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1. Summary  

The revised curriculum for Northern Ireland was designed to promote the development 

of skills and competences. Implementation began in 2007 and the new structure 

gives teachers the authority and flexibility to teach content that they deem to be 

suitable for their pupils. However, members of the science community have expressed 

concerns about the less stringent statutory requirements with respect to content.  

The concern is directed towards the Area of Learning known as the World Around Us 

(WAU) at Key Stage 2. Since the implementation of the revised curriculum, science, 

geography and history have been amalgamated to form the WAU. It is argued that 

teachers who do not feel confident in teaching science now have the licence to reduce 

the amount and type of science taught due to fewer statutory requirements with regard 

to content. 

There has been little research carried out to investigate the impact of the revised 

curriculum on the teaching of science. This paper makes reference to the limited 

number of studies that have been undertaken in this area. It should be noted that the 

Education and Training Inspectorate will undertake an evaluation survey of the World 

Around Us. This will be complete in June 2014.   
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2. The History of the Curriculum  

2.1. The Original Curriculum 

The first Northern Ireland Curriculum was introduced in 1991. It was similar in structure 

to the English and Welsh curriculum, which had been recently established. The newly 

introduced curriculum designated science as a core subject. Prior to this, science had 

been taught at the discretion of schools. The original curriculum was soon deemed to 

be overloaded and, as a result, was revised by removing a significant amount of 

content in 1996.  

2.2. The Revised Curriculum 

In 1999 the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations & Assessment (CCEA) undertook 

a fundamental review of the statutory requirements of the curriculum. The revised 

curriculum, approved in 2004, was the culmination of 5 years of research and 

consultation. 

CCEA began implementing the revised curriculum in 2007 which was designed to be 

more flexible, cross-curricular and relevant to the world outside school. The revisions 

mean that the curriculum is no longer structured in individual subjects. Instead, the 

curriculum is organised into ‘Areas of Learning’.1  

A significant change to the curriculum has been the removal of many statutory 

requirements relating to subject content. CCEA suggests that this empowers teachers 

to choose appropriate content for their pupils. It is also advised that curriculum is now 

more focused on the skills and competences rather than prescribing the content that is 

delivered. 

Another significant revision is the creation of a new Foundation Stage comprising the 

first two years of schooling (See Figure1). CCEA suggest that the Foundation Stage 

was designed to promote open-ended, interactive and practical learning experiences.2 

Figure 1: Years of Schooling 

Key Stage Age Years 

Foundation Stage   4 - 6 1 - 2 

Key Stage 1 6 - 8 3 - 4 

Key Stage 2 8 - 11 5 - 7 

Key Stage 3 11 - 14 8 - 10 

Key Stage 4 14 - 16 11 - 12 

                                                 
1
 Greenwood, R (2013) Subject-based and cross-curricular approaches within the revised primary curriculum in Northern 

Ireland: teachers' concerns and preferred approaches Belfast: Education 3-13: International Journal of Primary, 

Elementary and Early Years Education 
2
 CCEA (2007) The Northern Ireland Curriculum Primary Belfast  
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3. Key Stage 2  

3.1. Overview 

Key Stage 2 covers years 5 – 7 of primary schooling (See Figure 1). The Key Stage 2 

revised curriculum is broken into 7 ‘Areas of Learning’: 

 The Arts 

 Language and Literacy 

 Mathematics and Numeracy 

 Personal Development and Mutual Understanding  

 Physical Education 

 The World Around Us 

 Religious Education 

The revised primary curriculum sees the amalgamation of science, geography and 

history into a single area of learning known as the World Around Us (WAU). This 

means that science is no longer a discrete subject within the curriculum with associated 

mandatory content requirements. There is no statutory duty for teachers to spend 

an equal amount of time working on the components (science, geography and 

history) which make up the WAU. The ‘Big Picture’ summary diagram of the Key 

Stage 2 curriculum can be found in Appendix 1. 

The minimum content for WAU is divided into four strands known as: 

 Interdependence  

 Place  

 Movement  

 Energy 

CCEA has suggested non-statutory learning intentions for each of the 4 strands, 

which can be found in the Appendix 2. The suggested learning intentions offer teachers 

guidance as to how learning across the four strands can be divided up to cover 

geography, history and science.  

3.2. Key Stage 2 Science 

There has been limited research carried out into how the revised curriculum has 

affected science teaching. In 2011 a survey of 29 teachers who took part in education 

programmes at W5 (Belfast’s Interactive Discovery Centre) was carried out. The 
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evidence from this study suggests that the time allocated to science and amount of 

science content delivered has decreased since the revision of the curriculum.3    

The paper argues that many teachers have found it challenging to integrate science 

into The World Around Us.4 It is suggested the teaching of the physical sciences has 

declined in particular. Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of teachers who indicated that 

they now teach topics that were previously statutory requirements.  

Figure 2: Frequency of Teaching Science Topics  

Science topics that were formally 
statutory requirements 

Percentage of respondents that  
now teach these topics (Sample size 29) 

Ourselves  86.2 

Plants and animals 69.0 

Properties  62.1 

Change  58.6 

Environment  65.5 

Forces and energy  65.5 

Electricity  55.2 

Sound  31.0 

Whilst some primary school teachers are specialists in particular subjects, they work 

across a wide range of subject areas. Therefore many primary teachers can be 

described as generalists in terms of content knowledge.  

The Royal Society “State of the Nation” report (2010) advised that 5% of primary 

teachers in England have a significant science or mathematics background. The 

General Teaching Council NI (responsible for maintaining records of the teaching 

workforce) does not currently register teachers according to subject specialism.5  

However, in 2008 the GTCNI investigated the numbers of teachers on its register that 

hold one or more Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) 

teaching qualifications, or other academic STEM qualifications.6 The investigation 

found that: 

 10% of all teachers registered in Northern Ireland had a science or mathematics 

background 

 23% of STEM specialists worked in primary schools, and the numbers of 

physics specialists working in this sector was negligible 

It is worth noting that the study carried out at W5 indicated that many primary teachers 

enjoy teaching science and the associated article recommends that the revised 

                                                 
3
 Johnson, A. (2013) Is Science Lost in the World Around Us? Belfast: Primary Science 

4
 As above  

5
 Royal Society (2010) Science and mathematics education, 5–14. A ‘state of the nation’ report. London: The Royal Society 

6
 As above 



NIAR 202-14   Briefing Paper 

Providing research and information services to the Northern Ireland Assembly 5 

curriculum has had a positive impact on teaching methods.7 Indeed, research 

conducted by Stranmillis University College reveals a ‘mostly positive’ attitude from 

primary teachers in relation the thematic approach of the revised curriculum.  It is 

advised that the revised curriculum opens up opportunities for confident teachers to 

teach science in a creative and engaging manner.  

However, as science is not a discrete subject with associated statutory 

requirements teachers can reduce the amount of science taught if they do not feel 

confident with the subject area or are under time pressure.8 Studies have indicated that 

a coping strategy for teachers with low confidence in a particular area is to “teach as 

little of the subject area as the teacher can get away with”.  The 2011 TIMSS (Trends in 

International Mathematics and Science Study) advised that teaching time for Year 6 

pupils in Northern Ireland was 15% below the international average for science.  

A need for substantial and effective in-service training tailored to the WAU is identified 

by Greenwood.9 The Wellcome Trust has carried out studies which indicate that a lack 

of training, knowledge and confidence are the most frequently reported issue facing 

primary teachers in their science teaching. This research reveals that teachers who 

take part in professional development are significantly more assured to teach science 

than those who do not.10 

CCEA has developed WAU support material for teachers. This includes Thematic Units 

which are designed to encourage children to make connections across the Areas of 

Learning. Thematic Units which focus on STEM are also available from the CCEA 

website:  

http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/key_stages_1_and_2/connected_learning/thematic_ste

m.asp 

The Department of Education has advised the Education Committee that the Education 

and Training Inspectorate will undertake an evaluation survey of the World Around Us. 

This will be complete in June 2014. 

4. Key Stage 3  

4.1. Overview 

Key Stage 3 refers to the first three years of post-primary education. In Northern 

Ireland they are known as Years 8, 9 and 10 (See Figure 1). 

As a result of the revised curriculum, detailed ‘programmes of study’ have been 

replaced by ‘minimum requirements’ set within a curriculum and skills framework. 

                                                 
7
 Johnson, A. (2013) Is Science Lost in the World Around Us? Belfast: Primary Science 

8
 As above 

9
Greenwood, R (2013) Subject-based and cross-curricular approaches within the revised primary curriculum in Northern Ireland: 

teachers' concerns and preferred approaches Belfast: Education 3-13: International Journal of Primary, Elementary and 

Early Years Education 
10

 Wellcome Trust (2005) Primary horizons. Wellcome Trust: London, UK. 

http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/key_stages_1_and_2/connected_learning/thematic_stem.asp
http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/key_stages_1_and_2/connected_learning/thematic_stem.asp
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Mirroring the revisions at Key Stage 2, there has been a substantial reduction in the 

amount of prescribed content.11 CCEA states that this ethos allows greater freedom for 

teachers to tailor learning within an agreed entitlement. 

4.2. Key Stage 3 Science 

Unlike Key Stage 2, Science and Technology is designated as a discrete Area of 

Learning at Key Stage 3. A major difference between primary and post-primary science 

is that the subject is taught (in general) by science specialists. The statutory 

requirements state that pupils should have opportunities to:  

 Develop skills in scientific methods of enquiry to further scientific knowledge 

and understanding. This includes planning for investigations, obtaining 

evidence, presenting and interpreting results.  

 Develop creative and critical thinking in their approach to solving scientific 

problems. Research scientific information from a range of sources; develop a 

range of practical skills, including the safe use of science equipment. 

 Learn about: Organisms and Health; Chemical and material behavior; Forces 

and energy; the Earth and Universe.  

The non-statutory guidance for science outlined by CCEA cites flexibility as one of the 

‘key messages’.  This means that teachers now have authority to devise schemes of 

work tailored to the interests and needs of their pupils. Teachers must cover the 

statutory requirements but CCEA states that teachers have been given freedom to 

build on the units that best engage students and revitalize those which have been less 

engaging.   

CCEA has provided teachers with subject specific guidance to assist them in 

planning lessons and interpreting the minimum content requirements. The CCEA 

resource material includes a website dedicated to STEM at Key Stage 3; STEMworks 

has been developed to support learning and teaching of STEM related subjects it can 

be accessed at the following URL: http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/STEMWorks/ 

The STEM-NI Report suggests that there is a need for greater curricular coordination 

for STEM.12 It is argued that there is little joint planning between primary and post-

primary schools in the STEM subjects. The report claims that this leads to repetition 

and insufficient emphasis on the relevance of STEM at a time which is considered to 

be critical in forming a child’s interest.  

 

 

 

                                                 
11

 Royal Society (2010) Science and mathematics education, 5–14. A ‘state of the nation’ report. London: The Royal Society 
12

 Department for Employment and Learning / Department of Education (2009) Report of the STEM Review Belfast 

http://www.nicurriculum.org.uk/STEMWorks/
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Appendix 1: The Big Picture of the Curriculum at Primary 
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Appendix 2: Key Stage 2 WAU Statutory Requirements and Learning Intensions 
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