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Item 14 

REVIEW OF THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM IN ENGLAND                        

Submission from UCET

1. As the body which represents higher education-based teacher education, UCET welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Call for Evidence in connection with the review of the National Curriculum. While there have been at least three major reviews of the primary and secondary school curriculum in recent years, there is no doubt that a further review is necessary: there is a clear need “to reduce unnecessary prescription, bureaucracy and central control”, and to evolve a much more satisfactory balance between the protection of the public interest in determining the shape of the school curriculum and acknowledging the professional autonomy and resourcefulness of teachers. We trust that this call for evidence will be an open consultation, a genuine attempt to enlist the involvement of the educational and the wider community in resolving a complex but important policy matter

2.  We fully endorse the principle of a national curriculum.  Parliament has every right to ensure that the school curriculum reflects what is valued by the community in the sense that it embodies “our cultural and scientific inheritance and the best that our past and present generations have to pass on to the next”. There are indeed certain modes of activity, reflection and analysis that have such a powerful contribution to make to individual flourishing as well as to the wellbeing of the community and its economic productivity that we are justified in requiring all pupils to engage in them in the course of their schooling. How are these activities to be characterised?

3.  National curriculum planners are obliged to address the perennial question: What knowledge is of most worth? In response to that question it has become customary to attempt to reduce the vast array of human knowledge to a limited number of areas of learning or forms of knowledge, or domains of understanding.  Each of these, the argument runs, has a distinctive contribution to make to every pupil’s education; they constitute the available ways we have of exploring and interpreting the world of subjective experience, of analysing the social environment, and of making sense of the natural world.  Through these domains pupils acquire historical, mathematical, scientific, technological, aesthetic and other forms of understanding; they learn to engage in the distinctive modes of investigation and analysis through which human experience is differentiated and extensions of human understanding are achieved.  Together, these domains constitute what have been called the tools of personal autonomy, and have an incontestable claim to inclusion in every person’s education. The national curriculum should therefore ensure that all pupils engage in the systematic study of each of these distinctive domains, beginning in the primary school and extending throughout the years of compulsory schooling.
4.  Moreover, such an approach to curriculum building is not to be dismissed as the dispensing of a rigidly academic and narrowly conceived educational experience. On the contrary, the various domains of understanding constitute the principal vehicles through which the broad educational objectives of schools are realised.  These traditions of human enquiry and reflection offer unlimited scope for the development of self-understanding, for probing the roots of human motivation and action, for investigating patterns of human engagement and interaction, for analysing the distinction between what is good and bad and what is right and wrong, for making and doing, and for encouraging pupils to move towards moral autonomy, eschewing the dictates of authority or the pressures of the peer group in favour of action that is principled. Far from being preoccupied only with the cognitive or cerebral, these domains nurture the sense of achievement, the growth of self-confidence and self-esteem, enthusiasm and enjoyment, and the self-understanding and satisfactions that come through challenge. In all of these ways the various domains of human understanding exert a humanising and ultimately transformational impact on learners.

5.  The adoption of such an approach to the content of the national curriculum does not point ineluctably to any singe pattern of curricular organisation, subject-based or otherwise. As it happens, the subject-based curriculum offers an entirely appropriate means of engaging pupils in the differentiated forms of understanding. It is true that subject teaching is often criticised as the mere transmission of slabs of content and the subject specialist is perceived as being motivated by no loftier aspiration that to stuff pupils’ heads with facts. However, such criticisms are based on an absurd caricature of subject teaching.  Taught as exemplars of the different domains of human understanding, subjects are communities of debate and argumentation, of exploration and criticism, of conjecture and refutation. As such, subjects are educational resources of remarkable power, offering unlimited scope for realising an enormous range of educational purposes, for enquiry and reflection, for hypothesising and the interrogation of evidence, for adjudicating between the valuable and the meretricious; for the use of the imagination and creativity; for the examination of human motive and the improvability of the social condition; for coming to terms with the responsibilities of citizenship; for promoting personal, social and environmental competence; for preparing pupils for the demands imposed by an increasingly technological society, and much else besides.  

6.  It is to be hoped therefore that the references in the review documentation and in some of the public discussion attending the national curriculum review to the need to strengthen the factual basis of the various subjects and to accord the highest priority in subject teaching to the transmission and memorisation of facts is not a signal that Mr McChoakumchild is to be given a new lease of life and allowed to re-emerge as the prototype of the effective teacher. Of course, the factual content of any subject is important, but to concentrate on the facts and their transmission and to ignore the other generative features of subjects would be a quite irresponsible distortion of what subjects, properly taught, have to offer. Subject teaching is hopelessly misconceived if, out of a concern to concentrate on the accumulation of facts, it devotes insufficient attention to the nurturing of curiosity, to learning how to learn, to problem-solving, to designing and making, to being critical, to showing resilience, to balancing self-reliance with collaborative effort, and to inculcating the dispositions to enquire, to seek out the reason why of things, to recognise and respect evidence, as well as to be imaginative and creative.
7.  These considerations confirm that the content of the national curriculum should be determined on a principled basis.  The review documentation strongly implies that a decision has been taken to give central place to English, science, mathematics, physical education and religious education. On what basis are these subjects accorded such priority?  Why is no provision made for social studies or for aesthetic education? Why, given the pace of technological change and the increasing importance of our high-tech industries, is no provision made for technology? Why does that grouping of subjects differ from what has been designated the English Baccalaureate?  Admittedly, the door is still left open for other subjects to earn a place in the curricular sun, depending on the outcome of the consultation process.  There are grounds, however, for suspecting that the revised national curriculum will consist of a limited number of subjects that have statutory standing while other subjects will have non-statutory standing. That approach to national curriculum building is likely to perpetuate an acknowledged weakness in current arrangements. These arrangements have been criticised as offering two curricula: one that, inevitably, is the focus of national testing and another that is of lower esteem, which risks being marginalised when the pressure of league tables and national testing exert themselves. The consequence of that two-tier approach is that pupils do not experience the broad curriculum to which they are entitled.  

8.  The policy of restricting the content of the national curriculum to a limited number of key subjects, each with its prescribed programme of study, while other, non-statutory, subjects have no nationally determined content, springs from the determination to make the national curriculum less all-encompassing and to allow teachers greater scope to devise learning experiences in the light of their own appraisal of what lies in their pupils’ best interests. In this way, a slimmer national curriculum is thought to permit greater professional autonomy for teachers.  A shift in that direction is to be welcomed. However, the national curriculum would be even less prescriptive if the content of each subject in the national curriculum took the form of guidelines with illustrative study or teaching materials rather than a tight year-by-year specification of a mandatory syllabus.  After all, the professional autonomy of teachers that is to be recognised outside the confines of the national curriculum can have the same revitalising effect within the national curriculum itself. 

9.  An alternative approach to defining the content of subjects in the national curriculum, in the interests both of securing progression of study, and reassuring the public, would be to specify the criteria which should govern the teaching of each subject. The following are the kind of criteria we have in mind:

a. Is the curriculum designed and implemented to achieve certain general objectives, such as “successful learners”, “confident individuals”, “responsible citizens” and “effective contributors”, to borrow the aims proposed for the Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland?
b. Does the curriculum enable the pupil to acquire a grasp of the factual knowledge and the key concepts in the subject?

c. Does the curriculum engage pupils in the distinctive modes of analysis and    investigation of the subject?

d. Does the curriculum develop such transferable skills as problem-solving, critical thinking, exercising judgement, evaluating evidence, and being imaginative and creative? 

e. Does the curriculum pursue such affective aims as engendering curiosity, promoting self-understanding, and cultivating personal resourcefulness and resilience?  

f. Does the curriculum encourage pupils to make choices that relate to a responsible life-style?

g. Does the curriculum enable pupils to acquire the skills, understandings, and dispositions that relate to responsible citizenship?

h. Does the curriculum promote personal, social and environmental competence?
i. Does the curriculum cultivate technological awareness and competence?
10.  UCET submits that this criterial approach to curriculum planning and organisation, containing as it does criteria that are subject-specific as well as those that are generic, would provide an adequate basis for national guidance on the content and approach in the subjects of the national curriculum, while at the same time providing teachers with ample scope for innovative and resourceful teaching. 

11.  UCET maintains that central government, in protecting the public interest, has the authority to prescribe the broad areas which the school curriculum should cover. That curriculum should certainly reflect what the community values, to the extent that it should be mediated with young people to aid their full participation in adult life and to enable them to lead personally satisfying lives.  That broad framework of learning having been laid down, it is for others to determine the most appropriate ways of promoting pupils’ learning, and to be accountable for their efforts. That is, in our view, it is not the responsibility of government to micro-manage the curriculum, but rather to specify the criteria which the school curriculum should meet at every stage.  The criteria we have proposed above are indicative of the limits of government prescription.  The task of government, having stipulated these or similar evaluative criteria, is to put in place mechanisms such as inspection, measures of the effectiveness of schools, adequate school reporting, and LEA quality assurance systems, to ensure that, at every stage, and in every locality, these criteria are being met.
12. Thus, to take mathematics as an example, we would expect the broad framework of learning to include the development of the capacity to engage with mathematical ideas, and the essential processes and skills of mathematics as set out in Using and Applying Mathematics in the Current National Curriculum (1999); to engage in mathematical reasoning; to understand and critique data as a component of social competence; and to be able to count and calculate with confidence and mathematical fluency.

13. Similar considerations relate to the inclusion of science in the national curriculum. The presence of that subject is not simply to generate data for national tests; its whole point is to engage pupils, from the beginning of their primary school years, to think scientifically, and to acquire that scientific literacy that so profoundly affects our understanding of the world and that is perhaps as critical to human development as the ability to read.
14.  Finally, the effectiveness of the national curriculum, whatever its composition, will turn on the effectiveness of those who teach it. The main way of enhancing the quality of pupils’ learning, as well as raising their levels of achievement, is to ensure that teachers have a demanding and rich programme of professional preparation; that they have a deep understanding of what they are expected to teach; that they have ample opportunities for continuing professional development, including opportunities for master’s degree study; that plentiful examples of varied best practice on effective teaching and learning are made available; and that, above all, teachers have the time, support and other resources to plan the kind of experiences that will enrich pupils’ learning.  

Gordon Kirk,
Academic Secretary.                                                                                          31 March, 2011
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