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The National Curriculum Framework

Consultation Document 3

The Three Cycles: The Early, Primary and Secondary Years 
This third document presents details of how the NCF envisages the learning programme to be 
offered to children and young people in the Early Years, Primary and Secondary Cycles. This 
document focuses on the application of the NCF in schools. The learning areas and levels of 
achievement remain crucial throughout the Primary and the Secondary years as does a degree 
of flexibility in the delivery of the programmes as indicated in the timetable models presented for 
discussion in Appendix 1.

It is crucial to note that the Early Years refer to children from birth to the age of seven. In real 
terms, this implies that early childhood education and care starts in the home, is experienced 
in non-compulsory and informal settings including child-care and kindergarten and is exten-
ded into the first two years of compulsory, primary school. Whilst the document presents three 
distinct cycles for ease of reference, teachers working with five to seven-year-olds are working 
with very young children and the emphasis of the curriculum should be on encouraging young 
learners to develop positive dispositions about themselves, their abilities and the world around 
them. Likewise, the pedagogy which ought to be adopted should respect the characteristics of 
young learners. The proposals for the Early Years presented in the NCF are the foundation upon 
which most of the learning experiences are developed at kindergarten and even in the first years 
of primary school with a gradual move towards more formal practices and learning organised 
through learning areas as children reach the middle and later years of Primary schooling. 

In this document, the Primary Years Curriculum links the philosophical and educational 
principles proposed in the Early Years Curriculum to the later demands set by the curriculum 
for the Secondary School years. The transition from primary to secondary school should be 
smooth and offer progression in a way which supports children as they learn to take more 
responsibility. The secondary years are an important period for the learners’ personal deve-
lopment and they should strive to have a strong platform for further and higher education. 
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The concept of a National Curriculum that guaranteed a minimum level of education provision 
for all learners in Malta was first introduced in the 1988 Education Act. In 1999 a new national 
curriculum Creating the Future Together (1999) was published.  It presented a series of aims 
and objectives which still guide education decisions to the present day. The underlying phi-
losophy focused on the holistic development of all learners, by encouraging and supporting 
the professional decisions of educators in schools and thus providing quality education with a 
long-term vision. 

In effect, following the publication of the 1999 curriculum, a series of in-depth analysis and 
discussion on key areas took place, each presenting challenges to be addressed in this re-
view of the national curriculum framework.  These areas included Inclusive and Special Educa-
tion (2005), Absenteeism (2005), Early Childhood Education and Care (2006), Career Guidance 
(2007), Transition from Primary to Secondary Schools in Malta (2007), Smart Learning: Malta’s 
National eLearning Strategy 2008-2010 and Physical Education (NAO, 2010). 

After a decade of experience, it is now time to appreciate what we have achieved and, in the 
light of the increasing changes within and around our society, review our educational thinking 
and practice to ensure that all children succeed. Moreover, this will be the first curriculum 
framework to be adopted since Malta joined the EU in 2004 and hence it has also considered 
policy-related documents issued by the European Commission.

Employability, quality of life and lifelong learning are at the heart of the new draft National 
Curriculum Framework that aims at equipping young people with the key competences nee-
ded to meet the challenges of Malta’s future labour market. 

At a time when together with other Member States of the European Union, Malta is overco-
ming the economic crisis in the context of demographic changes and social cohesion, this 
curriculum framework will ensure that present and future generations acquire skills that will 
enrich their lives and secure economic growth, sustainability and the foundations of a know-
ledge society. 

A primary goal of this Government is that all children will exit compulsory education with 
acquired skills and qualifications and that schools become attractive learning environments. 
Thanks to the heavy investment in information technology and student services in all colleges,

Message

Hon. Dolores Cristina
Minister

Ministry of Education, 
Employment and the Family
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this curriculum framework review will transform the existing physical structures into oppor-
tunities for personal and social growth, reduce early school leavers, retain learners in formal 
education for as long as possible as well as give credit to informal and non-formal learning. 
With the development of a National Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning and its 
referencing to the European Qualifications Framework, this document will facilitate access 
to further and higher education, work-based learning, continuous professional develop-
ment and adult learning. 

I look forward to an intensive and comprehensive consultative process characterised by 
healthy debate from all stakeholders on where we want our compulsory educational provi-
sion to go, and what decisions we need to take to fulfil this vision, so as to ensure that all our 
children receive the quality education they deserve, so that they may all succeed. 

Dolores Cristina
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Message

Prof. Grace Grima
Director General

Directorate for Quality 
and Standards in Education

This curriculum review stems from Part II of the Education (Amendments) Act, 2006 which 
puts the onus on the Directorate for Quality and Standards for updating the National Cur-
riculum Framework, implementing it as well as reviewing the implementation process at 
regular intervals. The process of reviewing and updating the National Curriculum included 
representatives from the Directorates of Education, the Faculty of Education, the MATSEC 
Examinations Board, and Church and Independent schools. The draft document has been 
refined following feedback received by invitation from curriculum experts from the Ministry 
of Education in New Zealand and Learning and Teaching Scotland. This draft document is 
being presented for a national consultation process after which it will be refined, finalised and 
adopted as the national curriculum framework.

The draft curriculum framework is presented in a set of four consultation documents, namely:

Document 1: 	The Executive Summary
Document 2: 	The National Curriculum Framework - Rationale and Components
	 This document includes a detailed introduction to the theoretical background 

against which the proposals of the national curriculum framework were 
conceptualised. 

Document 3: 	The National Curriculum Framework - The Three Cycles: The Early 
Years, The Primary Years and the Secondary Years

	 This document presents details of how the national curriculum framework 
envisages the learning programme to be offered to children and young 
people in the early years, the primary years and the secondary years. This 
document focuses on the application of the framework  in schools and 
colleges.  

Document 4: 	The National Curriculum Framework - The Way Forward 
	 This document summarises the recommendations of the national curriculum 

framework and examines the implications of such recommendations. The 
document presents ideas about the management of change which underpin 
the consultation and implementation strategies the framework would like to 
promote. In turn, the consultation and implementation strategies presented 
are based on an understanding of a change management process.

In essence, the updated national curriculum framework promotes these key ideas:

•	 the development of lifelong learners who are engaged and responsible citizens, and acti-
ve in the economy.

•	 the support for all learners to achieve and succeed, whatever their backgrounds, needs 
and aptitudes. 
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•	 a clear focus in colleges and schools on meeting the needs of all learners through increased 
curricular autonomy.

•	 the creation of active, inclusive learning communities which put learning and learners at the 
heart of all that they do and are accountable to their stakeholders.

•	 seamless progression through the early, primary and secondary years in the skills and com-
petences required for lifelong learning.

•	 learning which is active, personalised, relevant, and purposeful.
•	 learning that emphasises the application of knowledge and skills in different contexts and 

settings as well as breadth of knowledge and depth of understanding. 
•	 a curriculum framework that focuses on learning areas, creating links and synergies across 

traditional subjects.
•	 assessment and evaluation which use information and feedback formatively to inform plan-

ning for improvement.
•	 cycles of quality assurance and evaluation which recognise that continuous professional le-

arning is an essential part of educational practice.

The process of consultation is crucial for the success of the updated national curriculum fra-
mework. The consultation strategy presented in Document 4 has been designed with the aim 
of enabling a wide-ranging and authentic discussion and debate which enables all stakeholders 
to engage with the draft document in a positive way and participate actively in the formulation 
of the final version. 

The consultation process itself is divided into three phases:

•	 Phase 1: Reflection for action May 2011 to August 2011
	 This phase will serve to present the updated national curriculum framework and prepare 

the various stakeholders for the consultation process. The meetings with the stakeholders 
will serve to highlight (i) the main recommendations of the updated national curriculum 
framework; (ii) the implications arising for the various stakeholders as envisaged by the 
updated national curriculum framework; and (iii) the role of the stakeholders in the con-
sultation process, in terms of both their personal contribution to the process and their role 
in bringing together the feedback and responses of the learning communities for which they 
are responsible. In addition, this phase allows all participants sufficient time to read through 
the documents and consider in some detail their content and implications.

•	 Phase 2: Reflection in action from September 2011 to November 2011
	 This phase will provide stakeholders opportunities to share and consolidate their ideas within 

and across different institutions. The aim of this phase is to invite and encourage stakeholders 
towards actively participating in generating a national, reflective professional discussion and 
debate about the updated national curriculum framework proposals, thus initiating a 
process of sharing critical and constructive feedback in preparation for the final version of the 
updated national curriculum framework. 

•	 Phase 3: Reflection on Action from November 2011 to December 2011
	 This phase will bring together all the stakeholders and the feedback offered by the various 

institutions. The highlights of this phase include a two-day national conference and the sub-
mission of written feedback.  Once the working group reviews the proposed NCF in light of 
the feedback received, the working group will submit a final NCF document to the Minister 
for approval. 

I invite all educators, parents, students and society stakeholders to participate actively in this 
consultation process so that the final approved document will be a true expression of our hopes 
and aspirations to provide a relevant quality education for our children which meets the current 
and future needs of our country. 

Grace Grima



11

Section 1

The Early Years 
In the international literature, it is widely acknowledged and accepted that the Early Years 
refer to the period in a child’s life which spans from birth through to the age of seven or 
eight (Wilks, Nyland, Chancellor & Elliot, 2008, Department of Education & Early Childhood 
Development & VCAA, 2009, Waddell & McBride, 2008). The myth that education starts 
when children start formal schooling has long been dispelled and the Early Years are indeed 
the most crucial phase in each individual’s life - a child’s learning and education in the Early 
Years are inextricably linked to the holistic development which occurs through informal and 
formal settings, planned and spontaneous activities, structured and unstructured events. 
The extent of the learning experienced by each child is in part determined by a supportive 
environment, involving adults who respond to children’s natural curiosity and support their 
development from the very early stages to the later years of early childhood. 

The main thrust of the NCF cannot focus on the compulsory school years (which in the local 
context starts in the year a child turns five) without embracing, promoting, supporting and 
acknowledging the on-going development which occurs in the pre-school years. The Early 
Years cannot be ignored for several reasons:

•	 the overall, holistic development, learning and understanding which occurs in the first 
years must be recognised and used as the foundation towards learning and develop-
ment, whether children are being cared for at home by parents1 and other familiar care-
givers, Early Years settings outside the home, or during the transition phase between 
non-compulsory and compulsory education; 

•	 the number of child-care centres has increased over the past decade, suggesting that 
increasing numbers of children younger than three years of age are spending conside-
rable time in settings outside the home;

•	 although attendance at kindergarten centres for 3 and 4-year-olds is not compulsory, 
some 80% of 3-year-olds and 95% of 4-year-olds attend kindergarten centres available 
in the State, Church and Independent sectors; and

•	 the curricular demands in the upper primary and secondary school years can be succes-
sfully achieved following the establishment of firm foundations in the Early Years where 
children are given opportunities to develop their self and their identity as a result of po-
sitive experiences and relationships with their immediate and eventually, the extended 
world around them. 

Because the Early Years are characterized by a period of rapid growth and change, a 
curriculum framework which purports to address learning outcomes for children in this 

Section 1: The Early Years

1	 Throughout this document any reference to parental involvement in education includes legal guardians 
and significant adults recognised as having a parenting role in the life of the child. This definition is without 
prejudice to the legal obligations of schools.
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phase gains relevance and significance when it advocates in favour of:

•	 broad outcomes which are all-encompassing and not exclusively focused on academic 
achievement; 

•	 pedagogical approaches which respect children’s age and developmental level;

•	 unlimited content which is to be presented to children in ways which engage their at-
tention and secure their direct involvement and participation; and

•	 highly trained and skilled staff who are sensitive to the characteristics of young learners 
and in tune with the learning processes of toddlers, infants and young children in the 
early stages of formal schooling. 

The NCF endorses the position recommended by the 1999 NMC2 which 

regards the first two years of primary schooling as a continuation of the two-year Kindergarten 
period. This entails that the teachers adopt a pedagogy that develops knowledge, attitudes 
and skills which derive from concrete experiences. The 3-7 year period, considered as the pre-
conceptual phase, must be regarded as the formative period which precedes the one during 
which the school experience becomes more formal. (p. 57)

Purposes and general objectives
The Early Years serve multiple purposes and must be acknowledged as the foundation for 
all future learning experiences. Within the Early Years’ experiences, from birth to seven/
eight, young children develop knowledge, skills, attitudes and values which enable them to 
become successful learners and active participants in society. For these general objectives 
to be achieved, the content of the experiences becomes secondary to the processes of 
learning which children participate in. Successful learning experiences are characterised by 
approaches which:

•	 respond to children’s interests and prior knowledge;

•	 respect young learners’ cognitive maturity and preferred learning patterns;

•	 stimulate curiosity;

•	 instil an interest for learning;

•	 promote exploration, discovery and creativity; and

•	 foster environments which promote communication and interactive styles of learning. 

Powerful learning experiences contribute to the development of children who become 
involved in pursuing their interests, are motivated, develop perseverance and learn to 
assume responsibility. Such outcomes are realised through an environment of trust and 
respect, which gives learners self-confidence and self-esteem in their abilities.

2	 http://www.curriculum.gov.mt/docs/nmc_english.pdf
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In order for the Early Years’ goals to be successfully achieved by all children, the NCF ought 
to:

•	 be supported by the visionary leadership of key practitioners working in early childhood 
education; 

•	 recognise the uniqueness in children’s learning and development through a variety of 
learning styles and pedagogies; 

•	 encourage programmes of activities which move away from emphasising specific 
subject or content teaching in favour of pedagogies which enhance curricular links and 
thus facilitate learning processes;

•	 endorse policies for assessment and transitions;

•	 facilitate capacity building of major stakeholders, predominantly parents and staff; and

•	 incorporate measures to ensure quality assurance procedures thus promoting a reflecti-
ve approach which monitors and evaluates practices and outcomes. 

Leadership of key practitioners 
Practitioners in early childhood education, whether directly responsible for designing and 
developing a programme of activities or having an administrative role must be highly-
trained and qualified staff. They must be skilled in supporting and extending children’s 
communication skills and creative in designing an appealing environment which will arouse 
and stimulate children’s thinking and interactions. Staff must be observant and reflective 
in order to adapt and modify activities based on cues and feedback proffered by children 
themselves. Most importantly, practitioners must capitalise on the social dimension through 
interacting frequently and directly with children in their care thus facilitating a sense of well-
being. Practitioners must be responsive to children’s learning interests. They must be highly 
skilled and competent as a result of the strong theoretical foundations which direct and 
support their professional and pedagogical decisions. Practitioners need:

•	 a sound theoretical base to understand how young children learn and develop; 

•	 pedagogical knowledge to determine what is reasonable to do with young learners and 
the most effective ways to achieve this, therefore applying theory to practice;

•	 personal and practical knowledge about a range of professional issues which impact 
directly on the management of and relationships amongst a group of learners; 

•	 research skills which enable them to understand on-going development in their field 
and critically position themselves when faced with results; 

•	 a genuine interest in listening to and responding to children to promote a pedagogy 
of respect, responsiveness and reciprocal relationships (Podmore, Meade & Kerslake 
Hendricks, 2000; UNCRC, 1989); and

•	 reflective skills which allow them to think critically through their work with children, 
question their perceptions and understandings of children’s experiences and examine 
their interactions with children with a view to improving the quality of the Early Years 
experiences.

Section 1: The Early Years
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A key feature of successful learning experiences in the Early Years is the realisation that 
learning occurs through meaningful social processes, rooted in positive relationships and 
acknowledging reciprocity. “A culture of learning depends on appropriate relationships, secure 
but challenging environments, and high but achievable expectations” (Eaude, n.d.).

Apart from being knowledgeable about child-development, learning processes and suitable 
pedagogies, early childhood practitioners must demonstrate empathy and solidarity with 
the families of children with whom they are working and show that they are capable of 
working with children and their families. 

Learning Processes and Effective Pedagogies 
The first years of children’s lives are significant in the rapid development which they 
undergo. These are the years where children learn through observation, experimentation, 
trial and error, exposure to stimulating environments and highly contextualised settings 
which facilitate their understanding of the world around them. There is significant linguistic 
and cognitive development; physical and moral development as well as personal, social and 
emotional development. Indeed, children develop holistically, and progress in any one area 
influences other areas. 

Every child has the right to develop to his/her maximum potential. The foundations for 
realising this potential are laid down in the Early Years: skills which are extremely useful to 
face the challenges of daily life can be nurtured in the Early Years’ settings. If practitioners 
capitalise on activities, events, resources which are of particular interest to a child or group of 
children, they stimulate the youngsters’ interest. As a result of sustained interest, motivation 
develops which in turn supports perseverance as children want to participate in activities 
willingly and in so doing, they gain confidence and self-esteem (see Figure 3.1). 
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Development does not occur at the same rate or in the same way for all. Apart from the 
genetic make-up and personal characteristics, cultures and the social environment have an 
impact on what and how children learn. Young children come to organised Early Years’ 
settings with their baggage of prior knowledge and understanding. As the children’s 
experiences with the world widen and broaden, their prior knowledge has a bearing on new 
experiences in that it informs them (they try to make sense of what something is by using 
previously-acquired information) but with new information with which they are faced, they 
modify existing knowledge and amend their understanding. Learning occurs when new 
knowledge and information is internalised and modifies previous understandings. 

The learning process is different for individuals because of the variation in both natural 
and environmental factors. Children receive, react to, interpret and process information 
differently. With this knowledge in mind, early childhood educators should plan for a 
curriculum (a programme of activities) which appeals to different cognitive styles. Because 
of limited experiences and immaturity (limited development) as a result of their age, children 
thrive on multi-sensory approaches where their understanding of the world around them 
improves when using all their senses. By relying on what they can see, smell, touch, taste and 
hear, the likelihood of understanding how things work, drawing conclusions to hypotheses, 
culminating in understanding cause and effect, and learning how to discriminate and 
differentiate between contrasting objects increases.

Learning environments
Since young children develop holistically and because learning and development do not 
occur in a sequential, linear fashion, compartmentalising learning programmes by subject 
areas does not facilitate learning. On the contrary, subject teaching serves to create artificial 
pockets of knowledge which are often considered to be unrelated, disjointed, irrelevant 
and developmentally inappropriate for young children. Conscious of the learning and 
developmental processes which young children undergo, Early Years practitioners are 
therefore encouraged to set up learning environments which appeal to children’s interests, 
are relevant to the common day experiences children are likely to have and which can 
be explored in an exciting manner. Direct, hands-on experiences encourage interaction, 
engagement and involvement which in turn lead to improved understanding, recall and the 
development of mental representations. This supports children in their move from concrete, 
tangible experiences to symbolic and abstract notions. 

Another advantage of setting up dynamic learning environments relates to the depth 
and multiple perspectives with which issues can be dealt with. Thorough and detailed 
observations, analysis, investigations, exploration and experimentation through projects, 
topics and themes fits in with children’s curiosity and need to find out the what, why and 
how things work. 

The setting up of interactive learning environments which appeal to children require careful 
planning on the part of the practitioner in order to ensure promotion of a range of skills, 
attitudes, knowledge and values which young children can acquire through well-thought 
and presented activities. Yet, a hallmark of good Early Years practice is the recognition and 
promotion of child-initiated activity and enquiry. Such activity should be encouraged as it 
acknowledges learning as an on-going process where all involved make valid contributions. 
A quality programme should strike a balance between adult-led and child-initiated activities 

Section 1: The Early Years



16 Consultation Document 3: The Three Cycles

that emerge directly from children’s interests. 

Assessment
Assessment in early childhood education is a means of finding out what children are interested 
in as well as finding ways of recording and documenting their progress. According to Carr 
(2001) assessment in early childhood education has multiple functions, namely to: 

•	 understand children’s learning better; 

•	 start discussions about children’s learning;

•	 share information with others in the early childhood setting;

•	 reflect on practice;

•	 plan for the learning of individuals and groups;

•	 ensure that all children receive attention;

•	 highlight the learning that is valued in the setting;

•	 involve children in self-assessment;

•	 discuss the programme with the family, and

•	 share experiences with family.

For assessment to be effective and meaningful for young children, documenting narrative 
accounts of their achievements can provide a more holistic reflection of what each child 
is truly capable of doing. Assessment in Early Years is as important for the children as it is 
for the adults, especially for practitioners. Assessment based on careful observation and a 
responsive and reflective attitude informs practices. Observing and documenting children’s 
achievements helps adults to capture the learning processes as well as the outcomes. 

Transitions 
During the Early Years, children go through several transition phases which must be 
acknowledged and supported to ascertain that they gain a positive and self-confident 
attitude towards change, growth and development. Transitions are an inevitable part of 
growing up and although they offer a challenge, the changes which young children face 
need not be insurmountable difficulties, nor should they be unpredictable and unsupported 
events. 

Whilst certain procedures ought to be established and initiatives taken to minimise the 
impact which transitions can bring about, the variety of early childhood settings where 
children spend their time should ensure that children encounter opportunities which allow 
them to develop their identity and establish themselves whilst embracing the complex 
nature of a gradually widening world.
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In the Early Years, transition processes are not experienced exclusively by the children 
but also by their families. Thus school authorities, administrative staff and primary carers/
educators who are in direct contact with children need to involve the parents and require 
the involvement of these significant adults in young children’s transition processes. The 
personal, social and emotional growth of families, especially of young children, is at stake 
when dealing with the transition process. 

With regard to the implementation of the NCF, it is worth highlighting that in the local 
context, the most significant transition which young children are expected to experience 
relates to the change from informal to formal education. During the early childhood phase, 
children move from the non-compulsory years in child-care and kindergarten centres to 
compulsory, primary education in the year when they turn five. Malta is one of the few EU 
countries where compulsory education starts at the age of five3, the majority of countries 
maintaining six as the first year of compulsory schooling and others opting for seven as the 
age when children formally begin school. 

Irrespective of the age when compulsory education starts, the over-riding concern should 
remain one of appropriate pedagogies which match the cognitive and developmental levels 
of very young children and which seek to provide for a multi-sensory approach to learning 
where children are challenged to take calculated risks and increase their knowledge and 
understanding of themselves and of the world around them through environments which 
contextualise and facilitate learning. 

With the realisation that the practice and principles applied in educational settings need 
to respect and match children’s development and promote their active participation, it 
becomes evident that the Early Years phase should be seen as a time which is distinct 
from experiences of later childhood and consequently, the Early Years settings should be 
conceived of as a sequence of opportunities for children to establish themselves and their 
identities; when children enjoy ‘being’ rather than forced into ‘becoming’ something or 
someone else. 

Parental involvement
While acknowledging and recognising the role of parents as partners in the education 
process is important throughout the different cycles (see NCF Document: Rationale and 
Components), this needs to be especially emphasised during the Early Years. The influence 
of the home on children’s personal achievements cannot be negated and the effects of 
home are tangible at a very early age. Parents and the Early Years settings need to support 
each other through a range of facilities which allow easy communication and sharing of 
essential information. By having settings where the information is easily accessible as well 
as personnel who are readily available, parents and educators join forces in helping children 
develop into confident learners who can become active in their own learning. 

Parents should have access to information and support which enable them to encourage 
their child’s development within the home, in Early Years’ settings and within the community 
through varied and diverse activities which ought to be available for children of all ages. 

Section 1: The Early Years

3	 Compulsory education starts at the age of six in fourteen EU countries; and at the age of seven in nine EU 
countries. Apart from Malta, compulsory education at the age of five is mandatory in Britain (including 
Northern Ireland) Cyprus and the Netherlands (Oberhuemer, 2007).
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Quality assurance 
In order to ensure that an Early Years programme is of high quality, there need to be 
opportunities for self-evaluation, critical reflection and enquiry. These can be achieved 
through collaborative fora where examples of good practice are recorded and shared; 
where staff within an Early Years setting meets to discuss, review and consider events, 
approaches and pedagogies; where staff discuss their knowledge, observe others and share 
their reflections and considerations. 

Working in isolation with a group of children prevents any personal or professional growth 
or development. In fostering a culture where evaluation and reflection become shared 
routine, practitioners are supported in making necessary amendments to current practices 
and applying a range of strategies and techniques which improve the learning outcomes 
for a wider number of children. 

Learning Outcomes for the Early Years
The hallmarks of successful, quality Early Years programmes are those which:

•	 embrace the socio-cultural dimension surrounding children’s learning;

•	 are concerned with promoting and encouraging positive learning dispositions;

•	 put children at the centre of the learning environment;

•	 allow child-initiated activities acknowledging that learning in the Early Years is a process 
of co-construction and collaboration;

•	 promote activities that are related to children’s real-life experiences; 

•	 offer children opportunities for hands-on activities; and

•	 draw on a variety of pedagogies which address needs of particular learners. 

Thus, rather than identifying specific content knowledge associating it to subject areas, in 
the Early Years emphasis should be given to general competences developed through cross-
curricular themes which contribute to establishing the foundations for lifelong learning. The 
Early Years are comparable to a journey of discovery where children find out who they are 
as individuals and position and establish themselves within a society as they interact with 
others. To achieve both successfully, children learn about and experience ways of using 
communicative tools necessary for self-fulfilment, personal development and meaningful 
social engagement. 

Success in promoting a love for learning and holistic development comes with suitable 
pedagogies which must embrace play and experiential, joyful learning. The various types of 
play children should engage in effectively meet the objectives and outcomes necessary for 
quality experiences in early childhood education. Thus pretend play, imaginative, creative, 
constructive, symbolic and role play as well as engagement, interaction and participation 
in all forms of expressive arts constitute an integral part of children’s experiences in the 
Early Years. Through programmes which seek children’s active involvement and experiential 
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learning, children are expected to acquire social, communicative and intellectual 
competences in an environment which fosters personal well-being and positive learning 
dispositions (See Figure 3.2). 

Section 1: The Early Years

Well-being
The Early Years ought to offer environments where children feel safe and secure to the 
extent that they have a sense of belonging; feel loved and accepted by all; and are respected 
for who they are. Adults working with young children need to show and share a genuine 
interest in each child and make every effort to foster warm, caring and friendly relationships. 
The extent to which a child’s well-being is enhanced depends on the very attitudes and 
relationships which are promoted and which prevail amongst the adult carers themselves. 

An environment which offers children security is one where there is stability and consistency. 
Such environments support children in building their self-esteem, developing a positive 
self-identity and gaining confidence in themselves and their achievements. Within a safe 
environment where they are accepted, given freedom of choice, and allowed to explore 
and experiment on their own and with others, children learn to become risk-takers. 
They can develop individual strategies which help them to cope with new challenges, 
become autonomous, self-regulating and self-determining individuals who make progress, 
overcome difficulties and feel satisfied with their endeavours. Hence, young learners become 
independent. 
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As they become independent and learn to take care of themselves, young children learn 
how to deal with their feelings, recognise and label emotions, accept themselves and learn 
to be comfortable with themselves and others. In developing socio-emotional competences, 
young children acquire self-discipline as they learn to be more in control of who they are 
and what they can do. 

In addition to their affective development, in the Early Years children learn about who 
they are and what they can do through physical activities which can be used to promote a 
healthy life. 

Social competences
Apart from learning to feel comfortable with themselves in the Early Years, children 
increasingly gain awareness of others and learn how to live and grow with others. This 
means that children experience and deal with turn-taking and sharing activities, ideas, 
thinking processes and achievements that will help them develop positive and authentic 
relationships. In so doing, children realize what it means to respect others, value each 
other and develop a sense of community. Together, children have to resolve conflicts as a 
result of their learning to contribute and participate in a democracy. Empathy development 
occurs when children can understand the emotions which others are experiencing and see 
different perspectives. 

As they develop social competences and in an atmosphere where their personal well-being 
is safeguarded, young children develop a moral identity; a sense of right and wrong as they 
distinguish between what is acceptable or unacceptable; as they experience and adopt 
values depending on how they are treated and how they see others being treated. 

Communicative competences
Successful personal and social development necessitates expressing oneself in a 
comprehensible manner. Several communication tools are available to help children 
understand themselves and others. The predominant tool which facilitates communication 
is language. As children engage with and gain experiences in using both oral and printed 
language, their abilities to think, understand, express themselves and extend social relations 
are strengthened. The overall objectives of language in the Early Years should predominantly 
focus on helping children increase their awareness of the functions and purposes of language 
skills4 which make them a versatile tool for any member in a society. Where language 
learning is concerned, from a young age children gain flexibility and control over language 
through correct and appropriate choice of words; extend their vocabulary; learn how to 
assert themselves; become aware of the subtle influence which language has on society and 
how listening, speaking, reading and writing are tools which are used almost constantly in 
order to get other things done. 

Whilst respecting, promoting and strengthening the child’s first language, young children 
growing up in the Maltese context begin their journey of second language learning. This 
is a direct reflection of the wider society rather than necessarily being an immediate need 
young children have. However, it is imperative that children are exposed to the two official 
languages of the country in meaningful ways which would serve to promote learning and 

4	 ‘Language skills’ refer to listening, speaking, reading & writing. ‘Language skills’ is also broadly used to refer 
to receptive skills & production skills. 
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understanding of the world which goes beyond language learning itself. Second-language 
teaching can be successful if lessons are learnt from mother tongue acquisition and the 
pedagogies used in the more formal school settings should be driven by principles which 
are appropriate for the age group. 

In addition to language, from a relatively young age, children are exposed to alternative 
sources of communication access which has been greatly facilitated with the widespread 
availability of digital technologies. Growing up in the 21st century, children require digital 
competences which enable them to communicate more effectively not only with their 
immediate contacts but even with others. Availability of and accessibility to different 
information sources enables children to engage with and make sense of the world around 
them; encourages them towards communication and collaboration; promote skills for 
conducting research as well as locating, storing and retrieving information. 

Learning dispositions
A child-centred environment is one which encourages children to find things out for 
themselves allowing for experimentation, hypotheses testing, and trial and error. Through 
hands-on approaches in pursuit of answers to self-initiated activities, young children develop 
perseverance and concentration. The role of adults is to be sensitive to young learners’ 
interests and inclinations and to provide stimulating environments which challenge the 
minds of learners in their quest for information. Adults responsible for young learners need to 
believe that children have a thirst for knowledge and by allowing for inquiry based activities 
and independent exploration, children are more likely to remember and understand what 
and how certain results are achieved. Learning by doing is a more effective methodology 
than learning by telling. Children need to enjoy learning and have a real sense that they are 
more than capable of achieving and learning. 

Intellectual competences
The Early Years experiences should offer children possibilities to engage with and understand 
the world around them. Rather than restrict children’s opportunities and interests, every 
effort ought to be made to ensure that activities, environments and resources are challenging 
and that children are given the possibility of tapping into diverse sources of information. 
Early Years settings are responsible for helping children become aware of skills and strategies 
necessary to access, look for, elicit, retrieve, organise and understand information. Equipped 
with appropriate strategies and a healthy approach to risk-taking, children acquire a range 
of cognitive skills such as identifying, labelling, sorting, grouping, sequencing, classifying, 
categorising, and matching. 

These competences can be translated into learning outcomes which young children are 
expected to achieve by the time they are moving from the Early Years to the later primary 
school years. The holistic development of children contributes to successful achievement of 
all the outcomes. 

Outcome 1: Children develop a strong sense of identity

•	 Children develop in a safe, secure environment which they can trust. 

•	 Children develop a sense of independence and autonomy.

•	 Children become responsible and resilient in the face of challenges.

Section 1: The Early Years
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Outcome 2: Children gain a positive self-image

•	 Children believe in themselves fully aware of their potential and capabilities.

•	 Children gain confidence in themselves and their achievements.

•	 Children develop positive attitudes which enable them to take the initiative and beco-
me risk-takers.

Outcome 3: Children are socially adept

•	 Children become capable of establishing relationships with others.

•	 Children develop empathy, respect and acceptance of different points of view.

•	 Children develop an awareness of the notions of fairness, a sense of justice and non-
preferential treatment.

•	 Children learn to collaborate with peers and adults with diverse backgrounds and ne-
eds.

Outcome 4: Children are effective communicators

•	 Children who are capable of using different forms of and media for communication. 

•	 Children interact and engage with varieties of text and printed material increasing their 
awareness of purposes/functions. 

•	 Children gain familiarity with symbols and patterns and their use.

•	 Children become aware of different language systems, notably L1 and L2. 

•	 Children engage with digital literacy as a means of retrieving data as well as represen-
ting and communicating ideas. 

Outcome 5: Children nurture positive attitudes towards learning becoming engaged
		  and confident learners

•	 Children develop a range of cognitive skills to include labelling/identifying, recognition, 
sorting, hypothesizing, predicting, comparing, sequencing, grouping. 

•	 Children develop positive dispositions to include enthusiasm & motivation, curiosity, 
questioning, concentration, perseverance, imagination, ability to accept alternative 
suggestions/criticism.

•	 Children broaden their knowledge and reinforce their understanding through availabi-
lity of and access to various sources of information.
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Recommendations for successful experiences: 
Putting the Early Years framework into practice

A successful Early Years programme consists of well-planned, well-resourced and well-
delivered activities which take into consideration the needs, abilities and perspectives of the 
children. A plethora of activities can be developed with young learners whilst respecting 
their developmental stage. There are several benefits accruing from well-chosen activities. 
Apart from the enjoyment and fun, varied activities should provide: 

•	 real learning contexts whereby children’s skills and knowledge increase;

•	 positive attitudes about themselves as learners; and

•	 positive attitudes towards learning itself. 

It is undesirable to draw up a prescriptive programme for the Early Years especially when 
allowances are to be made for child-initiated activities. The Early Years’ curriculum and 
programme of activities cannot be an all-encompassing document which dictates what 
should be done, when, with whom and how. 

Successful development and implementation of activities require careful planning, research, 
provision of materials, adult resource books, tools and a variety of reading material suitable 
for children. It is also assumed that chosen themes and activities reflect and indeed arise 
from the interests of children in a particular group. However, the adult should strive to 
create environments that stimulate and motivate young learners, keeping in mind that 
children are naturally curious and are keen and interested in finding out information about 
the world around them. Children should participate fully in activities and be allowed to take 
over. Rather than being told what to do, when and how to do something, children should 
be provided with the raw materials, taken for site visits, allowed to observe, see, touch and 
use equipment in order to enhance the growth of knowledge and real understanding. 

On the basis of the adults’ knowledge about child development, information provided by 
families and an in-depth awareness of the range of pedagogies, Early Years educators can 
assist young learners by:

•	 creating opportunities for children to engage in a range of experiences with others and with 
their environment;

•	 intentionally guiding and supporting them to discover their potential and achieve their lear-
ning goals; and

•	 ensuring that children encounter cognitive challenges through teaching techniques such as 
modelling, open questioning, speculating and explanation.5 

Rather than coverage of particular content, the main concern of Early Years educators 

Section 1: The Early Years

5	 The Australian Early Years learning framework (Draft) Nov, 2008. Available at: http://www.eduweb.vic.gov.
au/edulibrary/public/earlychildhood/development/eylframework.pdf 	
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should be on learning outcomes which promote positive learning attitudes, dispositions 
and competences which the children will foster during the Early Years and which will see 
them through life-long growth and development. 

The summary of key data on education in Europe (Eurydice, 2009), indicates that the 
terminology used by European countries which identify general aims to be achieved in 
the pre-primary years refers to ‘development’, ‘autonomy’, ‘responsibility’, ‘well-being’, ‘self-
confidence’, ‘citizenship’, ‘preparation for life at school’, ‘the pursuit of learning’ (p. 65). 

Table 1 below shows some of the achievements young children are expected to develop 
during their Early Years together with the evidence that can be recorded as a demonstration 
of what has been achieved. Information is also provided with suggestions about provision 
which adults need to incorporate in their planning in order to facilitate the meaningful 
experiences, leading to the achievement of positive learning dispositions6. 

6	 The table has been modelled on examples provided in: Belonging, being & becoming. The Early Years learning 
framework for Australia. (2009). Available at: http://www.deewr.gov.au/EarlyChildhood/Policy_Agenda/
Quality/Documents/Final%20EYLF%20Framework%20Report%20-%20WEB.pdf 
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Section 2

The Primary Years (Years 1-6)7

The NCF proposals for the Primary Years, take the following into consideration:

•	 by the time children are embarking on formal education, the overwhelming majority of 
children would have experienced an Early Years programme; 

•	 the Primary Curriculum links the philosophical and educational principles set out in the 
Early Years Curriculum to the later demands set by the curriculum for the Secondary 
School years; and

•	 especially for children attending State schools and for most of the boys in Church scho-
ols, the recent developments within the educational reform that have seen the aboli-
shment of the high-stakes entry examinations into the Secondary years ought to facili-
tate a developmental approach to learning8. 

The challenge that lies ahead is one that ensures that the Primary School curriculum allows 
for the implementation of pedagogies founded on a socio-constructivist approach which 
respects individualised learning patterns, addresses all children’s needs and successfully 
develops children’s full potential, thus reducing the over-emphasis on the pass or fail 
mentality brought about by an examinations-oriented system. 

Purposes and general objectives 
At the primary level, children are entitled to a stimulating, happy, safe and caring educational 
environment which builds on early childhood experiences, promotes the development of 
their full potential in all aspects of learning and paves the way for capacity-building and life-
long learning which will be strengthened at the secondary level. Education at the primary 
level aims at:

•	 supporting children in their journey of discovering the joy of learning;

•	 strengthening children’s holistic development; and

•	 enabling children to acquire knowledge, concepts, skills, values and attitudes which will 
allow them to develop into life-long learners able to progress from one level to another 
at their individual pace of development.

The educational settings and experiences during the primary years aim at enhancing 
children’s learning capacity. This is achieved through the planning, implementation and 

7	 In line with the philosophy of a seamless curriculum, it is recommended that the primary and secondary 
cycles within compulsory education are referred to as Years 1 to 11.

8	 Girls in Church schools, some boys in Church schools and students in most Independent schools have had 
all-through schooling for many years.
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evaluation of educational activities that develop children’s ability to acquire, comprehend 
and apply knowledge, develop and practise a wide variety of skills and key competences 
and internalize positive attitudes and values. Specific programmes of studies and assessment 
modes are to be clear, valid and relevant. 

The primary curriculum will assist children to develop into learners who are:

•	 confident, have a positive self-image, high self-esteem and are capable of nurturing 
healthy socio-emotional relationships;

•	 critical and innovative thinkers who are capable of generating creative ideas and put-
ting them into practice;

•	 proficient users of Maltese and English;

•	 numerate and have a firm foundation in mathematical reasoning and concepts;

•	 scientifically literate and capable of engaging in enquiry that inculcates the love of ex-
ploration and wonder;

•	 digitally literate, capable of using and adapting to new technologies; and

•	 physically active, capable of making choices in favour of a healthy life-style. 

Aims of Primary Education
The NCF aims at developing: 

A. 	Learners who are capable of successfully developing their full 
	 potential as lifelong learners

This leads to the development of:

Personal and social skills
Children’s interpersonal, intrapersonal and communication skills are developed to bring 
about positive self-esteem, self-confidence and self-awareness. A totally integrated approach 
across the curriculum enhances these skills within the affective domain in order to develop 
the children’s capacity to build solid relationships with self, peers and adults. 

Moral and spiritual development
The development of the moral, spiritual, and religious dimensions contributes towards the 
children’s capacity to value, appreciate, perceive and interpret the world they live in. It aims 
at initiating the children into a profound and life-long search for truth and the value of life 
and existence through a Catholic perspective. An ethical education programme will be 
made available as an alternative to denominational religious education programmes. 
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Literacy, numeracy, and digital literacies
Literacy, numeracy and digital literacy are the foundations for further learning. Through 
programmes which build upon the initial skills inculcated during the Early Years, children 
become proficient in speaking, listening, reading and writing in both Maltese and English. 
Mathematical concepts and language are inculcated through systematic teaching and 
learning activities to help children develop numeracy and problem-solving skills. Progression 
is achieved through thinking, manipulating, reporting and presenting results. Digital literacy 
is developed together with literacy and numeracy through children’s engagement with 
technologies. 

Bilingualism and multilingualism
In addition to the simultaneous development of Maltese and English, in the later years of 
the primary cycle, children are encouraged to experience a foreign language awareness 
programme.

Science and technology competence
Problem-solving and enquiry skills are inculcated through practical work and through 
exploration of ideas. The skills of investigation, designing and making, testing and reporting 
are to be given importance.

Critical and innovative thinking
During the Primary Years children’s imagination and inquisitiveness are drawn upon 
in order to investigate problems and explore possible solutions. They are introduced to 
different experiences, media and materials which allow them to develop their own ideas 
and experiment with alternative ways of problem-solving. They learn to focus on systematic 
ways in which to address problems; collect, test and analyze information and apply results 
to solve problems in different situations.

Aesthetic appreciation and creative expression
Through Arts Education, children appreciate, respond to, participate in and explore creative 
performance and expression.

B.	 Learners who are capable of sustaining their chances in the world 
	 of work

Although in the Primary years children are far-removed from the world of work, the 
foundation skills and attitudes for employability are to be nurtured from an early age. Such 
skills and attitudes develop through:

The ability to communicate effectively and confidently
Communication skills in verbal, non-verbal, written, visual, physical, technical and 
emotional/expressive fields are to be developed to prepare children to respond and interact 
with situations as they occur. 

Competence in using new information and communication technologies
Emphasis is given to the acquisition of basic ICT skills including issues related to safety and 
use. Digital Literacy encourages learners to discover and use digital data sources, create 
digital multimedia presentations and use collaborative authoring tools. Learners are able to 
program devices to respond to input using a simplified iconic interface. They are also able 

Section 2: The Primary Years
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to send emails and attachments, use VOIP and video-conferencing, and chat to collaborate 
with others. They will learn and practice netiquette and online safety measures.

The ability to train, re-train and develop new skills
Appropriate learning and teaching strategies enable children to be receptive to their own 
strengths and limitations providing them with an ability to improve and adapt intelligently 
to changing realities and contexts.

Economic stability and independence
Children learn to take initiative and to become independent thinkers and participants in 
team-work. Their initial understanding of the value of co-operative and collaborative work is 
further strengthened at the primary level. Through their experiences, children become aware 
of the vital contribution of each member in society towards the good of the community. 
Learning to be flexible, tenacious and resilient, paves the way for responsible citizenship.

Innovation and entrepreneurship 
Children value the processes that lead to creating and implementing new ideas. Through 
risk-taking, planning, perseverance and the use of their imagination, children understand 
and develop the ability to think, create and value new products that help them and others 
adapt to changes in society. Attaining self-belief and the ability to be useful and productive 
for one’s self, one’s group of friends, class and school inculcate the right attitudes necessary 
for the eventual contribution towards the common good. 

The ability to readily embrace mobility and exchange
School exchanges with students from other colleges, sectors, towns, countries allow for and 
encourage mobility. Such activities prepare children for the social, cultural, and economic 
changes that they will experience during their lifetime. Multilingualism and awareness 
of different cultures and lifestyles broaden children’s understanding and appreciation of 
diversity.

A systems view of reality that facilitates their engagement in the promo-
tion of sustainable development
From a young age, children can appreciate and value empathy and with appropriate support 
develop curiosity, enthusiasm and good judgment. With the aid of inquiry-based learning, 
children learn to understand that all actions may have long-lasting effects on communities 
and societies. 

Be actively involved in sustainable development issues
Responsible citizenship results in active citizenship. Children build a sense of community 
through the inculcation of value and belief systems most prevalent in their school and 
home. Through their experiences, including those of a cross-curricular nature, children 
become aware of a range of plausible solutions and take action to improve their immediate 
environment. They also become aware of national and regional issues and develop informed 
opinions about them.
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C.	 Learners who are engaged citizens in constantly changing local, 
	 regional and global realities

These learners need to:

Respect diversity and value difference
Children discover similarities and differences around them through their engagement with 
different cultures and languages. In this way they begin to understand and value diversity. 

Respect and promote Maltese culture and heritage
Children at the primary level ought to experience their cultural and national heritage and 
wealth. Through visits, exhibitions and other first-hand opportunities children study and 
explore their country’s past and present. Inquiry-based learning, the viewing of artefacts in 
situ as well as the study of documents and texts enable pupils to form a solid understanding 
of who they are and where they come from. Children can actively engage in projects that 
assist in the conservation of their regional and national heritage. Other experiences include 
participation in e-twinning and Comenius projects among schools locally and internationally. 

Develop intercultural competence and appreciate their heritage within 
the Mediterranean, European and global contexts
Children strengthen their ability to appreciate social, cultural, national and geographical 
realities by learning historical and geographical knowledge and developing attitudes 
and skills which promote intercultural understanding. The Mediterranean and European 
dimensions are of particular interest for children at this level. Participation in e-twinning and 
Comenius projects among schools at local and at international levels facilitate intercultural 
experiences. 

Work towards strengthening social cohesion and ensuring social justice
Appreciating diversity and difference, whilst concentrating upon similarities, promotes 
tolerance and the ability to recognize ways in which a community can work towards a more 
socially-cohesive society. At a class, year and school level, children engage in collaborative 
learning strategies that promote practices which are socially-inclusive.

Uphold social justice and democratic principles
Children learn about social justice and democracy with an understanding of one’s rights and 
responsibilities as they actively engage in discussions, debates and governance practices. 
Cross-curricular links are also advocated for the development and achievement of this 
crucial objective.

Learning Areas
The learning areas have been set out in a way which ensures that a broad-based, and well-
balanced curriculum is formulated in order to address and achieve the aims outlined above. 
The educational activities organized at the primary level develop the important dispositions 
of active thinkers and learners: “cooperation, concentration, courage, curiosity, direction, 
empathy, flexibility, good judgement, humility, imagination, independence, perseverance, an 
open mind, precision, reflectiveness, responsibility, risk-taking and self-discipline” Simister 
(2007, p. 23). Effective pedagogies are included in the development of the learning areas 
below. 

Section 2: The Primary Years
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Languages
Languages encourage children to develop: 

•	 listening, speaking, reading, writing, and presenting skills;

•	 abilities to organize thoughts, ideas, feelings, and knowledge; communicate with others 
and respond to how others communicate;

•	 as competent users of both Maltese and English, who are able to appreciate and enjoy 
the literary heritage of both languages;

intellectual skills which allow learners to explore and effectively use questioning, information, 
critical thinking, decision-making and memory; and

an awareness of foreign languages with the aim of becoming open to other languages and 
cultures with a positive disposition towards mobility and new experiences.

Whilst Maltese and English are core languages of the learning area, a language awareness 
course is being proposed in the later years of the Primary Cycle. A school-based decision as 
to which foreign language/s should be introduced is being advocated9.

Speaking, listening, responding to various texts (written, visual, oral and aural) and 
communication skills are given importance through a wide range of authentic experiences 
drawing upon various resources including situations and events, printed materials, literary 
texts and digital technologies. 

For English and Maltese, assessment is carried out in the four language skills (listening, 
speaking, reading and writing) taking into consideration the wide range of levels of 
achievement. At the end of the Primary Cycle, the four skills in English and Maltese will be 
assessed in the national end-of-primary benchmark from 2011, as stipulated in the Grima, 
Grech, Mallia, Mizzi, Vassallo & Ventura (2007) transition report. 

Mathematics
The learning that takes place within the area of Mathematics allows children to develop:

•	 essential numeracy skills which support them in daily life;

•	 key numeric competences that include the understanding of concepts, principles, and 
applications; 

•	 creative approaches in the four strands, namely, use of number, measurement, space 
and shapes and data handling; and

9	 The Common European Framework (Council of Europe 2001) promoted the need for multilingual capa-
bility. Although the imposition of learning too many languages needs to be safeguarded against, children 
must be given the opportunity to be introduced to at least one other language (L3) in an informal manner 
during the later years of the Primary Cycle. The current trends in language learning at this level recommend 
an approach that is dialogic and interactive, wherein pupils are exposed to the language and the culture 
through carefully selected language activities.



35

•	 logical thought and engagement with investigative processes that lead to solutions.

Mathematics is a core learning area in the Primary years. 

All children need to experience primary mathematics as a rewarding and enjoyable 
experience. This can best be achieved by using a combination of different teaching styles 
and through differentiated teaching taking into consideration different learning styles.

In addition to continuous assessment in each of the four strands and end-of-year examinations 
in the later years of the Primary Cycle, assessment in Mathematics at the end of the Primary 
years will also be examined in the national end-of-primary benchmark.

Science
In the Primary years the purpose should be to create awareness and develop a sense of 
wonder about the world while introducing simple scientific concepts and vocabulary. 
Science programmes in the Primary years encourage children to:

•	 develop an inquiry-based approach to finding out facts by observing, exploring and 
investigating their environment; 

•	 communicate their findings orally, pictorially and in writing; and

•	 learn how science works, and how information has been discovered through biological, 
chemical, physical and environmental contexts.

Science is a core learning area in the Primary years10. 

Science can be learnt through play and other enjoyable hands-on activities, with an 
emphasis on observation and communication of experiences rather than explanations that 
require abstract ideas. Children can be encouraged to engage with science through simple 
investigations which allow them to question; to use multimedia and locate appropriate 
information; and to use storytelling and drama to link science to daily living and the local 
environment in which they live.

Assessment of student success should take place alongside learning and involve situated 
problem- solving activities. It should be formative in nature and based not only on individual 
achievement but include group and self-assessment. This encourages the learners to develop 
a sense of themselves as “young scientists” within their class community. Learning outcomes 
can be captured and reported through various forms of recording such as investigations, 
learning logbooks and portfolios. The assessment should be a narrative account or “learning 
story” which documents the skills and processes of science as they are experienced by the 
learner. 

Religious Education 
The school is committed to the holistic formation of children. In this respect, Religious 
Education, which in the Maltese context is understood as Catholic Religious Education 

10	 A Vision for Science Education has been developed and is being presented concurrently with this document.

Section 2: The Primary Years
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(CRE)11, contributes by helping children to: 

develop their own identity and better understand their cultural identity. It is important 
that the RE programme is sensitive to the diverse ways in which human beings throughout 
history have given expression to the spiritual dimension of humanity;

nurture and enhance a sense of spiritual self. Through CRE pupils may explore and experience 
God’s love, principally through the person of Jesus Christ but also through creation and life 
in the community. Learners can express and better understand the fundamental questions 
which have always been asked by humanity. The spiritual dimension of the self should 
be supported by promoting values that include justice, personal responsibility, respect, 
reflection and active engagement in moral issues; and

begin to critically question society and find their place in it. CRE seeks to educate learners 
regarding the dignity of the human being and the responsibility of each individual towards 
others for the building of a better society and a better world.

Religious Education is a core learning area in the curriculum. 

Learning in Religious Education challenges children to move beyond knowledge. It should 
be a process of self-discovery, a discovery of their own uniqueness, in the context of a 
community that is rich in experiences. Thus classroom practices encourage exploration, 
investigation and meaning-making. The use of multimedia resources, stories, creative arts, 
discussions and hand-on activities are to be used to stimulate and encourage meaning-
making. 

Assessment should be mainly formative rather than summative. Assessment is to be integrated 
with the whole process of learning to make sure that children have achieved what they are 
entitled to according to the identified learning outcomes. Teachers are encouraged to use 
various tasks, including practical projects, comprehension, discussion and presentations, to 
assess and evaluate different levels of the cognitive and affective domains of learning.

The parents of learners have the right to decide that their child does not follow CRE. For 
such students, the NCF recommends an Ethics Education programme drawn up by the 
Education Authorities. Delivery of such a programme depends on logistical considerations.

Citizenship Education
Citizenship Education allows children to discover and learn more about their historical, 
social, geographical, economic, political and environmental contexts and realities. It 
prepares children to be active and responsible citizens. 

Citizenship Education includes History, Geography, Social Studies, Environmental Education 
and aspects from Personal, Social and Health Education and Home Economics12. This area 
also allows for the introduction of entrepreneurship. 

11	 Catholic Religious Education is the responsibility of the Religious Education Office of the Maltese 
Episcopal Conference.

12	 Citizenship Education also includes elements of Personal, Social & Health Education which overlaps with 
Health Education. 
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Citizenship Education encourages children to:

•	 begin to understand the interrelationships between people, their cultures, contexts and 
land use;

•	 explore and investigate their immediate past and present, thus beginning to under-
stand the importance of collecting evidence;

•	 develop observation and recording skills;

•	 collate, examine and test data in an attempt to draw simple conclusions from it;

•	 develop the basic concepts of chronology, empathy, cause and effect, change and con-
tinuity; 

•	 engage in the study of geographical, environmental and social concepts; and

•	 employ responsible citizenship skills that explore their responsibility towards their en-
vironment and their world and the impact of enterprise and industry on their life and 
their world.

Through investigative and fact-finding experiences, using a thematic approach, the learners’ 
understanding of how their community and country function will deepen. Observation, 
fieldwork and recording skills will be developed and used extensively.

Assessment for learning procedures will be employed in Citizenship Education programmes. 

Technology Education
Technology Education includes two distinct areas namely Design and Technology and Digital 
Literacy. In Design and Technology learners combine practical and technological skills with 
creative thinking to produce useful products. In digital literacy children learn how to use 
digital information and communication technologies.

Design and Technology encourages learners to: 

•	 generate, develop and communicate ideas for products that are needed;

•	 learn to plan what to do next;

•	 select tools, techniques, and materials;

•	 explore the sensory qualities of materials;

•	 measure, mark out, cut, shape and combine materials and components;

•	 learn about safe procedures; and

•	 critically examine what they are doing and try to improve it.	

Section 2: The Primary Years
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Digital Literacy encourages learners to:

•	 discover and use digital data sources;

•	 create digital multimedia presentations;

•	 use collaborative authoring tools;

•	 program devices to respond to input using a simplified iconic interface; 

•	 send emails and attachments, use VOIP, video-conferencing, and chat to collaborate 
with others; and

learn and practice netiquette and online safety measures.

Assessment for Design and Technology and Digital Literacy is ongoing, often feedback is 
immediate as materials, tools, products and programmes respond to what the children are 
doing. Assessment is mostly formative and a record of tasks/portfolio made can be kept. 
If need be, children can be given a sample of appropriate tasks to perform at the end of a 
particular year or level.

Arts Education
Arts Education provides experiences that encourage children to appreciate, respond to and 
actively engage in creative and imaginative expression, thus supporting the development 
of one’s personality. Children learn to explore and appreciate feelings, communicate them 
through different media, and develop their personal aesthetic dimension. This learning area 
incorporates music, visual and performing arts. 

Arts Education encourages learners to:

•	 enjoy being creative and imaginative by being engaged in various art forms; 

•	 acquire skills necessary for creative expression through:

	 •	 communicative and theatrical skills in drama and dance;

	 •	 musical ability, appreciation and expression in music; and

	 •	 the appreciation and construction of visual imagery, responding to the 
			  feelings they evoke, and making artefacts during art.

•	 develop important skills, both those specific to the Arts and those which are transferable;

•	 begin to appreciate the Arts within the local and in international cultural settings; 

•	 begin to develop an understanding of the creative process and the development of 
aesthetic standards and values; and

•	 experience enjoyment and contribute to other people’s enjoyment through creative 
and expressive performance and presentation.
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A thematic and integrated approach will draw all the above concepts and skills into various 
relevant learning experiences.

Assessment procedures include the recording and reporting of expressive and performing 
skills in the various art forms. 

Health Education 
Health Education deals with two aspects:

Physical Education and Sports: During the Primary years, children experience a varied 
programme that caters for their physical development needs. This programme includes 
learning and developing physical skills and agility through experiences incorporating indoor 
and outdoor games, athletics, gymnastics, rhythmic movement and dance. 

Physical Education and Sports encourages learners to:

•	 actively and enthusiastically participate in activities to develop important physical skills 
in an enjoyable way;

•	 learn the skills and rules of collaborative play, sportsmanship, leadership and competiti-
veness;

•	 participate in teamwork and develop team spirit;

•	 begin to appreciate the importance of a healthy body and physical well-being; and

•	 become aware of and appreciate the changes that take place physically as they grow.

Personal, Social and Health Education: Personal, social and health education focuses 
on children’s self-discovery with special emphasis on relationships and understanding of the 
self. It is enriched by aspects of Home Economics such as the study of basic nutritional facts, 
skills and attitudes. It lays the vital foundation for dispositions necessary for lifelong learning. 

Personal, Social and Health Education encourages children to: 

•	 experience activities that encourage social interaction, promote self-awareness, reflec-
tive behaviour, decision-making processes and consequential thinking to develop the 
necessary skills of emotional and social intelligence;

•	 begin to become aware of the importance of a healthy mind and body; 

•	 understand the importance of nutrition and eating in a healthy way;

•	 discover their strengths and weaknesses;

•	 learn to understand and manage both positive and negative feelings; and

•	 develop the important dispositions of active thinkers and learners especially during key 
transitions. 

Section 2: The Primary Years
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Activities and experiences in Health Education are thematic in nature, promote collaborative 
learning and facilitate self-awareness. 

Assessment procedures will ensure that the children’s development in this area of learning is 
suitably recorded and used to inform further teaching and learning strategies.

Leadership of key practitioners 
The NCF encourages a leadership model that promotes distributed forms of leadership. 
In such a context, school leaders within the senior management team (SMT) play both a 
visionary and strategic role. They also need to focus on developing a collaborative culture 
which draws upon the full range of professional skills and expertise to be found among 
the members of the organisation. Varied opportunities need to be created and supported 
within the college network system and in other sectors to invite SMTs and other educators 
to engage in critical discourse, to address curricular matters and improve the quality of 
learning and teaching. 

Keeping abreast with the times and seeking training plays a major role in being skilled in areas 
which have a direct impact on the students’ achievement and holistic education. Educators 
and practitioners in particular need to share a reflective approach towards teaching and 
learning with the sole aim of motivating the pupils through diverse pedagogies which are 
in line with today’s educational needs. In effective schools, the staff thinks through together 
what constitutes purposeful teaching and learning in their particular context, based on 
a set of core values and beliefs. They continue to reflect on how they can improve their 
practice, involving all stakeholders in the debate. The latter’s input is essential in order to 
create a solid school-home link which is imperative for a relevant and rewarding school 
experience for the pupils. Practitioners as well as the senior management teams are aware 
that their central purpose focuses on pupil learning and holistic development as they engage 
in collaborative activity to ensure this. In line with this philosophy of continuous training 
through reflective teaching and learning the NCF recommends that within a learning 
community, staff improvement continues through on-going professional development that 
values and promotes mentoring practices. 

Primary school leaders and teachers in their different roles need to be:

•	 learner-centred and learning-centred;

•	 pedagogically strong within a context of diversity;

•	 effective communicators;

•	 strong believers that schools are learning communities; 

•	 leaders of change who immerse themselves in research in a bid to be proactive and 
effective;

•	 capable of making curricular and pedagogical choices which promote high quality tea-
ching and learning; 



41

•	 capable of addressing opportunities and challenges as they arise; 

•	 resourceful in supporting and ensuring the sustainability of initiatives; and

•	 curriculum managers. 

Implementing the NCF in the Primary Years
This section focuses on the practical implementation of the NCF in the Primary years. It 
includes proposals for: 

•	 the school timetable;

•	 criteria underlying the allocation of time for the learning areas into timetabled lessons, 
and assessment.

•	 Effective pedagogies have been included earlier in the development of the respective 
learning areas. 

The school timetable
A distinction should be made between the school timetable proposed for the Early Years 
and that proposed for the last four years of the Primary Cycle.

The range of activities in the first two years of the Primary Cycle (Years 1 and 2) should 
be similar to that which is provided in the Early Years. A topic/thematic-based approach is 
recommended for the first two years in primary: such an approach enriches the development 
of each learning area. Science, Religious Education, Citizenship Education, Arts Education 
and Health Education as learning areas all support the development of oracy, literacy, 
numeracy and digital literacy skills. 

Although an indication of how the school day may be distributed for primary schools is 
being proposed, no fixed recommendation for the Year 1 and Year 2 children is being 
made. Suggestions for timetables and time distribution in Year 3 to Year 6 are provided 
below. 

Criteria underlying the allocation of time for the learning areas:
•	 It is being assumed that on average, in a school year there are approximately 800 te-

aching/learning hours. This figure does not include examination time, break-times or 
assembly time. 

•	 Lessons may vary in duration allowing for flexible timings which are child-friendly. In 
general lesson time varies between 30 and 60 minutes.

•	 Physical/Sport activities are allotted an average of 30 minutes a day during the time al-
lotted to Health Education. In addition schools are encouraged to organise sports activi-
ties during mid-day break. After-school activities at school/college level, in collaboration 
with the wider community and the Kunsill Malti g˙all-Isport are also to be promoted.

•	 The recommended distributions (learning area weighting) allows for a well-balanced 
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programme of activities which permits sufficient time for the different learning areas.

•	 Schools are to ensure that 1.5 hours per week are spent on teacher planning sessions at 
school.

•	 In line with the flexibility which the NCF is proposing, one of the time-table options sets 
aside one hour per week (approximately 32 hours per year) for Heads and Schools to 
decide how this time is to be spent. In Model C shown below, this time is designated 
as School-Based Choice. With younger children, where there is no foreign language awa-
reness programme (L3), the school has an added degree of flexibility. It is hoped that 
flexibility in the timetable will increase over time.

Time allocated to learning areas
Table 2 presents three models indicating the weekly distribution of time for Year 5 and/
or Year 6 classes depending on when the Foreign Language awareness programme is 
introduced. 

Table 3 presents an example of what the annual distribution of time for a Year 6 class would 
be on the basis of each of the above models. This gives an indication of the approximate 
time available for each learning area and therefore needs to be taken into consideration 
when syllabi for the learning areas and subjects are being developed. 

Appendix I incorporates model timetables according to the suggested distribution of 
learning time shown in Tables 2 and 3.
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Assessment
In the first two years of the Primary Cycle, the functions of assessment are identical to those 
promoted in early childhood. Valid and reliable assessment methods are necessary to support 
learning, analyse each child’s performance, reflect on practice, plan for further learning of 
individuals and groups of pupils, and allow for consistent recording and reporting on each 
child’s overall performance. Everyday interactions between teachers and pupils in oral and 
written work and other activities, and interactions among the pupils themselves provide 
valuable information about each child’s strengths and needs.

Assessment accumulated over the year takes into account the children’s overall progress 
and development against a learning outcomes framework. This information helps the 
teacher obtain a better understanding of the children’s needs and plan appropriately. This 
information can also be shared with colleagues and parents. This assessment is also important 
for school administrators as it provides information about the school’s achievement in 
helping pupils reach the national levels of achievement. 

For children experiencing learning difficulties in the core areas, namely, literacy, numeracy 
and digital literacy, the NCF considers the checklists developed for Years 1, 2 and 3 as part 
of the National Core Competences Policy and Strategy (2009) as useful diagnostic tools for 
ensuring the necessary support throughout the Primary years. 

From Years 3 to 6 the NCF recommends school-based assessment, incorporating the 
assessment of oral/aural skills in Maltese and English. The assessment process provides 
parents, teachers and the school administration with an overview of each child’s development 
in terms of levels of achievement. From Year 4 the process becomes more formalised with 
the introduction of examinations in conjunction with other forms of assessment. The 
combination of approaches should help parents, teachers and school management to 
obtain a clearer picture of the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes of individual 
pupils in the different learning areas. 
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The moderation of school-based assessment and marking of examinations will ensure 
consistency in the application of assessment criteria across schools and colleges. Moderation 
may consist of vetting of the school/college based examination papers, which will take 
place prior to the administration of the examination, followed by moderation of marking at 
school, college and central levels as is already the practice. 

At the end of Year 6, a national end-of-primary benchmark in Mathematics, Maltese and 
English will be set and marked centrally to provide national benchmarks. Whilst these 
examinations are compulsory for children attending State schools, schools in the Church 
and Independent sectors may also participate. The examination will be used to record the 
achievement of pupils at the end of the Primary years and provide important information to 
receiving secondary schools about the learning of individual pupils. 

As recommended in the Transition report (2007)14, a more accurate picture of levels of 
achievement in particular areas of the curriculum at the national level is obtained by means 
of a system of external monitoring of a sample of subjects in a representative sample of 
schools over a cycle of five years. Such monitoring has two purposes: assessing progress of 
learners’ general levels of achievement and the assessment of the curriculum itself with a 
view to recommending changes. 

Transitions
Whilst in the first two years of the Primary Cycle, the curriculum builds upon the foundations 
laid during the Early Years, in the later years it links closely with the Secondary years to 
ensure a smooth transition. The primary years support a seamless curriculum which ensures 
that the learning areas and the pedagogies address the learners’ holistic development. In 
addition, assessment is reported in terms of levels of achievement thus informing secondary 
schools about individual students’ progress and achievements.

14	 Grima et al., (2007) Transition from Primary to Secondary Schools in Malta – A Review. Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Sport.
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Section 3

The Secondary Years (Years 7 – 11)15

The transition from primary to secondary school should be smooth and offer progression in 
a way which supports children as they learn to take more responsibility. The secondary years 
are an important period for their personal development and learners should strive to have 
a strong platform for further and higher education. Career guidance education and services 
play a crucial role throughout this cycle in the achievement of this goal.

In the later years of secondary education the relationship between the curriculum and 
certification becomes of key significance. By the end of secondary education, learners are 
entitled to an end of cycle certification which could include the Secondary School Certificate 
and Profile documenting their formal, informal, and non-formal learning, and the Secondary 
Education Certificate (SEC) examinations or alternatives, all of which are recognised by 
Malta Qualifications Council (MQC). 

This section includes:

•	 purposes and general objectives;

•	 aims for secondary education;

•	 learning areas in the Secondary years; and

•	 proposals for the implementation of the NCF in the Secondary years.

Purposes and general objectives 
The Secondary Education Cycle is an important milestone in the educational journey of 
learners as it consolidates and builds upon the learning experiences of primary education 
and prepares learners for the wider challenges they will face beyond compulsory schooling. 
Education at this level should:

•	 provide learners with a period of adjustment allowing them to familiarise themselves 
with the procedures of secondary education and an opportunity to address any unre-
solved issues (re knowledge and skills) related to the Primary years;

•	 expose learners to a wider perspective of knowledge and wisdom that goes beyond 
their experiences in the Primary years; 

•	 ensure that learners deepen their understanding and aptitude in specific learning areas;

•	 equip learners with the required skills and competences necessary to adapt to a society 
characterised by change and to function successfully in their immediate community 
and beyond; 

15	 In line with the philosophy of a seamless curriculum, it is recommended that the primary and secondary 
cycles within compulsory education are referred to as Years 1 to 11. 
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•	 promote the development of the whole person by helping learners deal with growing 
up physically (issues related to health, puberty and sexuality), psychologically (issues 
related to mental development and health and management of stress), emotionally 
(issues related to positive and negative feelings); socially (issues related to interpersonal 
skills, peer pressure and conflict resolution) and spiritually (issues related to ethics and 
values); 

•	 provide learners with experiences, competences and understanding that prepare them 
for lifelong learning and empower them to make wise choices for their future; and

•	 prepare learners for achieving qualifications and certification that are relevant for fur-
ther learning and employment.

Aims for Secondary Education
The NCF aims at developing: 

A.	 Learners who are capable of successfully developing their full 
	 potential as lifelong learners 

This requires the development of:

Personal and social skills
Personal and social skills are developed at this level to ensure that students complete the 
five-year cycle equipped to handle an ever-changing social reality. The fundamental values 
of family, respect, inclusion, social justice, solidarity, democracy, commitment, care, love 
and responsibility are strengthened during the Secondary years of education.

Moral and spiritual development
The secondary school experience helps students to strengthen and enhance their moral and 
spiritual development. Through formal learning, individual, group or classroom experiences, 
through personal evaluation with the help of religious counsellors and teachers, students 
develop the various skills that lead to moral and spiritual growth including a more critical, 
mature and informed outlook on Christian beliefs and practices. Students should also 
accept, understand and carry out dialogue with those who profess a different faith.

 After passing through a period of doubt and questioning of values that normally occurs 
half-way during the Secondary years, corresponding to the physical and emotional changes 
undergone while teenagers are developing, students generally mature and acquire the 
moral and spiritual growth that will serve them when they leave the sheltered world of 
school. The NCF supports this development.

Literacy, numeracy and digital literacies
These skills are generally acquired at the primary level. At the secondary level these skills are 
further developed for all learners.

Bilingualism and multilingualism
Being multilingual implies being able to communicate in speech and in writing in at least 
three languages. In addition to the further development of Maltese and English, at the 
secondary level, students formally start learning a third language with the possibility of 
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opting to study a fourth language. The EU’s recommendation of learning one’s mother 
tongue in addition to two other languages has been a reality in our educational system for 
a long time and should be maintained.

Science and technology competence
Having scientific and technological competence implies an inquiry-based approach 
to learning. Students develop curiosity concerning natural phenomena leading them 
to question what they see and feel. During the Secondary years, students deepen their 
knowledge and understanding of scientific and technological processes. The aim is to 
prepare them for a society where science and technology have a leading role.

Critical and innovative thinking
During their Secondary years students develop the skill of exploring a particular issue from 
various perspectives and are able to assess the veracity of whether the source of information 
is truthful or not. Students are expected to be creative and innovative and experiment with 
alternative ways of problem-solving. 

Aesthetic appreciation and creative expression
Aesthetic appreciation and creative expression is enhanced through the study of art, music, 
dance, drama and literature. Learning in the expressive arts provides opportunities to 
underpin and enrich learning in other curriculum areas.

B.	 Learners who are capable of sustaining their chances in the 
	 world of work

This requires:

The ability to communicate effectively and confidently
Learners are expected to develop an understanding of language and gain confidence in its 
use in a variety of contexts including the different learning areas and everyday life situations.

Competence in using new information and communication technologies
Learners strengthen the use of a variety of digital technologies to tap into and share 
information resources; to assess their reliability and critically analyse the information 
obtained. The use of these technologies helps learners develop informed opinions and 
attitudes that are reflected in the choices made and decisions taken.

The ability to train, re-train and develop new skills
Learners become capable of constructive self-evaluation and appreciate the need for 
lifelong learning within the context of a changing society; be capable of identifying and 
possibly anticipating emergent needs in society; identify organisations that offer training 
opportunities and be flexible in adapting to new technologies and ensuing skills. 

Economic stability and independence
Learners need to know how to use personal, national and global resources in order to 
maximise their economic value, provide stability and autonomy. They need to develop a 
socially responsible economic ethic that prioritises measures which promote the common 
good. 
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Innovation and entrepreneurship 
Learners are equipped to anticipate, initiate and deal with change; develop organisational 
skills that lead towards individual and collaborative ventures; and develop and be proficient 
in the skills required for group dynamics, risk assessment and conflict resolution.

The ability to readily embrace mobility and exchange
Learners ought to be prepared to respond and be flexible to the emergent needs of the work 
force; be able to evaluate local and foreign resources required for personal development; be 
flexible to adapt plans to include travelling abroad to train and/or specialise in a particular 
field of expertise; appreciate the value of cross fertilization of ideas, methods, techniques 
and approaches; appreciate and be willing to share local expertise with other social contexts.

A systems view of reality that facilitates their engagement in the promo-
tion of sustainable development
Through exposure to interdisciplinary themes, learners appreciate that reality is the sum 
effect of various component realities; develop skills to identify and acknowledge the 
complexities and interrelatedness of personal, social, cultural, religious, political, economic, 
technological and environmental concerns in any collective endeavour; be sensitive to 
the needs of other members of society, particularly the marginalised and disadvantaged 
individuals or groups; develop a realisation of the impact of personal decisions and actions 
at the local level on community and global levels and vice versa; approach problem solving 
by looking for links and promoting partnerships and synergies on the basis of dialogue, 
negotiation and conflict resolution to arrive at win-win situations.

Active involvement in sustainable development issues
Learners become committed towards the improvement of the quality of life at a personal, 
communal, national and global level; develop critical thinking and reflection skills to 
evaluate current policies/practices/lifestyles and suggest alternative sustainable behaviours; 
recognise the personal – not just the authorities’ – responsibility towards the adoption of 
sustainable development and develop into empowered citizens who are active participants 
in decision making. 

C.	 Learners who are engaged citizens in constantly changing local, 
	 regional and global realities

They need to:

Respect diversity and value difference
This aim is primarily reached through the inclusive policy of schools. The inclusive school 
does not only cater for the student irrespective of gender, religion, race, ability and beliefs, 
but has set as one of its aims the promotion of the potential of each student through 
individualised attention and support. The school ethos and practices, especially at the 
Secondary years, transmit this value to all students. Besides being achieved specifically 
through particular learning areas, this aim is also developed through cross-curricular themes 
such as multicultural education and education for sustainable development. 

Respect and promote Maltese culture and heritage
Different learning areas provide students with opportunities to experience our national 
culture and heritage to appreciate and strengthen their national identity. A good programme 
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of complementary curricular activities including cultural visits and projects would support 
formal class teaching in the achievement of this aim. Other lifelong education programmes, 
like e-twinning and Comenius, also contribute towards this aim. Expressive arts (art, music, 
dance and drama), combined with environmental studies, history, and geography, are to 
give particular importance to our national identity and to the understanding of Malta’s 
place in Europe and in the world. Pride of place is to be reserved for the acquisition and 
skilful use of the Maltese language.

Develop intercultural competence and appreciate their heritage within 
the Mediterranean, European and global contexts
Language education with an emphasis on the wider cultural context is one of the most 
appropriate tools to develop intercultural competence. Student mobility and twinning 
projects with European and foreign schools are to be encouraged and be part of every 
student experience.

Work towards strengthening social cohesion and ensuring social justice
The NCF links to other reforms in education that seek to promote equality of opportunity 
and access to a quality education. The emphasis on transition and early intervention is the 
foundation of a just educational system that strengthens Maltese society and individual 
students. Promoting respect for diversity and valuing difference will also build a stable and 
strong society. Voluntary work schemes, multicultural schools, a strong civic sense and 
non-discrimination in schools are the seedbed of social cohesion. With the common good 
in mind, students are taught how to dialogue and reach consensus, if necessary through 
mediation.

Uphold social justice and democratic principles
Citizenship Education, together with initiatives which embrace democratic practices in 
schools, is one way through which to achieve this aim. The inclusive approach will by itself 
promote social justice to all. The school administration should give commensurate space 
to the initiatives taken and co-ordinated by the Student Council, and should consult the 
Student Council on matters directly affecting the student population.

Learning Areas 
Learning areas introduced in the Primary years are reinforced and extended in the Secondary 
years. In addition, a number of optional subjects are introduced in Year 7 and Year 9. The 
subsequent sections present a consideration of how each learning area could be developed 
in the Secondary years. 

Languages
Given the political, geographical and historical context of the Maltese Islands and the EU’s 
emphasis on language learning, multilingualism assumes a greater importance.

The teaching and learning of the mother tongue (generally Maltese) at secondary level 
strengthens the learners’ sense of identity and conceptual development. 

The teaching and learning of the second language (generally English, which is one of 
the two official languages in Malta) at secondary level, reinforces the acquisition of an 
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important international language of communication. 

The teaching and learning of foreign languages at secondary level provides for the 
acquisition of further communication tools that are useful to appreciate cultural diversity 
and to facilitate interaction within the European and international contexts. 

The learning of Maltese, English, and foreign languages enable learners to:

•	 develop a strong foundation of language skills;

•	 widen personal, social and cultural understanding;

•	 enhance cognitive and affective development;

•	 develop an awareness and understanding of the culture/s of the people who speak the 
target language and respect cultural diversity;

•	 prepare themselves for the world of work and further education in Malta and abroad;

•	 develop an awareness of the nature of language and language learning;

•	 improve learning skills of a more general application including analysis, drawing of in-
ferences, self-evaluation, pursuit of knowledge and memorisation;

•	 master linguistic competence for different purposes and in different contexts; and

•	 acquire and develop communicative competence.

In addition to the compulsory languages (Maltese and English), learners choose one foreign 
language in the first year and continue to study this throughout the Secondary years. There 
could also be the possibility for learners to choose a second foreign language in the later 
years of the Secondary Cycle. 

Learning and teaching of languages encompasses a variety of pedagogical methodologies 
that provide opportunities for learners to use a range of resources, including the use of 
Drama and ICT, for accessing and communicating information in the target language. Such 
an eclectic approach:

•	 ensures that languages are learned in an enjoyable manner; 

•	 provides the ideal conditions that are conducive to effective learning and teaching; and

•	 is reflective and learner-centred. 

At all levels of the Secondary years, assessment is carried out in the four language skills 
(listening, speaking, reading and writing) taking into consideration the wide range of levels 
of achievement. 
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Mathematics
Mathematics provides students with the opportunity to deepen mathematical knowledge 
and reasoning, to come more formally in contact with the abstract and logical reasoning 
embedded within the subject, and also to better appreciate and apply the communication 
possibilities that the mathematics medium offers, such as through mathematical modelling. 
The idea is to consolidate previous achievements while facilitating further growth that serves 
the needs and interests of each student. 

The core secondary mathematics experience should strive to achieve two main targets: 

The applications of mathematics as tangible realities in daily life. All students should achieve 
a basic level of mathematical competence that will allow them to function as autonomous 
citizens. This independence translates to a better quality of life at both individual and 
community levels. 

With the great majority of students expected to continue further education, the secondary 
mathematics experience assumes the responsibility of preparing and motivating students 
for further studies both in the subject itself as well as in other subjects. It should be a 
preparation that paves the way to a variety of levels of mathematics that relate to both 
academic and vocational routes. 

Learners are assessed on numerical, algebraic, spatial and data-handling skills as well as the 
application of mathematical knowledge, skills and understanding to solve problems in real 
life situations. This is applicable to all levels of achievement.

Science 	
The teaching of science ought to develop scientific thinking and an understanding of higher 
order concepts, principles and theories in a holistic manner. Ethical, economic, social and 
moral issues contribute to a deeper understanding of science and its links to everyday life. 
This dimension should help students to integrate knowledge from different learning areas 
and understand that science does not have a solution to all problem situations. 

All students in Years 7 and 8 2 will study Core Science. In Years 9, 10 and 11, students who do 
not wish to specialise in Science continue with Core Science leading to a SEC examination. 
Students who wish to specialise in Science can opt for two or three of the following: Life 
Sciences, Physical Sciences and Materials Science leading to a SEC examination in each of 
these options. 

Learning should include:

•	 opportunities for individual and group activities;

•	 engagement with science through investigations;

•	 use of multimedia resources, and use of secondary resources such as science magazines 
and newspaper articles;

•	 explorations by planning, setting up and carrying out experiments in order to solve 
questions and problems taking into consideration health and safety issues; 
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•	 observations of phenomena to explain concepts, principles and theories and recogni-
tion that principles and theories were developed within a historical context; and

•	 an ability to elaborate on explanations using appropriate scientific language and tech-
niques such as tables, charts and mathematical methods. 

In addition to more formal summative assessment, learning outcomes can be captured 
and recorded through various forms such as investigations and problem solving activities, 
learning logbooks and portfolios. 

Religious Education
In Malta the teaching of religion in schools is seen as an important element in the integral 
formation of the person. Catholic Religious Education16 throws light on the basic questions 
about one’s relationship with God, the meaning of life, on issues of an ethical nature, on 
one’s personal identity and on the different dimensions of dialogue and social cohesion in 
a society that is becoming pluralistic. Deeper knowledge of the different religious traditions 
should provide a valid contribution to the social and civic formation of students. 

Religious Education contributes to the holistic development of students by providing the 
language and the skills to access and express their religious and spiritual dimensions and 
may challenge them to question the reasonableness of a faith journey in today’s social and 
cultural context. 

Learning in Religious Education occurs in full respect of the uniqueness of every learner:

•	 Religious Education adapts to the requirements of every individual student since this is 
the only way the wonderful diversity God created in humanity is respected. 

•	 Respect for the person requires a methodology that is truly relational and that is guided 
by the belief that students learn most if learning is situated in the context of concrete 
experiences within a community. 

•	 The pedagogy of Religious Education at this level should mainly be inspired by so-
cial constructivism and by an adaptive approach to learning and teaching. Preference 
should be given to an anthropological approach where human experience is considered 
central and where pupils are encouraged to correlate their experiences with those of 
other believers in different periods and contexts.

Religious Education makes use of a wide variety of techniques and media in order to help 
students become aware and engaged with the religious and spiritual basis of moral life. 

Teachers are encouraged to use various tasks, such as comprehension, discussion, essay 
writing, and concept mapping, to assess and evaluate all levels of the cognitive and affective 
domains of learning. Students should learn how to make effective self assessment.

16	 Catholic Religious Education is the responsibility of the Religious Education Office of the Maltese Episcopal 
Conference. 
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The parents of students have the right to decide that their child does not follow Catholic 
Religious Education. For such students, the NCF recommends an Ethics Education programme 
drawn up by the Education Authorities. Delivery of such a programme depends on logistical 
considerations.

Citizenship Education
The NCF is proposing a core learning area that provides for a broadly integrated approach 
to Citizenship Education, bringing together the subject areas of Social Studies, History, 
Geography, Environmental Studies and aspects from Personal, Social and Health Education 
and Home Economics. Citizenship Education can be reinforced by the active participation of 
students in class, on students’ councils, through curricular activities and initiatives that take 
place within the local community and through national and international projects and other 
activities that develop entrepreneurial skills. 

This learning area should encourage students to: 

•	 discover and learn more about themselves;

•	 develop interaction skills, empathy and respect; and

•	 learn about social, historical, geographical, economic, political and environmental con-
texts and realities as well as their implications. 

While Citizenship Education is a core learning area throughout the Secondary years, in the 
later years, students are also given the opportunity to take History, Geography, Social Studies, 
Environmental Studies, and European Studies as optional subjects. 

Citizenship education as a learning area promotes an interactive, participative approach with 
room for classroom discussion and debate supported by project and inquiry work, fieldwork, 
visits and other curricular activities. 

Assessment in Citizenship Education considers the attainment of the learning outcomes 
pertinent to the different subject areas. Non-formal learning in Citizenship Education will be 
recorded through the Secondary School Certificate and Profile.

Technology Education 
Technology education provides learners with relevant knowledge, skills and understanding to 
become technologically and digitally fluent. 

The learning area of Technology Education includes Design & Technology (D&T) and Digital 
Literacy. As a core learning area, D&T will be offered through a modular approach. In addition 
to a specific time on the time-table, experiences of Digital Literacy ought to be made available 
through the other learning areas across the curriculum. In the later years, students are given 
the opportunity to take Design and Technology and Computing as optional subjects. 

In view of the recommendations being made by a separate subject review committee17, 

17	 The subject review committee was appointed by the DQSE to review the current implementation, propose 
amendments and make recommendations for the teaching of Design & Technology. 
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it is proposed that Design and Technology will include Resistant Materials, Electronics and 
Graphic Products. All areas carry common learning outcomes that help the students acquire 
the knowledge and skills of Design and Technology, through design, make, evaluation and 
communication. In addition, D&T provides learners with opportunities to focus on Health & 
Safety and Environmental issues.

Digital Literacy introduces students to knowledge, concepts and skills relating to the 
organisation, manipulation and querying of data using digital technologies; communication 
and presentation of information using digital technologies; automating digital processes; and 
social and ethical dimensions of digital technologies.

Assessment of D&T will include theory and design-based practical dimensions whilst assessment 
of Digital Literacy will include the practical use of ICT across the curriculum and an assessment 
of basic ICT skills.

Arts Education
Arts Education as a learning area provides learners with opportunities to be creative and 
imaginative, to experience inspiration and enjoyment, and to develop skills in the visual 
and performing arts. Participation enables learners to experience and enjoy the energy and 
excitement of making images and forms, performing and presenting for different audiences 
and of being part of an audience for others. 

Arts Education is taught through a modular approach throughout the Secondary years. Art 
is also offered as an optional subject for the senior cycle of the Secondary years. Colleges 
and schools may also offer other forms of creative arts as options depending on operational 
parameters. Activities in the Arts involve creating and presenting, and are practical and 
experiential, challenging and inspirational. 

Assessment in this area is on-going and includes the recording and reporting of expressive 
and performing skills in the various art forms. Appreciation and evaluation are integral to the 
creative processes and are linked to developing creative skills, knowledge and understanding 
and enhancing enjoyment. 

Health Education 
At secondary level, Health Education, includes Physical Education and Sport (PE), Home 
Economics (HE), and Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE). This learning area promotes 
enjoyment through engagement in physical activity that inculcates a healthy lifestyle as well as 
a positive disposition towards oneself, others and life. Commitment to social communities and 
environmental issues also forms part of the students’ development at this level. 

All components of Health Education are core areas. Whilst Physical Education and Sport, and 
Personal, Social and Health Education are assigned weekly time-tabled sessions throughout the 
Secondary years, Home Economics is time-tabled differently. In the junior Secondary years, 
Home Economics alternates with D&T whilst in the senior Secondary years, Home Economics 
alternates with D&T and Arts Education. Additionally in the senior Secondary years students 
can also choose Home Economics and PE as options. 

In addition to the promotion of a healthy lifestyle, the different subjects that fall within this 
learning area also provide for the acquisition of higher-order skills such as analysis, synthesis 
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and evaluation skills through discussions, problem-solving activities, debates, and practical and 
investigative tasks.

Assessment focuses on formative and summative approaches and includes goal setting, peer 
reviews and self-evaluation techniques.

Option Subjects in the Senior Secondary Years
In drawing up the NCF, consideration was given to the elimination of options in the senior 
Secondary years, or at least a postponement of the selection of options currently chosen at the 
end of Year 8. However, this consideration implies a complete redesign of the SEC examination 
syllabi and entry into post-secondary and tertiary institutions. At this point in time, this was not 
deemed feasible. 

The secondary curriculum that is being proposed in this document is based on the 2+3 model, 
in which the first two years of secondary schooling have a curriculum that is practically common 
to all, and options are then taken for Years 9, 10 and 11. Schools in the non-State sector are free 
to consider other alternatives.

At the end of Primary years, students opt for a foreign language which may include: Arabic, 
French, German, Italian, Russian and Spanish, according to availability. Schools may consider 
the inclusion of other languages should this be sustainable and educationally viable. On the 
other hand, schools may design programmes for students who are still experiencing difficulties 
in the core languages. 

At the end of Year 8, students generally opt for two additional subjects. The choice of subjects 
depends on issues such as human resource capacity; number of students choosing a particular 
subject; physical resources and timetabling constraints. In cases of students who are facing 
difficulties with the core curriculum, schools can advise students to choose one rather than two 
optional subjects and have the flexibility to devise an appropriate learning programme for them 
in lieu of the second optional subject.

The NCF proposes that schools offer a range of subjects from amongst the following list, but 
the inclusion of other subjects is to be encouraged, should this be sustainable and educationally 
viable.

•	 Accounts

•	 Art

•	 Business Studies

•	 Computing

•	 Design and Technology

•	 Drama

•	 Economics

•	 English Literature

•	 Environmental Studies

•	 European Studies

•	 Graphical Communication

•	 History

•	 Home Economics

•	 Foreign Languages: Arabic / French / German/ 
Italian / Russian / Spanish 

•	 Life Sciences

•	 Materials Science

•	 Music

•	 Physical Education

•	 Physical Sciences

•	 Textiles Studies

•	 Vocational subjects: (initially) Engineering / 
Hospitality / IT Practitioner / Health and Social 
Care (see below)

Section 3: The Secondary Years
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Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
The NCF proposes a wider spectrum of educational opportunities to cater for the interests 
and aptitudes of all students in compulsory education. In order to address these interests, 
the NCF aims at introducing vocational subjects as options in Year 9. The vocational 
option envisages the adoption of innovative learning/teaching strategies assessed in an 
ongoing manner, predominantly through coursework. These work-related subjects include 
underpinning skills and knowledge as well as practical competence. Key characteristics of 
the VET subjects include:

•	 a work-related rather than work-based orientation;

•	 a practical-based learning pedagogy as opposed to traditional transmission-based pe-
dagogy used largely in academic teaching;

•	 a design to encourage the development of vocational skills and competences;

•	 clear progression routes to MCAST and ITS courses, and to public and private providers; 

•	 certification in these subjects which is recognized locally and internationally; and

•	 quality assurance procedures based on internal and external verification.

Four vocational subject areas - Engineering, Hospitality, IT Practitioner, and Health 
and Social Care - are going to be piloted in a number of State and non-State schools 
from September 2011. By 2013, the implementation of VET is expected to be extended 
nationally. 

Leadership of key practitioners
Within a NCF which is proposing important changes in curriculum provisions, the leadership 
role of key practitioners assumes great significance. Educational leaders and teachers in their 
different roles need to:

•	 re-examine their perceptions about students’ entitlement within an inclusive framework;

•	 create a vision and inspire others to join in working towards achieving it; 

•	 set clear expectations and realistic goals;

•	 work collaboratively and collegially with other practitioners;

•	 put in place school development planning and review processes; 

•	 demonstrate commitment and resilience to implement meaningful change;

•	 provide for on-going professional development of staff;

•	 provide for the necessary resources and support and ensure the sustainability of initiati-
ves, and

•	 be curriculum leaders. 
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Implementing the NCF in the Secondary Years
This section focuses on the practical implementation of the NCF in the Secondary years of 
compulsory schooling. It includes proposals for: 

•	 the school timetable;

•	 criteria underlying the allocation of time for the learning areas into timetabled lessons;

•	 the implementation of a developmental model through a differentiated approach, 
	 and assessment. 

The School Timetable 
In the Secondary Years, curricular weightings are more rigid than they are in the primary 
years. These are reinforced by the allocation of a specific number of fixed timetable slots per 
week. 

Notwithstanding this rigid setup, current timetable models in both State and non-State sectors 
bear evidence that schools have over the years adopted to prevailing individual, sectoral, and 
national educational and non-educational circumstances. This has led to the development of 
a wide range of timetable models with discrepancies of a varying nature. Table 4 summarises 
some of the most evident discrepancies across timetable models currently adopted by various 
schools across Malta and Gozo.

Criteria for the Proposed Secondary School Timetable
In secondary schools, a number of criteria need to be considered to ensure that the NCF is 
put into practice in a timetable which maximizes learning time. Such a timetable needs to:

•	 cater for a minimum of 38 lessons per five-day week since, as will be shown later on, this 
is the minimum amount of lessons to ensure accessibility to the eight learning areas;

•	 allocate regular timetabled time for day-to-day and special assemblies, use of school lo-
ckers and Year time. In this way stakeholders can have a better picture of actual learning 
time;

•	 have a reasonably long mid-day break to strengthen the presence of sport and non-
formal learning activities;

•	 allow for lessons of between 40 and 45 minutes each, and preferably not less than 42 
minutes when taking travel time between lessons into consideration, to provide enough 
time for effective time-on-task in the classroom; 

•	 ensure regular time for the school professional community to discuss and/or address 
school-related and professional development issues; and

•	 be structured on the principle that teacher time is dedicated entirely to actual teaching 
and related professional duties and not for any supervision for which extra payment 
should be made available. It is therefore being proposed that the first break will not re-
main part of the remunerated work of teachers, but will be remunerated over and above 
at normal supervision rates with teachers participating on a roster basis according to the 
set ratios to ensure learners’ safety. 

Section 3: The Secondary Years
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Currently there is no single timetable that meets all the above criteria. Whilst the actual 
diversity within and between the State, Church and Independent sectors needs to be 
respected, different timetables are being proposed in this document in an attempt to 
address various priorities and realities (refer to Appendix II). However, all proposed models 
have advantages and disadvantages.

 

                                                
1 previously known as Form Teacher or equivalent   
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The Secondary School Timetable – Junior Secondary Years 
(Years 7 and 8)
The NCF proposes five alternative timetables which are presented in Appendix II. Table 5 
below compares the current distribution of lessons for Forms 1 and 2 in Junior Lyceums 
(JL) and Area Secondary (AS) Schools with the distribution of lessons in the alternative 
timetables. The proposed learning areas are listed in the first column in Table 5. In some 
instances, learning areas replace subjects currently taught in schools. (Where applicable, the 
latter are presented in brackets and in italics)

Curriculum Framework Timetables (CFT) 1 and 2 are taken together and represent five-day 
weekly cycle allocations. A variation of CFT 1 is presented as CFT 2. One has an allocation of 
three lessons a week for Citizenship Education and two lessons to be chosen by the school 
(Column C). The other has an allocation of five lessons a week for Citizenship Education and 
no school-based choice (Column D). 

CFT 3 is another five-day cycle timetable which is presented on its own as it has 38 or 40 
lessons on alternate weeks. Timetables CFT 4 and 5 are presented in separate columns and 
represent 6-day cycle allocations. 

An initial analysis of columns C to G in Table 5 below indicates that the minimum number 
of lessons required to fulfill the proposed NCF is 38. Table 5 shows that the proposed 
distribution of lessons among learning areas in columns C and D is practically identical. The 
advantages of this proposal are that:

•	 Maltese is allotted four lessons a week. This amounts to an extra lesson in comparison 
to the current JL allocation;

•	 Foreign languages are allotted three lessons a week. There will still be a range of langua-
ges to choose from, with the choice being strengthened by new language awareness 
lessons in the primary school years as mentioned earlier in the document;

•	 ICT is assigned one lesson a week. The use of digital literacy is to be promoted across all 
learning areas;

•	 The shift of Art, Literature and Music, commonly referred to as ALM, from cultural 
appreciation to Arts Education encourage greater engagement by learners. With two 
lessons a week, Arts Education is given twice the present allocation in Area Secondary 
schools;

•	 PE is being increased from two to three lessons a week in line with international recom-
mendations and national priorities in addition to other activities during break time and 
after school;

•	 In the proposal in Column C, Citizenship Education retains three lessons a week, as is 
customary in Area Secondary schools;

•	 The option between Graphical Communication, Art and Design, Home Economics and 
Design & Technology is streamlined and replaced by modules of Home Economics and 
Design & Technology (to include Graphic Products) to be taken by all learners; 

Section 3: The Secondary Years
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•	 The proposed lesson distribution allows schools a measure of flexibility in allocating five 
English and four Maltese lessons or vice versa according to the needs of their students. 

•	 Another measure of flexibility is the proposal for two lessons a week to be allocated to 
a learning area or subject at the school’s discretion. The school may decide to increase 
the loading of a particular subject or content area for all students or offer extra lessons 
in particular subjects to particular groups of learners according to their needs and inte-
rests. In the State sector the proposal for the use of these two lessons is made through 
the respective college Principal and needs to be approved by the Education Directorates 
according to parameters that ensure the sustainability and curricular appropriateness of 
the proposal.
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Column E presents a five-day timetable model with alternate 38-lesson and 40-lesson weekly 
cycles. In this model Citizenship Education and Health Education both retain five lessons a week. 
The would still allow for two lessons to be allocated to an area or subject according to school 
preference. 

Columns F and G present two timetable models with slightly different lesson allocations that 
privilege some subjects in one proposal and others in the other. In both cases the two discretionary 
lessons are no longer available. These models do not, however, make a significant difference in 
lesson allocation to the different learning areas except for Citizenship Education. It is hoped that 
flexibility in the timetable will increase over time.

The Secondary School Timetable – Senior Secondary Years 
(Years 9, 10 and 11)
Table 6 below compares the current distribution of lessons for Forms 3, 4 and 5 in Junior Lyceums 
(JL) and Area Secondary Schools (AS) with the distribution of lessons in the alternative timetables. 
The first column of Table 6 lists the proposed content areas. In some cases, these replace content 
areas currently in schools which are bracketed and in italics.

Curriculum Framework Timetables (CFT) 1 and 2 are taken together and represent five-day 
weekly cycle allocations. CFT 3 is another five-day cycle timetable which is presented on its own. 
Timetables CFT 4 and 5 are presented in separate columns and represent 6-day cycle allocations. 
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As shown in Table 5, Table 6 reinforces the conclusion that upto Form 5 (Year 11) the 
minimum number of lessons required to fulfill the proposed NCF is 38 up to Form 5 (Year 
11). Table 6 shows that the proposed distribution of lessons among learning areas in 
Columns C and D is practically identical. 

The advantages of this timetable model are the following:

English focuses mainly on language, with significantly reduced English Literature content. 
English literature is presented as an option subject.

Maltese and the foreign language retain their loading of four and three lessons respectively 
as in the Junior years.

The proposed lesson allocation offers schools a measure of flexibility in allocating five English 
and four Maltese lessons or vice versa according to the needs of their students. 

Another difference between Columns C & D is in the lesson allocation for optional subjects. 
The allocation is revised downwards to three lessons per week in Column C to provide for 
an additional lesson in Health Education and another one in Citizenship Education, and

Arts Education is currently hardly present in the senior Secondary years. Moreover, 
Technology Education and Home Economics do not form part of the current core curriculum 
for Forms 3-5 (Years 9 -11). This situation is addressed in the proposed lesson allocation, 
with two lessons for modules in Arts Education alternating with Home Economics and 
Design & Technology.

Column E presents a five-day timetable model with alternate 38-lesson or 40-lesson weekly 
cycles. In this model Citizenship Education and Health Education are allocated two lessons a 
week. The two discretionary lessons are still available for the school and it is anticipated that 
the degree of flexibility in the timetable will increase over time. 

As in Table 5, Columns F and G present two proposals with slightly different lesson 
distributions, thus favouring some subjects in one proposal and others in another. In both 
cases, the two discretionary lessons are no longer available. Proposals F ad G do not make a 
significant difference in time allocation to the various learning areas. 

The implementation of a developmental model through 
a differentiated approach
The proposed Secondary years curriculum has a number of characteristics that are intended 
to promote differentiated learning and teaching. The NCF recommends that initially setting 
may be organized for the core subjects: Maltese, English and Mathematics. In the remaining 
subjects the grouping of students will need to be organized taking different factors such as 
subject options into account. The NCF further recommends that eventually the grouping of 
students will take on more differentiated scenarios as is the case in primary schools and in a 
number of secondary schools in the Non-State sector. 

All learners, irrespective of the status of their mastery of core competences and even their 
physical or intellectual disabilities, are entitled to experience and master all eight learning 
areas to the highest degree that is possible for them to attain. The way forward is therefore 
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to develop and implement specific learning plans for these students that would include:

•	 supporting teachers to develop and implement differentiated teaching in their classro-
oms in terms of both learning processes and outcomes; and

•	 making best use of the possibilities inherent in the tiered syllabi associated with the 
levels of achievement model. 

Schools need to be supported through the availability and accessibility of the necessary 
training, resource provision and development, tools and support structures at central, 
college and school level22. 

Schools can develop into sites of effective, diversified learning to the extent that practitioners 
learn to orchestrate all the possibilities inherent in the NCF to co-construct autonomous 
teaching and learning opportunities that are truly learner-centred and that address the 
realities of their students. 

Secondary Years Syllabus Development 
The re-organisation of the traditional content areas into the eight learning areas at the 
core of this NCF and the introduction of modular learning are intended to encourage and 
support transformation in syllabi. One major consideration in the development of syllabi 
is the awareness of the actual learning time available in a given scholastic year. Syllabus 
designers cannot consider subject requirements in isolation but must take into consideration 
the interconnectedness within each learning area, and the actual time available to allow for 
meaningful learning arising from effective teaching. 

Taking into consideration all the variables associated with the five timetable models presnted 
in Appendix II, the syllabus designers can follow the estimation that an allocation of one 
lesson per week is equivalent to 20 hours of direct teaching/learning in one scholastic year23. 

The NCF recommends that this estimation is taken into consideration in the construction 
of the modules for different content areas. It also recommends that the SEC syllabus be 
reviewed accordingly.

Assessment Issues in the Secondary Curriculum
Assessment at the Class, School and College Level
The general principles of assessment also apply at the secondary level. Classroom and 
school assessment for formative and summative purposes will inform all stakeholders about 
the quality and effectiveness of their efforts to help learners acquire a quality education. 
At the classroom level, assessment for learning provides information about progress and 
informs learners and classroom teachers about progress and actions that may be needed 
to improve learning, helping learners to acquire knowledge and develop skills. Teacher 
assessment is also useful in assessing skills and attitudes that cannot readily be assessed 

22	 Other forms of support are discussed in Document 2.

23	 The estimation is based on 28 teaching weeks, with a minimum of 42 minutes per lesson.
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through conventional tests and examinations. Evidence of learning may come from written 
and practical work, project work, field work and other similar practical learning activities. 

Assessment as part of learning and teaching should remain central to the process. This is an 
essential part of promoting students’ active participation and helping to identify students 
who need support and attention. Similarly, assessment of coursework done in school under 
the teachers’ supervision can ensure that it is the students’ work and that students are given 
support when necessary. Both class work and coursework carried out at school promote 
collaborative learning and develop each student’s identity as a learner and as part of a 
learning community. Assessment of the students’ achievement for summative purposes 
should not be dependent on one-off performances in tests and examinations. There is much 
to gain from considering information obtained through multiple approaches to assessment 
carried out over a scholastic year. This leads to a more valid assessment of knowledge, skills 
and attitudes within the different learning areas. 

Coursework carried out outside the classroom allows students to devote more time to 
research and creative work and engage with tasks in different ways. Care should be taken 
not to overload students with work that may be so elaborate that it requires them to seek 
help to complete the tasks. One way of avoiding overload is for teachers from different 
subjects within a learning area to cooperate in setting projects through which students 
demonstrate knowledge and skills. 

Assessment of subjects offered in the vocational area will be based exclusively on coursework. 
The validity and reliability of this assessment will initially be ensured through the built-in 
quality assurance mechanisms of the BTEC model. 

Setting coursework across more than one subject or even across more than one learning 
area also leads to less fragmentation in the curriculum. In addition, students are given the 
opportunity to apply and transfer skills across contexts. This approach requires coordination 
and monitoring managed at school level, so that different teachers’ judgments about the 
quality of students’ work in relation to agreed criteria are consistent. This can be addressed 
by local college moderation, agreeing success criteria and monitoring their consistent 
application with all students. Communication and agreement about expectations among 
the different teachers involved in assessing the students’ work increases the reliability of the 
assessment. For State schools, it is recommended that a more flexible approach towards 
annual examinations is adopted whereby in some year groups the examinations may 
continue to be organized centrally, whereas in others they may be organized at a college 
level. Students following individual learning programmes may be assessed using alternative 
forms of assessment. This should also be considered in the assessment policy. 

The NCF recommends the development of an assessment policy at the school and college 
level to monitor progress during the year. The policy should seek to enhance the quality of 
assessment and how it is reported to parents and other stakeholders such as examination 
boards and employers. It should also take into consideration the frequency, duration and 
timing of oral tasks and listening comprehension tasks in languages, and practical work and 
other types of coursework in the different learning areas, including the vocational subjects. 
For the State sector, the policy should also establish in which year groups the examinations 
will continue to be centrally set. For those year groups where the examinations will be 
college based, the Educational Assessment Unit (EAU) needs to monitor standards across 
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the different colleges. 								      

Assessment at the National Level
Assessment at the national level using agreed standards is essential for ensuring that the 
students’ entitlement for a quality education is being respected. This assessment is used to 
monitor consistency in the interpretation of standards within and across schools, to monitor 
trends, to guide students and to evaluate the impact of innovations in the curriculum, 
teaching methods and policy decisions. 

It is the responsibility of the Directorate for Quality and Standards (DQSE) to evaluate 
curriculum implementation, innovation and emerging trends, through external assessment 
at national and international level, through end-of-year examinations, moderation of 
school-based assessment, monitoring achievement in the different learning areas, national 
benchmarks, surveys of literacy and numeracy; SEC examinations, PISA, TIMSS and other 
surveys.

The success of assessment at the national level depends on a number of requirements that 
should be in place including:

Assessments that closely link to the Learning Outcomes Framework of each learning area;

•	 The EAU within the DQSE to be responsible for assessment for learning and assessment 
of learning. Among other tasks, the unit is entrusted with the organization, implemen-
tation and monitoring of assessment in the different learning areas during the scholastic 
year to ensure consistency in the application of national levels of achievement, the mo-
deration of set coursework, and the setting and moderation of examinations in different 
year groups.

•	 The introduction of external monitoring in all learning areas using samples of schools 
and students over a cycle of five years24. 

•	 The weighting of the coursework and the examination could be different for different 
subjects but there should be agreed weightings. Assessment in languages should assess 
speaking, listening, reading and writing while assessment in subjects which require 
practical, creative and problem-solving skills should include the assessment of these 
skills during authentic tasks set and monitored during the school year. The use of pa-
pers which relate to the levels of achievement. Students’ achievement in the different 
subjects will be interpreted in order to guide individuals towards further subject choi-
ces, and subsequently, career choices.

•	 Assessment of subjects offered in the vocational area is based exclusively on coursework. 
The validity and reliability of this assessment is ensured through the built-in quality as-
surance mechanisms of the BTEC model. 

•	 From amongst the students following individual education programmes, some may be 
assessed using alternative forms of assessment. This should be considered in the inclu-

24	 Details about this recommendation are available in the document, Transition from Primary to Secondary 
(2008). 
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sive education policy as well as the assessment policy. Special support is to be given to 
students who fail to progress in the core learning areas.

•	 Half yearly and annual examinations continue to be recommended for the core learning 
areas, other learning areas organized in modular form may explore different modes of 
assessment as appropriate. 

•	 At the end of the Secondary years, besides the Secondary School Certificate and Profi-
le25, all students should be able to qualify for certificates by an external agency, which 
show their achievement in the learning areas. Currently, the Secondary Education Cer-
tificate (SEC) examination of the MATSEC Board awards certificates that are accredited 
at Level 3 (Grades 1-5) and Level 2 (Grades 6-7) of the Malta Qualifications Framework 
(MQF). The BTEC extended certificate qualification in the vocational subjects at Distin-
ction, Merit and Pass levels is also pegged at MQF Level 3. 

•	 There is also the need to develop a complementary system of external certification that 
encourages students, who currently end secondary education without external certifi-
cation, to obtain qualifications at Level 1 of the MQF alongside the Secondary School 
Certificate and Profile as recommended in the MATSEC review (Grima, Camilleri, Chir-
cop, Mallia & Ventura, 2005). 

Transitions
The proposed NCF for the Secondary years should prepare students to become life-long 
learners and thus be motivated towards pursuing their studies in higher and further 
educational institutions. The secondary school curriculum should have also laid a firm 
foundation for students to support their future career decisions towards higher and further 
education paths. 

25	 The Secondary School Certificate and Profile includes assessment of the students’ formal education, non-
formal education, informal education, personal qualities and attendance (Grech, 2009a, 2009b).
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Appendix I:	
Model timetables for primary schools according to suggested 
distribution of learning time in Tables 2 and 3
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Appendix II:
Curriculum Framework timetable models for secondary schools
Five different timetable models are being proposed. The Curriculum Framework Timetables 
(CFT) 1 to 5 are designed to fulfil the students’ entitlement to the NCF. For each model the 
characteristics as well as its pros and cons are highlighted. For ease of comparison, all five 
models are shown as starting at 8.00 a.m. Comparison will also be made with a standard 
model of 1665 minutes (JL Model) of total student time26 and 1540 minutes of actual lesson 
time based on a weekly average of current State school timetables. 

The first three timetable models are based on a traditional 5-day weekly cycle. CFT 4 and 5 
are based on a 6-day cycle. The 6-day cycle disengages learning days from the days of the 
week. Thus, a 6-day cycle starting on a Tuesday will finish on the Tuesday of the following 
week, and the next cycle will therefore start on the Wednesday. In the case of a holiday or 
a whole school activity during a particular cycle there are two ways how to manipulate the 
cycle. One can either leave the cycle unchanged and therefore miss one day of the cycle, or 
else reschedule the day after the missed day of work so that the lessons on, say, Day 4 are 
not missed out. This implies that the next cycle starts a day later. Of course, the 6-day cycle 
still operates within the parameters of teachers’ present working conditions. 

The main advantage of the 6-day cycle system is that loss of lessons due to school activities 
and extraneous events is evenly distributed over the school days. It also leads to more 
space for the allocation of lessons, although with proportionately fewer cycles over the 
year when compared to the 5-day cycles. However, the advantage in lesson allocation is 
minimal. The disadvantages in adopting the 6-day cycle are that it presents a completely 
new organisational paradigm for all stakeholders. Lessons, homework and school bags need 
to be prepared not according to the day of the week but according to the morrow’s day 
number in the current cycle. Two 6-day cycle CFTs are being presented here to widen the 
discussion and include what perhaps were unthought-of possibilities. 

26	 This includes time for assembly, lesson time and students’ mobility between lessons
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Pros
•	 This model provides 3.6% more learning time (1596 in lieu of 1540 minutes).

•	 This model has all five days ending at the same time for students.

•	 It also has two morning assemblies per week that are longer than the rest, allowing for 
special assemblies and/or circle time by the Year Teacher.

•	 Two of the mid-day breaks are longer than what State schools have at present, allowing 
more time for non formal activities.

•	 Every teacher is entitled to the equivalent of two lessons time-off per week. 

•	 This model allows for one afterschool staff or professional development meeting a week 
that substitutes all other afterschool teacher planning and development meetings pre-
sently in place. The 20 minutes’ break before the meeting allows for the administration 
to take care of dismissal and transport routine at the end of the day.

•	 This model will bring school finishing times in line with the Junior Lyceums at present. 
This can be seen as a family-friendly measure, since it reduces the time that children 
may be at home alone and/or the need for alternative child supervision arrangements. 

•	 Four uninterrupted lessons between breaks on three days may be a bonus for school 
administrators since they facilitate the timetabling of double lessons, but they can prove 
to be more tiring both for teachers and students.

Cons
•	 This model does not allow for structured time for meetings of the school professional 

community as a whole during school hours but only after hours. This arrangement may 
be considered inconvenient by the teaching grades.

•	 The time off that teachers are entitled to in this model may be a constraint on the time-
table. 

•	 On three days the mid-day break is only 24 minutes long, including locker time.
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Pros
•	 This model provides 3.6% more learning time (1596 in lieu of 1540 minutes) than the 

current standard model.

•	 This model retains a lesson length of 42 minutes as in CFT 1.

•	 It allows for a weekly meeting for staff during school hours, thus making it a more con-
venient option for teachers. This meeting substitutes all other afterschool professional 
development meetings presently in place. The 15 minutes’ break permits the admini-
stration to take care of the dismissal and transport routine at the end of the day. 

•	 Additionally, the day that includes the weekly meeting ends 20 minutes earlier for tea-
chers when compared to the other four days. 

•	 The school day will be slightly longer than the current Junior Lyceum timetables. This 
can be seen as a family-friendly measure, it reduces unsupervised time and/or the need 
for alternative child supervision arrangements.

•	 Every teacher is entitled to the equivalent of two lessons time-off per week. 

•	 Four uninterrupted lessons between breaks may be a bonus for school administrators 
since they facilitate the timetabling of double lessons, but they can prove to be more 
tiring for both teachers and students.

Cons
•	 This model does not provide for special assembly and/or Year Teacher time in the mor-

ning.

•	 In this model school ends early on one day a week. The half day may cause inconvenien-
ce to parents. 

•	 The two long breaks available in CFT 1 are not available here. 

•	 The time off that teachers are entitled to in this model may put a constraint on the 
timetable. 
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Pros
•	 This model provides 3.8% more learning time (1599 in lieu of 1540 minutes) than the 

current standard model. 

•	 This model is the most generous in the number of lessons it allows. Since it allows for 
flexibility, depending on how this is implemented, this model allows for a maximum of 
six additional lessons per fortnight in Years 7 and 8, and two additional lessons in Years 
9 to 11. 

•	 The fortnightly staff meeting does not take place after school hours. This is convenient 
for the teaching grades. This meeting substitutes all after school teacher planning and 
development meetings presently in place. The 20 minutes’ break allows for the admini-
stration to take care of dismissal and transport routine at the end of the day. 

•	 Additionally, the day that includes the fortnightly meeting ends 22 minutes earlier for 
teachers when compared to the other days. 

•	 Every teacher is entitled to the equivalent of one lesson time-off per week. 

•	 Four uninterrupted lessons between breaks may be a bonus for school administrators 
since they facilitate the timetabling of double lessons, but they can prove to be more 
tiring for both teachers and students.

Cons
•	 By having different timetables in alternate weeks, this model may cause a number of 

logistical difficulties. 

•	 With a duration of 41 minutes, most lessons are just within the recommended mini-
mum, although shorter than in the other models. 

•	 Parents will face the difficulty of planning for a fortnightly shorter school day. 

•	 The time off that teachers are entitled to in this model may put a constraint on the 
timetable.
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Pros
•	 With a duration of 45 minutes, this model has the longest lessons of all five models.

•	 It allows for a meeting for teaching staff during school hours every six days. This is a 
convenient option for the teaching grades. This meeting substitutes all after school 
teacher staff / school development meetings presently in place. The 20 minutes’ break 
allows for the administration to take care of dismissal and transport routine at the end 
of the day. 

•	 The long assembly time allows for special assemblies and/or Year Teacher time every 
day. 

•	 This model also includes five long mid-day breaks every 6-day cycle, allowing more time 
for non-formal activities. 

•	 It shifts the mid-morning break so that three lessons take place before it instead of two 
as in the previous models, at the time of the day that is most productive for learning. 

•	 The school day will be 45 minutes longer than at present. This can be seen as a family-
friendly measure since it reduces the need for alternative child supervision arrange-
ments. 

•	 Teachers will finish 35 minutes early when they have the school staff development me-
eting.

Cons
•	 This model provides nearly 2.7% less lesson time (1500 instead of 1540 minutes) than 

the current standard model.

•	 This model has a half day every sixth day, making it less convenient for learners and 
their parents. 

•	 In this 6-day cycle model, the weekly lesson timetable will be different from one week 
to another. 
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Pros
•	 Lessons in this model have a duration of 42 minutes, similar to CFT 1 and 2.

•	 It allows for a meeting for the school professional community/school development eve-
ry six days during school hours, thus making it a more convenient option for teachers. 
This meeting substitutes all after school teacher planning and development meetings 
presently in place. The 20 minutes’ break allows for the administration to take care of 
dismissal and transport routine at the end of the day. 

•	 The long assembly time allows for special assemblies and/or Year Teacher time every 
day. 

•	 Four uninterrupted lessons between breaks may be a bonus for school administrators 
since they facilitate the timetabling of double lessons, but they can prove to be more 
tiring for students and teachers.

Cons
•	 This model provides 2.3% less lesson time (1505 instead of 1540 minutes) per week 

than the current standard model.

•	 This model has one day in every 6-day cycle that is shorter than the rest, making it less 
convenient for learners and their parents. 

•	 In this 6-day cycle model, the weekly lesson timetable will be different from one week 
to another. 
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Appendix III:	
Number of Hours per Scholastic Year 
for secondary schools

Number of hours for Years 7 & 8
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Number of Hours for Years 9, 10 & 11
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Total Number of Hours over 5 years


