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	  Foreword

			The Right Honourable David Laws 

			 

			This handbook provides a timely and thoughtful contribution to the debate about the school curriculum. For the last 20 years, there has been too little attention to what is taught in schools. The assumption has been that this is less important than the accountability-related results delivered by schools, and that with the granting of greater autonomy to schools there should be less of a national approach to what a good curriculum looks like.

			The growing focus on curriculum design and content is being stimulated by Ofsted’s 2019 framework that takes a closer interest in this area as part of its high-stakes inspections of school and colleges. But what does a good curriculum really look like? Is there even enough consensus to allow Ofsted to inspect this area with consistency?

			This book, and its companion volume for primary leaders, brings together 17 powerful essays. The authors are practitioners in secondary education from different parts of the country and internationally, united by a common desire to offer a rich, positive and enjoyable curriculum to students.

			Their individual and collective perspectives will inspire, encourage, provoke and reassure teachers and curriculum leaders in schools whatever their context.

			Schools across the world are wrestling with similar curriculum challenges: how best to teach knowledge and skills for today and tomorrow; how to integrate fast-changing technologies into classrooms; how to balance the ‘academic’ and the soft skills.

			The authors here are tenaciously optimistic about the importance of a well-planned and delivered curriculum, and its force for good in shaping young lives.

			David Laws was Minister of State for Schools and for the Cabinet Office, 2012-15.

		

	
	
	  Introduction

			Roy Blatchford

			 

			A secret garden

			Bill Clinton’s successful 1992 presidential campaign slogan memorably read ‘It’s the economy, stupid’. His lead strategist James Carville hung a sign with these words in the Little Rock campaign headquarters: what was intended for an internal audience rapidly became the election signature tune.

			In the contemporary schools landscape, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector has hung up the sign: ‘It’s the curriculum, stupid’.

			HMI have spent a year visiting schools to seek views on how the curriculum should best be inspected when the latest Ofsted framework comes into force in September 2019. The curriculum focus is already being played out in HMI monitoring visits to schools. Take this example from a recent letter to an improving secondary school: ‘The school should ensure that the extent and depth of knowledge that pupils gain in each subject by the end of each topic is consistently clear’. This is the way the inspection wind is blowing.

			The fickle curriculum wind has blown in various directions over the past decades. In 1976 Prime Minister James Callaghan, in a speech at Ruskin College, Oxford, ventured to suggest that for too long schools had operated within a ‘secret garden’. He put forward, tentatively given the fierce politics of the time, the notion that there might be a child’s entitlement to some kind of national curriculum.

			Carefully harnessing the words of R. H. Tawney – ‘What a wise parent would wish for their children, so the state must wish for all its children’ – Callaghan moved on to say:

			‘The goals of our education, from nursery school through to adult education, are clear enough. They are to equip children to the best of their ability for a lively, constructive place in society, and also to fit them to do a job of work. Not one or the other but both.’

			Thus began more than ten years of intensive and constructive debate. 

			Through the 1980s, Secretary of State for Education, Sir Keith Joseph, encouraged Her Majesty’s Inspectorate to nudge the educational establishment towards the acceptance of a nationally prescribed curriculum. The HMI ‘raspberry ripple’ booklets (named after the colours of their covers) on curriculum subject areas were a significant milestone. The 1988 Education Reform Act finally brought a national curriculum in England into the schools’ system – and successive governments have tinkered with it ever since.

			 

			What must we teach?

			‘The National Curriculum in England’ 2013 framework document published by the Department for Education (updated December 2014) helpfully distinguishes between the school curriculum and the National Curriculum. For leaders and planners in schools, this distinction is a vital one. The following key paragraphs are worth careful study, whether in academies or local authority schools.

			The school curriculum

			2.1 Every state-funded school must offer a curriculum which is balanced and broadly based and which:

			
					promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society, and

					prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life.

			

			All state schools are also required to make provision for a daily act of collective worship and must teach religious education to pupils at every key stage and sex education to pupils in secondary education.

			And:

			The National Curriculum in England

			3.1 The National Curriculum provides pupils with an introduction to the core knowledge that they need to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been thought and said; and helps engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.

			3.2 The National Curriculum is just one element in the education of every child. There is time and space in the school day and in each week, term and year to range beyond the National Curriculum specifications. The National Curriculum provides an outline of core knowledge around which teachers can develop exciting and stimulating lessons.’

			The paragraphs above are a powerful reminder that schools are charged with planning and teaching certain prescriptions, and equally have significant freedoms to do as they choose within and beyond the school day.

			 

			‘The state of things curriculum’

			It was the poet, cultural critic and school inspector Matthew Arnold who memorably observed that a good modern society could only come about when all of its citizens are educated in ‘the best that has been thought and said in the world’. That probably leads to the subject-based curriculum, for better or worse, with which we are all familiar today.

			Any national curriculum, anywhere in the world, is passing on to the next generation the nation’s history, traditions and values. Equally that curriculum is preparing students for today’s and tomorrow’s global society with skills and knowledge the nation believes will be of value.

			Countries across the globe, regardless of wealth or political complexion, are wrestling with similar themes and tensions around the purposes of education and thus its content. In what proportion should we be teaching knowledge and skills? How do we secure the 3Rs? Is technology an opportunity or distraction? Is education for creating civilised citizens or tomorrow’s workforce?

			Looking back over the past 50 years in UK schools, one might reasonably conclude that when a fresh social challenge arises, the school system is expected to confront it. Perhaps that’s just as it should be: ‘the state of things curriculum’. Sex, drugs and rock ‘n’ roll have often shaped curriculum content as much as Newton, Shakespeare and Hitler have.

			In inner London in the 1970s, issues of race, gender and class filled classrooms. Then the ‘Aids epidemic’ led to a flurry of nationwide personal and social education initiatives. Through the 1980s ‘multi-cultural education in mono-ethnic schools’ influenced the curriculum, alongside economic awareness and industrial relations. Into the 1990s and citizenship arrived, closely followed by healthy eating and yet more health education lessons. The acronym duly expanded from PSE to PSHCE, via PSED.

			With the advent of the 21st century, e-safety, safeguarding and LGBT awareness have influenced course content. Latterly, we have Hollywood star Orlando Bloom urging teachers to teach oratory and confidence; others urge lessons in character, happiness and empathy. Peter Hyman, founding headteacher of the pioneering 3-18 School 21, writes powerfully about what he describes as ‘an engaged education’:

			‘Teachers are hungry for a more expansive education that connects pupils to the great works of our past but also the richness, variety and opportunities of the modern world. An education that is layered, ethical and deals with complexity as an antidote to the shallow, overly simplistic debates our young people often have to listen to. The best defence against extremism and illiberal democracy is an education that teaches reflection, critical thinking and questioning.’

			Observing the current education scene, a Times columnist wittily observed: ‘One can’t help but feel that, by the time teachers have got round to the empathy, the humility, the confidence and the rest of it, there will be hardly any time left for the quadratic equations, the acid-base reactions and the Beowulf’.

			‘The state of things curriculum’ will always be with us. When social ills emerge, politicians look for speedy answers, and schools are obvious places to which to turn. As teachers and school leaders we must learn to accept that the best that has been thought and said will always have to sit alongside the fads, fashions and social issues of the day.

			 

			Does the curriculum matter?

			Not according to many respected research studies and educational commentators. In McKinsey’s influential 2007 study ‘How the world’s best performing school systems come out on top’, the curriculum barely gets a mention. The key thrust of the report is that the quality of teachers and investment in their training are key determinants of great education, alongside an unswerving commitment by those teachers that no child should be left behind.

			Expectations are all. The curriculum – what we teach – is nowhere.

			Ofsted itself has waxed and waned in its own enthusiasm for the curriculum. For teachers at the sharp end of leading curriculum development in schools, Ofsted was in my view at its descriptive, enabling best in the 2009 framework, defining an outstanding curriculum as follows:

			‘The school’s curriculum provides memorable experiences and rich opportunities for high-quality learning and wider personal development and wellbeing. The school may be at the forefront of successful, innovative curriculum design in some areas. A curriculum with overall breadth and balance provides pupils with their full entitlement and is customised to meet the changing needs of individuals and groups. There are highly tailored programmes for a wide range of pupils with different needs.’ 

			This narrative happily reminds us at that a school’s curriculum is the sum of many parts, including the national curriculum. 

			In the 2012 inspection framework, there was little prescription; rather a focus on educational outcomes, however schools chose to achieve them. Inspectors worked with a relatively loose yet comprehensive description:

			‘A broad and balanced curriculum which meets the needs of all pupils, enables all pupils to achieve their full educational potential and make progress in their learning, and promotes their good behaviour and safety and their spiritual, moral, social and cultural development.’

			In the 2018 framework, the word ‘curriculum’ does not appear as a key word in any of the section or chapter headings. Rather it features as one modestly, yet trenchantly worded aspect among many to be inspected under leadership and management:

			‘The broad and balanced curriculum inspires pupils to learn. The range of subjects and courses helps pupils acquire knowledge, understanding and skills in all aspects of their education, including the humanities and linguistic, mathematical, scientific, technical, social, physical and artistic learning. (Outstanding)’

			 

			What does the 2019 Ofsted inspection framework say about the curriculum?

			It says a great deal. And signals a number of inspectorate priorities which will inevitably lead to intended and unintended consequences in schools. Just watch the growth in ‘cultural capital’ resources.

			The 2019 framework places curriculum intent, implementation and impact centre stage in its assessment of the quality of education a school provides. The extensive text dedicated to the curriculum certainly marks a departure from previous Ofsted frameworks, and will doubtless generate much fruitful debate in staff rooms about what is taught and why. And the framework is quite possibly the first of any globally not to have ‘teaching & learning’ as a key heading – a significant departure.

			HMCI Amanda Spielman clearly wishes the curriculum to be her legacy. Unambiguously, she has commented:

			‘Schools need to have a strong relationship with knowledge, particularly around what they want their pupils to know and know how to do. However, school leaders should recognise and understand that this does not mean that the curriculum should be formed from isolated chunks of knowledge, identified as necessary for passing a test. A rich web of knowledge is what provides the capacity for pupils to learn even more and develop their understanding.’

			All schools will feel confident that they can embed ‘a rich web of knowledge’ at the heart of innovative, engaging and powerful curriculum models. In reading in the 2019 framework that ‘schools taking radically different approaches to the curriculum will be judged fairly’, it is to be hoped that leaders will not be afraid to structure and deliver content that best suits their individual school contexts. The ambitions of leaders to ‘do differently’ – for example, in relation to government EBacc targets or the teaching of reading – will need to be matched by intelligent inspection that recognises school autonomy and those individual contexts. 

			The times are propitious for an energising and intellectually stimulating debate on what lies at the learning heart of every primary and secondary classroom.

			 

			What good schools do anyway

			I once heard a primary headteacher quip that secondary schools don’t have a curriculum, just a set of examination syllabuses. There may be more than a grain of truth in that. And it can be argued that the curriculum does not matter. In the way that culture trumps systems, it is the quality of the teacher that trumps all. That said, from my observation of over 14,000 lessons in all kinds of schools around the world during the past 15 years, curriculum content does matter very much.

			Great lessons are rooted in the richness of the task devised by the teacher. In turn, those tasks are rooted in a well-planned, sequenced and imaginative curriculum that inspires curiosity, scholarship and divergent thinking amongst pupils. The Teachers’ Standards roundly encapsulate this picture of fine classrooms. Further, the Standards indicate that all teachers must demonstrate good subject and curriculum knowledge and:

			
					have a secure knowledge of the relevant subject(s) and curriculum areas, foster and maintain pupils’ interest in the subject, and address misunderstandings

					demonstrate a critical understanding of developments in the subject and curriculum areas, and promote the value of scholarship

					demonstrate an understanding of and take responsibility for promoting high standards of literacy, articulacy and the correct use of standard English, whatever the teacher’s specialist subject.

			

			It is certainly the case that good schools have thought through carefully their overall aims and values, and how what they teach in classrooms helps realise these goals. This might mean adopting or adapting the International Baccalaureate learner outcomes: knowledgeable, thinkers, communicators, principled, open-minded, caring, risk-takers.

			Or, it might mean shaping a curriculum vision around Howard Gardner’s five minds for the future: the disciplined mind, the synthesising mind, the creating mind, the respectful mind, the ethical mind.

			Or, perhaps framing a curriculum vision around this formula from Oceans of Innovation:

			Well-educated = E (K + T + L)

			
					The K stands for knowledge

					The T stands for thinking or thought

					The L stands for leadership

					The E stands for ethics.

			

			Or, even rooting a year’s learning in ‘The Global Goals for Sustainable Development’, from climate action and life below water, to zero hunger and gender equality.

			Whichever route is taken, schools in any society are immutably of the past, present and the future. What they choose to teach their children is a similar blend of history, contemporary knowledge, and a skills set for today and tomorrow. 

			If we believe that schooling is merely about the training of the intellect then schools will be narrowly focused. If we have a broader vision of what it means to be human – artistic faculties, sporting prowess, moral sensibilities, spiritual quest – then schools will strive to educate the whole child.

			 

			Wider reading

			Five Minds for the Future by Howard Gardner

			Oceans of Innovation by Institute for Public Policy Research

			Learning with Leonardo by Ian Warwick and Ray Speakman

			Taught Not Caught by Nicky Morgan

			Cleverlands by Lucy Crehan

		

	
		
			Chapter 1: A curriculum of head, heart and hand

			Peter Hyman

			 

			The grand bargain is breaking down and fast. 

			The deal went like this: school will often be grinding and a little dull. Chunked up lessons in chunked up subjects for chunked up exams taken by chunked up pupils. But… it will all be worth it one day because good GCSEs will lead to good A Levels, which will lead to a good university, which will lead to a good job.

			Only it doesn’t quite happen like this any more. The cracks are appearing and like a damp patch on a bedroom ceiling the rain is beginning to drip through.

			Employers realise that this narrow academic conveyor belt is producing graduates who in their damning words have ‘nothing about them’. Yes, academic credentials, but what else? For this reason, the big four accountancy firms – PWC, EY, KPMG, Deloitte (where they start others often follow), and a range of other companies are becoming qualifications blind. They are doing their own tests and interviews and ignoring the 2:1 from a Russell Group University. This is a game changer. A £40,000 university experience, with piles of debt, might be a reasonable deal if it sets you up for a great job, but if it doesn’t then many, who never really wanted three more years of academic study, will want to rethink. 

			Children crave more from their life and their childhood than the ‘compliant cultures’ that are the necessary partner of the exam factory. Let us be clear that the feat that every secondary school has to perform each year, getting 200 or so 16-year-old students to sit 25 to 30 exams in one month requires a level of organisation, regimentation, control, and relentless drive that is so harmful, distorting and unnecessary that any hopes of a broad curriculum is nothing more than a dream. To quote a 16-year-old’s devastating piece in the TES recently: 

			‘They say high school is the best years of your life – but not in this world, where qualifications matter more than personal qualities. I feel like I have grown backwards, as if I now know less about myself and who or what I could be than when I started.’

			‘I feel like I have grown backwards’ is a phrase that should be engraved on the walls of DfE headquarters, as well as every school, as a warning and a rebuke. 

			Teachers are leaving the profession in record numbers – numbed by what they thought would be a layered, intellectual, exploratory profession and instead is a race to the exam finishing line. 

			Employers, teachers, students all want more from education. Many are trying their best to provide it against the odds. I believe that whatever the pressures and constraints, our duty, collectively, is to do so.

		   

			Finding meaning and purpose 

			We must spend time, urgent, important time, to reignite our sense of purpose. What should young people learn and why? What is teaching? What is learning? What sort of young person should emerge blinking into the world?

			We will all describe this purpose in different ways. In the 1950s, a group of teachers put it like this: 

			‘A pupil should be alive and alert, and interested in himself his fellows and his surroundings. He (she) should be flexible and adaptable, able to cooperate with others, but able also to stand out against others when he believes he is right. He should be active, able, willing to work hard and eager during his leisure to cultivate his personal pursuits. He should be morally and socially sound and responsible, not anti-authority or too accepting of the established mores of society, but properly critical of them. He should be a giving and caring person, wanting to give as well as to receive, and recognising that one of the most deadly poisons in our society today is the “couldn’t care-less” doctrine. He should be as literate as his intellectual powers permit him to be, as fully informed as possible about the world in which he has to live, and able to find things out for himself and to form a balanced judgement on them.’
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