely that
the R Square values would be much higher.

To investigate how school academic outcomes relate to history GCSE uptake, the
percentage of pupils achieving the EBacc variable was used as the measure of attain-
ment for each school from 2011 onwards (the year the measure was first reported). Data
for academic outcomes for individual subjects by individual school are not publicly
available. However, data for the number of students who achieve the EBacc in each
school are published annually. For students to be counted within the EBacc measure
they have to take either history or geography as one of their GCSE courses. Therefore,
in lieu of history specific attainment data, the EBacc results can be used as a proxy
measure to judge the relationship between schools with high history GCSE take up and
high academic outcomes in this subject area. The data displayed in Table 5 show that
for all schools from 2011–2014, those with the highest percentage of history GCSE
uptake were also those that reported the highest percentage of students achieving the
EBacc and vice versa. The results of a series of one-way ANOVA show that the
difference in the percentage of EBacc achievement between history uptake bands was
significant for all years except 2012 with medium to very large effect sizes (2011:
f = 19.46, p = <.001 ηp2 = 0.20; 2012: f = 1.30, p = .271, ηp2 = 0.02; 2013: f = 11.794
p = <.001, ηp2 = 0.10; 2014; f = 3.728, p = .006, ηp2 = 0.08).

Furthermore, the results of a series of Pearson correlations (see Table 6) to measure
the relationship between history GCSE uptake in Year 10 and school attainment (EBacc
measure) show that there was a significant if modest correlation between history GCSE
uptake and attainment for all years combined, as well as for each year individually,
except 2012. The lack of significant correlations in 2012 is likely to be accounted for by
the lower response rate to the survey in that year and a more even spread of EBacc

Table 4. Regression table for history GCSE uptake as dependent variable and school IDACI score as
independent variable.

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

IDACI score −2.260*** −2.257*** −0.329 .888* −2.405***
Constant 3.509*** 3.594*** 3.453*** 3.809*** 3.861***
R2 0.066 0.079 0.001 0.015 0.062
R2 adjusted 0.063 0.077 −0.002 0.012 0.057

* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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results across the GCSE history uptake bands, which is due to a small number of
schools reporting relatively high EBacc achievement despite a reported low history
GCSE uptake. This analysis implies that schools with high levels of GCSE history
uptake have high levels of achievement in the EBacc subjects, but such schools are
typically in the independent and grammar school sector, or, where schools are state
maintained, tend to be in areas of higher socio-economic status.

Research question 2: What is the relationship between the number of students taking
GCSE history in Year 10 and time allocation for history in schools?

Table 7 displays the number of schools for each history average time allocation band,
by school type (years 2010–2014). Overall, only a small proportion of schools reported
offering less than 45 min of history per week in Year 7. Over a third of comprehensives,
state grammar schools and post-2010 academies reported offering more than 90 min of
history per week. In contrast, the proportion of pre-2010 academies offering more than
90 min was only 22%. Furthermore, pre-2010 academies reported offering the least
amount of time for history in Year 7, with over a third reporting a time allocation of
46–60 minutes.

To investigate the relationship between time allocation in Year 7 and history GCSE
uptake in Year 10, a series of Spearman correlations were conducted and the results

Table 6. results of a Pearson correlation between percentage of
GCSE uptake and % student achieving EBacc.
Measure % achieving EBacc

% GCSE history uptake All years .286**
2011 .440**
2012 .029
2013 .314**
2014 .240**

**Signifies p = <.001.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of the percentage students studying GCSE history and school EBacc
outcomes.
Percentage bands for
pupils studying history
GCSE in Y10

Mean % pupils
achieving EBacc

(All Years)

Mean % pupils
achieving EBacc

(2011)

Mean % pupils
achieving EBacc

(2012)

Mean % pupils
achieving EBacc

(2013)

Mean % pupils
achieving EBacc

(2014)

0–15% 14
(s.d. 17.88)
n = 38

5
(s.d. 4.96)
n = 20

26
(s.d. 26.28)

n = 9

16
(s.d. 10.39)

n = 6

36
(s.d. 21.70)

n = 3
16–30% 19

(s.d. 18.07)
n = 143

17
(s.d. 20.40)
n = 70

18
(s.d. 16.62)
n = 45

- 25
(s.d. 12.74)
n = 28

31–45% 24
(s.d. 17.16)
n = 359

21
(s.d. 16.36)
n = 94

26
(s.d. 22.16)
n = 71

26
(s.d. 14.60)
n = 143

26
(s.d. 16.86)
n = 51

46–60% 30
(s.d. 21.16)
n = 345

33
(s.d. 25.31)
n = 80

25
(s.d. 23.54)
n = 90

31
(s.d. 16.98)
n = 108

32
(s.d. 17.46)
n = 67

61–100% 37
(s.d. 20.87)
n = 171

43
(s.d. 25.84)
n = 50

21
(s.d. 20.94)
n = 37

40
(s.d. 22.90)
n = 57

39
(s.d. 22.77)
n = 27
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show that there was significant correlation between the time allocation for history
in Year 7 and Year 10 GCSE history uptake across all years (see Table 8). While the
correlations were significant, they were arguably rather weak. This is due to the nature
of the data measurement; if actual time allocation (in minutes) and the actual percen-
tage uptake were recorded, we would expect to see stronger correlations between these
two variables.

The vast majority of schools offered a three-year KS3 and there was no statistically
significant correlation between the length of KS3 and Year 7 time allocation for history.
As such the analysis indicates that length of Key Stage did not appear to influence
GCSE history uptake in Year 10.

To evaluate the interaction of IDACI scores, Year 7 time allocation and history
GCSE uptake, an ordinary least squares regression analysis was undertaken (Table 9),
with the percentage of students studying history as the dependent variable and IDACI
score and Year 7 time allocation as the independent variables. The results show that
time allocation in Year 7 had a positive and significant relationship with Year 10 history
uptake for all years except 2012, even when taking into account IDACI scores. These
results suggest that if schools within a lower income area increased the time allocation
for history in Year 7, then GCSE history uptake might increase. While these findings are
significant, the R square values once again remain low due to the way the data were
collected. Again, if the variable ‘average time allocation in year 7ʹ was collected with the
actual number of minutes devoted to history teaching in Year 7, it is likely that these

Table 7. number of schools for each history average time allocation band by school type (years
2010–2014).
School type 1–30 mins 31–45 mins 46–60 mins 61–75 mins 76–90 mins 90 plus mins

Comprehensive 14 (1%) 22 (2%) 227 (23%) 150 (15%) 257 (26%) 337 (34%)
State grammar 1 (22%) 0 (0%) 9 (14%) 14 (21%) 18 (27%) 24 (36%)
Academy pre-2010 4 (6%) 2 (3%) 20 (32%) 13 (21%) 10 (16%) 14 (22%)
Academy post-2010 3 (11%) 3 (11%) 71 (23%) 52 (17%) 81 (26%) 96 (31%)
Independent 1 (11%) 1 (11%) 27 (16%) 56 (33%) 50 (30%) 34 (20%)

Table 8. Correlation table Y7 history time allocation and Y10 GCSE uptake.
Measure Time allocation for history in Year 7

% GCSE history uptake Year 10 2010 .132**
2011 .225***
2012 .141*
2013 .118*
2014 .183**

* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.

Table 9. Regression table for history GCSE uptake as dependent variable and
school IDACI score and Year 7 time allocation as independent variables.

2011 2012 2013 2014

IDACI Score −1.672*** −0.723 −.889* −2.112*
TimeYear7 .231*** 0.110 .102* .137*
Constant 2.410*** 3.0741*** 3.346*** 3.225***
R2 0.124 0.028 0.040 0.072
R2 adjusted 0.118 0.017 0.033 0.061

* = p < .05; ** = p < .01; *** = p < .001.
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R square values would be much higher and we would have a more accurate indication
of how the number of minutes spent on history teaching in Year 7 influenced the
number of students who go on to study history in Year 10. This is an important point to
consider for future research.

Research question 3: Is there a relationship between the attainment level of students
permitted to study history at GCSE and:

(a) School type
(b) Socioeconomic status (of the area in which the school is situated)
(c) Academic outcomes for schools?

Table 10 displays data regarding the nature of the choice offered to students in relation
to history GCSE and the type of school (2012–2014). The data indicate that a majority
of schools allowed pupils to choose history at GCSE or to choose between history and
geography. Moreover, only a very small number of comprehensives and post-2010
academies claimed to restrict access to history for students identified as lower attaining
(and sometimes described as ‘lower ability’).

Nevertheless, even though a large proportion of schools claimed to have open access
to history GCSE, the data in Table 11 show that around a third of comprehensives and
post-2010 academies that responded to the question, and around 20% of pre-2010
academies and independent schools actively discouraged lower attaining students
from selecting history as a GCSE subject.

The results of a one-way ANOVA show that there was a significant difference in
IDACI scores between schools in terms of the way in which they steered students
towards history GCSE (f = 5.523, p = <.001, ηp2 = 0.05). A Bonferroni post-hoc analysis
shows that schools that steered students towards history GCSE if they had a predicted
score of C or above, had a significantly higher IDACI score than schools in the other
three groups. However, while schools in more deprived areas may have actively
encouraged students with a higher chance of achieving C or above at GCSE in history,
the data do not support the assertion that schools in deprived areas were more likely
than other schools to actively discourage lower attaining learners from taking history at
GCSE, as the data indicate that this, in fact, happened across a range of school types.

Table 10. History GCSE options by type of school (2012–2014).

History GCSE option

Type of school

Comprehensive
State

grammar
Academy
pre-2010

Academy
post-2010 Independent

Can choose to take history 194 (49%) 8 (38%) 15 (31%) 138 (40%) 51 (45%)
All students have to take history 0 (0%) 1 (55%) 0 (0%) 2 (11%) 5 (4%)
History not taught in school 3 (11%) 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
Students choose between history and
geography (cannot take both)

36 (9% 1 (55%) 2 (4%) 19 (66%) 0 (0%)

Students choose between history and
geography (can take both)

155 (39%) 11 (52%) 29 (59%) 172 (50%) 55 (48%)

Some top pupils must take or are steered
towards history

8 (2%) 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 10 (33%) 3 (33%)

No free choice for students identified as
‘lower ability’

1 (0.3%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (11%) 0 (0%)
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Finally, the survey data were analysed to ascertain how prior attainment may have
influenced entry to the EBacc (and therefore EBacc subjects including history), across
school type. For convenience, data are reported for all years 2011–2014 in total rather
for each year individually. The results displayed in Table 12 show the percentage of
students entered for Ebacc by prior attainment.

Even though there were a small number of responses from grammar and indepen-
dent schools, the data show that there was a clear trend across all school types for the
majority of students entered for the EBacc to have higher prior academic attainment.
The concern here is for those students with low prior attainment and whether they are
being denied access to an area of the curriculum that may potentially be beneficial to
them.

Discussion

The findings from the examination of the datasets give some clear indications about
how schools respond to accountability measures. The introduction of the EBacc has led
to a rise in the number of students entered for subjects like history and the indications
are that increasing numbers of students are being entered for this range of subjects
(JCQ 2016), but the data presented here show that this rise is unevenly spread across
schools, and highlights the fact that a complex range of situated, and to a lesser extent,
material factors affect how schools respond to such initiatives in how they organise
their curriculum and access to aspects of that curriculum.

At one level, schools are responding in ways that the government wants, i.e. more
students are being entered for subjects like history, promoted through the EBacc (JCQ
2016). This shows that such forms of arms-length governance can influence school
decision-making. It can be argued that the introduction of the EBacc has been a positive
move on the grounds that subjects like history should be studied by all students to the
age of 16 (as Cannadine, Keating, and Sheldon 2011 have argued in the case of history)
and it thus helps to ensure that all students have a broad and balanced curriculum.

Table 11. tudents steered towards history by school type (2012–2014).

Students steered towards history GCSE

Type of school

Comprehensive State grammar
Academy
pre-2010

Academy
post-2010 Independent

Pupils predicted C or above 44 (32%) 1 (11%) 8 (25%) 44 (23%) 3 (6%)
Top third advised to take history 13 (9%) 0 (0%) 3 (9%0 6 (3%) 0 (0%)
Open access for all to do history 80 (58%) 8 (89%) 15 (47%) 87 (46%) 35 (73%)
‘Less able’ students discouraged 40 (29%) 0 (0%) 6 (19%) 52 (28%) 10 (21%)
Total number of responses 178 9 32 190 40

Table 12. ercentage of students entered for Ebacc by prior attainment.
Type of school Low prior attainment Mid prior attainment High prior attainment

Comprehensive 10% (n = 204) 24% (n = 667) 52% (n = 674)
State grammar 6% (n = 3) 57% (n = 23) 71% (n = 33)
Pre-2010 academy 11% (n = 23) 24% (n = 60) 53% (n = 61)
Post-2010 academy 11% n = 136 33% (n = 372) 64% (n = 379)
Independent - 3% (n = 2) 11% (n = 3)
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However, schools also appear to be in a ‘catch-22ʹ situation regarding entries to the
EBacc – the government has indicated that it wants at least 90% of students to take the
EBacc subjects by 2025, while reforms to GCSE have allegedly made them more
challenging. So schools are being pressured into entering more students for specific
subjects and simultaneously being judged by how many students do well in these areas.
Since the nature of the EBacc measure means that schools are being judged in terms of
their students’ raw attainment, rather than their progress over time, they have
responded by entering more middle and high-attaining students. Overall the introduc-
tion of this performance measure appears to have created an inequitable situation
regarding access to subjects like history. To address this the government has attempted
to encourage schools to enter lower attaining students for EBacc subjects by introducing
another performance measure, known as Progress 8. This was introduced in 2016 and
measures a student’s progress (rather than raw attainment) at the age of 16, over eight
subject areas taken at examination level (but which have to include the EBacc subjects
plus any other three subjects studied). Early indications of the impact of this are mixed;
Burn and Harris (2017) found that although fewer schools reported deliberately steering
students away from studying history, many teachers felt that the increased challenge of
the GCSE exam would mean lower attaining students were more likely to struggle.
Hence, many schools still continue to restrict access to the history curriculum. This
appears to be an example of a policy fracture (Davies and Hughes 2009) where
government actions to increase uptake of subjects like history are countered by other
government reforms to increase the degree of challenge in examinations.

Schools are then left to decide how to navigate this policy landscape, and the result
can be inequitable access to particular areas of the curriculum. This inequity can be
seen in the situated factors, explored in the data, that influence a young person’s access
to history. One is school type. Independent and grammar schools, that have
a reputation for being more ‘academic’, do have a significantly higher proportion of
students that study history at examination level. Given the ‘facilitating’ nature of the
subject for access to higher education, this is likely to perpetuate the situation where
students from such schools are more likely to gain access to prestigious universities.
Although there are many state-maintained comprehensive and academy schools that
also have large numbers of students opting to study history, these schools are over-
whelmingly in areas of higher socio-economic status. Although a link between socio-
economic factors and school decision-making clearly exists, the data presented here
suggests that the nature of this relationship is uncertain. The findings do, however, raise
concerns about the type of curriculum available to students from poorer economic
backgrounds. Students from such backgrounds are less likely to opt, or perhaps even to
be given the chance to opt for ‘academic’ subjects like history. This seems to be an issue
affecting other areas of the curriculum, as Tinsley and Board (2017) highlight similar
concerns in relation to foreign language learning. This would raise serious questions
about the development of a ‘two-tier’ curriculum, where lower attaining students are
denied access to subjects available to their higher attaining peers (Harris and Burn
2011). Although there may be perfectly legitimate reasons for this, lack of access to
‘facilitating’ subjects is a possible factor in these students being less likely to apply for
high-status universities (Doward 2017), and thus may contribute to social immobility.
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Another factor that appears to be a strong influence over a young person’s access to
subjects like history is prior attainment. Students with high – or medium-level prior
attainment on entry to secondary school are increasingly likely to be entered for EBacc
subjects like history. However, those with low prior attainment are significantly less
likely to be entered. By definition such students will not be found in grammar schools
and, because of the persisting correlation between socio-economic advantage and
academic outcomes, are rarely to be found in independent schools either. They are
far more likely to be found in areas of low socio-economic status. While there may be
legitimate reasons for offering students opportunities to undertake more practical
subjects, at present it appears that those attending schools in areas of low socio-
economic status have restricted access to important areas of the curriculum and
‘powerful knowledge’ (Young and Muller 2010), and social immobility is likely to be
reinforced. The potential exists that such young people will be condemned to a self-
perpetuating cycle of low attainment, which will also affect the outcomes of their
families in future generations (e.g. Griggs and Walker 2008).

While some of the factors that we have shown to be important – type and locality of
school – are obviously fixed, individual schools have the power to make their own
curricular decisions; for example, about how much time is allocated to different
subjects. There is some correlation between how much time is given to history in the
lower part of the secondary school and how many students choose to study it as an
optional public examination; the reason for this association is not entirely clear, but the
amount of time allocated to the subject may send out messages to students about its
perceived value, or it may be that departments considered to be already effective are
given more curriculum space by senior school leaders. Schools also have the power to
decide who can and cannot opt for a subject like history. Although most schools do
provide students with a free choice of subjects, there is a significant minority that are
making choices for students (e.g. Burn and Harris 2014). This is a concern as it is not
clear whether such choices are being made in the interests of individual students or
whether, within a culture of performativity and accountability, schools are making
decisions that will cast them (rather than their students) in a ‘positive’ light, depending
on the accountability measure being used to judge ‘success’.

The range of factors that appear to restrict young people’s access to particular areas
of the curriculum, especially those from poorer socio-economic areas and with lower
levels of attainment, is concerning. Although there are differing views about the nature
of school history and what students should learn in history, there are strong arguments
that history ought to be studied by all students. Advocates of ‘cultural literacy’ (Hirsch
1987) argue for ‘the need to create a public sphere of knowledge that enables all cultural
groups to engage with common issues: that is, issues that go beyond people’s local
culture’ (Lambert 2011, 254–255). For those that advocate a disciplinary approach to
studying a subject (e.g. Cain and Chapman 2014) the genuine concern is that ‘students
whose own experience is least likely to offer them other means of access to the powerful
knowledge that derives from disciplinary thinking’ (Harris and Burn 2011, 259) are
denied access to new ways of seeing, understanding and thinking about the world in
which they live. Within the current policy context, however, it would appear that
performance measures act as a powerful lever in determining who gets access to
a range of subjects. This can actually undermine attempts by schools to provide
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students with a broad and balanced education. Given the high stakes accountability
system in which schools operate, and at a time when the government has taken steps to
increase the difficulty of public examinations, it is clear that schools are responding to
this measure by encouraging more students to take subjects associated with the EBacc,
but at the same time it appears that only those from higher socio-economic back-
grounds and/or with suitably high levels of prior attainment are able to take advantage
of these developments. Such is the unintended consequence of this current policy
driver. What both governments and schools need to consider is what their priorities
are and how best to meet these – at present, there is a danger that some schools’
decision-making processes prioritise meeting accountability measures, rather than the
needs of some students, and are thereby creating a two-tier curriculum.

Notes

1. Year 10 (Y10), students aged 14–15, is traditionally the year in which students start their
GCSE examination courses.

2. Normality and homogeneity of variance assumptions for both variables were assessed by
examining histograms and normality tests for the dataset as a whole and for yearly data.
Normality tests (Shapiro–Wilks) indicated that the ‘% history uptake in year 10‘ scores
were not normally distributed (S-W .91, df 1743, p < 0.0001, skew. −.230, kurt. −.697) as
was also the case for IDACI scores (S-W .87, df 1831, p < 0.0001, skew. 1.282, kurt. 1.225)
and ‘% Ebacc achievement’ (S-W .90, df 1315, p < 0.0001, skew. 1.136, kurt. .936). In all
cases, the histograms and normal Q-Q plots suggest, however, that deviations from
normality were not severe and the values of skewness and kurtosis were in the acceptable
range of −2 to +2 (George and Mallery 2010). Therefore, following Field (2013), it was
decided that parametric tests were robust enough to cope with the slight deviations from
normality for this score given the large sample size.
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Appendix A.
Example questionnaire items

Appendix B.
Detailed description of variables used in the analysis

How Many Pupils are on School Roll? 1) = 1–500
2) = 501–750
3) = 751–1000
4) = 1001–1250
5) = 1251–1500
6) = 1500 plus

KS3 Course Length 1) = 2 yrs for KS3
2) = 3 yrs for KS3
3) = School has no KS3

Describe how your school teaches history
in Yr7

1) = No Yr7 group
2) = Hist Optional Subject
3) = Hist Compulsory Separately Timetabled
4) = Hist CompulsoryWithin Hums Prog
5) = Hist Compulsory Part of Integrated Hums Prog
6) = Hist Compulsory taught in Other Progs

Do pupils have a choice to study hist 1) = yes
2) = no

Do pupils have choice to study hist 1) = Can choose to take hist
2) = All Studs have to take hist
3) = Hist not taught in School
4) = Studs choose hist or geog, cannot choose both
5) = Studs choose between hist and geog, can take both by

choosing other
6) = Top pupils must take/steered toward history
7) = No free choice for lower ability students

Pupils steered toward history 1) = Pupils predicted C or above
2) = Top third advised to take hist
3) = Open Access for all to do hist
4) = Less Able Studs discouraged

Course types offered at KS4 1) = GCSE Hist 1yr course
2) = GCSE Hist 2yr course
3) = Within GCSE Hums
4) = Level 1 Hist Qual
5) = Hist IGCSE
6) = Ancient Hist GCSE

Variable Name Variable Description Scale Measurement

External
Factors

IDACI score % of children living in low income
households (by postcode)

Percentage (high scores have
greater deprivation)

Contextual
Factors

(school-
based)

Type of school What type of school based on 8 different
categories

Categorical:
1 = Comprehensive
2 = State Grammar
3 = Academy Pre-2010
4 = Academy Post-2010
5 = Sixth Form college
6 = Independent School
7 = Other

Time allocation for history
in Year 7 (first year of
secondary school age
11–12 years)

Average time allocation for history
teaching in Year 7

Ordinal:
1 = 1–30 mins
2 = 31–45 mins
3 = 46–60 mins
4 = 61–75 mins
5 = 76–90 mins
6 = 90-plus

(Continued)
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(Continued).
Variable Name Variable Description Scale Measurement

Length of KS3 Which schools have a 2 or 3 year KS3 Categorical:
1 = 2 years for KS3
2 = 3 years for KS3
3 = School has no KS3

Number of students taking
history GCSE at Year 10

% of pupils taking history GCSE in Year
10 This year group was chosen as
figures are likely to be similar for
both Year 10 (first year of GCSE exam
course age 14–15) and Year 11
(final year of school and GCSE exam
course age 15–16). This measure
would also capture those learners
who started GCSE in Year 9 (age
13–14)

Ordinal:
1 = 0–15%
2 = 16–30%
3 = 31–45%
4 = 46–60%
5 = 61–100%

% of students achieving
English Baccalaureate

% of pupils obtaining grades A*-C in
English and maths, two science
subjects, a modern foreign language
and a humanities subject (either
history or geography

Interval:
percentage

History GCSE option Do pupils have a choice to study history Categorical:
1 = Can choose to take
history

2 = All Studs have to take
history

3 = History not taught in
School

4 = Studs choose history or
geography, cannot choose
both

5 = Studs choose between
history and geography,
can take both by choosing
other

6 = Top pupils must take/
steered toward history

7 = No free choice for lower
attaining students

Students steered towards
history

Which pupils are steered towards history Categorical
1 = Pupils predicted C or
above

2 = Top third advised to take
history

3 = Open Access for all to do
history

4 = Lower attaining students
discouraged

High, Mid and Low prior
attain EBacc entries

The percentage of pupils from each
attainment level that are entered for
the EBacc

Interval:
percentage
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Appendix C.
Results of negative binominal regression

Dependant Variable Percentage of Pupils studying history in year 10

Variable combined y2010 y2011 y2012 y2013 y2014

ks4_yr10
idaci_score −1.938609*** −2.416399*** −.75481376*** −0.3319244 −0.9091074 −2.51878
lnalpha
_cons −20.101095 −131.47228 −36.743504 −21.000973 44.973703 −21.5154
Statistics
N 1497 323 235 304 186
legend: p < 0.05; p < 0.01; p < 0.001
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