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PGCE Introductory task 

This task is designed to encourage you to begin to engage with theoretical perspectives on 
education and to reflect on their implications for you as a secondary school teacher.  It 
offers opportunities for you to develop your capacity for critical reading, to communicate 
clearly and formally through writing and to integrate references to the literature into your 
own work.  The task will help your tutors to assess your academic writing skills, to 
understand your existing strengths and to diagnose areas for development. 

Read the two extracts provided (one by Michael Young, the other by Haydon and 
Heilbronn) and look at the current National Curriculum (overall and for your subject).  
Then write up to 1,000 words in response to the following question: 

How can the main aims of the secondary curriculum be met through the teaching and 
learning in your subject? 

There are four success criteria that you should aim to meet: 

1 - Your response must include a critical evaluation of authors’ theories and ideas. 

To help you to think critically when reading, you may wish to use some or all of the 
following questions: 

• What is the purpose of the writing?

• What questions or issues do the authors address?

• How do the authors make use of existing literature?

• What conclusions do they draw?

• What are the implications and consequences of these conclusions?

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/national-curriculum
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2 - Your critical reading of the texts should prompt reflection on your own experiences as 
a learner.  You may also reflect on any recent experience you have of observing teaching 
and learning in your subject, and to identify and reflect upon issues arising from this 
experience.  You may find the attached document on reflection useful in this process 

3 - Your reflection on the texts and on your existing experience may lead you to draw 
some tentative conclusions.  However you may find it constructive to conclude your 
writing by raising questions in response to your reading, questions that you might explore 
during your time on the PGCE programme. 

4 - Your work should be (a) logically structured, (b) written in a precise, academic tone and 
(c) feature accurate spelling, punctuation and grammar throughout.  Please check your 
work thoroughly before submission. 

5 - Your work should be accurately referenced using the Harvard system of referencing 
that we require to be used in your assessed assignments. 

Please print as a single sided A4 document, using 1.5 line spacing, with a wide margin and 
in an appropriate font and size (such as Arial 11).  You should hand a hard copy to your 
subject tutor on the first Subject day, 12th September, and be prepared to talk about your 
conclusions.  

Notes on reading supplied.  

The Haydon and Heilbronn chapter is from the 7th edition of Learning to Teach in the 
Secondary School edited by Capel, Leask and Younie. The Young chapter is from 
Knowledge, Values and Educational Policy edited by Daniels, Lauder and Porter. Search for 
this work online to find relevant details, then use the referencing guide to find out how to 
cite and reference this work. 

 



 
 
 

 
 
 

3 

Your Subject tutor will also suggest one relevant Subject based reading that might be 
useful for you to use for this task. This reading will help you to make useful connections 
with the pre course reading and task, and your first assignment, later on.  

 

 

















1.1 What are schools for?

Michael Young

Introduction

Every parent and teacher needs to ask the question ‘what are schools for?’ They are not, of 
course, the only institutions with purposes that we should question, but they are a special 
case. Like families they have a unique role in reproducing human societies and in providing 
the conditions which enable them to innovate and change. Without schools each generation 
would have to begin from scratch or – like societies which existed before there were schools 
– remain largely unchanged for centuries. There are, however, more specific reasons why it is 
important to ask the question ‘what are schools for?’ today. Since the 1970s, radical educa-
tors and many critical sociologists have questioned the role of schools and have seen them in 
largely negative terms. I shall argue that despite having an element of truth which we should 
do well not to forget, these critiques are fundamentally misconceived. More recently, John 
White, the philosopher of education, has offered a critical but explicitly positive answer to 
the question (White 2007). However, like the negative critiques, by failing to specify what 
is distinctive about the role of schools, he does not take us very far. I begin this chapter 
therefore by reviewing these two kinds of answer. I then go on to explore the implications 
of an alternative approach that locates schools as institutions with the very specific purpose 
of promoting the acquisition of knowledge. 

For rather different reasons, the question of knowledge and the role of schools in its 
acquisition has been neglected by both policy makers and by educational researchers, espe-
cially sociologists of education. For the former, a focus on the acquisition of knowledge is 
at odds with the more instrumental purposes that are increasingly supported by govern-
ments. For many educational researchers a focus on knowledge masks the extent to which 
those with power define what counts as knowledge. However, there is no contradiction, I 
shall argue, between ideas of democracy and social justice and the idea that schools should 
promote the acquisition of knowledge. 

The 1970s and 1980s critics of schools

In the 1970s negative views of views of schooling came largely from the left and were given 
considerable support by researchers in my own field – the sociology of education. The idea 
that the primary role of schools in capitalist societies was to teach the working class their 
place was widely accepted within the sociology of education (Althusser 1971; Bowles and 
Gintis 1976; and Willis 1977). The few working-class students that did progress to university 
were seen as legitimating the fundamental inequalities of the education system as a whole. 
In the 1980s and 1990s this analysis was extended to refer to the subordination of women 
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and ethnic and other minorities. However, these analyses rarely went beyond critiques and 
presented little idea of what schools might be like in socialist, non-patriarchal, non-racist 
societies. Radical critics such as such as Ivan Illich (1971) went even further and claimed that 
real learning would only be possible if schools were abolished altogether. 

The post-structuralist turn in the social sciences

In the late 1980s and the 90s, under the influence of post-modernist and post-structuralist 
ideas and the collapse of the communist system in Eastern Europe, Marxism and other grand 
narratives foretelling the end of capitalism (and even of schooling) lost their credibility. As 
a consequence, the critiques of schooling changed, but more in style than substance. They 
drew much on the work of the French philosopher Michel Foucault, who grouped schools 
with hospitals, prisons and asylums as institutions of surveillance and control; they disci-
plined pupils and normalised knowledge as subjects. The difference between thinkers such 
as Foucault and the left-wing ideas of earlier decades was that the ‘post-Marxist’ theorists 
dispensed with the idea of progress and any idea of a specific agency of change such as the 
working class. For Foucault there was no alternative to schooling as surveillance – all social 
scientists and educational researchers could do was to offer critiques. He expressed this point 
in the following terms:

I absolutely will not play the part of one who prescribes solutions. I hold that the role of 
the intellectual today … is not to prophesy or propose solutions since by doing so one 
can only contribute to the determinate situation of power that must be critiqued. 

(Foucault 1991, quoted in Muller 2000)

It is not surprising, therefore, that these critiques were not listened to by policy makers – 
they really had little to say about schools, except to other social scientists. 

Governments’ responses

At the same time as the emergence of post-structuralist ideas, another set of ideas – neo-
liberalism – came to dominate economics and government and, indirectly, education. Neo-
liberals argued that the economy should be left to the market and governments should give 
up trying to have economic or industrial policies. The logic of this position was followed 
through with enthusiasm by governments of both main parties in the UK, with profound 
implications for schools. While ceding to the free market any role in the economy (with the 
exception of the control of interest rates), governments devoted their efforts to reforming 
the school system or improving ‘human capital’. New Labour went even further than the 
Tories; they argued that the market offered the best solution for improving the public as well 
as the private sector – and education in particular. This had two consequences that are rele-
vant to the question ‘what are schools for?’ One has been the attempt to gear the outcomes 
of schools to what are seen to be the ‘needs of the economy’ – a kind of mass vocationalism. 
The control of much post-compulsory education and even some schools and local educa-
tion authorities has been put in the hands of sometimes willing but often reluctant private 
employers. The other consequence has been to turn education itself into a market (or at least 
a quasi-market), in which schools are forced to compete for students and funds. I call this the 
de-differentiation of schooling. Schools are treated as a type of delivery agency, required to 
concentrate on outcomes and pay little attention to the process or content of delivery. As a 
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result, the purposes of schooling are defined in increasingly instrumental terms – as a means 
to other ends. With schools driven by targets, assignments and league tables, it is no wonder 
that pupils become bored and teachers experience ‘burn out’. 

New goals for old?

In seeking to reassert the distinctive purposes of schools, I want to consider two alternative 
answers to my starting question. The first can be found in John White’s recent paper for 
the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain. It is called What Are Schools for and 
Why? (White 2007). No one could take issue with his claim that schools should promote 
human happiness and well-being. The problem is that such goals apply equally to all institu-
tions (except perhaps prisons) and they say nothing specific about what schools are for and 
what distinguishes their role from that of other institutions. In his paper White is dismissive 
of the idea that subjects or disciplines might define the purposes of schools. He makes the 
curious argument that the subject-based curriculum was a middle-class device designed in 
the eighteenth century to promote the interests of the rising bourgeoisie of the time. It is 
inconceivable, he argues, that a curriculum with such origins could be the basis for schools 
for all in the twenty-first century. In my view his argument is deeply flawed for two reasons. 
First, as Baker and LeTendre (2005) have shown, the contemporary curriculum in the UK 
is remarkably similar to that found in most developed countries, despite their very different 
histories. Furthermore, the historical fact that this curriculum was developed by a particular 
fraction of the middle class in the late eighteenth/early nineteenth century is no grounds for 
describing it as a middle-class curriculum. It would be equally flawed to describe Boyle’s law 
as a middle-class law on the grounds that Boyle was an eighteenth-century upper-middle-
class gentleman! The particular historical origins of scientific discoveries are interesting, as 
are the historical origins of scientific laws; however, these origins have nothing to say about 
the truth of a scientific law or about the merits of a particular curriculum. 

My second reason for rejecting White’s argument is that it does not address the question 
why parents, sometimes at great sacrifice, especially in developing countries, have historically 
tried to keep their children at school for longer and longer periods. Nor does it tell us what 
parents expect as a result of these sacrifices. Despite asking the question ‘what are schools 
for?’ White also ends up, like the government and the post-structuralists, in de-differenti-
ating the goals of schools. As a result we have surveillance for Foucault, employability for 
New Labour and happiness and well-being for John White. I certainly prefer the last but it 
is hardly a guide for those responsible for the curriculum. 

Let us go back to Foucault for a moment. When he puts schools in the same category 
as prisons, asylums and hospitals, he misses both the history of the political struggle over 
mass schooling and what is distinctive about schools. I want to focus briefly on the first of 
these points and develop an argument about the implications of the distinctive purposes of 
schools.

Struggles over the purposes of schools

The historical struggle over the purposes of schooling can be seen in terms of two tensions. 
The first is between the goals of emancipation and domination. Since the Chartists in this 
country in the nineteenth century and more recently in the case of Bantu education in 
South Africa, dominant and subordinate classes have attempted to use schools to realise their 
widely different purposes. One only has to remember that Nelson Mandela was a product of 
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the schools for Africans that predated Bantu education to be reminded that even the most 
oppressive school systems can be used by some as instruments of emancipation. The second 
tension is between the question ‘who gets schooling?’ and the question ‘what do they get?’ 
The struggle over schools in this country has, with a few exceptions, taken the second 
question as given and focused on the first. The terms in which each of these questions 
has been debated have of course changed. The ‘access’ question began with the campaign 
for free elementary schooling in the nineteenth century, led to struggles over the 11-plus 
and selection and now is expressed in terms of the goals of promoting social inclusion and 
widening participation. Interestingly the idea of a struggle over access has been replaced by 
a largely top-down approach associated with government policies for ‘widening participa-
tion’. Debates over the question ‘what do they get?’ also go back to the Chartists in the 
nineteenth century and their famous slogan ‘really useful knowledge’. This was an attack on 
the domination of the curriculum by Scripture. The Chartists’ idea was revived on the left in 
the 1970s but such questions are far less widely debated today. 

The legacy of earlier debates can be seen in two contrasting concepts of education that 
underlie present-day government policies. One might be called ‘education as outcomes’. In 
this approach to education policy, teaching and learning become dominated by the setting, 
assessing and attaining of targets and the preparing of students for tests and examinations. 
Less visible is a very different idea of education that still finds expression in the idea of 
subject syllabuses. It is the idea that the primary purpose of education is for students to 
gain access to different specialist fields of knowledge. The idea of education as the trans-
mission of knowledge has, with some justification, been heavily criticised by educational 
researchers. However, my argument is that these criticisms miss a crucial point. They focus 
on the mechanical one-way and passive model of learning implied by the ‘transmission’ 
metaphor and its association with a very conservative view of education and the purposes 
of schools. At the same time, they forget that the idea of schooling as the ‘transmission 
of knowledge’ gives transmission a quite different meaning and explicitly presupposes the 
active involvement of the learner in the process of acquiring knowledge. The idea that the 
school is primarily an agency of cultural or knowledge transmission raises the question ‘what 
knowledge?’ and in particular what is the knowledge that it is the schools’ responsibility to 
transmit? If it is accepted that schools have this role, then it implies that types of knowledge 
are differentiated. In other words, for educational purposes, some types of knowledge are 
more worthwhile than others, and their differences form the basis for the difference between 
school or curriculum knowledge and non-school knowledge. What is it about school knowl-
edge or the curriculum that makes the acquisition of some types of knowledge possible? My 
answer to the question ‘what are schools for?’ is, therefore, that schools enable or can enable 
young people to acquire the knowledge that for most of them cannot be acquired at home 
or in the community, or, for adults, in workplaces. The rest of this chapter is concerned with 
exploring the implications of this assertion. 

What knowledge?

In using the very general word ‘knowledge’ I find it useful to distinguish between two ideas 
– ‘knowledge of the powerful’ and ‘powerful knowledge’. ‘Knowledge of the powerful’ refers 
to who defines ‘what counts as knowledge’ and has access to it. Historically and even today 
when we look at the distribution of access to university, it is those with more power in society 
who have access to certain kinds of knowledge. It is this that I refer to as ‘knowledge of the 
powerful’. It is understandable that many sociological critiques of school knowledge have 
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equated school knowledge and the curriculum with ‘knowledge of the powerful’. It was, 
after all the upper classes in the early nineteenth century who gave up their private tutors and 
sent their children to the Public Schools to acquire powerful knowledge (as well, of course, 
to acquire powerful friends). However, the fact that some knowledge is ‘knowledge of the 
powerful’, or high-status knowledge as I once expressed it (Young 1971, 1998), tells us 
nothing about the knowledge itself. We therefore need another concept in conceptualising 
the curriculum that I want to refer to as ‘powerful knowledge’. This refers not to whose has 
most access to the knowledge or who gives it legitimacy, although both are important issues; 
it refers to what the knowledge can do – for example, whether it provides reliable explana-
tions or new ways of thinking about the world. This was what the Chartists were calling for 
with their slogan ‘really useful knowledge’. It is also, if not always consciously, what parents 
hope for in making sacrifices to keep their children at school; that they will acquire powerful 
knowledge that is not available to them at home. 

Powerful knowledge in modern societies in the sense that I have used the term is, increas-
ingly, specialist knowledge. It follows therefore that schools need teachers with that specialist 
knowledge. Furthermore, if the goal for schools is to ‘transmit powerful knowledge’, it 
follows that teacher–pupil relations will have certain distinctive features that arise from that 
goal. For example: 

they will be different from relations between peers and will inevitably be hierarchical;•	
they will not be based, as some recent government policies imply, on learner choice, •	
because in most cases, learners will lack the prior knowledge to make such choices

This does not mean that schools should not take the knowledge that pupils bring to school 
seriously or that pedagogic authority does not need to be challenged. It does mean that 
some form of authority relations are intrinsic to pedagogy and to schools. The questions of 
pedagogic authority and responsibility raise important issues, especially for teacher educa-
tors, which are beyond the scope of this chapter. The next section turns to the issue of 
knowledge differentiation. 

Knowledge differentiation and school knowledge

The key issues about knowledge, for both teachers and educational researchers, are not 
primarily the philosophical questions such as ‘what is knowledge?’ or ‘how do we know at 
all?’ The educational issues about knowledge concern how school knowledge is and should 
be different from non-school knowledge and the basis on which this differentiation is made. 
Although the philosophical issues are involved, school/non-school knowledge differences 
raise primarily sociological and pedagogic questions. 

Schooling is about providing access to the specialised knowledge that is embodied in 
different domains. The key curriculum questions will be concerned with: 

(a) the differences between different forms of specialist knowledge and the relations between 
them; 

(b) how this specialist knowledge differs from the knowledge people acquire in everyday life;
(c) how specialist and everyday knowledge relate to each other; and 
(d) how specialist knowledge is pedagogised.

In other words, how it is paced , selected and sequenced for different groups of learners. 



15 Michael Young

Differentiation, therefore, in the sense I am using it here, refers to: 

the differences between school and everyday knowledge;•	
the differences between and relations between knowledge domains;•	
the differences between specialist knowledge (e.g. physics or history) and pedagogised •	
knowledge (school physics or school history for different groups of learners). 

Underlying these differences is a more basic difference between two types of knowledge. 
One is the context-dependent knowledge that is developed in the course of solving specific 
problems in everyday life. It can be practical – like knowing how to repair a mechanical or 
electrical fault or how to find a route on a map. It can also be procedural, like a handbook 
or set of regulations for health and safety. Context-dependent knowledge tells the individual 
how to do specific things. It does not explain or generalise; it deals with particulars. The 
second type of knowledge is context-independent or theoretical knowledge. This is knowledge 
that is developed to provide generalisations and makes claims to universality; it provides a 
basis for making judgements and is usually, but not solely, associated with the sciences. It is 
context-independent knowledge that is at least potentially acquired in school, and is what I 
referred to earlier as powerful knowledge. 

Inevitably schools are not always successful in enabling pupils to acquire powerful knowl-
edge. It is also true that schools are more successful with some pupils than others. The 
success of pupils is highly dependent on the culture that they bring to school. Elite cultures 
that are less constrained by the material exigencies of life, are, not surprisingly, far more 
congruent with acquiring context-independent knowledge than disadvantaged and subordi-
nate cultures. This means that if schools are to play a major role in promoting social equality, 
they have to take the knowledge base of the curriculum very seriously – even when this 
appears to go against the immediate demands of pupils (and sometimes their parents). They 
have to ask the question ‘is this curriculum a means by which pupils can acquire powerful 
knowledge?’ For children from disadvantaged homes, active participation in school may be 
the only opportunity that they have to acquire powerful knowledge and be able to move, 
intellectually at least, beyond their local and the particular circumstances. It does them no 
service to construct a curriculum around their experience on the grounds that it needs to be 
validated, and as a result leave them there. 

Conceptualising school knowledge

The most sustained and original attempt to conceptualise school knowledge is that developed 
by the English sociologist Basil Bernstein (Bernstein 1971, 2000). His distinctive insight was 
to emphasise the key role of knowledge boundaries, both as a condition for the acquisition 
of knowledge and as embodying the power relations that are necessarily involved in peda-
gogy. Bernstein begins by conceptualising boundaries in terms of two dimensions. First he 
distinguished between the classification of knowledge – or the degree of insulation between 
knowledge domains – and the framing of knowledge – the degree of insulation between 
school knowledge or the curriculum and the everyday knowledge that pupils bring to school. 
Second, he proposed that classification of knowledge can be strong – when domains are highly 
insulated from each other (as in the case of physics and history) – or weak – when the there 
are low levels of insulation between domains (as in humanities or science curricula). Like-
wise, framing can be strong – when school and non-school knowledge are insulated from each 
other, or weak, when the boundaries between school and non-school knowledge are blurred 
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(as in the case of many programmes in adult education and some curricula designed for less 
able pupils). In his later work Bernstein (2000) moves from a focus on relations between 
domains to the structure of the domains themselves by introducing a distinction between 
vertical and horizontal knowledge structures. This distinction refers to the way that different 
domains of knowledge embody different ideas of how knowledge progresses. Whereas in 
vertical knowledge structures(typically the natural sciences) knowledge progresses towards 
higher levels of abstraction (for example, from Newton’s laws of gravity to Einstein’s theory 
of relativity), in horizontal(or as Bernstein expresses it, segmental) knowledge structures 
like the social sciences and humanities, knowledge progresses by developing new languages 
which pose new problems. Examples are innovations in literary theory or approaches to 
the relationship between mind and brain. Bernstein’s primary interest was in developing 
a language for thinking about different curriculum possibilities and their implications. His 
second crucial argument was to make the link that between knowledge structures, bounda-
ries and learner identities. His hypothesis was that strong boundaries between knowledge 
domains and between school and non-school knowledge play a critical role in supporting 
learner identities and therefore are a condition for learners to progress. There are, however, a 
number of distinctive aspects to how Bernstein uses the idea of boundary, all of which can be 
traced back to Durkheim (Moore 2004). First, boundaries refer to relations between contents 
not the knowledge contents themselves. Second, although strong boundaries have tradition-
ally been expressed in disciplines and subjects, from Bernstein’s perspective, this is a histor-
ical fact, and the disciplines and subjects that we know are not the only form that strong 
boundaries can take. Third, strong boundaries between contents will have distributional 
consequences; in other words they will be associated with certain inequalities of outcomes. 
Fourth, whether it is associated with creating new knowledge (in the university) or extending 
the acquisition of powerful knowledge to new groups of learners, innovation will involve 
crossing boundaries and calling identities into question. In other words school improvement 
from this perspective will involve both stability and change, or, in the terms set out in this 
chapter, the inter-relation between boundary maintenance and boundary crossing. 

Conclusions 

This chapter has argued that whatever their specific theoretical priorities, their policy concerns 
or their practical educational problems, educational researchers, policy makers and teachers 
must address the question ‘what are schools for?’ This means asking how and why school 
have emerged historically, at different times and in very different societies, as distinctive 
institutions with the specific purpose of enabling pupils to acquire knowledge not available 
to them at home or in their everyday life1. It follows, I have argued, that the key concept for 
the sociology of education (and for educators more generally) is knowledge differentiation.2 

The concept of knowledge differentiation implies that much knowledge that it is impor-
tant for pupils to acquire will be non-local and counter to their experience. Hence pedagogy 
will always involve an element of what the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu refers to, over-
evocatively and I think misleadingly, as symbolic violence. The curriculum has to take account 
of the everyday local knowledge that pupils bring to school, but such knowledge can never 
be a basis for the curriculum. The structure of local knowledge is designed to relate to the 
particular; it cannot provide the basis for any generalisable principles. To provide access to 
such principles is a major reason why all countries have schools. 

The concept of knowledge differentiation sets a threefold agenda for schools and teachers, 
for educational policy makers and for educational researchers. First, each group (separately 
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and together) must explore the relationship between the purpose of schools3 to create the 
conditions for learners to acquire powerful knowledge and both their internal structures – 
such as subject divisions – and their external structures – such as the boundaries between 
schools and professional and academic ‘knowledge producing communities’ and between 
schools and the everyday knowledge of local communities. 

Second, if schools are to help learners to acquire powerful knowledge, local, national and 
international groups of specialist teachers will need to be involved with university-based 
and other specialists in the ongoing selection, sequencing and inter-relating of knowledge 
in different domains. Schools therefore will need the autonomy to develop this professional 
knowledge; it is the basis of their authority as teachers and the trust that society places in 
them as professionals. This trust may at times be abused; however, any form of account-
ability must support that trust rather than try to be a substitute for it. 

Third, educational researchers will need to address the tension in the essentially conserva-
tive role of schools as institutions with responsibility for knowledge transmission in society 
– especially as this aspect of their role is highlighted in a world increasingly driven by the insta-
bilities of the market. However, ‘conservative’ has two very different meanings in relation to 
schools. It can mean preserving the stable conditions for acquiring ‘powerful knowledge’ and 
resisting the political or economic pressures for flexibility. A good example is how curricular 
continuity and coherence can be undermined by modularisation and the breaking up of the 
curriculum into so-called ‘bite-sized chunks’. The ‘conservatism’ of educational institutions 
can also mean giving priority to the preservation of particular privileges and interests, such 
as those of students of a particular social class or of teachers as a professional group. Radicals 
and some sociologists of education have in the past tended to focus on this form of conserva-
tism in schools and assume that if schools are to improve they have to become more like the 
non-school world –or more specifically the market. This takes us back to the tension between 
differentiation and de-differentiation of institutions that I referred to earlier in this chapter. 

This chapter has made three related arguments. The first is that although answers to the 
question ‘what are schools for?’ will inevitably express tensions and conflicts of interests within 
the wider society, nevertheless educational policy makers, practising teachers and educational 
researchers need to address the distinctive purposes of schools. My second argument has been 
that there is a link between the emancipatory hopes associated with the expansion of schooling 
and the opportunity that schools provide for learners to acquire ‘powerful knowledge’ that they 
rarely have access to at home. Third, I introduce the concept of knowledge differentiation as a 
principled way of distinguishing between school and non-school knowledge. Contemporary 
forms of accountability are tending to weaken the boundaries between school and non-school 
knowledge on the grounds that they inhibit a more accessible and more economically relevant 
curriculum. I have drawn on Basil Bernstein’s analysis to suggest that to follow this path may 
be to deny the conditions for acquiring powerful knowledge to the very pupils who are already 
disadvantaged by their social circumstances. Resolving this tension between political demands 
and educational realities is, I would argue, one of the major educational questions of our time.

Notes
1 If set in a broader theoretical context this chapter can be seen as locating the role of schools in the links 

between modernisation and social justice.
2 In beginning with a theory of knowledge differences and not just the fact of differences, the concept of 

knowledge differentiation is quite distinct from (and a critique of) the superficially similar idea that there 
are different types of knowledge. 

3 Here, ‘schools’ is shorthand for all formal educational institutions. 
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Reflective questions

1 How far do you think that the primary purpose of schools is to provide the conditions 
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7Introduction
The recent history of the National Curriculum in 
England provides a cautionary tale. Its develop-
ment has become increasingly politicised to the 
point, following elections in 2010, where neo-
conservative ideology is being imposed on the 
education system without any attempt to seek 
consensus or proper dialogue with the teaching 
profession. Given the profound influence of the 
OECD’s ‘Programme for International Student 
Assessment’ (PISA) league tables on govern-
ments worldwide, will the current wide-ranging, 
radical and retrogressive education experiment 
in England provide a template for developments 
elsewhere? If so, one of the first casualties 
undoubtedly will be the arts in schools.

A brief background
The first National Curriculum in England was 
introduced following the Education Reform Act 
of 1988 and subsequently has been subjected 
to repeated ‘reforms’ – usually at the behest of a 
succession of newly appointed Secretaries of 
State for Education. ‘Reform’ often amounted to 
little more than a précis of earlier documents, 
ostensibly in the interests of making the curricu-
lum more manageable. 

A notable exception was the more radical 
change that resulted in the New Secondary 
Curriculum (NSC) of 2007. Introduced following 
lengthy consultation, the NSC attracted a broad 
consensus of support in schools. The art and 
design programmes of study fulfilled many of the 
key objectives for the subject set out in the Mani-
festo for Art Education (Steers & Swift 1999) and 
by other contributors to the special Directions [1] 
issue of the Journal of Art & Design Education.

In 2008, following the introduction of the 
NSC, the former Chief Inspector of Schools, Sir 
Jim Rose, was commissioned by the Labour 
government to undertake an independent 
review of the primary curriculum. The ‘areas of 
experience’ model proposed by Rose gave 
equal standing to art and design, music, dance 
and drama under the title ‘The Arts’. However on 
the eve of the 2010 general election, the 
Conservative Party refused to support Rose’s 
final report (DCFS 2009) and a motion to intro-

duce the revised primary curriculum was 
defeated in parliament. 

The Importance of Teaching 
The May 2010 general election resulted in the 
formation of a Conservative and Liberal Demo-
crat coalition government. The first indication of 
the avalanche of highly controversial and ideo-
logical initiatives driven by the new Secretary of 
State for Education, Michael Gove, came in the 
government’s White Paper The Importance of 
Teaching (DfE 2010). 

The government stated its intention to free 
schools from the constraints of central direction 
and to place teachers at the heart of school 
improvement. Policies would draw on evidence 
from high-performing education systems 
worldwide. The prestige of the teaching profes-
sion would be raised and the quality of initial 
training and continuing professional develop-
ment would be transformed. Unnecessary red 
tape would be cut, discipline in schools 
improved, more rigorous school curriculum, 
assessment and qualifications introduced and 
more funding for the most deprived children 
was promised. More academies and free 
schools would be encouraged – schools inde-
pendent of local authorities and funded directly 
by government – with school-led school 
improvement replacing top-down initiatives. 
The White Paper, somewhat ominously, also 
announced changes to school performance 
tables, school inspections and governance.

The White Paper made one short reference 
to arts education in all of its 91 pages: 

Children should expect to be given a rich menu 
of cultural experiences. So we have commis-
sioned Darren Henley to explore how we can 
improve music education and have more chil-
dren learning to play an instrument. The Henley 
Review will also inform our broader approach to 
cultural education. We will support access to live 
theatre, encourage the appreciation of the visual 
and plastic arts and work with our great muse-
ums and libraries to support their educational 
mission. (DfE 2010, Para 46)
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Significantly the government identified its 
concern principally with appreciation of the arts 
and, other than learning to play an instrument, 
made no other reference to practical creative 
activities.

The English Baccalaureate
The government announced its intention to 
introduce an ‘English Baccalaureate’. An imme-
diate issue was the lack of any clear rationale for 
the limited range of ‘academic’ subjects to be 
included. Many questioned why the arts 
subjects, design and technology, citizenship 
and religious education were excluded. White 
(2011, 27) wryly observed:

[Gove’s] new English Baccalaureate is virtually a 
carbon copy of the 1868 Taunton report’s curric-
ulum for most ‘middle class schools’, as they 
were then called. The new award will be given to 
all 16-year-olds who have good exam grades in 
‘English, mathematics, the sciences, a modern 
or ancient foreign language and a humanity such 
as history or geography’. Taunton’s list is identi-
cal, except that it makes both history and geogra-
phy compulsory. How is it that a curriculum 
designed for clerks and shopkeepers in Dickens’ 
England is at the cutting edge in 2010? 

Opposition to the English Baccalaureate (or 
‘EBacc’ as it soon became known) came from 
varied and unexpected quarters. The House of 
Commons Education Committee published a 
critical report on the EBacc and advised that 
plans for accompanying certification should 
be shelved as there was no evidence that the 
cost and logistics of certification had been 
properly thought through (HCEC 2011, 36). The 
Committee commented that the name was 
potentially confusing: ‘We do not believe the 
EBacc – the hybrid of a certificate and a perfor-
mance measure, named after a qualification – 
is appropriately labelled: it is not a baccalaure-
ate, and as it stands the name can therefore be 
misleading to parents, professionals and 
students’ (HCEC 2011, 13).

The Confederation of British Industry (CBI), 
the Universities and Colleges Admissions 

Service and the Design Commission were 
among the many other organisations and 
commentators that proffered further reasoned 
criticism. The Cultural Learning Alliance (CLA) 
is a consortium of over 3,500 organisations 
and over 6,000 individuals. Recognising the 
likely deleterious effect of the EBacc on the 
arts in schools, the CLA mounted a vigorous 
media campaign to protect access to cultural 
opportunities for all children and young 
people. Many prominent figures in the arts 
world, including Sir Nicolas Serota, Director of 
the Tate, and the conductor Sir Simon Rattle 
added their criticisms to those from commerce 
and industry, warning of the dangers of arts 
subjects being excluded from Gove’s new 
curriculum.

It was soon apparent that many schools 
were guiding their students towards the EBacc 
subjects at the expense of a broad and 
balanced curriculum. For example, the Times 
Educational Supplement published evidence 
showing that in 2011–12, 48 per cent of schools 
had already changed or were in the process of 
changing their curriculum to ‘suit the demands 
of the English Baccalaureate’ (Exley 2011, 22). 
Options to study art and design, music, reli-
gious education, drama, technology, business 
and information and communications technol-
ogy (ICT), as well as many vocational courses, 
were either being much reduced or removed. 
The Effects of the English Baccalaureate 
(Greevy et al. 2012), a report commissioned by 
the Department for Education, confirmed that 
the EBacc had led directly to a reduction in 
provision for creative subjects. The report 
revealed that as a consequence of the intro-
duction of the EBacc, 27 per cent of schools 
had withdrawn at least one subject. Drama 
and performing arts had been withdrawn in 23 
per cent; art had been withdrawn in 17 per 
cent and design and technology had been 
withdrawn in 14 per cent of these schools. 
There was considerable confusion about the 
EBacc in schools: ‘Some schools told pupils it 
would be an essential requirement for elite 
universities, others said it would not matter to 
universities, and other schools acknowledged 
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9they did not know…  This uncertainty led in 
some cases to students taking the EBacc “just 
in case” it proved important in the future’ 
(Greevy et al. 2012).

This was not surprising given that the EBacc 
takes up seven of most students’ GCSE exami-
nation choices. With many students taking only 
eight GCSEs in total, it was inevitable that the 
EBacc would crowd-out other subjects like art, 
music and design and technology. In response 
to criticism about the damage to the arts in the 
curriculum, Gove claimed: ‘I am passionate 
about music, endlessly interested in the visual 
and dramatic arts, convinced of the power of 
sport to transform lives, an unapologetic fan of 
dance – classical and modern – as well as an 
advocate for greater involvement in social action 
by young people’ (Gove 2012).

Nevertheless, he argued: ‘there is no 
evidence that those schools which excel 
academically – and get good exam results – 
neglect any of these activities. Quite the oppo-
site.’ Clearly he had not read (or had chosen to 
ignore) the report that he himself commissioned 
on the effects of the EBacc. Neither it seems 
had Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for 
Education and Childcare, Elizabeth Truss, who 
continued to claim as late as July 2013 that ‘I 
have seen no evidence that the new national 
curriculum will cause schools to focus on the 
core subjects of English, mathematics and 
science at the expense [of] other subjects’ 
(Truss 2013a).

However, little more than a month later in a 
speech to the CBI, Truss again emphasised the 
government’s true intention. Quoting the PISA 
rankings as the rationale, she pointed out that in 
an era of unprecedented economic competition, 
the country must improve its education system 
or it would fall behind the high-skilled, highly 
educated societies that are taking advantage of 
the new order. Therefore, she said, ‘We are rebal-
ancing the curriculum towards high-value 
subjects – in maths, the sciences, DT, comput-
ing, English and the languages’ (Truss 2013b).

In its response to consultations on Key Stage 
4 qualifications and the EBacc the government 
acknowledged that ‘Eighty-four per cent of 

responses said that we had not identified the 
right collection of subjects, with just over half of 
responses that were not part of a campaign 
giving this view’ (DfE 2013). Nevertheless it 
continues steadfastly to refuse to countenance 
the arts as a ‘sixth pillar’ of the EBacc.

The National Curriculum
The White Paper signalled the Government’s 
intention to introduce a new approach to the 
curriculum ‘specifying a tighter, more rigorous 
model of the knowledge that every child should 
expect to master in core subjects at every key 
stage’ (DfE 2010, 10). In January 2011 a review of 
the primary and secondary curriculum was 
announced with the aim of ‘reducing prescrip-
tion and allowing schools decide how to teach, 
whilst refocusing on the core subject knowl-
edge that every child and young person should 
gain at each stage of their education’ (DfE 2010, 
10). The enthusiasm for ‘core knowledge’ seems 
to have been inspired by the work of E. D. Hirsch 
and the Core Knowledge Foundation. Hirsch 
emphasises the importance of what he calls 
‘cultural literacy’, the facts and ideas to be taught 
in a highly structured way to all children to equip 
them for life in their home country. However, it 
seemed that concentration on ‘core knowledge’ 
might well involve removing or side-lining some 
curriculum subjects. 

 To the apparent surprise of the DfE over 
5,763 responses to the statutory consultation 
were submitted – the Department attributed 
this to unusual ‘interest’, but perhaps ‘concern’ 
would have been a more appropriate word. To 
nobody’s surprise the DfE (2011a) reported that 
there was broad support for reducing unneces-
sary prescription and bureaucracy and for giving 
teachers greater freedom to use professional 
knowledge and for the principle of a National 
Curriculum. A majority of respondents 
supported the retention of art and design, 
design and technology, geography, history, 
information and communication technology, 
modern foreign languages and music within the 
National Curriculum (although there was less 
support for the retention of citizenship). The 
consultation questionnaire (Q. 14a) specifically 
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asked, ‘In future, do you think art and design 
should continue to be a National Curriculum 
subject?’ Ninety-seven per cent of respondents 
answered ‘Yes’ to this question. 

Many respondents emphasised the need to 
allow sufficient time and support for teachers to 
implement and embed the new curriculum. 
Gove, however, was in a hurry and the DFE 
announced the development of draft 
programmes of study, which subject to further 
consultation, would be available to schools in 
September 2013 with teaching in maintained 
schools commencing in September 2014.

An Expert Group was established under the 
chair of Tim Oates from Cambridge Assess-
ment. Oates (2010) had earlier written a 
pamphlet entitled Could do better: Using inter-
national comparisons to refine the National 
Curriculum in England, that had sufficiently 
impressed Michael Gove to persuade him to 
write a very supportive foreword. Oates argued 
that although the National Curriculum for 
England had been subjected to a protracted 
process of revision, the 2007 curriculum failed 
adequately to draw on analysis of high-perform-
ing systems around the globe:

 
By taking a wrong turn in revision strategy, accu-
mulated problems were not confronted and new 
problems were introduced. The paper outlines 
both the strengths and the weaknesses of 
current arrangements in England. [Oates argued] 
that a National Curriculum is extremely impor-
tant, and that stability in arrangements is of 
considerable advantage to all. It draws from 
transnational analysis some key concepts – 
including ‘curriculum coherence’ and ‘curricu-
lum control’ – to understand the operation of 
other nation systems and establish what we can 
learn from them, and identify what we can 
promote in our own system. (Oates 2010, 1)

While this might sound relatively innocuous,  
in reality the paper aimed to comprehensively 
demolish the philosophy and aims of the  
NSC, which, Oates argued, represented a  
disastrous step backwards from the 1999/2000 
specifications. 

From 2007 to 2010 ten subject associations 
worked with the education charity CfBT to 
provide professional development for heads of 
department of their respective subjects. There 
was strong support for the NSC; it was seen as 
liberating and not over-prescriptive, allowing the 
freedom to provide a local curriculum tailored to 
their own students’ needs. Many excellent case 
studies were developed pointing to the way in 
which the NSC was having a significant impact, 
motivating and reinvigorating students and 
teachers alike. This raises the question of who, 
apart from Michael Gove and Tim Oates, 
decided the NSC was such a disaster? Where 
did that debate take place? When  
did the independent evaluation take place? 
Where was the evidence presented? 

The Expert Panel’s report The Framework for 
the National Curriculum was published in 
December 2011. The Panel recommended the 
core subjects of the National Curriculum should 
continue to be English, mathematics and 
science; the foundation subjects at Key Stages 
1–4 should be geography, history and physical 
education; and additional foundation subjects at 
Key Stages 1–3 should be art and design and 
music. The Panel recommended that modern 
foreign languages should be a foundation 
subject at Key Stages 2–4 (DfE 2011b, para 4.12). 
While this represented the status quo, the Panel 
was not persuaded that design and technology, 
information and communications technology 
(ICT) and citizenship had ‘sufficiently disciplinary 
coherence to be stated as discrete and separate 
National Curriculum “subjects”’ (DfE 2011b, para 
4.8) and should be redesignated as part of a 
‘Basic Curriculum’. Citing international compari-
sons, the Panel helpfully recommended that ‘art 
and music should be supported through Key 
Stage 4 through statutory requirement (sepa-
rately or in combination)’ (DfE 2011b, para 4.24).

The British Educational Research Associa-
tion (BERA) later revealed tensions within the 
Expert Panel that led to two of the members, 
professors Mary James and Andrew Pollard, 
tendering their resignations in October 2011. An 
intriguing exchange of letters between 
members of the panel and ministers, together 
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11with a factual commentary, can be found on the 
BERA web site (BERA 2012a). James and Pollard 
(2011) warned that some aspects of the govern-
ment’s curriculum review ‘fly in the face of 
evidence from the UK and internationally and, in 
our judgement, cannot be justified education-
ally’. Gove persuaded the pair to continue, but 
their resignations were withdrawn only on 
condition of being able to distance themselves 
from the draft primary programmes of study.

Michael Gove gave a guarded response to 
the Expert Panel’s report on 11 June 2012 (BERA 
2012b). On the same day the new draft 
programmes of study for primary mathematics, 
science and English were published. A joint 
statement agreed by a group of academics, 
teachers’ unions, professional associations and 
children’s authors was typical of the responses 
(CfSA 2012). The statement expressed the view 
that too many of the proposals would inhibit 
progress for large numbers of children and 
would label others as failures. It was felt that the 
proposed curriculum was over-prescriptive and 
left little or no room for teacher or school flexibil-
ity. There was concern that the principal empha-
sis on just three core subjects would lead to loss 
of breadth and balance in the curriculum and 
there was too great an emphasis on rote learn-
ing – children would be required to memorise 
information but not necessarily to understand it 
or learn to think independently.

In due course the proposed new National 
Curriculum and revised programmes of study 
were published on 7 February 2013 with another 
nine-week period of statutory consultation. The 
luke-warm response to the proposals from the 
subject community is perhaps best summa-
rised by the Council for Subject Associations 
(CfSA 2013):

Taken as a whole, the statutory content is narrow, 
unambitious and out-of-date; it does not seek to 
encourage learners to be investigative, innova-
tive, creative or to think critically. Therefore, it does 
not contribute sufficiently to the statutory respon-
sibility to prepare students for the opportunities, 
responsibilities and experiences of later life. 

Subject communities, led by history and design 
and technology, mounted vigorous campaigns 
for further change. The NSEAD (2013a) criti-
cised the proposed programme of study for art 
and design thus:

As it stands, the proposed national curriculum for 
art, craft and design is reductive. It strongly refer-
ences a historical fine art led model focusing on 
appreciation, aesthetics and beauty in prefer-
ence to a more balanced programme of study 
that includes contemporary, global and future 
gazing curriculum, which clearly references the 
creative, design and media industries. We seek 
a curriculum fit for purpose to prepare young 
people for work and leisure in the twenty-first 
century, but with the experience and knowledge 
of our rich heritage and a broad cultural under-
standing. We want more than appreciation. We 
want participation and engagement. We want 
inspiration, risk, imagination and challenge.

Yet another revised version of the National 
Curriculum was circulated to key stakeholders 
on 10 July 2013. The majority of subject associa-
tions – and the NSEAD was no exception – were 
invited to face-to-face meetings at the DfE with 
a view to refining the draft documents before a 
further ‘consultation’ closed on 8 August 2013. 
Meanwhile it was announced that the current 
National Curriculum would be ‘disapplied’ for 
the academic year 2013–14 to allow schools to 
prepare for the new curriculum. 

The Council for Subject Associations (CfSA 
2013) concluded in its response to this later 
consultation:

Whilst we recognise that some improvements 
have been made to earlier drafts, much of the 
current documents lack coherence and intellec-
tual rigour. They are often poorly drafted, show-
ing clear evidence of a rushed and poorly 
conceived process – subjects associations feel 
that their principal role has been to try to make 
the best of a bad job. 

On 11 September 2013 the DfE published a 
‘final’ version of the new National Curriculum. 
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Some relatively minor improvements had been 
made to some earlier draft programmes of 
study but, generally, the advice of most subject 
specialists was ignored. No changes were 
made to the earlier draft for art and design (or in 
those for D & T, geography, languages, music or 
physical education). It was announced that a 
further consultation on programmes of study for 
English, mathematics and science for Key Stage 
4 would follow. Subject to parliamentary 
approval, publication of the absolutely ‘final’ 
version of the curriculum is expected in autumn 
2013 to come into effect in September 2014. 
The new programmes of study for English, 
mathematics and science for Year 2, 6 and 10 
students is planned to come into effect in 
September 2015 and for students in Year 11 in 
September 2016.

In summary, the stated curriculum aims 
appear to be very limited with an overemphasis 
on ‘knowledge’ at the expense of skills and 
understanding. The core subject programmes 
of study for primary schools are over-prescrip-
tive in contrast to the very broad-brush treat-
ment afforded to the foundation subjects. Little, 
if any, account is taken of special needs students 
and those for whom English is a second 
language. The timetable for effective implemen-
tation is unrealistically short and no provision 
has been made by government for professional 
development. 

The NSEAD (2013b) concluded in relation to 
art and design:

As it stands, the Society and its members have 
been listened to, but not enough. The final 
version is neither aspirational, nor inspiring, and 
certainly not ‘world class’. The final version does 
not describe the unique nature, depth, breadth 
and future of the subject, nor fully meet the 
needs of children and young people living and 
engaging in the 21st century. 

The review of cultural education
The Department of Culture Media and Sport 
(DCMS) review of Cultural Education in England 
(Henley 2012) was delayed by some months, 
presumably while discussions took place to 

soften its recommendations. In my view it 
produced very little of significance: the most 
important points relating to the deleterious 
effects of the EBacc were simply ignored by the 
government. Instead a very modest £15 million 
was offered as a sop and any bigger decisions 
were postponed by announcing that the DCMS 
and the DfE would work together to develop a 
‘National Plan for Cultural Education’ (DCMS & 
DfE 2013). When the ‘plan’ was eventually 
published in July 2013 it was a damp squib with 
little real substance. The Cultural Learning Alli-
ance (CLA 2013a) summed up the general disap-
pointment: 

 
For the last 18 months the government has been 
trailing the publication of its National Plan for 
Cultural Education. With Ministers from Maria 
Miller [Secretary of State at the DCMS] to 
Michael Gove citing its existence as evidence of 
the government’s commitment to this agenda. 
However, last Friday afternoon, the DCMS and 
DfE very quietly published their flagship docu-
ment on Cultural Education, and we note that the 
title has been changed from a ‘Plan’ to a 
‘Summary’. This makes sense, as although the 
document acts as a dossier of interesting exist-
ing activity, it has no National Plan attached and 
launches no new initiatives or ideas…

Assessment and examinations
The 2010 White Paper signalled major changes 
not only to the curriculum but also to assess-
ment and examinations. Central to the govern-
ment’s plans was the introduction of the new 
English Baccalaureate Certificate for any 
student who secured good GCSE or iGCSE 
grades in the specified EBacc subjects. A Level 
examinations would be adapted to provide the 
depth of synoptic learning which ‘the best 
universities’ value – the best being synonymous 
in government thinking with the 24 Russell 
Group universities. Ofqual was asked to change 
the rules on ‘re-sits’ to prevent students from 
re-sitting large numbers of modules and to 
reform GCSEs so that exams would be taken 
only at the end of the course – thus suggesting 
the demise of coursework. 
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13It soon became clear that the timetable for these 
plans was over-ambitious. A proposal to allow 
only one awarding body to offer examinations in 
a particular subject fell foul of European procure-
ment law. The awarding bodies in Northern 
Ireland and Wales felt no compunction to follow 
Gove’s lead. By early 2013, plans for an EBacc 
Certificate were scrapped and it was announced 
that the GCSE would continue but would be 
extensively reformed. At the time of writing 
(November 2013) it is now clear that the 
reformed GCSEs, which last year were unoffi-
cially trailed as starting in schools from 2014, 
may not start in most subjects until 2016. The 
Chief Regulator at Ofqual, in her latest letter to 
Gove, describes even that timetable as ‘under 
review’ and also states that: 

We are considering and will advise you on which 
other subjects should be available at GCSE in the 
future, and the arrangements for developing the 
curriculum content in those subjects. Where 
possible, we will aim for these subjects also to 
be ready for first teaching in 2016 (Ofqual 2013).

It is unclear whether ‘Other subjects’ will include 
art and design or if the GCSE might be pared 
back to only EBacc subjects, thus achieving to 
all intents and purposes an EBacc certificate.

In addition to the EBacc, another measure 
will be introduced that will record each GCSE 
candidate’s ‘Best Eight’ examination results. It is 
argued that this will encourage the uptake of 
so-called ‘facilitating subjects’ demanded by 
Russell Group universities for entry [2]. A recent 
inquiry has cast doubt on this, concluding that 

the ‘3 facilitating subjects’ government measure 
is dangerous. It sets up a list of seven subjects as 
being ‘ facilitators’, when the reality is much 
more complex. Preferences differ across 
subject, across university, and will depend on 
the student (McInerney 2013). 

In response, the Director General of the Russell 
Group said: ‘Our consistent advice is that taking 
two facilitating subjects will keep a wide range 
of degree courses and careers options open’ 

(Piatt 2013). It should be noted that the majority 
of higher education art and design provision 
exists in the hundred or more colleges and 
universities outwith the Russell Group.

The ‘Best Eight’ measure might just encour-
age a broader and more balanced curriculum for 
a wider range of children if the proposed English 
and maths, plus three EBacc subjects and three 
other subjects were to be replaced with a 
simpler, more flexible two plus any six model – 
but this seems unlikely. A further decision not to 
recognise certain combinations of subjects 
such as ‘Art and Design’ and ‘Photography’ or 
‘Dance’ and ‘Drama’ for school accountability 
purposes will act as a disincentive for schools to 
allow students to specialise and take these 
subjects in combination. 

While what will happen to art and design 
GCSEs remains uncertain, the number of candi-
dates taking GCSE examinations in art and 
design continues to decline from 211,601 in 
2007 to 183,090 in 2013 (-13.5 per cent) (CLA 
2013b, 6).

The government’s responses to criticism
In 1976, the Labour prime minister James Calla-
ghan in his speech that triggered the Great 
Debate on education promised the ‘secret 
garden’ of the curriculum would be laid bare. 
Successive Conservative secretaries of state 
enthusiastically took up the idea because they 
felt the ‘education establishment’ too often 
thwarted their policies. Michael Gove was no 
exception and on coming to office he took up 
the cudgels against those he referred to vari-
ously as ‘The Blob’, ‘Enemies of Promise’ and 
‘Marxists’. He set about dismantling much of the 
established education infrastructure, abolishing 
the Qualifications and Curriculum Development 
Agency (QCDA), the General Teaching Council 
for England (GTC), The British Educational 
Communications and Technology Agency 
(BECTa) and the Teacher Development Agency 
for Schools (TDA) amongst others. The role and 
powers of these agencies were all absorbed 
into his Department for Education. 

Critics of Gove’s policies are usually subject 
to curt dismissal of their arguments by an 
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unnamed ‘spokesperson for the DfE’: open 
rational debate has become ever more difficult. 
The Secretary of State’s scorn of the education 
establishment is epitomised by his angry 
response in The Daily Mail to an open letter from 
100 distinguished education academics warn-
ing of the potential dangers of the proposed 
new National Curriculum. The not so subtle 
headline was ‘I refuse to surrender to the Marx-
ist teachers hell-bent on destroying our schools’. 
In the article Gove declared: ‘In the past The 
Blob tended to operate by stealth, using its 
influence to control the quangos and commit-
tees which shaped policy. But The Blob has 
broken cover in the letters pages of the broad-
sheets because this Government is taking it on’ 
(Gove 2013). 

The Secretary of State also has a tendency  
to ignore the concerns of cross-party parliamen-
tary committees; not only the Education 
Committee but, more recently, that of the 
Culture, Media and Sport Committee when  
it noted:

However, there is clear evidence that student 
numbers are falling in a wide range of subjects 
across the arts curriculum. The broader arts 
curriculum has been seriously hit by the Govern-
ment’s approach to performance measurement 
which we deeply regret. The danger remains 
that schools will in practice see a continued dimi-
nution in the provision of dance, drama and other 
creative subjects. We therefore recommend that 
arts are added to the five subject areas currently 
on which the EBacc assessment is based. 
(DCMS 2013, 42)

The Committee called for all students in Key 
Stages 1–3 to receive a solid grounding in the 
arts and design and for a wide programme of 
creative subjects to be available at Key Stage 4 
and criticised the government’s focus on the 
STEM subjects (science, technology, engineer-
ing and mathematics) for having a pronounced 
impact on the arts and other creative subjects. 
The Committee called for recognition of the 
crucial role of arts subjects in a modern educa-
tion and expressed the view that ‘art subjects 

should be added to the STEM subjects, chang-
ing STEM to STEAM’ (DCMS 2013, 44). They 
were, of course, ignored.

Professor Robin Alexander took up the 
peremptory dismissal of all criticism in a speech 
at the British Academy. Alexander is undoubt-
edly one of the United Kingdom’s most 
respected education academics. He is the 
author of the Cambridge Primary Review (Alex-
ander 2010) and one of the ‘three wise men’ 
appointed in 1991 by the then Conservative 
government to serve on an official enquiry into 
education. He is scathing about the govern-
ment’s approach where ‘comparative interna-
tional data [is] used with eye-watering selectiv-
ity and scant regard to cultural context’ 
(Alexander 2013). He lambasts the current 
discourse surrounding education where:

 
…in order to make the evidence fit the politics, 
those who convey that evidence must be made 
to fit too. So the bearer of evidence that is dodgy 
but ideologically compliant is hailed as the one 
true expert while the bearer of evidence that is 
secure but politically less palatable is pilloried. 
Thus, those who in March this year proposed an 
alternative national curriculum vision were 
denounced as ‘enemies of promise’ and ‘Marx-
ists hell-bent on destroying our schools’; and 
those who this month raised perfectly legitimate 
questions about the kind of early years experi-
ence that will help children to thrive education-
ally were accused of ‘bleating bogus pop-
psychology’, dumbing down and lowering 
expectations.

It’s surely reasonable to suggest that this kind  
of stuff is wholly incompatible with ministers’ 
lofty advocacy of ‘the best that has been thought 
and said’, or indeed with the promise of the 
enlightenment for which institutions like the Brit-
ish Academy stand. It’s surely proper to ask 
whether heaping abuse on members of the elec-
torate holding different views is what govern-
ment in a democracy is about, especially and 
bafflingly during a period of public consultation 
when different views are what government has 
expressly invited. But in more urgent and practi-
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15cal vein, I say simply that the discourse of deri-
sion is the enemy of progress. In despair at the 
arrogance, ignorance and intransigence of 
power, educators either knuckle under or take  
to the barricades. Either way, education is  
the poorer.

Conclusions
There have been fifteen Secretaries of State 
with responsibility for education since Calla-
ghan initiated the great debate on education in 
1976 – an average term of office of two and a half 
years. Ministers come and ministers go. Even if 
after the forthcoming 2015 general election the 
Conservatives gain an overall parliamentary 
majority (or are forced to form a new coalition 
government), it very unlikely that Michael Gove 
will remain in his current office. What will be his 
lasting legacy? Many of his reforms cannot be 
implemented fully until after the election. Will a 
change of government lead to significant 
changes in policy? Will his ‘reforms’ – the most 
extensive since 1944 – remain on track, be 
watered down or substantially reversed? Is polit-
ical enthusiasm for a national curriculum 
waning? Why, in the interests of improving 
student performance, are maintained schools 
required to follow the National Curriculum while 
independent schools, free schools and acade-
mies are expected to innovate and raise stand-
ards precisely by being exempt from it? With 
more than half of secondary schools in England 
now designated as academies is it appropriate 
to refer to a National Curriculum at all? Might the 
2014 version of the English National Curriculum 
be the last for the foreseeable future? 

I cannot answer these questions but I remind 
myself frequently of Michael Fullan’s lucid 
observations about the process of curriculum 
reform when, twenty years or so ago, he set out 
eight lessons about the complexity of educa-
tional reform. Lesson one stated: 

Governments can’t mandate what matters: 
Mandates are important but the more complex 
the change, the less it can be forced. Policy-
makers have an obligation to set policy, establish 
standards, and monitor performance. They can 

legislate for things that do not require skills or 
commitment, such as a new sales tax. But to 
accomplish certain kinds of purposes – in this 
case, important educational goals –they cannot 
mandate what really matters. The complex goals 
of change are skills, creative thinking, and 
committed action on the part of teachers  
(Fullan 1992).

Michael Gove has succeeded as no other before 
him in alienating teachers, so it does not augur 
well for the full implementation of current poli-
cies. The majority of teachers simply do not 
have the intrinsic motivation to do so with any 
enthusiasm or necessary commitment. In time 
it may prove certain that Gove tried to force 
through much too much, much too quickly.

So, what should art and design teachers  
do? My first instinct is to say do nothing – just 
keep calm, carry on and wait for more propitious 
times. We should stick to our guns: art and 
design teachers know a great deal more about 
what to teach and how to teach their subject 
than the current Secretary of State or the anony-
mous civil servant(s) who cobbled the new 
curriculum together. No new rationales for arts 
education are needed and I continue to ask what 
was wrong with the New Secondary Curriculum 
for art and design. I suggest it does not run coun-
ter to Gove’s slimmed down curriculum – it is 
just richer and more inspirational. I am confident 
that if art and design teachers continue to be 
confident, creative, reflective practitioners 
these ‘interesting times’, like Gove himself, will 
become a distant memory. Preferably sooner 
rather than later.

Notes
1. Twenty authors contributed to Directions, 
Journal of Art & Design Education, Vol. 18, No. 1, 
1999.
2. The Russell Group’s facilitating subjects 
are: Maths and further maths; Physics; Biology; 
Chemistry; History; Geography; Modern and 
classical languages; and English Literature. 
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16 John Steers was General Secretary of the 
National Society for Education in Art and Design 
for 30 years until December 2011. He previously 
taught art and design in secondary schools in 
London and Bristol. He was the 1993–6 Presi-
dent of the International Society for Education 
through Art (InSEA) and served on its executive 
committee in several capacities between 1983 
and 2005. He was the 1998 recipient of the 
Edwin Ziegfeld Award of the United States Soci-
ety for Education through Art for distinguished 
leadership in international art education and in 
2011 he was awarded InSEA’s Sir Herbert Read 
Award for significant lifelong contributions to art 
education in the UK and internationally. He was 
awarded his degree of Doctor in Philosophy by 
the University of Liverpool in 1994. He has 
published widely – principally on curriculum, 
assessment and policy issues. He was a visiting 
Senior Research Fellow at Roehampton Univer-
sity, London from 1997 to 2007 and was joint 
national subject leader (art & design) for the 
introduction of the New Secondary Curriculum 
in England 2007–10. Currently, he is a trustee of 
the Higher Education in Art and Design Trust  
and a member of the Advisory Committee of  
the National Arts Education Archive, Bretton 
Hall. Contact address: 99 Sommerville  
Road, St Andrews, Bristol BS7 9AE, UK. E-mail: 
johnsteers44@gmail.com 

References
Alexander, R. [Ed.] (2010) Children, their World, 
their Education (Cambridge Primary Review). 
Abingdon and New York: Routledge

Alexander, R. (2013) ‘The Best that has been 
Thought and Said?’ Speech at the British 
Academy, 23 September (online). Available at: 
http://www.primaryreview.org.uk/
downloads _ /news/2013/09/Launch _ RJA _
keynote _ F.pdf (accessed 25 September 2013)

BERA (2012a) Background to Michael Gove’s 
Response to the Report of the Expert Panel for 
the National Curriculum Review in England 
(online). Available at: dhttp://www.bera.ac.uk/
content/background-michael-gove’s-
response-report-expert-‘panel-national-
curriculum-review-england (accessed 10 July 
2012)

BERA (2012b) ‘National Curriculum Review’, 
Letter from Michael Gove to Tim Oates dated 
11 June 2012 (online). Available at: www.bera.
ac.uk/system/files/7.%20MG%20to%20
TO%20110612.pdf (accessed 14 February 2013)

CfSA (2012) Joint Statement in Response  
to the Department for Education’s Consultation 
on Primary National Curriculum Draft 
Programmes of Study (online). Available at: 
http://www.subjectassociation.org.uk/
newsitem.aspx?id=333 (accessed 1 October 
2013)

CfSA (2013) CfSA Response to Reform of the 
National Curriculum in England (online). 
Available at: http://www.subjectassociation.
org.uk/userfiles/Responses/CfSA%20
response%20to%20Reform%20of%20
NC%20Final%20April%202013.pdf (accessed 
18 July 2013)

CLA (2013a) News: The National Plan for 
Cultural Education (online). Available at: http://
www.culturallearningalliance.org.uk/news.
aspx?id=112 (accessed 9 July 2013)

CLA (2013b) Arts GCSE Entries Research 
(online). Available at: http://www.
culturallearningalliance.org.uk/userfiles/files/
CLA _ Arts _ GCSEs _ research _ 2013. 
pdf (accessed 25 September 2013)

DCMS (2012) Cultural Education in England: 
The Government’s Response to Darren 
Henley’s Review of Education (online). Available 
at: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment _ data/file/77943/
Cultural _ Education _ Govt _ response.pdf 
(accessed 1 October 2013)

BW147 Jade 33.1_text_AW.indd   16 12/02/2014   12:15



iJADE 33.1 (2014)
© 2014 The Author. iJADE © 2014 NSEAD/John Wiley & Sons Ltd

John Steers

17DCMS (2013) Supporting the Creative 
Economy, House of Commons Culture, Media 
and Sport Committee report. London: The 
Stationary Office (online). Available at: http://
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/
cm201314/cmselect/cmcumeds/674/674.pdf 
(accessed 7 October 2013)

DCMS & DfE (2013) Cultural Education: A 
Summary of Programmes and Opportunities 
(online). Available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment _ data/file/226569/Cultural-
Education.pdf (accessed 9 July 2013)

DfE (2010) The Importance of Teaching, 
London: The Stationery Office

DfE (2011a) Review of the National Curriculum 
in England: Summary Report of the Call for 
Evidence (online). Available at: http://
webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.
uk/20130401151715/https://www.education.
gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/
NCR%20Call%20for%20Evidence%20
Summary%20Report.pdf (accessed 13 July 
2013)

DfE (2011b) The Framework for the National 
Curriculum: A Report by the Expert Panel for 
the National Curriculum Review (online). 
Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment _ data/
file/175439/NCR-Expert _ Panel _ Report.pdf 
(accessed 18 December 2011)

DfE (2013) Reforming Key Stage 4 
Qualifications Consultation: Government 
Response (online). Available at:  
https://www.education.gov.uk/consultations/
downloadableDocs/reforming%20key%20sta 
ge%204%20qualifications%20
consultation%20response%20final%20-%20
with%20new%20annex%20b.pdf  
(accessed 24 February 2013)

Exley, S. (2011) A governor’s lot is not a happy 
one, Times Educational Supplement, 15 July

Fullan, M. (1992) We do not have the choice of 
avoiding change just because it is messy, 
Times Educational Supplement, 9 October

Gove, M. (2013) I refuse to surrender to the 
Marxist teachers hell-bent on destroying our 
schools, Daily Mail, 23 March

Greevy, H. et al. (2012) The Effects of the  
English Baccalaureate, Ipsos-MORI (online). 
Available at: www.ipsos-mori.com/
researchpublications/publications/1505/
The-Effects-of-the-English- Baccalaureate.
aspx (accessed 15 November 2012)

HCEC (2011) The English Baccalaureate,  
House of Commons Education Committee 
(online). Available at: http://www.publications.
parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/
cmeduc/851/851.pdf (accessed 20  
November 2012)

Henley, D. (2012) Cultural Education in England, 
Department of Culture Media and Sport 
(online). Available at: http://www.dcms.gov.uk/
publications/8875.aspx (accessed 20 
November 2012)

James, M. & Pollard, A. (2011) Correspondence 
Addressed to Michael Gove from Mary James 
and Andrew Pollard dated 10 October 2011 
(online). Available at: http://tinyurl.com/cr22jvh 
(accessed 1 October 2013) 

McInerney, L. (2013) What A-Level Subjects do 
Russell Group Universities Prefer? Cambridge: 
LKMco (online). Available at: www.Lkmco.org/
article/what-levelsubjects-do-russell-group-
universities-prefer-23092013 (accessed 7 
October 2013)

NSEAD (2011) Art and Design Teacher Survey 
#2 (online). Available at: http://www.nsead.
org/Downloads/EBac _ Survey2.pdf  
(accessed 15 July 2011)

NSEAD (2013a) NSEAD Draft National 
Curriculum for England Consultation Response 
(online). Available at: http://www.nsead.org/
news/news.aspx?id=517 (accessed  
26 March 2013)

BW147 Jade 33.1_text_AW.indd   17 12/02/2014   12:15



John Steers

18

iJADE 33.1 (2014)
© 2014 The Author. iJADE © 2014 NSEAD/John Wiley & Sons Ltd

NSEAD (2013b) Final Version of the Art and 
Design Curriculum Published (online). Available 
at http://www.nsead.org/home/index.aspx 
(accessed 14 September 2013)

Oates, T. (2010) Could Do Better: Using 
International Comparisons to Refine the 
National Curriculum in England. Cambridge: 
Cambridge Assessment

Ofqual (2013) GCSE and A Level Reform, Letter 
from Glenys Stacey, Chief Regulator Ofqua to 
Michael Gove dated 6 September 2013 (online). 
Available at: http://ofqual.gov.uk/files/2013-09-
06-letter-to-SoS-GCSE-and-alevel-reform.pdf 
(accessed 8 September 2013)

Piatt, W. (2013) Facilitating Subjects, Russell 
Group News and Policy Statements (online). 
Available at: http://www.russellgroup.ac.uk/
russell-group-latest-news/154-2013/5530- 
facilitating-subjects/ (accessed 8 October 
2013)

Steers, J. & Swift, J. (1999) A manifesto for art 
education, Journal of Art & Design Education, 
Vol. 18, No.1, pp. 7–14

Truss, E. (2013a) Unpublished correspondence 
addressed to Stephen Williams MP dated 30 
July 2013 in response to correspondence on 
the effects of the EBacc initiated by the author.

Truss, E. (2013b) A Challenge to Employers 
(online). Available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/speeches/elizabeth-truss-speaks-
about-curriculum- reform (accessed 27 
September 2013)

White, J. (2011) Gove’s on the Bac foot with a 
White Paper stuck in 1868, Times Educational 
Supplement, 21 January 2011, p. 27

BW147 Jade 33.1_text_AW.indd   18 12/02/2014   12:15


	PGCE Task
	Haydon and Heilbronn in Capel Leask and Turner
	Young
	Art Subject based reading 18-9



