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The National Curriculum in England, Wales and Northern Ireland: ‘Curriculum

of the Past’ or ‘Curriculum of the Future’?

Michael Young
London - September 2000

1. Background

England established a National Curriculum in 1988. For the first time Parliament passed a
law laying down what every state school had to teach children between the ages of 5 and
16. Prior to 1988, the curriculum was decided by each individual school; the only legal
requirement was that all schools should offer Religious Education. Although much debated
at the time as an attack on the professional autonomy of teachers and as undermining of
the traditional role of local government, the idea of a National Curriculum for all schools

is now widely accepted.

Despite the radical political step represented by the decision to launch the National
Curriculum and the significantly greater control it gave to central government, the content
and structure of the curriculum agreed by Parliament was far from new ”. Educational
researchers differ on how far back one can go in identifying similarities with past curriculum
models; one recent book claims that with its knowledge-based structure and its discrete
subjects the 1988 modelhad many features in common with proposals made by a government
Commission of 1869! The question that I want to consider is whether it is appropriate at
the beginning of the 21st century, after a century and a half of social, economic, political
and technological changes to have a national Curriculum that in fundamental ways is
unchanged from the curriculum before schooling became compulsory for 5-16 year olds
130 years ago. The issue takes a particular form in England, which reflects our history, but
it is not just an English issue; with significant national variations, curricula for mass
schooling, at least in the compulsory phase, are remarkably similar across the world. The
way that I want to address question is to propose that the English model is an example of
a ‘curriculum of the past’ which I shall contrast with a ‘curriculum of the future’. I shall
suggest that there are problems in both models as currently developed and argue that a
modified ‘curriculum of the future’ would need to give a central place to the question of
what knowledge will be needed by the future citizen of the 21st century. In order to put

discussionin a context, I will begin by presenting a brief and somewhat schematic account
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of the English National Curriculum and some of the problems to which it has given rise.
1) With the exception of the introduction of technology as a core subject

2. Main Aims of the National Curriculum in England
- Raise overall standards
- reduce differences between schools

- provide greater central control over school for central government

Note

The National Curriculum was launched in 1988 by Mrs. Thatcher's Conservative
government. It is important to see it as complementary to the governmentls strategy of
introducing greater competition in all spheres of life and as part of a concerted effort to
control public services, and reduce the power of those it saw as its opponents-the professions

(in this case the teachers) and local government.

3. The initial basic structure of the National Curriculum

- 10 subjects (English, Mathematics, Science, a Foreign Language, History and
Geography ( these two subjects have since become discretionary for pupils from the
age of 14), Arts, Physical Education, Technology, Religious Education)

- four key stages which end when pupils reach the ages of 7,11, 14 and 16 when they are
all externally assessed

+ statutory orders for each subject

+ cross curriculum themes- economic understanding, health education, careers  education,
personal and social education(not assessed)

- exclusion of private schools

4. Positive outcomes
- strengthening and broadening of the content of primary curriculum (5-11 year olds)
- Extension of of the proportions of pupils studying science teaching (especially girls and
all primary pupils)
- Convergence of public and private school curricula

- Higher examination pass rates by 16 year olds and some evidence of improved levels of
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numeracy and literacy

5. Comments

There is no doubt that the National Curriculum represented a break with the past. However
the form it has taken has been much criticised. It is seen by teachers as too heavy on
content, too prescriptive, depending on too much testing and having too many attainment
targets. A wider range of concerns have been expressed by educationists. E.g

- Alack of flexibility to take account of the range of abilities and modes of learning

- The decline of important non-compulsory subjects like history, single science subjects
(especially physics), low numbers taking Foreign languages

- effective neglect of the cross-curriculum themes such as citizenship (which are not
assessed)

- Lack of space and time for teachers to develop innovative pedagogic strategies

- a failure to address basic skills for low achievers

- continuing low standards of achievement- less than 50% achieve ‘matriculation’ at 16
(five or more ‘good’ passes)

- the dominance of subjects and the lack of an overall philosophy or vision for the future
- absence of continuity between the National Curriculum (for 5-16 year olds) and the
post Compulsory Curriculum for 16-19 year olds

- an overemphasis on students ‘completing’ tasks in a routine way

6. Changes since 1988 — These have been incremental and have been mainly in response to
teacher criticisms that the initial proposals were bureaucratic and un-teachable. The changes
have involved reducing the burden of assessment on teachers, ‘slimming down’the required

content, and introducing greater flexibility at Key Stage 4 (for 14-16 year olds)

Examples of specific changes
- a smaller compulsory core (English, Mathematics, Science, Technology, Physical
Education and Religion)
- increased flexibility at14+- ‘half subjects’, ‘short’ courses, ‘vocational’ options
* reduced number of assessment targets
+ increasing emphasis on literacy and numeracy

* (from 2001) 5% of time for compulsory citizenship

38



BEHEHREI A —5 L Nos

7. Reconceptualising the curriculum

Neither the specific criticisms nor the piecemeal changes introduced into the English
National Curriculum have addressed the question as to whether as a basic model it is
appropriate for preparing young people to be citizens and employees in the society of the
21stcentury. In order to answer this question I want to distinguish between two alternative
models which I shall refer to as the ‘curriculum of the past’ and ‘the curriculum of the

future’. The key features of a’curriculum of the past’ is that itis:

- based on discrete school subjects

* gives priority to subject-based knowledge rather than the connections between subjects
and between subjects and activities outside the school

* requires students to defer to authority as represented by subject teachers

The official aims of the English National Curriculum are to:

+ prepare pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life
AND

* to promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils

However, as a largely subject-driven ‘curriculum of the past’ it marginalises the skills and
non-subject specific knowledge such as that associated with personal, social and moral
education, although these are the kinds of skills and knowledge that students would need
to acquire if these aims were to be realised. What then is the alternative and why are there
so few signs of it being adopted? One model that has been proposed is a ‘skills’ or
‘competence-based’ curriculum. Some of what might be called ‘future skills’ that are seen

as neglected by the National Curriculum are:

- evaluating information

- taking responsibility for onels own learning
* dealing with other people

- working in teams

* coping with change

* managing risk
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The argument is that instead of a curriculum driven by subjects, material from subject
syllabuses should be used as a medium for developing the kind of skills and competences
thatare listed above.

More general models of a ‘curriculum of the future’ have emphasised what principles
mightbe needed if the curriculum is to prepare young people better for the kind of society
that is likely in the future. It is argued that it would need to be based on the principle of
‘connectivity’ or ‘connective specialisation” with the ‘insularity’ or‘insular specialisation’of
the ‘curriculum of the past’. In contrast with a ‘curriculum of the past’ such a curriculum

would emphasise:

- explicit connections between subjects

- giving priority to knowledge at the interface between subjects or knowledge not included
in subjects

* make explicit the connections between school subjects and activities outside the school

+ establish criteria for the whole curriculum and not just for individual subjects.

The ‘curriculum of the past’ is oriented to the past both conceptually- in terms of its
endorsing the givenness of past knowledge- and historically- in its origins. It can be
traced back to a period when only a small proportion of each cohort were educated
beyond elementary level, when knowledge changed relatively slowly and when people
tended to stay in the same type of employment throughout their lives. Despite the increasing
mismatch between these circumstances and what is increasingly referred to as our
‘knowledge societies’ in which the majority of those employed are ‘knowledge workers’,
the ‘curriculum of the past’ persists and shows no signs of being challenged by alternative
models. I want to suggest a number of reasons why this may be so and explore each of
them briefly.

- itis tacitly embedded in our major educational institutions

* it reflects forms of inertia and a range of ‘conservative’ vested interests in and beyond
education

* it represents certain important social realities that will continue to be needed in some
form in any future society

- the weakness of alternative models

8. Embedding of the curriculum of the past
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The‘curriculum of the past’ isdeeply embedded in the social institutions, which underpinned
the expansion of mass education. In England I refer to (a) the subject departments of
schools and universities and the career structures of teachers that are built into them, (b)
the subject and discipline-based associations which are involved in examining, in
guaranteeing standards and peer reviewing, and(c) the informal networks of teachers at
different levels which sustain both their professional identities and the public sense of
what counts as school knowledge. It is these forms of collective practice which give a

social reality to the subject-based curriculum and make it remarkably difficult to change.

9. The ‘curriculum of the past’ and conservative interests

A major ideological perspective shaping people’s views about education in England is can
be termed neo-conservative traditionalism. It endorses a view of the true function of
schools as transmitting a given body of knowledge and is represented most clearly in the
highly mythical concept of a Gold Standard of unchanged A levels (the main examinations
used for university entrance). Neo-conservatism sees the curriculum as given and learning
in largely passive terms, the role of the school to engendering respect for authority as
expressed in whatever are the canonical texts. Although widely supported as a political
ideology, particularly in the private and elite schools, neo-conservatism gains credibility
that transcends its political support from the embeddedness of its institutional support

referred to above.

10. The social reality of the ‘curriculum of the past’

A curriculum (or any of its constituent elements such as subjects or disciplines is not just a
selection of knowledge contents or criteria. It is a social institution, with a history and
members who share assumptions and a code of practice. It is this institutional basis that
underpins the confidence held in it and its standards as a mechanism for transmitting and
acquiring knowledge. Despite its origins in the 19th century and its association in England
with a highly elitist system of education, the subject-based ‘curriculum of the past’ has
also been the institutional basis for a growing proportion of each cohort to gain access to
knowledge; in other words, it has transcended its social origins. It follows that it is on

cognitive and not just social interest grounds that it is proving difficult to change.

11. The weakness of alternative models

Models of a ‘curriculum of the future’ are inadequate for a number of reasons. First,
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skill-based models equate knowledge with information rather than understanding. They are
thereforeinclined to dismiss it because knowledge is an increasingly transient phenomenon.
Second, they neglect the extent to which any curriculum must reflect a social reality. A
curriculum is never just a list of contents or a set or principles or outcomes; it is always
embedded in sets of social relations, practice and trust Third, in identifying the ‘insulation’
of subject-based curricula, some alternatives argue that the connectivity of knowledge is
moreimportant than the insulation of boundaries between subjects and that how knowledge
can be applied in practical situations is more important than the knowledge itself. In
making these arguments there is a daanger of neglecting the continuing social function of
boundaries in the transmission of knowledge as well as in the production of new knowledge.
Furthermore, it is sometimes easier to acquire knowledge and learn to apply it later than
to learn to apply knowledge directly. Fourthly, the lessons from increasingly fluid labour
markets or innovative trans-disciplinary research projects cannot necessarily be directly
applied to the construction of the curriculum at lower levels. Fifthly, models of the
‘curriculum of the future’ tend to depend on generic rather than content specific criteria.
However, people only develop generic capabilities in relation to specific contents. Despite
the reality that the rate at which knowledge contents, whether in fashion design or
science, become out-dated is accelerating, a curriculum requires a content. Finally, to
return to the sociological argument about the curriculum of the past; if a model of a
curriculum of the future is to be more than an idea or a critique, it has to establish new
networks and codes of practice to underpin its future-oriented concepts of knowledge,
skill and standards.

12. Conclusions

In this paper I began by outlining the broad features of the National Curriculum in
England that was approved by Parliament in 1988. I then indicated some of the criticisms
that have been made of it and the incremental changes that have been implemented in
response to the criticisms. I then argued that a question needed to be asked about a
curriculum being adopted, which owed more to the 19th century than 21st century. Through
a distinction between contrasting models of a‘curriculum of the past’ and a‘curriculum of
the future’, I explored some of the possible reasons why a curriculum with many of the
features of the former model should persist. My general conclusion refers explicitly to
those (and here I include myself), who for reasons of human resource needs (the knowledge
economy argument) and social justice (the equity argument) want to reform the present
curriculum. My argument is twofold. First, we have to give more attention to the social
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institutions and networks that underpin the transmission and acquisition of powerful
knowledge and not only concentrate on the ways that these social institutions may also
have sustained inequalities. Second , in developing any model of a ‘curriculum of the
future’, we have to consider what the alternatives might be to the subjects and disciplines

of the ‘curriculum of the past’.
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