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Overview

2007 could be a historic year for English education. It could be the year when national aims of education at last begin to impact on the school curriculum. It may come as a surprise that this hasn’t happened already. We have had a National Curriculum since 1988. How can it have survived so long without aims to guide it? What do people think it has been for?

Good questions. I should clarify something right at the start. It’s not that before 2007 there have been no national aims. We have had an extensive list of them since 1999. The trouble is that by and large schools have taken no notice of them. The aims have had virtually no impact on the curriculum. This is not surprising, since the aims, unlike the detailed programmes of study in the various subjects, have had no statutory force. Schools have ignored them because they have had their work cut out meeting mandatory requirements. 

At the time of writing (late 2006) the new national aims have not yet been published in their final form. Neither has there yet been an announcement about measures to bring curriculum subjects into line with them. This IMPACT pamphlet presents its own view of what the aims of school education should be. Just as with most government documents on aims, this involves a list of items. But unlike most government documents, it goes further. A list of aims is of little use without a rationale. Teachers, parents, pupils, administrators, inspectors and others with an interest in what schools are for need to know why items in a list have been chosen. They need to understand what values lie behind them – how the items fit together in a unified vision. The core of this pamphlet is a rationale of this sort.

Its main purpose, then, is to say what should be the case and why. But it cannot usefully do this without an account of where we are now and how we have got here. That is how the pamphlet begins.

Chapter 1 goes back to the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988. This came with a list of compulsory subjects but with next to no indication of what these were supposed to be for. The subjects themselves were virtually the same as those laid down in 1904 for the newly introduced state secondary schools. Those subjects, in turn, were very similar to the ones proposed for so-called ‘middle class schools’ in the Taunton Report of the 1860s. Their origins can be traced even farther back, to the salvationist ideas of the eighteenth century Dissenters who became the core of the middle class in later years.

How defensible is the traditional academic curriculum today, in a society removed by a hundred and fifty years from the pious, horse-drawn, steam-powered age of the Victorians? How defensible is the traditional middle-class curriculum for a society that is more inclusive? Are there now good arguments for it? 

Different justifications have been put forward, but they founder on the same rock. The purposes from which they start are at a deeper level than the level of curriculum subjects. In taking us back to these more basic aims, they prompt the question: are discrete academic subjects the best vehicle for trying to realise them?

Chapter 2 takes the story on from 1988. During the 1990s teachers began increasingly to ask what the new National Curriculum was for. This led the government to include in its next round of curriculum reform in 1999 a four-page statement of Values, Aims and Purposes. Although a little rambling, this did focus on the personal and civic qualities needed in a modern liberal democracy, as well as on the knowledge and skills they demand. It was the first statement of national aims for English schools in the country’s history. One snag was, as we have seen, that schools took precious little notice of them. Another was that there were gross mismatches between the new aims and what was prescribed in most of the curriculum subjects.

But better things were coming. By 2003 different parts of the United Kingdom were formulating aims intended to have more bite. First up was Northern Ireland. Its Pathways programme for Key Stage 3 was a carefully thought out, ambitious attempt at an aims-based curriculum. A year later Scotland also went in for a set of national aims to be mapped on to its schools’ curriculum. England began to follow suit in 2005.  These developments are sketched in Chapter 3.

Chapter 4 looks at problems in them. In an ideal world, aims would be untrumpable. They are where curriculum planning should start, and the means by which aims are to be realised should not be decided in advance. But the problem in England, as indeed elsewhere in the UK, is that the subjects now in place have to stay in place. The main vehicles for realising the aims have been prejudged. True, something can be done. Subjects can be obliged to make their own internal aims conform to the more general ones. If their statutory content is slimmed down, room can be found in the curriculum for other ways of attaining the aims. Subjects can be encouraged to work together on interdisciplinary projects. All these things have been and are being explored.

As aims are redrawn, there may be a new danger – not of mismatch with subject requirements, but, in some cases, of too good a fit. If ‘successful learning’ is one of the overall aims, as it is in Scotland and is almost certain to be in England, this poses no threat at all to any of the traditional curriculum subjects. If all aims are statutory, including those with more substance to them, to do with personal development and civic responsibility, this may be livable-with. But if they are not, and if schools are able to pick and choose which aims, if any, they make a priority, inertia in the system may see to it that the traditional curriculum will stay as strong as ever.

At this point we turn from what is and what might be to what should be the case. Chapter 5 presents a set of desirable aims for the curriculum. This is more than just a list. The items fit together in a coherent scheme and some links between them are spelt out in the presentation. But this is not enough. A democratic government should be ashamed if it goes no further than the usual practice of listing what the aims are to be. It should not be in the business of laying them down ex cathedra. Its citizens, as well as its teachers who have to put them into effect and its students who have to work towards them, are entitled to know the reasoning behind them.

This is why Chapter 6 is devoted to just such a rationale for the aims in Chapter 5. Some of these fall into place once the values underlying them are explained. So the chapter does not go laboriously through each item, but acts, rather, as a guide. It does this mainly by explicating the initial and most basic of the aims: ‘the English School Curriculum aims at helping every young person to live a fulfilling life and to help others to do so.’ What is it to lead a fulfilling life? Has it to do with being successful in life, in the conventional, worldly sense? Or in some other sense? Is fulfilment, or well-being, a subjective matter, depending on one’s preferences? How is one’s own well-being related to morality? The chapter explores some of these issues and arrives at a positive view of its own. In doing so, it takes the reader into the foothills of philosophical ethics. But only so far. There is a limit to how far one can go in a short pamphlet. 

The chapter is also intended as something like a template. As claimed already, any democratic government should provide a rationale for its aims. This chapter exemplifies one way of going about this.

The concluding Chapter 7 briefly discusses how aims may be realised in curriculum activities – without assuming these must be confined within traditional academic subjects. It finishes with a six-point agenda for government action.

1. An aimless National Curriculum
Questioning what is taken for granted

The most important question to ask about school education is ‘What is it for?’ In the United Kingdom, it was only in the late 1990s that government began to grapple with it. Since the millennium, official aims for the school curriculum have appeared in every region – Scotland, Northern Ireland, England and Wales. Their effect could be revolutionary. 

Before 1988 government had no legal right to decide what schools were for. Schools themselves were in charge of their own aims and curricula. – In theory, at least. Only with the Education Reform Act of that year did responsibility for these pass from professionals to politicians. 

One might have thought government would put its new powers to good use by working out a set of national aims. But this did not happen.

When the National Curriculum appeared in 1988, it was all but aimless. It consisted of ten foundation subjects, of which three – English, mathematics and science – were ‘core’ subjects’. The others were technology, history, geography, a modern foreign language, music, art, physical education. But there was no account of what these subjects were for. Kenneth Baker seems just to have taken over a traditional view of what constitutes a good school education. 

The roots of this traditional, academic curriculum go deep. The subjects specified in 1988 are almost identical to those in the 1904 Regulations for the newly created state secondary (ie grammar) schools. (Aldrich 1988:22). There is a difference in the clientele for which each was intended. While the 1988 curriculum was for five year olds upwards across the whole social spectrum, the 1904 version was meant for the five to ten per cent of children who went to secondary rather than elementary schools.

Since these were largely middle-class children, it is not surprising that they were given what had come to be officially recognised as a middle-class curriculum. The recognition had come about in the Taunton Report of 1868. This was one of three national reports, each explicitly concerned with schools for a specific social class – the Clarendon Report for the upper class, Taunton for middle, and Newcastle for the working class. For the upper class the leading public schools were to be based mainly on the classics, and elementary schools for the masses on the three Rs. Schools for the middle classes were to have a so-called ‘modern’ curriculum based on a comprehensive range of academic subjects. For those leaving school at 14, this was to ‘include the elements of Latin or a modern language, English, history, elementary mathematics, geography and science.’(Simon 1960: 324).

Why was middle-class schooling in the mid-nineteenth century seen in these terms? Very briefly, its origins are in Dissenting communities of the eighteenth century (White 2006,  Ch 5). These groups, descendants of the puritans, attached great importance to the acquisition of knowledge, with more abstract studies like logic, mathematics and physics (natural philosophy) prior in importance to history and geography. Although utilitarian considerations began to appear around the industrial revolution, itself largely a creation of the dissenting middle classes, the original reason for this attachment was religious. Personal salvation was a central preoccupation; and for this one had to possess a solid knowledge of the structure and manifold glories of God’s universe. This knowledge was taught in English – not in the classical languages of the upper class. It was efficiently arranged in discrete categories and sub-categories. In some institutions at least, it was transmitted in a time-efficient way in short timetabled chunks and regularly examined. By the early nineteenth century, the religious reasons for favouring the modern over the classical curriculum blended not only with utilitarian ideas, but also – and especially – with the notion that an interest in academic learning for its own sake was a mark of belonging to an increasingly well-heeled and self-confident middle class.




*


*


*

All this helps to throw light on where we are now. The academic, subject-based curriculum is a middle-class creation. Success in it has become a badge of belonging to, or being fit to belong to, that class. 

Not everyone will see things that way. Some will say that all we are talking about is a good education and the fact that its origins are associated with a certain class is beside the point.

Quite likely Kenneth Baker was among these when he brought in the National Curriculum in 1988 – simply taking it for granted that a broad, subject-based curriculum was a good thing. A darker interpretation is that he must have known that imposing this curriculum on the nation would favour middle-class children, since this was the curriculum with which people from their background had long been familiar. At a time when previous methods of privileging the middle classes were hard to defend publicly – secondary selection based on the 11+, for instance – this could have been an astute move. Whether it was in fact, I do not know. But certainly the effect of the 1988 settlement, if not its intention, has been to make it difficult for many children not from a middle-class background to adjust to a highly academic school culture.

We should not lose sight of the question with which this paper began. Are there sound reasons why this traditional curriculum should be at the heart of a good education? 

The old religious rationale for it in terms of the prospect of personal salvation is now long defunct (although as late as 1923 the future Director of the Institute of Education in London, Fred Clarke, could write ‘the ultimate reason for teaching Long Division to little Johnny is that he is an immortal soul’ (Clarke 1923: 2)). The prospect of social salvation – stepping on an escalator to higher education and a well-paid job – may well have become a modern counterpart. Yet this, too, is hard to defend as an argument, given its apparent callousness towards those not saved.

We need an argument to show why these specific subjects – English, maths, science and the other 1988 items – should constitute the school curriculum. 

What about the benefits they bring in their train? We need to read and write English for innumerable purposes; we need an understanding of science and technology in order to understand the social and economic world; we need physical education in order to keep fit; we need to be familiar with, if not practitioners of, the various arts to be in a position to choose or reject them as a part of our preferred way of life. 

All this is true enough. The downside of this move for the status quo is that the focus widens. The starting point is no longer subjects themselves, but goods like the ones just mentioned. We start from personal and social benefits and show how subjects facilitate these. The devastating conclusion for the status quo is that there is no reason – in advance of a proper aims-based enquiry – why traditional subjects should be the only, or even the most desirable, vehicles for generating these benefits. If we start from the good life for the individual or from the good society, it is an open question what kind of curricular arrangements best promote this.

One way of putting the lid back on this Pandora’s box is to argue that extrinsic reasons for studying academic subjects are trumped by intrinsic ones. In other words, science, history, music and the rest are worth studying for their own sake. The pursuit of knowledge and of the arts is an end in itself and needs no wider rationale.

This is a seductive argument but like many seductions is finally disappointing. We all know that some people like listening to music or solving mathematical puzzles as an end in itself. When they do this as an activity of their own choosing, there is no problem from an ethical point of view. They are doing something personally worthwhile, something which makes their life more fulfilling. 

But when music and mathematics become part of a compulsory school curriculum, the ethical landscape changes. Children have not chosen these activities, let alone as ends in themselves. We need a good reason why these things are intrinsically good for them, even where they are obliged to pursue them. 

Philosophers have tried to provide such reasons, but their arguments remain unconvincing. (White 1982, Chapter 2). They are more persuasive when they move away from the strong claim, that music (or whatever) is intrinsically worthwhile for anyone, to the weaker one that having to study a range of subjects opens the door to a large number of possible intrinsically valuable options. But this also re-opens Pandora’s box. For the starting point is, once again, not subjects themselves but something wider – personal fulfilment and the place of intrinsic pursuits within this. And once we start from here, we see that there are all sorts of possible candidates for worthwhile activities of this sort. Time spent with friends, for instance, sexual intimacy, gardening, watching films…Options opened up by mathematics, geography and foreign languages are not the first things one is likely to think of. They may have a place in some people’s flourishing, but so does a host of other things.

The traditional curriculum is still looking for a sound rationale – a rationale lacking when it was nationalised in 1988.

2. The revolution of 1999







                            Hopes raised

                           – and dashed

It was not always aims-bereft. When it first grew up two centuries and more ago, it had a clear and urgent purpose. It was part of the spiritual regimen required for salvation. By the late twentieth century its theological buttresses had crumbled away. What remained – predominantly – was a belief in high culture as a badge of status. Whether or not the middle-class curriculum of separate academic subjects of the 1860s and before is suitable in our age for children from every social class from five upwards was a question which Kenneth Baker did not consider.

But in the decade following 1988, more and more teachers did question this curriculum. They wanted to know what it was for. The government and the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) responded to this and devised an extensive set of aims, to be found at the beginning of the new Handbook on the National Curriculum published in 1999.

Although these aims were presented simply as a rather ragged list and without any supporting argument, they were revolutionary. It was the first time in the country’s history that national aims had been laid down for all children in maintained schools. 

The aims placed a good deal of emphasis on the pupil’s personal well-being, practical reasoning and preparation for civic life. 60% of the items in the list are about personal qualities we’d like pupils to have. Knowledge aims are also prominent, constituting 30% of the list. This is not surprising, given the broad basis of understanding required by the personal qualities just mentioned.

The new aims put the starting point for curriculum planning where it should be put: with a picture – in this case, admittedly, an insufficiently organised picture – of what it is to lead a flourishing personal and civic life in a modern liberal democracy. 

The snag – the huge snag - is that the aims came after the laying down of the subjects. Almost all of these had been made compulsory in 1988 and still were. How would the new aims map on to the old subjects? What match was there between the two?

The answer is: hardly any. Very little of what was laid down for the subjects in the Handbook in 1999 mapped on to the new aims. (White 2004, Chapter 1) The closest match came with newcomers PSHE and Citizenship – not surprisingly, since these are about what pupils need to lead a flourishing personal life and be a good citizen. Design and Technology, with its similarly practical bent towards devising appropriate means to desirable ends, was not far behind. But the same cannot be said for many of the other subjects. Science, mathematics, modern languages, history, music, PE and other subjects to a lesser degree seemed locked within their own internal aims and little interested in the bigger picture. They tended to concentrate on transmitting the skills and knowledge that proto-specialists require in the subject so as to become more fully-fledged specialists later.

Given the non-statutory nature of the new aims, there was no obligation on the subjects – whose elements were statutory –  to conform to them. It is not surprising that most of them kept to well-used tracks. The growing dominance of the middle-class curriculum from Taunton through to Baker has been reflected, at a micro-level, in the increasing power of individual subjects and the people who teach them, examine them, and protect their interests in subject associations. In each subject, links between schools and higher education, strengthened via these associations, have reinforced the specialist, inward-looking orientation noted in the last paragraph.

It would have been a pedagogical miracle in 1999 if the subjects had abandoned ways of operating built up over more than a century and made themselves servants of the new aims. Time was needed for the revolutionary implications to sink in. Tucked into the first few pages of the Handbook, the aims became in effect high-sounding mission statements with next-to-no connexion with the school curriculum itself. If teachers noticed them at all – and few seem to have done so – they rushed past them to find what the programmes of study or level statements in their own subject required of them. 

3.   New moves towards an aims-based curriculum

UK-wide     









reforms of 2003-6

The short history of the National Curriculum has been a lesson in how not to organise an educational system. The shift from professional to political control of the curriculum in 1988 made good sense. What the aims and broad content of education should be cannot be wholly left to teachers. The curriculum should have some bearing on the shape of our future society. What this shape should be is a political question: it is for the democratic electorate to make decisions about it. A teacher should have no more voice in this than a postman. 

Where teachers do have a proper and unique expertise is in deciding how best to organise a curriculum in the light of local circumstances – the interests and backgrounds of children in their class, school resources, the character of the outside community. 

These considerations clearly point to a division of labour between politicians and professionals. The role of government is to map out the larger contours of a national curriculum – its overall aims, underlying values, broad framework of requirements. It should leave more detailed content and implementation to teachers. There are a thousand and one ways of interpreting and realising a broad national scheme and professionals are the best people to do this.

The 1988 settlement got things round the wrong way. For many years after this date government paid no attention to aims – and it went far beyond its proper remit in prescribing detailed content. 

This back-to-frontness is now widely recognised. The 1999 introduction of national aims began the process. True, they were largely ignored, but at least the principle that there should be national aims was at last on the map. Since 2003 curriculum authorities in different parts of the UK have gone further. They are now producing aims with more bite, aims to which the curriculum will have to conform. At the same time they are making the curriculum less prescriptive and giving more schools more power over it.

In Northern Ireland, the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CCEA) developed the notion of an aims-based curriculum. In its general form this starts by clarifying what the aims of a good school education should be and only then what vehicles can best promote them. Traditional subjects, or elements within them, may well have a place. But there is no good reason why they should be the only, or even the dominant vehicles. 

The 2003 CCEA scheme for Key Stage 3, called Pathways, was built around an organised array of aims to do with pupils as individuals, contributors to society, and contributors to the economy and environment. It was obliged to retain a traditional subject structure, but employed various devices to help subjects reconceptualise themselves as vehicles of the aims and to reduce their inward-facing predilections – for instance, grouping them together in ‘general learning areas’; bringing their internal aims into line with overall aims, and encouraging collaboration between subjects and integrated projects. (http://www.ccea.org.uk/ks3/ ). 

In 2004 the Scottish government published A Curriculum for Excellence. (http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2004/11/20178/45862 ) This was also centred round a set of overall aims to be mapped on to curriculum content. Connected with this, it set in train a number of reforms to do with a single, less prescriptive, curriculum from 3 to 18, greater student choice, more opportunity for work in depth, and more room for non-academic pursuits including skills-for-work options for older pupils. The national aims are four-fold. They seek to enable all young people to become successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective contributors. Under each heading is a list of more specific aims.

The QCA Futures programme, begun in 2005, has been working on a new set of aims for English schools, intended, like the other schemes, to be easily mapped into curriculum content. Programmes of study in the different subjects are to be slimmed down, leaving schools greater freedom to work out their own curricular arrangements. The three overall aims currently favoured in this as yet uncompleted process are very similar to the Scottish ones: that young people become successful learners, confident individuals, and responsible citizens (http://www.qca.org.uk/17176_17196.html). Again, as in Scotland, more detailed aims are provided in each category (http://www.qca.org.uk/17299.html ) . 

There is also enthusiasm for aims-based curricula in non-governmental circles. The RSA (Royal Society of Arts) was an early leader in the field, with its Opening Minds project based on a number of core competences needed for life in the modern world. (http://www.rsa.org.uk/newcurriculum/ ). It now has a number of schools following this programme at Key Stage 3. In many cases subject teaching is played down in favour of cross-curricular learning based on the kind of theme- or project-based work which, in the years before the National Curriculum came on stream, was to be found in the more imaginative primary schools. 

Society-watchers on the look-out for changes in national Zeitgeist should take note of what is happening at grass-roots level in schools and in major educational agencies, public and private. The 1988 settlement is now widely rejected. 

4. Critique 

Beware of aims that cut no ice
But not wholly. Government has been wary about radical change for fear of being accused of flirting with the so-called soggy progressivism of the 1960s. The current QCA reforms in England are obliged by government to assume that all the subjects now statutory will remain so. This is a major obstacle to an aims-based curriculum as it prejudges the vehicles used to realise aims. It means that a curriculum devised for a horse-drawn age is still at the heart of schooling in the new millennium. It also means that the middle classes, now admittedly much expanded and more inchoate than they were in 1900, can be assured of the continuance of the curriculum historically associated with their own social strata, together with the competitive advantage this gives them.

At least the aims for each subject are being brought more into line with the three new overall aims - that young people become successful learners, confident individuals, and responsible citizens. With subjects made statutory more recently than 1988 like Citizenship, ICT, Design and Technology, there is no great difficulty in doing so. Of the traditional subjects, English, Geography and Science are perhaps the most easily adaptable. But there is room for adjustability with the others, too.

There is also a complication. There may now be too good a fit between traditional subjects and the first two of the three headline aims, to do with becoming ‘successful learners’ and ‘confident individuals’. Both these figure in the QCA proposals as well as in the Scottish scheme. 

None of the traditional subjects need balk at the prospect of aiming at successful learning. They all want that. This was as true in 1868 or 1904 as it is today. The same applies to ‘confident individuals’. Maths teachers want pupils, as they have always wanted them, to be able to handle algebraic equations or geometrical proofs with confidence.

The latest version of the QCA ‘successful learners’ aim on the web (http://www.qca.org.uk/17299.html ) has the following sub-aims: that pupils 

*       have the essential learning skills of literacy, numeracy and information   



and communication technology

*        are creative, resourceful and able to solve problems

*        have enquiring minds and think for themselves to process information, 

          reason, question and evaluate

*        communicate well in a range of ways

*        understand how they learn and learn from their mistakes

*        are able to learn independently and with others

*        know about big ideas and events that shape our world

*       enjoy learning and are motivated to achieve the best they can now and   

         in the future

*        are able to critique, weigh evidence and make judgements.
Let’s keep with mathematics as an example (although any curriculum subject would do as well). And let’s take as traditional and self-contained a conception of school mathematics as you wish. Any good teacher would want his or her students to be enthusiastic about mathematics, think independently, make reasoned evaluations, and so on. He or she would not want to exclude any of these objectives. They are values internal to the pursuit of mathematics, not aims to do with its relevance to wider concerns. If we want pupils to learn mathematics at all, we want them to be successful: being successful is, after all, part of what learning involves. The question is: why do we want them to learn the subject? It is only at this point that aims come into the picture.

‘Successful learning’ and its sub-items make it absurdly easy to justify any subject, however esoteric, however indifferent to contemporary requirements. Latin could claim a place as a compulsory subject, so could Ancient Persian. 

Defenders of these aims may argue that they are not intended to be subject-related, but more general. They have to do with successful learning across the board. The idea is that young people become ‘open to new thinking and ideas’ not just in maths or music, but in their lives as a whole. ‘Thinking creatively and independently’ is meant to be a general skill.

This is less helpful than it may look. It is quite possible to be open to new ideas within mathematics but totally closed to them in religion or politics. The same is true for thinking creatively or the other items in the list. It is a truism that maths is a good vehicle of promoting independent thinking within maths; but there is no reliable evidence that it promotes it in non-related fields. 

To sum up. If the aim is to produce ‘successful learners’, anyone attempting to justify the place of any subject in the curriculum is stupid not to claim that geography, MFL, art, science, Sanskrit or whatever can deliver cooperative learning, independent thinking and a determination to achieve. The claim is  well-founded, as long as these things are understood in a subject-specific sense.

The mismatch between overall aims and curricular specifics found in the QCA’s 1999 scheme is thereby reversed, at least for ‘successful learners’. Traditional subjects can urge that they fit snugly and logically into the big picture of the curriculum. 

All this shows the danger of relying on overall aims that do not demand that subjects be justifiable in terms of wider concerns. Other aims in the Scottish and QCA reforms do demand this, aims for instance to do with pursuing a healthy and active lifestyle, or being able to evaluate environmental issues. These do not encourage the traditional subjects to remain within their own laagers.

None of this is to deny that mathematics, science or any other of the traditional subjects may survive intact, in whole or in part, once they are reconceptualised as vehicles of larger purposes. My anxiety is that current reforms may be making it too easy for them to continue their domination of the curriculum. They can be in synch with headline aims without looking outside their own frontiers.

Earlier, I discussed phenomena whose effects, and sometimes intentions, have been to privilege the middle classes – selection at 11+, the place given to traditional subjects in 1988, the taken-for-grantedness of the value of a traditional curriculum, attempts to show that its subjects can be justified intrinsically. The danger is that the ‘successful learners’ aim may now be added to this list. 

‘Successful learners’ apart, most of the other aims in the QCA scheme, as in the Scottish one, go beyond subject boundaries into larger realms. They are about pupils leading fulfilling lives as individuals and citizens. I shall not be discussing the specifics of the QCA scheme in this paper, partly because at the time of writing these have not yet been finalised. (The latest published version is at http://www.qca.org.uk/17299.html ). There is just one general point to make about the scheme.

This is that, as with the Scottish and most other national schemes, the aims are simply presented as brief lists. There are two, related difficulties about this.

The first is that, as we have seen with the ‘successful learners’ aims, an item may be interpreted variously. National aims have to be understood more or less in the same way by all parties, schools and teachers not least. The latter have to operationalise the aims, to embody them in programmes and whole school processes. They need more determinate guidance. 

This leads to the second difficulty. Lists are collections of discrete items with no indication of why these items have been selected or how they fit together in a larger picture. All national policy-makers should have to provide a rationale. A national aims statement needs a national gloss – a reasoned explanation of what is meant by the items it includes and of why they have been prioritised. 

This is for democratic reasons. Citizens in general, as well as those in the education system who apply the aims, have the moral right to know what vision of education government has in mind and how the details fit into this. If all they get is the details, however neatly organised under headings, all they can do is take them on authority, as pronouncements from on high. 

It is not enough for curriculum authorities like QCA to present what is called a ‘big picture’ of the curriculum, where this is a one-page mapping of aims, sub-aims, outcomes, learning approaches, curriculum subjects, principles of assessment and accountability (http://www.qca.org.uk/17180.html ).  This is a helpful device, certainly, but not enough. One needs a ‘big picture’ in another sense of the term to make this intelligible – an account of how the aims fit together in a coherent way, the values on which they rest and a defence of those values.

In the next section I present a description of what, in my view, the aims of English schools should be. Although like other schemes this contains lists of items, it differs from them in giving some indication of how the aims fit together. In Section 6 I go more fully into the reasons lying behind them. 

5. School aims – a proposal










A more defensible

 alternative?



A statement of national aims for the school curriculum

The English School Curriculum aims at helping every young person to live a fulfilling life and to help others to do so. It does this within a framework of democratic citizenship in which each person is equally valued and each person is free to make their own decisions about how they are to lead their lives.

Teachers and parents need a clear picture of the sort of person we would like a young person to become. This means thinking about the personal qualities that, by and large, we consider important – such things as wholehearted absorption in activities and relationships, kindness, respect for others as equals, independence of spirit, enjoying working with others towards shared goals. In a modern democratic society possessing these and other personal qualities requires a broad experience of a range of different activities as well as extensive knowledge and understanding – about human nature, the rest of the natural world, our own and other societies. It also depends on possessing the basic skills of literacy, numeracy and ICT.

Presented below is a fuller account of these personal qualities, experiences, and kinds of understanding. Basic skills will henceforth be taken as read. For convenience’s sake, the account is divided into four sections, but there are no sharp divisions between them. The first section is about the young person’s own well-being, but this overlaps with the second and third, which are both about helping other people to flourish. The last section is about further personal qualities we all need in order to succeed. 

1.   Personal fulfilment
We want all young people to have a successful life. This means success in worthwhile activities and relationships which they have freely engaged in and which they pursue wholeheartedly. Teachers and parents should help young people to

•   experience a range of absorbing activities (eg community involvement, 

    artistic and literary activities, the pursuit of knowledge, helping others, 

    forms of work and enterprise, sport and exercise, making things, love of 

    nature)

•   make choices within this range and engage in some activities 

    more fully

•   participate wholeheartedly in preferred activities 

•   achieve success in different areas of activity

•   engage in and sustain close and caring relationships when young and in 

    later life

•   acquire knowledge and understanding necessary for all the above 

However they find fulfilment, all young people have basic needs which will have to be met. So teachers and parents should help them to

•  live a healthy lifestyle and understand what makes for this (eg diet, 

    exercise, safety, emotional well-being)

•  make competent decisions in relation to managing money and planning 

    their finances for the future

•  become discerning and critical consumers 
•  understand the basic prerequisites of a fulfilling life (eg health, food, clean 

   air and water, housing, income, education, a peaceful society, various 

   freedoms.)

2.  Social and civic involvement

We have seen that what makes for one’s own fulfilment is closely intertwined with other people’s. With this in mind, we want pupils to be truthful, fair, trustworthy, decent, tolerant, generous, respectful, friendly, well-disposed, sympathetic, helpful. Teachers and parents should help young people to

•  enjoy working with others towards shared goals and in a variety of roles

•  relate to and communicate with other people appropriately in various 

   contexts

•  understand and manage interpersonal conflicts, negotiate and compromise 

   where appropriate

•  reflect on our human nature, its commonality and diversity, its heights and 

   depths, and its relation to other parts of the natural order

We also want pupils, as citizens in the making, to be committed to such basic democratic values as political equality, self-determination, freedom of thought and action. We want them to treat each person as of equal intrinsic importance, to challenge discrimination and stereotyping, and to be concerned for the well-being of other people as well as themselves, in their own society and beyond it. With this in mind, teachers should help them to

•  play a helpful part in the life of the school, neighbourhood, community 

   and the wider world

•  participate in democratic practices within the school and the community

•  understand and respect cultural and community diversity, in both national 

    and global contexts

•  be aware of their own and others’ responsibilities and rights as citizens

•  critically assess the social roles and influence of the media in a modern 

   democracy

•  gain an understanding of the modern world and the place of England and   

    the UK within it

•  be aware of some of the ethical issues arising from scientific,

    technological and social change
•  critically reflect on the aims of their schooling and on how to prioritise

    them

3.  Contribution to the economy
Interesting work can be a major contributor to personal fulfilment as well as being beneficial to others. We want young people to have the qualities required in a changing economy such as enterprise, flexibility, independence, cooperativeness and willingness to take risks. They should also be sensitive to the environmental issues connected with economic changes, locally and globally. We want them to respect the needs of both present and future generations and conflicts that may arise.

With these values in mind, teachers should help young people to

•  work collaboratively in the production of goods or services for eg. 

   the school, people in the local community, people overseas

•  be aware of the rights of workers and employers

•  critically examine how wealth is created and distributed, nationally and 

   world-wide

•  understand the economic interdependence of individuals, organisations 

   and communities locally, nationally and globally

•  understand the wide range of jobs from which they may choose

•  be aware of the impact of science, technology and global markets on work 

    patterns and prospects

•  understand the local and international implications of lifestyle choices 

   and economic development for the environment

4.  Practical wisdom

Whatever we do in life, in order to succeed we all need good practical judgement. Parents and teachers can help young people to acquire it. They need to be able to think rationally, imaginatively and flexibly about means to ends – and to keep priorities and conflicts among their goals and values under review. In acting on their decisions they need confidence, perseverance and patience. They have to sensibly manage their desires (eg for food, drink, sex, attention and recognition) and emotions (eg their fears, sympathies, feelings of resentment and of low self-worth). They have to learn to cope with set-backs, changes of circumstance, and uncertainty. They should be taught to resist undue pressure and challenges from peer groups, authority figures, the media, public opinion, self-deception. They should learn how to manage their own time, take the initiative, strike a sensible balance between risk-taking and caution. They also need good judgement on the intellectual side. This depends on possessing such qualities as clarity, objectivity, respect for evidence, and independence of thought.

6. Rationale

Facing the deeper problems. The help that philosophy can give. 
These are the aims I would propose for the school curriculum. They already contain something of a rationale. But this needs to be filled out.

References to ‘teachers and parents’ remind us that the school curriculum is not self-contained. It has its place in the wider upbringing of the child. What parents want for their children usually overlaps considerably with what teachers want for them. Of course, teachers have more specialised functions within the overall picture. It is by and large teachers rather than parents who will be making children ‘aware of the impact of science, technology and global markets on work patterns and prospects’ or helping them to ‘critically examine how wealth is created and distributed, nationally and world-wide’. But even here there is no sharp division of labour. Where parents know about such things, there is every reason why they should talk about them with their children. On a broad understanding of ‘education’, parents are educators as much as teachers are and both parties should see themselves as working together on an equal footing. 

The aims do not pretend to be value-neutral. They are about preparing young people to live in a democratic society, not in an autocracy. The argument below gives some reasons why a democratic polity is desirable, although a fuller justification must come from elsewhere. As we saw above, the assumption that democracy is desirable lies behind the case for political rather than professional control of aims in the first place.

Much of the aims statement is self-explanatory. I won’t go through it line by line, but will concentrate on the pivotal idea in its very first sentence. 

‘The English School Curriculum aims at helping every young person to live a fulfilling life and to help others to do so.’

The pivotal idea is personal fulfilment, the pupil’s and other people’s. It should not be surprising that individual well-being should figure so prominently. We have come, rightly, to take it as a central preoccupation of a democratic society to help everyone to achieve it. The horse-drawn, mid-Victorian age when the traditional school curriculum was growing in power was not only pre-democratic. It also tended, officially at least, to rate moral uprightness incomparably higher as a life-ideal than personal flourishing. In this it reflected the Christian notion that whatever bliss awaits us, if indeed it does, in a life after death, our task on this earth is dutifully to follow God’s prescriptions. To make the individual’s well-being the focus of education would have seemed to most Victorians a recipe for selfishness.

Something of that way of thinking remains today, but it has no good basis. Most of us are very conscious that this life is the only life we each have and we want to enjoy it to the full. Our education can help us to achieve this. This does not mean it helps to make us selfish. One person’s flourishing is typically closely intertwined with other people’s.  I will come back to this later.

We need to be more reflective about the role of schools in promoting personal flourishing. Whatever their official aims, or lack of them, schools are widely seen as arenas of competition for success in public examinations and access to well-paid jobs. This in turn is connected with a picture of a fulfilling life as [a] closely tied to money, recognition, power and [b] more easily attainable by those who succeed in the competition.  

This picture has a poor understanding of fulfilment. It is also heartless. It is as if an older, religious way of thinking that divided people into those who will be saved and the rest now has a this-world counterpart. But if we believe that everyone, and not only some, should be helped to make the most of their one short life, we need a different starting point.

One thing is right about this conventional picture of well-being. It identifies a flourishing life with a successful one. But its notion of success is too narrow. It is success in attaining a range of positional goods, part of the enjoyment of which can be related to their exclusiveness – attendance at a ‘good’ university, a well-paid professional job, élite housing and leisure activities. This notion of success by definition excludes those who drop behind in the race. There is a wider, more inclusive notion. This is briefly mentioned in the section on Personal Fulfilment above. This states that

We want all young people to have a successful life. This means success in worthwhile activities and relationships which they have freely engaged in and which they pursue wholeheartedly.

A lot is compressed into this statement and needs explanation. It is the hub of this paper.

Compare two imaginary lives. Both of them happen to involve the same kinds of activities and relationships. The two people both earn a living as gardeners, have close relationships with their husbands and children, have many friends, are both keen on bird-watching and cooking. For one of the women all these things turn out well; while the other suffers misfortunes throughout her life, causing her to fall short in most of her relationships and things she does. The first woman has had a more fulfilling life than the second. Her life has been more successful.

This kind of contrast between lives can exist in any human society. We can imagine a traditional tribal society of several thousand years ago, in which two men are both warriors, fathers, brothers, hunters, spear-makers, worshippers of the local gods. As in the previous story, one of them does all these things well, while the other, because of ill-health, a series of accidents and other calamities, fails across the board. It is scarcely controversial to say that the first man has had a more fulfilling life than the second. 

Even with some non-human animals one can make the same kind of distinction. A pet dog who gets on well with family members, is able to romp around the garden and lope around the fields leads a more flourishing life than one penned up and abused in other ways. Like many other animals, human beings are active, social creatures, whose well-being is a function of how successfully they are able to live as such. 

In a modern, liberal democratic society successful engagement in activities and relationships is not the whole story. For most of us, these have to be freely engaged in. The warriors in our traditional society had no choice about whether to be warriors, husbands, spear-makers. These were prescribed for them by tribal custom. But in our society we take it as read that we enter freely into our sexual and other relationships, choose our own work and non-work pursuits, decide for ourselves our stances towards religion or politics. Personal autonomy is, for nearly all of us, an inalienable component of our well-being. Hence the expression ‘freely engaged in’ in the passage from Section 1 above.

This passage also mentions wholeheartedness. One can enter into activities and relationships in a lacklustre way, with constant and crippling reservations about whether one is doing the best thing. Contrast this with someone who throws herself into what she is doing with enthusiasm and commitment. It is not contentious, I think, that for the most part halfheartedness detracts from a flourishing life while wholeheartedness adds to it. 

A last item in the passage from Section 1 is more controversial. It is the reference to worthwhileness. A flourishing life, it implies, is one in which we are successful in worthwhile activities and relationships. What count as such and why?

An obvious danger is paternalism. People differ over what they see as worthwhile and it is all too easy to impose one’s own value-judgements on others. This may happen in education and schooling not least. Some believe, for instance, that intellectual and artistic activities pursued for their own sake are goods of higher value than any others. But are they right? Or are they really talking about their own personal preferences? If someone else says that travelling around the world from surf beach to surf beach is no less worthwhile than reading Chekhov or studying atomic physics, are they wrong?

It is tempting at this point to conclude that judgements of worthwhileness must be subjective. People rate activities and relationships differently. We vary enormously in our preferences and the notion of a fulfilled life should respect this. True, we cannot go by just any old preferences. Sometimes people want things  - drink, drugs, sexual activity with children - and hate themselves for wanting them. If flourishing is to depend on individual preferences, these must at least be ones with which one can fully identify, ones gladly embraced once one understands them fully, including their consequences.  

In modern societies like our own a subjectivist account of a flourishing life is immensely attractive. It fits in with our attachment to autonomy. No one is going to tell us how to lead our lives. We make our own decisions about what is important to us. Just as we are sovereign choosers in the market place when it comes to goods and services, so we are sovereign choosers in the sphere of worthwhileness. 

If the subjectivist view is correct, this has tremendous implications for what the aims of education should be and for the school curriculum. It suggests that education should be about preparing young people to become fully-fledged autonomous choosers, not only of goods and services, activities and relationships, but also of some at least of their own values. They are the final authority on whether something counts as worthwhile.

This is a beguiling position which seems to mesh well with the liberalism of our age. But it is a claim without a solid basis and we have no reason to accept it. It seems to be based on a conflation with something else. In a liberal society people are not to be prevented from doing what they want assuming this doesn’t harm others. Value-judgements about the worthwhileness of their choices do not come into the picture. Adults are free to watch comic strips on TV for eighteen hours every day, or to spend their autumns counting every leaf that falls from the trees in their garden. The mere fact that someone makes it a major goal to do something, having thought about implications and alternatives, does not imply that it is a worthwhile activity.

If we are sceptical about whether the leaf-counter is doing something worthwhile, this is because we are already operating with some kind of implicit standard which casts doubt on this. We know that if anything is worthwhile in this world, having close, intimate relations with a good friend is an example. We know that looking at or wandering in natural beauty, playing with our children, listening to music, working as a nurse or a teacher, can also be valuable in themselves as well as for other purposes. 

It is not up to the individual to decide what is worthwhile –  over the broad field, that is: I am assuming that people will have their own weightings among values within this. We are born into a world redolent with values. If we are fortunate, we find ourselves among all kinds of valuable pursuits and kinds of relationship. Our life is short and we could not, even if we wished, engage in them all. In a liberal society we are brought up to make our own choices and priorities. This can bring with it regret when we have to reject one worthwhile option for the sake of another.

Values are not static. They are invented, develop, form new categories and genres. The last four hundred years of Western history, especially, have contributed to this process – not surprisingly, for it has been over this time that religious understandings of the world have been gradually replaced by secular attitudes far more concerned with this-world fulfilment.

Being a clinical psychologist is a form of work virtually unknown before the twentieth century; just as working on a computer help desk was unknown much before the twenty-first. Both can be fulfilling; both bring with them their own forms of worthwhileness. The values they contain – helping others, possessing and intelligently applying knowledge and so on – are not, in their general form, unique to them - but the particular shape they have and the way they are combined are unique. 

The last two centuries have seen an immense proliferation of fulfilling kinds of work, many or most unknown in a pre-industrial age. (They have also seen a huge expansion of unfulfilling forms of labour).  Extend the period back a century or two and you find equally impressive changes in intimate relationships. The modern idea of marriage as something freely entered into by both parties and based on love and companionship is an institution with roots in sixteenth and seventeenth century Puritanism. This pattern of married love, in its turn, has generated further variants: romantic conceptions of it, companionate marriages, open marriages, stable unmarried partnerships, gay and lesbian unions…

There is no need to go into further examples of worthwhile activities in such detail. In field after field one could tell a similar story. Think of the invention of and variations in new sports and outdoor activities over that period. Think of the burgeoning of forms and genres of music. Think of developments in home-making, in gardening, in foreign travel, in scholarship, in teaching, in socialising, in bringing up children….

These values are not relative to the culture in which they were formed. We may owe the institution of marriage based on affection to the Puritans, but it is still important to us even though its religious connotations are now largely forgotten. Mozart’s music was created in a princely society, yet its value did not die when that society faded away. 

There is now a huge and still proliferating array of activities and relationships in which a young person can find fulfilment – some of them, like listening to music whenever one wants to, not open even to princes a hundred years ago. One purpose of education, at home and at school, should be to acquaint children with much of this array. Hence the aims found in the list above, that teachers and parents should help young people to

•   experience a range of absorbing activities (eg community involvement, 

    artistic and literary activities, the pursuit of knowledge, helping others, 

    forms of work and enterprise, sport and exercise, making things, love of 

    nature)

•   engage in and sustain close and caring relationships when young and in 

    later life

This induction into a world of values is also an induction into judgements of relative worth. Sometimes such judgements are impossible. Is reading Scott Fitzgerald of higher value than walking in the woods or spending an evening with friends? Major values are often incommensurable. Even in the same area of activity this can be true. Is jazz less valuable than classical music? 

But sometimes distinctions can be made. Some dramas – some soap operas, for example – are stereotyped and sentimental. They are not totally lacking in worth, but they are without the rich spectrum of values found in other works. Some forms of employment, too, are more fulfilling than others. It is hard to keep working wholeheartedly in a job so undemanding that it bores one to tears within a week or two. Activities and relationships that for whatever reason – reaffirmation of one’s central values, complexity, propensity to open up new avenues, sheer sensuous beauty –  never pall are generally held to be among the most worthwhile.

Young people need to acquire discernment about such matters. – Not that there is a body of genuine experts on the good life (although there are many pretenders) who can tell them just how valuable some item is. Those with wide experience of valuable activities are in a better position to judge than outsiders. But expertise is not neatly demarcated. Everyone can participate in these assessments to some degree. They are the stuff of conversation, everyday and more sophisticated. Young people can and should be initiated into this kind of reflectiveness. In the process they will be participating in shaping and reshaping the culture. 

One aim of education, therefore, is to unlock many doors, to acquaint young people with components of a flourishing life and encourage reflection on them, the degrees of value they contain, and priorities among them. In youth as in later life people cannot throw themselves into all of them. They need guidance in finding their own way through them, in locating those that suit them best and in which they can participate with commitment and success. 

Hence the three further aims in Section 1, that teachers and parents should help young people to

•   make choices within this range and engage in some activities 

    more fully

•   participate wholeheartedly in preferred activities 

•   achieve success in different areas of activity

Needless to say, students are not making once-for-all choices. They will be putting their toes into all sorts of other waters throughout their lives. But as apprentices in the art of living well, they need early experience of enjoyable and successful activity. Schools can help them to acquire it.

The aim that follows these, that that teachers and parents should help young people to

•   acquire knowledge and understanding necessary for all the above 

should be self-explanatory. Being acquainted with, and participating more fully in, worthwhile activities depends on understanding what they involve. Being a vet requires a knowledge of biology; intimacy and friendship, an understanding of human nature. (Not that there is a dichotomy between values and knowledge here, since the objects of knowledge are themselves impregnated with value). In this vision of education factual knowledge may well not have the same rationale as it has had in the academic tradition discussed earlier. But it is of huge importance nevertheless.

This whole discussion has assumed learners who, if they are to flourish, will not be plagued by hunger, poverty, disease, oppression. This brings us to the infrastructure of fulfilment, so to speak, the satisfaction of our basic needs. Food, clothing, fresh air, health, housing, income are all, to some degree or other, necessary conditions of well-being. There are also psychological and social needs. Without others’ company, a certain amount of recognition for our achievements and qualities, a peaceful society, a decent upbringing, freedom of thought and action, personal fulfilment is difficult or impossible.

Education should play a large role in this area, too. Hence the aims listed at the end of Section 1.





*

*

*

You may be uneasy about the argument so far. It has been all about young people’s personal fulfilment. No mention of their moral obligations. No recognition of the danger of creating a society of egoists, all intent on pursuing their own fulfilment.

This reaction is understandable, but mistaken. First, and perhaps surprisingly, the argument has at no point advocated young people’s pursuing their own good. It has been all about their engaging in activities and relationships. – And that is a different thing. They can get absorbed in friendships, work experience, cycling, links with Africa, reading novels, designing a new entrance to the school without having the thought that they are doing these things to promote their own flourishing. Doing these things successfully does promote this, regardless of whether they have this goal in mind. The aims-statement is far from a recipe for the selfish pursuit of self-interest.

Neither has altruism been neglected. It is a fallacy that when my own well-being is being furthered, this does not also often further other people’s. If friendship is a good for me, it is a good for my friends, too. In any cooperative activity there are shared purposes. Personally fulfilling work , as well as typically being collaborative, also typically benefits other people. The intertwining of one’s own good and that of other people’s is emphasised at many places in the statement of aims. 

It is found in the many aims in Sections 2 and 3 explicitly of an altruistic or civic sort. Playing a helpful part in the life of the school or the community can be both personally fulfilling as well as of benefit to others. So can the other civic and work-related aims mentioned in these sections. 

To what extent there can be conflict between what is good for me and what what is good for others raises complex philosophical questions that cannot be argued through in a pamphlet like this. The Further Reading section has more on this. If you are more inclined than I am to stress conflict rather than overlap, do remember that my list of aims also contains many items that are uncontroversially altruistic. These are directly about other people’s welfare and about contributions that the learner can make to this. 

I feel I do not need to say much more about Sections 2 and 3. The connexions between these items and the master aim of helping every young person to lead a fulfilling life and helping others to do so should be reasonably clear. The only thing to accentuate is their implicit attachment to equality of respect. I am taking it as read that we should treat everyone, like ourselves, as needing to lead a flourishing life. This is the basis of the democratic principle of political equality, as exemplified in the notion of one person, one vote. It rules out preening ourselves on our own perceived superiority to others of a different nation, religion, social class or race. It rules out seeking power over others as a way of underlining their subordinateness. 

Equality of respect is not the same as equality of wealth or income, neither does it imply it. At the same time, what has already been said about basic needs, the necessary conditions of flourishing, provides an argument for everyone having sufficient resources, resources well above those available to poor people in this country and elsewhere. 

Over egalitarian issues like these it may seem as if one’s own well-being and that of others can diverge. Why can’t what is best for me be to enjoy as much power over others as possible? This brings us back to that central philosophical issue that needs to be thrashed over elsewhere. Here I will say only this. On the subjectivist account of well-being, if dominating others is a major goal of mine and I am fully informed about its implications, my success in achieving it counts towards my flourishing. I have rejected subjectivism in favour of a historically developing – and incomplete, needless to say - consensus on worthwhile pursuits among those who have reflected on this. There has been next to no support within this consensus for including among these pursuits lording it over others and reducing them to fear and fawning. On the contrary, fictional and non-fictional writing as well as other vehicles of reflection over the last four centuries have tended to converge in scorning power-hungriness and holding it up to ridicule. 

Section 4 of the aims is on practical wisdom. This is a quality we need to sustain us in living a flourishing personal and social life. It is about making appropriate judgements about what to do in particular situations, including, not least, those where values conflict. Among other things, this section should speak to those concerned about obesity in young people, over-attachment to computers and television, the power of peer groups and advertisers.  Since this section presents a major divergence from the academic tradition of education, I have described what I mean by practical wisdom in a longish paragraph. I hope that, given what I have already said about personal flourishing, this should make sense as it stands.

A longer publication than an IMPACT paper would find room for the fuller philosophical justification that this whole approach to educational aims ideally requires. In a short paper there is a limit to what one can do. 
7. Conclusion 








A new agenda for 








government

Unlike current official aims-statements, this one comes with rationale attached. Future government versions should do the same. As indicated, there are good democratic reasons for this. 

Once satisfactory aims are in place, one can begin to fill in the broad contours of a curriculum in line with them. There is no reason why the best curriculum units should always be traditional academic subjects. There are other vehicles – projects, topics, practical enterprises inside and outside school, private spaces, interdisciplinary work, and, not least, whole school processes. I take it as obvious that considerable historical, mathematical, scientific, literary, or geographical understanding is necessary. But it will focus on the kinds of understanding required by the aims and these may diverge from the traditional content. Some of this more academic learning may well take place within subject boundaries; but much of it could occur in other ways, including ways which would make learning more meaningful and enjoyable for pupils turned off by traditional approaches. (And here I’m not suggesting, by the way, any kind of institutional division between ‘turned off’ and ‘turned on’ learners).

Grass roots rethinking of curricular patterns is proceeding apace, if only patchily. – As in the Suffolk village of Bealings, for instance, whose primary school has reorganised its whole curriculum around carefully-constructed role-play. How far schools in general may be expected to go in such imaginative directions is uncertain. Realists will point out that we have to start with what we’ve got – and that is a framework in which the subjects are prominent and powerful. Governments are afraid of seeming to go soft if they loosen this framework. Secondary teachers particularly are used to thinking in subject categories and trained as subject specialists; parents generally see education in those terms; examiners assess within the same framework. 

I’m not denying there are strengths as well as weaknesses in subject teaching. At the very least one can put pressure on the subjects to bring their offerings into line with overall aims and to work more closely with other subjects to that end. But we should do more than this minimum. Government needs to be bolder. The idea that a good schooling revolves only round traditional subjects has been around for some three hundred years and may now be due for retirement. Children born in 2006 will be in their prime in the late twenty-first century and may be around in the twenty-second. We can do better by them than chaining them to obsolete practices. There is rapidly developing consensus across the UK about what schools should be aiming at. Government now needs the will to translate aims into practice in the most appropriate way. 

This opens up for it an imaginative agenda. 

1. Government should produce a defensible aims-statement backed by a rationale. Aims should have statutory force (which they lack at present).  This applies to all the overall aims – and not just headline aims, but sub-aims as well. Schools should not be free to pick and choose among them. We have seen the dangers of this with regard to the currently popular aim  – or, rather, pseudo-aim – in official circles to do with ‘successful learners’. If left to themselves, some schools would favour this aim as the least threatening to the status quo. 

2. Government should work out what learning achievements should be made statutory in relation to the aims. Some of these will fall under traditional subjects but many others will not. Only the broad framework should be mandatory in this way. Schools should be free to devise their own curricular routes within it. 

This implies that statutory requirements are no longer to be laid down wholly within a subject framework. In theory, schools today can conform to statutory requirements and still organise their curricula via projects, interdisciplinary activities or other ways not based on discrete subjects. This has been so since the National Curriculum arrived in 1988. Regulations have broadly been about expected achievements, not routes to these achievements. In mathematics, for instance, pupils have had to know how to deal with percentages, and in theory this could be done through practical projects of an interdisciplinary sort. But the fact, as distinct from the theory, is that for the last eighteen years nearly all schools have taught within subject boundaries. If government continues to insist that statutory provisions are subject-based, schools will be doing the same for another eighteen years. 

3. Government should positively encourage schools to diverge from traditional approaches. There should be financial and other incentives for schools to work out imaginative curricular routes and vehicles.

4. Pupil assessment should be remodelled. Its new purpose should be to see in a broad-brush way how well students are progressing vis-à-vis the general aims. This means seeing, for example, how well they relate to other people in shared tasks, respect cultural diversity, are competent in managing money, understand what makes for a healthy lifestyle. 

And this means in turn that those best able to assess them must know them well. Personal qualities and depth of understanding cannot be assessed by one-off performances. One has to see how  learners behave over time in a range of different situations. Only someone close to them, like a parent or teacher, is in any position to make such judgements. 

All this points towards a large place for records of achievement of some sort. There will be a major role for teachers, especially those who know them really well. There is also every reason why parents should participate in the process, and also students themselves.

5. Teacher education should be rethought. Teachers should be trained as facilitators of the aims. Where they bring with them a background in a subject, they will be encouraged to use it in all kinds of curriculum arrangements, not only neat.  In-service courses should be provided on the values behind the aims and on translating aims into practice.

6. Finally, government should encourage collaboration, including divisions of labour, between schools and parents in helping to realise the aims. The latter – some more than others – are relevant to the task of parenting, too. Schooling is not a self-contained enterprise, but a part of a child’s total upbringing. Parents, as educators, should not be, and are not, free to bring up children as they please. As with teachers, what they do should be in line with liberal democratic values and have their children’s well-being in mind. While aims should be mandatory for schools, for families they could have guideline status only.

 



*

*

*

Britain’s share of 17 year olds in education is currently 37th out of 40 major industrialised countries. Things could be different. More young people could be lit up by their school experience and not turned off by it. In constructing the list of aims I was tempted to include an item often found in the QCA and other lists: that students should enjoy learning. But in the end I omitted it. It is more pertinent that they enjoy doing things and feeling things. Activities and relationships should be the focus. Young people thoroughly absorbed in making a classroom frieze, or quietly reading a novel, or designing a local transport system for their town may well not be learning new specifics all the time. Schools are sites of such learning, certainly, but not only this. It is part of our puritan inheritance that minutes not spent in acquiring new knowledge, skills and attitudes are minutes wasted. But time is wasted on a larger scale when a misplaced push for effective learning leads to so many young people literally not wanting to know. Learning also covers learning from the inside what it is to lead a fulfilling life. Immersion in enjoyable worthwhile activities and relationships is the best form this learning can take.
Note

(1) Beyond, that is, the toothless statement that the school curriculum should

promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society; [and] prepare such pupils for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life.
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Suggestions for further reading

On the gap between the current aims and the specifics of the National Curriculum subjects, see White (ed) 2004, especially chs 1,2,14. And on the historical background to the subjects, see White 2006, ch.5.

There has been plenty of interesting philosophical writing on well-being in recent years. One of the most perceptive writers is Joseph Raz. His ideas are very evident in Chapters 5 and 6 of this pamphlet.  See his The Morality of Freedom (1986) chs 12, 14;  Ethics in the Public Domain (1994) ch 1; The Practice of Value (2003). The ‘cultural/historical’ account of well-being sketched in the last of these is also found in his Engaging Reason (1999) chs 7-9. Chapter 13 of this last book is called  ‘The central conflict: morality and self-interest’. It is a subtle and well-argued attempt to show how the alleged conflict can be explained away. All four books are published by Oxford University Press.

Another text on this apparent conflict, this time including an educational perspective on it, is White. J. (2005) The Curriculum and the Child London: Routledge, ch 9. The three sections in this book on the state-controlled curriculum, well-being aims, and subjects are also relevant to this paper.

Other recent works on well-being, including its links with morality, are Griffin, J. (1996) Value Judgement Sumner, L.W. (1996) Welfare, Happiness and Ethics, and Crisp, R. and Hooker (eds.) (2000) Well-Being and Morality. All three, again, are from OUP.
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