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This document presents an executive summary of the headline findings of 

research into arts subjects at Key Stage 4. The subjects under investigation in this 

research are GCSEs in Art & Design, Dance, Drama and Music. Also included in 

this document are proposed programmes of study for each subject at Key Stage 4. 

Research Aims and Objectives 

On behalf of Arts Council England, Creative & Cultural Skills commissioned CFE Research to 

undertake research into arts subjects at Key Stage 4 (KS4), specifically GCSEs in Art & Design, 

Dance, Drama and Music. The aim is to inform strategic discussions on the future development 

and the delivery of the KS4 arts curriculum. The research presented in this report took place 

between April and August 2013 with the aim of providing: 

— an evaluation of current GCSEs in Art & Design, Dance, Drama and Music in order to assess the 

strengths and limitations of existing provision; 

— an assessment of the existing curricula for these arts GCSEs, including an exploration of the views 

of teachers at KS4 delivering the qualifications, teachers of KS5 students who have taken these 

GCSEs, and perceptions of wider groups of individuals such as headteachers, staff at further and 

higher education institutions, and industry employers; 

— an understanding of decision-makers’ and students’ motivations for promoting or choosing arts 

subjects at KS4; and 

— draft Programmes of Study (PoS) for each arts GCSE under investigation, to be designed and 

refined with teaching practitioners, creative sector professionals and arts education stakeholders. 

The research findings provide insights into what constitutes good teaching practice and 

effective assessment in arts subjects. It also provides suggestions on improvements to teachers’ 

continuing professional development (CPD) that are applicable to current teaching and 

learning. The intention is for the proposed PoS to inform the development of new GCSE 

specifications. 
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Project Background 

KS4 education is in a period of significant and rapid change. The government set out its 

programme of reform in the schools White Paper, The Importance of Teaching.1 These 

proposals outlined reforms including a new draft of the national curriculum, the re-structuring 

of the GCSE, and the introduction of new school accountability measures. The aims of the 

proposals were to strengthen the national curriculum, raise standards, and improve 

accountability.2 

Empirical research shows that arts education develops transferrable skills: for example, Music 

education is shown to improve spatio-temporal reasoning, and involvement in Drama 

improves verbal skills. 3 Longitudinal studies show that these benefits increase over time, and 

that young people with a history of in-depth arts involvement often achieve better academic 

outcomes, better grades and higher rates of enrolment and attainment.4 These findings suggest 

that arts education is not only understood to be a valuable part of the curriculum that is worthy 

of study in its own right, but which also offers wider benefits to learners. 

Art & Design, Dance, Drama and Music are not mandatory subjects at KS4, but pupils have a 

statutory entitlement to study one subject in this area. At the time of writing, new PoS have 

been published for Music and Art & Design at KS1–3. Following the incorporation of the Dance 

curriculum into the PoS for Physical Education and the inclusion of Drama in the PoS for 

English, the reduction in scope of both curricula is a cause for concern amongst arts teachers 

and practitioners. Because arts subjects are not compulsory at KS4, there are no PoS for this 

stage of education. Arts professionals say that PoS at KS4 must ensure that the needs of 

learners are met in a way that also addresses the demand for skills within the creative and 

cultural industry.5 It is the appropriate time, therefore, for a re-assessment of arts education 

and a re-definition of the scope of arts curricula at KS4. 

                                                   

1 Department for Education, (2010). The Importance of Teaching: The Schools White Paper 2010. 

<https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-importance-of-teaching-the-schools-white-paper-2010>. 

2 Gove, M, (2013). Curriculum, exam and accountability reform. Oral statement to Parliament, 7 February 2013. 

<https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/curriculum-exam-and-accountability-reform>. 

3 Reviewing Education and the Arts Project, (2000). The Arts and Academic Achievement: What the Evidence Shows. <http://www.old-

pz.gse.harvard.edu/Research/REAP.htm>. 

4 Catterall, JS, Chapleau, R & Iwanaga, J, (1999). Involvement in the Arts and Human Development: General Involvement and Intensive 

Involvement In Music and Theater Arts. <http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/champions/pdfs/Involvmt.pdf>. 

5 Creative & Cultural Skills and Skillset, (2011). Sector Skills Assessment for the Creative Industries of the UK. <http://creative-

blueprint.co.uk/library/item/strategic-skills-assessment-for-the-creative-and-cultural-industries>. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-importance-of-teaching-the-schools-white-paper-2010
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/curriculum-exam-and-accountability-reform
http://www.old-pz.gse.harvard.edu/Research/REAP.htm
http://www.old-pz.gse.harvard.edu/Research/REAP.htm
http://artsedge.kennedy-center.org/champions/pdfs/Involvmt.pdf
http://creative-blueprint.co.uk/library/item/strategic-skills-assessment-for-the-creative-and-cultural-industries
http://creative-blueprint.co.uk/library/item/strategic-skills-assessment-for-the-creative-and-cultural-industries
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Research Methodology 

Secondary Research Methods 

Literature Review 

The first stage of the research involved a literature search that identified approximately 150 

useful and reliable sources to inform this study. A rapid evidence assessment method was used 

to evaluate educational policy documents and research literature on arts education.  

Specification Analysis 

This analysis examines three types of document relating to arts GCSEs: 1) programmes of 

study, specified by the Department for Education, which determine the programme content of 

subjects; 2) subject criteria, from Ofqual, which set out the formal constraints for 

qualifications; and 3) subject specifications, written by exam boards, which provide a course 

structure and system of examination. 

Primary Research Methods 

Stakeholder Interviews 

A total of 10 telephone interviews were conducted with stakeholders to explore views of current 

issues in the provision of arts subjects at KS4. 

Staff Survey 

912 staff currently involved in the management or teaching of arts subjects at KS4 and 5 and 

above were consulted through an online survey, in order to compare strengths of arts GCSEs 

and to facilitate understanding of the issues impacting on their delivery and management.  

Student Survey 

To understand motivations for choosing to study arts subjects at KS4 and to identify the skills 

and knowledge they develop, a second survey was conducted with 526 students who are either 

currently studying for an arts GCSE or who have studied one in the previous two years. 

Follow-up Interviews 

32 in-depth interviews were conducted with staff who teach arts GCSEs and equivalent 

subjects at KS4 and 5 and with industry representatives and key stakeholder organisations. 

Focus Groups 

5 focus groups were conducted with invited attendees across each of the four subjects under 

investigation. The focus groups were used to validate survey findings, and to understand some 

of the key issues arising in the course of the research. The research was also informed by a 

meeting with the following subject associations: National Drama, National Society for 

Education in Art and Design, National Dance Teachers Association, and Incorporated Society 

of Musicians. 



 

Creative & Cultural Skills |Executive Summary and Programmes of Study 

October 2013 | Page 4 

Key Findings 

The following section outlines the key findings from the research. It begins with general views 

on arts education from teachers, headteachers and students, followed by individual sections on 

findings for each of the arts subjects under review. 

Views on Arts Education at KS4 

To those involved in teaching arts subjects, the value of an arts education is based on the extent 

to which it develops a young person’s critical understanding of the arts, enables self-expression 

and creativity to flourish, and encourages an appreciation of arts and cultures in our own 

society and of those in other times and places. This research finds that the enrichment of skills 

and knowledge offered by studying an arts-based GCSE is considered by teachers to be of 

greater value than the achievement of gaining the qualification in itself. In other words, the 

currency of an arts GCSE is worth more than its face value. 

Headteachers claim that the key factors that influence their decision to offer arts GCSEs are 

institutional strategy, student demand, the balance within the national curriculum, and the 

skill set of teachers and support staff. Very few say this decision is influenced by Government 

policy. Approximately equal proportions of headteachers had reduced and increased arts 

provision at their institutions since the previous academic year (2011/12). However, nearly five 

times as many headteachers stated that arts provision in their school would increase rather 

than decrease in future. Headteachers planning to increase their arts provision view arts 

subjects as vital to the development of students’ character, confidence and self-expression. 

For students, choosing an arts subject is mainly due to intrinsic motivations; the most 

important reasons cited for studying arts subjects include enjoyment, self-expression, 

communication and confidence. In contrast, very few students cited career aspirations or the 

external influence of peers, teachers, parents or careers advisors as the main reason for 

studying an arts subject. Arts GCSE students also say that the qualification helps to foster an 

interest, enjoyment, and an in-depth appreciation of the subject. According to students, 

however, the arts GCSEs are less successful in developing digital skills. 

There is significant agreement amongst teaching staff that arts GCSEs are broadly fit for 

purpose, yet both teachers and industry professionals believe that improvements can be made. 

Aspects of arts GCSE that are regarded as requiring improvement include the professional 

development of teaching staff, GCSE assessment criteria, and the methods of assessment. 

There is also a desire to understand how to improve and strengthen the cross-curricular links 

between arts GCSEs and other subjects, including STEM (i.e., Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics). 
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Research Findings: GCSE Art & Design 

Art & Design is the most popular of the arts GCSEs, with 167,894 entries in 2013 which equates 

to 3.4% of all GCSEs sat. There is a strong agreement from Art & Design teachers that the 

content of the qualification – 

— is effective in ensuring that candidates experience a practical and relevant environment, 

— is suitable for the diverse range of candidates who wish to develop their interest in and enjoyment 

of the subject, and 

— offers sufficient choice for candidates who want to specialise in a particular subject and/or 

discipline. 

The GCSE in Art & Design also includes craft, and in practice the course content has a greater 

emphasis on art than on design, although there are endorsements available in textile design 

and 3D design. Teachers suggest that students who are interested in pursuing design might be 

better served by taking the GCSE in Design & Technology. Teachers also suggest that students 

should be able to achieve their design education expectations through the Art & Design course. 

For this to happen, there may need to be a concomitant increase in the number and quality of 

design teachers or more opportunities for cross-curricular links with Design & Technology. It is 

not clear whether there is an appropriate balance of content in Art & Design, because career 

paths and employer demand for skills are not always well-defined. 

Art & Design teachers regard the mix of assessment methods currently used as being broadly 

effective for assessing the quality of output of candidates. Teachers most strongly agree that 

the current forms of assessment provide sufficient opportunities to stretch and challenge 

students, and that these forms of assessment provide a good indication of candidates’ ability to 

study at a higher level. However, two-thirds of Art & Design teachers believe that these forms 

of assessment could be improved. Feedback from Art & Design professionals suggest that 

current assessment methods focus too strongly on the product or outcome of learning rather 

than the processes used to achieve that end point. Ensuring that students are able to express 

their understanding of the process is considered as important as the final product itself.  

Art & Design teachers agree strongly that the GCSE is broadly fit-for-purpose in terms of 

supporting progression into higher level study and supporting effective teaching and learning. 

Professionals in visual art and design are more sceptical of its effectiveness, particularly in 

relation to it offering a route into further study and equipping students with industry-relevant 

knowledge. The implication is that there is a potential mismatch between the expectations of 

industry and the experiences of Art & Design teachers, who are generally very positive about 

the GCSE experience. Possibly as a consequence, the most frequently cited area for 

improvement is the continuing professional development (CPD) of teaching staff. The GCSE in 

Art & Design could also be strengthened in terms of its capacity to develop digital skills, since 

this is another area that would improve support for progression to further study and 

employment. 
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Research Findings: GCSE Dance 

Teachers regard the existing specification for the GCSE in Dance as strong, with a good balance 

between the key components of dance. Its strong points are its balance of content, which 

includes specific skills, understanding dance principles, and the contexts in which they are 

delivered.6 However, understanding how new technology and digital media can be used in 

dance teaching is considered a weakness within the qualification. Digital skills are seen as a 

particular concern; a common perception is that teachers have not fully harnessed the 

opportunities that new technology offers in regard to teaching, learning and assessment in KS4 

Dance. Similarly, a lack of cross-curricular links between Dance and STEM subjects is also 

perceived to be a shortcoming of the current GCSE. It is possible that an increased use of 

digital technology in GCSE Dance could address both the issue of digital skills and cross-

curricular learning. 

Throughout this research, teaching staff express strong views that if the Dance GCSE is to 

improve, and if the specification is to be relevant for young people, then there must be an 

increased interest in the subject and better articulation of the value of a dance education. The 

link between the course content and the way it is taught needs to be improved, as does the way 

in which students are offered the opportunity to experience a quality and valuable qualification 

with grounding in a variety of dance styles. Stronger and more relevant collaboration with 

industry is identified as another area for improvement. The benefit of industry collaboration is 

expressed both in terms of the experience that it generates for students, and for the 

improvement of teachers’ CPD. Encouraging students to express what interests them, and 

ensuring flexibility and freedom for teachers to respond to learners’ needs, is also perceived as 

being important. 

In the staff survey, a majority of teachers perceive the current mix of assessment methods as 

being effective for assessing the candidates’ quality of output, with more than half of survey 

respondents stating that assessment methods do not need improving. Common throughout the 

research, however, is the view that the way in which these assessment methods are currently 

used in GCSE Dance fail to adequately take into account the ways in which students learn; 

assessment tends to focus on the final product rather than the processes that a student goes 

through and the progress that they make. Amongst both teachers and industry professionals, 

the Dance GCSE is considered broadly fit-for-purpose. How to consistently maintain rigour 

across assessment criteria is identified as an important and contentious aspect of the 

qualification. Many respondents consider the assessment of dance practice to be more complex 

than other arts subjects, but views on how to maintain rigour are inconsistent. 

                                                   

6 Unlike data for GCSEs in Art & Design, Drama and Music, data from the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) regarding the number of 

entries for the Dance GCSE in 2013 is not available. For more information on GCSE entries visit http://www.jcq.org.uk/media-centre/news-

releases/gcse-full-course-results-2013-by-age-group 

http://www.jcq.org.uk/media-centre/news-releases/gcse-full-course-results-2013-by-age-group
http://www.jcq.org.uk/media-centre/news-releases/gcse-full-course-results-2013-by-age-group
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Research Findings: GCSE Drama 

There were 70,402 entries for the Drama GCSE in 2013, this equates to 1.4% of all GCSEs sat. 

Drama teachers strongly agree that the current GCSE specifications place sufficient emphasis 

on subject-specific skills to create original work of quality, whilst also enabling candidates to 

take risks and learn from their mistakes. The Drama GCSE is regarded as being effective at 

developing skills, such as communication, self-confidence and empathy. 

However, there is a common view from professionals working within the Drama sector that 

there is scope to explore ways in which the existing specifications can incorporate a better 

understanding of how performance is developed and what technical production involves. That 

view differs from the views of Drama GCSE teachers, who strongly agree that the GCSE enables 

students to apply performance and/or production skills. The findings suggest that this element 

of Drama specifications should focus more on how effectively students communicate their 

performance, rather than the application of specific technical skills. 

Teaching methods that could be used to improve the effectiveness of the Drama GCSE include 

shadowing local artists/practitioners, inviting guest speakers to talk about specific techniques, 

utilising university facilities, and offering work placements/experience. None of these methods 

are currently amongst the most frequently used for delivery, which suggests that alternative 

approaches, involving closer relationships to practitioners, would improve current provision. 

Teachers state that commonly used assessment methods in Drama GCSE include written 

assignments, group projects/assignments, and examination. Examinations in particular are 

considered problematic by many research participants, who stated that while exams are 

important, they can be an inadequate assessment method in Drama, primarily because of the 

amount of time between assessment and moderation. 

Drama teachers agree that the qualification is fit-for-purpose in terms of developing and 

improving skills valued by employers in the creative and cultural industries, providing an 

overall quality experience and supporting effective teaching. However, views from those 

outside education suggest that the Drama GCSE is not “...grounded adequately in practice.” 

They say that there is a continued need for teachers to collaborate with the professional sector, 

which could be facilitated through established networks and communities of practice to ensure 

teachers’ skills are up-to-date.  

Teachers are generally satisfied with the level of support from the exam boards that offer the 

GCSE in Drama, which is perceived to be stronger than that available for Drama A-level. One 

of the few criticisms of the GCSE support was that the CPD elements are all theory-based; 

teachers would like more opportunity to engage in practical activities. Closer links between 

teaching and professional practice could address this issue. 
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Research Findings: GCSE Music 

There were 41,580 entries for the Music GCSE in 2013, this equates to 0.8% of all GCSEs sat. 

Music teachers are generally positive in their views of the GCSE. Notably, however, the 

research findings show that Music teachers tend to agree less than teachers of other arts 

GCSEs that their respective qualification is effective. Compared with the other arts GCSEs 

under review, the survey on the GCSE in Music elicited consistently weaker levels of agreement 

than the other subjects. Nevertheless, Music teachers broadly agree that the GCSE ensures that 

it places sufficient emphasis on subject specific skills to create original output that is of value. 

They also agree that it ensures that candidates develop their knowledge and understanding of a 

range of disciplines within the subject, and that candidates experience a practical and relevant 

learning environment. In terms of the ways in which the GCSE enables the development of 

generic and transferrable skills, teachers say that it is strongest in developing personal 

attributes, including self-confidence and self-discipline. 

A consistent message from teachers and industry professionals is that the Music GCSE should 

ensure that students develop skills focused on three key areas: performance, composition and 

critical appraisal. These elements are generally reflected in the structure of the course content 

for the currently available specifications for Music. Amongst the four arts subjects in this 

study, however, Music is the only one in which teachers identify the curriculum content as 

requiring improvement. Many teachers feel that the specifications could place a stronger 

emphasis on composing and/or improvisation, which are felt to be lacking in the content of the 

current specifications and in the focus of the assessment methods. 

The depth interviews and the Music focus group highlight the issue that current assessment 

arrangements focus too heavily on a student’s final output. This issue relates to the problem of 

understanding how best to assess an individual’s range of skills within the context of the 

course. A suggested alternative is a more subtle approach that takes into account the work that 

students do to progress through the qualification. 88% of Music teachers believe that the 

current GCSE needs improving; most identified at least one area for improvement. The 

curriculum content is most commonly cited area for improvement. Other areas include 

assessment methods, assessment criteria, improved CPD, and a stronger emphasis on music 

technology – a finding that echoes the results in the other arts subjects under review. 

Progression is identified by teachers as an issue in Music GCSE because of a technical gap 

between KS4 and KS5. It is suggested that improved CPD may better facilitate progression to 

A-level, which involves much more technical content than the GCSE. It is suggested by 

teachers that the GCSE could be improved by enhancing technical and digital skills. Examples 

of such technology include music software such as mixing and sequencing programs, music 

notation software, and audio analysis tools such as spectrograms and oscilloscopes that have 

the potential for cross-curricular connections with STEM subjects. 
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Proposed Programmes of Study 

One of the main outcomes of this research is the drafting of PoS for each of the four arts 

subjects at KS4 under investigation. As part of the primary research for this project, teaching 

staff and arts professionals were asked to outline their ideal curriculum at KS4. These views 

provide the basis for the PoS. Because arts subjects are not mandatory at KS4, the existing 

national curriculum does not include PoS for these subjects at this stage. Therefore, these 

proposals represent an exploration of what a high quality qualification in each of the arts 

subjects at KS4 should comprise. The anticipation is that after a period of consultation with 

those involved in arts education, revised PoS will be shared with the Department for Education 

and Ofqual. The objective is for examination boards to develop revised qualifications reflecting 

those final recommended PoS.  

Structure 

Each proposed PoS is structured around the following elements: 

— Purpose of Study: A statement outlining the purpose of each subject and the aims of the PoS 

— Subject Content: The essential components that should be covered across each subject 

— Assessment and Delivery: An outline of how the subject should best be assessed and delivered 

— Cross-curricular Opportunities: Links to be developed between arts subjects and other 

elements of the national curriculum, with a focus on STEM subjects and digital skills.  

The structure of the PoS is based on the requirements of the research brief, and therefore it 

differs slightly from the structure of existing PoS. Existing PoS include Attainment Targets, but 

for arts subjects this comprises only a single sentence which states that students “are expected 

to know, apply and understand the matters, skills and processes specified in the programme of 

study”. Because there are no explicit attainment targets in the existing national curriculum for 

arts subjects, we do not include them in our proposed drafts. 

Methodology 

These proposed PoS seek to refine the curricula for arts subjects to be closer in line with the 

subject content that both teachers and arts professionals, through the research, have identified 

as best serving the needs of students. The content of these proposed PoS is designed not to be 

overly prescriptive. Instead, they provide a structure that supports teaching and allows the 

freedom to develop course content. 

First drafts of the PoS were developed from the initial research findings. The draft PoS were 

then subject to a validation process which involved an iterative cycle of feedback and revision. 

Subject specialists from education and professional arts organisations were given the 

opportunity to comment on and propose amendments to the drafts. The revised proposals 

were also informed by the results of the government’s consultation on the new national 
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curriculum, in which arts teachers and professionals provided feedback to the Department for 

Education.7 

The list of potential Cross-Curricular Opportunities presented in the proposed PoS differs 

somewhat from the other elements, such as the Purpose of Study and the Subject Content. 

Unlike the other elements, it provides a suggested list of ways in which cross-curricular 

opportunities could be developed between these four arts subjects and the rest of the national 

curriculum. The list is not meant to be prescriptive. Instead, this list is offered merely as 

suggested examples for teaching and learning. Schools and arts teachers, in collaboration with 

arts and cultural organisations (where appropriate), are expected to develop their own cross-

curricular learning opportunities in ways that fit their specific learning environment and meet 

the needs of their students. 

Informing the Development of the Programmes of Study 

The following sections describe how the elements of the PoS were informed by the research 

findings. 

Purpose of Study (a broad definition of the subject and statement of learning aims). Based 

mainly on interviews with teaching and management staff who are involved with arts subjects 

at KS 4 and 5, and informed by focus groups with professionals and arts organisations. 

Responses to our survey questions about the reasons for studying arts subjects (both in general 

and specific subjects) also provided material from which to develop the Purpose of Study for 

each subject. 

Subject Content (an outline of what the curriculum offers students). Largely based on the 

research findings from the online surveys with staff and students, which provided a valuable 

insight into the types of skills and knowledge developed through arts subjects, interviews with 

teachers and informed by discussion at the focus groups. The subject content reflects the 

research findings that established which skills and knowledge is most valuable for allowing 

progression to further study or employment. The content within these sections is grouped 

according to the following aspects of learning in arts subjects: design/composition; 

making/performance; and critique/analysis. 

Assessment and Delivery (an outline of how teachers can support learning). Derived from 

a combination of survey findings and interviews with teaching staff and headteachers and 

informed by the focus groups. For example, the surveys provided data on the relative strength 

of different assessment methods and the frequency with which they are used. Through this 

                                                   

7 Department for Education, Summary report of the consultation on the new programmes of study and attainment targets from September 

2014, 2013, <https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/national-curriculum-review-new-programmes-of-study-and-attainment-

targets-from-september-2014>. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/national-curriculum-review-new-programmes-of-study-and-attainment-targets-from-september-2014
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/national-curriculum-review-new-programmes-of-study-and-attainment-targets-from-september-2014
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research instrument, we also identified issues with current assessment methods, and which of 

these present the greatest problems or opportunities for teachers and learners. 

Cross-Curricular Opportunities (ways in which course content can be integrated with and 

supported by teaching and learning in other subjects). Because the existing national 

curriculum does not include cross-curricular opportunities, it is necessary to explain how this 

element was developed and how it is intended to function within the proposed PoS. This 

section addresses some of the central concerns that are identified through this research by 

identifying cross-curricular opportunities. These consist of suggestions on ways in which the 

relationship between teaching and learning in arts subjects and other subjects in the national 

curriculum can be mutually informed and enriched. In particular, the suggestions focus on 

priority areas including connections with STEM subjects and digital skills, in addition to links 

with others arts subjects and with languages and the humanities. 

Across all four of the arts subjects in this study, there are two consistent trends in perceptions 

of the current GCSEs: Firstly, the survey shows that the weakest area of arts GCSEs in general 

is the provision of cross-curricular opportunities, particularly with STEM subjects (Figure 12 in 

the main report). The results of the student survey support this point about a lack of cross-

curricular connections, because amongst the reasons for choosing to study arts subjects at KS4, 

students are least likely to say that “it helps me with my studies in other subjects” and that “it 

helps me to progress onto other subjects in FE or HE” (Figure 19 in the main report). In 

response to the questions about whether individual arts GCSEs are fit-for-purpose, the staff 

survey again identifies the provision of cross-curricular opportunities as the weakest element 

(Figures 33, 44, 56, & 68 in the main report). 

Secondly, in terms of transferrable skills developed by studying arts subjects, the weakest 

element is identified as the capacity to develop digital skills through the use of technology. 

Similarly, the student survey supports this finding: The lowest rating of agreement amongst 

students is for the statement that through studying an arts GCSE “I have gained digital skills” 

(Figure 20 in the main report). Questions to teaching staff about individual arts subjects also 

support this point, where digital skills is amongst the lowest-rated elements of the arts GCSEs 

that develop generic/transferrable skills (Figures 25, 36, 49 and 68 in the main report). 

In terms of the ways in which the existing arts GCSEs could be improved, the research findings 

reveal differences between the views of teachers and arts professionals. These differences are 

particularly clear when it comes to the idea of offering combined subject qualifications and the 

idea of supporting cross-curricular teaching and learning. Whereas arts professionals had no 

strong objection to the idea of combined-subject KS4 qualifications, teachers warned that 

course content could lose depth and breadth and that subjects could lose their identity as a 

result. In particular, teachers expressed concern that arts subjects could lose status if they were 

joined with another subject, especially if that was one of the core academic subjects. Arts 

professionals could see the potential of combined qualifications, and how they might address 
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some of the demand for skills in the arts industry and employment more generally. In contrast, 

teachers felt that the provision of arts subjects had already been put a risk due to the effects of 

schools performance measures, and so they were keen to retain individual arts subjects in 

order to protect the range of content and the unique learning opportunities that each arts 

subject offers. 

Both teachers and professionals agree, however, that there should be more opportunities for 

cross-curricular learning. Indeed, this is a consistent message throughout the research: The 

results of the online staff survey clearly show that cross-curricular learning, particularly with 

STEM subjects, is the weakest area of all four of the arts GCSEs under investigation. Interviews 

with staff involved in teaching and managing arts subjects also support this finding, with a 

number of teachers reporting that there are too few opportunities to develop these kinds of 

links with teaching and learning in arts subjects at KS4. Therefore, the emerging picture of the 

‘ideal curriculum’ for arts subjects at KS4 rejects combining subjects in favour of developing 

greater cross-curricular opportunities. The research suggests that these opportunities should 

focus on connections with STEM subjects and digital skills. 

Key to Annotation 

Within the PoS, the cross-curricular opportunities section is annotated with superscript letters 

(like this: x) to denote the sources that informed the development of each element. The 

following list provides the key to this annotation: 

F – Focus groups with representatives from the arts industry and arts education. 

S – Staff and student surveys. 

I – Interviews with KS4 and 5 arts teachers and arts industry. 

V – Validation process, in which teachers and arts organisations provided feedback on drafts 

of the PoS. 
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KS4 Art & Design 

Purpose of Study 

An education in Art & Design aims to give students an opportunity to develop their creativity 

and critical understanding by studying art, craft and design practices. Art & Design education 

provides students with the opportunity to generate, realise and analyse ideas, and to develop 

the skills of observation, research, organisation, communication and collaboration. The 

discipline of drawing from observation and imagination underpins learning in art, craft and 

design, because it develops visual literacy which provides the basis for communication of ideas. 

The development of practical skills should be supplemented with contextual studies that allow 

students to develop their understanding of and aesthetic sensitivity to a range of art and design 

practices within their contemporary culture and of cultures in other times and places. 

Contextual knowledge and understanding should be further developed through first-hand 

experiences of a wide range of art, craft and design and through interaction with artists, 

craftspeople and designers, both in and out of school. Successful students will have developed 

a working knowledge of tools and materials, and the ability to engage in critical enquiry. The 

knowledge and skills developed will enable them to fulfil their creative ambitions and enhance 

their critical understanding beyond KS4. 

Subject Content 

The KS4 curriculum for Art & Design should aim to ensure that all pupils: 

— experiment with creative processes through engagement with materials, methods and technologies 

— learn to draw from observation and imagination using a range of materials and approaches 

— use design processes to develop ideas and produce innovative solutions 

— create works of art using a variety of approaches and media 

— make objects using a variety of craft materials and techniques 

— develop a knowledge of art, craft and design history, understanding how they develop and evolve 

in a range of times and places 

— reflect upon and evaluate their own work and that of their peers and professionals 

— develop critical thinking skills through making, understanding and analysing 

— develop digital skills by using digital technology to make and/or analyse art and design 

— develop a visual literacy that enables effective communication about art, craft and design 

— visit galleries, museums and studios to experience art, craft and design in person 

— feel that they have creative control over the theme, process and outcome of their work 
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Assessment and Delivery 

Assessment in Art & Design should take account of the processes used and the progress made 

by students, as well as their final output. In a high quality programme in Art & Design at KS4: 

— Teachers ensure that learners experience teaching of a highly individualised nature where the 

pupil engages in different environments or contexts in order to learn about specific techniques and 

skills in response to their needs and preferences. 

— Teachers have the ability, training and resources to teach a variety of media, techniques and skills, 

but also to seek the input of other teachers and art and design practitioners. 

— Collaborative planning and delivery of the curriculum happens with professional practitioners and 

wider communities of practice.  

— Teachers’ art, craft and/or design practice is active, and their contextual knowledge of the subject 

is up-to-date, and supported by adequate CPD. 

— Students receive regular and informative feedback through a variety of means (for example: self-

reflection, peer assessment, one-to-one sessions, and group critiques). 

— Assessment takes into account art, craft and design as a model of practice, how they connect with 

each other and how students develop through this process. 

Cross-Curricular Opportunities 

Art & Design education should recognise, emphasise and develop links with other parts of the 

national curriculum, especially STEM subjects and digital skills. For example: 

— The content of any academic subject could be used as a stimulus for creative practice. It could also 

be used to develop design briefs relating to specific needs and could be used to stimulate the 

making of craftwork. I, V 

— Digital skills may be developed through the use of technology and digital media. S, I 

— The handling of physical materials may be informed by knowledge from the sciences (to explain 

material properties) and from the humanities (to inform the history and origin of materials in 

terms of geography, society and culture). F, S, I 

— Biological knowledge of animal and plant morphology can inform observational drawing. F, I 

— The humanities may inform contextual studies, for example, the spread of artistic ideas, craft 

techniques and design processes. They may also inform the economic value of materials, artworks, 

crafted objects, and designed and manufactured goods. I, V 

— The Design elements of Art & Design could be strengthened by developing a closer relationship 

with Design & Technology, making use of digital technology and STEM skills. V 
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KS4 Dance 

Purpose of Study 

An education in Dance aims to give students an opportunity to develop their creativity and 

critical understanding by studying an art form that combines physical literacy with artistic 

expression.  The study of dance comprises the three inter-related disciplines of performing, 

composing and appreciating. Students study these elements to develop their knowledge and 

understanding of creative and critical dance skills. As a physical art form Dance provides a 

unique means of artistic expression and communication which differentiates it from other 

physical activities such as sport and from other art forms. By engaging in the discipline of an 

art form that combines physical movement and artistic expression, students develop physical 

literacy which enables the communication of creative ideas. The development of practical skills 

should be supplemented with contextual studies that allow students to develop their 

understanding and appreciation of choreography and performance within contemporary 

culture and cultures in other times and places. Contextual knowledge should be further 

developed through first-hand experience participating in and watching a wide range of live 

dance performances, both in and out of school. Successful students will have developed 

technical knowledge and performing skills, and artistic and kinaesthetic understanding and 

appreciation, which will enable them to articulate their physical literacy. The knowledge and 

skills developed will enable them to fulfil their creative ambitions and enhance their critical 

understanding beyond KS4. 

Subject Content 

The KS4 curriculum for Dance should aim to ensure that all pupils: 

— experiment with choreographic and performative processes through engagement with a variety of 

activities and stimuli 

— choreograph original dance works 

— develop original ideas and produce innovative solutions to creative problems 

— perform dances choreographed by established dance artists, by themselves and their peers 

— engage with local, national and international dance companies and studios to gain personal 

experience and insight and experience live performances 

— develop a knowledge of  the history of dance, and develop an understanding of its evolution in 

different times and places 

— critically evaluate their own work, the work of their peers, and professional choreography 

— experience a variety of dance techniques and forms through live performances 

— feel that they have ownership over the theme, process and outcome of their work 

— develop their knowledge and understanding of health, fitness and safe working practices relevant 

to performance and choreography 

— are able to talk confidently about their own creative work in relation to that of others  
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— understand the learning methods used in this subject so that they are able to take these with them 

and use them to fulfil their own creative ambitions. 

Assessment and Delivery 

Assessment in Dance should reflect students’ progress as well as their final output. In a high 

quality programme in Dance at KS4: 

— Teachers ensure that learners experience teaching of a highly individualised nature that responds 

to the needs of students. 

— Planning and delivery of the curriculum is supported by collaboration with professional 

practitioners and sharing knowledge and resources with networks of professional practice.  

— Digital technologies and the opportunities they afford are harnessed for teaching, learning and 

assessment. 

— Frequent feedback to learners forms an essential part of assessment, in order to give a sense of 

progress and process as well as evaluation of the final product. 

— Self-reflection and peer evaluation forms an essential part of assessment. 

— Formal and informal feedback from Dance professionals is used to enrich assessment 

Cross-Curricular Opportunities 

Dance education should recognise, emphasise and develop links with other parts of the 

national curriculum, especially STEM subjects and digital skills. For example: 

— The relationship between Dance and Music could be explained and explored in terms of 

compositional forms, rhythm, phrasing and tempo. I, V 

— English, Modern Foreign Languages, and other arts subjects may provide material to inspire the 

development of original choreography and spontaneous performance. I, V 

— The content of non-arts subjects could be used as a stimulus for artistic practice and to develop 

creative briefs relating to specific requirements and/or constraints. I, V 

— The humanities should be used to inform the history and origin of dance in terms of geography, 

society and culture. I 

— Biological knowledge can inform the study of movement. For example, knowledge of human and 

animal locomotion and anatomy may be used to stimulate the development of choreography and 

inform the analysis of performance. F, S, I 

— The humanities may inform understanding of the spread of dance practices and choreographic 

techniques, as well as the social functions of dance. I 

— Technology may be used as part of the creative processes in Dance, and as a tool to facilitate both 

learning and assessment. F, S, I 
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KS4 Drama 

Purpose of Study 

An education in Drama aims to give students the opportunity to develop their creativity and 

critical understanding by studying the practice and history of performative and theatrical arts. 

Drama education provides students with the opportunity to generate, realise and analyse 

creative ideas. A knowledge of dramatic conventions and techniques underpins the study of 

Drama at KS4, by developing students’ ability to communicate their understanding of 

dynamics, spatial awareness and empathy. The development of practical skills should be 

supplemented with contextual studies that allow students to develop their understanding of 

and aesthetic sensitivity to a variety of dramatic styles and practices within contemporary 

culture and in cultures from other times and places. Contextual knowledge and understanding 

should be further developed through first-hand experiences of a wide range of plays and 

performances, and through interaction with playwrights, actors, directors and technicians. 

Successful students will have developed a working knowledge of dramatic approaches and 

techniques, and the ability to engage in critical enquiry.  The knowledge and skills developed 

will also enable them to fulfil their creative ambitions and enhance their critical understanding 

beyond KS4. 

Subject Content 

The KS4 curriculum for Drama should aim to ensure that all pupils:  

— experiment with creative processes to devise, perform and critically analyse drama 

— experience learning of a highly individualised nature that responds to the needs of learners 

— perform and take part in drama and engage in projects that incorporate an understanding and 

experience of backstage and technical theatre work 

— develop their appreciation of performance technique through practical activity rather than simply 

through technical language, which allows for ownership over the artistic outcome 

— are given the opportunity to study and engage with local, national and international theatres, 

touring companies and other schools  

— engage with technology in the creation, documentation and analysis of dramatic works 

— develop an integrated understanding of plays and performances, how they are constructed, and 

the role of theatres in society/culture 

— understand how performance, design and technical elements interact within a performance space 

— understand how a range of dramatic productions are devised, directed and performed 

— creatively interpret and critically evaluate dramatic texts and live performances 

— critically appraise their own work, the work of their peers and professionals 

— are able to take what they have learned to pursue their own creative ambitions 
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Assessment and Delivery 

Assessment of Drama should reflect students’ progress as well as their final choreography or 

performance. In a high quality programme in Drama at KS4: 

— The needs of students are met through individualised teaching and learning, based on the input of 

other teachers, industry and education specialists. 

— Collaborative planning and delivery of the curriculum is undertaken with industry professionals 

and practitioners to enhance pupils’ learning experience. 

— Teachers’ skills and knowledge of drama are up-to-date, supported by adequate CPD. 

— Clear targets are set in individual learning plans that are regularly reviewed in order to inform 

next steps and to ensure students recognise their progress and achievement. 

— There is rigorous assessment of the ways in which students address the conventions and techniques 

of the genres studied. 

— Assessment makes use of digital technology, such as video blogging and recording, for formative 

assessments as well as for external assessment of students’ performances. 

— Iterative and formative approaches are used to measure the progression of students and identify 

learning targets, with summative evaluation that includes reflection at the end. 

— Assessment of performance takes priority over written assessment. 

Cross-Curricular Opportunities 

Drama education should recognise, emphasise and develop links with other parts of the 

national curriculum, especially STEM subjects and digital skills. For example: 

— Drama has a strong connection with literature through play texts, and with language through 

spoken performance. I, V 

— Modern foreign languages can be used to develop cultural understanding by exploring the work of 

international playwrights. The humanities may also inform this study. I, V 

— Technology and computing can inform artistic, technical, and backstage roles. F, S, I 

— Understanding from Physics may be employed to support dramatic lighting and sound. S, I 

— Understanding from Biology and Psychology may inform the ways in which visual and auditory 

elements affect performers and the audience. S, I 

— Approaches used in other art forms may be used to analyse dramatic genres and to develop new 

theatrical approaches. I, V 

— Design & Technology processes can be used in stagecraft. They may also be used for schemes of 

work or assessment. F, S, I, V 

— Drama education can play an important part in examining themes and issues in Citizenship. I, V 
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KS4 Music 

Purpose of Study 

An education in Music aims to give students an opportunity to develop their creativity and 

critical understanding by composing, performing and listening. Music education should 

provide students with the opportunity to generate, realise, experiment with and analyse 

creative ideas by studying one or more instruments and understanding musical practices. The 

disciplines of composition, performance and critical listening underpin Music because they 

develop musical literacy which provides the basis for communication of musical ideas. The 

development of practical skills should be supplemented with contextual studies that allow 

students to develop their understanding of and aesthetic sensitivity to a range of music styles 

in contemporary culture and in cultures from other times and places. Contextual knowledge 

and understanding should be further developed through first-hand experiences of a wide range 

of scores, performances and recordings and through interaction with musicians, composers 

and technicians, both in and out of school. Successful students will have developed the skills 

and knowledge to compose, perform, listen and engage in critical enquiry, which will enable 

them to fulfil their own creative ambitions beyond KS4. 

Subject Content 

At KS4 the national curriculum for Music should aim to ensure that all pupils:  

— experiment and improvise with compositional processes through engagement with a variety of 

instruments, styles, technologies and approaches to composing 

— improvise and compose music using various approaches in order to understand the concepts and 

constructs of musical genres 

— understand and use music technology as creative and performative tools 

— experiment with a variety of performance approaches through engagement with different 

technological and digital platforms 

— continue to learn to play at least one instrument 

— perform solo and in groups 

— understand music notation, including conventional and other approaches 

— understand the differences and relationships between the roles of composer, performer and 

audience/critic through personal experience and through interaction with professionals 

— critically appraise and evaluate their own work, the work of their peers, and the music being 

studied 

— are able to explore and develop their artistic voice, take risks and learn from their mistakes, and 

benefit from having ownership over their work 

— are aware of the professional pathways open to music students. 

 



 

Creative & Cultural Skills |Executive Summary and Programmes of Study 

October 2013 | Page 20 

Assessment and Delivery 

Assessment in Music should reflect students’ progress as well as their final composition or 

performance. In a high quality programme in Music at KS4: 

— The needs of students are met through individualised teaching and learning, based on the input of 

other teachers, industry and education specialists. 

— Teachers have the ability, training and resources to teach a variety of styles, techniques and skills 

(making use of music technology) and to seek the input of other teachers, music professionals and 

education specialists. 

— Collaborative planning and delivery of the curriculum is encouraged by building relationships 

with professional musicians and organisations, and the formation of networks for sharing good 

practice. 

— Clear targets are set in individual learning plans that are regularly reviewed in order to inform 

next steps and to ensure students recognise their progress and achievement. 

— An acknowledgement of student progress is reflected in the assessment criteria. 

— Iterative and formative approaches to assessment are employed to help students understand and 

appreciate their development, and to identify learning targets. Summative evaluation is used to 

encourage reflection at the end of study. 

— Formative, summative and terminal assessment is facilitated through the application of digital 

technology to record performances and composition.  

— Informal assessment includes feedback from music professionals in addition to self-evaluation and 

peer assessment. 

Cross-Curricular Opportunities 

Music education at KS4 should recognise and develop links with other parts of the national 

curriculum, especially in STEM subjects and digital skills. For example: 

— The writing of lyrics in Music can develop literacy and language through the exploration of ideas, 

performance, presentation and debate, which can facilitate critical enquiry. V 

— Music has a strong relationship with Maths, which can be used to explain various aspects of music 

(e.g. metre and harmonic relationships). F, S, V 

— Digital music technology has a strong mathematical basis that could support learning in Music – 

for example, the sampling theorem underpins all digital recording and playback. S, I 

— Music engineering roles (for example, in recording or live performance) could be explored for 

developing connections with STEM subjects and digital skills. S, I 

— Electronics can be used to explore and explain aspects of musical instruments (e.g. electric guitar, 

electronic synthesis), as well as aspects of performance (e.g. amplification) and recording (e.g. 

music processing effects). S, I 

— Scientific knowledge may inform aspects of musical listening (e.g. how pitch is perceived by the 

ear) and can describe the relationship between these physical and biological processes (the 

logarithmic basis of loudness perception). S, I 


