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The curriculum – what is it?

‘It’s all the stuff you learn at school,’ said ten-year old Adam when I put this question to a group of primary children in a Birmingham school. His no-nonsense answer is about as good as it gets and certainly a good deal more direct than many of the academic definitions of the curriculum that have emerged since the start of the Primary Curriculum Review. 

Adam’s answer nicely captures two vital features of a high quality curriculum: it has to be composed of the right ‘stuff’, that is to say, the content which we as a nation believe to be essential and worthwhile for all our children to learn as they progress through the largest part of their statutory education – the primary years. It also has to instil children with a love of learning for its own sake and with an insatiable appetite to go on learning.

Rooted as it is in the Children’s Plan, it is hardly surprising that the remit for the review is wide-ranging and ambitious for the educational success of all our children. I hope to submit my final report to the Secretary of State in the spring of next year. Meanwhile, the Interim Report sets out the direction of travel. It should be treated as work in progress and views are invited upon it until February 2009. 

Obviously, there is far more to say about the requirements of the remit covered by the Interim Report than can be said here but among the many aspects that respondents may wish to comment upon, views about the design proposed for the primary curriculum are especially welcome. 

The Interim Report proposes a design which draws strongly upon what many of our best primary schools, irrespective of their background circumstances, do now. An important aim is to provide a more flexible, less prescriptive curriculum than currently exists. For example, it should enable primary schools to:

· teach worthwhile knowledge and skills directly, and develop children’s understanding of the key ideas which define a subject or discipline;

· provide ample opportunities for children to apply and use their knowledge and skills in cross-curricular  studies to deepen their understanding and think creatively; 

· develop good attitudes and dispositions so that children are instilled with a love of learning and a desire to go on learning.

The design proposes six areas of learning which are fit for primary education in its own right, and dovetail well with the Early Years Foundation Stage Framework, and with the new secondary curriculum: 

· Understanding English, communication and languages;

· Mathematical understanding;

· Scientific and technological understanding;

· Human, social and environmental understanding; 

· Understanding physical health and well-being;

· Understanding the arts and design.
Each area of learning will contain closely related sets of important knowledge, skills and understanding where direct teaching remains essential. Equally, the design will offer ample scope for well-planned, worthwhile cross -curricular studies within and between the six areas. The QCA is working with expert groups to make sure that the content for each of these areas constitutes a high quality, broad and balanced curriculum for children, the sum of which is manageable by primary teachers.

As usual, ‘the devil is in the detail’. Teachers have rightly told us that what matters is what works rather than recycling high-minded platitudes and aspirations of what might be. Therefore the design must be shown to work convincingly in the typical and the atypical conditions of primary schools. So, taking examples from the first two areas of learning, how will it work?

Understanding English, communication and languages is the area of learning where successful primary schools already work to a pattern which epitomises the design. They realise that this area is central to all learning, and that ‘nothing about language development has isolated effects’. Key content is taught discretely with ample opportunities for children to use and apply what is learned to consolidate and enlarge their understanding across the curriculum. The often quoted maxim that ‘children learn to read in order to read to learn’ illustrates a guiding principle of the approach.

Within this area:

· The achievement of high standards of literacy must receive top priority, covering all four aspects of children’s language development: speaking, listening, reading and writing. This requires high quality teaching, for example, of decoding (reading) and encoding (spelling) skills in dedicated time on a regular, preferably daily, basis until children have achieved fluency. That is to say, until they are able to apply these skills automatically thus freeing them to concentrate on understanding what they read, and making their meaning plain in what they write. 

· The acquisition of the skills which give rise to confident speaking and attentive listening is achieved through the deliberate enrichment of vocabulary and the structures of spoken language, for example, through shared engagement in scientific enquiry, in good literature, in the performing and expressive arts, and so forth. Speaking and listening are treated as important in their own right and as the bedrock of reading and writing. Children are unlikely, for example, to be able to write what they cannot say.

· Learning a modern foreign language requires the application of similar principles as for learning native English. Moreover, discrete teaching of the target language(s) can be powerfully enriched by cross-curricular studies. Where the target language is, say, French there are obvious benefits from studying aspects of French culture and the geographical features of France within the area of human, social and environmental understanding. 

For primary education, though by no means the whole of mathematics, the number system may be regarded as the mathematical alphabet.  Innumeracy - failure to understand how the number system works - is almost comparable in its damaging effects as illiteracy. Within the area of mathematical understanding, the design therefore prioritises number work whereby children engage in mental mathematics, and are taught not only how to do sums but also to understand what sums to do when faced with real life mathematical problems. 

All six areas of learning must provide rich opportunities to use and apply knowledge and skills, thus enabling children to gain understanding and full value from a balance of dedicated teaching of the key ideas that define disciplines, such as English and mathematics, and the application of them through cross-curricular studies. Over the coming months a major part of the work with the QCA will be concerned with refining the content and creating tools to help primary schools plan the curriculum in accordance with these principles.

The Interim Report argues that it is very important to provide curricular continuity throughout statutory education. Nevertheless, primary education is far more than a post-script to the Early Years Foundation Stage and a prelude to secondary education. We know full well that given a high quality curriculum and high quality teaching the reach of primary children’s capabilities constantly challenges our expectations. We must not fail to meet them.
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