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Primary schooling

Please, sir, what's history?

The Economist Dec 13th 2008
A missed chance to make hard choices about what children should learn

IF YOU are in your 40s and British, it is quite possible
that your spelling is an embarrassment. You may
never have been taught the distinction between
“there”, “their” and “they're”, or perhaps even your
times tables. If you moved house during your primary
years you may have entirely missed some vital
topic—joined-up writing, say. And you may have
struggled to learn to read using the “initial teaching
alphabet”, a concoction of 40 letters that was
supposed to provide a stepping stone to literacy but
tripped up many children when they had to switch to
the standard 26.

Those days of swivel-eyed theorising and untrammelled experimentation—or, as the schools inspectorate
put it at the time, "markedly individual decisions about what is to be taught”—ended in 1988 with the
introduction of a national curriculum. But though that brought rigour and uniformity, it also created an
unwieldy—and unworldly—blueprint for the Renaissance Child. Schools have struggled to fit it all in ever

since. Now, 20 years later, the primary curriculum is to be cut down.

In January the government commissioned Sir Jim Rose, a former chief inspector of primary schools, to
trim ten existing required subjects to give extra space to computing skills and to accommodate two new
compulsory subjects: a foreign language and the now-optional “personal, social, health and economic
education” (eating fruit and veg, refraining from hitting one’s classmates and much more). On December
8th he published his interim report—and many fear that, as well as losing fat, education will see a lot of

meat go too.

Sir Jim proposes merging the subjects into six “learning areas”. History and geography will become
“human, social and environmental understanding”; reading, writing and foreign languages,
“understanding English, communication and languages”. Physical education, some bits of science and
various odds and ends will merge into “understanding physical health and well-being”, and so on. His plan
would “reduce prescription”, he says, and, far from downgrading important ideas, "embed and intensify

[them] to better effect in cross-curricular studies”.



Learned societies are livid. “"An erosion of specialist knowledge,” harrumphs the Royal Historical Society;
its geographical counterpart is worried about “losing rigour and the teaching of basics”. Even those with
no brief for a particular subject are concerned. Pouring 12 subjects into six “learning areas” is not the
same as slimming down; if the curriculum is to become more digestible something must be lost, and just
what is being glossed over. “Wouldn't it be better to address the question of subjects directly—which ones,

for how long and what to specify?” asks Alan Smithers, of Buckingham University.

One answer is that making hard choices openly would provoke complaints that the curriculum was being
dumbed down. Attempts to cut it outright would run counter to powerful forces, as politicians look to
schools to solve myriad social ills—from obesity to teenage pregnancy to low turnout in elections—and to
pick up the slack left by poor parenting. But Sir Jim’s prescription indicates more than the difficulty of his
job. He has been asked to solve tricky educational conundrums before and, every time, he has managed

to catch the prevailing political wind.

In 2006 he reviewed reading tuition, and plumped for the back-to-basics “synthetic phonics”"—to the
delight of a government already mustard-keen on the method. In 1999 he answered “no” to the charge
that rising exam results were a sign of less exacting exams rather than of better teaching. In 1991 the
Tory government of the day was equally thrilled to be told that primary education had become too

progressive.

This time, too, Sir Jim has captured the Zeitgeist. Synthesis and cross-cutting are once more fashionable
in educational circles: since July 2007 England’s schools have been overseen not by an education ministry
but by the Department for Children, Schools and Families, which is responsible for pretty much everything
to do with young people, from health to criminal justice to learning. (The three other bits of the United
Kingdom—Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland—go their own way on education.) Primary schools were
turning away from discrete subjects even before he pronounced: a 2007 survey found a third taught
mostly “themed” lessons; another 40% were planning to do so soon. Another recent review, this time of

what 11-14-year-olds should learn, also plumped for more cross-curricular learning.

Many countries’ curriculums consist of high-flown descriptions of the paragonic citizens that education is
meant to help produce, couched in impenetrable educationalese. But alongside are usually some hard
facts: which textbooks to use and how many hours to devote to each topic, for example. England’s lacks
such a crib sheet. Schools can choose their own texts, even write their own, and apportion the school day
as they please. Exams come in competing varieties from independent exam boards that must, like
teachers, read between the lines to figure out what is meant to have been taught. That leaves England

particularly exposed to the consequences of curricular woolliness.

Despite seeming vague, though, national curriculums do often encapsulate some aspect of national ideals.
France’s is explicit about the primacy of /a belle langue; Sweden’s elevates equality above all other virtues;
Japan’s, love of country. That these match stereotypes so well suggests that they capture a national spirit,
or create it, or a bit of both—and raises a worrying question for anyone looking at England’s proposed

mishmash of a new curriculum.



