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Executive summary  

Rationale for the project 

Alumni in the Curriculum is a project designed and managed by Future First which 
involves former pupils of state secondary schools making four planned contributions 
to lessons, i.e. directly into the subject curriculum. Alumni in the Curriculum differs 
from similar projects in that it is not provided as an extra-curricular activity or as part 
of a careers or personal and social education programme. 

The Alumni in the Curriculum project extends the impact of the school’s alumni 
network from the delivery of extra-curricular careers work into the heart of the 
curriculum. It supports alumni with relevant work experience to contribute to the 
delivery of the curriculum. This is designed to increase young people’s engagement 
in the curriculum and to support their learning by increasing relevance through the 
provision of real world context. In practice this resulted in alumni making the following 
kinds of contributions to the curriculum: 

- an engineer from the National Grid contributed to a Physics lesson on energy; 

- an aeronautical engineer contributed to a lesson Physics lesson on forward 
thrust; 

- a materials and upholstery designer contributed to a Science lesson on the 
properties of leather; and, 

- a television reporter contributed to an English lesson on bias in the media by 
providing examples of how balance is achieved in local and national news 
reporting. 

For current pupils the involvement of alumni serves a number of purposes. These 
include:  

 increasing pupils understanding of the relevance of learning a subject; 

 the inclusion of a genuine expert in the specific curricular topic; 

 the provision of a positive role model who can demonstrate the value of 
engagement in a subject;  

 providing career inspiration;  

 providing young people with access to social capital and networks.  

About the evaluation 

This evaluation set out to assess the impact of the Alumni in the Curriculum project 
upon pupils’ engagement with the subject and their subject lessons, their attainment 
within the subject, and their educational and careers aspirations. 

 

The research was conducted using qualitative and quantitative methodologies to 
assess change in pupil perceptions during the summer of 2015 which was the 
second phase of the project. This research captures information on six participating 
schools in which alumni lessons in either English or Science/Physics were provided. 
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Findings 

We evaluated the Alumni in the Curriculum project to see what impact it had on 
pupils’ engagement with the subject and their subject lessons, their educational and 
careers aspirations and their attainment.  

Our findings suggest that there is evidence of impact in all key areas albeit that 
impact is not evenly experienced across all participating schools and there are 
important differences between subjects.  

The evaluation found that the programme had been well implemented. Key to this 
implementation was effective partnership between schools and Future First.  

Teachers, alumni and pupils were positive about the programme and felt that it 
contributed positively to the school and the experience of learning in the curriculum.  

Lesson observations also suggested that alumni contributions were well received and 
useful. 

The qualitative evidence suggested that the programme stimulated pupils’ 
engagement in the subjects that they were studying. While some quantitative 
evidence also supported this the results were inconclusive. There would be value in 
refining the evaluation and repeating this. 

There was also some evidence that the programme increased pupils’ aspirations and 
engaged them with future learning choices and career. Again, the quantitative 
evidence in this area was inconclusive.  

There are some reasons to be optimistic about the programme’s impact on pupil 
attainment. However, in order to justify this further work needs to be undertaken, not 
least to ensure that all participating schools use comparable approaches to the 
measurement and recording of attainment data. 

The success of alumni lessons appears to hinge upon achieving a close fit (or match) 
between the demands of the curriculum and the skills and expertise provided by 
alumni. We found a range of alumni lessons where this fit was very strong and the 
experience of the pupils was very good.  

Alumni provide novel, fresh and at times inspiring input which both pupils and 
teachers think is engaging and motivating.  Discerning change in pupil behaviour as 
a result of the project is complicated by the pupils’ prior experiences and typical 
classroom practices that normally prevail in the school. Whilst we have observed 
change in pupils over the short term, we would be interested to find out whether the 
real impact of the project on pupil motivation and engagement may be more 
accurately assessed over the long term.  
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Recommendations 

We include some suggestions made for improvements to the practice of Alumni in 
the Curriculum:   

 Several staff in one school suggested longer-term planning and that they 
would welcome the roll out of Alumni in the Curriculum to other subjects and 
to different age groups.   

 One teacher recommended the use of the same alumnus/alumna for all (four) 
lessons in the series, whilst others were content that lessons were contributed 
to by different alumni. One teacher felt that longer alumni lessons (e.g. double 
lesson) might be more time effective for alumni who have to travel long 
distances. Consideration could be given to establishing the optimum balance 
of alumni contributions.  

 Whilst some teachers knew the alumni personally, others suggested that face 
to face contact between class teacher and alumni prior to lessons would be 
beneficial; whilst recognising this requires additional time.  

 Alumni participation in the curriculum is time-consuming especially where 
they devise materials or resources for lessons.  There was acknowledgement 
amongst both alumni and teachers of the need to make best use of their time 
whilst in school. Coordination with other in-school activities could be 
considered.  
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1. Introduction 

Future First was supported by the Commercial Education Trust to deliver Alumni in 
the Curriculum. The project was designed to bring state school alumni into schools 
and to support them to contribute to the delivery of curriculum subjects alongside 
teachers. This project builds on Future First’s innovative work in developing alumni 
networks for state schools (see Buckler et al., 2015 for an evaluation of this work).  

The Alumni in the Curriculum project extends the impact of the school’s alumni 
network from the delivery of extra-curricular careers work into the heart of the 
curriculum. The aim was to use the involvement of alumni with relevant work 
experience to increase young people’s engagement in the curriculum and to support 
their learning by increasing relevance through the provision of real world context. 

There are a wide range of reasons for involving alumni in supporting the education of 
current pupils. Research with independent schools has shown that these schools 
make great use of their alumni networks (Gatsby, 2014; Huddleston, Mann and 
Dawkins, 2012), but the tradition of alumni involvement is much weaker in state 
schools. This is an inequality of opportunity that Future First has sought to address.  

Alumni have a connection to their former school which encourages sustained 
engagement. With respect to a project like Alumni in the Curriculum alumni have the 
opportunity to volunteer in the familiar environment of their former school and make a 
clear contribution to supporting the attainment of current pupils. Many alumni not only 
know the teaching staff of the school but also are familiar with the socio-economic 
mix of both the school and its locality. This prior knowledge enables alumni to provide 
enrichment to the curriculum – something additional to the normal school diet of 
lessons provided by teaching staff – from the privileged position of understanding the 
culture and practices of the school. 

For current pupils the involvement of alumni serves a number of purposes which can 
be summarised as follows.  

 Increasing relevance. The alumni are in a position to increase pupils’ 
understanding of how the subjects that they are learning are used beyond the 
school. They have life experience which can be deployed to explain how the 
subject can be utilised in the context of post-secondary learning and the 
workplace. Increasing the real world relevance of the subject has the potential 
to increase engagement and attainment. 

 Access to expertise.  Teachers are able to select a genuine expert in the 
particular curricular topic from a network of alumni.  This results in pupils 
having access to real-world experts who are able to share their expertise and 
bring up-to-date industrial/commercial examples into the classroom. This 
supports pupils to develop a deeper understanding of how theoretical 
concepts learned in school are put into practice in the workplace. Importantly, 
experts bring authenticity to the curriculum and provide insight into the world 
of work. 

 The provision of a positive role model. Providing pupils with an opportunity 
to meet alumni in the context of subject based learning provides them with a 
role model. The alumnus has sat where the pupil now sits, and has gone on 
to both be successful academically in the subject that they are now 
supporting and made use of this subject in their career.  
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 Career inspiration. While the core purpose of Alumni in the Curriculum is not 
to deliver career support, it does have the additional benefit of bringing young 
people into contact with working people who are able to make the link 
between the subjects that they are studying at school and the career paths 
that pursuing and succeeding in these subjects might support.  

 Social capital. Finally there is strong evidence that regular encounters with 
people from the world of work can help young people to increase their social 
capital (the network of people that they know and can call on for help) and 
that this has attendant benefits relating to employability and other indicators 
of personal success (Mann, 2012).   

 

This evaluation focuses on the delivery of the Alumni in the Curriculum project in 
2014/2015. This built on an earlier pilot project in which Future First delivered twenty 
lessons in a group of schools to pupils in Key Stages 3 – 5 during 2013-2014. Future 
First consulted with the participating schools in 2013-2014 and found that schools 
were positive about the project. The schools reported that involving alumni in the 
curriculum supported pupil engagement, their understanding of the subject and their 
appreciation of how the subject connects to the real world. Most of the teachers 
involved reported that they believed that the Alumni in the Curriculum project would 
support pupil attainment. Direct feedback from the pupils suggested that they found 
the involvement of alumni in the curriculum interesting and helpful. Pupils also 
reported that it had increased their understanding of the subject with some feeling 
that it would have a positive impact on their examination results.  

Building on the success of the pilot project additional funding was secured to 
continue its development for two years from September 2014. In the current project 
Future First are working with six secondary schools to involve alumni in the delivery 
of curriculum. Alumni visited schools and contributed directly to between one and 
four individual lessons with the same class of year 9 pupils.  

The aims of the current Alumni in the Curriculum project are to: 

 Increase pupils’ motivation to work hard at school by showing the relevance 
for the world of work; 

 Provide alumni volunteers from a range of sectors, including enterprise and 
business; 

 Embed curriculum enrichment in the UK state sector; 

 Increase pupils’ knowledge of the world of work; and 

 Increase pupils’ confidence that they can success in the world of work. 
 
Unlike the previous iteration of the project in 2013/14 which provided alumni lessons 
to pupils in years 8 – 12 in a wide range of subjects, the 2014/15 project focused only 
on year 9 pupil groups studying either English or Science/Physics. 

This evaluation forms part of the continuing development of Alumni in the Curriculum 
(the project) and findings presented here seek to make an initial assessment of its 
impact and to shape the future development of the project.  
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2. Our approach 

In this evaluation we assess how the Alumni in the Curriculum project impacts upon: 

 pupils’ engagement with the subject and their subject lessons; 

 attainment within the subject; and 

 pupils’ educational and career aspirations. 
 
Specifically we looked for evidence that participation in Alumni in the Curriculum led 
to increased: 

 understanding of the relevance of the topic to the world of work; 

 motivation to study in that subject;  

 engagement in the topic; and 

 likelihood of pursuing the subject further in the future. 

In the evaluation we used a quasi-experimental mixed methods approach. We used 
observations of alumni lessons, interviews with teachers and alumni, analysis of data 
on pupil examination results and asked pupils to completed pre- and post- alumni 
lesson questionnaires. We collected both quantitative and qualitative data to gain a 
full picture of the impacts of the project.  

In particular we were aiming to find out if there was a positive association between 
participation in alumni lessons and attainment in examinations, and whether there 
was evidence of pupils working harder or being better motivated in the subject 
following the alumni lessons. To do this we captured data in respect of both pupils 
who participated in the alumni lessons and a ‘control’ group who had not participated 
in alumni lessons, in each school. The control groups were not matched 
systematically for individual characteristics but comprised similar groups of pupils.  In 
other words, where schools did not stream or set in the subject, both the alumni 
lesson participant group and the control group were considered by the school to be 
‘mixed’ ability and very similar in nature.  

Visits to each of the participating schools were arranged to observe the lesson in 
which the alumni made a contribution, review lesson plans and the process for 
agreeing these, and to interview teachers and the alumna/alumnus face-to-face. 
Lesson observations were a particularly important feature of the evaluation as it 
enabled the research team to witness the engagement and motivation of pupils at 
first hand and to triangulate this with other evidence of pupils’ response to the alumni 
lessons. Additionally, interviews with other members of school staff, including heads 
of year 9, heads of the curriculum area and a head teacher were conducted where 
time permitted.  

Pupils’ views about their motivation and enjoyment of the subject to which the alumni 
contributed were collected via hard copy questionnaire. Two similar questionnaires 
were used, one prior to the start of the alumni lessons, and one following the lessons. 
The questions included were designed to address the specific objectives of the 
programme. For example, pupils were asked to give their response to the question ‘I 
work hard in [subject] lessons’ by circling one response from, ‘strongly agree’, 
‘agree’, ‘don’t feel strongly’, ‘disagree’, ‘disagree strongly’ or ‘not sure’. By collecting 
this information ‘before and after’ the intervention of the alumni lessons, it was hoped 
to be able to discern whether the lessons were associated with a shift in pupils’ 
views. 
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Sample of schools 

The evaluation sample of six schools comprised all of the schools that participated in 
the project. As can be seen from Table 1 schools represented a range of types and 
locations. 

Table 1: Participating schools 

School 
and 
subject 

Brief description Type Location 

School A 

English 

1,256 pupils in Years 7 - 11. Comprehensive. Below 
average academic achievement: 46% 5 x A*- C 
GCSE including English and Maths. Most recent 
Ofsted report grade: Satisfactory. 

Mixed 

Comp 

Southern 
England 

School B 

Science 

1,400 pupils in Years 7 – 13. Comprehensive. 
Academic attainment: 57% 5 x A*- C GCSE 
including English and Maths. Most recent Ofsted 
report grade: Satisfactory. 

Mixed 

Comp 

Southern 
England 

School C 

Physics 

1,400 pupils in Years 9 – 13. Academy school. 
Above average academic achievement: 70% 5 x A*- 
C GCSE including English and Maths. Most recent 
Ofsted report grade: Outstanding. 

Mixed 

Comp 

North East 
England  

School D 

Science 

1,700 pupils in Years 7 – 13. Comprehensive. 
Academic attainment: 55% 5 x A* - C GCSE 
including Maths and English. Most recent Ofsted 
report grade: Good. 

Mixed 

Comp 

North West 
England 

School E 

English 

728 pupils in Years 7 – 11. Academy school. 
Academic achievement: 57% 5 x A* - C GCSE 
including English and Maths. Most recent Ofsted 
report grade: Good. 

Mixed 

Comp 

South West 
England  

School F 

English 

1,080 pupils in Years 7 – 13. Selective Grammar. 
Academic attainment: 99% 5 x A* - C GCSE 
including Maths and English. Most recent Ofsted 
report: Outstanding. 

Girls 

Selective 

Greater 
London 
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Limitations 

The current study is based on a relatively small sample. It seeks to provide indicative 
findings based on a short term evaluation. While a control group was established this 
was not done on a randomised basis. Furthermore there were a number of variations 
in the delivery of the intervention and in the collection of the data by schools that may 
introduce confounding variables.  

Alumni in the Curriculum is designed to be delivered as a four lesson intervention. 
The majority of schools in the sample did enjoy four lessons, but one did not. Further, 
some schools were provided with the same alumna/alumnus for two lessons whilst 
others worked with different ones for all four lessons. 

Consequently as with much educational research it is difficult to prove causality. The 
current findings provide an evidential basis on which the Alumni in the Curriculum 
project can be developed. However, we would recommend that a more in depth 
evaluation is commissioned as part of the next phase of the project.    
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3. How Alumni in the Curriculum works 
Alumni in the Curriculum brings schools’ alumni back to school to co-teach 
curriculum content alongside teachers. Teachers bring structure and know how about 
how to manage a class, while alumni bring expertise of how curriculum content is 
used outside of the classroom. For pupils such a partnership has the potential to offer 
the best of both worlds simultaneously by addressing theory and practice, curriculum 
and careers all delivered by a trained teacher and an expert from the world of work. 
However, making Alumni in the Curriculum work effectively requires considerable 
planning. In this section we discuss how the project worked.  

Planning 

Alumni lesson planning was carried out by class teachers and Future First colleagues 
working together to agree a plan that the alumna/alumnus could be reasonably 
expected to contribute to and which fitted the demands of the curriculum. Future First 
provided a proforma for lesson planning.  

Alumni participation in the process varied from being very closely involved in the 
production of the lesson plan in sufficient time to make suggestions and bring 
materials and resources, to being briefed in detail by the teacher on arrival. All alumni 
also received telephone and email briefing by Future First staff. Lesson plans 
provided details of anticipated learning outcomes, description of the stages/phases of 
the lesson, timings for teacher and alumni contributions and notes of 
resources/materials to be used together with explanation of how the lesson relates to 
the previous and next alumni lessons. 

Communication between alumni and class teachers/Future First colleagues was 
achieved via email and telephone. In several cases, the class teacher knew the 
alumni personally having taught them and this enabled the teacher to be confident 
about the capacity of the alumni guest to contribute to the curriculum. This was 
particularly important in light of the varying experience provided by alumni.  

The resulting process was both formal (e.g. the use of a standard proforma) and 
informal (e.g. knowing where alumni were working and what level of job responsibility 
they had achieved). This very targeted form of networking appears to be one of the 
real strengths of Alumni in the Curriculum; however its weakness is that where class 
teachers do not know alumni personally (perhaps because they are new to the 
school) they are likely to be less confident about alumni making contributions. 

As part of their Future First membership schools are provided with a list of alumni 
from which to choose those most appropriate for the curriculum. Whilst forward 
planning mechanisms were in place, one teacher reported that she would have liked 
more time for planning. 

The matching of alumni to the curriculum area is crucial. Some creative matches 
were observed - for example, a playwright contributed to an English lesson focused 
on developing pupils’ ability to write dramatic monologue; a television presenter 
contributed to an English lesson in which bias in the media was the focus; a 
textile/fashion designer contributed to a Science lesson on materials testing in the 
manufacture of car upholstery and multi-media IT specialist contributed to an English 
lesson in which poetry and prose were being portrayed via imagery and music.   

Case studies of classroom practice 

The following case studies are based on lesson observations, interviews with 
teachers, alumni, and other members of school staff and scrutiny of documentation 
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such as lesson plans and resources. We focus on identifying successful features of 
alumni lessons in order to reveal the range of effective practice and how Alumni in 
the Curriculum can be adapted to meet the needs of different groups of pupils. 

School A 

A television presenter contributed to English lessons at School A. The lesson 
focused on exploring bias in the media and the teacher and the alumna worked 
together to create stimulating group tasks and group discussion. The alumna was a 
comfortable and practiced public speaker and very quickly established rapport with 
the class. She took opportunities to bring examples from her own work in television to 
elaborate or exemplify the way that bias develops in the media and how it can be 
countered. She provided a short film and other materials which were integrated into 
the lesson plan in advance. The alumna introduced controversial and topical material 
such as the media coverage of the recent General Election and local media 
campaigns to introduce mixed use toilets and new school bags which were gauged to 
appeal to the age group. The response of pupils to the lesson was enthusiastic and 
fully engaged, both in the small group tasks and whole group discussion. Following 
the lesson, two pupils remained in class to ask the alumna questions and to simply 
find out more.  

The success of the lesson is attributable to the following factors:  

 The class teacher remained ‘in control’. She knew the class well, having 
worked with them for three years and had a well-established routine for 
signalling when discussion and tasks should start and stop and also 
encouraged pupils to signal to her whether they understood, needed to talk to 
their neighbour or to her, during the tasks. The class was well managed. 

 The pace of the lesson was brisk and followed the lesson plan closely. 
Content was introduced verbally, via paper-based desk exercises and via 
video. 

 The alumna appeared to team-teach with ease – picking up cues from the 
class teacher and elaborating and providing examples from her own 
experience. This seemed to obviate the need for ‘hand-overs’ as the lesson 
plan was progressed. 

 The alumna provided examples that were real and drawn from her work in the 
local area, and appeared interested and engaged in pupil responses and 
questions. 

 As the lesson progressed the alumna’s contribution increased and the class 
teacher’s diminished. It appeared to the observers that the alumna could have 
conducted the lesson on her own; she appeared to possess the interpersonal 
skills necessary to do so, and the subject knowledge. 

 The lesson was third in a series of four. Two previous lessons had been 
contributed to by another alumna within the same curricular component, and 
a fourth was planned. 
 

Both the class teacher and the alumna felt that the lesson had been successful, 
although pupils’ enthusiasm for discussing the topic had resulted in one writing task 
not being completed. They felt that the topic was broad and could have been given a 
tighter focus and that more time for planning would have been helpful. The alumna 
raised the issue that her time for such contributions is limited and whilst her employer 
is supportive, her contribution had to be fitted around the demands of her job. There 
is a likelihood of tension arising between the demands of the curriculum and the 
availability of alumni support. This reinforces the need for longer-term planning – 
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ideally across the academic year. 

The teacher and the alumna felt that Alumni in the Curriculum was a very welcome 
idea and that placing previous pupils in the classroom gave current pupils an insight 
to their future and how subjects are used which provides an important counter-
balance to the schools’ concern with examinations. 

School B 

The class teacher at School B was able to choose the alumna from several offered 
by Future First in order to meet his curricular needs. He chose a former pupil with an 
unusual career history – the alumna had achieved a degree in fashion design and 
had taken a ‘stop-gap’ job with a prestigious car manufacturer sewing upholstery. 
She had successfully progressed within the company and was now head of 
customised interior design which meant that she was not only responsible for 
designing interiors to bespoke specifications, she was also responsible for making 
sure that interiors were fit for purpose, would satisfy health and safety requirements 
and would not wear out. She had made the transition from fashion designer to 
materials technologist. Her personal story emerged during the course of the lesson 
and appeared to demonstrate to pupils that it is possible to combine scientific interest 
with creativity. 

The class teacher had designed the lesson plan with Future First and emailed it to 
the alumna – he felt he would have liked the opportunity for a face-to-face discussion 
on the plan, but time had not permitted that prior to the lesson.  

The lesson was introduced by the class teacher, with lesson objectives and an 
introductory task and was developed through small group tasks and discussion in 
which the alumna contributed by talking to pupils in small groups and providing 
explanations and additional content.  

The success of the lesson is attributable to the following factors.  

 Examples the alumna used from her workplace experience were relevant and 
engaging. For instance she offered snippets of information, such as her 
company maintains its own herd of cattle to ensure a quality supply of leather 
for car upholstery; and that her most demanding bespoke client had required 
a diamond encrusted dashboard which had been a particular challenge from 
a health and safety perspective. 

 The alumna brought in samples of upholstery leathers for pupils to work with 
and have direct ‘hands-on’ experience of the differences between them. 

 The alumna’s contribution grew in extent and quality as the lesson developed 
and as she appeared to gain in confidence. For example, at one point she 
was asked a question by a pupil and instead of providing an immediate 
answer she returned the question to the pupil and provoked him to work 
through possible answers for himself.  

 The class teacher’s role as previously was to be ‘in control’ but again we 
observed that as the alumna gained in confidence the teacher relinquished 
this and gave overt encouragement to her. 
 

Both the class teacher and the alumna felt the lesson had been successful in 
meeting its own objectives and establishing a basis for subsequent (leather testing) 
work. The alumna was surprised by how much she had enjoyed it and made other 
suggestions about lessons that could be contributed to by others at her workplace.  
This form of ‘snowball networking’ could introduce many more alumni to the 
programme over time and she felt there was a good case to be made to her 
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employer that Alumni in the Curriculum contributes to corporate social responsibility 
(CSR).  

The class teacher felt that the initiative might work more effectively in longer (double) 
lessons and that this might be a more cost-effective use of alumni presenter’s time. 
He also felt that greater continuity would be helpful and that arranging for more 
lessons undertaken by the same alumna would work well.  

Other staff members (outside the observation) indicated that they would like to see 
Alumni in the Curriculum develop into a rolling programme and that they felt that 
Future First’s role in brokering relationships with employers and alumni employees 
was important in enabling this to happen.  

It was suggested that there needs to be a member of staff inside school with the 
time, energy and commitment to drive Alumni in the Curriculum and that at School B 
this initiative fits very well with the school’s objectives to inspire, challenge and 
support pupils and develop their emotional engagement and curiosity as part of the 
‘Inspiration Agenda’ which is aimed to develop pupils’ employability. Specifically 
School B intends that pupils should be stimulated to find out about different routes 
into careers. 

There is a view that this sort of curricular intervention should happen in all subjects, 
and that it has particular merit in the sixth form, irrespective of whether pupils are 
intent upon higher education, as well as for 11 – 16 year olds. 

Such comments suggest that staff at School B are thinking strategically and 
ambitiously about how to embed employer contributions in the curriculum. 

School E 

The alumnus contributing to English at School E was a very recent pupil of the school 
and is now working as a multi-media specialist. His expertise was welcomed as the 
class teacher was trialing a new kind of software to undertake a paired pupil exercise 
to represent poetry and prose with images and music.   

Unlike other alumni lessons, this lesson was largely conducted in a library where 
pupils worked in pairs around computer stations. The alumnus’ contribution did not 
comprise formal presentation but instead he worked his way around the group 
offering each pair specific help with their task. 

The lesson was planned to develop a theme taught via a more traditional classroom 
setting and homework preparation. The pupils’ task in the alumnus lesson was 
complex conceptually and involved them working with the context of the poem, their 
emotional and intellectual response to it, and the language in which it was written – 
which all had to be conveyed via synchronized pictures and music. This task also 
required pupils to develop IT skills.   

The success of the lesson is attributable to the following factors:  

 The alumnus was highly skilled in multi-media applications and could help 
pupils manage the new software successfully. 

 He was closer than other alumni to pupils in age and appeared to easily 
establish a rapport with the group and understand what they might need help 
with. 

 The alumnus knew the teacher well and had been previously taught by him 
and could remember the exercise as something he had enjoyed; it was a 
challenging task but one that he knew deepens understanding of the poetry.  
He also appeared to understand intuitively how current pupils would engage 
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with it. 

 The alumnus had not seen the lesson plan in advance but arguably his own 
familiarity with the exercise would obviate the need for this.  
 

Pupils appeared to be intrinsically-motivated and fully engaged in the task, almost 
irrespective of the presence of the class teacher and alumnus; they were generally 
clear about what to do and sought help when they needed to. In this sense the 
alumnus was a lesson resource – a form of expert, with whom pupils could bounce 
ideas and resolve problems. This approach to the use of the alumnus differed 
significantly from other schools’ uses and adds an important dimension to the role 
alumni can play in the curriculum. 

School F 

At School F the alumna lesson observed was the second of two supporting writing in 
English involving the same alumna, a playwright. The lesson plan was devised by the 
class teacher and Future First and shared with the alumna in time for her to develop 
resources specifically for the lessons, including Ten Top Tips for writing to develop 
character. 

The lesson comprised a presentation from first the class teacher and then the 
alumna which built upon what had been achieved in the previous lesson and 
explained a writing task. Pupils then began the task individually conferring with their 
peers, the teacher and the alumna only when necessary.  At the end of the task, 
pupils were invited to share their writing with the whole group and discuss the 
process and receive feedback.  

The success of the lesson is attributable to the following factors:  

 The class teacher was clearly in control and set the parameters for the writing 
task clearly at the outset. The group was reported to comprise highly 
motivated pupils with few or no behavioural problems and so became 
engaged (absorbed) in the introduction and then the task very quickly and 
appeared to be used to working independently in the classroom. Just one 
pupil appeared to be having difficulty settling to write and the teacher 
maintained a close physical presence.  

 The writing task was to be assessed and was therefore treated very seriously. 

 The alumna’s presentation had been pre-prepared and included PowerPoint 
slides and a handout.   

 When the writing task was complete, the alumna led discussion on the 
process and encouraged a small number of pupils to read out their writing. 
She provided detailed constructive feedback to those who did so, and related 
their writing to broader themes in the play being studied.   

 Her feedback was informed by her own professional understanding and she 
gave examples drawn from current work.  

 She stimulated interaction between herself and pupils by use of non-verbal 
skills (such as an enthusiastic tone of voice and eye contact) alongside the 
use of examples.  

 Pupils appeared to be highly engaged in what was happening across the 
whole group.  
 

Both the alumna and the teacher felt the lesson was successful. The only concern 
reported by the alumna was that it had been time-consuming to produce the 
materials and account needs to be taken of this in planning future Alumni in the 
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Curriculum lessons.   

The teacher’s view of the alumna lesson is that it is ‘co-teaching’ which is difficult and 
requires structure. A valuable aspect of the lesson is the provision of pupil feedback 
from an authentic, professional standpoint. She noted that the alumna is inevitably 
inexperienced in the classroom and that it is necessary for the teacher to be present 
and to respond to pupils who tend look to the teacher for help rather than an invited 
guest. 

The teacher felt that it had been difficult to match the alumna with the curricular 
objectives, particularly as this involved her contributing to two successive lessons; a 
second alumna was to contribute to the next two lessons. She felt that it would have 
been better if the same alumna could have contributed to all four lessons. 

Summary of project implementation 

The Alumni in the Curriculum project was well implemented. At the heart of the 
successful implementation was the building of effective partnership between Future 
First and the schools. This partnership ensured that alumni were successfully 
sourced, that they were deployed usefully within relevant curricular contexts and that 
interesting and valuable lessons resulted from the programme. One suggestion was 
that if the delivery of Alumni in the Curriculum is to be extended further there would 
be benefit in schools identifying a clear link person.  

The programme was implemented in a range of different ways in different schools. 
Where it worked best there was good classroom management, an effective working 
relationship between teaching staff and alumni and a clear focus for the lesson. 
Where this relationship was strong teachers were able to let the alumni take the lead 
and maximise their unique contribution to pupils’ learning experience. The 
programme was originally conceived with the idea that each alumni would participate 
in four lessons. In practice this did not always happen, but continuity did seem to 
offer an advantage as did the opportunity for engagement between the teachers and 
alumni prior to the lesson.  

The research team observed that pupils found alumni to be stimulating and 
engaging. This was particularly the case where real work examples and interactive, 
hands on and multi-media resources were deployed by the alumni.  
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4. Impact on pupil engagement 

The Alumni in the Curriculum project brings alumni in to the classroom and uses 
them to co-deliver curriculum content alongside teachers. The alumni supplement 
teachers’ expertise and provide pupils with a fresh perspective on the subject. . 

Increased motivation 

In all schools pupils were observed participating actively in alumni lessons. They 
engaged in active listening, participated in tasks and activities and asked questions. 
Class teachers in all participating schools welcomed the involvement of the alumni. 
They noted that pupils responded well to the alumni and that they found the lessons 
that they participated in interesting 

At the start of the Alumni in the Curriculum project we asked pupils how they felt 
about the subjects that the alumni intervention was going to focus on (either Science 
or English) by asking whether they felt they were good at the subject, and whether 
they felt it was difficult, and also whether they work hard and look forward to it.  

In general pupils were positive about both Science and English, but they were more 
likely to admit to finding Science difficult. Deeper analyses of these figures reveal that 
differences exist between similar groups in the same school, and between different 
schools. They also highlight the fact that all schools and all classes contain a mix of 
abilities and expectations. Teachers are often aware of these differences between 
pupils in a way that is far more difficult for alumni who are visiting the school. In our 
observations we noticed that as part of the team-teaching approach adopted by class 
teachers and alumni in the classroom, class teachers most frequently addressed the 
needs of pupils having difficulty and took the lead in drawing alumni into working with 
such pupils as appropriate.   

Pupils were asked whether they looked forward to lessons both before and after the 
intervention. When all pupils’ responses are combined together, there is very little 
change in their inclination to look forward to the subject following the alumni lessons.  

Figure 1: Percentage change in pupils’ responses to ‘I really look forward to 
[subject] lessons’ (all schools). 
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Yet when the same data is analysed by school, the picture is more complex with 
some schools more positive than others in some areas and some reporting a greater 
amount of change before and after the intervention. An important question for future 
research is to explore, with larger sample sizes, what the impact of different features 
of the Alumni in the Curriculum programme were in shifting pupils’ attitudes.  

Qualitative work in each of the schools suggested that teachers felt that there was a 
relationship between Alumni in the Curriculum and changes in pupil attitudes. Staff in 
one school argued that the alumni project was effective at making pupils think more 
deeply and to build links between what they were learning in subjects and workplace 
applications of those subjects.   

This point was also made by the class teacher at School A who argued that the 
programme of four alumni lessons had worked very well and that and they had 
brought a fresh insight to the subject by enabling pupils to find out about how English 
is used by professionals in their work.  The alumni lesson observed by the research 
here team was particularly successful at engaging pupils in debate and encouraging 
them to question the way (in this case) news reports are constructed and how bias is 
managed by the media. Both the teacher and alumna felt that pupils had been 
prompted to actively think about the content of the lesson; two pupils engaged in 
conversation with the alumna at the end of the lesson challenging her on the way that 
the political parties had been portrayed by television in the run up to the General 
Election and one related it to his own experiences outside the classroom. This 
suggested to the researchers that the project not only provides a novel way of 
engaging pupils but it also offers the capacity to deepen learning and provide pupils 
with insights into the use of the subject in the workplace that are otherwise 
unavailable from within the school.  

In two schools, School D (Science) and School F (English), the supply of completed 
pupil questionnaires from control groups provides the opportunity to see if the change 
is a consequence of the alumni lessons, by comparing the views of pupils who had 
participated in the lessons with those who did not. Figure 2 suggests that the alumni 
inputs have boosted looking forward to lessons; those who agree that they look 
forward to lessons following the alumni lessons has increased by 12 percentage 
points, and the proportion of those who disagree or who don’t feel strongly has 
reduced by 4 and 13 percentage points respectively.  

This pattern was not observed in relation to the question pupils answered about 
working hard, although observation reports confirmed that pupils did appear to be 
working hard and that pupils were fully motivated (described in one observer’s report 
as ‘absorbed’) to complete their task in the alumna lesson. 
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Figure 2: Percentage change in pupils’ views of ‘I really look forward to 
[subject] lessons’ (participants and control). 

 

 

In summary, it is challenging to discern a change in pupil motivation as a 
consequence of one or two alumni sessions but there does appear to be evidence 
here that where four sessions have taken place there is a greater likelihood of a 
report of increased motivation in the subject following the intervention of Alumni in 
the Curriculum.  

The intervention appears most consistently to impact positively on pupils’ inclination 
to look forward to their lessons. 

Increased subject engagement 

Through lesson observations, discussions with teachers and alumni, and pupil 
questionnaires we explored how pupils level of engagement in the subject had 
changed. Enjoying a topic is often closely associated with being engaged in it. Figure 
3 shows that participants generally enjoyed Science and English from the outset. 
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Figure 3: Pupils’ report of enjoyment of Science and English prior to alumni 
lessons.  

 

 

 

We asked pupils whether they found the subject interesting and actively joined-in 
with lessons via pre- and post- alumni lesson questionnaires. Figures 4 and 5 show 
that active participation had increased following the alumni lessons by 9 percentage 
points, and a similar proportion are no longer unsure or disagree that they join-in, but 
there was an increase of 7 percentage points in pupils’ report of disagreement that 
[the subject] is interesting following the lessons.  
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Figure 4: Percentage change in pupils’ report of active participation, i.e. pupils’ 
responses to ‘I actively join in with [subject] lessons’.  

 

 

Figure 5: Percentage change in pupils’ report of the subject being interesting, 
i.e. pupils’ responses to ‘[subject] is an interesting subject’. 

 

We again found that the overall rate of change masks important differences between 
schools and English and Science lessons with some schools suggesting greater 
improvement than others. We also observed evidence of good engagement in 
lessons. For example, in the lesson observed by the researchers attentive behaviour 
was noted amongst pupils who maintained eye contact, appeared to be listening and 
frequently sought clarification from both the alumna and the class teacher. Teacher 
comments confirm that pupils were at ease with the alumni in the classroom and 
engaged fully with the lessons alumni contributed to.   
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Figures 6 and 7 show that the effect of Alumni in the Curriculum on pupils’ report of 
engagement is stronger in English than in Science; there is a change of 18 
percentage points in pupils’ agreement they actively join-in with English as compared 
to just 1 percent of those studying Science following the alumni lessons.   

 

Figure 6: Percentage change in pupils’ report of active participation in English, 
i.e. pupils’ responses to ‘I actively join in with English lessons’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-20% -15% -10% -5% 0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

Agree

Don't feel strongly

Disagree

Not sure

% change



25 

 

 25 

 

Figure 7: Percentage change in pupils’ report of active participation in Science, 
i.e. pupils’ responses to ‘I actively join in with Science lessons’.  

 

 

While there is some evidence that the programme increased engagement more 
strongly in English than Science the evidence here is again somewhat mixed. 

 

Summary of findings on pupil engagement 

The Alumni in the Curriculum project was successfully implemented in all of the 
schools. In each of these schools teachers were enthusiastic about the programme 
and believed that it had made a positive contribution to pupil engagement.  

Researcher observations corroborated this and found clear evidence of pupil high 
levels of pupil engagement in the classroom. 

We tried to monitor a shift in pupils’ perception of their engagement with subjects 
using a pre- and post- measure of pupils’ attitudes. However, the findings with 
respect of these were mixed. While there were some areas in which pupil 
engagement seemed to have grown e.g. a desire to actively join in with lessons, 
there were also areas where engagement seemed to have declined.  

We would therefore recommend that further evaluation, using larger sample sizes 
may be useful if Alumni in the Curriculum is developed further. A useful hypothesis 
for such evaluation would be whether longer engagement with alumni (four or more 
sessions) was more likely to increase engagement than one-off or shorter 
engagements. There is some qualitative evidence that suggests that this might be 
the case.  
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5. Impact on aspirations 
At year 9 many pupils have a clear idea of their relative academic strengths; some 
may have given thought to whether they intend to continue their full time education 
into college or sixth form and beyond. However, others may be less clear about their 
educational and career aspirations; some may not fully understand the relevance of 
school subjects/topics to the (future) world of work. In this section we assess the 
evidence of the capacity of Alumni in the Curriculum to impact on pupils’ 
understanding of the world of work and the likelihood of pursuing the subject in the 
future. 

Teachers felt that introducing pupils to real work examples would be likely to increase 
pupils’ understanding of the relevance of the subject to the world of work. They felt 
that the project would bring businesses closer to school and saw this as a significant 
impact which fitted with their longer term goals for employability support across the 
school. Indeed these career related aims appear to have been a real motivator for 
teachers to want to be involved in Alumni in the Curriculum.  

In this section we explore change in pupils’ views about the future, in particular 
whether they think doing well in the subject will help them in the future and whether 
the subject is important for future jobs. 

The aggregated change in pupils’ responses to these questions is shown in Figures 8 
and 9. Overall pupils’ views on these questions appear to be largely unchanged by 
their participation in Alumni in the Curriculum. Slightly more agree that doing well in 
the subject will be helpful and slightly fewer disagree or are not sure; similarly, their 
view of the importance of the subject for lots of different jobs appears unchanged. 
This may be a consequence of pupils’ general level of career awareness or the fact 
that the alumni lessons are expressly not presented as part of a careers or 
employability curriculum. 

Figure 8: Percentage change in pupils’ response to ‘I think doing well at 
[subject] will help me in the future’. 
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Figure 9: Percentage change in pupils’ responses to ‘[subject] is important for 
lots of different jobs’. 

 

 

When these questions are examined by subject we find that pupils in Science are 
more likely to think that doing well in Science will help them in the future than pupils 
studying English (Figures 10 and 11) following the alumni lessons.  

 

Figure 10: Percentage change in pupils’ responses to ‘I think doing well at 
English will help me in the future’. 
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Figure 11: Percentage change in pupils’ responses to ‘I think doing well in 
Science will help me in the future’. 

 

 

Similarly, pupils’ responses differ in relation to the importance of the subject for jobs. 
There is greater change in pupils’ view of Science as being important for lots of 
different jobs than in English following the alumni lessons; the alumni lessons appear 
to have shifted some Science pupils’ towards agreement that Science is important for 
lots of different jobs.  

Arguably a lack of such a change in respect of English might indicate that English is 
already assumed to be important in lots of different jobs. 

Two other pupil survey questions addressed this theme. We asked pupils whether 
they agreed their subject is useful in everyday life, and whether the skills learned are 
useful in other subjects. Here we found that following the alumni lessons overall 
pupils’ views of the usefulness of their subject in everyday life had changed very little 
and their view of skills learned in English and Science as useful in other subjects had 
reduced.  

Our findings suggest that pupils view English as being more central to their futures 
than Science overall, but that alumni lessons have impacted this positively in 
Science. This may be due in part to a perception that English is required in all 
aspects of work and further study in the UK, whereas Science might be seen as a 
subject in which to specialise. We speculate that those not anticipating a science-
related career might be less likely to view it as central to their future plans, but it is 
more difficult for any pupil to describe English as not being central to their plans.  

On the basis of this small sample of schools and the fact that pupil respondents were 
in year 9 and might be expected to have tentative career plans, we are cautious 
about attributing an impact of the alumni lessons on pupils’ view of their subject in 
relation to the world of work to any particular type of school. Instead what we do 
observe is that the effect of the alumni project on subjects loosely relevant to the 
future world of work might be stronger than it is on subjects thought to be already 
closely relevant to the world of work. 
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What is unknown is the extent and nature of careers education programmes in 
participating schools which might predispose pupils to adopt particular views about 
the utility of English and Science in relation to the world of work.  

Perhaps a more pertinent question might be ‘are you likely to use the subject in a 
future job?’ Figures 12 and 13 show pupils’ reports of the likelihood of using their 
subject in a future job, in respect of Science and English. Overall pupils indicate a 
stronger likelihood of using English in a future job than Science. However when we 
explore the percentage change in pupils views following the alumni lessons we find 
an increase (6 percentage points) in pupils’ views that they ‘maybe’ will use Science 
in a future job, and in English the increase is even larger at 14 percentage points, 
although this is accompanied by a greater decrease (9 percentage points) in 
agreeing they are ‘likely’ to use English in a future job compared to Science (3 
percentage points).  

 

Figure 12: Percentage change in pupils’ responses to ‘Are you likely to use 
Science in a future job?’ 
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Figure 13: Percentage change in pupils’ response to ‘Are you likely to use 
English in a future job?’  

 

 

Taken together, these pupil reports suggest that the alumni project has had a positive 
effect overall on pupils’ report of using English and Science in a future job, with more 
indicating that they ‘maybe’ will use the subject in a future job after the alumni 
lessons than before. That pupils report a stronger likelihood for English (as compared 
to Science) may reflect pre-existing views that English has utility for all jobs and that 
the association between English and the world of work is already well-established. 
That there is also a ‘swing’ towards Science suggests that the alumni lessons also 
impact on subjects where the link with future work is less well-established. 

If there is a perception amongst pupils that the subject of study will have specific 
utility in life beyond school, the next questions have to concern whether they will 
continue studying that subject beyond GCSE.  

In this section we report changes in pupils’ intention to study [subject] at A level, 
College or University, and in whether they are planning to study any subjects into the 
6th form, College or go on to University.  

Figure 14 shows an insignificant increase of 2 percentage points in those agreeing 
yes they will study [subject] at A level but this is cancelled out by a slightly greater 
likelihood that they will ‘definitely not’ – what is interesting here is that there is a 
decrease in those who are uncertain (reporting ‘maybe’). One inference is that the 
alumni lessons may have helped pupils to clarify their thinking. This effect is slightly 
more pronounced in Science than in English. There is virtually no change (i.e. less 
than +/- 5 percentage points) in pupils’ report of their intention to study [subject] at 
College or University or their more general intention to study in the 6th form or 
College or go on to University.  
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Figure 14: Percentage change in pupils’ report of intention to study [subject] at 
A level.  

 

 

Summary of finding on pupil aspiration 

Teachers in the schools felt that Alumni in the Curriculum had a positive impact on 
pupils’ aspirations and engagement with further learning and career. However, pupil 
data was inconclusive, suggesting that at best the programme may have had a small 
impact on pupil aspirations. In some cases the programme seems to have 
encouraged a greater interest in continuing with the subject and in others it appears 
that the intervention may have ushered in some reflection and rethinking about future 
study. That these changes are not observed in the control groups (where 
appropriate) suggests that it may not just be a consequence of chance or external 
factors.  
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6. Impact on attainment  
Schools in the sample were asked for data on pupil outcomes in the subject/topic that 
Alumni in the Curriculum made contribution to. In particular schools were asked for 
‘before’ and ‘after’ information indicating previous attainment in the subject/topic, 
anticipated grades at the next assessment point and outcomes at the end of the topic 
or academic session. Whilst all schools kindly provided these data, just three schools 
are reported here.  

The data from School B suggest that when individual differences are absorbed into 
the aggregated group profile that pupils have made progress between March and 
June 2015 and that the end of year outcome in July is very slightly more positive for 
those who participated in the alumni lessons than for those in the control group who 
did not. 

At School C the data supplied included GCSE targets for both the alumni lesson 
participants and the control group and the specific module (topic) outcomes data for 
the module immediately prior to the alumni lessons, and the alumni module itself, as 
well as end of year outcomes. It appears that outcomes for those who participated in 
Alumni in the Curriculum are stronger for the participants than for those in the control 
group and indicates that alumni participants slightly exceeded their target 
expectation. 

The outcomes data supplied by School F suggested that attainment in the control 
group was slightly higher than for alumni lesson participants, but that participation in 
the intervention appears to have helped close the gap between the groups. 

There are however, some difficult methodological problems in reporting these data 
and we would suggest that should this exercise be replicated that common ways of 
reporting are agreed with participating schools. We suggest this not because 
absolute comparison between schools is desirable, but because there is merit in 
including the same features (i.e. target grades for the Key Stage, module grades, 
Spring and Summer outcomes, etc.) in order to measure impact.  
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7. Conclusions and recommendations 
We evaluated the Alumni in the Curriculum project to see what impact it had on 
pupils’ engagement with the subject and their subject lessons, their educational and 
careers aspirations and their attainment.  

Our findings suggest that there is evidence of impact in all key areas albeit that 
impact is not evenly experienced across all participating schools and there are 
important differences between subjects. In this small-scale evaluation we have not 
been able to establish generalisable patterns but the qualitative evidence suggests 
that it is important that alumni contributions are well integrated into the curriculum 
and that they take account of the context of the school.  

The evaluation found that the programme had been well implemented. Key to this 
implementation was effective partnership between schools and Future First.  

Teachers, alumni and pupils were positive about the programme and felt that it 
contributed positively to the school and the experience of learning in the curriculum.  

Researcher observations also suggested that alumni contributions were well received 
by pupils who appeared to be motivated and engaged in lessons. 

The qualitative evidence suggested that the programme stimulated pupils’ 
engagement in the subjects that they were studying. While some quantitative 
evidence also supported this the results were mixed and inconclusive. There would 
be value in refining the evaluation and repeating this. 

There was also some evidence that the programme increased pupils’ aspirations and 
engaged them with future learning choices and career. Again, the quantitative 
evidence in this area was inconclusive.  

There are some reasons to be optimistic about the programme’s impact on pupil 
attainment. However, in order to justify this further work needs to be undertaken, not 
least to ensure that all participating schools use comparable approaches to the 
measurement and recording of attainment data. 

The success of alumni lessons appears to hinge upon achieving a close fit (or match) 
between the demands of the curriculum and the skills and expertise provided by 
alumni. We found a range of alumni lessons where this fit was very strong and the 
experience of the pupils was very good.  

Alumni provide novel, fresh and at times inspiring input which both pupils and 
teachers think is engaging and motivating. Discerning change in pupil behaviour as a 
result of the project is complicated by the pupils’ prior experiences and typical 
classroom practices that normally prevail in the school. Whilst we have observed 
change in pupils over the short term, we would be interested to find out whether the 
real impact of the project on pupil motivation and engagement can be more 
accurately assessed over the long term.  

Recommendations 

We include some suggestions made for improvements to the practice of Alumni in 
the Curriculum:   

 Several staff in one school suggested longer-term planning and that they 
would welcome the roll out of Alumni in the Curriculum to other subjects and 
to different age groups.   

 One teacher recommended the use of the same alumnus/alumna for all (four) 
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lessons in the series, whilst others were content that lessons were contributed 
to by different alumni. One teacher felt that longer alumni lessons (e.g. double 
lesson) might be more time effective for alumni who have to travel long 
distances. Consideration could be given to establishing the optimum balance 
of alumni contributions.  

 Whilst some teachers knew the alumni personally, others suggested that face 
to face contact between class teacher and alumni prior to lessons would be 
beneficial; whilst recognising this requires additional time.  

 Alumni participation in the curriculum is time-consuming especially where 
they devise materials or resources for lessons.  There was acknowledgement 
amongst both alumni and teachers of the need to make best use of their time 
whilst in school. Coordination with other in-school activities could be 
considered.  
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