
 
 

 
PGCE Secondary introductory reading 
 
The reading we have provided 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. A written task based on this reading will be set at the start of term in 
September. 
 
Read the two extracts provided (one by Michael Young, the other by Haydon 
and Heilbronn) and the recommended reading from your subject tutor. 
 
As you read, think about how can the main aims of the secondary curriculum be 
met through the teaching and learning in your subject. 
 

1. Reading critically means asking yourself these questions as you go: 
 

• 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? 

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 about how the aims of the National Curriculum can be met 
in your subject. 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. 

Notes on Young, Heilbronn and Haydon. 

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. 

Look out for the subject based reading recommended by your tutor as well, that can be 
accessed from these Welcome Pages. This reading will help you prepare for teaching and 
for the first assignment. 



 
 

 

 

Reading taken from ‘Learning to Teach in the Secondary School’ 

Chapter 7.2—The School Curriculum 
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OBJECTIVES 

At the end of this unit, you should be able to: 
 

■ distinguish a number of different conceptions of the curriculum; 
■ discuss ways in which the curriculum may or may not help to realise educational aims; 
■ see why the content ol the curriculum, even lf often taken for granted, is potentially 

controversial; 
■ discuss the place of your particular teaching subject within the broader curriculum. 

 
Check the reQuirements of your initial teacher education CITE) programme to see which relate 
to this unit. 

 
 

 
The curriculum in general and within particular subjects 
It helps to avoid confusion in the rest of this unit (and hopefully in your thinking more generally) if 
we distinguish between the curriculum of a school (or even of schools in general) and the curriculum 
within a particular subject. Sometimes, this distinction is marked by speaking of the 'syllabus', rather 
than curriculum, or a particular subject. The term ·syllabus' usually refers to a specific course ol study 
in a specific subject set out in detail in advance, possibly designed by a particular teacher. but 
often laid down by an examination board or other body external to the school. But it is common now 
to speak of, say, 'the science curriculum' or 'the arts curriculum'. In the official documentation for the 
current National Curriculum (NC) for England (DfE 20131), the term 'curriculum' is used throughout 
the document: ·syllabus' is not used. 

for most of this unit, the focus is on the broad curriculum. Questions are raised about the role 
of particular subjects within the curriculum in general, more than about what goes on within the 
teaching of particular subjects. But we shall have to say something about the latter point as well, 
because the role of a subject within the curriculum partly depends on what is done within that subject 
(see the subject-specific and practical books that are a part of this Learning to Teach series, p. ii). 
(So far, the term 'the whole curriculum' has been avoided because that too may carry some 
ambiguity.) In Task 7.2.1, we ask you to compare two curricula. 

 
The formal curriculum 
There could be considerable variety in what you and other student teachers have written for Task 
7 2.1, because the term ·curriculum' can be used in various ways. But it Is likely that what you have 
written down. ror both schools in the comparison, is a list of subjects. What this Illustrates is that 
when people refer to 'the curriculum' without qualification, most of ten they think of what we can 
usefully label 'the formal curriculum'. This is the intended content of an educational programme, 
set out in advance. 

At a minimal level of detail, the formal curriculum can be stated as a list of names of subjects. 
At this level, it is likely that there Is considerable overlap between the lists for the two schools that 
you compared in the task. and in the lists that you and other student teachers have compiled. Indeed, 
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atthislevel, the ltst ofnamed subjects in the typicalcurriculum of an English school has changed 

relativelylittle overa long period. 'I/hen the National Curriculum in England was first introduced in 
1988,a historian ol education pointed out its similarity to the curriculum in the secondary school 
regulations in England of 1904 (Aldrich 1988: 48). There are evenrecognisable overlaps with the 
curriculumparodied byLewis Carroll in Alice in Wonderland(published 1865) when I.lice and the 
Mock Turtle compare their respective curricula. 

 
 

/ Task 7.2.1 School curricula: a comparison 

(This task is deliberately parallel to Task 7.1.1on aims in Unit7.1.) 
When you have carried out this task by yourself, try to compare your findings with those of 

other student teachers. 
Select two schools with which you are tamiliar; for example: 

■ the school in which you received your own secondary education (or the majority of it. if 
you changed schools); 

■ your current placement school. 
 

From memory. write down briefly what was in the curriculum of the school you attended 
asa pupil. Then (without referring to documentation at this stage) write down what i_s In the 
curriculum of your placement school. Compare the two accounts. Store your comparison in 
your professional development portfolio (PDP). 

 

 
While the formal curriculum can be listed simply as a set of subjects, it is always possible to set 

out in more detail the content that Is supposed to be taught and learned. Even when the curriculum 
is stated simply as a list of subjects, those who write it and those who read it have some implicit 
understanding of what goes into each subject. It is important to keep this In mind when comparing 
the curriculum offered in schools at different times. So far as named subjects are concerned. the typical 
curriculum of English schools has not gone through revolutionary changes, though some new subjects, 
including lCT/computing and citizenship, have been added. But it would be a mistake to conclude from 
the similarity of the lists that the curriculum has hardly changed at all. Even If we could set aside all 
changes in teaching method and concentrate solely on the content of the subjects, what is taught under 
the heading of history or science in the early twenty-first century is obviously going to be very different 
In many ways from what was taught under the same headings in the early twentieth century. 

Another point to note under 'formal curriculum· is that the curriculum may contain parts that 
are optional. Even before the introduction of a NC In England and Wales in 1988 made certain subjects 
compulsory, It was normal for most of the curriculum in a secondary school to consist of subjects 
that all pupils were expected to take. But there may also be options within the curriculum, particularly 
in the later years ol secondary school. 

Related to the Idea of a compulsory curriculum are the notions of a ·common curriculum'; that 
is, one taken by everyone in practice. whether or not it is actually compulsory, and a ·core curriculum·. 
the part of a formal curriculum that everyone takes, around which there is scope for variations. 
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The informal curriculum and the hidden curriculum 
Th:: not1:-n cf the formal curriculum refers to the content th.at cs. quite d�fib;:ratel /, tau.:;ht t:JJ 

teacr.ers m a s�hx.l. us.c.a!ly in p.eno.cs strcctured D/ a timetal>le and labelled ec.wra;r� to sul?j.ect_ 
5"o !he fact th2� SC;'11£-th'.ng as on the currirul:.sm means that it is tau�ht (or al least that the inlen1fon 
cl U--2 cum::c:u:n pE::1ners er o1 the sch�l rnanagement i.s that it shall be taught). eut sir.e-e� 
pu;·.ls m:; fa'.J to learn ·,,hat tea::hers are inteMi:1-9to tea.ch. the fact I.hat s.cme-thinq is a nzrr 
o;:;tbr.al p,�r: c�the fcr�l curri�ulum d::>es n:;t gu.aran:� tnat pupils le.am iL 

C:1 t�e ether h�nct, p:.;;:ils ma,· learn th:n;s in s..ct-,o::I that are r.�1 ta:.ight as. part of the fcrmei 
curr.!:uJ:..'.7.1... J.'2:lf of tne p:;ss:n!e a:r..s of a s-cl'.o:;!, ·,-:.ich you were thin:.:ing a!:x;ut in Unit 7.1, in·,cf,•e 
mat!e,s c! U-..:s�..:rd. If 2 �h.o:,I wants. fer irt.5ta,.,e. to prorr-.o1e cooperation ar.d consi::!erati:::,n fer cth-
:--rs..tr--2n (if th=,-e are to be more tn.an ;.icus as�:rations) 1t r.e-::,os to co wrnelhing to tr1 to htirq a:x..� 
cc:>;.er2!i�n z;-.,j to encc?.:ra:;e pc:;:;]s to ��ve in ccns:::'.2rate ways (see also Unit 45 fer fart11cr ..-.�--
r,s«•:n cf ;.rc:-r-�tir-y common 11a'ues). Teachers might a,;ree to t.:.i;!.dcoo�eralive ·ucn:, i:-�:o L"-i.2:: l=-
ss�;:,s., ·.•.--r1_ateve: tne sut;ec..: teac.r,ers a:.j pu;:ii!.smi;ht drau u;, a co:!e of b�1i0-ur, 

■■■■ 1.2 TH!: $0!001. OJE�Wl..UU �5 

 
11.::ntwn o1tM: foformil curr;of.:Jm ��1,;. tt.a! ttie:' w::ir.:,.t .:m c::. a n'ru'&:;:;;.r;.:..:. b,,.-�-/ w�.e, 

a r�i1 t,Gm::-11cr1.'flitt2n ·,it,-::�  tr�rE i;; r.,;,rcx;;m  :c-r  ::�11J�-:1 v. �,?-:.7.;r,-;, f.1�   n':'ei   tr�!�::--                                                                                                                                                                        

2:,.; a;rri::ulum  i:::�, et&:min�d lcri;::t/  in  a!i1,;:r,:::.f:. a,.,t:-,  tr.e-w: f'.:-:  £r-;.:C.:-,�, t:-.f-:-'!' r;. $�..;J ��;;,,,., o-?,, 
:.'.:.-t/:!ye'j,�:,I Le, cesi�n !.h::c�:s of trie  a:rr,:::tJi'J:n u.a  t.r.2 71?:/  t:.�1r.-.,.;; t,::,t h�i �  6:c.�.J  

►�:ir� 
;:rf:' (er are �t)  tr'IG�e, zrd   t�;ge b ¼r..::���O'l.f'��= tJ�  1'':, �:.c: r: l�r�:..! V-7/f� u:i co:r;.  1 
� f,,n�!e trmf�:�2� 

Ycu st;:..�:j, th£-n, sse rt .as �rt c.1 yo.Ir�o��s;:;.nz, re.:::��r::.;.-r�   tr� /'l.J Cc:1�;�  �.or-:::-.·�1.1 
o1 tr..ecwri::ulum. ho1e a �nse of ·.,.tt�re-it wrr.� frc-::t a:".:: � a::.;e � £::"��:;-=-= i.:'i c.-.,.�-=-��. c.-
wt�tner rt ccu,:l t:e im;;ro~,� ar.a. ifs:,, en ·1::-.rt we/!. 

 
Curriculum as a selection from culture 
;.. m.1mcer of v,ri:ers ha"'1e rrd:zrr/?1 to the Cllrri-::u!um zs 2 Sc'.=-='...a, frc,, a.�O:...i.:.r::: c..! a �;•,_ 
·cu:1ure·nere refers to ·e1e,r1t.h:,i9 tt.Et is crez�ej t;; r.-.:;;.an t,::._:;-,;s trr2":;-..se-.-;:::s: b::..z 6.:".C tc::':..-. .-:::,;-,. 

tr.2r2 rn.:-,, be s.:.-rr:e s-,-s!o:m c1 re,.-arcs 2nj 2;-i::tb:..s: the schotil mznage�ent ma'{ pa'/ attenti::.n (ary:Jage an::1 riterature. m'..:-$� ar, ... ,..2,r.t., «,•n"'."-r-,=;-Gr,•..A.,  IT.:c•"•"�•�,.-.,.G..,.,".-;-.",.- .•.-.. :--:-,<,I,:..,- ._ •,-,c:• •.,,�--�,--: ". ,�, - , 'r C' , �C'.J:-: 

to U-.E w:y t:..a: µu;,"ls rr.::r.·e cret.'T'.3 tnE sG"i�-01C:Jring t:re.a;. times. a_r.j so on.hll s.uch arrar.i;ement.s 
ca., :;e c�n!e-cas part oi tr.e infonT12l cttmru:um cf the sc.hocL The curriculum can be c!efin:c:j 
tail-q i:..:o c-Ccet:Ti� �th tn.: fcrm:J an!! infc�I curricu:um in s.om2 way sum as this: Toe s.chool 
Cl.!ma.t:....-n cc.--.i,-u is-5 a:J12�,g a:.-."d cth.:r EX;l-:.io-i:e.s L"l.at earn s.ctlool p!2.ns for its pup:ls' (Dfi: 
2ffi4o). 

:...rt p..;:;:!5 rr,z-; ck.n 1-e;;n tr .�.  s  et sch::m! thzt the school co�s net intenj them to learn. ro:r 
�.·o:,i:..Ic�"'::s. soo::::;.;:s-.:sh?.-e pc:,-i�w out tnat many pu;Jrls at school v,ere learn!r.g. fo, inst.:r.::e. to 
�c�: P=S,Sr2,'-; v.T.zi th:·,, were ta;j o, to s:e themselves as fai:ures. •.-lhJe some w2re l:?arn:r.q to 
t�:.:.rify v.;Li z;.j fC:�:i...,th.e mo.-res c1 a re:;::fc� su::.cuttu:e. and £Cme were le-arn:-:-,g rcmt c:n.d 
x:rist a::.t::::;:s..c."l::l so C:."'t. 5"1..�-i 1:--�-n:rg ,·,·e:sn::?! n�.m3�I)' P:-rt o,f•,hat th: schccl was inter.a:r.q 
�.:s ;;:..:�::!s to i=z:n. a:-:::��:?Sj-.:,.:tl m:.1 n�t r-..;vc C2-t:'n av.are of man)• of the th.:ru;s tnat its pu;:J.s 
,..,:,;e te2...-:-.:.r� fre,..i tr.-=�-.xrs �r.l of 0.?",•,. these cutcomes were s:je efleds of tM pup:ls' tirn- : 
b �-o�:..T:-12 :err:-.·,.:::.:::.., c..;�::!.:'...;:;-a' i:s often us�j to co·.-er su::h teaa-.ing. 

"Tr,:: s.r.::e eff?::'".:s f..$: r..e::::i:,:):-j e.:e :.:r�es£r2:::-eone:s, out si�:?effects ccuid 21.so b.e cesira:::e 
c:-� :c� t--..s-2.;;:::_ a S:::e efte-a d i::,.r;:2s c1 c:ffcre,nt et......,-i::: be::i<.grcur.as learning and pl:1yin.g 
,v;e:r.:cr r..;;....._: � tn-ece..-e:�;:.Tie:-,: ol u:nce.st.::.c..n-g 2:10 res�t. The poi.it ab.::}u1 the jjea of the 

c-,_-:r-rl:::..::.::-;"iG r,:l! t."'..=t i:s co.,ter:: is r.:el<'s,;rit1 bej. b:Jt th�t the su.,ool is not aware of i:. 
,�-�,-. t:?a.:r.:£:•rs ::..-: f:r �:.re [.!..e!'y to toe a r,2re of L".e li..-.�ly sice effects of all asp�"ts of the school's 

2C.i".-::y. t., :r.2: \·,-.ay. ·,·,:-�: r.2;:-.! c:::.e r-.a·.-2 be-e:i part cf a n:c.:en cum::u:um comes to t:e hidden 

r,:, t::--.;e-: _Tr5 �   n!::: �=-• tr.a: smools tcc3y h3'• e no niceen curricu!um; it means tn:1t a scho<il 
;-23 tn try ::::c:tS::i.::!.!S-ly to l!,;:o·,:-r a..� te-co."'71? a,rcre of siae effects of what it do-es in its teachmg 
2,.j itso..-:;:-:-,k;:b-... 

l: tr.�s;:-: eH�ts .are u.,·,•,o:f=nm� - ii. 9Y, th-:?y \•,or... ag.a:nst the sc.ho-ol achie·.·inq its intended 
e..:..,.s - tn2n tr,e S::N.:"<:l ma)' m2.'.<..e C:?l:"'..;erate att1:..-npts lo ccun:erac:t them. Often a school does this 
tty ;:,;::-·/--q e::b,:i::-i to �-ects of its te.ach;n� ar.o orc;:miSc:l!inn outs:i:!e the rc:mal curriculum. So 
••�re t.'";:? l-:2.r.!.-.q of rads: o; S':..tist attitu-des m::;ht once ha·,e o.e�n part of the hidd�n curriculum 
in s�7.:?�h:::o:S, rt is m�.e [k::Jy today t�t  the inform.?.! curncu:um includes anti·rac:ist and anti- 
�m: �of:d:5.. ,;r� tr ma'( also oe th.at su-i...hi;oficies alter wh.at is aon�within the formcl curriculu;n; fer 
.:-o:r.��. Tri:.'-.:..1 i:,:-e:rso..-.al. social 2ml health eaucation (PSHE) or citizenship. 

cf a societ( CLc,,i::r:i 1939: 27). J...rr/ s-.ciety v-SSo c . �"' m't'.;;': t0 tr,e r.e:.c c;�.2:-c:...:.��c::;-.j c. 
r..oce:rn s.oi:i!?ti25 s.cnoo:�ng is one ct tn<: wa-{S i.., ·nr.icn tr.?S is cc.r-2.. E..:: c.�.�:;..�; ,.:) s::r-.cc. 
rurri:.u!:..em ca:l 2-:.ccmrr.ocatE tt--2 \·,t·..ct: c.f h-.:J_.T.an a.::n.::r�. so a ���;,.-..n t-.a:s to t.e ��-:..2. 

;.. n.atcral q,.iotcn to as.� n� is hGn do,•;e r...a.'<.e tr�: SE:�,? mtt::-o:n:: c. ... 'li.:t!:_-;;; cr.�.�.i.:s  
i;r.-e diifere,nt an.swE"rs.. 

;.. first rr.o·,e i'S to re::c.,,-:nise thz1 s;..-..=e S<.-rr:� =;:ects of cu'.lc.."e c:c D,2Sx-.:: c:-i c: �.:.-'; ,::;.j t:;; 
r;;je�nd.:ntl; cf schools. it may ma�e sense fc:- schoo!s fa c;�ra !o �.::a-Jc.:e c..-i r..c·;=-�s tt:.a: 
\',8 n::i.t be lea.�d i1 tn.:?y are r.ot i,.d',r-?j in tr.= sc.x; rurriri-'•!.':71z. -� S2"-C:'.r,::-, s.:r..:c.'.s c.-i 

�rtirulu h.3ve to try to btr� en. but n:l: to ctu;:!;:a!e,. ••,.a��·:.r;:::S r-.a ,"c' !:a..,� t·; t!°..= e::= ci .... -_,.a:1 

scno-cL Even tne.se poin:s qi·.-e� to rr.z.,;<;t:2:Stbi1$.. For e.G�;:::, r.2---;,, yc.u.-.:; c��= ::.! s..._�c;-.�-, 
c.;e p;c� up muu'i of v,h.:t th2-''t' �c·,,· a�ul corn;,.u!.e-�s..s;:c:t c: ;..,a�'",#;:=: r;-;,r-c=;: ����-r:t--l o1 
school Dco this mean the;e i:s �  r;c:-,=i."l i:-d!d:ru; s�; o:t,-;,�<:? a:e.eS m tn= c.:. '7rX.=7:? 

.:.Her puttir..g0:1 o:.e s�e tni:',;s tr.a: ���;:Sl�-n L-i:C:.e;:_q-�e-:1u·,, c1s-::r;o.::! (rf ,.-.e, ez1  i::,s-,r.o;s_-::;i 
m:n�). there are p.-ir.ci:;.!es b·; \\h:�h we rr:i;h! try to rr�i-:e 2 s�:edi;:.-: r.crr. Cl.!..:t=c.b  t.'1:s lri".::.. 

the:-e is s�.::e to m,:nti::?;-i just th.re,:,: to se:e.:t wha: i.s eest. or wn..:! cs cs:i=:::rf.·e c'i 2  p.;;lk-.,�- 
culture. o: ,·,hat is in so;-;'le way fu.7':!2me:i:el. 

The ide-a of �e-cti."l.r;. anj  e�:in;;ip,e,cp:e to  a;:,�:eci.at�"-�tis f::€5! c;�  ta�, a:te,:,;ttcMa.�<?.-. 
;.n-�:d (1622-138.S). Arno:a was not only a Vl�c:-ian po�: am c co.-11..1=n:a:o: c., m: o.Gt!:"'ecf rus 

C.3)', but also a sc.ho::il insp�-to:. Hi:,"1orrcau,. thispinci;i:e h2S b�$1 r::.�ec wfth tn� i'C= ofwn�:.e 
a:eas of culture- ·n:.;h cuiture._centred on arts anj Gte,atu,e. t:e:..,;; thoi.::;:.�o� in t.:is '.ie-.,tc Ix 

cfgre.:ter va!ue than the rest of rutture. and a�c ��rn..a;:tSt,'=i:i:; a,:,a:S$J"b!.2 o.:i'y to a ;r..:.-;cl"i:,,• of 
society. The principle does not h.a-..e to b<? interpretedm that way (se'= Gir:.;ei: cli�S:cn::o:,2000 
fer anupdated in:erpretation). \','h.3tever are-a of culh.:,e ,,.e are c�ffng ,,,i�h. L"'lc!:.r�:;q p:.q::iu'..:.. 
culture, we may \•.ell want p�te tote able to a;:i;Jreciate ,,h.at is good rather th;::-i wnat is rr.2'1:.� 

H does notfolfow. thou;;h. that the scht:iol curriculum should 2twa;-s t<? focus� o.i 11'.h.at i:s bestin 
anyarea. If we suppose. for instance. that the gre-atest sciei"iC'e?is tn.at d [i:-.stein er Stept'tecn 
Ha\\i..ing. it d<n's not mean we pl.ace this scie-m:e at the centre cf th� schod cutrb.1!urn. In ma.-iy 
are.as. if people are ever to c,e ah!.: to appreciate the bi>st. they n� to start b'i u.nct,erstan:fmq 
something mere basic. 
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Another principle ol selection that Is sometimes favoured Is to pick from the whole of human 
culture what is distinctive of a particular culture • the way or life of a particular nation, or ethnic 
group. or religion. This may apply more to the detailed content within areas of the curriculum than 
to the selection of the broad areas. We do not just learn language; we learn a particular language; 
and while it is possible to study historical method. any content of history Is that of particular people 
in a particular part of the world. One Question for curriculum planning. then. Is how far to select 
from what we see as·our' culture. and how to interpret what is 'our' culture. That question, in England, 
has to be resolved in a context of a multicultural society, within a world In which there is Increasing 
interaction between different cultures. 

Rather than looking to what is best, or what is distinctive, we may try to look to what is 
fundamental. This idea may apply both across the curriculum and within subject areas of the 
curriculum. Within the sciences and mathematics, for instance, the idea of what ls culturally distinctive 
may have little application (which is not to say that these subjects as actually taught are culture· 
free), and the idea of teaching the best may be inappropriate. We need to think about what is 
fundamental in the educational sense of'foundational': not what is fundamental in the whole structure 
of human knowledge, but what people need to learn if they are to have a foundation on which further 
knowledge or skills can be built. 

Thinking about the curriculum in general, we can also try to ask what is fundamental In the whole 
human culture in which people are living. But this question depends, in turn, on some particular 
understanding of what is important in human life. Is it the development of the capacities for rational 
thought and judgement? Then we might argue. as the philosopher of education Paul Hirst (1974) 
once did, that there are certain basic forms of human understanding - science, mathematics, 
interpersonal understanding and so on - that are not interchangeable and each of which Is necessary 
in its own way to the development of rational understanding. 

Or is human life more fundamentally about providing the material necessities of life? Then we 
might stress what can be economically useful, and our curriculum might be primarily a vocational 
one. Or is the essential aspect of human life, so far as education is concerned, the fact that people 
live together in groups and have to organise their affairs together? Then preparing people to be 
citizens might turn out to be most fundamental. 

So far. none of these approaches looks as if it takes us very far, by itself, in selecting which 
aspects of culture should make up a school curriculum. Besides, we do not have to transmit culture, 
or any aspect of culture. just as It stands (and in any case, it is constantly changing). So it looks as 
if making any selection from the available culture requires us to ask just the sorts of question that 
Unit 7.1suggested we need to ask when deciding on aims of education: what is it that matters most 
in life, and how can teachers and schools best contribute to promoting that? 

 
Relating curriculum to alms 
The curriculum of a school is one of the major factors determining what actually goes on In the 
school. So the curriculum should be a major way through which we try to realise whatever we think 
the aims of education should be; we could say, in brief, that the curriculum Is a tool for realising 
educational aims. So, rationally, the planning of a curriculum should depend on how the overall alms 
of education are conceived, Historically, this does not appear to have been always what has happened. 
A brief survey of some of the references to alms In the developing documentation of the National 
Curriculum for England will lllustrate this point. 
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There have been several changes In the National Curriculum (NC) since It was first Introduced 

for England (and at that time also Wales) In 1988; however, this does not necessarily mean that the 
curriculum designers have changed their conception of the aims of education during that time. It 
could be that the changes have come about through cumulative attempts to find a better way of 
realising the underlying aims. But. in fact, it is not easy to see how far the actual content of the NC 
has been determined, either originally or in later versions, by reference to underlying aims. The NC 
documentation has contained some reference to aims from the beginning. (Actually, the reference 
to aims usually refers to the aims of the curriculurrr, there Is very little reference to the aims of 
education as such.) In the earliest version. in 1988. reference to aims was limited to stating merely 
that schools should promote the spiritual, moral. cultural, mental and physical development of pupils 
and prepare them to take their place in society as responsible adults. As a statement of aims, this 
was not very controversial (with the possible exception of the idea of spiritual development). Its 
problem was that it was so broad and general that it gave very little guidance. And in fact, there 
was no indication in the rest of the original documentation of the NC for England and Wales that 
its content had been influenced at all by the statement of aims. That statement seemed to be an 
example of an error that it is easy for government agencies, and also schools, to slip Into: setting 
out a statement of aims that looks good but that makes no apparent difference to what actually 
happens. 

In the 1999 revision of the NC for England, there were again two overall aims: to provide 
opportunities for all to learn and achieve, and to promote pupils' spiritual, moral, social, cultural and 
emotional well·being. But there were also two more significant changes. First. it was explicitly said 
that the aims of the curriculum were rooted in certain values that were held to be widely shared in 
the society; an outline list of values was given, based on the findings of the National forum for 
Values in Education and the Community (see Unit 4.5). Second, a listing of more specific aims was 
given under each of the two overall aims. 

By the time of the 2008 NC revision, three alms were explicitly stated to be the starting point 
for curriculum design: 

 
The curriculum should enable all young people to become: 
■ successful learners who enjoy learning, make progress and achieve; 
■ confident Individuals who are able to live safe, healthy and fulfilling lives; 
■ responsible citizens who make a positive contribution to society. 

(DIE 2012a) 
 

These broad aims were broken down Into 29 specific aims on an accompanying document on the 
Department for Education website. The website also provided a list of values underlying the aims 
and the purposes of the National Curriculum. In many ways, the relationship between values, aims, 
purposes and curriculum design was left vague. There was no explicit explanation of how the stated 
aims might be derived from the values. The section on purposes gave reasons for having a statutory 
National Curriculum, and included a list of some particular aims to be realised through this statutory 
curriculum, but there was overlap between 'Aims· and 'Purposes· in the document that seem to 
echo the Individual/societal distinction used in Unit 7.1. (Under 'Aims· were the qualities and capacities 
to be developed in the learners. Under 'Purposes' were what society as a whole hoped to achieve 
through the statutory curriculum.) The detailed account In the 2008 National Curriculum 
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ol the rcl.illons botween tho curriculum ulrns, purposes and v.:ilucs docs not .:ippeor In later versions 
but IsJ  usolul rcmlnclN ol their umlcrlylno rclotlons nnct connections, even with Its llmltollons In' 
tcr ms ol precision. 

It Is lmportont to think nl>out how o particular curriculum rniQht be derived lrom st.:ited Jlms, Jnd 
how a i.tatcmont ol olrns mloht SNvc ns a pructlcol guide to what Is done In schools. Herc, we c.:in 
usefully contrast the 1980 version ond the 2008 version ol the NC. The 1988 version was so broad 
ond open·ended lhill It lclt illmost all discussion about the ucloal content of the curriculum still to 
be carried out (In principle; In prnclice It seems likely that on almost ready·made list of subjects was 
tnken over from wh;:it Md already been normal practice In schools). In contrnsl, the 2008 version, 
In llstlno ns mony JS 29 olms (divided between three broJder alms), Qave a series al reference points 
that poten/lal/y could be used almost as a checklist In seelnQ how fc1ra school was actually dolno 
sometrilno concrete towards reallslng the ulms. 

To Illustrate, within the brood aim that pupils should become 'successful learners who enjoy 
learning, make progress and nchlcve·. we could take the specific nlm that schools should cnnble pupils 
to be 'creative, resourceful and able to idenllly and solve problems·. nnd then ask what a specific school 
ls doing In prnctlce towards achieving t11is aim. Similarly, within the broad aim that pupils should 
become ·confident individuals who .:ire able to live s.:ilc, happy and lulfilllng lives·, we can ask whether 
a school is paying enough attention lo helping pupils lo 'have a sense of self·worth 
.:ind personal identity' Within the broad aim that pupils sr,ould become ·responsible citizens who 
make a positive contribution lo society', we con ask what the school Is dolnCJto ensure that they 
become people who 'challenge Injustice, arc committed to human rights and strive lo live peaceably 
with others·. And so on tluough the remaining 26 specific alms. In principle, such a list seems to 
otter a level of detail that could be used for detailed curriculum planning. The same would be true 
of any reasonably detalled list of aims. whether It is some future revised list of aims from government 
or a school's own list. 

Cross·matchlng and cross·planning at such detail as above is not without Its difficulties and 
drawbacks, and this may have Informed current practice to slim down such guidance. Indeed, the 
introduction to the current NC has a short section ol two sentences entitled 'Aims· (DIE 20140: S3). 
and more detailed elaboration of the aims to be achieved in specific NC curriculum subject areas. 
Also, olficial statements about the curriculum are not necessarily intended to apply lo the whole 
curriculum of a school. In the case al least ol England. while government agencies are setting out 
the alms to be pursued through a statutory curriculum, they are also reducing the extent to which 
the whole curriculum of a school has to be determined by the statutory National Curriculum: '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· (OfE 20140: S3). 

Schools may increasingly need to do their own thinking about the topic of Unit 7.1above, namely 
the aims of education. rather than following official guidance about the aims of the National 
Curriculum. Now complete Task 7.2.2. 

When you have tried this task both Individually and in discussion, move on to the next section of 
this unit. 
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Relatlng curriculum subjects to wider alms 
In the task you have Just carried out, you may well have Identified some alms to which the teaching 
of traditional curriculum subjects clearly Is relevant: promoting pupils' Intellectual development, for 
Instance, and promoting their learning and achievement (at any rate, achievement within those 
subjects, although there are other kinds of achievement as well). But we saw above, some other 
sorts of aims. Here are a few more: that pupils should 'relate well to others and form good 
relationships', be •willing to try new things and make the most of opportunities' or 'appreciate the 
benefits of diversity·. We may think of these as broader aims of an emotional, moral and social kind. 
Such aims have always been recognised in NC documents since 1988 and have gained greater 
prominence In later versions. It seems likely that a school that gave its attention only to the teaching 
of traditional subjects as discrete entities might fail to be addressing such aims at all. 

The first version of the NC in England and Wales. brought in by the Education Reform Act 1988, 
attempted to address such aims within the curriculum by incorporating a number of cross-curricular 
themes: health education, citizenship education, careers education and guidance, environmental 
education, and education for economic and Industrial understanding. These themes did not have the 
statutory force of the core and foundation subjects, and ii was left largely to individual schools (with 
limited published guidance) to decide how to teach them.In fact. in many schools, the cross-curricular 
themes were not systematically taken up at all. Of the original cross-curricular themes, only 
citizenship has gained the status of a statutory subject, and the other areas are no longer there as 
distinct themes. l➔ealth was taken up within the broader area of personal. social and health education 
(PSHE). which became a recognised part of the NC for England in 2008. 

It remains true that the content of the National Curriculum very much revolves around a list 
of subjects, and that these subjects, to a large extent, were ones that had been in the curricula of 
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schools for a lonQ time. Hott far can the inclusjon of these subjects be justified, not just because 
they have traditionally been in the curriculum. but because they can actually be shown to contribute 

 
 

 
SUMMARY AND KEY POINTS 
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to the stated aims of the curriculum? Questions can te raised about the contribution of individual 
subjects to the overall aims of the curriculum. How such questions are answered not only bears on 
the justification of particular subjects beinQ in a compulsory curriculum at all. but can also make a 
difference to the aims of a teacher of a particular subject. In science and mathematics. what is the 
balance betwee:-i equipping pupils with skills that they can put to practical use (thus furtherinQ 
traininQand employment opportunities) and trying to show pupils something of the sheer fascination 
that science and mathematics can hold quite apart from their applications? In English, what is the 
balance to studying a canon of classical literature and exploring the writings and culture of a variety 
of writers using En9hsh as a world language? Similar questions can be raised about other subjects. 
The book Rettllnkinq the School Curriculum: Values, Aims and Purposes (White 2004) devotes a 
chapter to each subject of the National Curriculum. with the exception of PSHE, citizenship. and 
information and communications technology (ICT), and also to religious education. The discussions 
and further references in that book help you in thinking about the role of your own subject within 
the whole curriculum (see also Task 72.3). 

 

 

M 

■ The curriculum is perhaps the most import,rnt mec:ns through whicheducationalaimscan 
be pursued. 

■ Any curriculum is a selection from the culture of a society. The attempt toselectv,-nat is 
best or distinctive or fundamental may not be adequate without a •1iet1of the overallaims 

of education. 
■ The curriculum includes both the format curriculum, which sets out in detailthe subjects 

to be taught; the informal CJJrricutum, which covers the variety of wa•1s in whicha school 
can attempt to achieve the kinds of aims that cannot be captured 1n the content of timetabled 
subjects; and the hidden curriculum. which is the way the school relates lopupils 
andparents, sometimes referred to as the ethos of a school 

■ You should get the opportunity to contribute to discussion and planning about the 
curriculum, and should be able to take and argue a view. both on the whole curriculum and 
on the place of your own subject within it 

■ ·curriculum studies' is a subject area in its ownright within educational research and theory 
and has a large literature. Some of this is In the further reading below. 

■ Finally, a reminder that Unit 7.1should be read in conjunction with this unit. 
 

Check which requirements for your ITE programme you have addressed through this unil 
 
 
 
 
� Further reading 

Reiss, M. and White, J. (2013) An Aims B,ued Curriculum. London: loE Pres� 
This book sets out an alternative to a subjects·bMed curriculum having as its starting point not subjects, 
but a question about what schools should be for, which Reiss and White state as to equip each learner to 
lead a personally fulfilling tile and help others do so too. from these. they derive more specific aimscovering 
the personal qualities. skills and un:lerstanding needed for a life ol personal. civic and vocational well·being. 
and from this a 01scussion about how curricula could be designed in different ways., in different schools, 
starting with aims and not subjects. 

Aldrich, R. and White, J. (1998) The National Curriculum beyond 2000: The OCA and the Aims of Education, 
London=Institute of Education, University of London. 
With contributions from a historian and a philosopher, this argues for basing the curriculum on an explicit 
consideration of aims, and for deriving these aims from democratic values. 

Lawton, 0. (1996) Beyond the National Curriculum: Teacher Professionalism and Empowerment, Sevenoaks: Hodder 
& Stouc;ihton. 
from one of the major British contributors to curriculum studies. this, as the title implies, considers not 
Just the National Curriculum, but how thecurriculum impinges on teachersand how teachers canbe involved 
In curriculum planning. 

 

[ ..A Other resources and websites 
Note-. With changing government policies on education, URLs for the relevant documentation on the National 
Curriculum have also chanqed from time to time. It should not be difficult for you to find the most recent official 
documentation from the relevant government department or agency. Your tutor will be able to guide you. 

Task 7.2.3 Justifying your subject In the school curriculum 

This can be a two-part task, with an individual stage followed by a group sta9e. 
The task is to contribute to a school prospectus (it might be for the same imaginary school 

that you used in Task 7.1.2.). Suppose now that the school is trying to follow the statement 
of aims from a specific national curriculum. At the same time, remember that the national 
curriculum you are referring to does not necessarily attempt to prescribe the whole curriculum 
for the school (see the section above on relating curriculum to aims). 

Your individual task is to write a paragraph of not more than 100 words setting out for 
prospective parents the ways in which your teaching subject fits Into the whole curriculum, 
and thus contributes to realising the overall aims of the curriculum. (Remember that some 
parents - and pupils - may wonder what the point of studyinQcertain subjects is at all.) 

The group task for you and your fellow student teachers, representing different subjects. is 
to make sure that the individual subject statements fit together into a coherent description of 
a curriculum, complementing and not competing with each other. In addition to your individual 
subjects. you may add any elements you consider necessary to complete the whole curriculum 
of the school. Then. cooperatively, draft In not more than 200 words a statement for the 
prospectus outlining and promoting the whole curriculum of the school. 

Reflect on this task and check your development against the standards for your ITE 
programme. File your statement in your PDP. 
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National Curriculum in England: www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england-
framework-for-key-stages-1-to-4/the-national-curriculum-in-england-framework-for-key-stages-1-to-4 

Scottish National Curriculum: www.ltscotland.org.uk/5to14/guidelines/ 

Welsh National Curriculum: http://wales.gov.uk/toplcs/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales/ 
arevisedcurrlculumforwales/?lang=en 

National Curriculum in Northern Ireland: www.nicurrlculum.org.uk/ 
 

Appendix 2 on pages 591-595 provides examples of further websites you may find useful. 

Capel, S., Leask, M. and Turner, T. (eds) (2010) Readings for Learning to Teach in the Secondary Schoof:A 
Companion to M Level Study, London: Routledge. 
This book brings together essential readings to support you in your critical engagement with key issues 
raised in this textbook. 

The subject-specific books in the Routledge Learning to Teach series are also very useful. 
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Any additional resources and an editable version of any relevant tasks/tables In this unit are available 
on the companion website: www.routledge.com/cw/capel 

http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-curriculum-in-england
http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/5to14/guidelines/
http://wales.gov.uk/toplcs/educationandskills/schoolshome/curriculuminwales/
http://www.nicurrlculum.org.uk/
http://www.routledge.com/cw/capel


 

 

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. 
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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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