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Why Astronomy? Why Now?

• Astronomy and space science inspires curiosity and is 
a gateway to science

• RAS mission: advocate for astronomy, geophysics, and 
space science

• Strategic focus on reaching low socio-economic groups

• Offer new and accessible STEM pathways



GCSE Astronomy: 
Traditional but Challenging

• Pearson Edexcel, exam-based qualification

• Outdated textbook (First published in 2001 - 2017), 
    no official Pearson version

• Two-year course starting with Y9

• Dropout rate: ~85% in some cohorts

• Assessment: a two-part final exam and observational 
tasks

• Schools are hesitant to participate, fearing it could 
impact their performance metrics



HPQ Astronomy: 
A New Research-Based Pathway

• First piloted by RAS (Sept 2024 – May 2025)

• Two-year course equivalent to 1 GCSE, begin in Y9

• 60 GLH: 20 teacher-guided + 40 independent

• Students choose topic, complete research 
        paper + artefact

• HPQ outcomes are not factored into schools’ average 
academic results



Building Academic 
& Scientific Thinking

• Literature review, research logbook, and peer 
presentation

• Students present to RAS Fellows at Burlington House

• Aligns with RAS mission to cultivate future scientists

• Similar to UCL’s ORBYTS model (see impact report)



Building Academic 
& Scientific Thinking

RAS HPQ Student Survey, 2025



GCSE vs HPQ: Key Comparisons

Category GCSE HPQ Astronomy

Format Exam-based Project-based

Assessment Two-part Final exam Research paper + artefact

Retention ~15% ~54%

Student Agency Limited High (topic choice + pacing)

Resource Gaps Outdated textbook Based on Pearson spec

https://qualifications.pearson.com/content/dam/pdf/Project-Qualification/Level-1-and-Level-2/2010/Specification/Project-Specification-Level-12.pdf


Student Voices & Results

• “I liked writing the dissertation because it 
helped me gain lots of knowledge that I would 
have not been exposed to otherwise”

• “I really enjoyed the earlier HPQ sessions when 
we learnt about stars. However, my favourite
part of my independent research was reading 
different articles with so many different 
perspective[s].”

• “Researching about the HPQ Question, 
because it gave me and other students a choice 
on what they can learn for the body of the HPQ.”

• “I felt supported in my learning throughout the 
course because I had a lot of teachers who 
helped me alongside the course, and they 
provided information to me that helped me 
significantly in my research paper.”

• “I feel as though we were given the right balance 
of independence and support. We were told 
how to achieve everything we needed to 
throughout the HPQ.”

• “I felt like I have received a lot of support from 
my school teachers and Google classroom 
information.”

Did you feel supported in your learning 
throughout the course?

What was your favourite topic or activity 
in this course, and why?
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Student Voices & Results

• “I have developed a true interest in astronomy, I 
have read books, watched series, and done 
research outside of this HPQ”

• “It made me realise just how much I love 
astronomy as a subject but I don't think it really 
changed my perception of science as a whole.”

• “I now have a much wider understanding of 
space, and I am now a lot more interested in 
science.”

• “It broadened my horizon on what was more 
there was to explore.”

• “I would recommend it to others because it can be 
useful to them if they want to do anything research or 
science-related, and they are interested in science.”

• “I would recommend this course to those who want 
to learn more and are willing to work hard. If you 
aren't willing to work hard then this course isn't for 
you, in my opinion at least.”

• “i think that astronomy is a very interesting subject 
that everyone should have the chance to study, and 
the course is very detailed. there are many things you 
will learn here that you would not learn in school.”

Would you recommend this course to 
another student? 75% said yes.

Did this course change how you think 
about science or space?
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Student Voices & Results

• “Remind us to do our activity log weekly. 
Otherwise, it was perfect. Quite a bit of work but 
not an overwhelming amount.”

• “Explaining and showing the slides slower and 
giving people time to write or draw diagrams”

• “More access to help and knowing when 
assignments are due”

• “More communication, more support”

• “I think that we got some great advice but 
timelines were often unclear and it was 
sometimes difficult to get in touch.”

• “The activity log [was least favourite]. I really 
struggled keep track of what I did or did not do 
every single week.”

• “[Least favourite subject]: The sun, i have never 
really been interested in it.”

Constructive feedback:

“I really enjoyed it and I wish I could do something like this again.”
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• HPQ supports flexible, inclusive science learning
• Builds long-term academic and research skills
• Next time we will tighten up the schedule to finish before Easter
• Involve teachers on the Google Classroom for access to information
• Better explain the evidence required and the cost to schools
• Post schedule online for student access with reminders
• Offer teacher CPD via AEON to collaborate with RAS

• References:
⚬ ORBYTS Impact Report: orbyts.org/impact
⚬ Pearson HPQ Spec: qualifications.pearson.com

Reflections & Next Steps



Thank you, EAS
Lucinda Offer
loffer@ras.ac.uk
Royal Astronomical Society
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