
 


w201

Cumiculumin
Today’s World

R




2001c806coverv05b.jpg



 

World Yearbook of  
Education 2011

How do curriculum, conceptions of knowledge and the schooling experiences 
of young people engage the great issues of this tumultuous time? Curriculum 
is always influenced by the events that shape our world, but when testing and 
benchmarking preoccupy us, we can forget the world that is both the foundation 
and the object of curriculum. 

This edited volume brings together international contributors to analyse and 
reflect on the way the events of the last decade have influenced the curriculum in 
their countries. As they address nationalism in the face of economic globalization, 
the international financial crisis, immigration and the culture of diaspora, they ask 
how national loyalties are balanced with international relationships and interests. 
They ask how the rights of women, and of ethnic and racial groups are represented. 
They ask what has changed about history and civics post 9/11, and they ask how 
countries that have experienced profound political and economic changes have 
addressed them in curriculum.

These interactions and changes are a subject of particular interest for an 
international yearbook in that they are almost always permeated by global 
movements and influenced by multinational bodies and practices. And as these 
essays show, in curriculum, global and international issues are explicitly or 
implicitly also about local and national interests and about how citizens engage 
their rights and responsibilities.

This volume brings together a new approach to perspectives on curriculum 
today and a new collection of insights into the changes from different parts of the 
world which discuss:

•	 How is the world represented in curriculum? 
•	 How do responses to world events shape the stories we tell students about 

who they are and can be? 

This book will be of great benefit to educational researchers and policy-makers, 
as well as undergraduate and postgraduate students.

Lyn Yates is Foundation Professor of Curriculum and also Pro Vice-Chancellor 
(Research) at the University of Melbourne, Australia.

Madeleine Grumet is Professor of Education and Communication Studies at the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, North Carolina, USA.
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Series Editors’ Introduction

The World Yearbook of Education 2011 takes up the question of curriculum and 
its relationship to ‘the world’. Addressing this theme, the volume editors, Lyn 
Yates and Madeleine Grumet, remind us, that ‘the world’ is not a simple entity. 
What counts as ‘the world’ is never still. It shifts over time and space, according to 
standpoint and the means of making it knowable. ‘The world’ is also ‘our horizon’ 
that defines ‘what is, has been and what is possible’ for us in our local lives. Yet it is 
‘this world’ in all its ambiguity that sits at the heart of curriculum, the instrument 
that prepares young people for the world and their lives within it. 

Working through four key themes, the volume offers a perspective on 
curriculum that teases out its relationships with the world. What emerges is an 
understanding of curriculum that fixes the fluidity of this world-in-the-making 
as publicly agreed messages for those who learn at particular points in time and 
space. These curricular moments capture the sense of what matters to adults 
who, through their involvement in official decision making processes, define and 
authorize curricula that are conveyed to the young. But as the chapters show, these 
intergenerational communications, the way they are fixed and their implications 
in forming personhood, are always contested. Curriculum is a consequence of 
struggles to fix knowledge, identities, work and politics that make the world.

The chapters grapple with the relationship between curriculum and what 
sometimes seems to be an emerging world. Ten years on from 9/11, the idea of the 
world is in flux. Vulnerability, hope and pragmatic efforts to sustain economies, 
even build a world without violence, motivate curriculum making. Yet together 
these chapters reveal the persistent anchoring of curriculum in nations, regardless 
of ‘one-world’ global policy steering or the complexities of local relations, cultures 
and conflicts. Curriculum is formed in local places that are lived and negotiated 
as part of a nation. This national frame lived through everyday experience further 
complicates the relationship between curriculum and the world. So the struggles 
that fix curriculum confront the dilemmas of contemporary personhood, how to be 
part of one world, local worlds and nations, that pursue international competitive 
advantage as well as national belonging.

The strength of this volume lies in the way it establishes a platform for rethinking 
curriculum in the world that is simultaneously global, local and national. In this 
powerful contribution, Lyn Yates and Madeleine Grumet take us beyond the one-
world imaginaries of knowledge economies and millennium goals. They remind 
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us that, as in the past, curriculum is the locus not just for our hopes and fears, 
but also for ‘the contradictions and tensions of our history, our institutions and 
our politics’. They surface an agenda for curriculum making, research and politics 
that is about making the future and the contribution that knowing the world 
educationally can make to that collective project.

The World Yearbook of Education 2011 is a powerful contribution to the 
Routledge World Yearbook of Education series. Since 2005, these volumes have 
taken up the challenge of identifying, grasping and understanding the implications 
of globalizing education. The past six volumes have problematised these issues. 
WYB 2005 opened up the question of globalization and nationalism. Volumes 
from 2006 to 2008 tackled emerging effect at the interface between education 
and the worlds of knowledge, work and politics. WYB 2009 took these questions 
back to a consideration of childhood and WYB 2010 surfaced the complexities 
of global–regional–national relations that are sedimented and mythologized in a 
notion like ‘the Arab World’. 

Now, WYB 2011 takes us back to core questions of schooling, the curriculum. 
As series editors, we are grateful that scholars of such standing as Lyn Yates 
and Madeleine Grumet took on the work of preparing this volume. Editing 
a World Yearbook of Education is never easy, given the intellectual demands of 
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Introduction



 



 

The collapse of the Cold War and rise of new forms of war, the digitization of 
information, globalization of production and the challenges to cultural hegemony 
produced by migration and the identity politics of the 1970s, have all contributed 
to the sense that we do not know this world. And yet, the world, however vague or 
intuited, is our horizon, the limit, at any instance, of what is, has been, and what 
is possible for the figure of our local lives. The world is the object that curriculum 
points to as we introduce each generation to the shared histories, practices and 
possibilities that shape personhood. The school curriculum is the program 
nations establish to prepare young people for the world. It points to the world and 
engages in the formation of personhood. At times of important political change, 
curriculum becomes a key site for attention and reworking.

Curriculum’s story of the world has always been influenced by politics. 
Sometimes, especially in proposals to change what is taught as national history, 
or in the curriculum changes that follow major political events such as the ending 
of apartheid in South Africa, the political direction of curriculum is explicit. But 
often its politics and sources and motives are obscure, indirect. There is the real 
and reasonable space and time that it takes to make any sense of events, reflected 
not just in topics, in what is said, but in the ways disciplines of human and cultural 
inquiry develop over time. Then there is the overt concern of schooling with 
young people’s cognitive development, and the sorting and coding that frames 
the institutional forms in which curriculum must be offered, and scholarship 
reformulated into courses of instruction for students along the continuum of K–12 
schooling through university and graduate studies. And for each of these cohorts 
there are deliberative councils which may involve diverse political constituencies 
to decide not only what enters the curriculum but also how it is taught and how it 
is to be known.

Curricula that appear not to be directly political, may directly bear that origin. 
For example, we can point to college level courses instituted in the United States 
in response to its participation in wars on the European continent. The renowned 
Western Civilization course established in 1919 at Columbia University was 
derived from its predecessor, a War Aims course initiated in 1918 to introduce 
prospective soldiers to the European countries and traditions they were about 
to defend. And as the United States readied to fight Germany, it turned from its 
model of free election of subject choice to the British model of requirements. This 
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Columbia course, bringing together the departments of economics, government, 
philosophy and history, was paralleled by a multidisciplinary course at Stanford 
called Problems in Citizenship as well as one at Dartmouth. We do not know 
whether the original lectures of these courses acknowledged their national 
concerns and defensive motives. It is hard to tell whether the suspicion of 
historian John Higham, reported in Carnochan (1993: 69), that these courses were 
motivated by the war-time anxiety about this nation’s immigrants and their ties 
to their countries of origin, was operating, although that concern would provide 
a genealogy for the xenophobia that pervades Western civilization curriculum, 
enduring decades after the threat of war in Europe had passed.

Post 9/11, the New York Times of Saturday, 24 November 2001 records a 
similar moment, in a report entitled ‘Defending civilization: how our universities 
are failing America and what can be done about it’. The report was issued by the 
American Council of Trustees and Alumni, a conservative group that the Times 
identified as devoted to curbing liberal tendencies in academia. The report 
proceeds to excoriate American colleges for anti-American bias and to advocate 
for more courses on American history and Western civilization.

Language studies proliferate as various regions of the world become significant 
to national interests; so as the Japanese economy boomed, so in many of their 
trading partners did Asian Studies and Japanese language study, and more recently 
studies of China and its languages. Today, in the United States, studies of the 
Middle East, Afghanistan and Pakistan and their languages are becoming more 
prominent in the curricula of higher education.

In contrast, the curricula of K–12 education, requiring some collective and 
more extensive consensus, change more slowly. Traditionally, this curriculum looks 
back; it selects from the nation’s history and culture, topics and types of formal 
learning that are considered to be particularly foundational to that generational 
formation. In some countries national curricula have been highly prescribed and 
uniform; elsewhere, as in the USA and Canada, they are determined by states 
or provinces and by textbook publishers, and by federal funding initiatives and 
testing formats. At times of important political change, curriculum often becomes 
a key site for attention and reworking.

As we write, in the USA a new program for the school curriculum in Texas is 
under consideration, one that will affect other states due to Texas’ large share of 
the textbook market. If passed, students will learn more about the virtues of free 
enterprise, biblical values and the Confederacy’s cause, and less about slavery and 
civil rights. Other changes will water down criticism of Senator Joe McCarthy’s anti-
communist witch-hunt in the 1950s and portray the UN’s funding for international 
humanitarian relief and environmental initiatives as threats to individual freedom 
and US sovereignty. In Australia, a country that has not had a strong tradition of 
‘civics’ in its school curriculum, a new national curriculum is being constructed, 
and developing foundations for ‘citizenship’ is seen as one of the priorities for 
this. The story of what account schooling should be giving young Australians of 
who ‘we’ are has been the subject of intense and bitter public debate over the past 
decade, with different visions of Australian history and identity as a nation central 
to that debate (Macintyre and Clark 2003). The priority to be given to celebration 
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of Australia’s democratic traditions compared with recognition of ills done to the 
Aboriginal population, the degree of emphasis to be given to the ‘Anzac’ tradition 
(soldiers dying to defend freedom on foreign soil in Europe and Asia in the world 
wars), the extent to which the story of Australia is to be linked primarily to the 
traditions of England and Ireland rather than those of its indigenous population 
or of the home countries of its large numbers of immigrants from other parts of 
the world, are all part of those debates. At the same time, economic and political 
imperatives are cited as justifications for a greater turning towards Asia in what is 
taught; for teaching Asian languages, rather than European ones, as the foreign 
languages of priority.

In other parts of the world too, political changes produce new agendas for 
curriculum (Osler and Starkey 2005). With the formation of the EU for example, 
legal definitions of citizenship and of citizen entitlements, rights and protections 
have been reworked. In the face of ‘temporary’ workers, and refugees, being 
a citizen is not co-terminous with being a resident of a country. And being a 
member of the EU confers rights to mount legal challenges, to move, and to work 
that originate from outside national frameworks. In the EU context, curriculum 
research and curriculum development projects are now initiated both from within 
member countries and also as cross-country EU projects.

The world is never still; nevertheless in the last fifty years we have witnessed 
profound changes: collapse of colonial powers and their domination; dissolution of 
the Soviet Union; globalization of production, rapid dissemination of culture and 
information through communication on the world wide web; the development of 
international terrorism; all leading to new nations, new alliances, new enemies, 
new conditions for work and citizenship that influence curriculum today.

It is interesting to speculate whether these changes in international politics and 
national specificity have stimulated the imposition of an audit culture on schooling. 
The rising prominence of comparisons, benchmarking and borrowings between 
countries; and the impact of agendas and publications of influential meta-national 
agencies such as OECD and the World Bank is evident in many national discussions 
and policies (Silova and Steiner-Khamsi 2008; Robertson and Dale 2009; Rizvi and 
Lingard 2010). International comparisons of education achievement have been 
reported, at least since the 1950s, but in the 1990s and in the current decade, particularly 
under the aegis of the OECD, they have taken on a much more systemized agenda. 
Through its publication of league tables of national performance on mathematics, 
literacy and science in its PISA reports (the Programme for International Student 
Assessment) and in its dissemination of a wide array of education ‘indicators’ in its 
Education at a Glance reports, the OECD incites national attention, both public and 
political, to a ‘global’ perspective on national systems of schooling. This perspective 
is one where the function of schooling is seen through the lens of economics 
and where the content of schooling (its curriculum) is visible only in the form of 
quantitative measures and graphs (Hopmann, Brinek and Retzl 2009). In its PISA 
and DeSeCo projects, the OECD promotes a view that what matters is not what is 
learnt about the world, but what competencies and orientations (such as motivation 
to be a ‘life-long learner’) are being produced in learners, as if these are essentially 
culture-neutral and context-free. The assessment programs themselves are not tied 
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to what schools have taught in particular countries, but to what problem-solving 
abilities and ‘competencies’ are agreed to be the desired outcomes of mathematics 
or literacy or science.

These influential benchmarking projects, while explicitly outcomes oriented 
and not claiming to comment on curriculum, have been a key impetus and source 
of evidence in many curriculum policy discussions. For one thing, national systems 
are required to account for and be benchmarked against other national systems, 
and this challenges former national specificities of curriculum approach and 
aims, such as the cultural orientation to curriculum as the formation of the whole 
person in the European Didaktik tradition (Hopmann, Brinek and Retzl 2009). 
Gauthier and Le Gouvello (2010) argue that the OECD activities are producing a 
radical challenge to the French system, one which would replace the construction 
of curriculum as a tacit and historical cultural given with new forms of explicit 
policy-making, more attuned to global instrumental agendas. And Karseth and 
Sivesind begin their discussion in this volume by considering whether it matters 
if Norwegian students no longer study one of their great playwrights, Henrik 
Ibsen. They ask ‘Can a national culture be described through examples like Ibsen’s 
plays, and will they embody values that are relevant for a global context? Is there 
a public legitimacy for the cultivation of national cultures as an overall purpose 
of the curriculum and how does this match ideas of qualifying students for life?’ 
(Karseth and Sivesind, this volume: 58).

The strong assessment emphasis of the benchmarking activities also casts its 
own particular orientation to curriculum making (Grumet 2006; 2007; Taubman 
2009). As Karseth and Sivesind argue, ‘organisations such as OECD advocate a 
new political technology where formalised curriculum-making is ignored or 
even contested in favour of assessment and accountability systems’ (Karseth and 
Sivesind, this volume: 59).

A different form of meta-national pressure on curriculum is visited on developing 
countries, through the work of NGOs such as the World Bank (Silova and Steiner-
Khamsi 2008), or though inter-country commitments such as the Millennium 
Development Goals of the United Nations (Yates 2006). The Millennium 
Development Goals, for example, include equal education participation for girls 
and women in all countries. The projects and accounting associated with these 
goals decline to make specific the curriculum content expected of such education. 
Like the economic agendas of OECD, the focus here too is on measurable 
indicators of inputs and outputs as the key agenda for schooling, rather than the 
substance of what is taught. Nevertheless, in the field of academic curriculum 
inquiry, these new agreements to have targets for schooling (and other aspects 
of social and economic life) that apply globally have contributed to some broader 
discussion about cultural difference, and human rights and capabilities in relation 
to curriculum, across countries as well as within them (Walker and Unterhalter 
2007; Unterhalter 2009).

In many countries today, curriculum policies and politicians speak of a new 
global economically competitive world that curriculum must address – and must 
be benchmarked against. But they speak too of anxieties about citizenship, about 
alienated youth, about the need for different kinds of skills in the world of the 
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twenty-first century. Inevitably curriculum reveals the concerns, anxieties, of the 
adults who shape it.

And so in putting together chapters for the World Yearbook of Education 2011, 
we are eager to know how curriculum scholars in countries across the globe 
understand what is going on in their schools. How do curriculum, conceptions 
of knowledge, conceptions of the rights and responsibilities of citizens, and the 
school experience of young people engage the great issues of this tumultuous time? 
Our focus in the volume is not, primarily, a political science of curriculum, a story 
of how power is being exercised, or who is getting to decide between countries 
or within countries the form and content of the curriculum that has come to be 
developed. Rather it focuses on the ‘what’ of curriculum today: what is being put in 
place in different parts of the world, and how curriculum scholars understand this.

‘Curriculum’ is of course an ambiguous term. It encompasses different kinds of 
focus, including policy statements at the overarching level; curriculum guidelines 
and frameworks; textbooks; the enacted curriculum of what teachers do and what 
happens in classrooms; unintended and hidden curriculum relating to school 
practices and environment; and the issue of what young people themselves receive 
and perceive as curriculum. Curriculum inquiry may be conceptually tied to what 
is done in schools; or broadened to refer to other pre- and post-school education 
institutions; or it may be set free from both of those locations and used to refer 
to practices outside formal institutions and intentions, or used metaphorically to 
talk of the curriculum of public spaces, or monuments. A single volume cannot 
encompass all kinds of curriculum study and all kinds of curriculum questions.

In this volume we have restricted our focus specifically to the curriculum of 
schooling because it is in schooling that young people undergo a compulsory 
and institutionalized introduction to the world. Curriculum here is the publicly 
sanctioned or agreed version of what young people are to learn and who they 
are to become, additional to, and not reducible to, either their formation in 
their family setting or the socialization or acculturation of simply being in their 
culture. And we have restricted our focus to particular kinds of questions about 
curriculum, and to particular themes within that: its ‘configuring’ of identities, 
knowledge, work and politics. We have invited the contributors to choose the way 
in which they ground their discussions, and the evidence they look to in order to 
represent curriculum. In some cases, the story is of national policies; in other cases 
it is of the textbooks in use and the values and stories they pick out; in other cases 
again, it is of the structuring implicit in a particular new set of school practices 
or assessment arrangements. But the issues they address in each case relate to the 
configuring and reconfiguring of curriculum today, and the issues of nation and 
global context, of political change, of new identity and cognitive demands this 
world has now generated.

We realize that even in an era of intense nationalism when the interests and 
aims of various countries appear discrete and particular there are always systems 
of exchange, of identification and differentiation that link apparently distinct 
national interests to each other. However, in this last decade, as economy and 
population flows have affected countries and curriculum across the world, it is 
newly interesting to explore the relation of curriculum to the world from multiple 
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national perspectives. In developing an agenda for the World Yearbook of Education 
2011, we attempted to anticipate the retrospective that in 20 or 30 years will study 
how we made curricular sense of our times, and so we asked contributors to 
consider the following questions:

•	 What kind of world is being represented in curriculum?
•	 What are the ways of knowing this world that curriculum extends to students? 

and
•	 What is being produced from those ways of doing curriculum?

We had originally intended to title this volume ‘Curriculum in vulnerable times’. 
Vulnerable is a term most evidently associated in the USA with the post-9/11 
world – signalling a changed awareness of that country’s relationship to the world. 
Of course many other countries suffer ongoing conflict, Pakistan, Iran, and Israel 
for example, and directly experience vulnerability; but the post-9/11 period has 
produced a widespread experience across most countries of sharpened concerns 
about terrorism and weapons and international relationships. For curriculum, that 
raises questions about the story that is told in each place about the nation and 
its relation to other parts of the world; and about the sense of its citizens, their 
diversity, religion, values and relationships it tries to build. Sometimes this story 
may be told explicitly, through history or civics subjects; sometimes it may be 
reflected in the arrangements of language policies, or policies on diversity and 
representation, or in the ways literature is taught.

Vulnerable is also a term that might be associated with other types of uncertainties 
that are now prominently part of a global rhetoric of concern: in particular the 
global financial crisis; and issues of environment and climate change (Bowers 
1993). Many countries introduce their new curriculum reports and guidelines 
of recent times with extensive reference to the new vocational skills that will be 
needed for both individuals and that nation to flourish in the twenty-first century. 
They speak to a sense of economic vulnerability in the future, and address a role 
for curriculum to form a new kind of person. Here curriculum serves political 
purposes in configuring where responsibilities lie for future economic well-being. 
And in national settings as diverse as China, England, Singapore, South Africa, 
we can see the anxieties and interests in renewed attention to configuring how 
foundations for the new economy should be built. Curriculum scholars have had 
considerable interest in the ways this task for curriculum intersects other stories 
of nation, culture and identity.

And vulnerable, or at least uncertain, might also be applied to the issue of 
knowledge itself in these times. Sources of knowledge production are both 
proliferating (especially via the internet) and also evidently (for education) being 
steered in new ways by global bodies such as the World Bank and the OECD. 
While calls for the basics and resurrection of a canon are common in many places, 
universities themselves are busily re-arranging disciplines and interdisciplinary 
endeavors to develop new kinds of thinking seen as needed for the big problems 
of the day. These developments raise new challenges about what selections of 
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knowledge and what forms of knowledge are appropriate and foundational in the 
school curriculum.

The postmodern critique of knowledge that has characterized much intellectual 
work of recent decades challenged the generalizations of the academic disciplines, 
their reliance on rationalism and commitment to Enlightenment ideals of 
progress. It has been subject to much public criticism for being preoccupied with 
forms and languages and with the ways these distort and reduce the complexity 
of experience. But in relation to school curriculum, much of this challenging 
of traditional subject content came in the first instance not from abstract 
intellectual theory but from scholars concerned with inequalities and difference 
of students in school – especially of gender and race and the problem that only 
some perspectives in a national culture were being given the imprimatur of truth 
in the school curriculum, while others were marginalized (Grumet 1988; Yates 
2009). But in curriculum studies preoccupations with postmodernism and with 
the microdynamics of classrooms have also distracted curriculum scholars from 
thinking about what the schools are saying to students about their worlds and 
about their places in it.

In this volume we are interested in both what schools are saying to students 
and how they are saying it. Post-structuralist approaches to language are evident 
in chapters that examine how, for instance, conceptions of national identity or 
of multiculturalism are constructed. Other chapters examine politics and policy 
implementations and their effects, such as the attempts to re-work approaches 
to knowledge and learning in the wake of political change in South Africa that 
brought such new hopes for the relationship between the mass of learners and 
what curriculum might offer. And a number of writers draw on sociological 
and epistemological perspectives to analyze and criticize the way in which new 
vocational agendas are undermining more fundamental and traditional roles of 
the school curriculum.

The questions about curriculum which chapters in this volume address are 
both local and global, interpreted specifically by nations and states, yet framed by 
the world we share. The chapters are organized in four main parts, to emphasize 
four themes, but these are very much inter-connected themes, and represent 
interconnected elements and effects of the curricula being discussed. The first 
part takes up the theme of curriculum and national/global identities: what story 
is curriculum telling today in different parts of the world about who we are? The 
second part is concerned with curriculum and the economy, with how work 
and the economy (national and global) are being positioned as a story to young 
people in schools today, and what kinds of reworking of curriculum is underway 
to accompany this story. In the third part, writers consider curriculum and 
knowledge, and what configuring or reconfiguring of epistemologies is evident in 
the curriculum developments today. And in the fourth part we take some examples 
of curriculum’s response to politics and vulnerabilities, to focus on what kinds of 
story are constructed in relation to particular political concerns.

Admittedly, these are not innocent questions. Despite the important changes in 
the ways we think about the world since the end of the Cold War, the development 
of global economies, 9/11 and the threat of international terrorism, in many 
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nations curriculum hides or compensates for these upheavals by turning away 
from the world to a hypnotic fascination with an audit culture, high-stakes testing, 
and benchmarking (Grumet 2006; 2007; Taubman 2009). Peter Taubman’s chapter 
in this volume discusses at more length this ‘life under audit’, and its emptying out 
of affective relationships in the curriculum context of the USA. The international 
comparative data is ostensibly concerned with competencies and capabilities in 
such areas as ‘problem-solving’ or ‘communication’, but the substance of which 
identities are being formed, and how this enters into how young people in different 
parts of the world learn to understand others, is left out of these influential political 
agendas. Recent attempts to return depth to curriculum call for a new disciplinarity, 
asking the academic disciplines to anchor curriculum in substance (Muller 2000). 
But that too does not of itself resolve the substantive selections that are necessarily 
made, as is apparent from the ongoing debates over the construction of Australia’s 
first national curriculum, and its proposed selections to represent a systematic 
development in history or science or English.

So, we were interested in this volume in how curriculum scholars across the globe 
understand the mediating of the world that is taking place in their school curricula 
today, and particularly the story that is being constructed of national/global identities. 
How does curriculum address nationalism in the face of economic globalization, the 
development of the European Common Market, the international financial crisis, 
immigration and the culture of diaspora? How are the rights of women, of ethnic and 
racial groups presented? How does Russia tell the story of Russia after the collapse 
of the Soviet Union? How does Israel represent citizenship? How does Singapore do 
this – a physically tiny country built on a gathering of different ethnic groups with 
different religious and historical allegiances, and now with a strong global agenda 
and commitment to education as its key economic foundation? What has changed 
about history and civics in countries such as Australia, South Africa and the USA 
post-9/11 and after the end of apartheid? How do language policies reflect a stance 
on the national/transnational agendas?

In this volume we include a study by Anatoli Rapoport of Russian textbooks 
and their changing treatment of key elements of Russian history as national 
boundaries and political agendas change; and a study by Tariq Rahman of the 
textbooks used in different kinds of schools in Pakistan, and how they portray the 
history and identity of that nation, including more particularly how they portray 
who is ‘Other’, who is a potential enemy. In the USA, Jeremy Stoddard, Diana 
Hess and Catherine Mason Hammer trace the changing textbook treatments of 
September 11 near to the event and subsequently, and the kind of portrayal of the 
nation this embodies. Contributions from Israel by Eyal Naveh and from Australia 
by Georgina Tsolidis explore some ways the curriculum configures difference (and 
anxieties) within its citizenry. Elizabeth Macedo considers the effects of deploying 
the abstraction of diversity across Brazil’s curriculum guidelines. William Pinar 
examines the tacit presence of the United States as a figure against which Canadian 
identity is asserted, questioning how this diversion distracts the Canadian 
curriculum from addressing the complexity of its own national issues.

Throughout the volume, contributors from Europe, Africa, South America, 
North America, the Middle East, Australia and Asia write about their curriculum 
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today and address its constructions of national and global identities through these 
questions:

•	 How in each case is the curriculum pointing to the world and (re-)doing ‘who 
we are’?

•	 What stories is it telling its future citizens about how they relate to each other 
and to people in other parts of the world?

•	 How does a country’s relationship to other entities, national, transnational, or 
global, influence its curriculum?

•	 What recognitions and denial of difference and what values are part of the 
agenda?

Themes of nation and global change, of values and difference, of politics and 
who is other, are often overt in those parts of curriculum that tell the story of 
history, or civics, or make selections of texts and languages for study. But they 
are found too in a second kind of re-structuring that is the subject of many of the 
chapters in this volume: how curriculum today is construing its relationship to 
the economy, including what it sees as the knowledge and skill foundations of the 
future, and what is being represented as the work of schools and school students 
in this configuring. One enduring concern of curriculum scholarship and research 
has been with inequality, and the different kinds of successes and futures set up 
in schools for children of different class, race and gender. As the assumed relation 
between schooling and economy takes on new global forms, curriculum scholars 
study the ways in which old or new forms of inequality are being recreated or 
are rebuilt in new ways. In South Africa for example, Ursula Hoadley considers 
how the post-apartheid curriculum has been structured to transform a previously 
segregated one and with what effects. Anne-Marie Bathmaker takes up the most 
recent vocational agendas of curriculum in the UK, to consider how these change 
or continue the history of social class-based hierarchies of learning. Equally of 
interest is the orientation of emerging economies, such as China, to the global and 
to the potential to be ‘modern’ in their take-up of science. How does curriculum 
address changes in production related to new technologies, dispersed industries 
and work forces as it projects work futures for young people and adjusts credentials 
accordingly? Here Miantao Sun and Jiang Yu trace the reworking of curriculum as 
China moved from a prioritization of political commitment and manual labor in 
the period of the Cultural Revolution, to its current powerful engagement with the 
global economy and the knowledge-base of that engagement. Jason Tan discusses 
Singapore’s efforts to develop a strong positioning for itself in a global knowledge-
based economy, and identifies tensions in this development with its equally strong 
values and citizenship agenda.

Beyond shared rhetorics of forming ‘flexible life-long learners’, what are countries 
actually marking out as important in the structures of their schooling? What concept 
of vocation is at work, and does this reflect or not reflect difference between different 
national economies? How are national qualifications frameworks structuring the 
relationship between curriculum and the future economy? Michael Young’s chapter 
argues that notwithstanding ubiquitous references to a new ‘knowledge economy’, 
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the agendas of contemporary curriculum reform in the UK and elsewhere represent 
an emptying out of knowledge. And from a different location and starting point, 
Peter Taubman’s chapter similarly focuses on what is being emptied out of the 
curriculum in the USA in its new competitive concern with audit and standards.

The very question that this volume poses, ‘how do countries around the world 
configure curriculum in relation to changes in politics, demographics, economy?’ 
rests on an assumption of nation, and, it follows, of curriculum constructed by 
different countries to project and fulfil their national identities. This assumption 
extends one of the taken-for-granted assumptions about the curriculum’s function 
of socialization: curriculum of public education, certified by the ‘state’ is expected 
to prepare children to participate in its customs, laws and culture. Whether 
globalization is understood to point to transnational processes of production, 
trade, and investment, or to porous national boundaries and increased flow of 
peoples around the globe, it is understood to have challenged, if not diminished, 
the clarity of national identities. Furthermore, as conflicts such as the Cold 
War, and the alliances that it shaped, have been somewhat resolved, and as 
international terrorism deploys conflicts that move across alliances and national 
and religious identities, the specificity of national interests and concerns also 
appears diluted. Our recognition of these changes may suggest a less fluid past, 
a time when France was France, and did not have to worry about MacDonalds, 
or when China’s economy was not significant to Iran’s ambitions. But of course 
even before post-structuralism instructed us to be suspicious about simple stories 
and generalizations, we have recourse to the history of nations which attests to 
their heterogeneity: dispersed among tribes and clans; saturated with colonial 
economics and governance; colluding in the alliances and the exchange of arms. 
And as we read the chapters from our contributors we recognize that the nations 
that provide the locus of their work, their culture, indeed their lives, continue to be 
contested projects, as do the curricula that represent their aims.

The etymology of nation recognizes the instability of this concept. Although 
derived from natus or nativity and signifying the place of one’s birth, and then 
associated with a common race or stock, the idea that geography is destiny is a myth 
that accompanies this term. It is interesting to note this fourteenth-century usage:

The term derives from Latin natio and originally described the colleagues in 
a college or students, above all at the University of Paris, who were all born 
within a pays, spoke the same language and expected to be ruled by their 
own familiar law. In 1383 and 1384, while studying theology at Paris, Jean 
Gerson was twice elected procurator for the French nation (i.e. the French-
born Francophone students at the University). The Paris division of students 
into nations was adopted at the University of Prague, where from its opening 
in 1349 the studium generale was divided among Bohemian, Bavarian, Saxon 
and various Polish nations.

(http://www.spiritus-temporis.com/nation/etymology.html)

Designating groups of university students as nations and recognizing the 
necessity for the university to address their diversity, suggests the tension that 
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exists between curriculum and a nation’s identity and world view: a tension 
expressed in current accountability systems, in attempts to grasp and rationalize 
globalization, in programs to articulate a nation’s history and culture with the 
diversity of its citizens, in projects to educate students to new ways of working 
with new technologies. As we read the contributions of colleagues to this volume 
it becomes clear that the relationship between nation and curriculum is reciprocal: 
nations construct curriculum and curriculum constructs nations.
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Introduction

One of the fundamental purposes of schooling is to establish within subsequent 
generations a familiarity with the stories we tell about ourselves and it is left to 
national curriculum policy to regulate this process. In ‘liquid times’ (Bauman 
2000) the crafting of such stories becomes increasingly vexed. Rather than being 
connected and contained within the nation, ethnicity, culture and language are 
disestablished. Further to this, the nation as a bounded entity cannot be taken for 
granted. Instead borders are permeable and the histories, languages and cultures of 
those within the nation blend and blur with each other and those in other nations. 
In such a context, sure-footed histories of places and peoples become destabilized. 
In this process, globalization makes difference familiar and simultaneously feeds 
xenophobia.

It is left to curriculum to select stories that reflect nations as bounded entities 
and simultaneously prepare students for globalized times – a responsibility 
fraught with contradiction. Such contradictions can be particularly pronounced 
in countries such as Australia, where nation building has relied on immigration. In 
such countries, curriculum policy can be burdened with multiple responsibilities: 
assimilating minorities, providing them with opportunities to maintain distinct 
cultural identities, and promoting understanding of cultural difference within the 
general population.

In this chapter, the role of curriculum is explored with reference to the Australian 
national imaginary. The aim is to reflect on the role curriculum plays in inscribing 
a sense of Australianness and how this intersects with the experiences of minority 
students identified with Islam. Currently, Islam is constructed as the epitome of 
otherness and the communities identified with this religion are backgrounded 
by the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York and the train bombings in 
London and Barcelona. Islamophobia is having an impact on communities in 
Australia as elsewhere. In this climate visible markers of Islam are under attack, 
including Muslim women who choose to wear a hijab.

In many countries, including France, Denmark, Holland and Australia, the 
sartorial choices of Muslim school girls have become a conduit for public debate 
about Islam and its place within the national imaginary. Whether schools allow 
students to wear the hijab has come to represent how a society views itself – its 
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stance on multiculturalism, religious tolerance and particular forms of democracy 
and egalitarianism. In France for example, whether school girls are allowed to 
wear the hijab has been linked to the French Revolution and the establishment of 
a secular state. This debate illustrates the important role anticipated for schooling 
as a process that works towards social cohesion. Debates about Muslim students’ 
sartorial choices are echoed by more subtle and complex initiatives enacted 
through curriculum policies intended to frame particular narratives of nationhood 
and belonging.

Educating Towards a National Imaginary

In his elaboration of the social processes that create cohesion, Castoriadis (1997) 
makes the argument that social institutions (language, values, norms) work 
to shape our understandings of ourselves as individuals, as well as our sense of 
social unity. He argues that individuals and society are constituted through a 
web of meanings that animate the social institutions of a given society. This 
web of meanings or magma is a signification of the social imaginary. This is at 
once social, because it is shared by a collective or a ‘we’, and imaginary because 
different people constitute it in different ways, at different times. Castoriadis 
argues that the normative role of pedagogy is a contradictory one. One aim is to 
develop the learner’s capacity for independent learning and reflexivity. The goal 
is to teach the capacity to learn and anything else that may be taught along the 
way should be incidental to this aim. Paradoxically, the other pedagogical aim 
is to induct the individual into existing institutional practices such as language, 
family and values. This is instruction in conformity. However he contends that 
institutions are fabrications of a collective imaginary and as such are how the 
collectivity represents itself. Nonetheless, once conjured, these institutions take 
on the sense of being pre-given, fixed and self-perpetuating. Rather than maintain 
their power through coercion they are powerful because individuals participate in 
their fabrication and pedagogy is instrumental to this process. Pedagogy has the 
paradoxical task of producing autonomous subjects, who nonetheless internalize 
existing institutions. For Castoriadis the capacity for independent thinking and 
reflection is the way of addressing this paradox and the similar paradox of politics, 
which he names the impossibility of politics, that is, democracy’s dependence 
on democratic individuals and vice versa. It is the task of pedagogy to protect 
democracy by creating independent and reflexive thinkers who can function 
internal to its institutions.

In globalized times, independent and reflexive thinkers need to function within 
localized institutions but also at a level that transcends the national. The world is 
becoming smaller with borders that are increasingly permeable. A pedagogy that 
protects democracy must instill in students a sense of the world rather than the 
nation and a sense of social justice that accounts for inequalities as these operate 
within and between localized communities, nations and countries. Attitudes 
towards cultural difference become a cornerstone of such democratic literacy. The 
movement of people is foundational to globalization and demands an elaboration 
of the labyrinthine relations between capital, the search for resources and the 
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purchase of labour that expels some people from their homelands while allowing 
others to engage in a privileged cosmopolitanism. Democratic literacy needs to 
engage students in explorations of such processes that are framed by more than 
liberal notions of tolerance. These are see-sawing processes whereby the drop into 
poverty experienced by some is in direct response to the upward mobility of others. 
Contemporary debates about learning and teaching related to cultural difference 
have as their backdrop events occurring at a global level. Giroux for example, draws 
on the work of Castoriadis and illustrates the need for independent thinking by 
pointing to the dominant discourses that seek to explain US interventions in the 
Middle East in relation to weapons of mass destruction and the need for these to 
be critically assessed rather than understood unquestioningly as a truth (Giroux 
2004).

The capacity to understand and evaluate dominant discourses remains central 
to how we live our lives locally and globally. This understanding frames the 
examination of curriculum policy undertaken in this chapter. Curriculum policy 
is a dominant discourse that shapes the stories students hear about the social 
institutions that at some level, govern their lives. These policies frame the imagined 
‘we’ or the collective imaginary of nation. As Yates and Grumet argue in the 
Introduction to this volume, through the selection of socially valued knowledge, 
curriculum policy instructs about the past and in so doing lays bare the future 
directions we are rewarding as educationalists. It is instructive to explore such 
policy and examine its potential to develop independent thinking or democratic 
literacy in students whose collective imaginary is not restricted to nation. Because 
either they or their forebears were born elsewhere, through travel, through cultural 
globalization or through our networked society, students’ lives are no longer 
contained within the nation state. The aim is to explore how curriculum engages 
with this reality. Particular attention will be given to cultural difference and how 
this is accounted for within curriculum policy. At extreme ends of a spectrum, 
curriculum can integrate cultural difference as a positive element of the national 
narrative or it can attempt to reclaim an imagined past buoyed by the fiction of 
cultural purity.

A National Narrative

Since colonization, white settlement in Australia has been linked with Britain. 
It wasn’t until intense immigration after World War Two that the traditional 
demographic shifted. A massive influx of immigrants from southern Europe – 
Italy, Greece and the former Yugoslavia – challenged the conception of Australia as 
a British outpost in the Asia-Pacific region. However, the resistance to immigrants 
who were ‘non-white’ and non-Christian remained. The so-called white Australia 
policy was formally abandoned in the early 1970s and the arrival of ‘boat people’ 
from Vietnam in the 1980s challenged accepted beliefs that many held about 
suitable immigration. Immigration has continued to broaden with people now 
coming from an increasingly diverse range of countries.

Close to half (45 per cent) of Australia’s population was either born overseas or 
have at least one parent born outside Australia. People enter from more than 200 
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nations, making Australia one of the most ethnically diverse nations in the world. 
According to the 2006 census, four-fifths of Australia’s overseas-born population 
lived in capital cities, reinforcing overall patterns of residence. Most overseas-born 
Australians come from the UK and New Zealand. However the population reflects 
various periods of immigration including that from Europe after World War 
Two. Consequently Italian and Greek remain commonly spoken languages. More 
recently immigration from the Middle East (mostly Lebanon) and Asian countries 
has contributed to increased diversity, including religious, particularly Hinduism 
and Islam. The age structure of the population reflects immigration patterns with 
for example, the Italian and Greek communities being two of the most rapidly 
ageing while the Sudanese community is the youngest (ABS 2009).

Schooling and Social Cohesion

The influx of immigrants in the period after World War Two was considered by 
many to pose a threat to the Australian way of life. This was a way of life characterized 
fundamentally as British which it was hoped, would be reinforced through British 
immigrants who were encouraged to immigrate through incentives. Despite these 
incentives the desired intake of British immigrants did not eventuate. The number 
of non-British immigrants accepted was a product of an ambitious immigration 
programme considered necessary for national security and industrialization. 
Nonetheless, these ‘new Australians’ created disquiet because of their ‘foreignness’ 
and this triggered a range of policies, including ones geared towards assimilation. 
A key aim of the settlement policies during this period was to placate xenophobia 
and assure the population that their existing way of life would continue. However by 
the late 1970s it was evident that assimilation was not likely to be straightforward. 
Minorities were becoming dissatisfied with the lack of employment opportunities 
and the prospects for their children given the education they were receiving. This 
dissatisfaction was beginning to take voice through an ethnic rights movement 
(Zangalis 2009).

The ‘sink or swim’ approach to the acquisition of English by the children of 
immigrants was not working. Students were left to learn English as if by osmosis 
and simultaneously remain abreast of other subjects. Faced with classes where 
significant numbers of students were non-English speakers, teachers began to 
agitate through their unions for smaller class sizes and specialist language support 
to assist these students. This was most evident in areas where immigrants settled in 
large numbers, which were primarily working class areas. Schools in these suburbs 
were already experimenting with non-traditional curriculum and challenging 
approaches to teaching and assessment that served a reproductive function. By the 
late 1970s government policy shifted from assimilation to integration. Teachers 
had been instrumental in provoking a new approach whereby students would 
be given support to learn English towards social integration. This was achieved 
through dedicated Commonwealth Government funding for the teaching of 
English as a Second Language by specially trained teachers. Curriculum policies 
were developed that reflected a broader shift away from assimilation, to integration 
and by the 1980s, the introduction of multiculturalism (Tsolidis 2001).
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Multicultural curriculum developed at the state and national level through 
a range of committees that included representatives from key ethnic minority 
organizations (Tsolidis 2008). This move reinforced a view of multiculturalism 
that stressed liaison between schools and minority communities, mother tongue 
maintenance, bilingual education and multicultural perspectives across all 
curriculum areas. The aim was to provide minority students with an opportunity 
to retain their cultures, acquire those skills necessary to function fully in Australian 
society and where possible to support bilingual learning approaches. Curricula 
that would encourage all students to acquire a second language and understand 
the importance of cultural difference within Australian society was also developed 
(Ministry for Education 1986). Much of this work was framed under the rubric 
of inclusive curriculum – the idea that schooling should value the cultures and 
perspectives students brought with them to the classroom and that this would 
be done in meaningful ways. Their existing knowledge and experience would be 
a basis for assessment and for further learning (Ministry for Education 1985). 
School communities would be charged with the responsibility of mediating broad 
curriculum guidelines against local needs and expectations. In the area of language 
learning for example, all students would be introduced to a second language but 
the choice of which one would be decided locally (Tsolidis 1997). Multicultural 
curriculum policy has been critiqued as Janus-faced: encouraging diversity 
on issues of little significance while firmly maintaining structures that reward 
dominant knowledges (Hage 1998). Perhaps its benefits are more variegated than 
this. Regardless of this debate, it did have some symbolic and strategic worth 
as a policy framework that allowed moves away from assimilation. This worth 
is becoming more evident subsequently with the so-called culture wars and the 
precipitation of more strident political posturing about ‘stranger danger’.

Values Education

In 2005 the Commonwealth Government published the National Framework for 
Values Education in Australian Schools. It set out the values that should be taught 
to all students. This Government was associated with unequivocal support for the 
so-called War on Terror, the aggressive discouragement of asylum seekers through 
a range of controversial initiatives, including the excision of national territories to 
allow the processing of these people to occur ‘off shore’, and the introduction of a 
citizenship test that promulgated a very narrow and historically situated view of 
Australian identity. In this context, the move towards a national values curriculum 
was met with some skepticism (Tsolidis 2010).

In themselves the values seem unremarkable and with the possible exception 
of one, are not recognizable as peculiarly Australian. The nine values include 
compassion, freedom, honesty, integrity, respect, responsibility, tolerance and 
doing your best. The list also includes ‘fair go’, a term which is possibly identifiable 
as particularly Australian, even if what it describes may not be so. ‘Fair go’ is 
explained in the document as, ‘Pursue and protect the common good where all 
people are treated fairly for a just society’. The policy introduces these nine values 
with the following statement:
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These shared values such as respect and ‘fair go’ are part of Australia’s common 
democratic way of life, which includes equality, freedom and the rule of 
law. They reflect our commitment to a multicultural and environmentally 
sustainable society where all are entitled to justice.

(Australia, DEST 2005)

This statement introduces a representation of Australianness that centres 
fairness and egalitarianism, a core component of the self-narrative, along with 
opportunity and tolerance. Importantly these are linked to multiculturalism, 
environmental sustainability and justice. It is instructive to note in this context that 
the Prime Minister at the time and key members of his government understood 
multiculturalism in ways that reinforced the view that immigrants and their 
children needed to adopt dominant Australian values. This will be discussed 
further in a subsequent section of the chapter.

Curriculum – Setting a National Agenda

The education of Australian school students is divided between Government and 
non-Government schools, with the latter comprising systemic Catholic schools, 
and what are known as Independent schools. Within each of these sectors there 
is great variation. Within the non-Government sector there are elite Catholic and 
Independent schools as well as parochial Catholic schools, often under-resourced. 
The Independent sector also contains schools associated with less mainstream 
ethno-religious communities, including Islamic, Jewish and Greek Orthodox 
schools as well as schools associated with particular pedagogies including for 
example, Steiner schools.

In broad terms the detail of curriculum policy has been left to State and Territory 
authorities to determine. It has been anticipated that non-Government schools 
would work within loosely framed parameters that would provide all students 
access to core elements of the curriculum and thus enable them to sit exams to 
determine eligibility to higher and further education. Recently however, there has 
been a move towards establishing a national curriculum. This has been a complex 
process driven by the national government. The National Curriculum is aimed at 
providing a framework that allows all Australian students (K–12) to study in the 
same broad areas while giving teachers some flexibility of interpretation. A number 
of subjects have been developed under the stewardship of expert committees. The 
draft curriculum frameworks have been circulated for community comment. 
Currently, there is consultation on the mathematics, English, history and science 
frameworks. The National Curriculum project is being spearheaded by Professor 
Barry McGaw who describes it as follows:

The curriculum will provide important professional opportunities for teachers 
and freedom for schools to determine precisely how it’s implemented, 
but it quite deliberately sets out what we are calling learning entitlements 
for students. It says these are the skills students should have the chance to 
develop; this is the knowledge they should have the opportunity to acquire. In 
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addition to the capabilities, we’ve identified several dimensions that we think 
also can be integrated into the subject area, built in across the curriculum. 
One of these is the Indigenous dimension, another is an Asia dimension, and 
a third is a sustainability dimension.

(McGaw cited in ACARA 2010) 

It is evident from this statement that curriculum is being developed to 
conjure a particular national narrative, one sensitive to indigeneity, Asianess and 
sustainability. This curriculum could have been shaped as readily in response 
to a host of alternative dimensions. Not surprisingly the public consultation is 
triggering debate about this storyline and its emphases. With the release of the 
National Curriculum for consultation, some are arguing that such perspectives 
are missing in what appears to them to be a narrow view of what students should 
be learning (Tudball 2010). The political nature of the selection of knowledge is 
most evident in relation to history given its pivotal role in shaping the national 
imaginary. This role was made more evident by the public debate around the so-
called history wars.

The history wars involved leading academics and politicians, including the then 
Prime Minister John Howard, in debates about the colonial settlement of Australia, 
its impact on the indigenous population and contemporary understandings and 
representations of these events. Core differences on these issues have bled into 
debates about the way Australianness is understood more broadly. The history 
wars were in essence a battle over the representation of Australian identity. For 
conservatives, including the former Prime Minister, a ‘black armband’ view of 
history is one that places undue emphasis on negative rather than celebratory aspects 
of the national narrative. This position was exemplified by his steadfast refusal to 
apologize to Indigenous Australians for past injustices. In 2009 Prime Minister Rudd 
declared the history wars over. He called for a truce to bridge the polarization that 
had occurred. He argued that while interpretations could vary, a core storyline was 
needed, one that presented agreed-upon events chronologically (Mark 2009).

Professor Stuart Macintyre, a key protagonist in the history wars, was given the 
responsibility for developing the history component of the National Curriculum. 
In 2004, Macintyre published the second edition of the book he co-authored with 
Anna Clarke entitled The History Wars. In it they make the following statement:

Increasingly, however, historians, teachers and commentators of varying 
political persuasions have employed the child as a symbol of the future. This 
isn’t simply a debate over contrasting historical approaches, or contested 
historical terms. It is also a struggle over common ground. Education is a 
national concern – it is everyone’s business. Pedagogical as well as political 
beliefs about what students should know frame the debate over school history. 
In this way, the discourse of standards, of education rigour and historical core 
knowledge has become the salient language of history education. And it is this 
rhetoric – of the future of the past, the child projected onto the nation – that 
has given the education arena of the History Wars such urgency.

(Macintyre and Clarke 2004: 172–3) 
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Whether the debate is framed around history, values or civics and citizenship 
education, one of the aims of curriculum policy is to induct students into a way 
of being Australian. This is evident in Macintyre’s comments quoted above – the 
debate about history is one that involves everyone because it is about what children, 
who are our future, should know about our past. This is a statement about the 
importance of a collective view of who we are and where we have come from. It is 
this shaping of a collective view that sits at the centre of this debate. The history 
wars attest to how this process is complicated vis-a-vis indigenous perspectives 
and our ability to tell a coherent and uncontested narrative about colonization. 
Issues of perspective are also likely to arise with reference to migration and its 
place in our national imaginary.

The notion of the child projected onto the nation is a salient one for the 
examination being undertaken in this chapter. We need to consider which children 
are being projected onto the Australian nation and in turn, which Australia is 
being projected to our students through curriculum. These issues will be explored 
with reference to the contribution curriculum makes towards social cohesion. The 
context for this will be Islamophobia and how it is influencing curriculum policy 
related to Muslim students. In other words, is the Muslim child being projected 
on to the Australian nation? And is the curriculum being projected onto Australia 
one that teaches democratic literacy that enables all students to comprehend and 
contest dominant discourses about the nation and what is constituted currently as 
a threat to its wellbeing?

Threatening Social Cohesion

In 2005 a series of violent clashes began in Cronulla, a seaside suburb near Sydney. 
These became a focal point for debates about the place of cultural diversity within 
Australia. The riots occurred over several days and those who participated were 
represented as either ‘Australian’ or ‘of Middle Eastern appearance’. Implicitly or 
explicitly the Cronulla riots focused attention on immigration. How those ‘of 
Middle Eastern appearance’ behaved, became a retrospective means of determining 
the suitability of some groups to settle here in the first place. The Cronulla riots 
have become a ‘pivotal moment’ in the Australian social imaginary – a prompt for 
reconsidering meanings that are ascribed to Australianness through a range of 
public discourses. The Deputy Prime Minister of the day made a series of public 
statements linking the riots to immigration and the suitability of Muslims to settle 
in Australia. He argued that ‘confused, mushy, misguided multiculturalism’ was to 
blame for a soft approach that enabled ‘second-generation immigrants’ to develop 
values that were not compatible with those accepted in Australia (Gordon and 
Topsfield 2006). Such immigrants needed to adopt Australian values, he argued, 
or be repatriated. Thus Muslim youths, regardless of being born in Australia, were 
not part of the collective ‘we’ but instead vulnerable to repatriation, reinforcing 
their status as perpetual ‘other’.

The Cronulla riots have been significant in the representation of those described 
as Middle Eastern, commonly understood to be Muslim also. Whilst the Arabic-
speaking and Muslim communities have had long histories in Australia, the 2005 
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riots have come to represent ‘the problem’ with a community that is understood 
as having a way of life and a belief system that challenges Australian values. The 
‘problem’ with Muslims and Arabs has been exacerbated by a political backdrop that 
emphasizes the so-called war on terror. In this setting the problem is with Muslims 
and Arabs and it is a problem caused by ‘their culture’. Yet despite the sure-footedness 
that surrounds the problem and its cause, ‘their culture’ remains amorphous, 
positioned variously against religious, ethnic, national and political criteria.

Because of such factors, Muslim women who choose to wear a burqua or hijab 
become ready targets for those who understand Islam as threatening in some way. 
Gender relations are fundamental to the ways in which ethnicity, culture and 
nation are imagined. In the case of women, their role in demarking ethnicity is 
complex. Whilst their bodies can become the conduits for ‘authenticity’ through 
the policing of their sexuality and their role as bearers and nurturers of children, 
it would be a mistake to construct them as simply acted upon by men within 
their communities. The wearing of the burqua, for example, has been debated by 
feminists, some of whom see its adoption as agentic. Duits and van Zoonen (2006) 
comment on the Dutch situation and argue that the wearing of a headscarf by 
Dutch school girls, particularly in a climate fuelled by Islamaphobia, is as much a 
political as a religious act. However, unlike choices by boys to wear clothing with 
overt political messages, these girls’ choices are construed as cultural or religious, 
thus denying them political agency. Duits and van Zoonen also compare Muslim 
girls’ sartorial choices with those of girls who adopt the hyper-sexualized dress 
promulgated through popular culture. In both cases they argue, it is left to teenage 
girls to defend their choices as their choices, rather than choices forced onto them 
by others. The headscarf is one extreme of a spectrum of sexuality that culminates 
at the other end with porno-chic, it is left to all girls to negotiate their place within 
this minefield of sexual double standards in response to the specificities of their 
own cultural locations.

Schooling and Sartorial Choice

Women’s sartorial choices are more significant in the context of institutions, 
particularly schools, which through their practices provide strong messages of 
inclusion and exclusion. In Australia the choice made by Muslim students to 
wear a headscarf has met with resistance. Its (non)place and by implication, that 
of the students who choose the veil, became a political cudgel in debates about 
Australianness.

It [the headscarf] has become the icon, the symbol of the clash of cultures, and 
it runs much deeper than a piece of cloth. The fact of the matter is we’ve got 
people in our country who are advocating – and I’m talking about extremist 
Islamist leaders – the overturning of our laws which guarantee freedom. I 
have no concerns about people who wear a cross or people who wear a skull-
cap because I haven’t heard any leaders of those communities stand up and 
say the very fabric of our society should be overturned.

(AAP 2005) 
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These comments were made by Bronwyn Bishop, a Senator in the Australian 
national government. She began a short-lived campaign to disallow the wearing 
of hijabs in Government schools, following on from the French move in that 
direction at the time. The campaign received little support, including from within 
the Senator’s conservative party and fizzled. Nonetheless, Bishop’s comments are 
instructive. Women’s dress is seen as symbolic of a deeper malaise that threatens 
the core of what is understood to be Australian culture. Iconic status is attributed to 
the hijab in a war about how we see ourselves as a community. Bishop’s sentiments 
are clearly echoed by others, given that Muslim women have consistently reported 
being spat on and verbally abused, and having their hijabs torn off, particularly at 
times when anti-Islamic feeling has been at the fore (Poynting and Noble 2004).

While the move to ban headscarves was unsuccessful, some schools have found 
alternative ways of actively discouraging this form of dress, made evident in the 
following newspaper excerpt.

The Islamic Council of Victoria is urging the inquiry to support a ‘fundamental 
right’ to freedom of religious observance as it applies to dress. Council 
executive committee member Sherene Hassan told the inquiry one Victorian 
student was told that she would not be admitted to school if she wore a hijab. 
‘That individual was so keen to attend that school she decided not to wear 
her headscarf ’, she said. In another case, a student wore a hijab in a class 
photograph but it was airbrushed so it would not stand out, she said. ‘You 
can imagine that was quite demoralising for the individual,’ Ms Hassan said.

(Metlikovec 2007)

Muslim women who choose to wear the hijab and burqa, become the most 
visible marker in a politics of panic. Their choice can be read as a willful act of 
defiance in times when Islamophobia is rife and dress becomes a symbol of a culture 
towards which there is marked antipathy (Alvi et al. 2003; Martino and Rezai-
Rashti 2008). It is noteworthy that this battle over the hijab has occurred in the 
context of Government schooling. Public education becomes a battleground over 
the constitution of aspects of Australianness taken to be fundamental. Australia 
has a strong history of state schooling, established as free, secular and compulsory. 
Increasing pressure through teacher organizations and ethnic communities in the 
1970s resulted in strong government support for multicultural education in the 
1980s. While the constitution of multicultural education has shifted in emphasis 
with various governments, there have been consistent attempts to include various 
cultural, linguistic and religious perspectives within Government schools. The 
scrutiny of Muslim girls’ sartorial choices sits uncomfortably with this ethos.

The Cronulla riots signalled a possible threat to social cohesion, and because of 
this, multiculturalism became implicated in the ‘soul searching’ about Australian 
values. It was understood as both cause and solution. For some, there was pride 
in the success of Australian multiculturalism, and the violence, which was marked 
as ‘ethnic’, was abhorred for violating the belief that ours is a truly tolerant society. 
For others, the violence was understood as the product of ‘mushy, misguided, 
multiculturalism’ (Gordon and Topsfield 2006), which has emphasized unbridled 
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relativism and thus failed to draw a line in the sand between what is and what is not 
tolerated in Australia. In both cases, tolerance is assumed to be a core Australian 
value, either to be showcased through the exercise of more tolerance, or protected 
by coming down hard on those who do not share it as a fundamental belief.

The Muslim woman can create discomfort through her sartorial choices 
because as individuals and as a society the figure of the veiled woman forces us 
to confront what lies behind our feelings of disquiet at her presence. In order for 
Australian identity to remain comprehensible as Australian, there needs to be a 
sense of ownership and a right to grant entry on prescribed terms. This is a way 
of defining and protecting what is assumed as shared and doing so in relation to 
a ‘they’ constituted as a moral threat because they do not share the same set of 
values. This process is relatively simple once the ‘they’ is externalized as outside 
the ‘we’. However, in relation to the strangers within the ‘we’ the process is more 
complicated. The ‘stranger within’ is involved enough to be familiar, yet separate 
enough to be judged a threat. This stranger has been understood within sociology 
as simultaneously vulnerable and iconoclastic (Bauman 2004). The ‘stranger 
within’ has enough insider information to be part of the ‘we’, yet does not share 
foundational assumptions and in this way unsettles the status quo by asking the 
hitherto unaskable questions. Opinions need to be developed about students in 
schools who wear headscarves. Like the school photograph that was air-brushed 
it would be easier if we could make her veil and the issues it represents disappear 
from sight. Hers is an active choice to adopt the stance of the stranger and as such, 
insists on our self-evaluation. At a time when global Islamophobia is promulgated, 
her choices because they are stark, cast her as Other in dramatic and visible ways.

Conclusion

Curriculum policy serves to narrate a nation by providing subsequent generations with 
a story line about who we were, are and want to be. The aim here has been to consider 
how various curriculum policy frameworks related to cultural difference nuance this 
story line differently. This has been situated beside a more detailed consideration of 
Muslim students in the context of contemporary Islamophobia and its impact on 
students who wish to name their difference through dress. The argument is made 
that the child that is projected onto the nation is not Muslim and as a result the nation 
that is projected onto students is not inclusive of cultural difference. Further to this, 
the projection of national identity as narrow ill-prepares students for a world where 
national boundaries are increasingly irrelevant and forms of cosmopolitanism are in 
high demand. Following Castoriadis and Giroux, an argument has been put forward 
that democratic literacy requires a capacity to look critically at dominant discourses, 
including those that constitute a national imaginary.

The Australian national imaginary is often reiterated with reference to 
egalitarianism and a ‘fair go’. This is illustrated by the inclusion of ‘fair go’ in the 
national values curriculum. A desire to be fair is of course interpreted variously 
and this is very evident in the public discourses that surround the place of Muslims 
in the national imaginary. The place of such communities came into prominence 
with a series of violent clashes on the beaches and in the suburbs of Sydney and 



 

28  Georgina Tsolidis

the public discourses these elicited. Gangs of youths were identified as either 
Australian or of ‘Middle Eastern appearance’ in media reports which created a 
sense that these youths had been fighting over what it means to be Australian and 
who could lay claim to the label and associated life-style. Gender relations have 
been a critical and recurring theme in the Sydney unrest and events leading up to 
it. The way young men of ‘Middle Eastern appearance’ have treated ‘our girls’ was 
signalled as one of the provocations for the eruption of violence (ABC 2006). The 
clashes have involved icons of Australianness – beaches, flags, life savers – and 
in turn, these have been used to explain the un-Australian nature of the clashes. 
There is talk of the clashes having been provoked by neo-Nazis who fuelled and 
exacerbated a mild discontent with free alcohol and pamphleteering (Hannan and 
Baker 2005). Clearly these events have struck a chord and the debates that surround 
them dramatically crystallize the competing discourses about Australianness, how 
multiculturalism has been implicated within these discourses and the place of 
gender within various understandings and enactments of belonging. The events 
have been a catalyst for much media debate about Australian values and culture 
(Shanahan 2006; Topsfield and Rood 2006; ABC 2006). This has been an unsettling 
experience in a country that has represented itself as a land of immigrants and an 
exemplar of multiculturalism.

In the current climate, given the so-called war on terror and the associated 
culture wars, Islamophobia is markedly virulent. It is not surprising, then, that 
Australians associated with the Middle East or Islam have become increasingly 
vulnerable. The murky boundaries between ethnicity, religion and politics were 
evident through these clashes, with people seemingly randomly enmeshed by 
virtue of their complexion or clothing – for example an Indian café owner because 
of his turban. In this context, ‘Middle Eastern appearance’ becomes a euphemism 
for those who are identified as threatening the Australian way of life and like the 
school girl’s hijab in the photograph, air-brushed out of sight and mind.
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Introduction

Yet there is much to be said for approaching the question of Canada’s identity 
from the outside.

(Jill Conway 1974: 71)

‘If anything offers the possibility for community and commonality in this era 
of multiplicity and difference,’ Cynthia Chambers (1999: 147) suggests, ‘it is the 
land that we share.’ ‘Deeply ingrained in Canada’s national psyche,’ (White 2007: 
11) ‘the land,’ as Chambers is keenly aware, is complicated by Canadian history, 
specifically the nation’s status as a colony displacing indigenous peoples: the First 
Nations, Métis, and Inuit. Displacement characterizes the genesis of all three 
nations comprising North America.1 Indeed, one of the ‘worst’ consequences of 
European colonization, Conway (1974: 72) judges, is psychic. As Fanon (1967) 
knew, colonial cultures are not only political and historical facts, they are also 
psychic facts, among them (Conway underlines) the consequences of severance 
from the originary culture. Such separation constitutes, she suggests, a psychic 
loss that deprives colonial (and colonized) peoples not only of ‘creativity on 
their own terms’ but also of identity itself, about which they are left ‘confused’ 
and ‘uncertain’ (Conway 1974: 72). John Ralston Saul (2005: 32) believes Canada 
remains ‘emotionally and existentially hampered by its colonial insecurity’.

By emphasizing its differences with its southern neighbor – Canadian 
peacekeeping vs. American militarism, Canadian multiculturalism-as-mosaic 
vs. the American melting pot – does the depiction of Canada in the Canadian 
curriculum also convey nationalism by implying a national exceptionalism? If so, 
is national pride built at the expense of factual accuracy? While not mistaken, for 
instance, the ‘mosaic/melting pot’ distinction is, Kymlicka suggests, overdrawn. 
He points out that while the US does not endorse multiculturalism at the federal 
level, lower levels of government, such as states or cities, often do. ‘If we look at 
state-level policies regarding the education curriculum, for example, or city-level 
policies regarding policing or hospitals,’ Kymlicka (2003: 371) points out, ‘we 
shall find that they are often indistinguishable from the way provinces and cities 
in Canada deal with issues of immigrant ethnocultural diversity.’ Lipset (1990: 
218) believes that ‘particularistic demands by minorities have led to increased 
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institutionalization of multiculturalism on both sides of the border’. Within Canada, 
he reports, ‘a backlash against the mosaic concept is occurring’ (Lipset 1990: 
187) and immigrant groups often doubt the sincerity of Canada’s commitment 
to multiculturalism, which they deride as rhetorical (Kymlicka 2003: 377). While 
its multiculturalism may not be distinct from that of the United States and other 
Western democracies, Canada is the only country to have constitutionalized its 
commitment in section 27 of the Canadian Constitution (Kymlicka 2003: 375).

If, like Americans, Canadians also emphasize their differences from others 
(especially differences from Americans), does the Canadian identity threaten to 
become overdetermined by what it is not? By embracing negation, does Canadian 
identity vitiate self-critical encounter? By rereading two representations of 
Canadian identity separated by almost 30 years,2 I provide fragmentary answers 
to these key curricular questions. The first publication communicates a studied 
ambivalence over nationalism; the second embraces such ambivalence and 
its consequent uncertainty over national identity as evidence of nationalistic 
exceptionality. To the extent these two moments in Canadian curriculum studies 
reflect, however indirectly, the provincially differentiated curriculum across 
Canada, it appears that an anti-American Canadian nationalism – symbolized by 
an identity structured by negation – has intensified.

1974

Canada has not escaped some of the excesses of nationalism.
(Geoffrey Milburn and John Herbert 1974: 4) 

In 1974 the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE) published a collection 
of essays entitled National Consciousness and the Curriculum: The Canadian Case. 
In their introduction, Milburn and Herbert (1974: 5) cite two developments during 
the preceding decade that have ‘significantly’ altered Canadian public opinion 
regarding issues of Canadian culture. The first is a greater awareness of what they 
call the Canadian habit of ‘dependency’; the second is a ‘greater appreciation of 
the uniqueness of the Canadian experience’ (1974: 5). That the second follows 
from the first is evident in the Milburn and Herbert (1974: 6) assertion that US 
‘domination’ of Canada has been ‘much more extensive’ than British or French; it 
pervades ‘every aspect’ of Canadian life. That view – that Canada is dominated by 
the United States – becomes the ground against which the figure of mid-twentieth-
century Canadian nationalism emerges.

Canadian fears regarding domination by the United States did not start in the 
1960s. George Tomkins (1974: 18) reminds us that ‘concern [in Canada] about 
American books reached a peak in 1847 when it found that half of the books 
used in the schools came from the United States’. Indeed, ‘concern’ escalated on 
occasion to ‘repulsion’ (1974: 18; see also Tomkins 1981: 159, 162). But, Tomkins 
(1981: 162) concludes, ‘it would be a mistake to assume that the cultural content 
of Canadian curricula was American dominated, at least before 1960’. If not, then 
why was Canadian fear sometimes so pronounced? American strong-arming of 
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the Canadian government during the Cuban missile crisis may provide one answer, 
although George Grant (2005 [1965]: 12) suggests that the majority of Canadians 
approved. Indeed, the event evidently helped bring down the Diefenbacker 
government.

This animating element of (English-speaking) Canadian nationalism is evident 
in Milburn and Herbert’s (1974: 6) assertion that ‘separation’ from the American 
‘colossus’ is what drives those seeking a Canadian ‘identity’. So conceived, Canadian 
identity is less a reflection of internal features but, rather, a tactic to create distance 
through difference from the ‘colossus’. Milburn and Herbert were not alone in 
acknowledging this status. Canadian political scientist Peter Regenstreif (1974: 54) 
proclaimed: ‘Canada was founded first and foremost as an essentially defensive 
reaction – primarily against the United States.’ What are the consequences of 
constructing an identity as ‘defensive reaction’? How might it show up in the 
Canadian school curriculum?

‘The ascription of “influence,” whether in historical or other terms,’ Tomkins 
(1981: 157) notes, ‘is notoriously difficult and carries with it the further danger of 
violating the research canon that correlation is not to be equated with causation.’ If 
‘influence’ is difficult to assess, can ‘domination’ be any easier? Milburn and Herbert 
reference no data. Is proximity (see Tomkins 1981: 163) equivalent to threat? In 
this 1974 publication, not one example is given of the American ‘domination’ 
of Canada. Given significant policy differences – including over taxation, gay 
marriage, the US invasion of Iraq (Resnick 2005: 85) – such ‘domination’ would 
appear not to be political. While there may well be ‘hazards of sleeping with an 
elephant’ (Potter 2005: xxxviii), the threat may come more from inside, than 
outside, Canada. In his analysis of George Grant’s Lament for a Nation, Andrew 
Potter (2005: lxiii) argues that Grant demonstrated the ‘most important fault-line’ 
in Canadian federal politics is not between the political left and right or between 
the French and the English, but ‘between those who favor an independent Canada 
and those who desire every closer continental integration’. Grant (2005 [1965]) 
himself suggested that the ‘central problem for nationalism in English-speaking 
Canada has always been: in what ways and for what reasons do we have the power 
and the desire to maintain some independence of the American Empire?’

Internally Canadian identity bifurcates into French and British, that duality 
fractured further by the presence of the First Nations (see Gunew 2004: 5; Renaud 
1974: 37; Haig-Brown 2008: 13), other indigenous peoples, and the arrival of new 
immigrants. As Philip Resnick (2005: 17) suggests, ‘Canada is made up of three 
founding peoples, not two.’ Canadian identity is, then, not ‘single’ (Milburn and 
Herbert 1974: 7; see Chambers 2003: 245), as the country is a ‘multination state’ 
(Kymlicka 2003: 382). In addition to multiculturalism, regionalism predominates 
(see Tomkins 1974: 16; Chambers 2003: 221; Hodgetts 1968: 84), at least 
presumably, despite Tomkins (1974: 23) complaint that in the curriculum the 
‘great regional and cultural diversity’ of Canada has been ‘ignored’. Has alterity – 
as Nature or culture or region or the ‘American colossus’ – functioned as a series 
of constitutive exteriors, resulting in the designation of ‘survival’ as the central and 
ongoing national thematic (Chambers 1999: 141; 2003: 245)?
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While a main threat to survival, the Canadian climate has been viewed 
favorably, as during the 1890s, when Canadian nationalist George Parkin 
embraced the ‘northernness’ of the country, an attitude evident in the Canadian 
national anthem ‘the true north strong and free’. Due to its northern climate, 
Parkin was confident that Canada would have no ‘Negro problem’ nor would it 
‘attract the vagrant population of Italy and other countries of Southern Europe’. 
Indeed, climate was claimed as a ‘fundamental political and social advantage 
which the Dominion enjoys over the United States’ (quoted passages in Tomkins 
1974: 19). This valorization of ‘the North’ was not left in the past; Conway (1974: 
78) comments that besides anti-Americanism, Canada’s most powerful mythology 
is the ‘mystique’ of the North, with its associated celebration of ‘wilderness’ as a 
‘source of power’ (O’Brian and White 2007: 4).

The conflation of physical with political and cultural survival is evident in 
Milburn and Herbert’s (1974: 7) observation that school textbooks in Quebec have 
‘preached’ the doctrine of ‘survivance’. In Quebec, this ‘siege mentality’ (Resnick 
2005: 13) has meant an ongoing struggle for cultural survival, but the resistance (the 
so-called ‘Quiet Revolution’) it expressed was focused more on Anglophone Canada 
than it was on the United States. Indeed, Quebec nationalism included an ‘openness’ 
to – on occasion an ‘admiration’ of – the United States (Vickers 1994: 361). With 
their nationalism structured by anti-Americanism, Anglophone Canadians were 
‘unprepared for a Quebec nationalism which was not based on a similar set of 
rejections’ (Vickers 1994: 360). Indeed, efforts to construct a pan-Canadian identity, 
Kymlicka (see 2003: 377) concludes, have failed amongst the Québécois.

Survival is prominent in Margaret Atwood’s controversial (see Dean 1994: 
158–159) thematic guide to Canadian literature for schools, entitled Survival 
(see Tomkins 1986: 269). In Atwood’s analysis of North American literature, 
Lipset (1990: 60) notes, she suggests that the symbol for the United States is ‘the 
Frontier’, connoting ‘a place that is new, where the old order can be discarded’. 
The central image for Canada, Atwood concludes, is ‘Survival, la survivance, 
hanging on, staying alive’ (Lipset 1990: 60). For Tomkins (1981: 158), the term 
has ‘clear negative connotations’ in that ‘survival’ implies resistance to ‘hostile’ 
or ‘alien forces’. Those include Nature (Lipset 1990: 21) and the United States. 
Vickers (1994: 353) acknowledges that for many the survival of Canada depends 
on accenting differences from the United States.

Late twentieth-century Canadian curriculum reform followed Hodgetts’ 
(1968) landmark What Culture? What Heritage? As Tomkins (1974: 23) notes, 
this widely read report on the state of civic education concluded that Canadian 
history was taught in narrow, even pedantic, ways that failed to ignite student 
interest. Never mind, as Resnick (2005: 21) asserts, that ‘Canadian history is 
pretty dull stuff … when compared to that of countries like the United States or 
France with revolution in their blood’. Hodgetts found that (in Tomkins’ words) 
‘many pupils expressed an active dislike for Canadian studies, and more than a 
few indicated a preference for American history, about which they often claimed 
to be more knowledgeable’ (Tomkins 1986: 328). (Hodgetts [see 1968: 99] blamed 
the dullness of Canadian history not only on Canadian schoolteachers, but on 
their university professors as well.) Hodgetts’ study marked the ‘the birth of the 
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formal Canadian Studies movement’ (Tomkins 1986: 327), institutionalized in 
March 1970 by the establishment of the Canada Studies Foundation, dedicated 
to improving the quality of Canadian studies at the elementary and secondary 
school levels.

At universities, in contrast, Canadian Studies never became important (see 
Lorimer and Goldie 1994: 3), perhaps because the study of ‘things Canadian’ 
was imprinted with its founders’ nationalism that has ‘seriously constrained’ 
subsequent generations of scholars in theorizing Canadian experience ‘as we 
actually live it’ (Vickers 1994: 353). In her early 1990s assessment, Jill Vickers 
(1994: 357) judged Canadian Studies to be a ‘largely incoherent’ field held 
together only by the legacies of its founding fathers’ nationalism and anti-
Americanism.

The implication that Canada is defined as much by its differences from the 
United States as it is by its own internal distinctiveness (see Vickers 1994: 353) also 
surfaces in a reflection Tomkins (1981: 165) makes regarding the ‘Americanization’ 
of the Canadian curriculum. On this occasion he dates ‘Americanization’ to 
the mid-1950s, when, he reports, it displaced the old ‘imperial curriculum’ in 
Anglophone Canada. His point is that Americanization provoked the ‘demand 
for more Canadian content’ (Tomkins 1981: 165). The associated public school 
curriculum development project, Tomkins (1974: 24) emphasizes, was ‘in no 
sense’ like the US curriculum reform (see Pinar 2004: 68). In contrast, Canada-
centered curriculum reform was to be ‘teacher-based’: indeed, Tomkins (1974: 26) 
reassured his readers that ‘from the beginning, the “top-down” or “teacher-proof ” 
approach to curriculum reform that has characterized so much of the American 
efforts of the 1960s has been rejected’. Once again Canadian distinctiveness is 
defined as difference from the United States.

‘Canadian national consciousness’ – summarizing what Regenstreif (1974: 55) 
sees as ‘evidence of intensifying Canadian nationalism’ – was reflected, in part, by 
a ‘growing number’ of Canadian teachers becoming concerned about the teaching 
of Canadian Studies in the nation’s schools (Milburn and Herbert 1974: 8; Tomkins 
1974: 18). Teachers may not have been only ‘reproducing’ dominant ideology (as 
reproduction theorists have simplistically and obsessively insisted; Pinar 2009), 
they may have also been recoiling from foreign influences (from Europe as well 
as from the United States) that Tomkins (1981: 159) suggests followed the 1960s 
replacement of church with state control. Richler (1974: 106) acknowledges ‘1970’ 
as dating ‘a new sense of self-awareness in Canada’, when ‘the spirit of nationalism 
was rampaging over the land’. Canadian nationalism, he acknowledges, has ‘its 
murky underside, anti-Americanism’, which he judges as ‘sometimes justified’ 
(1974: 106). Starting from the American Revolution, anti-Americanism appears 
to ebb periodically, but as refracted through the 1974 collection, it appears as a 
constant but animating force and not only in the Canadian Studies movement.

While the 1974 OISE publication never confronts how anti-Americanism 
affects Canada’s capacity for self-critique and self-understanding, it does 
problematize nationalism by scrutinizing historical, political, cultural (including 
gendered) elements. One wonders how contributors to that OISE publication 
would judge another publication that appears almost 30 years later, wherein such 
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problematization is nowhere in evidence, wherein Canada nationalism is, simply, 
asserted. To that publication I turn next.

2001

While Canadians can’t seem to agree on what they are, they have no trouble at 
all agreeing on what they’re not.

(Dennis Sumara, Brent Davis, and Linda Laidlaw 2001: 147)

The source for the distinctions Sumara, Davis, and Laidlaw (2001: 145) draw 
between Canada and the United States turns out to be academic meetings; they 
report finding themselves ‘taken aback’ by the ‘virulent’ exchanges they have 
witnessed at US meetings. The modest size of this data set was not discouraging. 
To account for the differences they noticed between Canadian and US conferences, 
Sumara, Davis, and Laidlaw (2001: 145) point to how Canadian cultural myths 
are expressed in Canadian curriculum. Disclaiming any essentializing or 
reifying intentions, they do not posit a ‘quintessential’ Canadian identity (2001: 
146). Historically Great Britain was the marker of the ‘quintessential’ identity of 
Anglophone Canada; in Québec nationalists accented French language and culture 
as the ‘quintessential markers’ of identity (Resnick 2005: 33).

While theory is not ‘determined’ by its national setting, it is, presumably, 
‘dependent’ (2001: 146), and Sumara, Davis, and Laidlaw (2001: 45) propose 
the idea of ‘ecological postmodernism’ to depict this dependency. Such a phrase 
points to the ways ‘humans’ tend to ‘adapt’ to new situations and ‘reinterpret’ 
the past (2001: 147). Apparently associated with a Deweyan (Dewey 1920: 183) 
conception of reconstruction (see Pinar 2010: 304–306), more so than with 
postmodern celebrations of difference, uncertainty, and unintelligibility (Lather 
2007: 76), this conception turns out to be not only not American but, indeed, anti-
American. Sumara, Davis, and Laidlaw (2001: 147) assert that Canadians are ‘not 
overbearing … totalizing … monolithic … unified … static’: Canadians are ‘not 
Americans’. In contrast to America’s ‘inward-looking nationalism’ and ‘outward-
looking imperialism’, Sumara, Davis, and Laidlaw (2001: 147) continue, Canada is 
characterized by ‘peace-keeping, not policing’.

Although American influences were, we are told, ‘ever-present’ in the classroom 
and on school library shelves (2001: 157), evidently they never took hold, as the 
two countries are presented as opposites. Canada was constructed not through 
violent revolution and the genocide of indigenous peoples but through ‘conflict, 
co-operation, and conciliation’ (2001: 153). Because the Canadian nation was 
formed by ‘stitching together’ various cultural differences, curriculum studies 
scholars in Canada appreciate that ‘meanings’ and ‘identities’ are not ‘discovered’, 
nor can they be ‘fully represented’ (2001: 150).

Unlike Americans, Sumara, Davis and Laidlaw (2001: 154) continue, Canadians 
are circumspect in the representation of identity. We are told, for example, that in 
contrast to the monolithic American identity, Canadian identity is ‘not unified’ 
but ‘shifts’ (2001: 154–155). Consequently, curriculum studies in Canada can 
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be characterized as a form of ‘ecological postmodernism’ (2001: 150), a phrase 
that declines any dissociation between the biological and the phenomenological. 
Rejecting grand narratives (2001: 157), the Canadian ‘sensibility’ (2001: 158) 
expresses ‘deep commitments’ to the layering of history, the inability of language 
to represent experience, and the complexity of translation. Sumara, Davis, and 
Laidlaw (2001: 159) remind us that understanding curriculum is ‘always rooted’ 
in the local, a point emphasized in US curriculum studies as well (Pinar 1991). 
Among the four ‘challenges’ Cynthia Chambers (2006a: 30) sets for Canadian 
curriculum theorists is to ‘write from this place’ and ‘write in a language of our 
own’, devising ‘interpretive tools that arise from and are fit for this place’. That 
implies, as Chambers (2006b: 6, 13) reminds, attention to ‘borders’, but not only 
what lies beyond them, but what they divide within.

Conclusion

[T]his [current] wave of Canadian nationalism is greater than at any time 
since the 1960s.

(Cynthia Chambers 2006b: 7) 

This juxtaposition of ‘then and now’ (Pinar 2007) reveals one of those ‘shifts’ 
that Sumara, Davis and Laidlaw reference. In the 1974 collection, there is a 
strong self-consciousness of nationalism’s problematic character, its dissonance 
with Canadian cosmopolitan ideals, prominently among them the embrace of 
difference (Chambers 2003: 238). Nationalism, Herbert and Milburn (1974: 143) 
concluded, is a ‘fuzzy, unclear, and sometimes dangerous concept’. Despite this 
distrust of nationalism, there was ‘sympathy’ for the construction of a Canadian 
‘identity’, provided that identity is one face of a coin, the other side of which is 
‘world community’ (1974: 144). For Herbert and Milburn, the ‘thirst’ for Canadian 
identity and the ‘desire’ for ‘international understanding’ (based on ‘equality’ and 
‘interdependence’) must be balanced (1974: 144). In these concepts – ‘thirst’ and 
‘desire’ – are foreshadowed Tomkins’ (1986: 440) acknowledgement of the ‘psychic 
significance’ of curriculum questions. That psychic significance becomes, for 
Herbert and Milburn, focused on self-knowledge, on using national consciousness 
as a ‘liberating force’ (Herbert and Milburn 1974: 147). In this conception, the 
national becomes the portal to the international.

In the 2001 comments, Canadian nationalism seems no longer problematic, 
no longer a provocation to self-knowledge or a portal to internationalism. ‘Self-
doubt’ – what Resnick (2005: 89) suggests is the ‘dominant motif in Canadian 
political culture’ – is nowhere in evidence. Rather than Canadian identity defined 
by internal difference – the originary Indigenous and Francophone populations 
juxtaposed with British and subsequent immigrants, especially from East and 
South Asia – it is defined summarily by what Canadians are not: Americans. 
Such identity-by-negation recalls Regenstreif ’s (1974: 54) characterization of 
Canada as a ‘defensive reaction’. ‘Instead of liberty, individualism, achievement, 
and optimism,’ he told the OISE conference, ‘Canada institutionalized authority, 
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order, ascription, and a certain pessimism’ (1974: 54). Given the substitution of 
self-accolades for self-knowledge in the 2001 statement, perhaps Conway’s (1974: 
78) observation holds true then and now: ‘The anti-American myth operates to 
divert the critical gaze firmly to the south, leaving startling unanimity in a society 
that protests with correctness that in other respects it is not conformist.’

While no text updates Tomkins’ canonical curriculum history, there are clues to 
the transition between the two historical moments (as these are refracted through 
these two publications). One such clue comes in George Richardson’s study of 
the Province of Alberta’s Program of Studies. Discussing the transition from the 
1981 to the 1991 programs, Richardson (2002: 78) counts four ‘seismic shocks 
to Canada’s national identity’, among them a receding significance of British 
influence, growing concern over ‘the exact nature of Canada’s relationship with 
the United States’, the ‘emergence of French Canadian nationalism’, as well as ‘the 
rapidly changing demographic composition of the nation’. Richardson observes 
no ‘them–us’ characteristic of modern nationalism, but, rather, a national identity 
that was ‘ambiguous and uneasy’. These adjectives do not apply to Sumara, Davis, 
and Laidlaw’s 2001 statement, wherein the binary ‘them–us’ structures Canadian 
identity.

After chronicling a series of issues on which Canadians assume they have 
a better record than the United States (including the livability of cities and the 
environmental policies of the provinces/states), Kymlicka (2003: 365) finds ‘striking’ 
how quickly Canadians ‘overlook any such embarrassing facts that contradict their 
preferred self-image’. That ‘Canadians differ profoundly from Americans’ (Resnick 
2005: 84) need not be summarized by stereotypes; they contradict Canadian 
claims for appreciating diversity. In his claim that Canadians resemble Europeans 
more than they do Americans, Resnick (2005: 84) may underestimate the growing 
significance of the other continents – especially Asia – to Canadian society (both 
in terms of immigrants and economically and politically), but in historical terms3 

his point stands.
‘A new model of nationalism for the twenty-first century,’ Resnick (2005: 47) 

proposes, ‘may yet turn out to be a version of “nationalism lite”’. Reminiscent of 
Hodgetts’ (1968: 76) ‘low-key patriotism’, this playful phrase performs what it 
depicts, a nationalism that does not take itself entirely seriously. It is also serious, 
however, as Resnick specifies that ‘such nationalism seeks to be open to other 
cultures and nations, to a level of political and economic integration beyond the 
nation-state, to a global/cosmopolitan dimension of identity’. Such nationalism 
would then seem to be an internationalism as well. Is this the version of nationalism 
that registers across the Canadian curriculum now?

Despite resemblances with the United States, Canada is in no danger of 
disappearing. In his Lament for a Nation (1965), George Grant predicted that 
Canada would become totally immersed in the political realities of continental 
economic integration, a prediction many were certain would be confirmed with 
the implementation of Free Trade. In Vickers’ (1994: 33) judgment, that fear was 
contradicted by the ongoing ‘vitality’ of both French- and English-Canadian 
cultures, as well as the ‘dynamic movements’ of immigrant cultures and the ‘revival’ 
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of the cultures and languages of the First Nations. Lipset (1990: 221) points to 
high, not popular, culture, finding that:

the vitality of the creative arts north of the border is striking. The country 
is producing world-class novelists, playwrights, dancers, painters, and other 
artists in numbers never before witnessed. Canadian complaints about being 
ignored by American reviewers no longer hold; they now pay considerable 
attention to the Canadian cultural scene. 

American attention may not always be welcomed, especially if it becomes 
aggravated with envy, of Canadian oil reserves for instance. But sensible skepticism 
– wariness of sleeping with an ‘unruly elephant’ (O’Brian 2007: 27) – can deteriorate 
into paranoia unless linked to facts. Recall Grant’s (2005 [1965]: 35) invocation of 
Canadian ‘self-restraint’ as prerequisite to the ‘good life’ (in contrast, he thought, 
to the American ‘emancipation of the passions’). That restraint might well extend 
to expansive, if reductive, summaries of national difference.

Pride in country is an entirely appropriate state of mind, especially when it does 
not mask internal problems but prompts efforts to solve them. Grant’s embrace 
of Canadian nationalism, he always insisted, was not ‘anti-American’, but ‘simply 
a lack of Americanism’ (2005 [1965]: 34). Such patriotism – certainly I have 
expressed my own (Pinar 2009: 45–55) – is what Saul (2005: 245) characterizes 
as ‘the positive form of nationalism’, e.g. ‘self-confidence and openness and to a 
concept of the public good’. In contrast is ‘negative nationalism’, fueled by fear and 
anger and a desperate conviction that one nation’s rights exist by comparison with 
those of another nation’ (2005: 245). Such bifurcation obliterates the particularity 
patriotism aspires to preserve.

Would not the point of both US and Canadian curriculum be to study 
differences and similarities between the two nations, to ‘dwell in tensionality in the 
realm of the between, in the tensionality of differences’ (Aoki 2005 [1987]: 354)? 
As that great Canadian curriculum theorist sagely observed, the very concept 
of ‘identity’ risks ‘reducing our life reality to an abstracted totality of its own, 
pretending to wholeness’ (2005 [1987]: 354). That pretence obscures the tensioned 
lived landscape of difference and similarity, that ‘common ground’ (Chambers 
2008: 125) that is Canada.
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Notes
	 1	 Genocide is the more accurate term for the fate of the First Nations: in what is now 

the United States the population fell from 5 million to 250,000 by the late nineteenth 
century (Saul 2005: 29). Lipset (1990: 176) acknowledges that ‘the record is clear that 
the native peoples have been better able to survive in Canada than in the United States’ 
(see also Ng-A-Fook 2007). Carr and Lund (2007: 1) take a harsher view, alleging that 
‘Canada has long been a welcome home to the KKK and numerous other hate groups’; 
they juxtapose ‘slavery’ with the ‘colonialism [sic] of First Nations and other peoples’. 
The 1876 Indian Act, restated in 1920 by Duncan Campbell Scott, Superintendent of 
Indian Affairs, was ‘to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has 
not been absorbed into the body politic and there is no Indian question and no Indian 
Department’ (Chambers 2006b: 6). Forced assimilation was to be accomplished, in 
part, by removing ‘aboriginal children from their families and communities and 
[sending them] to church-run residential schools to remove their native languages 
and cultures’ (Carson 2005: 7).

	 2	 While I use years as subheadings, I realize that these two publications are by no 
means representative of Canadian curriculum studies – or the Canadian school 
curriculum – during those years. They do, however, provide glimpses of how 
specific Canadian curriculum studies scholars reconstructed nationalism ‘then’ and 
‘now.’ The inflated role ‘there’ (the US) plays in the construction of ‘here’ (Canada) 
seems to have only intensified during the roughly thirty-year period between the 
two publications. Before the forefronting of the American ‘colossus’, it had been 
Great Britain and the Commonwealth that constituted the ‘there’ that blurred the 
singularity of the ‘here’ (see Chambers 1999: 139). Cavell (1994: 76–77) reminds 
that Canadian culture is often depicted as a function of place, alternately defined as 
‘landscape’, ‘geography’, ‘archipelago’, or ‘North’ (a ‘Canadian analogy to the idea of 
West’ in the United States; O’Brian and White 2007: 3). This assumption (one shared 
by Cynthia Chambers, see 2006b: 5), Cavell points out, follows from Northrop Frye’s 
‘Conclusion’ to the first edition of A Literary History of Canada, wherein he suggests 
that the question of Canadian identity is not so much ‘Who am I?’ as ‘Where is here?’ 
(quoted in 1994: 77). Cavell complains that Frye’s conception of ‘place’ is abstract, 
devoid of the social.

	 3	 Terry Carson (2010) points out that the recurring question of Canada’s identification 
with the United States and with Europe remains an open one, personified today 
(March 2010) in the persons of Prime Minister Stephen Harper (representing 
the economic and political continentalism George Grant worried would dissolve 
Canadian national distinctiveness and, eventually, sovereignty) and Liberal leader 
Michael Ignatieff (representing Canada’s European association). As Hodgetts (1968: 
120) pointed out, the study of Canadian history remains key to appreciating these 
issues. While I endorse its strengthening in the schools (and in Canadian curriculum 
studies), ‘history is,’ Resnick (2005: 37) notes, ‘no more unifying force in Canada’. 
He cites a 2001 survey of history teachers in secondary schools in English Canada 
and Quebec that found ‘a striking difference in what each held to be important’ 
(2005: 38; see Hodgetts 1968: 71, 76, 80–81, 112 n. 7). While history may be no 
force for national political unification, it would (more modestly) advance Canadian 
curriculum studies as it would make less likely the substitution of simplistic 
stereotypes for complex facts.
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The 1980s in Brazil brought sweeping albeit gradual changes in the public sphere 
with the end of the 15-year military dictatorship. In 1982, state governors were 
directly elected, followed in 1986 by legislators who were to draw up a new 
constitution and in 1990 the first elected president since 1960. The democratic 
governments marked this transition from dictatorship to democracy by initiating 
projects for the social sphere: in the area of education, state and municipal 
governments produced new curricular proposals for their school systems, in order 
to intervene more strongly (and presumably in a new direction) in the pedagogical 
work developed in schools under their administration. The discussions that 
followed the Constitution promulgated in 1988, aimed at the elaboration of the 
National Education Guidelines and Acts Foundation, providing a complex system 
of shared responsibilities. The elementary school (first nine years of schooling) 
was kept within the competence of municipalities; while high school (three years 
after elementary school) was under the responsibility of the states; nevertheless, 
the tendency to legislate nationally on education was sustained. States and 
municipalities were left with the obligation to keep their schools networks, for 
which they can establish curriculum guidelines, but like all private schools, they 
must follow national law on national education in what it defines as compulsory. In 
addition to undergoing a comprehensive national legislation, state and municipal 
systems are still dependent on decentralization, held by the Ministry of Education, 
referring to resources that enable substantial parts of its educational programs.

The National Education Guidelines and Foundation Act, promulgated in 1995, 
proposed some curriculum principles and national guidelines to be developed 
in the years that followed. In order to develop those guidelines, in 1996 the 
federal government began to prepare National Curricular Standards (NCS) for 
elementary education, published in 1998. Although specialists and teaching 
networks were consulted during the preparation of the NCS, the haste and the 
individualized manner of the consultations led to a major movement against the 
NCS. As a result of that movement, the National Education Council1 declared that 
the NCS would not be compulsory and could not be considered a criterion for any 
national evaluation procedure. Following that, the Council itself proposed national 
curricular guidelines in very generic terms. Consequently, the curricular policy 
documents in effect in Brazil are the compulsory national curricular guidelines, 
the non-compulsory national curricular standards and a good number of state 
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and municipal curricular guides, which are compulsory in the public systems of 
those states and municipalities. Although the NCS are not compulsory, states and 
municipalities have implemented them. In addition to the formal curriculum, 
the intervention involved measuring the performance of students; teacher 
training, especially continued training; and the evaluation of textbooks. That 
series of actions was possible because the Ministry of Education, MEC (federal 
government), controls a large part of the funds that maintain public elementary 
education, even though the municipalities have constitutional responsibility for 
that level of teaching.

Most of the curricular documents circulating in Brazil mention citizenship 
training as a principle that justifies schooling. Citizenship had become a magic 
signifier for the return to democracy – the Federal Constitution itself was 
called a Citizen Constitution – then assumed by the educational policies. As a 
magic signifier, citizenship has expressed a series of demands – for freedom, 
for participation, for reducing social inequalities – articulating different groups 
of society. In the case of the educational policies, the articulation involved such 
varied pedagogic discourses as progressivism, Freireanism and various Marxist 
positions. It also echoed the struggle of minority groups for recognition, as well 
as general yearning for social promotion and insertion in the consumer market. 
Briefly, to train for citizenship has no literal meaning and, perhaps because of that, 
it is such a powerful articulating support for educational policies.

The focus of this text is to understand how the articulation of meanings 
takes place that makes citizenship this powerful expression of recent Brazilian 
curricular policies. More specifically, I am interested to see how in that articulation 
preferential meanings emerged for the citizenship it was intended to shape and 
the implications of those meanings for a curriculum centered on difference. By 
difference, I am not considering the demands of minority groups incorporated 
in the curriculum, something equivalent to US identity politics. Though we may 
say that in Brazil such demands have recently begun to be manifested and are 
clearly expressed in the NCS cross topics, cultural plurality and sexual orientation, 
my interest has been to analyze the place of the difference as such. In contrast, I 
understand that a curriculum focused on the difference must transcend the mere 
sharing of selected repertoires of meanings in different cultures. This distinction 
is coded in the term, différance, implying the possibility of meaning-making 
processes of hybridization; constructed in the present to rewrite repertoires of 
shared meanings. It is informed by Derrida’s concept of différance, here described 
by Lois Shawver: ‘the hidden way of seeing things that is deferred out of awareness 
by our distraction by the imagery that captures our attention’ (2010). Thus, a 
curriculum centered on the différance must make room for new creations, different 
from what is already known, deconstructing the setting mechanisms that prevent 
the proliferation of différance.

Even if it were possible to work with the idea that the group of curricular 
actions in Brazil form a single policy – as an instituting moment, always partial 
and incomplete – it would be a very extensive exercise. To that end, I have opted to 
focus my analysis on the policy developed at a national level and, more specifically, 
on that referring more directly to the curriculum. I work, basically, with national 
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curricular documents, and consider that their analysis can lead us to understand 
the processes by which some meanings are being fixed and others excluded 
from the curricular dynamics. Although my analysis is focused on curriculum 
documents in its conclusions, I will make some comments on possible impacts of 
preferential meanings they seek to build on the identity of the individuals directly 
involved in schooling.

Curricular Policy as an Instituting Moment

Although today we live in a globalized world, immersed in a culture that is becoming 
homogenous, I want to point out the possibilities of escape, the différance always 
present in the signification process. I see, therefore, the curriculum as a practice of 
attributing meanings that involve new and old significants that inhabit the interval 
between a certain ‘original meaning’, historically constructed, and that which is 
being constructed uninterruptedly. These are meanings that occupy an ambivalent 
region between the shared, familiar meanings and those that are projected in the 
new enunciation, which Bhabha (2003) has called a third space of enunciation.

Based on that concept of curriculum, curriculum policy could be considered 
a process whereby some preferential meanings are fixed, defining provisional 
positionalities in very specific historical and cultural formations (Hall 2003); it is 
referred to here as signifiXation, a process which, in short, intends to restrict the 
possibilities of saying differently.

It is in that sense that I am using the discourse theory of Laclau and Mouffe 
(2004) to see curriculum policy as the movement of hegemonic articulation in the 
direction of the signifiXation of some meanings that intend to address the subjects 
to which they are destined. The discourse theory as proposed by Laclau and 
Mouffe resorts to the notion of a nodal point as a signifier capable of generating 
the unity of a discursive formation of some kind without this referring to any 
foundation. A perfect signifiXation would be that established around a nodal 
point that could articulate all the demands, a totally empty signifier2 capable of 
representing the totality. However, as the difference constitutes the system and 
cannot be eliminated, the dimension of social antagonism is ineradicable. The 
more a signifier is emptied of meanings, the more easily it can assume the function 
of representing the totality which is incommensurable to it, although it can never 
cease to be a particularity. As the structure is not formed as an objective order, the 
symbolic is always interrupted by the Real and makes the future dimension – the 
subject – indispensable. Therefore, there is no possibility of a signifiXation in the 
displaced structure, but of partial and contingent signifiXations. The production 
of particular discourses, of signifiXations is, therefore, a decision-making process 
that Laclau (1998) defines as the ‘leap from the experience of undecidability to a 
creative act’ (p.112) or as ‘the moment of the subject’3 (p.112).

In the case of recent national curriculum policies in Brazil, I maintain that 
citizenship (or training for citizenship) has worked as one of the nodal points 
around which the documents are written where it takes on a metaphorical 
dimension capable of condensing different meanings, which occurs through the 
partial suppression of any claim of literal contents. For example, various groups 
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– from liberals to Marxists and also market related perspectives – would sustain 
citizenship training as an important curriculum goal, articulating their demands 
for freedom and economic and cultural equality. Curriculum policy, in that 
perspective, is formed in the unceasing struggle among the different subjects to 
fulfill the sense of citizenship.4 This is a fulfillment that will never be complete 
because of the ambivalence of the actual process of giving meaning to citizenship. 
That means that the process of fulfillment of what is understood by citizenship 
is also a process of emptying of its literal contents that would permit that all the 
different subjects feel represented. In that dual movement of fulfilling/emptying 
lies the ambivalence of the power to fix the meaning of citizenship. To each of the 
groups, it offers only partial recognition that makes the political struggle for the 
power of signifying incessant.

Although discursive closings may be impossible and the political struggle 
ineradicable, there are discursive strategies that permit a more effective and 
lasting hegemony. Myths are examples in which the particularity of a signifier that 
seeks to represent the totality is blended in such a way with it that its particular 
nature is almost obliterated. The nation – and its citizen correlate – is one of the 
particulars universalized by the self-denominated modernity. It imposes itself as 
a way of political organization of the world to the point of assuming, in Brazil, a 
metaphorical nature that allows us to use expressions like ‘indigenous nations’ or 
‘Zulu nation’. To the extent, however, that particularity goes on being a particularity, 
the metonymical process that would erase it calls for constant political action that 
has been more or less coercive throughout the centuries.

The elimination of the particular or its subordination to global identities has 
been challenged in our time. The invented nature of traditions like the nation 
(Bauman 2005) – and the mechanisms of coercion, obliteration or persuasion 
that sustain them (Harding 2000; Willinsky 1998) – have been denounced. 
The differences no longer erupt as something marginal, because there are 
no standards that push them out of the center. With that, the particularity of 
signifiers like nation and citizenship, among others, becomes more obvious, and 
the negotiation necessary for them to be able to represent the totality (that is, 
for their hegemonization) becomes more visible. In that negotiation, however, 
the meanings shared as universally undeniable by the subjects throughout the 
centuries – the old hegemonies – are in a prominent place, but their meanings are 
re-created: a re-creation that always occurred, but which becomes clearer at the 
moment when the old hegemonies weaken.

In the case of curricular policies defined in Brazil, going beyond the way in 
which signifiers like nation and citizenship are fulfilled inside documents, the 
actual defense of a national curriculum would also serve as an example of the 
weakening of modern hegemonies. This is a debate that intensified in the 1930s, 
directly related to the construction of a national identity, a Brazilianness sustained 
by the myth of the three races.5 With the intensification of industrialization, the 
national curriculum was also a lever for economic development contributing 
toward training the worker to work in an expanding industrial market.6 Although 
the meaning of national might articulate different positions, the Western idea of 
nation imposed on the 1889 republic had challenged it to constitute a uniform 
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country in national terms. In addition to the national symbols that were valorized 
– language, the history and geography of Brazil, and moral and civic education – 
the reforms of the 1930s were concerned about creating a national teaching system 
and eliminating the foreign presence, such as immigrants whose children attended 
schools taught in their native languages.

In the 1990s, when the NCS were presented with the intention of becoming 
national teaching standards,7 the erosion of the idea of nation stirred up the 
discussion of the national definition of curricula. What was evident, among 
other aspects, was that although called national, their references transcended 
any national project, being included in the logic of the neoliberal global market. 
The creation of the NCS, unlike what happened in the 1930s, answered, among 
other demands, the need to establish a training standard that would allow the 
equivalence of diplomas within the scope of the Mercosur,8 as well as the insertion 
of Brazilian workers in a more globalized and demanding labor market: ‘The 
worker’s profile has been changing, and soon the survival in the labor market 
(in the world) will depend on the acquisition of new skills’ (Brazil Secretaria de 
Educação Fundamental 1998a: 138).

But fifteen years after the publication of the NCS, a period in which a series of 
actions made them viable, although not compulsory, as national references, it is 
possible to perceive the superficiality of the argument that neoliberal globalization 
would destroy national identities. In Brazil the projection of a national identity 
under the focus given to training the citizen was not relinquished: the preferential 
identity defined in the different documents forming the policy, is the citizen, 
countless times described as Brazilian. I will now analyze the curricular documents 
to understand how citizenship is a powerful nodal point that stops the emergence 
of other possible meanings. I am concerned, especially, that the strength of that 
preferential addressing works to the effect of erasing the différance.

Who is the Citizen?

Citizenship arises in recent national curricular policies of Brazil in practically all 
the documents, articulating demands made for schooling by various groups. In 
the curricula of all the subjects, citizenship is mentioned, as well as in documents 
dealing with topics such as cultural plurality, environment, and sexuality among 
others. The actual NCS justifies its need by problematizing citizenship in the world 
and Brazilian contexts. In the curricular standards in action,9 the first activity 
proposed to teachers in all the specific modules is a discussion on how the learning 
process of their subject can contribute toward educating the citizen (Brazil, 
Ministério da Educação, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1999). Even the 
directions for evaluating textbooks define a category called citizenship and ethics 
in which the books are expected, among other requirements, to teach respect and 
appreciation of popular knowledge, the presence of topics like workers’ rights, the 
discussion of current topics involving ethnic-racial, gender and religious diversity 
(Brazil, Ministério da Educação, Secretaria de Educação Básica 2007). The large 
number of references to citizenship throughout the documents imparts form, in 
the different policy texts, to the first objective listed for elementary school teaching:
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To understand citizenship as social and political participation, as well as the 
exercise of political, civil and social rights and duties, taking, in everyday life, 
attitudes of solidarity, cooperation and repudiation of injustices, respecting 
the other and demanding for oneself the same respect.

(Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998a: 55)

The choice of citizenship as the ‘spinal column of school education’ (Brazil, 
Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998b: 23) has received few criticisms, 
although there are a large number of studies that oppose the national curricular 
policies. Reading the documents as a whole enables us to perceive the variability 
of the demands articulated under the heading of citizenship. The struggle for 
citizenship through the school is the condensation of a series of unattended 
demands presented by the most diverse groups. It articulates demands for 
freedom, equality of social opportunities, racial democracy, rights of ethnic and 
cultural minorities, and sexual freedom, diluting them in the hybrid demand for 
citizenship, but at the same time guaranteeing them greater power of negotiation.

It is important not to reify the articulation of demands from different groups 
around a fluctuating signifier like citizenship. The actual demands being articulated 
need to be viewed as signifiXations produced by articulation processes. In other 
words, the meanings of freedom or of equality of social opportunities are also 
fluctuating, so that we cannot see the unsatisfied demands as material reality. On 
the other hand, it is necessary to understand those demands as fixed meanings 
in other hegemonic struggles. It is in that sense that I will enumerate demands 
articulated in the documents as if they ‘simply existed’, but without essentializing 
them.

When analyzing the policy in question, I consider that the citizenship signifier 
is being filled in by fragments of discourses that express positions of groups that 
are formed as a group (and as subjects) as from the moment in which they take 
an attitude to the points under dispute. The multiple qualifications for the word 
citizenship reveal the fluctuation of their meanings: national, Brazilian, active, full, 
for all, pluricultural, practical and effective. Those meanings point to a first line of 
analysis. I am not talking about just any citizenship, but of a national citizenship, 
a republican right, assured legally by the Constitution and by Brazil’s participation 
in international forums, for example, for defending human rights. It is because of 
the constitutional text that Brazil is presented as a democratic legal state, defined 
as ‘a kind of sociability that penetrates all the social spaces’ (Brazil, Secretaria de 
Educação Fundamental 1998b: 20), whose principles are ‘sovereignty, citizenship, 
the dignity of the human person, the social values of work and of free enterprise 
and political pluralism’ (1998b: 19). In that sense, citizenship is initially defined 
by its formal aspects, encompassing political and civil rights, and assuming liberal 
patterns. In Brazil the political doctrine of liberalism has come up against resistance 
from large social and educational sectors. It is argued that liberalism is incapable 
of fostering the social justice it proclaims, thus deepening the inequalities that 
sustain capitalism. Except for sectors more to the right of the political spectrum, the 
market is seen as incapable of arbitrating social conflict. It has become necessary, 
therefore, as a way of legitimating the actual reform with the larger sectors of the 
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country, to expand the meanings of citizenship beyond the rights defended in the 
area of liberalism. To that end the republican right, assured by the Constitution, is 
reiterated at the same time as a deficit of citizenship is denounced either because of 
the country’s blatant social and economic inequalities, or because of the disrespect 
for cultural plurality or for human rights. As this involves increasing the legitimacy 
of the reform discourse, the connections between the project of formal citizenship 
and the production of inequalities are attenuated.

Considering the visible connection between the central idea of citizenship in 
the documents and the concept of nation10 – it is, after all, a national citizenship 
– it is interesting to observe how the exclusion on which it is based is masked in 
the concept. After all, the construction of the national called for the creation of 
a structure which, as Bauman (2005) reminds us, ranks collective rights above 
individual interests. It demanded, therefore, for that task, mechanisms of coercion 
and persuasion that might justify it, which was guaranteed by the invention of the 
national identity, and its requirements of exclusivity. The illusion of belonging, via 
birth and participation in an imagined community (Anderson 1983), was only 
possible because the state, and society, its corollary, took on the task of certifying 
it. The national citizen is, therefore, constituted by an invisible symbolic power 
that unifies all society.

To create the illusion of being fully constituted, however, the symbolic systems 
need an external enemy that stabilizes them, that stops the fluctuation of meanings 
that prevents their complete constitution. That real or imaginary enemy, as Zizek 
(1990) points out, permits imagining a national essence to be stolen by it. Enemy 
nations (and wars) played that role of enemy, although also inside national 
frontiers enemies were created accused of stealing the national ‘Thing’ as a way 
of our ‘hiding the fact that we never had what was said was stolen from us’ (Zizek 
1990: 57).

A national citizenship can only, therefore, be considered in a situation in which 
the feelings of nation are emptied, so that those enemies (or many of them) may 
participate in the fantasy of Brazilianness. That emptying has been facilitated by 
the multiple criticisms that the idea of nation has been suffering as much because 
of the post-colonial phenomenon as of globalization and of the dissemination of 
market principles (Bhabha 2003; Chaterjee 2000; Hall 2003). In the case of the 
policy analyzed, enemies are not incorporated by destroying the idea of nation, but 
by articulating their demands to the national project. In the documents analyzed 
the articulation of enemies to the national project is based on a widely disclosed 
fantasy in which the nation is described as a country in which ‘ethnic, regional 
and cultural diversity continues to play a crucial role’11 (Brazil, Secretaria de 
Educação Fundamental 1998a: 16): a singular country ‘due to its special historical 
constitution in the cultural field’, which ‘represents, in the world scenario, a hope 
for overcoming frontiers and building a relationship of trust in humanity’ (Brazil, 
Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998c: 121). This fantasy is so entrenched 
that it appears even in the constitutional definition of the country as a ‘fraternal, 
pluralist society without prejudices, founded on social harmony’ (Brazil, Congresso 
Brasileiro 1988). In the documents analyzed, that fantasy of society is referred to 
as ‘Brazilian sociocultural heritage’, an expression used countless times in all the 
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documents and whose valorization is one of the objectives of elementary school 
education (Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998a: 55).

Diversity in the Brazilian cultural heritage does not appear as a recent 
phenomenon, nor is it described as depending on migrations originating 
from globalization or from criticisms of the concept of national. It is, rather, 
characteristic of a nation with a violent history of slavery and open to immigration. 
It is also peculiar to a society with major regional inequalities that provoke internal 
diasporas. Without deeper historical analyses of these phenomena, with the partial 
exception of the African diaspora which is emphasized in the transversal topic 
‘Cultural Plurality’, Brazil is being presented as a plural country, in such a remote 
way that it is as if it were its vocation:

Cohabiting today on national territory are around 206 indigenous ethnic 
groups … together with an immense population formed by the descendents 
of African people and a numerous group of immigrants and descendents 
of peoples from various continents, with different cultural and religious 
traditions. The difficulty of classifying the groups that came to Brazil and 
formed its population is indicative of the diversity, whether of the continental, 
or regional, national, religious, cultural, linguistic or racial/ethnic profile … 
Diversity marks Brazilian social life.

(Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998c: 24, 25)

Although still talking about migrations and that diversity involving migrant 
ethnic groups, as well as indigenous peoples, the idea of migration is lost in a distant 
past, as ‘Brazilian sociocultural heritage’. In that sense, the national identity has as 
a ‘fundamental trait’ the ‘affirmation of diversity’ (Brazil, Secretaria de Educação 
Fundamental 1998c: 121). The insertion of the demands of diversity in the idea 
of nation depends, however, on erasing part of its literal content, which facilitates 
the articulations so as to enable the nation to continue resting on a homogeneity 
that includes diversity as another side of it. With that I do not want to say that the 
insertion of the demands of diversity have not altered the meanings of national, 
which have to be negotiated with its enemies. I am just saying that as a way of 
facilitating the balance of positions that sustains the hegemony of the nation as 
an articulating nucleus of the policies, those demands need to be divested of their 
radicality, radicality being understood as the possibility of existing as a legitimate 
other.

With diversity shared and inscribed in a kind of national past, the commitment 
to citizenship becomes a commitment to the diversity which justifies, also, the 
proposition of a national curricular policy.

It is important that there should be parameters on the basis of which the 
country’s educational system is organized, in order to guarantee that, beyond 
the cultural, regional, ethnic, religious and political diversities that permeate a 
multiple and complex society, the democratic principles that define citizenship 
are also guaranteed.

(Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998a: 50)
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When justifying the national curriculum policy, as well as when defining it, 
the meanings of pluricultural national citizenship slide again, to the effect of 
signifiXating citizenship as something that recognizes national diversity, but 
which needs to guarantee something that goes beyond that diversity. In the 
first versions of the documents, one of the expressions of that ‘goes beyond’ was 
insertion in a global work market which called for high standards of performance 
and which made citizenship viable based on consumption. That sense was erased 
from subsequent versions,12 expressing the difficulty of hegemonizing it. On 
different fronts, the scholars’ criticisms of a (post-)modernized social efficiency13 
were very strong, to the point that the few references to globalization were made 
in the context of affirmation of the place and of the national:

In a world marked by a process of cultural worldization and economic 
globalization, international political forums take on growing importance. 
Nonetheless … the pursuit of a society integrated into the environment 
in which the nearest ‘other’ is found, in the closest community and in the 
nation itself, arises as a need for attaining the integration of humanity as a 
whole.

(Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998a: 16)

There is another ‘beyond’ that gains prominence in the different meanings 
assumed by pluricultural national citizenship in Brazil, mentioned in the above 
quotations and in many other passages of the documents. The Ministry of 
Education’s standards allude to that ‘beyond’ to defend the need for ‘national 
references that can say what are the “common points” that characterize the 
educative phenomenon in all Brazilian regions’ (Brazil, Secretaria de Educação 
Fundamental 1998a: 49). Accordingly, pluricultural national citizenship 
incorporates and valorizes the country’s cultural diversity at the same time 
as it establishes a common horizon for everyone, as a way of guaranteeing ‘the 
democratic principles that define citizenship’. This movement is understandable in 
a country with profound economic and social inequalities that end up producing 
very specific articulations between demands for recognition of cultural and racial 
particularities and for economic and social equality.

One must consider the principle of equity, that is, that there are differences 
(ethnic, cultural, regional, gender, age group, religious etc.) and inequalities 
(socioeconomic) that need to be taken into account for equality to be really 
attained.

(Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998b: 21)

When translating that plural national citizenship which seeks equality in 
terms of a pedagogic discourse, new articulations are established that expand the 
fluctuations of the meanings of that citizenship. Also in this case, there are very 
effective shared historical meanings in the signifXation processes. The role of the 
school in training that citizenship explains even more clearly its connections with 
a goal of equality going beyond diversity, ‘guaranteeing the access of citizens to 
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the whole of public assets, among which are included that of socially relevant 
knowledge’14 (Brazil, Secretaria de Educação Fundamental 1998a: 50).

By these means, the role of the school in producing the plural national citizen 
– he/she who masters socially accumulated knowledge – reintroduces the enemy 
which symbolically closes the idea of plural national citizen. If non-citizenship, as 
a social problem, lies in all the documents in the form of rhetoric of absence, at 
that moment, it becomes more explicit when localized in the subject who does not 
master that knowledge. Unlike plural citizenship, which is national, non-citizenship 
is the property of the subjects. As such, its principal reference is not stories of 
segregation and prejudice, but the non-mastery of basic knowledge required for 
the full exercise of plural national citizenship. Therefore, besides the enemy being 
an individual, what characterizes him as such is something that is outside him 
and which can be acquired, provided there is a quality educative intervention. 
That horizon without enemies, an illusion of total inclusion, transforms plural and 
inclusive national citizenship into an excellent articulating nucleus of the discourse 
of the reform, permitting stabilization of the hegemonic articulations that are at 
the base of the curricular policies. Like every powerful closing, it excludes other 
meanings producing certainties that naturalize the exclusions.

About Exclusions

I wanted throughout this chapter to understand how curricular texts were being 
constituted as discursive closings that mobilize intentionalities and propose 
preferential forms of readings. Certainly there is no text without closings; every 
text creates symbolic places in which it intends to put its readers. In the case of 
texts that intend to intervene, such as political texts, it is still more crucial to create 
those places, even if that intention requires them also to make contact with those 
they hope to persuade. Even if there are other constraints, the curricula can only 
intervene if they are read and if they convince the reader of the adequacy of the 
addressings they propose. I am using the term addressings to indicate the way the 
text addresses its readers so they perceive themselves to be the intended readers 
of the text and so that they also position themselves as open to the message of 
the text. The effectiveness of address as an instrument of intervention depends, 
therefore, on its waiving its intention of absolute control. It is a paradox with 
which curricular policies need to live. Clearly, total saturation would not even 
be possible, because as political texts they are constructed by many hands in the 
midst of negotiations and agreements.

The texts of recent national curricular policies in Brazil project the citizen as 
a preferential identity and construct around it an aura of positivity as a way of 
making intervention more effective. When mobilizing different meanings, the 
documents present citizenship as a desire of all society, in which there are no 
exclusions, except those that may be overcome with the actual intervention. With 
that, citizenship becomes a very powerful projected identity, contributing toward 
erasing the difference as the actual deferment of meanings that is in the basis of 
the discursive. Textual formations articulated around metaphorical signifiers like 
citizenship try to hinder the proliferation of meanings specific to the différance.
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At this point it is important to recognize that the strong role that policies give 
school training in citizenship is experienced also by the uneducated in a country 
where, for example, the illiteracy rate of people over 15 years was 13.6 per cent 
(MEC/INEP n.d.) in the last census in 2000. To what degree does making the 
schooling essential for participation in civic life deprive the uneducated subjects 
of their claim to national citizenship?

Testimonials in which underemployed adults attribute their economic situation 
to their uneducated condition show that the connections between education and 
more effective participation in national life are very strong. The importance that 
uneducated parents give to school as a way for their children to have access to the 
world of formal work confirms such connections. The exclusion of the rights that 
an inclusive citizenship could ensure, despite its complexity, is in many cases seen 
as a consequence of lack of education, motivated both by economic difficulties that 
kept the subjects away from school as by lack of personal interest.

Since, however, almost all children aged 6 to 14 years have access to school, let us 
return to the school´s subjects. How may they experience the emptying of meaning 
that makes citizenship a strong and, at the same time, ambivalent principle around 
which the curriculum is articulated? And, how may they experience attempts to fix 
these meanings around a remarkably universal identity? We must remember that 
the experiences of these individuals are varied and not always linked to collective 
belongings such as social class, race or professional identity.

The strength of citizenship as a nodal point that articulates the curriculum 
national policies derives from a certain emptiness of meanings which facilitates 
the articulation of demands from different subjects. Beyond the strength of the 
concept of citizenship, such emptying implies also the non-fulfillment of any 
specific demand. All groups are represented in the ambivalence of the project 
of citizenship while they see their wishes on behalf of the articulation diluted. 
The project also becomes ambivalent in its interaction with the individuals 
who see themselves as citizens at the expense of a certain self-estrangement. 
Such movement is experienced not only by students but also by teachers within 
schools, and perhaps explains why the project of citizenship is both a project for 
everyone and for no one. The task of training for citizenship has been taken up by 
students and teachers, but, at the same time, there is some concern that this may 
entail adherence to an empty slogan. This mixture of acceptance and distrust has 
facilitated the assertion of the citizenship’s idea with universal speeches as those 
present in policy documents and also in classrooms.

The longing for a safe answer about what would constitute training for 
citizenship is the context in which the universalisms gain strength. This longing is 
visible among teachers, but society in general seems to confirm this need when it 
nostalgically states that the school was once much better. This link with the past 
does not, however, take the centrality of education for citizenship, but justifies 
the importance of its coherence and authority with contents seen as universally 
relevant. On behalf of inclusive citizenship, a belief in universal knowledge 
penetrates into the curriculum. This is not possible without a more or less radical 
exclusion of some individuals.
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The most obvious form of exclusion is experienced by students who are 
expelled from school. Of course, the high school dropout rates in Brazil have 
strong economic roots, but multiple repetitions have been a strong supporting 
factor in this process. It is common for children to hear, especially from parents 
of the popular classes and even children themselves, that they have a ‘weak head’, 
and therefore are not able to learn. In this case, it is worth not insisting on going to 
school. Insofar as there is a requirement, they make school enrollments every year, 
but they participate only for a few months of school activities. They tell themselves 
that citizenship, although for all, is not for them. They realize the selectivity of the 
term ‘all’ in public policies in Brazil, while living the deep experience of exclusion, 
not from school, but from the ‘all’ which refers to citizenship. This experience has 
been more common in lower social classes, but also for blacks and for children 
from the poorest geographical regions of the country (MEC/IBGE n.d.).

For those who stay in school, the experience of dealing with an ambivalent 
project of citizenship involves negotiating their identity attachments with the 
idea of becoming a Brazilian citizen. This negotiation is experienced differently 
by each individual and constitutes us all as hybrid subjects. In this way, teachers 
and students live the common experience, reinscribing it on their culture, but at 
the same time, giving up part of that culture. For black students and teachers, for 
example, this experience incorporates part of their demands as a group, while it 
leads them to an identification with a national citizen as it is proposed as a master 
identity. In the same way, national identity is presented to the working class as 
a horizon of formation that appears to be fictitious for them, as it is not lived in 
their daily lives. The ambivalence of the citizenship agenda confuses educators 
and teachers do not know how to recontextualize curriculum policies in their 
schools, and students estrange themselves, even while recognizing that parts of 
their demands are being attended to.

As I consider this project of citizenship, I must question how it affects the 
educational process that enables the other to be a singular other – not one that 
someone else has invented (Derrida 1989: 59). I am concerned about the politics 
of recognition in the citizenship agenda that ‘the Other’ from being other in full: 
that makes him a project of himself.

Although I am not referring to any particular identity, they end up in the 
center of the task of deconstructing the hegemonized discourses. Universalized 
discourses, as we have seen, have a symbolic force that makes them powerful 
fragments in the construction of the new text. They are defended by groups that 
have greater control of the apparatus of signification and, as a result, become more 
easily hegemonic. In that sense, those who have less opportunity of signifiXating, 
generate peripheral discourses, produced on the sidelines. Thus, in the case of 
national, plural and inclusive citizenship, the struggles of the minorities for the 
valorization of their demands expanded the notion of citizenship in such a way as to 
embody cultural plurality. At the same time, however, that plurality was integrated 
as a national trait and incorporated to the Enlightenment discourse of valorizing 
the knowledge accumulated by humanity. That is why the task of decentering the 
text that naturalizes citizenship as identity projected for everyone is urgent. I think 
that this is the possible contribution of the theoretical debate to the change. To 
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deconstruct what displeases us, to denaturalize the obvious, although it may not 
be sufficient, is a condition necessary for subverting the mechanisms that prevent 
us from doing what is not foreseen on the agenda.

Notes
	 1	 The National Curriculum Council was created by Law in 1995 with the aim of 

collaborating in the formulation of national education policy and to exercise regulatory 
functions, deliberative and advisory services of the Ministry of Education. Its members 
are appointed by the President of the Republic, but at least half its members must 
be chosen from among members appointed by civil society institutions related to 
education. The National Education Guidelines and Foundations Act determined that 
the development of national guidelines for all levels of education would be a function 
of this Council.

	 2	 An empty signifier is a ‘point inside the system of signification which is constitutively 
unrepresentable; which, in that sense continues empty, but is a vacuum that can be 
signified because it is a vacuum inside the signification’ (Laclau 2008: 136).

	 3	 As a subject of lack.
	 4	 And other nodal points around which the curricular texts are constructed.
	 5	 The myth of the three races, which spreads the idea that the fusion of black, white 

and indigenous people is the main element of identity that constitutes Brazilian 
nationality, makes the discussion of racism complicated. It is a myth built early in the 
twentieth century, based on questioning of theories that defined racial miscegenation 
as degeneration. Although from this perspective it can be seen as anti-racist, this 
myth conceals the deep hierarchy of the Brazilian social system with the idea of racial 
democracy that paradoxically can only exist because such hierarchies ensure the 
superiority of white as the dominant group (Matta 1971).

	 6	 It is important to emphasize that the reforms of the 1930s ended up more strongly 
contributing toward forming a national elite.

	 7	 From the 1950s to 1990, debates on the adaptation of national curriculums were 
intense. Although there were no national curriculums in the period, general legislation 
on education tended to blend common curricular bases with diversified activities.

	 8	 Mercosur is the Southern Common Market comprising Argentina, Paraguay, Uruguay, 
Brazil and, recently, Venezuela.

	 9	 The standards in action constitute a project for continued training of teachers for 
using the NCS and the national curricular references. They are in the format of study 
modules, with support from other media, in which collective activities are proposed 
for teachers. Although they are available for general access, the national ministry 
proposes to education departments of states and municipalities that they should use 
them in training courses. There are modules common to teachers as a whole and 
others organized by subjects.

	 10	 This without mentioning that both the standards and the teacher training documents 
and the program of textbooks have, in their own titles, the national adjective.

	 11	 Although the myth of the three races, which maintains that Brazil is formed by the 
contribution of the three races – whites, blacks and indigenous peoples – has been 
strongly criticized for several decades, it still prevails in the basis of affirmations like 
these.

	 12	 That does not mean erasing the importance of the work, which continued, in some 
passages, to be an educative principle, in a Marxist reading widely disseminated 
in Brazil. As that reading is associated with the defense of knowledges socially 
accumulated as curricular content, which I will take up further on, I will not dwell 
on it.

	 13	 I am not arguing that the perspective of (post-)modernized social efficiency, in which 
economic and social development would assume more individual patterns, is absent 
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from the documents, but that it does not happen via valorization of the school for 
direct insertion in the market.

	 14	 The emphasis with which the school should treat socially relevant knowledge is 
defended in Brazil by countless authors, aggregated under the heading of critical-
historical pedagogy. I feel, however, that here we can also see traces that are visible in 
various countries (Young 2009; Taylor et al. 1997) and which could be indicated as a 
return to the basic.
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Introduction 

In 2006, the world marked the 100th anniversary of the death of the Norwegian 
playwright Henrik Ibsen. Despite his continued popularity worldwide, recent 
curriculum debates in Norway reveal some concern that students may leave school 
without having read any of his works.There are even some claims that students 
in China read more Ibsen than Norwegian students! (Engelsen and Karseth, 
2007). The Ibsen discussion emerges from an important and recurrent question 
pertaining to curricula: ‘what knowledge is of most worth for the millennial 
citizen’? (Muller, 2000, p. 41).This issue is at the heart of every curriculum that is 
devised and the answers depend on the responses and claims that gain legitimacy 
within and beyond the national context. 

In this article, we shall examine the possible implications of globalisation for 
curriculum design and how subject matter is defined so as to respond to new 
demands. Questions arise when aims, processes and outcomes detail historical and 
cultural dimensions of content as part of curriculum guidelines. Can a national 
culture be described through examples like Ibsen’s plays, and will they embody 
values that are relevant for a global context? Is there a public legitimacy for the 
cultivation of national cultures as an overall purpose of the curriculum and how 
does this match ideas of qualifying students for life? These problems relate not 
only to the conceptualisation of subject matter, but also to its link to the outside 
world and the contexts of schooling. 

This article discusses alternative routes for nations to respond to global 
demands, balancing cultivation and qualification as complementary parts of 
curriculum and schooling.The two last curriculum reforms in Norway serve as 
a point of departure. First, we shall briefly introduce global issues in curriculum 
theory. Second,we shall outline the methodology of our analysis.Then,we shall 
undertake a content analysis of curriculum policy and design and compare the two 
reforms in terms of how they approach global cultures through national reform. 
Finally, we shall study professional semantics which play a mediating role between 
reform efforts and schooling. By referring to both the North-Continental and 
Anglo-American curriculum theory, we shall attempt to merge different traditions 
and sophisticated theoretical arguments about the way knowledge is dealt with in 
curriculum policy and schooling. 

5	 Conceptualising Curriculum 
Knowledge Within and 
Beyond the National Context1 

Berit Karseth and Kirsten Sivesind
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National Curriculum Guidelines and Globalising Policies 

The modern history of national curriculum guidelines for compulsory education 
in Norway dates back more than 100 years and is part of attempts for Norway to 
become a nation. Therefore, ideas of national culture are central in the construction 
of knowledge through reform and schooling, although contested and adjusted 
along the way. 

An important force for change is political ideas and efforts to create what is 
known as a social democratic welfare state associated with the Scandinavian 
model (Talhuag et al., 2004, p. 143).This model combines local requests and 
developments with a strong, active and interventionist State and has resulted in 
several national curricula (Gundem, 1993b; Sivesind, 2008). Moreover, institutions 
for professionalising teachers and supporting staff were established, influencing 
how curriculum was formulated, interpreted and put into practice (Bachmann, 
2005; Skarpenes, 2004). However, both reform and the institutional design of 
curriculum and teacher education are being questioned, as are the professional 
semantics of Didaktik/didaktikk (Hamilton, 1999).2 Daily news and other 
channels for public discourse report on the low quality of schooling and degrees of 
achievement in the last decades. National reform, schooling and teacher education 
are criticised for not satisfying societal expectations. International assessments, 
national tests, and research evaluations challenge not only the design of reform, 
but also public opinion about the curriculum and comprehensive schooling 
(Elstad, 2009; Hopmann, 2007a; Langfeldt, 2008). 

On this basis, organisations such as OECD advocate a new political technology 
where formalised curriculum-making is ignored or even contested in favour 
of assessment and accountability systems. A probable consequence of the new 
recommendations is that national politics will transform the curriculum as part 
of an overall globalisation.This is supported by current research on reform and 
curriculum. According to John Meyer (2006), curriculum reform worldwide seems 
to follow common general ideas on how education should prepare the individual 
and the national state to become part of a world society. Based on an analysis 
of curriculum research in several countries, he argues that the modern world 
society builds on the idea of ‘an expansive conception of the individual human 
person, being a member of a human society as a whole rather than principally 
as the citizen of a nation-state’ (p. 264). This is reported along with other studies 
by Moritz Rosenmund in his comparison of curriculum guidelines from 100 
countries collected by the International Bureau of Education, UNESCO. A general 
trend is that curriculum guidelines shift from being content-oriented to being 
learning-oriented and individuals are seen as self-regulated in their approach to 
knowledge and the curriculum (Rosenmund, 2006). 

Although many nations create their own guidelines, they are changing with global 
demands. According to Meyer, curriculum researchers show significant variations in 
the implementation and management of reforms, but they do not legitimate these by 
references to national structures (p. 265). Hence, Meyer questions the role of states 
in creating a global heterogeneity through national reform. Formal curriculum 
documents refer to multiple contexts, from the global to the local. 
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There are several signs of an emerging standardisation which support Meyer’s 
conclusion. In Norway, international studies like PISA play a significant role in 
legitimating new educational policy (Elstad and Sivesind, 2010). They offer new 
conceptualisations of subject matter as competences in and across subject areas, 
which are formally distinguished from national cultures and a school curriculum. 
Besides, a national system for quality assessment presumes goals of learnable 
knowledge and skills in accordance with formulas that are defined internationally. 
In the new frameworks for national testing, the content of schooling is redefined 
in terms of competence aims, detailing levels of achievement in certain areas. 
These evaluations partly contest the formal curriculum and become reactive to 
what is considered as the main purposes and aims of schooling (Lundgren, 2006). 

Reformers have, as Gita Steiner-Khamsi (2009) puts it, ‘come to accept the 
existence of transnational regimes in education’ (p. 67). These regimes are based 
on a belief in the importance of evidence-based policy for development matters 
and the need to establish ‘knowledge banks’ with comparative data. Hence, there 
is a call for more R&D activities which produce a systematic knowledge base and 
could lead to more research-informed educational policies and practices (Burns 
and Schuller, 2007). The power of transnational actors is obvious as comparative 
data become a source of authority for assessing national educational reforms. 

However, can we conclude that the history of national reform loses its 
relevance in the current interpretation of curriculum and culture? An alternative 
understanding is that continents and countries renew their traditions and 
curriculum designs to respond to global expectations and standards by adjusting 
their own policy to global requests and demands. Hence, they can also become 
active participants in a worldwide society by formulating and distributing texts as 
a central force in renewing curriculum and schooling globally. 

Methodological Approach 

Our analysis is based on an examination of core policy documents and curriculum 
guidelines from the two latest reforms between the early 1990s and the mid-2000s 
in Norway. The first is Curriculum Guidelines for Compulsory School (L97) (The 
Royal Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs, 1996) and the second 
is Knowledge Promotion, which is still under revision (LK06) (The Royal Ministry 
of Education and Research, 2006). Both start out with the Core Curriculum of 
1993 (L93) (The Royal Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs, 1994), 
which describes the legitimating rationales and goals for comprehensive schooling 
in Norway. 

All guidelines were formulated as main elements in reform design, involving 
many groups and persons who were assigned by the executive agency for the 
Ministry of Education and Research (which became The Norwegian Directorate 
for Education and Training in 2009). Their drafts of a new curriculum guideline 
were finally approved by the Ministry of Education and Research in 2005 after 
rehearsals which initiated political and public discussions. Green and white papers 
were produced, which are also referred to in this article. 
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Several strategies are promising for examining public documents of this kind 
(Andersen, 2003). This article uses a content analysis strategy which considers 
histories and the use of language as significant concerns. It is inspired by discourse 
analysis, since we study the way policy texts are shaped through the configuration of 
concepts and arguments in use. But such an analysis does not provide information 
about the consequences of policies, but about which policy problems and goals are 
brought to the fore and which are left aside (Saarinen, 2008). It can also conclude 
about the potentials of reform in terms of its use. However, the interpretations 
here will not only reject discursive practices, but also form and content, as they 
take shape in curriculum guidelines considered as texts. Such guidelines primarily 
describe programmes for education, with their specification of overall purposes, 
content and organisational arrangements, including evaluation (Reid, 1999). 

In our content analysis, we apply a combination of a theory-driven and realistic-
orientated text interpretation, where alternative configurations of concepts such as 
curriculum aims and subject matter are discussed. In the first part, we look for 
the way content matter is conceptualised in view of globalising concerns and how 
it is politically legitimated in white and green papers.The Core Curriculum is of 
particular interest in this regard, since it calls for a global heterogeneity through 
national reform and thereby defends a national cultural heritage in view of a 
globalising order. 

In the next section, we compare the two formal curriculum guidelines of 1997 
and 2006 and question whether they represent two designs or models of reform. 
Here, we use a comparative strategy to examine how curriculum knowledge is 
formulated to frame teaching and learning practices. As we will see, the texts refer 
not only to the overall visions of curriculum policy, but also to earlier texts which 
constitute an institutional force in representing their own histories and languages, 
such as professional semantics. Curriculum is, in these semantics, conceptualised 
in terms of theories which deal with paradoxes of schooling and reform beyond 
the national context. 

In the last section, we discuss how theories and professional semantics deal 
with contradictions between a formalisation of curriculum and individuals’ 
autonomy to decide upon their own values, cultures and meaning-making. Global 
requests for individualisation create possibilities for defining and redefining 
what constitutes the cultures of the world, but at the same time, make students 
responsible for their capacity to deal with what counts as subject matter. 

In Norway, there is a long tradition of curriculum research of which 
documentary analysis of this kind is an integral part. Documents examined in 
this article have been the object of many research projects, reports and articles 
(Bachmann, 2005; Bachmann et al., 2004; Engelsen, 2008; Engelsen and Karseth, 
2007; Sivesind, 2002). This article refers to examinations and conclusions in earlier 
studies (Engelsen, 2008; Engelsen and Karseth, 2007; Gundem, 1995; Gundem, 
1996) and adds new insights into the relationship between global changes and 
national curriculum reform as viewed from a North-Continental perspective. 
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Curriculum Policy: Approaching Culture and Content in 
National Reform 

Promoting Global Cultural Heterogeneity Through National Reform 

Most twentieth-century European curriculum reforms were developed by the 
nation-state, reflecting both the world and the Bildung of the population. Bildung 
in this context is regarded as something to approach by educating the individual 
as well as the public. Institutional arrangements like schooling are essential 
for this pursuit and relate to both cultivation and formation of individual and 
societal requests (Hopmann and Riquarts, 2000; Westbury, 2000). Moreover, 
since nation-states are the locus of change, they have also become the locus for 
citizens’ identities (Keating et al., 2009). Formal curriculum documents constitute 
this history, empowering states to regulate how the outside world will be reflected 
within a geographical territory, although not by sanctioning individuals in their 
views of the world. Hence, the rationale for reform in the 1990s and 2000s reflects 
not only a history of nation-building, but also a history of students’ individual 
autonomy. 

Although the nation-state was in a phase of transition in the 1990s, losing 
its clear-cut role as the place for government and reform-making, the Ministry 
of Education put forward arguments for developing a common history and a 
language of the nation (Gundem and Karseth, 1998, Gundem and Sivesind, 1996). 
Concerning formal curriculum making, this included content descriptions of what 
counted as subject matter in the daily practice of teachers and learners (Hopmann 
and Riquarts, 2000). Below, we quote a paragraph from the preface of L97 (English 
version) that underscores this cultural orientation: 

One of the most significant developments in the new curriculum is that 
greater emphasis has been placed on a central curriculum.This is intended 
to ensure a nation-wide education system with a common content of 
knowledge, traditions and values regardless of where the pupils live, their 
social background, gender, religion or their mental or physical ability. At the 
same time there is still room for local and individual choice and adoption, 
which is a long-standing principle in the Norwegian school policy (p. 5). 

The content will not only be represented at large, but will contribute to the 
personal development of the citizen. Cultural heritage is considered as an 
important source in two respects. Personal identity is developed by becoming 
familiar with inherited forms of conduct, norms of behaviour and modes of 
expression to become cultivated. The curriculum should therefore develop the 
learner’s familiarity with national and local traditions. One argument is that the 
bonds between generations are closer when they share experiences and insights, 
stories, songs and legends. In addition, if society is going to remain democratic, the 
curriculum must play a leading role in passing on the common cultural heritage. 

However, the main arguments for a centralisation of content related to equity 
and equal rights adhere to a more subtle line of thought: in an increasingly special-
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ised society, common frames of references must be the property of all in order to 
avoid differences in competence that may become social inequality and be abused 
by undemocratic forces. From this point of view, the political discourse revolves 
around the ideas of cultural integration and how to design good conditions for 
students to develop literal knowledge and skills. 

One argument, according to Gundem, is that those who do not share the 
background information that is taken for granted in public discourse will often 
overlook the points in question and miss the meaning (Gundem, 1996). In this 
sense, newcomers to the country are more easily incorporated into society when 
implicit features of the cultural heritage are made clear, such as knowledge about 
past events and achievements. Professor Gudmund Hernes, who initiated the 
reform as the then Minister of Education and Research, argued for enculturation 
as important for citizenship. Highly inspired by what is known as cultural literacy, 
knowledge of the cultural heritage is important to become a world citizen (Hernes, 
2008; Hirsch, 1985). Cultivation and civilization are considered as two sides of the 
same coin. 

The capacity to communicate across cultures is also required in working life 
and within the public discourse.Without an overarching comprehension of culture 
the Ministry argues that it would be difficult for non-specialists to participate in 
decisions that affect their lives (The Royal Ministry of Education, Research and 
Church Affairs, 1994, pp. 26–27). 

The curriculum policy asserts that the combination of new information 
technology and travel, together with the globalisation of the world economy, 
imply a rapid distribution of knowledge and innovation. Knowledge development 
is significant for the economic and technological balance and competitiveness 
between countries. In this situation, cultural heritage and traditions could 
stimulate knowledge creation and discovery. 

From this cultural-economic point of view, new problems arise in policy as 
well as in society. A possible threat to globalisation and the use of new technology 
is cultural convergence, which leads to the following conclusion: a renewed focus 
on national identity is needed to ensure a multicultural society. National cultures 
contribute to the world culture by stimulating a multicultural language within a 
global context. Hence, the arguments for designing a curriculum which defines 
a common content of schooling seek to create a global cultural heterogeneity 
through national reform.These ideas were included in the new Core Curriculum, 
launched in 1993 and which was translated into Chinese, English, French, German, 
and Russian (The Norwegian Directorate for Training and Education, 1994). Not 
only were foreigners invited to read the overall vision of education, but the text 
was distributed globally to symbolise national policy and goals. It seeks to realise 
ideas of the 1990s policy in Norway, marketing Norway in the global society, yet 
it is also motivated by an ideals approach to create a global cultural heterogeneity 
through national language and reform. 
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Promoting Global Culture by Value and Competence 

In the 2000s, reform strategies indicated a new orientation towards a global language 
of reform, focusing on competence aims, skills and capacities of learning. This new 
policy adjusts to strategies and concepts advocated by OECD and seems to be 
inspired by new forms of governance in what is conceptualised as the knowledge 
society. The following compares white and green papers from the two decades. 

In both decades, a combination of cultural and instrumental purposes was 
formulated in policy documents, linking economic progress to moral and political 
values. The 1990 reform was legitimated by a societal approach, yet it maintained a 
normative foundation by focusing on interaction and companionship between people. 
It claimed to have a dialectical relationship between individuals’ fulfilment of their 
own capacity legitimated by the aims of societal development ‘towards democratic 
participation and solidarity, towards economic growth and force of development, 
towards cultural aptitude and compassion’ (Report No. 40 to the Storting, 1990–91, 
p. 2). It also emphasised humanity as a facet of the interactive relationship between 
individuals: ‘Knowledge is a resource that is not restricted when it is shared; humanity 
is a value, which increases when people fully exploit themselves in companionship 
with each other’ (Report No. 40 to the Storting, 1990–91, p. 2). 

Likewise, the policy at the turn of the century adheres to societal and valuable 
growth, but unlike in the former, the knowledge society is viewed as a changing 
arrangement which supports, but does not guarantee, self-fulfilment. It focuses on 
knowledge and creativity and on human capital: ‘the most important input-factors 
in working life are not longer economical capital, buildings and equipment, but 
the humans themselves’ (Report No. 30 to the Storting, 2003–2004, p. 23). 

In both cases, knowledge is considered as increasing in value when it is shared, 
but according to the last report, not by companionships but by being shared and 
used. There are nuances in the conceptualisations of what a knowledge society 
means for citizens. In the first phase, individuals are considered as persons who 
deal and work with knowledge in different contexts, such as higher education, 
while in the second phase, knowledge is seen as becoming ‘an increasingly 
important source and a driving force’ for individual societal success within a 
society which is ‘ever more complex and diverse’. It is stated that ‘Since society 
constantly changes, schools cannot supply pupils with all the knowledge they will 
need as adult citizens. However, it is important that schools give pupils the basis 
they need for lifelong learning’ (Report No. 30 to the Storting, 2003/2004, p. 23). 

In the first run a Coleman-inspired orientation is evident. Individuals create and 
recreate societies in all their complexities, whilst in the next phase post-modern 
liberalism seems to take over, providing students with opportunities to develop 
and learn as individuals. Moreover, in the last phase, international test scores are 
referred to as an evaluation of the former policy, which implies this change. 

It is stated in the report that few countries spend as much money on education 
as Norway. In our country, the report continues, there is ‘broad political consensus 
about the objectives of education — to give children and young people opportunities 
for general education, personal development, knowledge and skills’ (Report No. 30 
to the Storting, 2003/2004, p. 3). All the same, the white paper goes on, Norwegian 
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and international research show, that our school system has weaknesses. Many 
pupils underachieve and complete their education with poor results and there 
are large differences due to social background. Furthermore, education is not 
sufficiently customised and tailored to meet individual needs and the culture 
for learning is poorly developed. The report recommends improving these 
weaknesses by developing a national test system and increasing the competence of 
teachers, school leaders and administrators through the establishment of a culture 
of learning. A solution to this is differentiation through a decentralised policy 
where the single municipality and schools are considered as the sites for change 
(Hopmann, 2007a). Moreover, the individual student is the core object of change. 
According to this idea, training in skills should be the core of schooling, while a 
common content is ignored in favour of learning which is differentiated in regard 
to individual needs.The same idea seems to be advocated worldwide, pinpointing 
individualisation as a solution to curriculum change. Again we can ask: What are 
the implications of a new global language for descriptions of culture and how can it 
be dealt with in national curriculum reform? 

Types of Curriculum Designs 

We shall now compare subject curricula in the curriculum guidelines with regard 
to their way of formulating aims and content. The first reform specifies subject 
matter according to what content should be the base for students’ learning (The 
Royal Ministry of Education, Research and Church Affairs, 1999). This content is 
described through topics, concepts and a cultural canon and specified by names 
of authors and artists and historical events. In the introduction to Arts and Crafts, 
we can read the following: 

In a society undergoing constant change, experience of art, architecture, 
design, applied arts and crafts — from past and present, from one’s own 
culture and from others’ — provides an important frame of reference for 
cultural insights. Roots in one’s own culture make a secure foundation for 
identity and for respect for new and unfamiliar impressions and forms of 
expression 

(L97, p. 204). 

The first reform emphasises topical interests and interdisciplinary work, as 
well as ways of working with the content. Very importantly, the principles and 
guidelines in this curriculum do not conceptualise methodical aspects which 
profile semantics of effective learning but specify the amount of subject-oriented 
teaching and project work at different levels. 

However, a more learning-oriented approach is persistent in the new subject 
curricula in the reform of the 2000s, and forms of work described earlier in aims 
are excluded in favour of a general idea of individual learning strategies as a main 
principle to strengthen basic skills. In the new curriculum, the principle of learning 
is also built into the concept of how to improve learning by expressing oneself orally, 
writing, developing numeracy and using digital tools. Aims of learning relate to 
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student activities which can be assessed within the school practice and centre on 
the improvement of knowledge and skills. This is a methodical aspect rather than 
an interactive approach and is more oriented towards learning outcomes than the 
former L97. 

To describe content in terms of main subject areas, which structure but give 
no clear-cut descriptions of what to teach, is obviously the most radical change of 
LK06.This shift is, above all, a question of form and language, of how competence 
aims are defined in different grades. This change breaks away from the form that 
has been decisive to curricula in Norway since 1890 (Gundem, 1993a; Gundem, 
1993b). However, does this new approach exclude content and a culture of 
knowledge as elements in the subject curricula? In the area of Arts and Crafts, we 
can read: 

The perception of art, design and architecture are along with raising the 
awareness of our cultural heritage in a global perspective, important aspects 
of the subject … Understanding the arts and crafts of the past and the present 
in one’s own culture and that of others may provide the basis for developing 
our multicultural society. 

(LK06, p. 1). 

From this citation, it seems that the approach of L97 is still alive. Moreover, 
national culture is considered as the starting point for social deliberations relating 
to history and society. Still, it proclaims an old distinction by the use of us/our and 
the others/unfamiliar.This is a common trait of both reforms, as illustrated by the 
following example drawn from history in the latest reform where it is stated that 
the major aim of teaching is ‘linguistic confidence and a belief in one’s own culture 
as the basis for development of identity, respect for other cultures, active social 
participation and lifelong learning’ (p. 1). 

The subject curriculum in Norwegian (in LK06) considers subject matter 
as placed between the historical and the contemporary and the national and 
global. Paradoxes in reform are made evident as a consequence of the opposite 
environments of the curriculum. Considered historically, this tells us that formal 
curriculum is not considered as a buffer-zone for political values and conflicts. 

Whereas the subject curricula of L97 present detailed descriptions of topics that 
pupils should learn from, LK06 describes what they should be able to do in more 
practical terms. For instance, while it is stated in L97 that pupils in grade 9 should 
have the opportunity to ‘consider the ideological foundations of Fascism and Nazism 
so as to be able to develop reasoned attitudes to those ideologies and their modern 
offshoots’ (p. 198), LK06 states that pupils after year 10 should be able to ‘present a 
historic event based on different ideologies’ (p. 6). Moreover, the new curriculum 
of the 2000s embraces a concept of standards or levels of goal achievement, 
although there are not yet descriptions of such levels within the subject curricula 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet and Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2006, p. 9). 

How the learning aims are formulated varies across subjects. Some are defined 
precisely and are related to basic skills, e.g. ‘the students should be able to count to 
100’ by the end of second grade (Mathematics). Others are more general and it is 
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therefore more difficult to measure the learning outcomes. For instance, students 
at the end of the 7th grade should be able to discuss how language represents 
expressions and attitudes about individuals and groups (Norwegian). 

Although the curricula texts represent descriptions of objectives and skills, the 
subject curricula represent a shift from the previous version. While the phrase 
framing the aims in the former curriculum is Pupils should have the opportunity to 
observe the principle, etc. (L97 English version), the new version uses the phrase 
The aims for the education are that the pupil should be able to observe the principle, 
etc. (LK06 English version). Likewise, whereas ‘to learn about, work with and 
study’ are verbs that are commonly used in former subject curricula to describe 
the objectives, the new curriculum uses verbs which indicate performance: to be 
able to elaborate on, to describe, to explain, to find. 

To conclude, the two reforms prolong long-standing traditions related to 
subject matter in terms of contents. This is framed by the curriculum guidelines, 
which describe culture in terms of subject matter and are also conceptualised 
in the professional semantics of reform. Both curriculum guidelines from the 
two decades are content-oriented, although they represent this subject matter 
differently. Neither the role of the state, nor the vision of supporting individuals 
in their endeavour for cultivation and learning are very different. Moreover, our 
content analysis shows that both guidelines conceptualise national culture in 
relation to the past and passing on knowledge as a frame of reference. Curriculum 
making is then about the selection of what should be represented and its potential 
to encapsulate future pursuits of students and societies. 

Since this knowledge is not evident by itself, the curriculum has been part 
of negotiations among different actors in the field of education (educational 
bureaucrats, teachers, students, politicians, parents, academic institutions, etc). 
They are all Norwegians, appointed by the government. As such, the curriculum is 
located within a geographic territory, limited by the nation-state. 

The curriculum reflects a particular time in history and even fixes the history 
of knowledge to be dealt with in teaching and learning. In this sense, both reforms 
exemplify ‘neo-conservative traditionalism’ (Young, 2008). However, both 
guidelines are also conceptualised in terms of learning achievements, which could 
be considered as ‘technical instrumentalism’, following Young, where knowledge 
arguments behind the text do not describe education as a cultural project, but 
rather the imperative of education, forced by the needs of modern capitalism and 
instrumental concerns. This idea is also apparent in the two reforms as a purpose 
of qualification, but mixed with the idea of carrying over knowledge from the past. 

Certain characteristics appear if we go into the rationales of the two reforms. 
While social integration is a fundamental value behind the core curriculum and 
the way the subject curricula in the 1990s are designed, utilitarianism has become 
essential for the curriculum in the 2000s. In both cases, however, paradoxes are to 
be solved, not only between politics and schooling, but in terms of how knowledge 
and culture are elaborated on in terms of subject matter in teaching and learning. 
This relates to the pedagogical paradox. 
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The Pedagogical Paradox of Education 

We shall now address questions on how the recent curriculum reforms in Norway 
and international trends towards a global curriculum model pertain to the 
indispensable purpose of education found in the continental tradition of Bildung 
and the link between education (as enculturation and qualification) and human 
requests. 

Moreover, traditional and instrumental concerns, all part of modernising society, 
enforce education reform towards instrumental concerns, reflecting interests 
in economic progress and social welfare associated with the industrialisation 
of the early twentieth-century (Weber, 1978 (1922)). Dealing with paradoxical 
concerns in knowledge-transition as well as knowledge-making has a much longer 
history however. We will consider it as a classical paradox, which is not only a 
philosophical problem, but explains the development and existence of professional 
semantics which deal with formalised content to guarantee individual freedom 
and autonomy. Following Kant, this paradox concerns the balance of constraining 
enculturation in guaranteeing individual self-determination which proclaims 
responsibility: ‘How shall I cultivate freedom under conditions of compulsion? 
I ought to accustom my pupil to tolerate constraint upon his freedom, and at the 
same time lead him to make good use of his freedom’ (Kant, 2008 (1903); Løvlie, 
2007, p. 15). 

In curriculum history, the pedagogical paradox explains how professional 
semantics deal with cultural knowledge in view of an open-ended idea of Bildung, 
which asserts individual cultivation and formation within society at large. Besides, 
these semantics relate to the idea of formalising a content of schooling connected 
to curriculum guidelines. 

Didaktik is, as Stefan Hopmann points out, ‘at the centre of most school 
teaching and teacher education in Continental Europe, but at the same time almost 
unknown in the English speaking world’ (Hopmann, 2007b, p. 109). It concerns 
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Figure 5.1	 How matter relates to meaning within the tradition of Didaktik and according 
to the licence model (source: Hopmann 2007b: 116, see also Künzli 1998).
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a theory of professions, or a professional semantic, developed through teacher 
education, and as such frames interpretations and understanding of teaching and 
learning. In addition, this semantic refers to the formal curriculum, linking school 
knowledge to the external world. 

According to Didaktik, it is within the context of schooling that the meaning 
of objectified knowledge and self-determination are realised. Therefore, in the 
tradition of Bildung, content is not defined by heritage as such, or a concept of 
knowledge as having its own value, or even considered as a body of knowledge 
to be learnt. Content is not limiting but opens up a range of possibilities through 
reasoning and interactions.The educative meaning is thereby not defined in terms 
of a particular content described in the formal curriculum, but is dependent on the 
interpretation made by both teachers and students and their activities (Hopmann, 
2007b). Despite the fact that the content of the curriculum is objectified, 
simultaneously ascribing to both the right of law and the right of individual 
Bildung, teaching and learning are defined through processes, framed by, but not 
explained by, formalised aims and standards. Moreover, disciplines and school 
subjects function as organising elements within this institutional framework 
where knowledge is predefined according to a given order, sequenced according 
to levels and grades, and eventually selected for pursuing educational purposes 
in teaching practices (Künzli, 1975; Künzli and Hopmann, 1998). However, this 
knowledge is not fixed as something learnt. 

In conclusion, aims and contents are selected for educational and formative 
purposes and not just as ends in themselves.This leads to the following definition: 
‘Didaktik is a theory of the content of formation (Bildung) and of its structure 
and selection’ (Gundem, 1998; Gundem, 2000). It is a guiding theory for both 
designing a formal curriculum and applying this and related documents in daily 
work with students. So, the paradox of enculturation frames the paradox, but still 
opens up for individual and societal Bildung, and moreover, it is not solved by the 
formal curriculum but the selection of knowledge and the practices of teaching 
and learning which are guided by a theory of Didaktik. Hence, Didaktik as a 
semantic construction comes to terms with the pedagogical paradox. 

In accordance with Klafki, the first solution to the pedagogical paradox is to 
create a principle to guide the selection of content that would be significant to 
everyone (Klafki, 2000). Klafki declares: ‘It is meant to be Bildung for all.’ (Klafki, 
2000, p. 89) According to this principle, predefined content should possess 
universal values or at least values that can be accepted by public interests, formed 
by society. It is here that globalisation requires reformulations of curriculum 
guidelines which connect to national identities rather than to objectified culture. 
Multicultural societies presume content which can be shared by a population 
which differs from before when it comes to cultural-individual backgrounds. 

Another solution in continental Didaktik is to solve the pedagogical paradox by 
defining the substance of learning as beyond any objectified knowledge organised 
by the curriculum. Learning is configured through pupils’ recognition of 
knowledge, contextualised in terms of different meanings (gehalt). These meanings 
are constructed through the course of schooling, exploring a particular content, 
but not considered as a result of teaching itself. As formulated by Hopmann: 
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In the perspective of Bildung and Didaktik there are no facts or objects of 
teaching as factum brutum … Any given matter (Inhalt) can represent many 
different meanings (Gehalt), any given meaning (Gehalt) can be opened 
up by many different matters (Inhalt). However, there is no matter without 
meaning, and no meaning without matter. 

(Hopmann, 2007b, p. 116) 

Moreover, the idea of becoming gebildet embodies a lifelong course, where 
citizens continuously generate knowledge and virtue through their experiences 
with the world. In schooling, this means creating an educational process, not in 
terms of individualistic modes of learning, but by participating in a ‘reciprocal 
exchange of information, consideration and argumentation’ (Klafki, 2000, p. 93). 

Both the content and rationale of the curriculum which developed in the first 
decades of the 19th century do not define a cultural heritage of its own. Moreover, 
content is not organised into constructs of knowledge to be reproduced in 
technical terms. It does not argue for training, although the curriculum informs 
the specific aims and content of teaching. Rather, the classical and neo-humanistic 
idea of Didaktik encapsulates constructs of how to trace contradictory values of 
curriculum and schooling in terms of Bildung. 

The issue we address in the following and concluding part is how the continental 
approaches to curriculum and Didaktik presented above can be used to critically 
examine recent curriculum reforms and contribute to a dialogue on what counts 
as teaching matters and how these are to be formed by public documents such as 
curriculum guidelines. In this discussion, continental approaches to curriculum 
and Didaktik offer viewpoints to be included in theorising about curriculum, 
knowledge and learning. However, does the theory make sense in view of 
globalisation? The next section will discuss this question. 

Discussion 

The term curriculum has been given multiple definitions and can be seen as a 
product of different ways of understanding the relationship between schools, the 
state and society (Doyle, 1992; Westbury, 2008).When it is viewed as a social and 
cultural text, its content is neither a fixed, stable body of knowledge, nor a logical 
manifestation of a discipline or a well-defined political decision. Curriculum 
is about meaning-making and negotiation among different actors in different 
positions in the field of education (educational bureaucrats, teachers, students, 
politicians, parents, academic institutions, etc). Hence, the curriculum can be 
considered as social from the very outset (Moore, 2000) and the negotiations 
revolve around what counts as valid knowledge and values in particular historical 
and social settings (Goodson, 1997). 

Emphasising the social and historical basis of school knowledge, however, 
does not mean that it is merely social (Moore, 2000, p. 13). We must not ignore 
the internal and cognitive dimensions of knowledge and school content (Moore 
and Young, 2001), and according to Moore (2000, p. 32), ‘Knowledge is socially 
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produced, but at the same time has the capacity to transcend the social conditions 
under which it is produced’. 

Although the continental theory of Didaktik aimed at public requests from the 
beginning, regulated and formalised and constrained by formal guidelines, it also 
presumes a distinction about the processes in meaning-making as part of schooling, 
although always related to objectified matters of interpretation and meanings, and 
as such, knowledge. How does this theory make sense in contemporary times where 
standardisation processes are evident, framed by new curriculum guidelines which 
trace knowledge, cultures and individual learning as the main cores? 

With reference to our analysis and the two reforms, we may ask whether the 
first reform of the 1990s is oriented towards classical ideas of enlightenment or 
towards facts and acts through a cultural canon? Is the objectified world of matters 
considered as a base for interpretation in creating new understanding? According 
to Lars Løvlie, the answer is clear when he argues that: 

We are used to thinking of the past 250 years — what we call modernity — in 
terms of Enlightenment rationality, more specifically as the proud realization 
of a scientific spirit which shattered superstition and prejudice, of a humanity 
which tolerated differences in religion and ethnic background, and of an idea 
of justice which makes all individuals equal under the law. The most obvious 
paradox is of course that the explicit re-affirmation of the European tradition 
and of national culture under the present political conditions proceeds by an 
actual emptying of such terms as freedom responsibility and solidarity. 

(Løvlie, 1998, p. 201). 

The critique is that L97 falls short in its guide to weighing the importance of 
individual self-determination and autonomy to make independent and responsible 
decisions in a multicultural environment. By detailing content and not restricting 
itself to a reasonable project from a practical point of view, the curriculum fails to 
select and balance content matter (Inhalt) in view of different meanings (Gehalt) 
(Klafki, 2002). Moreover, if cultural heritage is to be conceptualised, the realities 
of cultures within a geographical territory must be taken into consideration. The 
curriculum guidelines of 1997 fail in these respects. 

On the other hand, the LK06 reform has been criticised for representing an 
individualised curriculum. A learner-centred approach emphasises emancipation 
and individual choices. This asks for a ‘Well-tempered Learner’ (Muller, 2000, 
p. 95) and views education as something that is self-governed. In this sense, the 
question of whether students succeed or not becomes an individual issue, or as 
Bauman (2002, p. xv) formulates it: ‘individualization’ consists in transforming 
human ‘identity’ from a ‘given’ into a ‘task’ — and charging the actors with the 
responsibility for performing that task and for the consequences (also the side-
effects) of their performance’. 

Furthermore, according to Engelsen (2008), LK06’s lack of content prescription 
and clarifications may give greater power to stakeholders as textbook authors and 
publishing companies in deciding what is worth knowing.This is also claimed 
by Bachmann in her studies on curriculum reform (Bachmann, 2004; 2005).
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The curriculum fails to ask for deliberation about the boundaries between what 
knowledge to include and not to include in public schooling. There is, following 
an argument by Hopmann and Künzli (1997) ‘no purposeful selection of what 
school and school alone should be offering and achieving. The so-called opening 
of the school places the school alongside all the other places of learning at society’s 
disposal, instead of creating a culture of exclusively school-specific experience’ 
(p. 263). This view demands for content-prescriptions in curriculum guidelines. 

Klafki concludes that the Bildung theory, and in particular the theory of 
Didaktik relating to the philosophy of Bildung, emphasises personal uniqueness 
and does not consider factors that create isolation. Moreover, teaching is not a 
one-way method of instruction, rather the teacher communicates with students 
according to an objectified world of knowledge, as a subject matter for meaning-
making. As such, content might be prescribed without hindering individualisation 
and emancipation. In Klafki’s view, cultural studies provide unique historical 
examples of how the human being could use a combination of a productive and 
formative attainment of knowledge, not as an end in itself, but as a framework that 
students could use to acquire awareness about themselves (Klafki, 2002, p. 41).
Therefore, one could think of a body of knowledge as something to be taught and 
skills to be learnt, but not as measurements of Bildung. 

Certainly, global perspectives add new dimensions to today’s orientation 
towards new experiences and systems that differ from before and for this reason 
need to be regarded as significant. As discussed in the introduction, individuals 
become the agents of a global history (McEneaney and Meyer, 2000, p. 196). Due 
to the ignorance of modern institutional boundaries, individuals are not protected 
against societal demands and are to a large extent expected to be their own care-
takers and knowledge-makers. Hence, the nation-state and schooling weaken and 
with this the legitimacy of national curriculum guidelines. 

However, there are no signs of a curriculum decline if one counts the number 
of curriculum documents and frameworks. In countries where curriculum history 
is institutionalised through national reforms, guidelines are still elaborated, and in 
other nations, inventions such as curriculum standards are formulated (Westbury, 
2008). This mixing trend clearly shows how globalisation transforms curriculum 
policy, although it does not cancel the history of national culture, institutions like 
schooling, or curriculum guidelines as such. The question is then, what is considered 
as contributing to global cultures and institutions? Moreover, is cultural heritage of 
significance for what is conceptualised as a world culture? If so, how is the selection of 
this culture legitimised? The lessons drawn from curriculum history are that neither 
the order nor the selection can be legitimated without institutions and governments. 
Boundaries between the social and the individual must be conceptualised through 
the semantics which accompany formalised guidelines and documents. 

Current policies and theories reconceptualise the curriculum as a pedagogical 
tool for learning rather than as a framing text for what to teach and learn, also 
reflected in curriculum theorising (Kelly, 2004). In this perspective, a globalising 
context redefines not only the boundaries between the state and the school, but 
also the relationships between teachers and learners. Nonetheless, this is still a 
paradox that one must be aware of. 
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Notes 
	 1	 This chapter was originally published in the European Journal of Education, 45, 1, 2010: 

103-120.
	 2	D avid Hamilton specifies that the term didactics for an English-speaking audience 

denotes ‘formalist educational practices which combine “dogma” with dullness’. 
This connotation is misleading according to the German and Nordic conceptions of 
Didaktik(German)/didaktikk (Norwegian). In this article, we use Didaktik to avoid 
possible misunderstandings. 
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Curriculum, the Economy 
and Work



 



 

Globalization in its economic, cultural and social manifestations has been the focus 
of many educators especially over the past few decades (see for instance Townsend 
and Cheng 2000; Hershock, Mason and Hawkins 2007). Economic globalization 
with its implications for national economic competitiveness has led numerous 
governments to re-examine their national education systems with a view to 
developing specific skills and attitudes that are supposedly essential for preparing 
young people for success within a knowledge economy. In addition, there is now 
an emerging literature on how the fruits of economic globalization have not been 
equitably distributed in various societies. If anything, existing inequities in income 
distribution have been exacerbated. On the cultural front, the advent of the 
internet and other forms of information technology, with its accompanying rapid 
spread of ideas across national boundaries, has been viewed as a potential threat to 
cultural, linguistic and religious homogeneity. Many governments have renewed 
calls for education systems to emphasize values education in a bid to strengthen 
social cohesion and maintain cultural continuity (see for instance Lee, Grossman, 
Kennedy and Fairbrother 2004). However, governments do not always find it easy 
to reconcile sometimes wildly contradictory functions of schooling. For instance, 
schooling systems often serve as key sorting or sifting devices to prepare students 
for their future roles in the workforce, which sometimes leaves them open to 
accusations of perpetuating social class inequalities. At the same time, in a bid to 
enhance educational outcomes, some governments have fostered market forces 
and inter-school competition at the risk of sidelining more humanitarian values.

Singapore, a former British colony with a multi-ethnic, multi-lingual and 
multi-religious population of just under five million, has made rapid economic 
progress over the past four decades since attaining political independence in 1965. 
By the early 1980s, it had become known as one of the four Asian tiger economic 
powerhouses and, alongside Brunei, enjoyed one of the highest per capita incomes 
in Southeast Asia. More recently, it has received international attention because 
of its students’ outstanding performance in the Third International Mathematics 
and Science Study in 1997, as a result of which a small but growing number of 
school districts in the United States have adopted modified versions of Singapore 
mathematics and science textbooks.

6	 Values Education Amid 
Globalization and Change

The Case of National Education  
in Singapore

Jason Tan
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Singapore exemplifies the case of a country whose government is well aware 
of the pressing imperatives for economic, cultural and societal change brought 
about by globalization (Velayutham 2007). It offers interesting lessons on how 
the tensions and pressures of globalization have played out in the arena of the 
education system over the past decade. On the one hand, schools and universities 
are constantly being urged to better prepare students for the challenges of the 
knowledge-based economy. An avalanche of education reforms has descended 
on various sectors of the school system in an attempt to promote certain skills, 
attitudes and behaviors. A wave of marketization initiatives has also swept through 
schools in the past two decades. Terms such as ‘diversity’, ‘choice’ and ‘competition’ 
are now commonplace. On the other hand, there are also attempts in the school 
system to shore up national identity and to preserve ‘desirable’ cultural traits and 
behaviors as a bulwark against the perceived undesirable effects of globalization 
on young people. This chapter highlights and discusses various issues pertaining 
to equity, as well as the inculcation of values and ethics, in a climate characterized 
by rapid globalization and change. It suggests that at times the values prescribed in 
the official values education curriculum appear at odds with the social context in 
which the schools are functioning. Furthermore, there are limits to a paternalistic, 
interventionist style of education policymaking.

Thinking Schools, Learning Nation

Singapore’s ruling People’s Action Party (PAP) has enjoyed uninterrupted political 
power for the past 51 years and has developed a paternalistic, interventionist 
style of governance. Almost every aspect of social policy has been harnessed 
single-mindedly in the pursuit of economic development in order that Singapore 
might emerge alongside other ‘First World’ nations (Wee 2007). The education 
system, in particular, has received particular attention as a prime instrument of 
socializing the populace into norms of behavior that might better suit the needs 
of economic development. In the early 1990s, the then Prime Minister Goh Chok 
Tong warned that the educational profile of Singapore’s workforce trailed those 
of its chief economic competitors in East Asia. He also claimed that Singapore 
would not be able to compete effectively against the People’s Republic of China 
and India, which offered abundant supplies of low-wage labor (The Straits Times 
1993). The then Education Minister Lee Yock Suan echoed Goh’s claims in 1995 
and highlighted that the advent of rapid advances in information technology, 
coupled with increasing global economic competition, would invariably increase 
income disparities.

A few years later, Goh launched the Thinking Schools, Learning Nation 
(TSLN) initiative. Driven explicitly by official concern about Singapore’s economic 
competitiveness within the global economy, TSLN included a reduction in 
curricular content from primary to pre-university levels to allow more time to be 
devoted to thinking skills and processes, and the revision of assessment modes. 
A whole list of desired outcomes, such as creative, critical, analytical and flexible 
thinking, the exercising of initiative, communication skills, problem solving, co-
operative team work, and research skills, were announced. Goh claimed that TSLN 
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had to instil a passion for learning among students instead of having them study 
merely for the purpose of obtaining good examination grades (Goh 1997a). Several 
skills, such as creativity, entrepreneurship, innovation, knowledge application, 
independent thinking, and the ability to work in teams, were subsequently listed in 
an official Education Ministry document that outlined the final desired outcomes 
of formal education for every Singaporean (Singapore Ministry of Education 
1998). TSLN has since become a major policy umbrella encompassing multiple 
policy prongs such as Innovation and Enterprise, the Information Technology 
Masterplan, Ability-Driven Education (where every child’s potential is supposed 
to be developed to its fullest), Teach Less, Learn More, the review of primary, 
secondary and pre-university curricula, as well as the revision of university 
undergraduate admission criteria.

Values Education

Along with this emphasis on thinking skills for economic ends, values education 
policies have also taken center stage over the past decade (as they have over the 
past five decades). Chief among them has been National Education, which was 
officially launched in 1997. Goh had in 1995 claimed that:

[g]iving them [students] academic knowledge alone is not enough to make 
them understand what makes or breaks Singapore … Japanese children are 
taught to cope with earthquakes, while Dutch youngsters learn about the 
vulnerability of their polders, or low-lying areas. In the same way, Singapore 
children must be taught to live with a small land area, limited territorial sea and 
air space, the high cost of owning a car and dependence on imported water and 
oil. Otherwise, years of continuous growth may lull them into believing that 
the good life is their divine right … [students] must be taught survival skills 
and be imbued with the confidence that however formidable the challenges 
and competition, we have the will, skill and solutions to vanquish them.

(The Straits Times 1995)

At the same time the former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew commented that:

thirty years of continuous growth and increasing stability and prosperity 
have produced a different generation in an English-educated middle class. 
They are very different from their parents. The present generation below 35 
has grown up used to high economic growth year after year, and take their 
security and success for granted. And because they believe all is well, they are 
less willing to make sacrifices for the benefit of the others in society. They are 
more concerned about their individual and family’s welfare and success, not 
their community or society’s well being.

(Lee 1996: 30)

At a Teachers’ Day rally in September 1996, Goh lamented the lack of knowledge 
of Singapore’s recent history among younger Singaporeans, as reflected in the 
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results of a street poll conducted by a local newspaper. The Ministry of Education 
had also conducted a surprise quiz on Singapore’s history among 2,500 students in 
schools, polytechnics and universities. The results proved equally disappointing.

Goh claimed that the gap in knowledge was the direct result of a deliberate 
official policy not to teach school students about the recent political past and the 
events leading up to political independence. However, he felt that this ignorance 
was undesirable among the young people who had not personally lived through 
these events. He claimed too that these events, constituting ‘our shared past’, ought 
to ‘bind all our communities together, not divide us … We should understand why 
they took place so that we will never let them happen again’ (Goh 1997b: 425). 
Goh highlighted the possibility that the young people would not appreciate how 
potentially fragile inter-ethnic relations could prove to be, especially in times of 
economic recession. Not having lived through poverty and deprivation meant that 
young people might take peace and prosperity for granted.

Calling on all school principals to throw their support behind this urgent 
initiative, which he termed National Education (NE), Goh pointed out that NE 
needed to become a crucial part of the education curriculum in all schools. 
Emphasizing the importance of nation building in existing subjects such as 
social studies, civic and moral education and history would be insufficient. More 
important was the fact that NE was meant to develop ‘instincts’ in every child, 
such as a ‘shared sense of nationhood [and] understanding of how our past is 
relevant to our present and future’. NE was to make students appreciative of how 
Singapore’s peace and stability existed amid numerous conflicts elsewhere around 
the world. This meant that what took place outside the classroom, such as school 
rituals and examples set by teachers, would prove vital in the success of NE. Goh 
announced the establishment of an NE Committee to involve various ministries, 
including the Education Ministry, in this effort.

The NE initiative was officially launched in May 1997 by the then Deputy Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong. Lee claimed that countries such as the United States 
and Japan, with longer national histories, still found it necessary to have schools 
transmit key national instincts to students. Singapore, being barely one generation 
old, therefore needed a similar undertaking in the form of NE.

NE aimed at developing national cohesion in students through:

•	 Fostering Singaporean identity, pride and self-respect;
•	 Teaching about Singapore’s nation-building successes against the odds;
•	 Understanding Singapore’s unique developmental challenges, constraints 

and vulnerabilities; and
•	 Instilling core values, such as meritocracy and multiracialism, as well as 

the will to prevail, in order to ensure Singapore’s continued success.
(Lee 1997) 

Lee called on every teacher and principal to pass on six key NE messages:

•	 Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong;
•	 We must preserve racial and religious harmony;
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•	 We must uphold meritocracy and incorruptibility;
•	 No one owes Singapore a living;
•	 We must ourselves defend Singapore; and
•	 We have confidence in our future.

 (Singapore Ministry of Education 1997a) 

Several major means were suggested for incorporating NE in all schools. First, 
every subject in the formal curriculum would be used. Certain subjects, such as 
social studies, civics and moral education, history and geography were mentioned 
as being particularly useful in this regard. Social studies at the primary level 
would be started earlier, at primary one instead of at primary four. It would also be 
introduced as a new mandatory subject for all upper secondary students in order 
to cover issues regarding Singapore’s success and future developmental challenges. 
The upper secondary history syllabus would be extended from 1963, where its 
coverage had hitherto ended, to include the immediate post-independence years 
up until 1971.

Secondly, various elements of the informal curriculum were recommended. All 
schools were asked to include a few major events on their school calendar each 
year:

•	 Total Defense Day, to commemorate Singapore’s surrender under British 
colonial rule to the Japanese in 1942;

•	 Racial Harmony Day, to remember the outbreak of inter-ethnic riots in 1964;
•	 International Friendship Day, to bring across the importance of maintaining 

cordial relations with neighboring countries; and
•	 National Day, to commemorate political independence in 1965.

In addition, students would visit key national institutions and public facilities 
in order to feel proud and confident about how Singapore had overcome its 
developmental constraints. A further means of promoting social cohesion and 
civic responsibility would be through a mandatory six hours of community 
service for secondary and pre-university students each year. An NE branch was 
established in the Ministry of Education headquarters to spearhead this initiative.

To further demonstrate the importance of NE, the key NE outcomes were 
enshrined in the Desired outcomes of education document (Singapore Ministry of 
Education 1998). Civics and moral education syllabi at the primary and secondary 
levels have been revised twice in the past decade. Both syllabi were premised on 
the key values of respect, responsibility, integrity, care, resilience and harmony, 
and were supposed to be consistent with NE messages. In addition, elements of 
the Singapore 21 Vision, which the government had promulgated in 1999, were 
incorporated in the civics and moral education syllabi (Singapore Ministry of 
Education 2006a, b). This Vision was yet another official attempt to manage the 
growing impact of income disparities by claiming that every Singaporean mattered 
and had a useful contribution to make to society (Government of Singapore 1999).
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Contradictions and Tensions in Values Education Over the 
Past Decade

Behind the NE initiative, one can detect a pressing concern among the political 
leadership about how, on the one hand, to satisfy the growing desires among an 
increasingly affluent and materialistic population for car ownership and bigger 
housing amid rising costs of both commodities, and on the other, to maintain 
civic awareness and responsibility. A related concern is that the population 
might translate their dissatisfaction with unfulfilled material aspirations into 
dissatisfaction with the ruling party.

There is also official concern that social cohesion might suffer, should the 
economy falter and fail to sustain the high growth rates of the past few decades. 
Social stratification has assumed a growing prominence on the government’s policy 
agenda, especially in the wake of the 1991 general elections, when the People’s 
Action Party (PAP) was returned to power with a reduced parliamentary majority. 
Whereas the issue of income stratification was largely taboo in public discussions 
up till 1991, there has been growing acknowledgement on the part of the PAP 
government since then of the potential impact of income disparities on social 
cohesion. For instance, Goh Chok Tong has acknowledged on several occasions 
that not all Singaporeans stand to benefit equally from the global economy. He has 
also pointed out that highly educated Singaporeans are in a more advantageous 
position compared with unskilled workers and that there is a great likelihood of 
widening income inequalities and class stratification (Goh 1996, 1997b).

Goh has drawn an explicit link between income inequalities and the need to 
maintain social cohesion. However, he thinks that ‘we cannot narrow the [income] 
gap by preventing those who can fly from flying … Nor can we teach everyone 
to fly, because most simply do not have the aptitude or ability’ (Goh 1996: 3). 
In the late 1990s, Goh introduced the terms ‘cosmopolitans’ and ‘heartlanders’ to 
illustrate the class divide between the well-educated, privileged, globally mobile 
elite, on the one hand, and the working-class majority, on the other (Parliamentary 
Debates 70(20), 1999, Col. 2284). A PAP Member of Parliament expressed his 
fervent hope that Singaporeans would not ‘allow our system of education [to] 
create a bipolar society of cosmopolitans and heartlanders that will be destructive 
for nation-building’ (Parliamentary Debates 71(2) 1999: Col. 87). More recently, 
these income gaps show no sign of closing and may in fact be widening (Loh 2007).

This tension between social inequalities and social cohesion permeates the 
underlying framework of NE. Different emphases are planned for students in 
various levels of schooling. For instance, students in technical institutes are to:

understand that they would be helping themselves, their families and 
Singapore by working hard, continually upgrading themselves and helping 
to ensure a stable social order. They must feel that every citizen has a valued 
place in Singapore. 

Polytechnic students, who are higher up the social prestige ladder, are to be 
convinced that ‘the country’s continued survival and prosperity will depend on 
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the quality of their efforts, and that there is opportunity for all based on ability and 
effort’. Junior college students, about four-fifths of whom are bound for university, 
must have the sense that ‘they can shape their own future’ and must appreciate 
‘the demands and complexities of leadership’ as future national leaders (Singapore 
Ministry of Education, 1997b: 3).

One sees in these differing messages, clear and unmistakeable vestiges of the 
stratified view of society espoused by Lee Kuan Yew more than thirty years earlier. 
Speaking to school principals in 1966, Lee stressed that the education system ought 
to produce a ‘pyramidal structure’ consisting of three strata: ‘top leaders’, ‘good 
executives’ and a ‘well-disciplined and highly civic-conscious broad mass’. The ‘top 
leaders’ are the ‘elite’ who are needed to ‘lead and give the people the inspiration and 
the drive to make [society] succeed’. The ‘middle strata’ of ‘good executives’ are to 
‘help the elite carry out [their] ideas, thinking and planning’, while the ‘broad mass’ 
are to be ‘imbued not only with self but also social discipline, so that they can respect 
their community and do not spit all over the place’ (Lee 1966: 10, 12–13). It was clear 
in this message that Lee wanted the education system to act as a key sorting or sifting 
device to identify and nurture the tiny elite group, and to send clear messages to each 
student about his or her place in the ‘pyramidal structure’. Lee also lamented the 
tendency among many Singaporeans to be more concerned with individual survival, 
rather than national survival, a theme that both he and Goh later repeated, within 
the setting of a much more materially prosperous society.

It is somewhat difficult to reconcile this stratified view of society, in which 
individuals are still being pigeonholed based on their academic achievement, on 
the one hand, with visions of a socially cohesive society, on the other. The claims of 
the Singapore 21 Vision (Government of Singapore 1999) that ‘every Singaporean 
matters’ and of ‘equal opportunities for all’, as well as one of the secondary school 
Desired Outcomes ‘believe in their ability’ (Singapore Ministry of Education 
1998), tend to be belied by the persistent reliance on academic achievement as 
a primary indicator of an individual’s societal worth, as well as the longstanding 
belief of the former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, who continues to play an active 
role in governance, in the primarily genetic basis of an individual’s intelligence, 
creativity and leadership qualities (see for instance The Straits Times 1996, 2005; 
Parliamentary Debates 66(3) 1996: Cols. 331–345; Parliamentary Debates 70(14) 
1999: Cols. 1651–1653). For instance, it is only recently that high-profile official 
attention has been paid to special needs education in mainstream schools.

At a more general level, the continued insistence on what some observers 
have termed a paternalistic, interventionist political system – one in which 
many citizens are ‘denied self-designed forms of citizenship performance’; in 
which many citizens’ mother-tongue languages such as Hokkien, Cantonese 
and Teochew, as well as the widely-spoken colloquial form of Singapore English 
have been marginalized by official language policies; and in which many citizens 
‘have never experienced how their views can have an influence’ – has in practice 
‘disenfranchised’ most citizens and contributed further to their obsession with 
consumerism (Woo and Goh 2007: 111).

The task of holding on to citizens’ sense of loyalty and commitment will 
come under increasingly severe strain as globalization and its impact mean that 
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Singaporeans are exposed via overseas travel, the internet and news and print 
media to social and political alternatives outside of Singapore. Increasing wealth 
also means that individuals are able to send their children to be educated outside of 
Singapore, after which work opportunities beckon. Furthermore, the government 
itself has been calling upon Singaporeans to work outside of Singapore in order 
to further broaden the country’s external economic competitive advantage. It has 
also been government practice for four decades now to sponsor top-performing 
students in the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level examinations 
for undergraduate studies in prestigious universities such as Oxford, Cambridge, 
Harvard and Stanford. It is perhaps ironic, if somewhat unsurprising, that the 
well-educated elite, in other words, the very individuals who have been accorded 
generous support and funding in their schooling in the hope that they will take 
on the mantle of national leadership, are the most globally mobile, and best placed 
to take advantage of economic opportunities around the world, to the point of 
contemplating emigration. This policy dilemma was exemplified in the late 1990s 
when parliamentarians debated the merits of publicly naming and shaming 
individuals who had been sponsored for their undergraduate and/or postgraduate 
studies in elite foreign universities, only to repay the government the cost of their 
studies upon completion of their studies instead of returning to Singapore to work 
for the government (Parliamentary Debates 68(7) 1998: Cols. 855–996). A few 
years later there were echoes of the ‘cosmopolitans–heartlanders’ issue in the wake 
of Goh Chok Tong’s National Day rally speech which referred to two categories of 
individuals, the ‘stayers’ (Singaporeans who were ‘rooted to Singapore’) and the 
‘quitters’ (‘fair weather Singaporeans who would run away whenever the country 
runs into stormy weather’) (Parliamentary Debates 75(8) 2002: Cols. 1110–1201).

Entangled with the question of class-based disparities is that of ethnic 
inequalities. Data from the population census in the year 2000 indicated that the 
ethnic Malay and Indian minorities, constituting 13.9 per cent and 7.9 per cent 
of the total population respectively, formed a disproportionately large percentage 
of the lower income strata and a correspondingly small percentage of the higher 
income strata vis-à-vis the majority ethnic Chinese. There is sufficient cause 
for concern that these disparities will not narrow as the effects of economic 
globalization make further inroads into Singapore society.

These ethnic disparities play out in the area of educational attainment as well. 
Ethnic Chinese are heavily over-represented in local universities and polytechnics, 
forming 92.4 per cent and 84.0 per cent of the respective total enrolments in 2000, 
as compared with their 76.8 per cent representation in the overall population. 
Ethnic Malays (2.7 per cent and 10.0 per cent, respectively), and Indians (4.3 per 
cent and 5.2 per cent, respectively) are correspondingly under-represented (Leow 
2001: 34–36). Despite ethnic Malay and ethnic Indian students having made 
tremendous quantitative improvements in educational attainment over the past 
four decades, their public examination results continue to lag behind those of 
their Chinese counterparts (see for instance Singapore Ministry of Community 
Development, Youth & Sports 2007). A disproportionately large percentage of 
Malay and Indian students are streamed into the slower-paced streams at both 
primary and secondary levels. In other words, the educational gap is already 
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present at the lower levels of schooling (Ministry of Education programs such as 
the Learning Support Programme notwithstanding) and perpetuates itself at the 
higher levels. This gap also translates into ethnic minority under-representation 
(and working class under-representation) in some of the most prestigious schools 
and a corresponding over-representation in some of the least prestigious schools.

There is evidence that four decades of common socialization in a national 
school system have still not managed to eradicate racial prejudice among school 
students (see for instance Lee et al. 2004). The existence of Special Assistance Plan 
schools, which are almost entirely ethnic Chinese in enrolment, has been the 
subject of periodic discussion because of their perceived ethnic exclusivity (see for 
instance Parliamentary Debates 55(4) 1990: Col. 371; 64(5) 1995: Col. 486; 70(9) 
1999: Col. 1027; 76(10) 2003: Col. 1635). Moreover, the practice of streaming 
students into various tracks at the primary and secondary levels within the context 
of a highly competitive, high-stakes education system has, since its inception in 
1979, contributed to prejudice on the part of students in faster-paced streams, and 
teachers as well, towards students in slower-paced streams (see for instance Kang 
2004).

Exacerbating tendencies towards segregation and stratification of students 
across and within schools has been the marketization of schools since the early 
1990s. This marketization drive, which is supposed to enhance the quality of 
education by increasing competition between schools (and supposedly fostering 
diversity and choice for parents and students), has been manifested in several key 
ways. One of them is the annual publication of secondary school ranking league 
tables that provide summary data of schools’ performance in the annual national 
General Certificate of Education ‘Ordinary’ Level examinations. It took a number 
of years before the Education Ministry responded to public criticism about the 
way in which these ranking league tables had made a number of principals focus 
narrowly on boosting students’ examination results. It announced in 2004 that 
it would be moving away from raw numerical rankings of secondary schools in 
favor of broad performance bands. Another response to public criticism of school 
ranking exercises has been instead to broaden the range of indicators upon which 
schools are to be assessed, through the use of the School Excellence Model (SEM). 
This quality assurance model, which was implemented in all schools in 2000, is 
meant to help schools appraise their own performance in various areas such as 
leadership, staff management, staff competence and morale, and student outcomes. 
Beginning in the year 2001, each school is supposed to subject its own internal 
assessment to external validation by a team headed by staff from the School 
Appraisal Branch of the MOE. These validations are to be carried out at least once 
every five years. Part of the SEM involves the awarding of Achievement Awards, 
Development Awards, Sustained Achievement Awards, Outstanding Development 
Awards, Best Practice Awards, School Distinction Awards and School Excellence 
Awards to individual schools. These awards reward achievement in various 
categories such as aesthetics, sports, uniformed groups, physical health, character 
development, NE, organizational effectiveness, student all-round development, 
staff well-being, and teaching and learning. It is arguable that the use of the SEM 
may result in some schools using more of the same covert strategies that they 
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have been using thus far, this time in a wider spectrum of school processes and 
activities in order to boost their schools’ performance in as many of the aspects 
that are being assessed as possible. For example, principals may narrow the range 
of available co-curricular activities in order to focus the schools’ resources on 
those activities that are considered more fruitful in terms of winning awards in 
inter-school competitions. This phenomenon may have been exacerbated by the 
introduction in 2003 of the Enhanced Performance Management System used to 
appraise principals and teachers, a system that puts a premium on quantifiable 
indicators of personal achievement and contribution.

The competitive stakes have now extended to student recruitment after the 
Education Ministry initiated the practice of Direct School Admission (DSA) for 
secondary schools in 2004. The scheme allows schools to apply for full discretion to 
conduct selection interviews and devise their individual selection criteria to admit 
a certain percentage of their students before they sit the Primary School Leaving 
Examination. It will also likely intensify the tendency of some schools to narrowly 
focus on co-curricular activities that are proven award winners, to concentrate 
obsessively on student participation in activities more for competitive stakes than 
for intrinsic enjoyment, and to exclude students without a proven track record of 
competitive achievement from participation in niche cocurricular activities.

The marketization of education has further accentuated the stratification of 
schools within a hierarchy of prestige and the segregation of students along ethnic 
and class lines across schools. The government has claimed in the Singapore 21 
Vision that:

Everyone has a contribution to make to Singapore. It is not only those who 
score a dozen ‘A’s, or those who make a lot of money who are important and 
an asset to the country … Each one of us has a place in society, a contribution 
to make and a useful role to play … As a society, we must widen our definition 
of success to go beyond the academic and the economic.

(Government of Singapore 1999: 11)

However, the problem is that professional and managerial positions, which 
increasingly depend on one having acquired university-level qualifications, 
continue to be valued more highly and to receive superior remuneration than more 
traditional working-class occupations. This had led to a scramble, especially on 
the part of middle-class and upper-middle-class parents, to enroll their children in 
more prestigious schools. The more prestigious schools in turn have increasingly 
tried through such means as the DSA to maximize their chances of enrolling 
students from home backgrounds that are favorably predisposed to supporting 
academic achievement. Far from supporting some of the Desired Outcomes of 
Education, such as ‘have moral integrity’, ‘have care and concern for others’, and ‘be 
able to work in teams and value every contribution’, as well as the communication 
skills and team work required in TSLN and the key civics and moral education 
messages, the marketization of education has tended instead to foster a climate 
of self-centered individualism that views individuals more as ‘assets’ or ‘liabilities’ 
according to what they are perceived to be able to contribute tangibly to schools’ 
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academic and non-academic outcomes. The question then arises of the equity 
of the sorting mechanisms by which various students’ life chances begin to be 
determined.

In the past few years, there have been belated policy reforms as part of a tacit 
official admission of the divisive impact of education policies. For instance, there 
have been moves to blur some of the boundaries across different academic streams 
at the primary and secondary levels; to encourage greater interaction between 
primary students enrolled in the Gifted Education Programme and their other 
schoolmates; and to provide some semblance of upward mobility from lower-
prestige academic streams to higher-prestige academic streams.

The various tensions and dilemmas that have been discussed in this section have 
serious implications for efforts to impart the key values education messages in all 
students. Further compounding the situation in recent years has been a renewed 
heightening of awareness of religious differences, especially between Muslims and 
non-Muslims. In 1999 there was a public controversy over the future of privately-
run Islamic religious schools following the publication of a Ministry of Education 
report recommending six-year-long compulsory education for all children in 
state-run schools. This was followed by events in the aftermath of the attacks on 
the World Trade Center in New York in September 2001 when, at the end of that 
year, Singapore authorities arrested several Muslim Singaporeans on suspicion of 
involvement in terrorist activities. The specter of militant Islamic terrorism is far 
from over, as exemplified by the further arrest of several Muslim Singaporeans 
in June 2007. In early 2002 another domestic controversy broke out over the 
Education Ministry’s insistence that female Muslim students not be allowed to don 
Islamic head veils in state-run schools. In the midst of these potential flashpoints, 
government leaders have renewed calls for all Singaporeans to remain united, and 
for schools to play their role in fostering social cohesion.

In a sense, the Singapore government has never pretended that ethno-religious 
tensions have been swept away as a result of various educational policy initiatives 
(including civic and moral education) and other economic and social policies. 
In fact, certain government pronouncements may have served (unintentionally) 
to make the task of forging social cohesion more problematic. For example, the 
question of ethnic Malay representation in the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) has 
continued to remain controversial ever since the establishment of the SAF in 1967. 
Government leaders have openly stated that Malays are not recruited into certain 
military units in case their religious affinities come into conflict with their duty 
to defend Singapore (Hussin 2002; see also Chua 2007). In addition, Lee Kuan 
Yew has stated publicly that Singapore needs to maintain current ethnic ratios 
in its population in order to ensure continued economic success. These ethnic-
based controversies have been complicated in recent years by the influx of new 
immigrants and individuals on temporary work permits from such countries as 
the People’s Republic of China and India. Permanent residents formed 10.1 per 
cent of the total population in 2005 (Singapore Department of Statistics 2006: 
3), while ‘non-residents’ (which includes foreign students and transient workers, 
among other categories) comprised 18.3 per cent. These new immigrants have 
had at times to cope with resentment among some Singaporeans over perceived 
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competition for jobs, a phenomenon that has been acknowledged by Goh Chok 
Tong (Loh 2007). The schools will have to grapple with the task of socializing the 
children of the new immigrants, as well as how values education ought to play out 
in the case of students whose parents may have no intention of seeking Singapore 
citizenship, but who have chosen nevertheless to enroll their children in Singapore 
schools. Even in the schools arena, there is worry among some parents, teachers 
and local students about the added competitive element that talented foreign 
students are perceived to represent (see for instance Quek 2005; Singh 2005).

At the same time, the question of national vulnerability in terms of resource 
constraints has leapt to the forefront of public consciousness in recent years, 
adding further urgency to the task of values education, and perhaps complicating 
the task of values education by fostering a perpetual siege mentality among the 
populace. In particular, the governments of Malaysia and Singapore have been 
unable to agree on the terms under which Malaysia will continue to supply the 
bulk of Singapore’s water needs. The two governments continue to trade words 
over a disputed island, Pedra Branca, lying between the two countries.

On a more practical note, it is not always easy to get teachers and students to 
accord sufficient importance to values education amid the general scramble to 
prepare students for examinations within a highly competitive education system, a 
trend which shows few signs of abating even amid the TSLN rhetoric about critical 
and creative thinking. As Chew (1997: 90–91) has pointed out:

… there is a conflicting moral orientation in parts of the written curriculum 
that socialises Singaporean pupils to behave in a very individualistic and self-
serving way in their relationships with other people. The message is clear: if 
an individual and a small nation-state are to survive in a highly competitive 
world, then they must work smartly and try to ‘keep ahead of the pack.’ Herein 
lies the strongest driving force in Singapore society, a force that encourages 
unbridled competition and selfish individualism, and one that is reflected in 
the education system. The school programme poses some dilemmas to its 
pupils. Given the reward structure of the wider society, pupils are responding 
in an expected way. In this sense, the whole educational system is geared 
towards sustaining a competitive ethos rather than an ethos of cooperation 
and caring for others. An important consequence is that much of the effort 
put in by the school to give pupils a balanced education is in danger of being 
nullified by the entrenched value system. 

Attempting to quantify the success of values education initiatives (which 
essentially involve intangible emotional attitudes and beliefs) through the collection 
of hard data for the annual School Excellence Model reports, leads more often than 
not to students chalking up the necessary hours of community service or attending 
school-mandated activities for the sake of complying with school requirements 
rather than undertaking these activities in the genuine spirit of helping one’s fellow 
citizens (see, for instance, Tan 2005). The Singapore government has over the years 
instituted a system of incentives and disincentives to goad citizens into complying 
with official policies (Lee 1966). There is therefore the danger that schools might 
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treat community service as yet another means to compete for national trophies 
and awards for schools that have chalked up tangible, quantifiable indicators in 
terms of community service or for NE, and might not manage to evoke genuine, 
intrinsic passion for the objectives of NE or civics and moral education on the part 
of students.

Another concern with regard to values education in Singapore is exactly how 
comfortably it sits within the TSLN initiative. One might argue that the patriotic 
nature of NE, for example, requires a certain degree of convergence among 
teachers and students in terms of the emotions and passions that are officially 
deemed desirable. In other words, a common set of responses is deemed more 
worthy than all others. However, it might be said that this sort of convergence 
of thought is somewhat incompatible with the sort of critical thinking skills that 
TSLN would appear to encourage.

Conclusion

The Singapore case is instructive for other countries as they grapple with reforms 
to their values education programs in direct response to the challenges posed by 
globalization. Despite a whole flurry of values education initiatives – National 
Education, civics and moral education, for example – over the past decade, 
this chapter has shown how the rhetoric of these initiatives often appears at 
odds with the reality of school life in the light of other policy initiatives. Most 
fundamentally, the education system has not strayed far from the fundamental 
sorting and sifting function assigned it at the start of PAP rule five decades ago. 
Such a divisive function is hard to reconcile with rhetoric about inclusiveness and 
valuing every individual equally. The introduction of market values into schools 
has further served as a differentiating mechanism within and across schools, at 
times working against key values education messages rather than in consonance 
with them. Another lesson from Singapore is that despite the best efforts of an 
interventionist state that believes in a technocratic, state-directed manner of policy 
implementation, policy goals often remain elusive. This gives rise to repeated 
reform initiatives that very often sound repetitive in their rhetoric, which may lead 
over time to reform fatigue among school principals, teachers and students. In 
the meantime, the various challenges posed by globalization, such as the growing 
income stratification and the influx of large numbers of non-local-born residents, 
show little sign of disappearing from the public agenda.
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Introduction

How education prepares young people for the future, and in particular for 
their future working lives, has become an increasingly central concern both for 
national governments and for supra-national agencies such as the Organization 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the European Union 
(EU). The perception that a ‘knowledge economy’ places different demands on 
education systems, and that competitiveness in a high-skills knowledge economy 
is essential for post-industrial Western economies such as the UK, has led to 
expansion and reform of all forms of educational provision, with compulsory 
schooling at the heart of change.

This chapter examines how the vision of a changing world of work has 
influenced curriculum policy in England in the first decade of the twenty-first 
century. During this period, a wide range of policy initiatives have sought to 
strengthen connections between education and the economy, involving extensive 
reforms to the school curriculum. The chapter focuses on just one example of 
these reforms: Work-Related Learning. Although Work-Related Learning is not 
new, it only became a statutory component of education for 14–16 year olds in 
2004 (UK Department for Education and Skills 2003).

The official definition of Work-Related Learning, as provided by the UK’s 
Department for Children, Schools and Families,1 is:

Planned activity that uses the context of work to develop knowledge, skills 
and understanding useful in work, including learning through the experience 
of work, learning about work and working practices, and learning the skills 
for work.

(UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009: 6) 

The apparent simplicity of this definition glosses over a much more complex 
terrain. Work-Related Learning stitches together a diverse and ad hoc range of 
activities, qualifications, skills, attitudes and aptitudes. These have emerged over 
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the past 30 years since the first wave of mass youth unemployment in England in 
the 1970s. The various forms of ‘new’ vocationalism introduced since this time, 
of which Work-Related Learning represents just one example, are associated with 
claims about the lack of technical and vocational skills developed by schools, leading 
to attempts to prepare young people for future work through various initiatives 
and vocational curricula which have come and gone over time, and which have 
received much critical attention (Avis 1991; Bates et al. 1984; Dale 1985; Ecclestone 
2010; Gleeson 1990; Moore and Hickox 1994; Pring 1995; Yeomans 1998). There 
are clear continuities between current policy and the past. Huddleston and Oh 
(2004: 83) describe Work-Related Learning as a ‘magic roundabout’, suggesting 
that government policy continually repeats the same promise, that Work-Related 
Learning will be ‘the elixir to cure some of the supposed failings of the education 
system’, and will produce young people ‘able and willing to fit the demands of the 
labour market’ (2004: 85).

At the same time, changes to the wider economic and labor market context have 
refocused policy around two key goals. The first is raising levels of achievement 
amongst all school students for employment in a high skills economy. The second, 
somewhat contrasting goal, involves preparing young people for the uncertainties 
of the new world of work, where all must expect not just employment, but 
unemployment and under-employment to be part of their future.2 Both these 
concerns inform and shape current policy.

The chapter offers a critical analysis of English curriculum policy at a particular 
moment in time. Just after the chapter was completed a Conservative–Liberal 
Democrat government came to power in the UK, whereas the first decade of 
the twenty-first century was a period of New Labour government (1997–2010). 
Under New Labour, the connection between education and economic success was 
seen as central. Nevertheless, English Work-Related Learning policy over the past 
decade cannot simply be read as a reflection of New Labour policy. As various 
policy analysts have argued, there are considerable continuities between the earlier 
Conservative governments and New Labour (Ball 1999; Hill 2001; Hodgson 
and Spours 1999; Power and Whitty 1999). New Labour’s tendency to combine 
continuity and change by adding new policy developments on top of old is a visible 
aspect of Work-Related Learning policy, creating an overload of often conflicting 
intentions and practices. Furthermore, national policy is increasingly framed by 
global discourses (Ball 1999). Grubb and Lazerson (2006) talk of an Education 
Gospel that pervades education internationally. They argue that there is a global 
trend towards the vocationalisation of schooling, based on ‘an article of faith’, 
whereby education will lead to ‘social and individual salvation’ (2006: 295), by 
enabling competitiveness and growth in a high-skills economy, along with upward 
individual mobility in the labor market.

While policymaking at macro level forms only one part of the policy 
construction process, an analysis of policy at this level plays an important role in 
critical policy analysis (Ball 1997). Policies project an image of how things should 
be and act as an operational statement of values (Ball 1990: 3). An analysis of policy 
formulation and policy statements therefore provides a means of holding policy 
values and visions up to scrutiny. However, the translations and transformations 
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of policy through enactment play a significant part in constructing what policy 
is, and this chapter makes brief reference to examples of the reworkings of policy 
in local school contexts, based on an evaluation of Work-Related Learning in one 
region of England in 2008–2009 (James, Bathmaker and Waller 2010).

The analysis focuses on four key features of Work-Related Learning policy. 
Firstly, the wide diversity of practices, which are brought together under the 
umbrella of Work-Related Learning, render the concept of ‘Work-Related 
Learning’ and its meaning as a form of ‘vocational’ education almost impossible to 
define. Secondly, Work-Related Learning is overloaded with an increasing number 
of different and potentially competing aims; thirdly, current policy is based on a 
rationale which reflects a particular interpretation of work and work futures. In 
these three respects, Work-Related Learning demonstrates key long-term features 
of policymaking in the area of broad vocational education in England, where there 
is no strong version of, vision for, or agreement about what ‘vocational’ means in 
this context. Instead, there is a constantly shifting terrain, that reflects the interests 
of different stakeholders in different times and places.

A final aspect of Work-Related Learning considered in this chapter is the 
development of employability and enterprise skills. Both employability and 
enterprise have been key themes within vocational initiatives since the 1980s in 
England and elsewhere (see Smyth 1999). In England, they are now promoted 
within an overarching Work-Related Learning framework as essential components 
of the school curriculum for all students. Whereas the framework appears to allow 
for considerable diversity of interpretation, the reification of employability and 
enterprise suggests a more concerted attempt to achieve a ‘colonization’ change of 
secondary education (Ball 1997: 261). Ball, drawing on McLaughlin (1991), defines 
colonization change as ‘major shifts in the cultural core of the organisation’, where 
reforms change substantially the values, culture and practices of an organization. 
Understood in this way, the purpose of Work-Related Learning might be seen as 
orienting schools and young people towards business interests. What is at stake is 
the subject formation of young people in the interests of the economy, centered on 
notions of employability and enterprise.

Defining Work-Related Learning

Work-Related Learning as a means of preparing young people for the future of 
work is not confined to courses or subjects that are specifically vocational or 
occupational in orientation. Instead, Work-Related Learning in England is defined 
as ‘a way of delivering learning’ right across the curriculum (UK Department for 
Children, Schools and Families 2008a: 10). An official definition published by the 
UK’s Department for Children, Schools and Families suggests that Work-Related 
Learning concerns activities that will directly prepare students for entry to the 
labor market, stating that every young person should be able to:

•	 Learn through work by direct experiences, such as a part-time job or work 
experience
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•	 Learn about work by providing opportunities for students to develop their 
knowledge and understanding, for example through vocational courses 
and careers education

•	 Learn for work by developing employability skills, such as mock interviews 
and work simulations.3

However, the official Work-Related Learning Guide for schools (UK Department 
for Children, Schools and Families 2009) expands considerably on this definition, 
listing nine elements of provision and thirteen different types of activity that come 
under the umbrella of Work-Related Learning. These bring together a wide range 
of ‘linkage mechanisms’, intended to ‘narrow the distance between education 
institutions and employment’ (Grubb and Lazerson 2006: 300 and 299).

Firstly, there is careers information, advice and guidance, including mock job 
interviews, intended to inform students about employment and help them make 
choices. Secondly, there are opportunities to experience the ‘real’ world of work. 
These involve on the one hand students going out into the workplace, for work taster 
sessions, work shadowing and work experience. On the other, they involve employers 
coming into schools, to teach or lead discussions about the ‘realities’ of work, and to 
act as mentors to students. Thirdly, there are various forms of curriculum projects. 
Within school these are listed as business projects and challenges, work simulations 
and industry days to analyze and solve business-related problems, alongside 
practical and applied job-specific tasks within different curriculum subjects. Out of 
school, they involve curriculum-linked workplace visits, and world of work events, 
where the information and experience gained from the visit is incorporated into 
the student’s learning. Finally, there is enterprise education as an area in its own 
right, which embraces enterprise skills, financial literacy, economic and business 
understanding, and understanding of entrepreneurship.

This diversity is reflected in the wide range of practices found during the course 
of an evaluation of Work-Related Learning conducted in one region of England 
between 2008 and 2009 (James, Bathmaker and Waller, 2010). Alongside work 
experience (usually one to two weeks for students at the age of 15), and careers 
advice and guidance work, there were examples of many different types of projects 
that linked the curriculum to the world of work. These included:

•	 a school with a fully-functioning community radio station on site, where 
students were given real responsibilities (up to and including being a radio 
presenter)

•	 a school where young people, as part of a Media program, carried out a 
commissioned project to make a film with a local history focus for a local 
community organization

•	 a school where young people following a Creative and Media course painted 
new murals outside the school buildings, and set up a website with a blog for 
student commentary on their course and links with industry

•	 an English teacher using communication in workplaces as a driver for 
organizing part of the curriculum, such as student visits to a range of settings 
used for in-class activities which classified and differentiated use of language
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•	 a Maths teacher who visited businesses as well as using materials on dedicated 
websites to construct new, differentiated teaching plans and materials to locate 
Maths learning in the context of a garage, a pub and a hairdressing salon

•	 vocational conferences with a focus on vocational subjects such as Health 
and Social Care, Media, Performing Arts and Sport, where students could 
experience the range of occupations available, and do activities that generated 
evidence for their vocational qualification.

It was clear that the broad nature of Work-Related Learning allowed the schools 
in these examples to develop diverse and educationally worthwhile projects.

However, there were also examples where teachers floundered in trying to 
insert ‘Work-Related’ learning into the curriculum for their subject, and where 
establishing links with local employers and businesses was so time-consuming 
as to be of questionable value in relation to the outcomes that might be achieved 
for students. The evaluation also found that Work-Related Learning activities 
were regularly aimed at particular students, usually those who were below 
average achievers. This was partly in the hope of increasing the motivation of 
these students, but also to avoid jeopardizing the progress of more ‘successful’ 
students, with activities that might divert them from focusing on achieving 
high qualification grades. A further issue that arose related to the ever-changing 
succession of initiatives, with no obligation on the part of employers to 
participate or contribute, which meant that practices remained episodic, and 
had to be constantly re-invented, with little continuity or learning from past 
experience.

The Multiple Aims of Work-Related Learning

The wide diversity of practices outlined above is matched by the multiplicity of 
aims that the UK’s Department for Children, Schools and Families claims for 
Work-Related Learning. These aims include:

•	 develop the employability skills of young people;
•	 provide young people with the opportunity to ‘learn by doing’ and to learn 

from experts;
•	 raise standards of achievement of students;
•	 increase the commitment to learning, motivation and self-confidence of 

students;
•	 encourage young people to stay in education;
•	 enable young people to develop career awareness and the ability to benefit 

from impartial and informed information, advice and guidance;
•	 support young people’s ability to apply knowledge, understanding and 

skills;
•	 improve young people’s understanding of the economy, enterprise, finance 

and the structure of business organisations, and how they work; and
•	 encourage positive attitudes to lifelong learning.

(UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009: 6) 
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This list reflects the diverse, sometimes competing aims that have gathered 
around broad ‘vocational’ forms of education over the past thirty years, where 
the goals of motivating ‘disengaged’ students to stay in education and achieve 
qualification outcomes take precedence, avoiding any serious consideration 
in national policy of what might constitute high quality, worthwhile vocational 
education (Ecclestone 2010; Pring et al. 2009; Young 2008).

One way of interpreting these extensive aims is to view Work-Related Learning 
as a condensation symbol (Troyna 1994), which brings together disparate interests 
and concerns in apparent agreement, and which taps into the idea of enabling 
all young people to succeed through improved motivation and achievement. It 
also taps into a wishful vision of a high skills economy, where individuals may 
learn their way into prosperity (or as Hayward and James (2004: 3) put it, ‘learn 
their way out of poverty’), a vision which has been rehearsed regularly in English 
education policy documents.

The Policy Vision of Work and Work Futures for Young People

Throughout the past decade national policy discourses in England have combined 
arguments about the globalization of the economy with the need to increase skills 
levels in the population. These policy discourses construct a relational distinction 
between the past and the future. The future of work is presented in terms of a 
binary, which contrasts jobs that require high skills (the future) with jobs that 
do not (the past). The UK is positioned as competing with other countries for 
investment in high skills industries, and the strategy for success depends on the 
development of high skills in the population.

Education policy for secondary education continually reiterates this message, 
with the risks to the economy resulting from failure to develop high skills defined 
as growing ever greater. In 2001 a government education White Paper claimed 
that: ‘To prosper in the twenty-first century competitive global economy, Britain 
must transform the knowledge and skills of its population’ (UK Department for 
Education and Skills 2001: 5). By 2005, a subsequent White Paper stated:

currents of economic change in other parts of the world can quickly affect 
this country and technology increasingly means that even service industries 
serving one country can be sited in another.

 (UK Department for Education and Skills 2005: 17) 

Three years later, a further White Paper stressed that:

Economic activity will move to wherever in the world it can be carried out 
most competitively. As the impact of this grows, the skills of the workforce 
will be a decisive factor in our continuing to be a high wage economy.

 (UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2008b: 15) 

The policy solution reiterated throughout is to achieve global economic 
competitiveness through high levels of education and training:
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If we are to continue to attract many of the high value-added industries to this 
country, and to compete effectively on the global stage, then we will need far 
more of our population to have high levels of education.

(UK Department for Education and Skills 2005: 17) 

The belief expressed in the demand for high skills has not waned in the face 
of the recession which hit the UK in 2008. Instead, the government’s 2009 Work-
Related Learning Guide for schools claims:

In the current economic downturn, it is even more important to ensure that 
all young people gain the skills, qualifications and experience they need to 
meet the demands of the future workforce.

 (UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009: 5) 

However, the Future of Work research program, undertaken during the 
same period as these policy claims were made (Nolan 2003), suggests that these 
assertions construct a future imaginary, which even before the recession in the UK, 
did not match up to analyses of the changing nature of the labor market offered 
elsewhere. Nolan uses the example of dot.com businesses to show that while such 
companies require software engineers and management consultants, they are not 
the main occupations that result from the dot.com industry:

The priority list with respect to occupational growth is dominated by shelf-
fillers, warehouse keepers, drivers and telephone operators, the employees 
that have prime responsibility for ensuring the delivery of the books, groceries 
and other tangible commodities that represent a primary element of the core 
business of e-commerce companies.

 (Nolan 2003: 478) 

Researchers for the Future of Work program conclude that in practice 
‘the majority of the workforce do not depend on high skills to perform their 
occupational roles’ (Brown et al. 2003: 109).

While the above policy constructions of work focus on skills needs, a further 
aspect of work futures rehearsed in current education policy documents concerns 
the uncertainty involved in changing patterns of employment, also presented in 
terms of a contrast between the old and the new. Firstly, the (former) idea of a job 
for life is juxtaposed with considerable movement between jobs:

No longer is there an assumption that the sector in which a young person 
starts work is the one in which they will end their career. For most, movement 
between jobs is the norm; for many, movement between entirely different 
sectors of the economy a realistic prospect.

 (UK Department for Education and Skills 2005: 15–16) 

Secondly, the developing shape of the labor market at the present time is defined 
in terms of a contrast between growing and diminishing forms of employment. 
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The future is said to involve more self-employment, and work in small companies, 
set against decreasing numbers of jobs in large firms or the public sector, once 
thought of as the ‘good jobs’, offering reasonable pay and security (Roberts 1993).

The Davies Review (2002), which has been influential in shaping current Work-
Related Learning policy, paints the following picture of the UK labor market in the 
twenty-first century:

The number of public sector jobs has fallen by almost two million, offset 
by four million new jobs in the private sector. The fastest growth has been 
amongst small businesses which now account for over 4 in 10 of business 
jobs, and in self employment which accounts for almost one in eight jobs in 
the economy as a whole.

(Davies 2002: 15) 

Past responses to labor market uncertainty and lack of employment for young 
people have been various forms of vocationalism, which have been criticized for 
doing little more than ‘warehousing’ young people, until job opportunities arise 
(Ainley 1999). Despite past experience the changing nature of work is used by 
policymakers once again to underline the need to strengthen the link between 
education and the economy, and to establish particular priorities for schools, 
linked to an economic agenda. The top priority is the achievement of credentials, 
as a proxy for high skills. The second priority is the need for employability and 
enterprise ‘skills’, as preparation for a constantly changing and flexible labor 
market.

Constructing Enterprising and Employable Subjects

Enterprise and employability have formed key threads in English Work-
Related Learning policy since the rise of the ‘new’ vocationalism at the end of 
the 1970s. Discourses surrounding both concepts are associated with a number 
of assumptions about young people and schooling, which are reiterated in the 
present policy context, particularly in reports from the UK’s Confederation of 
British Industry (CBI 2007) and the Davies Review (2002), commissioned by the 
UK Treasury, which have been influential in shaping recent policy.

Firstly, young people are defined as lacking the skills required by employers. So, 
for example, the CBI’s 2007 report on employability and work experience states:

Time and again, UK businesses have expressed frustration with the 
competencies of many of the young people emerging from full-time education. 
Most recently, in the 2006 CBI Employment Trends Survey, over 50% of 
employers reported that they were not satisfied with the generic employability 
skills of school leavers, and almost a third had the same issue with graduates.

 (CBI 2007: 8–9) 

Secondly, young people are described as lacking ‘enterprise’. In current 
formulations, this means the capacities that will enable them to be enterprising in 
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the face of insecure work futures. According to the Davies Review, young people 
have ‘a limited ability to handle uncertainty and manage risk effectively’ (Davies 
2002: 26).

Thirdly, schools are seen as not adequately preparing young people for work 
futures, both in terms of ‘generic employability skills’ (CBI 2007: 11) and in relation 
to developing ‘enterprise capability’. There is, according to the Davies Review ‘too 
little activity that specifically aims to develop young people’s enterprise capability’ 
(Davies 2002: 25).

These discourses reiterate a long-standing rhetoric that constructs a deficit 
view of young people and schools. What has altered in current iterations, is that 
the future of work is defined as having undergone major changes, which are 
used to justify renewed efforts to embed employability and enterprise within the 
curriculum. The Davies Review argues:

we have given the development of enterprise capability particular attention. 
This is because we believe that it could play a bigger role than at present in 
preparing all young people for the changing economic and technological 
environment, and in developing the confidence and self-reliance they need to 
manage their own careers in this context, whatever their career choices (not 
only those who choose to start up their own business).

(Davies 2002: 20) 

Current constructions of enterprise and employability are heavily influenced 
by the voices of particular business interests, notably the UK’s Confederation 
of British Industry, whose influence has become dominant in vocational policy 
(Raggatt and Unwin 1991). The definition of employability is quoted directly from 
this organization (CBI 2007) which states:

‘Employability’ is a set of attributes, skills and knowledge that all labour 
market participants should possess to ensure they have the capability of being 
effective in the workplace – to the benefit of themselves, their employer and 
the wider economy.

 (UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009: 32) 

The CBI framework for employability is then presented in full (see Table 7.1), 
consisting of a mixture of what appear to be basic skills in numeracy, literacy and 
information technology, alongside soft skills such as problem-solving, and the 
management – or perhaps control – of the self, through ‘self-management’.

Enterprise involves a different but overlapping collection of skills, concepts, 
attitudes and qualities, all taken from the Treasury-sponsored Davies Review 
(2002: 17–18), comprising the following elements:

•	 know and understand important enterprise concepts
•	 demonstrate enterprise skills, including decision making, leadership, risk 

management and presentation
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•	 demonstrate enterprise attitudes, including a willingness to take on 
new challenges, self-reliance, open-mindedness, respect for evidence, 
pragmatism and commitment to making a difference

•	 demonstrate enterprising qualities, including adaptability, perseverance, 
determination, flexibility, creativity, ability to improvise, confidence, 
initiative, self-confidence, autonomy and the drive to make things happen.

 (QCA 2008: 21) 

These two sets of attributes, attitudes, skills, and knowledge move a considerable 
way beyond Work-Related Learning as a means of delivering learning across the 
curriculum. They propose curriculum priorities which entail a form of ‘social 
literacy’ (Gleeson 1990: 191), oriented to the development of knowledge, behaviors 
and attitudes that, it is claimed, are desired in the business world. Whereas 
Ball (1990: 72) has in the past suggested contradictions in the schools/industry 
discourse between ‘the encouragement of assertive, independent entrepreneurs, 
who would found their own businesses, as against fostering attitudes of deference 
within a body of potential employees’, now enterprise and employability appear as 
complementary aspects of Work-Related Learning policy, functioning together to 
construct an ideal, ‘enterprising’ and ‘employable’ subject. This ideal subject is not 
necessarily employed, but must be always ‘employable’.

Table 7.1	 The CBI’s seven-point framework for employability

The attributes, skills and knowledge that make up ‘employability’
Self-management Readiness to accept responsibility; flexibility; resilience; 

self-starting; appropriate assertiveness; time management, 
and readiness to improve own performance based on 
feedback/reflective learning.

Team working Respecting others; co-operating; negotiating/persuading; 
contributing to discussions, and awareness of 
interdependence with others.

Business and customer 
awareness

Basic understanding of the key drivers for business 
success, including the importance of innovation and 
taking calculated risks, and the need to provide customer 
satisfaction and build customer loyalty.

Problem-solving Analysing facts and situations and applying creative 
thinking to develop appropriate solutions.

Communication and 
literacy

Application of literacy; ability to produce clear, structured 
written work, and oral literacy, including listening and 
questioning.

Application of numeracy Working with numbers and general mathematical 
awareness and its application in practical contexts (e.g. 
measuring, weighing, estimating and applying formulae).

Application of information 
technology

Basic IT skills, including familiarity with word 
processing, spreadsheets, file management and use of 
internet search engines.

Source: UK Department for Children, Schools and Families 2009: 33.
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Beneath the condensation symbol of Work-Related Learning therefore, which 
foregrounds increased motivation and achievement through practical and applied 
learning, one way of understanding current policy is linked to a deeper project 
of orientation to ‘employability’ and ‘enterprise’ as defined by business interests, 
which are presented as essential features of preparation for the future of work.

Old Solutions for New Times

Despite claims about the changing nature of work in new times, the solutions 
offered in English Work-Related Learning curriculum policy at the start of the 
twenty-first century are far from new. Instead, they might best be described as 
a repackaging of old solutions, which have been the subject of critical concern 
amongst researchers for many years.

Enterprise education was first introduced in England under the Conservative 
regime of the 1980s and 1990s, as part of attempts to promote ‘enterprise culture’. 
It was associated with a project of cultural reconstruction, involving a process 
of changing norms, attitudes and values, and re-imagining society in terms of 
entrepreneurial and neo-liberal principles (du Gay 1996; Peters 2001), seeking to 
move individuals from a culture of dependency to a culture of self-reliance. Yet 
research has questioned not just the intentions of enterprise culture, but the effects 
of the initiatives that were introduced in the past. A study by MacDonald (1991) 
in the 1980s highlights how young adults who attempted to join the enterprise 
culture by setting up new, small businesses met with very varied degrees of success. 
Coffield’s (1990) research into enterprise initiatives in the same period disputes 
whether there is such a thing as a generic skill of enterprise whose essence can be 
distilled and taught, and a study by Ashford and Bynner (1991) found that despite 
efforts to promote enterprise values in the 1980s, young people sought good pay 
and prospects in preference to the pursuit of ‘enterprise’.

The introduction of ‘employability’ skills, attributes and attitudes as part 
of the curriculum for young people has also raised serious concerns. Keep 
and Payne (2004; Keep 1999) have questioned the meaningfulness of ‘skill’ in 
relation to employability in England over a long period. Payne (2000) argues that 
recent usage of the term skill, particularly core or key skills (now also known as 
functional skills), is more applicable to a vision of a low-skill rather than a high-
skill economy. Other researchers have argued that the introduction of generic and 
transferable skills to replace dedicated occupational skills training has more to do 
with developing the attitudes, behaviors and dispositions desired by employers, 
than developing the skills that might be needed in employment (Halsall 1996; Holt 
1987). Nevertheless, enterprise and employability continue to be presented as a 
magic elixir (Huddleston and Oh 2004), which will prepare young people for the 
future of work.

Conclusion

Preparing young people for the future of work is a significant concern in English 
education policy at the beginning of the twenty-first century, and Work-Related 
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Learning represents just one of a whole range of approaches intended to address 
this concern by creating stronger linkages between school and employment. 
However, an analysis of policy reveals the myriad, conflicting purposes and 
functions associated with Work-Related Learning, which is overloaded with a 
plethora of attributes, behaviors, skills, and knowledge that are supposed to be 
developed. While there is a broad claim that these will contribute to young people’s 
preparation for work futures, the extensive range of goals and intentions in current 
policy adds to long-standing difficulties in constructing any meaningful definition 
of work-related ‘vocational’ education.

Whilst some aspects of Work-Related Learning policy are concerned with 
gaining specific work-related skills, considerable emphasis in the detail of 
policy texts is placed on developing appropriate dispositions and attitudes 
towards participation in education and the labor market, as preparation for the 
(uncertain) prospect of the future of work. In particular, the pursuit of enterprise 
and employability, which form a core part of Work-Related Learning, may be 
seen as attempts to change the values, culture and practices of formal education, 
orienting both schools and young people towards an unquestioning and uncritical 
acceptance of business and industry interests.

There are important implications here for educational practice, particularly if 
education is to enable young people to actively shape their future working lives. 
Firstly, the lack of a strong definition of what work-related vocational education 
means leads to very uneven practices. It allows Work-Related Learning to slip 
easily into ways of motivating ‘disaffected’ students through more practical 
and applied activities, where the development of general personal and social 
dispositions and attributes for work and life become prioritized over the 
learning of meaningful vocational knowledge. Secondly, the emphasis on skills 
and attributes that employer representatives claim are needed in the workplace 
leads to a completely uncritical view about the world of work, and the values and 
practices therein. Thirdly, the framework specification of what Work-Related 
Learning involves translates quickly into a set of requirements to be checked 
off as part of management and inspection regimes (see Ofsted 2004; QCA 2004; 
2007).

Finally, while policy rhetoric combines an optimistic and ‘consensual’ notion 
of a high-skills, knowledge economy (Brown et al. 2003) with an agenda of 
motivating students to achieve qualification outcomes as a basis for future 
prosperity, this does not match the likely future of work facing many young people 
in schools today. A belief in what appear to be very basic ‘employability’ skills, 
coupled with can-do ‘enterprising’ attitudes and behaviors, which will supposedly 
enable all young people to prepare successfully for the future of work, is both 
simplistic and unhelpful. Yet by acting as a condensation symbol, which brings 
together diverse interests and concerns in apparent agreement, dissent about 
Work-Related Learning becomes very difficult. This allows more subtle shifts to 
take place without challenge, so that schools become increasingly oriented to the 
values of business and the economy, with little debate about how these construct a 
particular and impoverished understanding of the roles and purposes of education 
in the twenty-first century.
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Notes
	 1	 The UK Department for Children, Schools and Families was replaced in June 2010 by 

the Department for Education.
	 2	 Under-employment here refers to the under-utilisation of skills (or over-qualification 

for jobs) and also to patterns of part-time working and moving in and out of work, not 
out of choice, but due to a shortage of full-time employment.

	 3	 UK Department for Children, Schools and Families website. Online. Available at: 
http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/14-19/index.cfm?go=site.home&sid=46&pid=404&ctype=N
one&ptype=Contents (accessed 20 August 2009).
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The year 1978 is a year of historic significance in China’s history. In that year, the 
Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Communist Party 
of China (CPC) made the important decision of the Reform and Opening Up and 
from that year, China embarked on the road of Reform and Opening Up. The 
Reform and Opening Up is a huge turning point in the history of China, which 
put mainland China into a new stage of socialist modernization. The Reform 
and Opening Up made earth-shaking changes in China’s political, economic and 
cultural fields. In terms of politics, the central task was shifted from class struggle to 
economic construction. In terms of the economy, the economic system was shifted 
from a highly centralized planned economic system to a socialist market economic 
system full of vigor and vitality. In terms of culture, the culture was shifted from 
single culture to multi-culture in its orientation. From that time, mainland China 
has been engaged in a process of changing from a closed and semi-closed society 
to an open society and education is seen as playing a great role in promoting this 
development. Education must cultivate a new generation for the changing society.

After the Reform and Opening Up the CPC Central Committee and the State 
Council put forward the strategy ‘rejuvenating the country through science 
and education’ (CPC Central Committee State Council 1995: 14) and the 15th 
Party Congress of CPC determined that education should be given priority to be 
developed to underpin this strategy. Because the objectives and values of education 
are mainly reflected and implemented through curriculum, curriculum reform is 
at the core of the basic education reform.1

The basic education curriculum reform in mainland China after the Reform 
and Opening Up has had a profound impact on schools, making schools shift 
from an emphasis on exam-oriented education to an emphasis on quality-
oriented education, from an emphasis on passing on knowledge to an emphasis 
on the training of qualified citizens. Schools have been re-oriented from being 
‘educational factories’ towards being ‘learning communities’. Based on this 
understanding, hereinafter we briefly analyze the curriculum of basic education in 
mainland China before and after the Reform and Opening Up from the perspective 
of curriculum reform.

8	 The Curriculum of Basic 
Education in Mainland China

Before and After the Reform and 
Opening Up

Miantao Sun and Jiang Yu
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The Curriculum of Basic Education in Mainland China Before 
the Reform and Opening Up

From the founding of the People’s Republic of China (1949) to the Reform and 
Opening up (1978), under the guide of Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong 
Thought, China set the basic goals and tasks of curriculum as: teaching students 
basic knowledge and the basic skills of culture and science; developing students’ 
cognitive abilities and physical strength; and cultivating students’ world view of 
dialectical materialism and communist moral qualities. Of these, teaching students 
basic knowledge and the basic skills of culture and science was the central task 
of classroom teaching. In this period the curriculum guidelines for primary and 
secondary schools went through roughly three stages.

The first stage was from 1949 to 1957 and had a strong focus on political 
and moral formation. In 1950 the state enacted the first primary and secondary 
teaching plan which abolished the ‘citizen’ and ‘military training’ curriculum of 
the previous KMT (Kuomintang) government. The teaching plan provided that 
secondary schools offered politics, Chinese language, mathematics, biology, 
physics, chemistry, history, geography, foreign languages, physical education, 
music, art and graphics: in total 13 courses. Primary schools offered eight subjects: 
Chinese language, arithmetic, nature, history, geography, physical education, 
drawing and music. In 1952, the secondary school teaching plan was adjusted, 
reducing the total class hours of secondary school and dividing politics curriculum 
into: General Knowledge of the Chinese Revolution, Basic Knowledge of Social 
Science, Common Policy Framework, Current Events and Policies.

During the first Five-year Plan period from 1953 to 1957, teaching plans and 
teaching programs changed frequently in order to meet the needs of national 
economic development. The 1957 educational policy required the educated to 
develop in moral, intellectual and physical aspects and become workers with a 
socialist consciousness and culture. A manual labor curriculum was added to the 
primary school curricula and production education was added to the secondary 
school curricula. In that period the secondary school curriculum system was a 
typical discipline-centered curriculum: it emphasized discipline-based study 
rather than activity curricula and preferred compulsory curricula to elective 
curricula. Reforms were focused on streamlining curriculum content, and strove 
to combine improving education quality with reducing the heavy burden on 
students in order to promote students’ health.

The second stage was from 1958 to 1965 and had a stronger economic productivity 
focus. At this stage, affected by the Great Leap Forward (an economic movement 
launched in 1958 that involved overly high productivity demands), the curriculum 
was in chaos and the normal order of teaching was under attack, causing a decline 
in the quality of education. In 1963 the primary and secondary school teaching 
plans and teaching programs were revised again. The teaching requirements on 
primary school mathematics and Chinese language were increased; in secondary 
schools class hours of Chinese language, mathematics, foreign languages, physics, 
chemistry, etc. were increased and the class hours of history and geography were 
decreased. (At this stage, the tendency of valuing the sciences and neglecting the 
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humanities began to appear.) The curriculum plan stressed that all subjects should 
pay attention to the teaching of basic knowledge and basic skills; and allowed 
senior secondary schools to offer some elective curricula, breaking through the 
uniform compulsory curricula of the 1950s. Production Knowledge, a subject 
introducing the basic knowledge and skills required in industrial and agricultural 
production, was added to both primary school curricula and secondary school 
curricula as a new curriculum.

In conclusion, at this stage, led by the principle that ‘education must serve 
proletarian politics and must be combined with productive labor’ (P.R. China, 
The CPC Central Committee, State Council 1959: 5), the primary and secondary 
school curriculum system changed in terms of curriculum objectives, structure, 
implementation and evaluation. The most significant change was the prominence 
given to political curricula and labor skill curricula and the weakened status of 
culture curricula. Influenced by ultra-leftist political thought, reforms reflected 
ideas that ‘schools should be combined with social large-scale production and 
students don’t have to learn but have to work’ (China National Institute for 
Educational Research 1984: 225) and ‘the number of curricula can be halved’ 
(Party Literature Research Office of the CPC Central Committee 1996: 22).

The third stage was from 1966 to 1976 and intensified these political directions. 
This stage is the period of China’s Cultural Revolution. From 1966, the Education 
Minister and the Deputy Minister were criticized or suspended, halting the 
educational administration function of the Ministry of Education. The normal 
teaching order of primary and secondary schools was destroyed. From this time 
until 1978, there were no national uniform school curriculum plans or textbooks, 
and local schools edited their own textbooks. Although the textbooks edited by 
local schools did not have a uniform format, the spirit and content of the textbooks 
was very similar. Not only were literature books replaced by Quotations from 
Chairman Mao, but so were science and engineering subjects. Physics, chemistry 
and even mathematics also became politicized. The previous mathematics 
curriculum did not link with any political factors and only emphasized the various 
inferences, axioms and formulas of mathematics, which resulted in students, 
having learned mathematics, not knowing whom they should serve. But the 
mathematics curriculum at this time started with counting the exploited account 
of workers and poor peasants and strengthened students’ concept of class struggle, 
solving the problem of whom students should serve after learning mathematics.

The characteristics of primary and secondary school curricula during the 
Cultural Revolution were these:

1	 The curriculum was highly streamlined. Some subjects such as foreign 
languages were canceled, and some were combined. For example politics and 
Chinese language were merged into Political Culture Curriculum or Mao 
Zedong Thought. Music curriculum and art curriculum were also combined 
into Revolutionary Art Curriculum.

2	 The curriculum was highly politicized. The politics curriculum was not 
only made the most important curriculum, but without exception, other 
curriculum also indoctrinated political factors in an indirect way. Music, 
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art and other cultural curricula became a ‘revolutionary literature and art 
curriculum’; the slogan of Military and Sports Curriculum ‘one, two, three, 
four’ was replaced by Quotations from Chairman Mao; and even the basic 
culture curriculum of Chinese language was combined with Mao Zedong 
Thought as a political curriculum (Cao Yanjie 2005: 18).

3	 The curricula highlighted practicality and had an obvious pragmatic 
tendency. Phrases such as ‘it is useless to read more books’, ‘learning by doing’ 
and ‘learning by using’ were very popular. For the art curriculum, students 
mainly read Chairman Mao’s works, wrote critical essays and did practical 
things. For the science curriculum, a large number of practical problems 
and knowledge in industrial and agricultural production was added, for 
example, the curriculum ‘Basic Knowledge in Industry’ mainly introduced 
the knowledge of tractors, diesel engines, motors, pumps and the like.

In short, the school curriculum during the Cultural Revolution was an extreme 
social activity curriculum and was a reaction to a discipline-centered curriculum. 
The historical value of this curriculum is that it is an effective correction to the 
discipline-centered curriculum which was divorced from reality, however it went 
to the other extreme. It despised and even abandoned the disciplinary system and 
theoretical knowledge, and attempted to replace the indirect experience that had 
been accumulated for thousands of years with the direct experience of practical 
reality. Practice has shown that this was very wrong because it abandoned history, 
which meant giving up the future. Its direct consequence was that a large number 
of young students abandoned their studies, and as a result there were not enough 
trained young men and women ready to take over from older experts, creating a 
poverty of thinking. The narrow empiricism was popular for many years and it 
created a huge negative impact on science and culture education.

The teaching processes of this period from the founding of the People’s 
Republic of China (1949) to the Reform and Opening Up (1978), were highly 
didactic. Depending on the teaching task and content, classes were divided into 
the following types: new classes, recitations, exercise classes, laboratory classes, 
test classes and integrated classes. The teaching process of a class was structured 
as: organizing, reviewing old lessons, teaching new lessons, or consolidating new 
courses and assignments. This had the positive effect of enhancing classroom 
teaching order and enabled teaching tasks to be completed on time. Meanwhile, 
this teaching process theory was consistent with students understanding the 
general rules of the external objective things and it was feasible and easy for 
teachers to accept and master.

However, this approach also had some negative influences on school teachers’ 
instruction. School teachers just considered students as teaching objects, neglected 
the students’ subject position in classroom teaching and made too many restrictions 
and constraints on students, which seriously affected students’ enthusiasm, 
initiative and creativity. Criticism, reprimand, prohibition and punishment were 
used as basic educational tools. The relationship between teachers and students 
was unequal and things like distrusting and disrespecting students often happened 
and even humiliation and corporal punishment occurred in disguised forms. 
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The curriculum preferred the teaching of basic knowledge and basic skills to the 
cultivation of students’ ability and individuality. This resulted in students lacking 
innovation and hands-on ability.

This curriculum preferred discipline to self-consciousness. Students were not 
guided to form habits of self-discipline, self-education and self-management 
from childhood and there was an insistence that the stricter teachers were the 
better it was for students. This led students to lack the quality and capacity to 
judge independently, and have self-control, self-discipline and self-reliance. The 
curriculum also preferred uniformity to diversity. Uniformity was demanded in 
terms of teaching plans, teaching programs and teaching methods. The individual 
differences among students were not acknowledged and the uniqueness and 
difference of students was ignored. As a consequence, classroom teaching was 
monotonous and rigid. Students’ interests, hobbies and needs were not fully 
respected or developed.

The curriculum preferred teaching to inquiry. In the classrooms, teachers 
instilled blindly and monopolized everything. It was insisted that the more 
teachers taught the more students knew, which meant that students were not good 
at thinking independently and lacked the ability to understand, analyze and solve 
problems.

The Implementation of Curriculum Reform of Basic Education 
in Mainland China After the Reform and Opening Up

After the Cultural Revolution, mainland China ended a decade-long turmoil. 
In 1978 the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China sounded the clarion call of the Reform and Opening 
Up. China entered into a new historical period of prosperous development.

The main theme of the times was reform and opening up and earth-shaking 
changes took place in China. Political system, economic system, science and 
technology system and educational system had started their reform one after 
another. Many areas of social life had undergone profound changes of the 
transformation of the new and old system.

(Tian Huisheng and Zeng Tianshan 1997: 16)

In the economic field, the new system of a socialist market economy was 
established and mainland China faced the historical task of constructing socialism 
in all aspects of society with economic construction as the center. Among these, 
the task for education was particularly difficult. On the one hand socialist 
modernization was in urgent need of professionals in all aspects; on the other hand, 
after ten years of chaos, the academic structure and curriculum were destroyed, 
the majority of teachers were destroyed, students had abandoned their studies and 
their cultural and scientific knowledge seriously declined. In this lean situation, 
the revitalization of education became the basis for comprehensive restoration 
and the development of the national economy. For this reason, Comrade Deng 
Xiaoping repeatedly warned that the Communist Party of China should pay 
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attention to primary and secondary education, and he personally worked on the 
recovery and reconstruction of the educational system and curriculum. School 
curriculum reform was thriving with vitality.

Curriculum reform of basic education since the Reform and Opening Up to 
the outside world has gone through four stages: renovation and starting off (1978–
1985); springing up and further developing (1986–1992); deepening all-round 
(1993–1999); and innovation and scientific development (1999–present).

In the first stage of reform (1978–1985), the main change was to re-emphasize 
the importance of education. This first basic education curriculum reform 
followed the framework and model of the previously used primary and secondary 
school curriculum. There was no great change although a few selective curricula 
were added. Curriculum still was structured with a high degree of unity, a lack 
of flexibility in implementation and a mismatch between the content of teaching 
materials and children’s psychological logic.

In the next stage (1986–1992) of developing these reforms, the promulgation 
and implementation of the ‘Compulsory Education Law of the People’s Republic 
of China’ (1986) set objectives for high-quality curricula and priority to the 
implementation of compulsory education. The main features of curriculum 
reform at this stage was that on the one hand, curriculum objectives were more 
specific, clearer, and the range of curriculum objectives was expanded, and on 
the other there was some expansion of curriculum subjects and activities, and 
selective curricula were for the first time offered in junior secondary schools since 
the founding of P.R. China.

An important further educational idea in mainland China, namely, the 
idea of ‘quality-oriented education’ was raised during the third stage of reform 
(1993–1999). The idea of ‘quality-oriented education’ now took the place of 
‘exam-oriented education’ in the conception and training objectives of primary 
and secondary education in mainland China. The two main features of this stage 
were the emphasis on students’ innovative and practical abilities in curriculum 
objectives and the conversion of the curriculum administration system, namely, 
the implementation of a three-level administration system – central government, 
local government and school.

Further large-scale adjustment and reforms were made in curriculum objectives, 
structures, content, implementation and evaluation during the fourth stage of 
curriculum reform (1999–present). The core idea of the curriculum reform at this 
stage is ‘for the development of each student’ and the ultimate pursuit is ‘a whole 
person education’ which is the basic value orientation of curriculum reform in the 
present period. ‘A whole person education’ is student-oriented and insists on all-
round development. Besides allowing students to obtain professional knowledge, 
it makes them understand and develop their self-confidence, self-positioning, 
attitude towards life, judgment, interpersonal skills and the like. Education 
should be concerned about students’ physical and mental conditions, intelligence, 
emotion, and personality.

The most significant feature of the curriculum reform at this stage was its 
student orientation, and focus on the all-round development of students, 
requiring all students to have comprehensive development in contrast to the 
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principles of authoritarianism and elitism. School curriculum objectives included 
the following new features: an emphasis on students’ all-round development; 
attention to the learning of basic knowledge and improving students’ basic 
quality; a focus on the development of students’ individuality; a focus on the 
future and attaching great importance to ability development; a stress on the 
cultivation of students’ good moral character; and emphasis on strengthening 
education in international awareness of students. This current reform was the 
most innovative, the most influential and the largest one since the founding of 
the People’s Republic of China.

After the Reform and Opening Up, basic education curriculum reform in 
mainland China was led by the State Education Ministry and provincial educational 
administrative departments. The State Education Ministry was in charge of 
the leadership and overall management of the curriculum reform; provincial 
educational administrative departments were responsible for leading and planning 
provincial (autonomous regions and municipalities) implementation.

Basic education curriculum reform upheld the principles of democratic 
participation and scientific decision-making. Experts and scholars from 
universities and colleges and teachers from primary and secondary schools were 
all involved and some normal universities set up ‘Research Centers of Basic 
Education Curriculum’, to carry out research work on the curriculum reform, 
often working in conjunction with primary and secondary schools. Parents and 
different sectors of the community also participated in curriculum construction 
and school management and the news media played a positive role, guiding all 
social sectors in further discussing, caring about and supporting curriculum 
reform.

Major Changes of Basic Education Curriculum Reform in 
Mainland China After the Reform and Opening Up

After experiencing conscious reflection on the practice of denial and violation of 
cultural and scientific knowledge during the Cultural Revolution, mainland China 
deeply realized the strengths and values of cultural and scientific knowledge. The 
curriculum reform of this period resumed respect for knowledge, and then made 
more comprehensive quality requirements on students. Curriculum objectives 
have become more specific, comprehensive and systematic. And the reform has 
moved away from a single and narrow curriculum structure.

Activity curriculum, elective curriculum and integrated curriculum are now 
offered and the allocation of class hours among academic curriculum has been 
adjusted, lightening students’ heavy study load and improving the all-round 
development of students’ individuality and quality. The past curriculum structure, 
which emphasized the discipline-base too heavily, had too many subjects and 
lacked integration, has been changed. The new curriculum structure reflects 
balance, integrity and selectivity.

A nine-year integrated curriculum has been set up. The curricula offered at 
primary schools have mainly been integrated curricula. Lower primary school 
grades offer morality and life, Chinese language, mathematics, physical education 
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and art. Higher primary school grades offer morality and society, Chinese 
language, mathematics, science, foreign languages, Comprehensive Practical 
Activities, physical education and art.

Junior secondary schools offer both subject curricula and integrated curricula, 
mainly including moral education, Chinese language, mathematics, foreign 
languages, science (or physics, chemistry and biology), history and society (or 
history, geography), physical education and health, art and Comprehensive 
Practical Activities. The teaching of writing has been strengthened in the 
curriculum in the same way as Chinese language and art were strengthened during 
the compulsory education period.

The curricula offered at senior secondary school have been mainly subject 
curricula. Curriculum Standards provide requirements of different levels, and 
both compulsory subjects and elective and technical curricula are offered, in order 
to enable students to develop according to their interests and individuality.

From primary school to senior secondary school Comprehensive Practical 
Activities are offered as a compulsory curriculum. The main content of 
Comprehensive Practical Activities includes: information technology education, 
research learning, community service and social practice as well as labor 
and technology education. Comprehensive Practical Activities emphasizes 
that through hands-on practice students enhance their sense of exploration 
and innovation, learn scientific research methods and develop the ability to 
synthetically use knowledge. These activities have enhanced the close ties between 
school and community and cultivated students’ social responsibility. In the process 
of curriculum implementation, information technology education has been 
strengthened and students have been trained to have the awareness and ability to 
use information technology.

In rural areas, secondary school curriculum has served local socio-economic 
development. Under the premise of meeting the basic requirements of national 
curriculum, rural areas have set the curricula to fit in with local needs according 
to modern agricultural development and the adjustment of industrial structures 
in rural areas. Through Green Certificate education and other technical training, 
rural schools have enabled students in rural areas to obtain Double Certificates, 
namely general high school diploma and agricultural technical certificates (Green 
Certificates).

In summary then, the curriculum after the Reform and Opening Up has 
strengthened the links between curriculum content, students’ lives, contemporary 
society, science and technology development, has paid close attention to students 
learning interests and experiences and has selected the basic knowledge necessary 
for lifelong learning and skills.

Since the Reform and Opening Up, curriculum reform in mainland China 
has been dedicated to the integration of curriculum unity and flexibility. It has 
changed the highly unified curriculum management and used the three-level 
administration of central government, local government and school to enhance the 
adaptability of curriculum to locality, schools and students. Schools can develop 
and use curricula that are suitable to the characteristics of schools themselves, 
while at the same time implementing national and local curricula.
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An evaluation system that promotes the comprehensive development of 
students has also been established. Evaluation now not only stresses students’ 
academic performance, but also discovers and develops a wide range of potentials 
that students’ have, understands the development needs of the students, and helps 
students understand themselves and develop confidence. The evaluation system 
has played an educational function and promoted students’ development on the 
basis of previous levels.

An evaluation system that promotes the continuous improvement of curriculum 
has been established. This system allows for periodical analysis and assessment of 
the curriculum implementation of schools and the problems that occur during 
curriculum implementation, adjustment of curriculum content and improvement 
of teaching management, and forms a mechanism through which curriculum can 
continuously innovate. At the same time there is in the current approach more 
interest in research and in referring to the experiences and lessons of curriculum 
reform in Hong Kong, Taiwan and abroad.

Basic education curriculum reform in mainland China after the Reform and 
Opening Up has had a profound impact on school teachers’ instructional practices. 
In particular, teachers have been set an awareness of individuality in education. The 
new curriculum takes each student into account, particularly students of diverse 
backgrounds. The requirements teachers place on students in the classroom are 
no longer uniform, but reflect respect for individual differences and diversity. 
Teachers can teach students in accordance with individual differences. In order to 
respect the individuality and diversity of students, teachers are required to respect 
each student’s dignity and value, especially those with mental retardation, poor 
academic performance, those isolated and rejected, and those who hold different 
views from others. Teachers are asked to guide students according to their 
individual differences, allowing students the right to choose their needs, interests 
and hobbies. Teachers are exhorted to fully explore every student’s creativity and 
enthusiasm, stimulate students’ psychological desire for development and cultivate 
students’ special talents.

The curriculum objectives after the Reform and Opening Up have shifted from 
‘focusing on knowledge’ to ‘focusing on students’; curriculum design has shifted 
from ‘passing knowledge’ to ‘causing activities’. Past curriculum implementation is 
seen as having placed too much emphasis on receptive learning, rote memorization 
and mechanical training. Teachers are now asked to promote students who actively 
participate and are willing to explore and to cultivate students’ ability to collect 
and process information, acquire new knowledge, analyze and solve problems, 
communicate and cooperate. To develop students’ innovative consciousness, 
teachers are expected to create a democratic and harmonious atmosphere in 
classrooms, create problem situations, stimulate students’ curiosity and interest in 
innovative thinking, develop problem awareness and encourage students to query 
boldly and dare to challenge authority. Teachers are expected to develop a good 
class environment and use collective activities to improve the self-management 
ability of students.

The philosophy of the current changes reflects a transition from ‘learning 
according to teaching’ to ‘teaching according to learning’. In terms of the 
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arrangements of specific teaching processes, there is more democracy, less 
monopolization, more instruction, coaching and guidance, less explanation, 
which fully mobilizes the enthusiasm of students in independent learning.

The curriculum reform of basic education in mainland China has made 
considerable achievements and has brought vigor to the development of mainland 
China’s basic education. At the same time there are still some problems.

1	 Problems of teacher training. Teachers are an important guarantee for the 
success of basic education curriculum reform. However, teachers’ conceptions 
and practical skills are far from enough. This is reflected in two respects: on the 
one hand, it is difficult for some teachers to change their traditional teaching 
conceptions. They are accustomed to the traditional curriculum ideas, 
objectives, content and methods. Old things are deeply rooted in their minds, 
so when facing the new curriculum reform they feel that it is ‘too sudden’, ‘at 
a loss’, and find it difficult to adapt to it. Yet the new curriculum places higher 
demands on teachers’ quality. Although some teachers have been trained in 
the new curriculum reform philosophy, they still lack teaching methods and 
do not know how to convert theory into an operable method, so they cannot 
adapt to the new curriculum.

2	 Not enough resources and support for implementing curriculum reform. 
Enough resources and support such as policy and outlay support are important 
prerequisites for the smooth implementation of curriculum reform. However, 
a very prominent problem that the basic education curriculum reform 
in mainland China since the Reform and Opening Up has encountered is 
insufficient resources and support. This is particularly obvious in rural areas.

3	 There are significant differences between urban and rural areas in the process 
of curriculum reform. There is a certain degree of difficulty in rural areas. 
Because of the differences between urban and rural schools with regard to 
infrastructure, teaching environment, teacher levels and student foundations, 
curriculum reform has advanced relatively smoothly in urban schools, while 
there are difficulties in rural areas. ‘In some schools in rural experimental 
areas, teachers lack of basic IT teaching methods, which combined with 
funding problems makes curriculum reform in rural schools face many 
difficulties’ (Ma Yunpeng 2009: 8).

To sum up, the curriculum of basic education in mainland China before and 
after the Reform and Opening Up has experienced remarkable changes in terms 
of curriculum objectives, structure, content, implementation, administration 
and evaluation. The curriculum of basic education in mainland China before 
the Reform and Opening up emphasized teaching students basic knowledge 
and the basic skills of culture and science and just considered students as 
teaching objects, neglecting their subject position in classroom teaching and 
making too many restrictions and constraints on them, which seriously affected 
enthusiasm, initiative and creativity. It emphasized a collective and uniform 
political set of values that students should acquire, but weakened their scientific 
knowledge and ability to innovate. The Reform and Opening Up has led to a 
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social transformation in mainland China and has also led to profound changes 
to the curriculum of basic education in mainland China. The new curriculum is 
directed towards developing students to learn to learn, to learn to cooperate, to 
learn to survive and to learn to be. It is concerned about students’ ‘whole person’ 
development, and intended to cultivate students with social responsibility, 
good personalities, creative spirits, practical abilities and a desire and ability for 
lifelong learning. The function of the curriculum now is seen as not just about 
passing on discipline-based knowledge, or preparing for future labor, but about 
developing citizens who can be creative and innovative and can adapt to the social, 
technological and economic development of the twenty-first century. In doing 
this, the curriculum reform in mainland China has absorbed and learned from 
the experience of curriculum reform around the world, aligning with the world 
trend of curriculum reform. Mainland China has found a road of curriculum 
reform with Chinese characteristics and has achieved comprehensive and rapid 
development of the curriculum of basic education.

Note
	 1	 This chapter draws throughout on the Chinese curriculum guidelines and policy 

documents listed in English at the end of this chapter.
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Curriculum and Knowledge



 



 

The time is out of joint: O cursed spite,
That ever I was born to set it right!

 (Hamlet, Act 1 Scene V)

Introduction

In this chapter1 I want to outline and comment on the implications of what I see 
as a tension in current curriculum policies of both national governments and 
international organizations. My argument will be that current policies are in 
danger of neglecting and even undermining the most basic education issue facing 
policy makers, teachers and researchers – how do we enable a higher proportion of 
each cohort of young people to gain access to ‘powerful knowledge’ (Young 2009), 
that it is the specific role of schooling to ‘transmit’? Later in this chapter I will 
return to several issues that my question raises – what is powerful knowledge and 
why is it important? And what is meant by schools ‘transmitting knowledge’, if we 
recognize that transmission cannot be a one-way process as the metaphor implies 
but will always involve the active engagement of learners and the mobilization of 
their interests and experiences.

The tension I have referred to can be expressed in the following way. On the 
one hand most current policies take as a priority the extension of access to and 
the widening of participation in formal education (Young 2010). In other words 
these policies recognize the importance of extending the time young people spend 
in formal education and the proportion of each cohort that have this opportunity. 
However the same policies neglect what this access is to,2 and what it is assumed 
students are encouraged to participate in. It is as if an organizational criterion – 
whether students are attending school or college and gaining certain certificates – is 
replacing an educational criterion which would refer to the intellectual development 
of students and whether, in the process they acquire that knowledge – powerful 
knowledge – that enables them to generalize from their experience and move 
beyond it. At the same time, there is little doubt that the transmission of ‘powerful 
knowledge’ is at the forefront of the goals of elite institutions, especially those which 
rely on parents paying full-cost fees. It follows that in so far as if access to ‘powerful 
knowledge’ is not the priority of national curriculum policies, such policies are 
likely to perpetuate and even exacerbate existing educational inequalities.

9	 Curriculum Policies for a  
Knowledge Society?

Michael Young
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The question is how has this tension emerged and what form does it take? It 
arises, I suggest, from the pressures in all countries to expand public education 
with limited resources on the basis of what began as highly elitist upper secondary 
and higher education systems with their origins in a pre-industrial and Church-
dominated era. This expansion has led in most countries, to unresolved questions 
as to how this expansion should take place. Should it involve (a) extending elite 
knowledge to the mass of students? (b) replacing concepts of knowledge associated 
with elite forms of education on the assumption that they are out of date, socially 
divisive in outcomes and primarily geared to preserving the privileges of the 
elite? or (c) developing a diversified system of education that is suited to what are 
claimed to be the needs, interests and capabilities of different groups in a modern 
society? These alternatives need some elaboration.

It is widely agreed that today, all societies should be moving towards what is 
referred to as a ‘knowledge (or post-industrial) society’. The meaning given to such 
a society is usually that it is one in which an increasingly high proportion of jobs 
demand high levels of skill and knowledge. On the other hand there appears to 
be very little discussion concerning (a) what knowledge is being referred to, (b) 
what specifically is distinctive about employment in a ‘knowledge society’, (c) what 
it is that distinguishes high from low skills, and (d) why most societies continue 
to perpetuate an under-class of low achievers who, when they become adults, are 
trapped (both them and their children) in a culture of low achievement. It is as 
if the idea of a ‘knowledge society’ is a kind of unspecified but taken-for-granted 
goal to aim for. Differences between high and low skills are equated with the levels 
of a qualifications framework that are defined in terms of a hierarchy of learning 
outcomes (Allais, Raffe and Young 2010).

One consequence of these assumptions is that, in the absence of any more 
explicit specification, the educational goals of a knowledge society are reduced to 
a list of ‘measurable’ outcomes. In other words, by default, these policies appear 
to be leading us towards what is better described as a ‘credentialist’ rather than 
a ‘knowledge’ society, with all the problems associated with credential inflation 
and people gaining worthless qualifications with neither use value nor exchange 
value. These problems are not new and were of course addressed by the American 
sociologist, Randall Collins, in his book The Credential Society (1979).3 However 
the new context where employment prospects are uncertain and the new policies 
for expanding post-compulsory education give Collins’s analysis a new relevance 
and urgency.

Curriculum Policies for a Knowledge Society

Curriculum policies which invoke the idea of a knowledge society typically identify 
three related problems. The first, which I have already referred to, is the persistent 
and increasingly vulnerable under-class of low achieving, early leaving adolescents. 
They are frequently, but not always, from ethnic minorities who all too easily become 
unemployed and in many cases unemployable adults. The second is the rigidity and 
inflexibility of current systems of education and training and their inappropriateness 
when it is assumed that much higher levels of occupational mobility will be needed 
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in future knowledge societies. The ‘flexible workers’ of the future, it is argued, will 
need to be prepared to move seamlessly from one sector, one region and even one 
country to another, and perhaps several times during their career. The third problem 
is that at the pace at which new knowledge increases, the knowledge acquired in 
school is seen as quickly becoming out of date. This raises questions as to the viability 
of curricula differentiated into subjects, domains, and disciplines (Young and Muller 
2010). Each of these assumptions has influenced the type of curriculum policies that 
are currently proposed. In the next section I will discuss each briefly.

A New Educational Under-Class

An under-class of low achieving young people can be identified in most countries. 
However the educational questions are how to explain the persistence of this 
under-class and what strategies do we have for reducing its size. This relates 
directly to the dilemmas of ‘massification’ that I referred to earlier. Let me put 
the question more precisely: are low achievement and early leaving educational 
problems that must be dealt with by schools and colleges, and if so what strategies 
can schools adopt? Or are they primarily social and economic problems that no 
new curriculum can solve on its own?

The research literature emphasizes two points about persistent under-
achievement. One is that it cannot be separated from the family and community 
circumstances of the learners concerned. Successful learning – and in particular 
acquiring what Vygotsky called the ‘theoretical concepts’ which are the basis 
of all higher forms of thought – relies on the cultural support of families and 
the close collaboration of families with teachers; these are conditions that are 
invariably absent in the circumstances of low achievers as the pioneering research 
in the 1960s and 1970s of Bernstein (1971) and Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) 
demonstrated. The second point that I draw from the research is that lack of skills 
and knowledge is almost always a demand problem located in the labour market 
rather than a supply problem located in the schools. As successive reports from the 
SKOPE4 team of researchers such as Ewart Keep, based at the University of Cardiff 
have documented in the UK case, a significant section of private companies profit 
by employing those with few skills or qualifications on low wages to produce 
low quality but saleable products; the retail trade and summer fruit farming are 
the most obvious examples. With limited demand for middle level skills and 
opportunities divided between low paid un-skilled work and being unemployed 
and on benefits, it is hardly surprising that young people from poor families 
with little cultural or material support have little incentive to acquire higher level 
skills and knowledge. In other words, it is the failure of at least some industrial 
economies to create employment that demands new skills and knowledge that 
are realistically attainable by low achievers that is a major factor in the continued 
existence of a low achieving under-class. Any significant reduction of this under-
class will mean either changes in the production priorities and human resource 
policies of employers or a more radical transformation of Western capitalism. It is 
only in the context of such economic changes that new curriculum strategies are 
likely to be effective.
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A Curriculum for the Flexible Worker of the Future

The second issue that I want to consider is the inflexibility/immobility diagnosis 
of existing education systems and its curriculum implications. First two questions 
need to be asked: who exactly are the existing ‘mobile’/‘flexible’ workers in a typical 
knowledge economy and in what sectors are they most likely to be found? I suspect 
that they are a far from homogeneous group which means there are no simple 
implications for the curriculum. However, it is likely that one type of flexible worker 
will be the currently mobile high achievers in fast-developing sectors like IT and 
the cultural industries. They are certainly mobile; however, they represent at best 
a small proportion of any national workforce and will have developed the cultural 
resources to manage their own flexible careers either in their previous work or in 
the education system. We need to be aware however, that even within this relatively 
privileged group, new forms of stratification are emerging that are expressed in 
the recruitment policies of international companies. Christopher Newfield (2010) 
coined the evocative term ‘cognotariat’ to describe how even those with doctorates 
– the elite of ‘knowledge workers’ – are being ‘proletarianized’; in other words 
they have less and less control over their work. An almost polar opposite type of 
‘mobile worker’ are the low wage employees and job seekers who move from low 
skill job to low skill job, some casual, some seasonal and sometimes from country 
to country. In Europe their jobs vary from cab driving to cleaning and security 
and farm work, whereas in the Middle East and wealthier Asian countries like 
Singapore, they are more likely to be in construction. The question is whether 
there is a curriculum that relates to the learning needs of this highly stratified, 
diverse and increasingly mobile group. Is it a more flexible education system based 
on modularization and higher levels of choice that encourages students to ‘pick 
and mix’ in often arbitrary sequences? I have profound reservations about this 
solution. If the ‘knowledge economy’ theorists are right in predicting the trend 
to increased flexibility and mobility, this is a complex situation for young people 
entering employment and a flexible curriculum which maximizing student choices 
is not necessarily the answer, especially for those who lack the necessary cultural 
resources from their homes and families to know the implications of their choices. 
More fundamentally, are we confident that mirroring the context of employment, 
with all its uncertainties, is the most reliable curriculum principle?

Knowledge and the ‘Knowledge Society’

The third feature of many curriculum proposals that claim to be responding to the 
demands of a ‘knowledge society’ is that although they emphasize knowledge and 
knowledge workers, they invariably lack any specificity about what the knowledge 
is that is being referred to. Somewhat ironically, as I shall suggest, such proposals 
make this lack of specificity into a virtue. This leads to four priorities for the 
curriculum: (i) a ‘generic’ approach which plays down specific knowledge contents 
in favour of general and ‘content-free’ competences and skills, (ii) the idea that it 
is individual learner choice rather than curriculum prescription that should play 
a major role in how the sequencing of learning is structured, (iii) increasing the 
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importance of (and where possible accrediting) informal or ‘non-school’ learning 
and experience and, (iv) shifting the basis for curricula from syllabuses to learning 
outcomes. The remainder of this section discusses these four developments and 
their possible implications for the curriculum.

Genericism

As a curriculum concept, genericism refers to the idea that specific contents (in 
particular subject-specific contents) – whether knowledge or skills – are becoming 
less important in a world where the pace of knowledge change is increasing. The 
new emphasis, it is argued, must be on what is ‘generic’ – in other words what is 
not specific to particular contents or (in the case of skills) contexts. There are many 
examples of the form that this ‘genericism’ is expected to take. One of the most 
well known and in many ways most insightful examples is Robert Reich’s four C’s 
(Reich 1991) – the ability to criticize, to conceptualize, to connect and to compare. 
These are the capabilities, Reich argues, of the new group he calls the ‘symbolic 
analysts’. Their capabilities cut across many different occupations and not only 
characterize leaders in all fields but will also enable all those who develop them to 
make sense of an increasingly complex world. No one would deny the importance 
of Reich’s four capabilities as a way of conceptualizing what kinds of ‘thinking’ 
might be important in the new workplaces. It is also possible that they could act 
as guides for those planning curricula and pedagogic strategies in many different 
fields and subjects. The problem is when such generic principles are separated 
from any content or context and seen as a basis for deriving specific programmes. 
When this happens, thinking becomes separated from what thinking is about; 
learning from what you are learning, and problem solving from the contexts in 
which particular problems arise or are posed. It is like learning to criticize literary 
texts independently of the texts themselves (a feature of some undergraduate 
programmes in Cultural Studies). As a consequence, Reich’s set of capacities 
become categories which claim to map the world in an apparently coherent way 
without needing any knowledge of the specific case being mapped. This may 
make them a useful resource for a management consultant seeking a contract 
from a company whose specific business he knows very little about. However it 
is no basis for organizing teaching or learning – whether in the workplace or the 
school. For example, students learn to compare novels, societies, equations or 
rock formations; they don’t learn to ‘compare’ as some kind of trans-disciplinary 
generic skill. It is the contents that give meaning and purpose to the conceptual 
process of ‘comparing’ – not vice versa.

The Increased Emphasis on Individual Choice

This idea has a number of origins. The first is the idea of choice arising from market 
economics and the increasing tendency for this to be seen as a model for good 
decision making of any kind. In the process learning (in another case it might 
be health) is reduced to a form of consumption – a world where choice reigns 
supreme. Of course except within a ‘market logic’ and in a very superficial sense, 
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we understand very little about learning if we see it as a form of consumption; 
much learning, especially learning in school involves a pedagogic relationship, 
which like all professional relationships involves authority and the specialist 
knowledge of teaching which the learner does not have.

The most familiar application of the idea of choice to the curriculum is 
modularization – the curriculum is broken up into what the Dearing Report 
(Dearing 1997) set up by the UK government referred to as ‘bite-sized chunks’ – a 
classic example of the extension of the consumption metaphor.

In this model of the curriculum the teacher becomes a facilitator for helping 
learners to move from module to module and acquire a collection of module 
outcomes which go towards a certificate. The teacher is no longer the transmitter 
of knowledge to those who want or need to know. The organizing principle of 
the curriculum shifts decisions about the forms of sequencing and selection of 
knowledge from the teacher and her/his specialist knowledge to the choices and 
interests of learners – a kind of curriculum supermarket.

What the emphasis on learner choice plays down is that there may be objectively 
better ways of acquiring certain types of skills and knowledge and that relying on 
learner choices is unlikely to be one of them. Engagement by the learner in the 
curriculum is crucial; however engagement in a curriculum, as in any specialist 
field (for example law or medicine) is not the same as choice. As with the other 
trends I have referred to in this chapter, the most likely outcome of extending 
learner choice is to increase opportunities for those whose choices are best 
supported by their families – for those without such support, choice is a recipe for 
new inequalities.

The Emphasis on Experience and Informal Non-School Learning

Largely in the wake of the emphasis in the early 1990s on lifelong learning, there 
has been an increased emphasis, both in educational research and in curriculum 
policy on tacit, informal, and experiential skills and knowledge. One way this 
shift from the explicit and the codified to the implicit and the experiential can 
occur is through the claim that these latter forms of ‘knowledge’ can be equated 
with the former and with what is learned formally (in school) through a system 
of accreditation – the process known as the Accreditation of Prior Experiential 
Learning.

No one would deny the importance of these forms of learning. They were the 
only form of learning for most people in societies throughout history which did not 
have schools (except in some cases for a tiny elite). However it is quite another step 
to argue that there are no differences between the knowledge that can be acquired 
in school and the knowledge that is acquired informally, or that experience is some 
kind of hidden cultural resource which, if accredited can compensate for lack of 
success in school. As the French educational sociologist Bernard Charlot puts it, 
school is different,

[it] is a place where the world is treated as an object and not as an environment, 
place of experience. At times, this object of thought has a referent outside school, 
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in the environment of the pupil’s life. But in this case the relationship with the 
object of thought should be different to the relationship with the referent. The 
Lisbon that the Geography teacher talks about should not be confused with 
the Lisbon in which the pupils live. To a certain extent, it is the same city, but 
their relationship with it is not the same in the two cases: the latter is a place of 
experience, the former an object of thought. When the pupils do not manage 
to make the difference between the two and relate to the former as if it was the 
latter, they will have problems at school. For example, the teacher asks what the 
functions of the city of Lisbon are, which requires that the city is thought of in 
its role as the capital, and the pupils respond narrating how they, their parents 
and their friends live in the city.

(Charlot 2009: 91)

If students are to progress in their learning, it is vital that they are aware of 
the differences between school and everyday knowledge; not that one is better 
than the other but that they have different purposes. The idea of tacit knowledge, 
‘that we know more than we can say’ was first discussed by the philosopher of 
science Michael Polanyi (1962). However as a former research chemist interested 
in the philosophy of science, Polanyi studied the work of scientists and how the 
tacit knowledge that they needed to create the codified or formal knowledge that 
we recognize as science was hidden and often not recognized – especially in the 
positivist accounts of science that were so common in his time. For Polanyi the 
tacit aspect of knowing was not as a kind of knowledge of its own that could 
be identified in isolation; it was an integral part of the process of creating and 
acquiring new knowledge.

In the case of informal learning we see another example of a policy that neglects 
the most fundamental purposes of any curriculum – the acquisition of knowledge 
that takes the learner beyond their experience. As a result, albeit unintentionally, 
such an emphasis can lead to new inequalities. Not only is there very little evidence 
of learners progressing by having their experience accredited, but the process 
of accreditation can even undermine someone’s experience without necessarily 
providing them with access to new knowledge.

The Shift to Outcomes

The idea that educational programmes can be best expressed in terms of a set of 
‘written learning outcomes’ and that such outcomes are a better alternative for 
developing curricula to subject-based or occupationally specific syllabuses, is 
increasingly widely supported by governments and international organizations 
(CEDEFOP 2009). Lists of written learning outcomes are a feature of many recent 
curriculum developments and are seen as achieving a number of purposes. For 
learners, it is claimed that a curriculum expressed in outcomes is a more open, 
transparent and democratic basis for them to access education. Learners, it is 
argued, can see before they start a programme, what will be expected of them 
and what they will know if they complete the outcomes. Outcomes are, in other 
words, presented as an instrument for promoting transparency that replaces the 
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‘hidden mysteries’ that characterize many syllabus-based models.5 Secondly, 
listing learning outcomes, it is claimed, enables anyone to have their knowledge 
and skills assessed for a certificate regardless of whether or not they have attended 
a course. Again we see an example of the underplaying of the distinct kinds of 
knowledge and skills that can be acquired through formal education.

Despite the continuing support by governments and international organizations 
for programmes based on learning outcomes, there is virtually no evidence that 
learning outcomes realize the claims made for them (Allais, Raffe and Young 
2010). In separating outcomes from the processes that lead to them, learning is 
also separated from any standards by which specialist skills and knowledge are 
recognized. In offering a route to qualification that is independent of institutions, 
outcomes-based approaches mislead those who have been unsuccessful at school 
or who have been denied access to institutional learning, into thinking that there 
is a genuine non-institutional alternative.6

Common Assumptions About These Curriculum Trends

It may be useful at this point to summarize the common features of the trends 
I have described in the previous sections. Firstly, they assume that the activities 
involved in learning and teaching can be treated independently of what is being 
taught or learned; in other words that these activities are in some way ‘content 
free’. Secondly, they imply and are sometimes quite explicit that the teacher must 
become a facilitator rather than a transmitter of knowledge and that students will 
somehow acquire knowledge on their own if teachers do not intrude into what is 
seen as an almost natural process. Thirdly, they give much emphasis to the need 
for learners to develop the capacity to ‘learn to learn’. Taken to an extreme, the 
focus on ‘learning to learn’ is saying that as learners we must always be ready to 
reject what we know and see every new experience as a ‘learning opportunity’ – 
the ‘pedagogization of society’, as the English sociologist Basil Bernstein called 
it. To put it another way, today’s students and employees must learn that what 
they know will always be quickly out of date. The corollary is that because all 
knowledge is fluid, changeable and changing, they must have little sense of the 
worth and value of what they already know. The question that this raises is what 
is the basis for their identity as learners, if they are expected to dismiss what they 
already know so readily? What gives them the grounds for accepting or rejecting 
new learning opportunities and deciding whether new knowledge is really new 
or just the reformulation of an old idea? Fourthly, these trends all share a belief 
symbolized by the slogan of the 2008 conference of BECTA, the British Educational 
Computing Agency, ‘Learning Everywhere’. What the BECTA slogan was seeking 
to convey (apart from the unquestioned educational befits of digital technologies), 
is that the learning that is not associated with educational institutions – work-
based, community-based, family-based learning – is just as important as what it is 
possible to learn at school or college.
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What Kind of Educational Future Do These Trends Envisage?

Considering these trends together led me to a broader set of questions. If informal, tacit, 
experiential, un-codified learning is so important, what is formal education – attending 
school, college, or university – for? Why do we want to increase participation in formal 
education, or raise the age that young people stay in full-time education? Is there nothing 
distinctively educational about learning in formal education that sets it apart from other 
forms of learning that people always have engaged in and always will? Should teachers 
only be facilitators or should they also be – to use an unfashionable term – ‘transmitters 
of knowledge’? And if not how will young people acquire new knowledge, or even the 
knowledge developed by the previous generation?

I want to suggest that underlying these trends is an assumption that societies 
are changing in ways which can be expressed by the concept de-differentiation. 
De-differentiation refers to a process in which institutions, sectors, forms of 
knowledge, and types of learning are becoming more and more like each other. 
This is almost a complete reversal of the process of differentiation that has been 
a feature of social change in industrializing societies during the last 200 years. 
In relation to the curriculum the parallel assumption is that the institutional and 
knowledge differentiation that underpins most education systems is a set of barriers 
that inhibit learning and must be broken down. This conclusion leads to a number 
of questions – is the process of de-differentiation happening on a global scale? If so 
what does it mean for those working in and responsible for schools, colleges and 
universities? Does it follow that if occupational boundaries are breaking down we 
should necessarily encourage the breaking down of boundaries between subjects 
and disciplines in the curriculum and the broader boundaries between school and 
society? Maybe educational and knowledge boundaries have a purpose that does 
not necessarily apply to occupational boundaries? The final section of this chapter 
begins to explore these questions.

A Curriculum for the Future: The Educational Case for the 
Differentiation of Knowledge From Experience

In the earlier sections of this chapter I have identified a number of global strands 
in curriculum policy. They can be summarized as follows:

1	 Most governments and international agencies assume that the most important 
goals of education are economic. Little room is left for the idea that education 
is first and foremost about promoting the intellectual and moral development 
of young people. Indeed a good argument can be made that only if the 
intellectual development purposes of education are given priority is there any 
chance of economic goals being realized.

2	 The resolution of the ‘massification’ dilemma discussed earlier is seen largely 
in terms of an emphasis on a framework of generic outcomes.

3	 An increasingly boundary-less future is envisaged where the differences 
between formal and informal, distinct subjects and disciplines and even the 
roles of teacher and taught are steadily eroded.
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4	 Knowledge as a set of relatively stable and systematically related concepts or 
ideas sustained and challenged by specialist communities is seen as part of the 
past rather than something to be extended for the future.

5	 A flexible, optimistic, innovative, democratic, and at least theoretically 
egalitarian, future is envisaged. It is a future that is consistent with many of 
the post-modernist, social constructivist and relativist trends in the social and 
educational sciences, and not the least in curriculum studies (Young 2008). It 
appears to fit with the new opportunities for internet access to information 
(increasingly equated with knowledge).

Why might it be important for curriculum theorists to challenge this scenario? 
I think there are two main reasons, closely linked but separate. The first is 
epistemological – the new curriculum policies disregard much that we reliably 
know about the nature of knowledge and how it is acquired and produced. If the 
trends in policy discussed in this chapter were to become ‘policies in practice’, they 
would, I suggest, lead to the slowing down of innovation and the gradual collapse 
of economic growth in all countries adopting them. The sources of new knowledge 
and the structures for transmitting existing knowledge would be steadily 
undermined. However such policies are more likely to remain ‘policy rhetoric’ 
than ‘policy in practice’ and are only likely to be implemented in programmes for 
those with no power to resist. There is considerable evidence, at least in the UK, 
that private fee-paying schools, which educate 7 per cent of the children of the 
wealthiest group in the population, are rejecting these policies that are associated 
in varying degrees with the reformed National Curriculum in favour of content-
specific syllabuses and examinations. This can only lead to new divisions and new 
forms of inequality. As a consequence, knowledge, in at least one country trying 
to become a ‘knowledge society’ will remain ‘knowledge of the powerful’ and 
‘knowledge for the powerful’ despite its fundamentally universal character.

However, what is referred to as the realist sociology of knowledge and the 
social realist curriculum theory (Moore 2007; Muller 2000; Wheelahan 2010) 
based on it suggests that there is an alternative. It starts with the proposition 
first articulated by the French sociologist and educationalist, Emile Durkheim 
(1984) that one critical feature of human societies is that they are based on the 
differentiation of knowledge from experience. Our knowledge of the world draws 
on our experience but has different social origins, different structures and different 
purposes. This differentiation can be traced back to the small-scale societies 
with no schools where the differentiation was between the sacred (knowledge 
pertaining to God and the afterlife) and the profane (the everyday knowledge all 
societies draw on – initially to obtain food and shelter). What Durkheim argues is 
that this differentiation was the basis for the development of science and indeed 
all intellectual pursuits as more and more of the ‘sacred’ is secularized. It is this 
differentiation that was institutionalized in the first schools and in all examples 
of formal education that succeeded them historically. Without recognizing this 
differentiation, we can have no principles for distinguishing a curriculum from the 
everyday experiences that students bring to school. This principle of differentiation 
is expressed in two kinds of boundaries that are crucial for any curriculum that is 
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going to achieve its emancipatory aims. These are the boundaries between school 
and non-school knowledge and the boundaries between knowledge domains, 
subjects or disciplines.7 The curriculum principle of differentiation reverses the 
argument about de-differentiation and instead of encouraging the ‘evacuation’ of 
knowledge content in the curriculum on the grounds that it is always changing, 
re-inserts content in a new way and with new purposes. Content is no longer ‘for 
its own sake’ and to be memorized as in the old elite curriculum; it is an integral 
part of engaging with theoretical concepts which are the basis of understanding. 
Evacuating content also involves a denial of access to concepts and therefore leads 
to excluding learners from the possibility of an objective understanding of the 
world. It is here that the curriculum issues and the social justice issues, so often 
treated quite separately in the research literature, come together (Wheelahan 2007; 
2010).

Instead of seeing differentiation and boundaries as barriers to greater access 
and equality, a social realist approach sees them as historical but not arbitrary 
conditions for accessing and producing new knowledge and hence as a resource 
for future progress and greater equality. Instead of seeing schools as mere agencies 
of reproduction (which in part they always are), it sees them also as an opportunity 
for the world to be treated as an object and not just as an environment and a 
place of experience (Charlot 2009); they are in other words a specialist site for the 
kind of learning that is rarely possible in homes and communities. In our unequal 
societies, only the few, rather than the many, take up these opportunities that 
schools offer; although at least many more have them and take them up than in 
earlier historical periods.

The purposes of schooling are in contradiction with the inequality-generating 
tendencies of modern capitalist societies. School, through its professed goals – the 
intellectual development of young people – is in principle, though due in part to 
flawed curriculum policies, not always in practice, a universalizing institution in a 
non-universalizing environment of unequally distributed wealth and power. The 
role of curriculum theory is to expose this contradiction not just by a critique of 
the inequalities perpetuated by all schooling. It is by demonstrating the specific 
activities of schools that enable at least some to acquire ‘powerful knowledge’ (Young 
2008) and pointing to the external forces that limit this possibility. This approach 
has quite different implications from the current curriculum developments I have 
discussed. By evacuating the knowledge content of the curriculum they reduce the 
possibility of schools widening access to ‘powerful knowledge’ and in effect and 
despite their intentions, complement the wider reproductive processes of society.

Formal education (school, college and university) has an emancipatory 
purpose which is why those in power have devised a multitude of ways to limit 
access to it to the few. Despite the problems facing all modern school systems, this 
emancipatory role remains (and has even been extended). In capitalist societies, 
as sociologists such as Bourdieu have argued, formal education is a largely passive 
site for the social and cultural reproduction of inequalities, and for disciplining 
young minds and bodies to fit into an unjust social order. However it is a mistake 
to see schooling as only doing this. It is also a unique opportunity for students 
to acquire – through subjects and their link to discipline-based knowledge – the 
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knowledge that they would not have access to at home or at work. If schools 
were solely agencies of reproduction of social class inequalities, it would not be 
possible to explain how it is that at least some students from lower social classes 
and without the necessary cultural capital have succeeded and still do. Likewise 
reproduction theories are unable to account for the fact that in many countries 
girls achieve significantly better results than boys (Marrero 2007).

Concluding Comments

There are two serious problems with the curriculum developments I have discussed 
in this chapter. The first is that in their response to the dilemmas of mass schooling 
and the uncomfortable fact that many children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
continue to fail, they have lost confidence in the emancipatory role of the schooling 
and how it enables some learners from all communities and from all social classes, 
whether boys or girls (albeit often in some cases the numbers are small) to acquire 
powerful knowledge that takes them beyond their experience. This has led policy 
makers and some curriculum theorists to argue that the curriculum should focus 
on the experience of young people and what is immediately relevant to them 
rather than on the knowledge that they need if they are to make sense of the world 
and have some control over their own lives.

The second problem is that in weakening the content of the curriculum, in 
seeking to break down boundaries because they are at odds with learners’ 
experiences, and in celebrating learner choice and informal learning, they are 
reducing the possibility of schools realizing their emancipatory role. That is why 
we need a new principle for the curriculum and a new curriculum theory as this 
century moves into its second decade. It should not be one that expects students 
to be compliant and submissive as did the ‘curriculum of the past’ or be restricted 
only to an elite. It should be a theory which takes knowledge, its objectivity, its 
openness and how it is best acquired as its starting principle. At the same time, 
educationalists and curriculum theorists in particular need to remember that a 
new curriculum based on new principles is not going to remove structured failure 
and inequalities. That is a longer term and fundamentally political project that will 
fail without an adequate curriculum theory.
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Notes
	 1	 This chapter draws on a number of recent papers which take further some of the issues 

discussed (Young 2009; 2010; Young and Muller 2010).
	 2	 Elsewhere I have suggested that curriculum policies need to focus not just on ‘access’ 

but also on ‘epistemic access’ (Young 2010).
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	 3	 In his book The Credential Society, Collins (1979) challenges the assumption that 

increases in the credential requirements for entry into prestigious professions is 
a consequence of increases in knowledge. He argues that expansion of educational 
credentials is better understood as arising from a conflict between status groups 
seeking ways of maintaining or enhancing their privileges. One conclusion from his 
study is that as more and more people gain credentials, they inevitably lose their value.

	 4	 See http://www.skope.ox.ac.uk/publications.
	 5	 It is a case of knowing what you will know before you know it rather than waiting to 

know what you know when you do know it.
	 6	 Here I exclude well-resourced distance learning programmes such as the UK’s Open 

University; they have many of the features of institutional learning.
	 7	 What Bernstein referred to as ‘the classification and framing of educational knowledge’ 

(Bernstein 1971).
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Introduction

With the transition to democracy in South Africa in 1994 came the imperative to 
reform what was a highly inequitable system of education provision. Changing 
the curriculum was regarded as a crucial lever for fostering the ideals of the new 
nation – for creating a new citizenry and for re-inserting South Africa into a 
global context. The new curriculum that was constructed departed radically from 
what had gone before. It was underpinned by strong social goals which aimed 
to address past inequalities and foster human rights and democracy in every 
sphere – including what was learnt and how. While the political project of the new 
curriculum was very clear, its pedagogical shortcomings soon became evident. 
Within a short time this new curriculum was revised. And once again, within a 
relatively short period of time after the implementation of the revised curriculum, 
the national curriculum was once again reviewed. This chapter considers these 
processes of curriculum reform, considering the nature of the changes and the 
underlying logic of the shifts that were made in the course of the reforms.

The chapter traces the curriculum changes in relation to the notions of 
knowledge, knowers and knowing. In this way I attempt to show how the ultimate 
goal of achieving social justice has over time shifted from a focus on knowers and 
knowing, or the learner and learning, to one that privileges knowledge, or what is to 
be learnt. The three central moments in curriculum reform since the transition to 
democracy in South Africa in 1994 were alluded to above. Curriculum documents 
and review reports at three reform moments are considered in this chapter 
in tracing the reform process. The first reform moment was the construction 
and implementation of a new curriculum in 1998 for a new post-apartheid 
nation – called Curriculum 2005. The second reform moment was a review of 
Curriculum 2005 two years later. The result of this review was the construction 
and implementation of a revised National Curriculum Statement (NCS) in 2002. 
Finally, the third reform moment considered in the analysis below was in 2009, 
when the NCS was reviewed and another substantial revision of the national 
curriculum was proposed in the report issuing from this review. By considering 
these three reform moments in relation to how knowledge, knowers and knowing 
is constituted by and constitutes the curriculum, focus is drawn to the crucial 
distinction between curriculum and pedagogy. The chapter concludes by drawing 
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out some of the implications of the distinctions for curriculum-making and the 
shaping of pedagogy in South Africa over the past 15 years. The chapter begins by 
briefly sketching out what apartheid curriculum and pedagogy entailed in order to 
provide a context for the discussion of the reform that followed its demise.

Apartheid Curriculum and Pedagogy

Under the highly racially segregated system of apartheid, different departments 
of education were set up to control education for different population groupings 
based on race classification. White departments produced a ‘core’ curriculum, 
which departments for other racial groupings adapted, often amounting to a 
watering down of the ‘white’ curriculum. The curriculum was content-driven 
with very stringent prescriptions for the sequencing and scope of contents. The 
selection of content reflected the tenets of the philosophy underpinning the system, 
known as Christian National Education, which was essentially an expression of 
Afrikaner nationalism. The curriculum was white- and male-oriented (NEPI 
1992). Curricula for black students especially emphasized teaching based on 
drill and practice, and little elaboration of concepts and skills, but rather a strict 
focus on content to be memorized. Teachers were issued with syllabuses that 
often contained highly prescriptive teacher manuals with detailed work plans. In 
African schools, teachers were overseen by a highly autocratic and bureaucratic 
system of inspection that appeared to be used punitively and vindictively against 
teachers (Chisholm et al. 2005). Christian National Education had an attendant 
theory of pedagogy, or ‘science’ of education known as ‘fundamental pedagogics’. 
This was an authoritarian pedagogical philosophy, where the child was regarded 
as ignorant and undisciplined, in need of guidance from the teacher, whose 
authority was derived from the God of the Dutch Reformed Church (Ensor 1999). 
It also promulgated a pedagogy devoid of analysis and critique (Enslin 1984), 
emphasizing rote memorization.

During the 1980s and 1990s there were two curriculum reform efforts. The one 
formed part of the range of movements for alternative proposals against apartheid 
education collectively known as ‘People’s Education’. Drawing on Freirian notions 
of education for empowerment, this movement tried to shift the focus of teaching 
and learning from a strong transmitter model and a given body of knowledge 
to one that stressed the politically potent role of education and the importance 
of students’ experience and local context. The impact of People’s Education was 
extremely limited. What predominated in schools under a strong inspection 
regime, and with teachers who were very poorly trained, was a pedagogy consisting 
largely of drill and rote routines, with ‘… teachers adopting authoritarian roles and 
doing most of the talking, with few pupil initiations, and with most of the pupil 
responses taking the form of group chorusing’ (Chick 1996: 21).

At the same time the apartheid government was also engaged in its own process 
of curriculum revision, the ‘Education Renewal Strategy’, in an effort to rationalize 
and modernize curricula, and make them more relevant (especially in terms of 
economic demands and that of the labour force). This last apartheid state reform 
effort responded to some of the curriculum developments in the USA and the UK, 
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most notably drawing on ideas around constructivism and progressivism developed 
there. But essentially, under the apartheid curriculum regime, strong control was 
exerted over knowing, knowledge and knowers, informed by an autocratic theory of 
pedagogy and clear content selection along white, Christian, nationalist lines.

Reform Moment 1: Knowers and the Conflation of Curriculum 
and Pedagogy

The shift from the apartheid regime to a democratic state in South Africa in 1994 
entailed a negotiated settlement between old and new rulers. This negotiated 
settlement had particular implications for education and the construction of a 
post-apartheid curriculum. Fundamentally what it entailed was an eschewal of 
the definition of content to allow for a proliferation of sites for learning, and also 
the avoidance of explicit prioritizing of knowledge distribution to any particular 
group. The process of curriculum construction at this time was influenced by a 
number of foreign consultants, particularly those promoting outcomes-based 
education (OBE) as a curriculum alternative fostering generic skills for a new 
global economy. Policy-makers were also influenced by the increasing popularity 
of national qualification frameworks, which were identified as a way of integrating 
education and training and introducing equivalences into a system with a large 
number of disparate qualifications and unequal institutional capacity. South 
Africa termed its approach ‘transformational OBE’, and as educationally unsound 
as it proved to be, it presented a strong political argument for a curriculum 
for rapid social transformation. Transformational OBE was defined in official 
documentation thus:

No thought is given to the existing curriculum. Instead schools (or local 
districts) are told they can choose any content and use a wide range of 
teaching methods as long as these develop citizens who display the agreed-
upon critical outcomes.

 (South African Department of Education 2000b: 19)

These ‘critical outcomes’ were derived from the constitution and described 
the kind of citizen that the curriculum aimed to create, as well as broad, cross-
curricular, generic skills underpinning the curriculum, for example, ‘identify and 
solve problems by using creative and critical thinking’ (South African Department 
of Education 1997: 16). The benefit of the approach of leaving out specific content, 
it was argued, was that ‘This allows educators to relate teaching direct [sic] to 
their local contexts and also to change syllabus content rapidly’ (South African 
Department of Education 1997: 16). The response here to the highly prescriptive 
curriculum of apartheid is obvious. But further, what the new curriculum 
signalled was a move to erode a number of boundaries – between education and 
training, between academic and everyday knowledge, and between different forms 
of knowledge, disciplines or subjects. This was to be achieved through a strong 
programme of integration, involving the collapsing not only of knowledge, but of 
political and economic boundaries as well:
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An integrated approach implies a view of learning which rejects the rigid 
division between ‘academic’ and ‘applied’, ‘theory’ and ‘practice’, ‘knowledge’ 
and ‘skills’, ‘head’ and ‘hand’. Such divisions have characterised the 
organisation of curricula and the distribution of educational opportunity in 
many countries of the world, including South Africa. They have grown out of, 
and helped to reproduce, very old occupational and social class distinctions. 
In South Africa such distinctions in curriculum and career choice have also 
been closely associated in the past with the ethnic structure of economic 
opportunity and power.

(South African Department of Education 1995: 15) 

Ensor (1997) points out that this erosion of boundaries was expected to result 
in the collapse of a fourth: the social boundaries between groups on the basis of 
race and class. The strong political project of creating a new nation and a new 
citizenry meant that pedagogical and epistemological questions were subordinated 
to strong ideological notions around the kinds of persons to be formed for the new 
democratic era.

In 1997, the new post-apartheid curriculum, Curriculum 2005, was launched. 
As described above, Curriculum 2005 was informed by a number of trajectories 
within education, both locally (People’s Education; the integration of education and 
training) and globally (outcomes-based education, competency-based curriculum) 
(Cross et al. 2002; Kraak 1999). Curriculum 2005 was defined in relation to the 
past. It was referred to as a paradigm shift in curriculum, from the traditional 
apartheid curriculum to a new outcomes-based curriculum. Curriculum 2005 was 
also designed in relation to the new National Qualifications Framework (NQF) 
launched in 1996, which was an attempt to create equivalencies between education 
and workplace learning by placing all qualifications on the same grid, and breaking 
them down into unit standards which could interchangeably make up different 
qualifications. The strong influence of Labour, and an economic discourse is 
evident in the quote above, but was also seen in an emphasis on the recognition 
of prior learning, access and portability which were the key ideas underpinning 
the creation of qualifications. There is general agreement in the literature that the 
construction of Curriculum 2005 was largely a product of Labour’s needs, and 
their demands for a skills-based curriculum linked to an NQF. At the heart of this 
was the outcome, a discrete, generic, demonstrable performance required of the 
learner.

The curriculum had several progressive features. It placed an emphasis on 
group work, relevance, local curriculum construction and local choice of content. 
There was also a shift away from strong disciplinary boundaries, to a horizontal 
integration of traditional curriculum subjects. Learning areas, which were 
clusters of subjects, were introduced to support integration. Phase organizers also 
introduced themes that directed programmes of learning across different learning 
areas. Learning outcomes were generic, and most of the subject-specific content 
from the curriculum was removed.

Curriculum 2005 was driven by a strong pedagogical project. Learner-
centredness was the cornerstone of this new project, and the teacher (now termed 
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‘educator’) was to facilitate acquisition through the selection of the appropriate 
knowledge, including that of the learners’ own local cultures, to enable the learner 
to reach the ‘competency’ which was expressed as an outcome. The pedagogy 
was based on a reading of constructivist and progressive principles, strongly 
advocating a pedagogy that directly challenged that of fundamental pedgagogics. 
A well-known table at the time explained the desired shifts – see Table 10.1.

Another table in official documentation further spelt out the changes in terms of 
knowledge and pedagogy in the shift from ‘a content-based to an outcomes-based 
approach’ (South African Department of Education 1997: 5) – see Table 10.2.

The curriculum was thus built around a strong (though often theoretically 
muddled) project of knowing, and Tables 10.1 and 10.2 show the ardent 
concern with the stipulation of pedagogy in this project. But in responding to 
the repressive pedagogy of apartheid, Curriculum 2005 changed the curriculum. 
The assumption made in the constructivist vein was that learning disciplinary 
content knowledge (the what) could be replaced by learning the procedures and 
methods of the discipline (the how). What was entailed in this was a displacement 
of the ontological with the epistemological, which in a sense captures the shift 
from traditional to constructivist pedagogies that Curriculum 2005 attempted to 
accomplish. Curriculum 2005 conflated curriculum and pedagogy, emphasizing 

Table 10.1	 Shift from traditional to constructivist classroom

Traditional classroom Constructivist classroom
Curriculum is presented part to whole, 
with emphasis on basic skills

Curriculum is presented whole to part 
with emphasis on big concepts

Strict adherence to fixed curriculum is 
highly valued

Pursuit of learner questions is highly 
valued

Curricular activities rely heavily on 
textbooks and workbooks

Curricular activities rely heavily on 
primary sources of data and manipulative 
materials

Students are viewed as ‘blank slates’ onto 
which information is etched by the teacher

Learners are viewed as thinkers with 
emerging theories about the world

Teachers generally behave in a didactic 
manner, disseminating information to 
students

Educators generally behave in an 
interactive manner, mediating the 
environment with learners

Teachers seek the correct answer to 
validate student learning

Educators seek the learner’s points of view 
in order to understand learners’ present 
conceptions for use in subsequent lessons

Assessment of student learning is viewed 
as separate from teaching and occurs 
almost entirely through testing

Assessment of learner learning is 
interwoven with teaching and occurs 
through educator observations of learners, 
learner observation of learners at work 
and through learner exhibitions and 
portfolios

Students primarily work alone Learners primarily work in groups

Source: South African Department of Education (2000b: 12).
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the everyday knowledge of students, in other words knowers, and silencing 
knowledge with a strident theory of knowing.

Reform Moment 2: Towards a Knowledge Project

Curriculum 2005 was reviewed in 2000. Although muted at first, the criticism 
generated by the first post-apartheid curriculum was significant. Prominent 
critiques focused on training and implementation, system failures and curriculum 
design. Jansen (1999: 147) in his ‘Why outcomes-based education will fail’ offers 
as a principal reason the idea that curriculum was driven by policy imperatives 
with no conception of the realities of classroom life. Later Jansen (2001) went on 
to argue that policies developed in the first five years of democracy served the 
purpose of ‘political symbolism’, helping to mark the shift from apartheid to post-
apartheid education and establish the ideological and political credentials of the 
new government. In short, although the political project of Curriculum 2005 had 
been clear, the pedagogical one was far from graspable.

Further research related to Curriculum 2005 involved a series of empirical 
classroom-based studies. The report on the studies (Taylor and Vinjevold 1999) 
claimed convergence in findings from the research around a number of issues, 

Table 10.2	 From a content-based to an outcomes-based approach

Old New
Passive learners Active learners
Exam-driven Learners are assessed on an ongoing basis
Rote-learning Critical thinking, reasoning, reflection and 

action
Syllabus is content-based and broken 
down into subjects

An integration of knowledge, learning 
relevant and connected to real-life 
situations

Textbook/worksheet-bound and teacher 
centred

Learner-centred; teacher is facilitator; 
teacher constantly uses groupwork and 
teamwork to consolidate the new approach

Sees syllabus as rigid and non-negotiable Learning programmes seen as guides 
that allow teachers to be innovative and 
creative in designing programmes

Teachers responsible for learning; 
motivation dependent on the personality 
of teacher

Learners take responsibility for their 
learning; pupils motivated by constant 
feedback and affirmation of their worth

Emphasis on what the teacher hopes to 
achieve

Emphasis on outcomes – what the learner 
becomes and understands

Content placed into rigid timeframes Flexible timeframes allow learners to work 
at their own pace

Curriculum development process not 
open to public comment

Comment and input from the wider 
community is encouraged

Source: South African Department of Education (1997: 6–7).
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most importantly around teachers’ extremely poor conceptual knowledge. They 
also found that teachers lacked the knowledge base to interpret Curriculum 2005, 
and were unable to deal with integration and ‘ensure that the everyday approach 
prescribed by the new curriculum will result in learners developing sound 
conceptual frameworks’ (Taylor and Vinjevold 1999: 230). Researchers found that 
although teachers were implementing their understanding of forms of ‘learner-
centred’ practice and co-operative learning, very little learning was taking place. 
Another key contribution to critique at this time was Harley and Parker’s (1999) 
analysis of outcomes-based education, the National Qualifications Framework, 
and competency models. They point out the conflicts in the system generated 
from incompatible frameworks – such as competence-based and outcomes-based 
assessment.

In the light of the criticisms, a review team was set up to consider the curriculum 
and make recommendations regarding the ‘strengthening and streamlining’ of 
Curriculum 2005. It was in this Curriculum 2005 Review Report (South African 
Department of Education 2000a) that a key argument entered official discourse. It 
was based on a critique developed by Muller (2000) around the conceptual design 
of the curriculum, arguing that while the socio-political rationale for integration 
was clear, the pedagogical purposes were not. The fact that the curriculum had 
removed most of the content for subjects, and replaced it with outcomes expressed 
as generic skills, meant that teachers were expected to select the appropriate 
content and design ‘learning programmes’ themselves. Muller summed up the 
class implications of this kind of curriculum:

A success can be made of such an under-stipulated curriculum, but only if 
the teacher has a well-articulated mental script of what should be covered, 
and if the pupils come from homes where they have been well prepared to 
respond to such putative freedom, in other words, only in schools by and for 
the middle class.

(Muller 2000: 14) 

There was also a strong critique at the time of the radical constructivism 
which underpinned the curriculum, identifying that ‘by ignoring the boundary 
between school and everyday knowledges, radical modes increase the difficulties 
that working-class children will have in trying to acquire formal discourses’ 
(Taylor and Vinjevold 1999). These arguments derived from a number of seminal 
papers on the distinction between everyday knowledge and school knowledge 
(Dowling 1995; Ensor 1997; Davis 1996; Muller and Taylor 1995) which asserted 
the necessity for distinguishing between knowledge types. The work, grounded 
in Bernstein’s (1990) theory of pedagogic discourse, emphasized the importance 
of recognizing the boundary between knowledge types. Through the review team 
report, these academic arguments around the distinction between everyday 
knowledge and school knowledge, and the implications of integration entered 
the formal domain in a way that was understandable to a broader readership, 
including some in government. The arguments focused centrally on the unequal 
distribution of types of knowledge to different students, often on the basis of social 
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class. Dowling’s (1998) research in particular showed how the working-class and 
lower-ability student ‘paradoxically, is left free to be a local individual but a failed 
mathematics learner’ as Muller (2000: 68) put it.

Drawing implicitly on Bernstein’s theory of knowledge then, the authors of the 
Curriculum 2005 Review Report took a realist view of knowledge, and of school 
knowledge as having an objective conceptual structure (especially in terms of 
the selection and sequence of knowledge). The major design flaw of Curriculum 
2005 was identified as its having no conceptual sequence and hence no learning 
progression path. ‘It is true that different learners approach learning in different 
ways, and might even learn concepts in a non-prescribed sequence. But this 
non-prescribed sequence must be an alternative route up the same conceptual 
ladder. There is no such thing as an alternative ladder, of optional and replaceable 
concepts’ (South African Department of Education 2000a: 44).

The Curriculum 2005 Review Report strongly recommended reduced integration 
and clearer specification of contents. Greater simplicity to the design of the 
curriculum and language was also recommended. Significantly, under pressure 
from the unions (Chisholm 2005), outcomes were retained in the design of the 
curriculum. As a result certain pedagogical and curriculum features associated 
with outcomes would also be retained. These were identified by the Curriculum 
2005 Review Report itself. It states that outcomes-based education asserts the 
dominance of outputs over inputs, but it also contains features of curriculum 
reform the world over, which are:

•	 the active learner and ideas of uniqueness and difference
•	 the active teacher who, rather than following a prescriptive syllabus, makes 

decisions about what to teach and how to teach it
•	 the relative importance of activity and skills as a basis for knowing and 

knowledge
•	 the relative importance of induction over deduction

(South African Department of Education 2000a: 47) 

Thus although the knower mode went into retreat with the review of Curriculum 
2005, and knowledge was foregrounded, knowing remained pronounced. It was 
clear that the hold over pedagogy was to be sustained, mitigating a slide back 
into ‘traditional forms’. The four pedagogical aspects bulleted above are features 
of progressive and constructivist pedagogies and in the argument of the Review 
Report are associated with outcomes-based education. There is some contradiction 
in the retention of outcomes in relation to the treatment of knowledge. Although 
the Curriculum 2005 Review Report provided a clear and coherent critique around 
knowledge and the need for greater conceptual coherence and progression, 
knowledge stipulation and attention to disciplinary structure, the pedagogical 
project of Curriculum 2005 was to a certain extent retained along with the retention 
of outcomes thus reasserting local choice of content, a skills-based approach and 
an emphasis on the everyday (by asserting inductive approaches).

Over time, outcomes, constructivism and progressivism became entwined, 
and because of their conceptual conflation it became difficult to disentangle them 
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(Morrow 2000; Harley and Wedekind 2003). Similarly, the conflation of curriculum 
and pedagogy was not dealt with in the Curriculum 2005 Review Report. The how 
remained entangled in the what, and Davis’ (2005) comment on this conflation 
is apposite: that it is curious that those who argue for an emphasis on relevance 
and real-world problem-solving demand that the curriculum should organize and 
package curriculum in an already-integrated way.

Fataar (2006) links the shifts signalled in the Curriculum 2005 Review Report 
towards knowledge differentiation and stipulation to changes in the economy: 
‘by the time of the second election in 1999 the state had authorized a fiscally 
conservative development path, and had put leftist elements such as the unions 
and civic movements on the ideological retreat’ (2005: 650). What happened in the 
development of the new curriculum based on the review of Curriculum 2005 was 
that the curriculum was wrested back from Labour into the hands of a particular 
group of academic educationalists whose concern was with knowledge and the 
‘boundary’ alluded to above. Notions of knowledge differentiation emerged 
strongly, undergirded by the key conceptual critique of Curriculum 2005 around 
disciplinary probity and conceptual coherence. Fataar’s more subtle argument 
was that the decline of the influence of Labour in curriculum construction ‘can 
be found in the ambiguous constructivism that informed the curriculum design. 
The epistemological shortcomings upon which its knowlegability was constructed 
contained the seeds for its displacement’ (2006: 657). In other words, an emphasis 
on a kind of radical constructivism, which was theoretically unstable, was the 
ultimate undoing of Labour’s influence.

When considering some of the compromises and contradictions in the 
Curriculum 2005 Review Report (see also South African Department of Education 
2009), it is clear that what was likely to emerge was a compromise curriculum, 
which could be read in a number of ways, and which would be underpinned 
by conceptual unease. Also, despite arguments to the contrary, the strong 
ideological arguments about changing the knowledge of the school to grant 
access to previously marginalized groups (rather than facilitating greater access 
to specialized knowledge) still dominated, particularly in parts of the bureaucracy 
involved in the mediation of curriculum to teachers (Chisholm 2005). Integration 
was also retained in the organization of traditionally separate subjects in ‘learning 
areas’.

Implementation of the National Curriculum Statement was begun in schools 
in 2002. The first final school-leaving certificate based on the new curriculum was 
written in 2008. The following year the process of revision started up again.

Reform Moment 3: Subduing Knowing

In 2009 the new Minister of Education called for a new review of the curriculum, 
again couched as a review of the ‘implementation’ of the curriculum, rather than 
of the curriculum itself. The call for the review came from two main sources: on-
going criticism in the media of outcomes-based education, and the persistent poor 
performance of South African learners on national and international standardized 
tests. In particular, some of the international comparative standardized tests had 



 

148  Ursula Hoadley

shown South Africa out-performed not only by other developed countries, but also 
by developing countries with a lower GDP and lower spend on education (van der 
Berg 2008). Over time, since the introduction of OBE and the NQF, education and 
training had separated out institutionally, both in terms of provision, qualifications 
and curriculum. The formal schooling sector had managed to untether itself from 
some of the strictures of the National Qualifications Framework (Allais 2006). A 
new government took office in 2009. This new administration was committed in 
word at least to greater efficiency, more openness around mistakes made in the 
past and less insistence on approaches that were not working. The question of OBE 
had become not only an educational issue but also a political one and the focus of 
numerous attacks on the government’s failure in the sphere of education. The new 
minister indicated no adherence or loyalty to approaches that had failed in the past, 
and was intent on a review which considered what could be done to enhance the 
curriculum and address some of criticisms of and inefficiencies in the schooling 
system (Motshekga 2009). As Fataar (2006) had pointed out earlier, the pressure on 
education from Labour had also all but dissipated in relation to formal schooling.

Again a review committee was constituted, this time with significant government 
representation, as well as union and to a lesser extent academic membership. The 
emphasis was on strengthening implementation once again, and on teachers’ 
experiences. A series of provincial teacher hearings attended by hundreds of 
teachers across the country were held, forming the basis for the recommendations 
made in the report (South African Department of Education 2009).

As in the previous review, but more directly, the NCS Review Report makes a 
strong call for a knowledge-based curriculum. Once again, the theory of knowledge 
in the report rests on a Bernsteinian conception of knowledge structuring. In this 
vein, the Report invokes Michael Young’s (2007) notion of ‘powerful knowledge’ in 
making its arguments around the social justice implications of an under-specified 
curriculum:

What we have learnt is that, despite the good intentions of past efforts, an 
underspecified curriculum advantages those who are already advantaged – 
those who already have access to the knowledge needed to improve their life 
chances.

(Young 2007: 61) 

The Report also takes direct aim at the discourse of knowing, and the dominance 
of a constructivist approach specifically:

Though all learners do engage in the construction of knowledge in terms of 
coming to understand certain concepts, skills and content, it has generally 
been accepted that these aspects inhere within the subject and not in the 
minds of learners in the first place.

 (South African Department of Education 2009: 24) 

Further the NCS Review Report deals directly with the sustained emphasis on 
group work in classrooms and on an integrated approach to learning, often realized 



 

Knowledge, Knowers and Knowing  149

through theme-based learning. The Report explicitly recommends that some of 
these understandings from the past (including the subordination of textbooks and 
on-going emphasis on integration) associated with OBE be challenged. It argues 
that in many instances these approaches are not ones that are privileged in official 
thinking, but persist at levels of the system concerned with implementation, 
especially districts (South African Department of Education 2009: 45).

What the NCS Review Report deliberately attempts to do is define curriculum 
in terms of a specification of ‘the what’ of knowledge. It presents a comprehensive 
critique of outcomes-based education, recommending its discontinuation and 
alluding to the confusion between OBE and various tenets of progressivism 
mentioned above. In particular, the Report argues that outcomes inhibit a clear 
specification of what is to be learnt, suggesting that outcomes be replaced with 
‘clear content, concept and skill standards and clear and concise assessment 
requirements’ (South African Department of Education 2009: 45). The critique 
in the report draws on the work of others (Muller 2000; Jansen 1999; Allais and 
Taylor 2007; Donnelly 2005; Young 2002) arguing that OBE, by focusing on 
attitudes, dispositions and competencies, fails to give adequate specification of 
essential learning. Further, by focusing on outcomes, inputs, content, or the means 
for achieving these outcomes are left open and unspecified. In particular, the South 
African version of outcomes focuses on skills statements, more appropriate to some 
subjects than others, and also insists on the same set of outcomes from Grade 1 
to Grade 12. The latter necessitates that the outcomes are specified at a high level 
of generality, rendering them largely generic and insufficient as a guide for what 
is to be learnt. The result of the OBE-based curriculum, the NCS Review Report 
argues, is ‘curriculum and assessment descriptors that are often vague, ambiguous, 
difficult to measure and low in academic content’ (South African Department of 
Education 2009: 38).

At the time of writing this chapter the curriculum was undergoing revision 
in the light of the recommendations made in the Report. In parliament the 
Minister declared that she had ‘signed OBE’s death certificate’ (Motshekga 2009). 
In the revised version of the curriculum no specification of particular pedagogic 
approaches was to be made, and no indication of a particular theory of knowing is 
included in the templates for writers. All references to learning outcomes are to be 
removed. The clear intention is to draw the process away from residue emphases on 
knowers and knowing to one that addresses the concern of curriculum primarily 
as a ‘structuring and organisation of knowledge’ (Moore 2004). The process is 
current and the outcome thus indeterminate. Although the intention of the reform 
move is clear, the argument that the discourse of knowers and knowing has been 
subdued in this reform is speculative and based primarily on the intentions of the 
Report and not on the curriculum that will finally emerge.

Discussion

What is clear from the discussion of the three curriculum reform moments in 
South Africa is an increasing emphasis on the prioritization of knowledge in the 
curriculum – a concern specifically with academic disciplines, their structuring 
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and curriculum entailments. Although it is not possible to claim whether the 
prioritization is commonly agreed upon or understood, in formal argument (i.e. 
in official review reports) the social justice implications of access to disciplinary 
and specialized forms of knowledge has been foregrounded. The consideration 
of the three reform moments also shows a change in the relationship between 
the what and the how of teaching and learning. In other words there has been 
some shift in thinking about the distinction between curriculum and pedagogy. 
In concluding this chapter and thinking about the current curriculum debates in 
South Africa there are two points that I want to make in relation to this latter 
distinction between curriculum and pedagogy.

The first point concerns the issue of control over pedagogy. The approach 
taken in Curriculum 2005 and in the NCS was to attempt to control pedagogy 
through curriculum. Pedagogy, as it has been constituted in curriculum reform 
in South Africa, has been treated as an outcome of curriculum, in other words, 
pedagogy is ‘legislated’ through curriculum. Teachers are instructed through 
curriculum prescription (again Tables 10.1 and 10.2 provide good examples, as 
do the Learning Programme Guidelines of the National Curriculum Statement) 
to deploy particular pedagogic forms in their classrooms. This is understandable 
when one considers it as a response to the tyranny of ‘fundamental pedagogics’ in 
schools under apartheid. Alexander provides a broader explanation, relevant to 
current times as well, which is more generally about control over the vagaries of 
the classroom:

Pedagogy was the ultimate prize for any government wishing to secure a 
level of control of the educational process as close to absolute as – given the 
stubbornness of the human spirit and the wayward chemistry of classrooms 
– is feasible.

 (Alexander 2001: 142) 

However, what Curriculum 2005 produced with its eschewal of the ‘traditional’ 
in favour of a ‘constructivist’ pedagogy was an alienation of teachers from their 
own practice (Jansen and Christie 1999; Taylor and Vinjevold 1999). The NCS 
did little to address this distance between teachers’ practice and the ideal practice 
proffered in policy.

If we conceive of pedagogy as an independent social form, which has a history, 
consisting of sedimented practices over time (as in the German tradition of 
Didaktik), then simply changing pedagogic practice by fiat through curriculum 
stipulation is misguided.1 One cannot eclipse pedagogy through curriculum 
stipulations, even though the reasons why one might want to do this are compelling, 
as Alexander (2001) points out. Neither on the other hand should a curriculum 
be obscured by pedagogy – either a real or imagined pedagogy – as occurred in 
the case of Curriculum 2005. As Hamilton (1999: 145) puts it, our analysis and 
conceptions of pedagogy should be built on ‘the lived experience of practitioners, 
an awareness of the historicity of practice, and an anticipation of the life-worlds 
of future practitioners (cf. “what should they become”)’. A consideration of 
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how particular constructions of curriculum can shift pedagogy also needs to be 
considered.

The second issue relating to the conflation of curriculum and pedagogy refers to 
the more general point about boundaries raised earlier. In pedagogy, the everyday 
is always a ‘portal to the esoteric’ (Dowling 1998). In curriculum, however, the 
necessity of the incorporation and stipulation of everyday knowledge varies 
with subjects and their relation to everyday/workplace practices. In the more 
specialized subjects, such as mathematics and science for example, the dominance 
of everyday knowledge has the potential to obscure, confuse or dilute conceptual 
specification. In the case of Curriculum 2005, and to a lesser extent the NCS, 
everyday knowledge infused the curriculum. Everyday knowledge as a portal to 
the specialized knowledge of the school became confused with the specialized 
knowledge itself. What was produced was a dilution of what was to be learnt by how 
to learn it. This is a case of a particular theory of learning (constructivism), being 
transformed into a set of ‘pedagogic techniques’, which bled into the structuring of 
the curriculum so that knowledge, knowers and knowing all became blended into 
one (as we see in Tables 10.1 and 10.2).

The Bernsteinian framework, which underpinned the second and third 
reform moments, draws attention to knowledge boundaries. In his enduring 
interest in social justice and knowledge, Bernstein outlines the rights that must 
be institutionalized to meet the conditions of an effective democracy (2000: xx). 
He describes one of the rights as ‘enhancement’, which concerns boundaries and 
the right to experience boundaries. These boundaries are tension points which 
open up the possibility for condensing the past and opening up possible futures. In 
other words, it is not possible for students to think things as they aren’t, to imagine 
alternatives, unless they have access to the non-local, non-everyday, context-
independent knowledge that allows this. So for Bernstein, ‘Enhancement entails a 
discipline’. The latter has two meanings – access to disciplinary knowledge; and the 
‘labour of acquisition’ (Davis 2005). The intrusion of the Bernsteinian framework 
in the reform efforts and the attention it drew to issues of the organization of 
knowledge in the curriculum and its social consequences reconfigured the 
knowledge–knower relationship, reasserting the boundary between knowledges 
and between knowledge and the knower. In a Durkheimian sense, it is not the 
knower or knowing that makes the knowledge, but primarily knowledge that 
shapes the knower.

Yates provides a definition of pedagogy as that which ‘can include attention to the 
person and subjectivity, and the world and culture, and even policy and institutions, 
but seems to put the emphasis particularly on the interpersonal instructional (or 
facilitative) act’ (2009: 20). Bernstein (1999) extends this definition by establishing 
the authority of the transmitter in the pedagogic relation. The relation is intrinsically 
asymmetrical and teacher and acquirer are always unequal as it is the transmitter who 
holds the criteria for what is to be learnt and who controls the rules for evaluating 
whether those criteria have been acquired. He also ties the definition to curriculum 
in asserting the ‘what’ that is to be transmitted: ‘… there is a purposeful intention 
to initiate, modify, develop or change knowledge, conduct or practice by someone 
or something which already possesses, or has access to, the necessary resources 
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and the means of evaluating the acquisition’ (Bernstein 1999: 267). But he is clear: 
‘Curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge, pedagogy defines what counts 
as valid transmission of knowledge’ (Bernstein 1975: 85). What this chapter has tried 
to show is that confusion between curriculum and pedagogy, or conflation of the 
two, has led to problems in the implementing of that curriculum. The various reform 
efforts have thus far largely missed this distinction in thinking about curriculum, 
pedagogy and the failure to improve the possibilities education offers students in the 
majority of schools in South Africa.

If any act of curriculum construction is to decide what knowledge is of most 
worth to its citizens, then a consideration of knowledge and knower is crucial. 
And the structuring of a curriculum in relation to what students can and should 
do at what point (selection and sequence) entails a theory of knowing. Different 
curricula deal with these categories differently – making all three explicit and 
coherent, emphasizing one to the exclusion of others, or holding the three in 
tension. Separating out curriculum and pedagogy allows for the possibility of 
making principled decisions around what belongs where and how we might achieve 
our educational aspirations. It may also enhance clarity around the possibilities 
for stipulation in terms of knowledge, knowers and knowing, and how we might 
meaningfully achieve educational change in a society with an enduring fractured 
social milieu, with a very particular history and a fragile knowledge project.

Note
	 1	 For example, in the case of Curriculum 2005 where there was an attempt to insert a 

‘constructivist’ notion of pedagogy, where student discovery was prioritized and where 
knowledge was treated as open and negotiable, in a system where the authority of the 
teacher and her knowledge had for years been paramount in the social relations in the 
classroom, premised on class, ethnic and historical bases (see Chick 1996), as well as 
relating to the extent to which teachers had been given an opportunity to ‘internalise 
the grammar of the subject’ in question (Muller 1989), i.e. the nature of their training 
and qualification.
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If it can’t be measured, it doesn’t exist.
(Spellings 2007) 

And the one thing we’re saying that isn’t going to work is doing nothing.
 (Duncan 2010a: 12)

For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives
In the valley of its making where executives
Would never want to tamper, flows on south
From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,
Raw towns that we believe and die in; it survives,
A way of happening, a mouth.

(Auden 1940) 

If it can’t be measured it doesn’t exist; it is nothing. And the one thing that doesn’t 
work is doing nothing. Contrary to these views, expressed by President Bush’s 
and President Obama’s Secretaries of Education and which inform so much of 
what passes for educational reform today, this chapter looks at what it might mean 
to make nothing happen, to find in that happening what Auden referred to as a 
mouth, or the words that might issue from and bring us out of the ‘isolation and 
the busy griefs’, the raw places so many educators in the United States now inhabit 
in the age of audit and the Race to the Top. This chapter considers what happens 
when teachers are overwhelmed, shocked, and numbed in an educational order 
that renders any alternative, linguistic or otherwise, as dangerously regressive 
or fungible within its own coordinates. It explores professional melancholia, 
the affective state that results when public discursive forms cannot convey the 
inchoate, inaudible losses that one’s profession has sustained. But the chapter also 
offers the possibility of finding within that melancholia and accompanying loss of 
speech an immanent utopianism. Quite simply, my intention in this chapter is to 
talk about what it might mean to survive in the new educational order.

The chapter begins with an overview of the current situation and a discussion 
of possible reasons for the absence of any real alternative. I move on to discuss 
how working in this new educational order affects the psychic lives of teachers 
and educators. Finally, I shall suggest that surrendering to the professional 
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weariness, melancholia and alienation, to the ‘isolation and busy griefs’ provoked 
by the new educational order, may itself provide alternatives, may make nothing 
happen.

Part One: The Current State

We have lost the great ideas, the Utopias, we have lost all faith, everything 
that creates meaning. Incapable of faith, hopeless to the utmost degree, 
we roam across a toxic waste dump in extreme peril; everyone of those 
incomprehensible shards, these odds and ends of junk and detritus, menaces 
us, constantly hurts and maims us and sooner or later, inevitably kills us.

 (Richter 1995: 171–172) 

Basic optimism is the inheritance that bonds the varied philosophies and 
institutional arrangements of American education.

(Francis Keppel quoted in Ritchie 1977: 477) 

Where to start? Perhaps putting side by side two quotes, one by the father of 
free market capitalism, Milton Friedman, and one by the current US Secretary of 
Education, Arne Duncan, will provide a sense of where things stand and where 
they are headed.

After the devastation of Hurricane Katrina and shortly before he died, 
Friedman wrote an op-ed in the Wall Street Journal in which he stated that New 
Orleans schools were failing ‘because the schools are owned and operated by 
the government. Is there any doubt’, he asked, ‘that the private market would 
provide schooling for children … faster and better than the state?’ (2005: A20). 
The statement was consistent with Friedman’s belief that ‘public schools are an 
island of socialism in a free market sea’ (1980: 154) and need to be privatized 
as quickly as possible. This past January, almost five years after Katrina, Arne 
Duncan stated on ‘Washington Watch with Roland Martin’ that ‘[t]he best 
thing that happened to the education system in New Orleans was Hurricane 
Katrina. That education system was a disaster. And it took Hurricane Katrina 
to wake up the community to say that we have to do better’ (quoted in Tapper 
2010). Duncan later apologized for his remark but he, along with President 
Obama, media pundits, politicians, mainstream educational organizations, 
conservative, neoliberal and self-styled progressive think-tanks, a great many 
deans of education, and the popular media – actually it seems everyone but 
historian Diane Ravitch who has, since 2007 been leaping off the bandwagon of 
accountability that she helped build – seem to believe that the best way to cure 
the apparent educational crisis is to subject the whole system of public education 
to the neoliberal logics and practices of the corporate world, which paradoxically 
dooms the system to failures and corruption. Of course, the so-called educational 
reformers respond to the failure of the system, brought on by the reforms, with 
an intensified program of downsizing, surveillance, privatization, generically 
packaged curriculum and methods, and strict management guidelines as well as 
demands for increased productivity.
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There is little doubt that we in the USA are witnessing the most extensive 
transformation in education since the rise of public education in the nineteenth 
century (see Taubman 2009). Touted as educational reform and occurring under 
the twin banners of standards and accountability, the transformation has, over the 
last decade, materially affected every aspect of schooling, teaching, and teacher 
education in the United States. The most palpable aspect of the transformation has 
been No Child Left Behind and the focus on high-stakes testing, which everyone 
seems now to criticize. But high-stakes testing in K–12 schools has been only the 
most prominent aspect of a transformation that now reaches into higher education, 
threatens the existence of public education, and defines all of us in terms of our 
potential contribution to the global marketplace.

So profound is the transformation that the terms in which and under 
which teaching and teacher education may now be discussed appear set and 
non-negotiable. These terms, such as ‘best practices’, ‘performance outcomes’, 
‘value added’, ‘rubrics’, ‘data-driven decision making’, ‘learning environments’, 
emanate from within neoliberal economic policies, corporate business practices, 
neoconservative social agendas, and the learning sciences, the latter having 
solidified the dominance of psychology in our understanding of teaching and 
education. The fact that leading educational organizations have embraced this 
transformation suggests how even progressive impulses and aspirations have been 
appropriated, re-formed and aligned with educational policies and practices that 
were once seen as inimical to those very impulses and aspirations.

In Teaching by Numbers: Deconstructing the Discourse of Standards and 
Accountability in Education (Taubman 2009), I argued that a confluence of forces 
contributed to the transformation. I shall very briefly summarize five of these. 
First, since the early 1980s there has been an acceptance and then a celebration 
of neoliberal economic policies, which, as Thomas Friedman put it in The World 
Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century (2006), allow us to think of the 
world as a single market. Neoliberalism, and I am simplifying things considerably 
here, posits the market as the final determinant of all values. It has been described 
as a doctrine that pursues policies of de-regulation, privatization and spending 
cuts, breaks unions, unravels social nets and renders the individual as an 
autonomous entrepreneur responsible for his or her self-progress and position. The 
consequence of such a doctrine for education was that starting in the early 1980s 
business interests turned their attention to education as a potentially enormously 
profitable market, which today is valued in the hundreds of billions of dollars. It 
is the swamping of that ‘island of socialism’ by the free market that Diane Ravitch 
has over the last three years warned about when she writes that public education 
is in danger of disappearing. ‘At the present time’, she writes in her latest book, The 
Death and Life of the Great American School System, ‘public education is in peril. 
Efforts to reform public education are, ironically … endangering its very survival’ 
(2010: 242). It is the penetration of the market into education and the triumph of 
neoliberal economic policies and the logics of the marketplace that have resulted 
in, among so many other things, students being configured as consumers, the 
cutbacks in state funding for public higher education with the accompanying rise 
in tuition, and the recent drive to make the BA a three-year program because, as 
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Robert Zemsky, a guru for many in higher education, stated in an article in the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, it would allow students to ‘get to the labor market 
faster and more expeditiously’ (2009).

The second phenomenon driving the transformation concerned the growing 
interest among state governors in the 1980s and 1990s in education. In those 
decades several states, such as North Carolina and Arkansas, developed policies 
and initiated programs to address what was increasingly construed as, or 
according to some scholars manufactured as, an educational crisis. The upshot of 
the interest at the state level was that several committees and organizations were 
formed, the majority of whose members were from the business sector. These 
groups, particularly the National Governors Association’s various task forces on 
education, issued policy statements about the failure of schools, and the need for 
higher standards and greater accountability. During these decades the standards 
movement took off, but increasingly policy statements on education resembled 
the statements on education issued by the Business Roundtable and the Chamber 
of Commerce. Thus policy at the state level took on the language of the corporate 
sector and linked education to national economic success, championed standards 
and accountability, and raised the threat that if we didn’t improve our schools, we 
would lose our economic standing in the world. All this mind you at a moment 
when worker productivity was rising as wages, even with health benefits factored 
in, flattened out (Harvey 2005).

The third factor that has driven the transformation we are witnessing has 
to do with the enormous advances in technology coupled with the spread of 
what British anthropologists in the 1980s started calling audit culture (see Ong 
and Collier 2005; Power 1994; 1997; 2003; Strathern 2000). Audit culture refers 
to the importation into public sectors such as education of various terms and 
practices once confined to the worlds of finance, accounting, and business. As 
Power describes it, in audit culture questions of quality are replaced or subsumed 
by the logics and objectives of management. Audit serves as a form of meta-
regulation. Institutions become auditable by rendering themselves in terms of 
quantifiable performance objectives and by developing a system for defining and 
monitoring performance. The National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher 
Education, to take one of the most obvious examples in teacher education, is 
primarily interested in ascertaining if there is a data aggregation system in 
place at the unit level which monitors how well the data at the program level is 
aggregated and disaggregated. In K–12 schools today one hears more about data 
than about the content of curriculum. One result of audit practices as these are 
instituted in higher education can be seen in the recent move of various graduate 
and undergraduate programs to outsource to India the grading of papers (June 
2010). If you can provide explicit enough rubrics anyone can grade the papers. 
Or, to take another example, in 2008 a for-profit teacher education outfit 
promised the University of Toledo’s school of education a boost in enrollment 
numbers if it agreed to implement an on-line program which has ‘coaches’ do 
the grading using rubrics and delivering instruction that uses performance 
outcomes rather than textbooks. At the last moment UT rejected the program, 
but is has been implemented in teacher education programs in Arkansas and 
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Texas (Baines and Chiarelott 2010). As Thomas Friedman wrote in The World 
is Flat, if you standardize the work, chop it up finely enough, and define your 
performance outcomes, it can be outsourced (2006: 86, 15). Perhaps audit 
culture is best captured in a phrase used by the previous Secretary of Education, 
Margaret Spellings and echoed by the new Secretary Arne Duncan: ‘If it can’t 
be measured, it doesn’t exist.’ A representative from NCATE, – the National 
Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education, the most prominent body in 
charge of accrediting teacher education programs – recently told the head of a 
program in the School of Education at Brooklyn College, ‘We are not interested 
in syllabi; we want numbers’ (Reed: 2010).

The craze for numbers that allow for particular kinds of comparisons, those 
between or among entities that can be easily quantified, has accelerated in recent 
years, so much so that, as Gary Wolf (2010) points out, we have begun to use 
numbers as a way to track our own self-improvement toward a pre-determined goal 
or one that is unknown. The danger in such self-tracking is not its self-surveillance, 
but rather the reduction of who one is into a quantified and quantifiable self. The 
assumption, at least according to Wolf, is that if we have the sensitively calibrated 
instrument, the solutions to problems lie in tracking behaviors that are measurable 
according to a set standard. This is exactly what has happened in education, where 
numerical data now determines employability, school survival, financial success, 
and what it means to be educated.

The fourth factor that made the transformation possible had to do with the 
triumph of the learning sciences. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to present 
this in detail (for further analysis see Taubman 2009). Suffice it to say that the 
influence of cognitive science and a residual behaviorism provided a language for 
educators that rendered knowledge in terms of information, the curriculum in 
terms of meta-cognitive skills, and learning in terms of a change in the organism 
as demonstrated by observable behavioral change. As teaching became linked to 
learning in a causal narrative and learning was rendered demonstrable on tests or 
discrete standardized assessments, teachers were positioned as solely responsible 
for student learning and learning was reduced to performance on tests and to 
students’ abilities to engage in de-contextualized meta-cognitive strategies. We 
can note the influence of the learning sciences in the behavioral approaches to 
teacher training, which increasingly focus on observable behaviors that teachers 
can learn in order to produce the expected results. So, for example, in the online 
version of the recent New York Times magazine article entitled ‘Building a Better 
Teacher’, all the video clips of what is considered good teaching focus on behavior 
management strategies. There is nothing about curriculum.

The fifth and final factor that made the transformation possible concerns the 
vulnerabilities of educators. We are a fairly vulnerable group. For more than a 
century we have been the scapegoat for social, economic and political problems. 
One can read the complaints of businessmen in the 1920s about how poorly 
educated the workforce is or read the editorials from the 1950s about how Johnny 
can’t read, and they all sound much like the warnings issued today about the crisis 
in education (see Rothstein 1998). But one can also read today about those lone, 
heroic educators who have saved a mind or rescued an entire class of generally 
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impoverished students of color from ignorance and despair. On the one hand we 
are held responsible for the rotten state of the nation, and on the other hand we are, 
told how we can shape a mind and save the nation. It’s a terrible sado-masochistic 
ritual we engage in and the result is that we are softened up to buy the promises 
that some new educational reform will finally give us the status we deserve or 
create that perfect class we all long for.

That is a very brief summary of the main points in Teaching by Numbers. I 
finished the book in 2007 and at the time was cautiously optimistic that a new 
administration would at least interrupt the educational reforms I’d been chronicling 
and experiencing. With Obama’s election the transformation of education at every 
level has progressed much more quickly than anyone might have anticipated. In 
part the success of the Obama/Duncan educational vision rests on the availability 
of Race to the Top funds at a moment when schools have experienced severe 
financial cutbacks. Race to the Top promises billions of dollars to those states that 
agree to a series of reforms in K–12 education that link teacher pay to student 
performance, close down schools deemed to be failing, increase the number of 
charter schools, and, through a data tracking system, hold all teachers and schools 
of education accountable for low achieving students.

But in order to ‘reform’ education at the pace the new administration has set, 
a particular narrative had to be in place. Today that narrative, accompanied by 
a range of audit practices, is firmly established, although it requires relentless 
repetition. The narrative consists of twelve claims – a kind of corporate twelve-
step program. All the claims are put forward as uncontestable:

First claim: There is a crisis in education.
Pretty much everyone now in the USA believes there is a crisis in public education. 
As proof they refer to reports of falling test scores, poor test performance relative 
to other countries’ students, skyrocketing dropout rates, stories of incompetent 
and abusive teachers, and a general perception that schools, particularly urban 
schools, are violent, in shambles, and do terrible things particularly to kids of color. 
In addition, as Arne Duncan put it, ‘Many if not most of the nation’s 1,450 schools, 
colleges, and departments of education are doing a mediocre job of preparing 
teachers for the realities the 21st century’ (2009d). The crisis appears so severe, 
many commentators worry that the fate of the country is at stake. As New York 
Times’ liberal columnist Bob Herbert wrote a few months ago, ‘America’s greatest 
national security crisis is the crisis in its schools’ (2010: A19). All the research that 
was done for example by Richard Rothstein (1998; 2004), David Berliner (Berliner 
and Biddle 1995), Pauline Lipman (2005) and the late Gerald Bracey (2004, 2006), 
which complicates or challenges such a claim is blithely ignored. So too is the 
logical extension of such a claim. If indeed our schools constitute our greatest 
national security crisis, one would think that schools would receive the funding 
the military does, that teachers would be treated with the respect our fighting 
forces are, and that education, like the military, would be taken as an inherent 
good, such that education was held as accountable as a military that has won one 
war in the last half century, which saw several wars.
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Second claim: The USA’s ailing economy, loss of a competitive edge in the global 
marketplace and continued racial and class divides, result from the failure of 
our schools.
Here is Arne Duncan: ‘Our schools are perpetuating poverty and are perpetuating 
social failure’ (2009b). ‘Reform’, he has said, ‘is all about jobs. We have to educate 
our way to a better economy’ (2009a). In such a narrative young people are 
articulated as potential or virtual labor, which is yet to be materialized but which 
must be channeled into future promises of work. Unemployment and dwindling 
jobs only mean that students must do better to realize their productive capacity or 
entrepreneurial potential, both of which now define their subjectivity.

The reason our economy is in trouble has nothing to do with political 
and economic policies, the war, or corporate malfeasance in a de-regulated 
marketplace, but rather with lousy schools. If blaming schools for the state of the 
economy does not appear an outrageous claim, it is interesting to note that when 
the economy boomed in the 1990s and early 2000s or when worker productivity 
sky rocketed in the 1980s and 90s, no one patted teachers on the back, or when 
Japan went into recession in the 1990s, no one took back their comments that 
we should be emulating the Japanese system of education. The standard retort to 
such comments is that, while they may be true, no one would argue that ‘schools 
have nothing at all to do with a nation’s economic health … [because] good 
schools are important for a nation’s future economic, civic, social and cultural 
development’ (Ravitch 2010: 28). The problem with this response is that, unlike 
the critique, which explicitly holds schools responsible for the nation’s economic 
and social future, it offers an empty generalization, which explains neither how 
schools are important – perhaps as some have argued they reproduce class 
divisions – nor what if any their relationship is to economic success. Ireland, 
which has one of the most educated citizenry in the West – it is one reason why 
so many companies chose to re-locate there – has an economy that according to 
the International Monetary Fund is the worst in Europe, and will, according to 
the Economic and Social Research Institute, have an unemployment rate of 17 
per cent next year.

Third claim: We know schools are failing because students are not learning, as 
evidenced by their test scores and the data.
Here is the first switch point in the narrative. With little if any serious critique 
or challenge, although some lip service is given to authentic assessment, learning 
is matter-of-factly equated with test scores. It is more than likely that as budgets 
are cut further schools will rely even more on tests, which are less expensive and 
less time consuming than other forms of assessment. But why are students not 
learning or performing well on exams?

Fourth claim: Since all students can learn, the reason they don’t is that 
there are bad teachers and administrators and a lack of high standards and 
accountability.
Students are not succeeding because they are not learning and they are not learning 
because teachers are failing to teach them. Here is Duncan again: ‘[T]he single 
biggest influence on student academic growth is the quality of the teacher standing 
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in front of the classroom – not socioeconomic status, not family background, but 
the quality of the teacher’ (2009d). Or as Joel Klein, chancellor of NYC public 
schools puts it, ‘The root cause of test-score disparities is not poverty or family 
circumstances, but subpar teachers and principals’ (quoted in Hernandez 2009). 
Given this apparently clear link between the economy, student/school failure, and 
bad teaching, what is to be done?

Fifth claim: We need a revolution.
The new narrative calls for a revolution, frames the issues in terms of civil rights, 
and positions those in favor of the policies as educational reformers and those 
who oppose them as obstructionists, mired in the past. ‘I believe,’ said Duncan to 
a cheering audience at Teachers College, ‘education is the civil rights issue of our 
generation’ (2009d). ‘We need a revolution in education,’ urges Duncan (2010a). 
The obstructionists are those teacher unions, which as Thomas Toch said in US 
News and World Report ‘are driving out good teachers, coddling bad ones and 
putting bureaucracy in the way of quality education’ (1996: 1).

The sixth and perhaps the key claim in the narrative, the second switch point, 
if you will, involves equating the ‘revolution’ and ‘the greatest civil rights issue 
of our generation’ with putting a qualified teacher, now defined as one who can 
raise test scores, in every classroom.
Not equal resources and not equal educational opportunities, but a qualified 
teacher in every classroom. These teachers are, as Michelle Obama (2009) has 
repeatedly stated, the key to the success of our economy. They are also, as almost 
all mainstream educators, such as Linda Darling-Hammond (2006), now claim, 
the most significant factor in student learning. So, what has happened here? 
The enormous inequities we have in wealth, housing, health, and education, the 
problems of racism and sexism we face, the fact that schools are more segregated 
today than at any time since the 1950s, the reality that we are in a state of war 
and the profound consequences of this for our society – all these are re-coded in 
terms of a revolution that will put a qualified teacher in every classroom and close 
the racial gap on test scores. Progressive educational projects are transformed by 
translating them into rationales for greater accountability and by reconfiguring 
pressing social and political issues as the responsibility of teachers, who can only 
meet that responsibility by surrendering to disciplinary technologies and audit 
practices, such as those required by NCATE or No Child Left Behind (NCLB) or 
state and local educational regulatory agencies. Once the causal chain has been 
established, tying the health of our economy, and the progress of civil rights to 
student learning, i.e. test scores, and learning is tied to the quality of teachers and 
administrators, the next step logically follows.

Seventh claim: True educational reform consists of holding teachers 
accountable for student success, as measured by test scores and using ‘world 
class standards’, rubrics, tests and data aggregation systems to track value 
added and the teacher’s effect on student learning.
As Duncan has stated, ‘The biggest problem with NCLB is that it doesn’t encourage 
high learning standards’ (2009c). Not, mind you, opportunity to learn standards, 
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but performance standards which can be measured. Duncan, like so many other 
educators in the USA today, believes in the magical power of data. ‘Data gives us 
the roadmap to reform. It tells us where we are, where we need to go, and who is 
most at risk’ (2009a). ‘A robust data system can track student achievement and 
teacher effectiveness’ (2009b). ‘Data doesn’t lie’, claims Duncan (2009a).

Eighth claim: Given that teachers are responsible for student performance, 
given that we can measure that performance, and given that we are armed now 
with data, that doesn’t lie, teachers who have no or weak impact on students’ 
learning must be let go.
The March 2010 issue of Newsweek said it all. In the center of the cover appeared 
the title of the lead article by Evan Thomas and Pat Wingert: ‘The Key to Saving 
American Education.’ Behind it a blackboard on which was written, over and over: 
‘We must fire bad teachers.’ In the lead story in the August 2009 issue of The New 
Yorker, we read ‘By now, most serious studies on education reform have concluded 
that the critical variable when it comes to kids succeeding in school isn’t money 
spent on buildings or books but, rather, the quality of teacher … But, in New York 
and elsewhere, holding teachers accountable for how well they teach has proved 
to be a frontier that cannot be crossed’ (Brill 2009: 33). Who is to blame for those 
incompetents?

Ninth claim: Teachers are incompetent because schools of education have 
not fulfilled their responsibility of ensuring that their graduates will get their 
students to learn. 
We have a broken teacher education system’, Arne Duncan tells audiences (2009e: 
3). Arthur Levine, ex-president of Teacher’s  College, Columbia University and Lee 
Schulman echo the view. ‘Graduates are insufficiently prepared for the classroom’, 
warns Levine (2006: 1), and Schulman has claimed the state of teacher education is 
‘chaotic’ (2005: 7). In the Newsweek article mentioned above, Thomas and Wingert 
informed readers, ‘Teaching can be taught to some degree but not the way many 
graduate schools of education do it, with a lot of insipid or marginally relevant 
theorizing and pedagogy’ (2010: 25). David Steiner, the new Commissioner of 
Education in New York, has claimed that education schools devote ‘too much class 
time to abstract notions about the role of school in democracy and the view that 
schools exist to perpetuate a social hierarchy’ (quoted in Foderaro 2010). With 
several other educators, most prominently Arne Duncan, Steiner argues that 
too much theory has ruined teacher education. I always find it interesting that 
schools of education are blamed for poor teachers and thus student performance. 
I am waiting for business schools to be blamed for the current economic crisis 
or medical schools to be blamed for rising rates of diabetes in the country or 
seminaries’ to be held responsible for the church’s sexual abuse scandals.

Tenth claim: To ensure teacher education programs produce qualified teachers, 
they must be subjected to audit practices that track how their student teachers 
and their graduates are impacting their students’ learning.
 If such data is not forthcoming or if the data system in place is weak, or if it 
reveals that there is little or no impact, those programs should be shut down. 
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The chain is almost complete. Schools of education and unions are responsible 
for incompetent teachers who are responsible for students not learning, which, in 
turn, is responsible for the USA’s economic, racial and political problems.

Eleventh claim: Given that public schools and schools of education are 
performing so poorly, not only should we lift caps on charter schools, so we can 
have more successful schools like KIPP (Knowledge is Power Program), but we 
must open up alternative certification routes, such as Teach for America. 
As Atlantic Monthly reporter Amanda Ripley writes in ‘What Makes a Great 
Teacher’: ‘If school systems hired, trained, and rewarded teachers according to the 
principles Teach for America has identified, then teachers would not need to work 
so hard. They would be operating in a system designed … for success’ (2010: 66).

Twelfth claim: If the US educational system does not constantly improve, i.e. 
embrace the revolution, it will lose the global race in a flat world. 
After all, as Arne Duncan asks, ‘What’s the alternative? Sit back and accept the 
status quo? Do nothing?’ (quoted in Clark 2010: 23). In these budget strapped 
time, high schools, colleges, teacher preparation programs must do more with less 
and prove they are worthy of the financial crumbs tossed to them.

So that is a very short summary of the situation, which is pretty bleak, but of 
course, not for everyone. This revolution constitutes a windfall of billions of dollars 
in profits for various corporations, particularly those selling packaged curriculum, 
like Mark Tucker’s America’s Choice, or data systems like Dell, or exam and exam 
guide manufacturers, like ACT Inc or ETS Inc.

What is so difficult to bear is how deeply this narrative has penetrated, how 
it has eroded public control and the public sphere, how it informs and shapes 
practices that shrink teacher autonomy in the name of empowerment, and how in 
the guise of altruism, it sadistically punishes students, schools and communities. 
Perhaps worst of all, it renders any approach or idea or feeling that is not consistent 
with its own programs as out of date, obstructionist or incoherent.

As the transformation subjects all educational phenomena to digitization, 
mathematization, and the logics, practices and drives of the marketplace, as it 
replaces older identities with entrepreneurial, commercial and self-enhancing, 
yet to be realized but always receding potentialities for improvement and 
employability, any alternative appears outdated and doomed. If there is an outside 
to the new educational order, it is the space created by that very order, the space 
of irrational enjoyment, one where crazed teachers, violent students, and corrupt 
administrators perform for the insatiable appetite of a media that turns teachers 
into clowns, incompetents, deviants, or romanticized, heroic loners.

All those older forms of critique and resistance that might have challenged 
or provided alternatives to the new educational order, for example, histories and 
philosophies of education, which could historicize the transformation and critique 
its assumptions, are disappearing from teacher education programs.

One self-announced alternative to the new order takes the form of what the 
AERA Panel on studying teacher education (Cochran-Smith and Zeichner 2005) 
referred to as the social justice agenda, but those in the USA who promote this 
agenda often seem myopically focused on the politics of identity, such that only a 
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handful of teacher educators or curriculum theorists who champion social justice 
address how the transformation in education is affecting teachers, students, schools 
and communities at the micro level, shaping new entrepreneurial masculinities 
and femininities, and hollowing out and constructing new identities whose allure 
is based on their purported transcendence of race, class, gender and sexuality and 
on the promised excitement of choice and the freedom to fashion oneself in ever 
changing forms. For example, in the May/June 2010 issue of JTE: Journal of Teacher 
Education, the theme of which was ‘social justice and teacher education’, the focus 
was almost exclusively on race, whiteness, culturally relevant pedagogy, and 
structures of privilege. Never mentioned, let alone analyzed, were the penetration 
of education by the marketplace, what the consequences are for our understanding 
of citizenship, democracy, new identities, and education or how the social justice 
agenda itself has been appropriated by mainstream educational organizations, such 
NCATE, that appear wholly committed to audit practices and the quantification of 
educational experience while championing culturally relevant pedagogies.

So immediately questions present themselves. How can we live through this 
nightmare? What if anything can life under the sign of audit teach us? How do we 
survive the alienation, restlessness, the grim isolation? What does it mean to live 
in the space between what is no longer and what is not yet? Is such a space not a 
melancholic one? Let me now turn to these questions.

Part Two: Making Nothing Happen

[M]elancholia is a paradoxical kind of utopian thinking.
(Cranfield 2006) 

Melancholy is a form of resistance.
(W.G. Sebald quoted in Santner 2006: 45) 

The nonconventional, veiled language of the melancholic can bring about
a sensitivity to that which can barely be heard.

 (Salvio 2007: 15) 

We educators live today increasingly in a world of answers: right and wrong 
answers on tests, answers that can be easily rendered as numerical data, the answers 
of purportedly research-based best practices that quickly become scripted lesson 
plans or of rubrics used to rationalize writing and drain it of its wild magic or of 
performance outcomes that further reduce answers to demonstrable behaviors. We 
are informed that curriculum, the artistry of creating conditions where individuals 
can study themselves and the world coming to form in the disciplines, is really about 
cognitive skills, strategies and higher order thinking. CEOs, business tycoons and 
billionaires assure us they know how to run schools and what is best for students. 
Media pundits never tire of telling us how incompetent we are, how students are 
worse than they used to be, how if we just adopted models imported from the 
business world we would solve the economic and racial problems for which we are, 
amazingly enough, held responsible. The mysteries of science and the humanities, 
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the ineffable questions they raise and that animate them have been numericized. 
To ask questions today, to entertain the possibility that, as Freud (1995/1937: 248) 
said, teaching is an impossible profession, is to risk marginalization and even loss 
of a job. To slow down is to move backwards and to move backwards is to die. 
Thus does intellectual life appear a shadow of itself in the new educational order. 
As Milan Kundera often stated, the totalitarian world is the world of answers. ‘The 
stupidity of people’, he wrote ‘comes from having an answer for everything. People 
prefer to judge rather than to understand, to answer rather than to ask’ (quoted 
in Jaanus 1996: 231). Is it any wonder so many educators feel alienated from their 
own field?

These days when I drop below the surface of the incessant talk about 
performance outcomes, data, and standards, when I disengage from the whirlwind 
of mandates, accreditation agencies, bulletins from American Association of 
Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE), and demands to tell us what to do, tell 
us how this can be used in the classroom, I feel sad, irritable, bored and profoundly 
disconnected from the field of education. I know there are various dissident 
groups one can form or join, little pockets where educators try to talk a different 
language, but my own despair at the situation has led me to wonder if these affects, 
themselves, might provide a different way of thinking, and perhaps even lead to 
another question, one that responds to the demand to do something by making 
nothing happen.

In an article entitled ‘Evaluating the Audit Explosion’ written in 2003, Michael 
Power described the ‘auditee’:

The auditee is undoubtedly a complex being simultaneously devious and 
depressed; she is skilled at games of compliance but exhausted and cynical 
about them too; she is nervous about the empty certificates of comfort that 
get produced, but she colludes in amplifying audit mandates in local settings; 
… she loathes the time wasted in rituals of inspection but accepts that this 
probably is what ‘we deserve’; … she knows the past was far from being a 
golden age but despairs of the iron cage of auditing; she knows the public 
accountability and stakeholder dialogue are good things but wonders why, 
after all her years of training, she is not trusted as an expert anymore.

(Power 2003: 199–200) 

If, as so many educators now seem to believe, it is nothing if it can’t be measured, 
then much of the auditee’s life in education fades into a silent nothingness outside 
the reality of numbers. The psychic results are palpable. Depressed, weary, anxious, 
longing for a past that never was and falling into passive-aggressive behavior and 
self-loathing, auditees in schools of education and in public school sound a good 
deal like the melancholic Freud described in his essay ‘Mourning and Melancholia’.

The melancholic, Freud wrote, ‘represents his ego as worthless, incapable of 
achievement and morally despicable; he reproaches himself, vilifies himself and 
expects to be cast out and punished’ (1995/1937: 249). The melancholic withdraws 
libido from the external world, using it, on an unconscious level, to keep alive 
through identification, the idea, person, ideal or object that has been lost.
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In his essay Freud suggested individuals respond in one of two ways to ‘the 
loss of a loved person, or to the loss of some abstraction which has taken the place 
of one, such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on’ (1995/1937: 243). They 
respond with either mourning or melancholia. If the lost object was properly 
mourned, that is if there were social rituals or opportunities or appropriate 
language for the mourning process to unfold and the bereaved took advantage of 
them, then he or she would be able to mourn successfully and move on with his or 
her life. ‘We can’t live in the past’, the successful mourner says. ‘We must move into 
the future and let the past go.’

On the other hand if the sufferer cannot mourn or refuses to, he or she may 
incorporate the lost object into the psyche and there, unleash against the sufferer’s 
own ego the ambivalent feelings once directed toward the lost object. For Freud 
melancholia resulted.

Numerous scholars and theorists have re-worked Freud’s concept of melancholia 
to make ethical claims. In his Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald, Eric Santner 
(2006), glosses these claims as follows:

On the one hand there is the claim made by the partisans of the ‘ethical turn’ in 
deconstruction that melancholy is the only affective posture that can maintain 
fidelity to those losses that the reigning ideological formation would like to 
disavow. Whereas mourning, which culminates in a reattachment of libido 
to new objects of desire (or idealization) proves to be an ultimately adaptive 
strategy to the governing reality principle and the demand to ;get on with life,’ 
melancholy retards adaptation, attaches itself to loss; it says no! to life without 
the object (or ideal) and thereby – so it is claimed – holds open the possibility 
of alternate frameworks of what counts as reality…

On the other hand, we find the competing claim that melancholy is really 
a mode of defense that … conflat[es] an impossible possession (or structural 
lack) with a determinate loss.

 (Santner 2006: 89–90)

And thus leads to compliance with the dominant ideology.
Those theorists who exemplify the first claim include Kelly Oliver (2004), who 

argues that social melancholia results from the loss of a valued self in a society that 
oppresses women and minorities, and Judith Butler (1990), who has argued that 
melancholy both reveals and can keep alive an attachment to a lost same-sex love 
object.

Both Slavoj Zizek and Giogio Agamben are among those theorists associated 
with the second claim. They argue that the lost object, to which the melancholic 
remains attached, was in fact ‘lacking from the very beginning’. ‘Its emergence’, 
they claim ‘coincides with its lack’ (Zizek 2000: 660). It is as if Zizek and 
Agamben were theoretically riffing on the Portuguese word saudades, which 
refers to the feeling of missing that which never was. Both these writers play 
with this ‘that which never was’ and suggest that the melancholic stages a kind 
of self-deception, in which a never-possessed lost object is construed as lost so 
it can be possessed.
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As Eric Santner explains, ‘according to this view, melancholy proves to be the 
ultimate adaptive strategy’ because it converts ‘an impossible possession or, more 
important, a fundamental impasse … into a contingent or local loss … one that 
does not fundamentally call into question the coordinates of reality’ (2006: 91). 
The melancholic then is incapable of an ethical act.

Such a view would construe the melancholic teacher under the sign of audit 
as unconsciously preserving ideals that never really existed, ideals, for example, 
such as the movement for racial integration or economic equality. In bemoaning 
their loss in half-articulated concern, puzzlement and worry that the schools are 
segregated or that there are never enough resources as opposed to the old days, the 
melancholic leaves unexamined both the actual movement for racial integration 
and economic justice, its failures and flaws, and the racial and class deadlock at the 
heart of urban public schooling. Or to take another example, one on the edges of 
education, there are several older, white retired teachers with whom I come into 
contact. They send me photos or emails about the good old days, when there was 
only one phone in the house, when families played board games together or there 
were picnics and the Dodgers were in Brooklyn. The photos they send are always 
filled with white people. My point is that the melancholia these retired teachers 
often seem to exude is not just for a time that never was, but acts as a defense 
against more serious racial and class deadlocks in our society. It also, as I’ll suggest 
in a moment, contains fragment of an immanent utopianism.

Eric Santner tries to chart a middle course between these two opposite claims 
about melancholia, those that argue for its ethical potential and those who see it 
as a defensive reactionary posture, by arguing for the study of stranded objects, 
objects which no longer, but once did, receive our desires. These ‘stranded objects’ 
consist of ‘traces of another, unconscious reality that haunts one’s conscious reality 
like a revenant being’ (Santner 2006: 152–153).

According to Santner:

they would be traces of knowledge denied, of deeds left undone, … of 
moments when it might have been impossible to ask a question or to resist, 
but one didn’t ask and one didn’t resist. These were moments when a chance 
for solidarity with (or later mourning for) the victims was offered but was left 
untouched. For [us], it is, I am suggesting, a matter of seizing those chances 
now, of constructing an alternative legacy out of the archive that bears witness 
to what could have been but was not.

 (Santner 2006: 152–153)

I have briefly touched on these various approaches to melancholy, because each 
has something of importance to offer our understanding of melancholic life in the 
new educational order. I find compelling the idea that attachment to the lost object 
even if it is imagined, might still harbor aspirations for something other than 
what is. The idea of stranded objects offers a way to remain open to the historical 
landscape, to attend to overlooked, half-murmured ideas and feelings, older, failed 
educational experiments, bits and pieces of approaches to education that may still 
survive but are out of view.
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None of these theories of melancholia, however, offer a way to understand 
melancholia’s relationship to the absence of structures, rituals, discursive openings, 
linguistic opportunities, or communal modes of expressivity that could put into 
words the half-spoken, barely sensed, and quickly forgotten affects, the angry 
ravings, the complaints without an addressee, the confused sense of failing and 
inadequacy, the weary resignation, and the misdirected jibes, passive-aggressive 
behaviors and collapsed compliance we associate with life in the new educational 
order. To approach that relationship, I want to turn to the work of Paula Salvio who 
has done so much to explore the relationship between melancholia and education, 
particularly in her book, Anne Sexton: Teacher of Weird Abundance (2007).

For Salvio, melancholia results from a forced attachment to the lost object. It 
is forced in that the absence of available language, rituals or expressive modalities 
casts the melancholic’s inchoate affective responses beyond the pale. Salvio 
suggests that the losses of the melancholic are ‘not deemed grievable by our culture 
and therefore cannot be spoken aloud’ (2007: 26).

The melancholic temperament … is marked by a loss of address that gives way 
to an unbounded state in which a person appears to abandon her position as 
subject, for she has no addressable Other – that is there is no one to listen to 
her plaints, no one who recognizes the grievances as worthy of attention.

 (Salvio 2007: 21) 

For Salvio, melancholy holds the promise of resistance to oppressive ideological 
formations, not because the melancholic remains committed to the lost object or 
lost cause, but because the inability to find within available structures of expression 
a way to make herself heard, constitutes a rebuff to the prevailing ideology and an 
implicit critique of it. Salvio reads melancholia as a

lyric lament that holds nascent political texts that are fused with possibility 
precisely because melancholia has the capacity to expose the limits of 
representation and representability – that is the nonconventional, veiled 
language of the melancholic can bring about a sensitivity to what can barely 
be heard.

 (Salvio 2007: 13) 

It is in this sense that Salvio argues the melancholic proceeds from an attitude 
of revolt. So what is the significance of this for our understanding of professional 
melancholia in the new educational order and the way it makes nothing happen?

My first response to this question is to say that the libidinal disinvestment 
in all educational approaches, positions, discourses, offers an opportunity for a 
detached or disinterested observation of the extant field. Such a withdrawal is 
not intentional. It is the very result of the oppressiveness of the new order, but 
it does involve a de-cathecting of not only the policy statements and mandates 
constitutive of educational reform but also all the various approaches, particularly 
those that advocate action. Such distance opens before us a field of figures, 
objects, discourses, to which we feel no allegiance. If we follow Santner, we might 
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speculate that such a position allows us to survey, catch glimpses of what might be 
the stranded objects littering the desolate wasteland of audit culture. We become 
melancholic scavengers. Might such scavenging not open up the possibility of 
what Ernst Boch labeled immanent utopianism?

Human geographer Ben Anderson in an article entitled ‘A principle of hope: 
Recorded music, listening practices and the immanence of utopia’ suggests Bloch’s 
immanent utopianism refuses closure. In such a view ‘the utopian’ involves ‘an 
attunement to the immanent transcendence of the world in its becoming’ (2002: 
224). Such immanent utopianism does not posit utopia as a vision which exposes 
the walls of our own prison. Nor does it offer an ideal to which we can aspire. Nor 
does it offer a set content. It exists in what is, but only as an ‘as yet’. It relies on 
affects understood as moving beyond the possession of any one individual into the 
collective, but affects, as we have seen, only partially articulated. Such utopianism 
points always to an ‘as yet to be’.

[T]hrough the immanent utopianism of Bloch … each event enacts a 
promise of something better: a longing … for something else … [which] is 
felt momentarily only as a trace … [T]he utopian is carried in the not-yet 
of ephemeral phenomena that swerve, and spiral, in and out of the non-
conscious background of thought and life. … Bloch’s concept inevitably 
attunes attention to the presence of absence.

(Anderson 2002: 223) 

This presence of absence is equivalent to what I have been calling the happening 
of nothing. I would venture that the Blochian immanent utopianism Anderson 
describes, lingers in those transitory inarticulate feelings arising when or telling 
us that we know something does not have to be as it is, that right there on the 
horizon other possibilities or potentialities mass, waiting. We can sense this in 
the melancholia of those white teachers yearning for a time that never was. What 
feelings tremble behind such nostalgia, what pieces of communal experiences, of 
failed working class solidarities, what desires for intimacy and what shames and 
humiliations haunt these dreams?

The world of the melancholic under audit is a world bereft, bereft of the very 
affects, ideas, imaginings, concepts that cannot yet be articulated. They are not 
waiting silently, waiting for us to read the words always already printed on them. 
They remain only so many potentialities. The world of the melancholic under 
audit is then bereft of nothing. But to make that nothing happen requires finding 
language, first tentatively certainly with no concern initially for making sense 
or calling for action. Any move in that direction will be caught on surveillance 
tape and lead to arrest in performance outcomes or programs for altering the 
world. Any language must come down from the ‘valley of its making/…./…./
From ranches of isolation and the busy griefs,/Raw towns that we believe and die 
in; it survives,/A way of happening, a mouth’ (W.H Auden: ‘In Memory of W.B. 
Yeats’). We do not have the words yet, we melancholics under the sign of audit. We 
stumble, meet the reproving eyes of colleagues who chide us for not bringing forth 
policy, the skeptical looks of students who want to know what to do on Monday, 
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the hard stares of the activists who urge us to do something. We are in the presence 
of nothing happening.
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Introduction

The function of the curriculum, as Michael W. Apple famously puts it, is to 
‘explicate the manifest and latent or coded reflections of modes of material 
production, ideological values, class relations, and structures of social power – 
racial and sexual as well as politico-economic – on the state of consciousness of 
people in a precise historical or socio-economic situation’ (Apple 1979: 1–2). The 
most obvious way of affecting the consciousness of people is through textbooks. 
Though only one of the several ways of exercising control over the mind they are 
easy to use since they are disseminated through the education system and affect 
people at impressionable ages.

But textbooks are only one of many influences on a person’s world view. How 
significant the influence may be depends on many variables – teachers, peer group 
pressure, family and friends, childhood experiences, exposure to discourses other 
than textbooks – and cannot be easily determined. What can be determined, 
however, is the intention of the writers of textbooks; the policy guidelines of those 
who get the textbooks written; and the values which the educational authorities 
responsible for writing and disseminating textbooks in educational systems 
support.

In general these values belong to the ‘in-group’, i.e. they are values and 
perceptions which support one’s own group: nation, ethnic group, religious group, 
ideological group, etc. This necessitates the creation of an ‘out-group’ or ‘Other’ 
which must be held in opposition to the self. The ‘Other’ is generally created on the 
basis of selective data and in this process of creation it is transformed. It may either 
be romanticized or demonized. Edward Said in his book Orientalism (1978) tells 
us how the European scholars of the Orient created an image of the ‘Other’ which 
made it the ‘Other’ of the Occident. Said further postulates that this justified the 
conquest of the Orient in order to ‘civilize’ it.

This chapter intends to look at the way the ‘Other’ is represented in Pakistani 
textbooks and religious printed material which is in circulation both in the 
religious seminaries and outside them. The specific focus is on social studies and 
history textbooks – the subject of Pakistan studies has both history and social 
studies – used from class 8 to 10 in government schools. In addition to that the 
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printed literature of the Islamic militants is described for the first time by this 
writer.

Review of Literature

The Pakistani ruling elite used Islam and Urdu to resist the challenge posed by 
fissiparous ethnicity – Bengali, Sindhi, Pashtun, Baluchi, Siraiki (see Rahman 
1996) – and textbooks were changed from the very beginning for that purpose.

Moreover, a conspiracy theory of Pakistan’s history, explaining the birth of 
Pakistan in terms of British–Hindu conspiracy against the Muslims, was created. 
Under General Ziaul Haq’s Islamization campaign (1977–88), the Islamic 
indoctrination became even more pronounced. Pervez Hoodbhoy and A.H. 
Nayyar, both academics and social activists, made the point that the concept of 
the ‘ideology of Pakistan’, was incorporated in many texts. The ‘Other’, which has 
always been India, was now also the Pakistani – or foreigner – who denied this 
ideology. Summing up the changes in the textbooks, Hoodbhoy and Nayyar said:

In Pakistan, because of the adoption of an exclusionist national ideology, there 
are no constraints on the free expression of communal hatred. Thus, the Hindu 
is portrayed as monolithically cunning and treacherous, obsessively seeking 
to settle old scores with his erstwhile masters. This Hindu is responsible for 
the breakup of Pakistan.

(Hoodbhoy and Nayyar 1985: 175) 

A number of other researchers have carried out even more detailed and in-
depth studies of the images of the Indian non-Muslims (Hindus) in Pakistani 
textbooks. K.K. Aziz, the famous Pakistani historian, studied 66 textbooks on 
social studies, Pakistan studies and history in use from class I to BA level. Among 
other things, he points out that these textbooks glorify war and create hatred for 
India (Aziz 1993: 192–193). Rubina Saigol (1995), a sociologist, has analyzed 
all the myths which help the state to maintain a high level of militarization and 
aggressive nationalism. In this case too the ‘Other’ is India. This is not to say that in 
India such an exercise in brain-washing has not been carried out. It certainly has 
been, as Krishna Kumar explains in his insightful book Prejudice and Pride (2001). 
Kumar examines the contrary historical narratives of India as well as Pakistan and 
concludes that ‘there is little reason to expect that the state policy in either India 
or Pakistan will remedy this situation in the foreseeable future’ (Kumar 2001: 244).

As for religious material in print, this is of two types: the traditional Urdu 
writings refuting the beliefs of rival sects, Western philosophies and heresies 
which are called ‘munazara literature’ (Rahman 2008) and the ‘Jihadi’ or militant 
literature which presents the views associated with radical Islamists, especially the 
Al-Qaeda (PIPS 2010). Both types of works are described, in this case for the first 
time by this author as far as Pakistan is concerned, in the last section.
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Objectives

This paper attempts to analyze:

1	 The textbooks introduced in government schools after 2002 and in use at 
present.

2	 Textbooks and supplementary reading material available both to the public 
and the religious seminaries (madrassas) – with reference to the following 
questions:
a	D o they refer to the non-Muslims or do they ignore them even in contexts 

where their contribution should have been acknowledged or their rule 
recognized?

b	 If they do refer to the non-Muslims, do they do it in a positive, neutral or 
negative manner?

c	 How do they refer to ideologies, philosophies, values, points of view etc 
owing their origin to, or coming from, the ‘Other’ – specifically from 
India and the West?

3	 The literature of the Islamic militants with a view to finding out how much of 
it is produced and what are its major themes.

Methodology

Textbooks of Urdu-medium government schools from class 8 to 10 were studied 
item by item with reference to the above three objectives. Textbooks used from 
1999 to 2002, which were studied in the same way earlier, are given in the appendix, 
in order to determine what changes have occurred since that date in Pakistani 
textbooks (for that study see Rahman 2002a). Supplementary reading material 
available to madrassa students was also studied with the same objectives in mind. 
For an earlier study, Language, Ideology and Power (Rahman 2002), the present 
researcher gave a questionnaire to 1,500 students in order to determine, among 
other things, their attitude towards Christians, Hindus and Ahmedis (declared a 
non-Muslim religious community since 1974 in Pakistan). The responses to these 
questions are also brought together here.

The literature of the Islamic militants was also examined in passing in order to 
determine what images of the ‘Other’ – in this case Western people as well as the 
ruling elite in Muslim countries – it contains.

Educational Background of Pakistan

Before analyzing the textbooks of Pakistani schools, let us give a brief synopsis 
of the essential facts of the educational scenario in Pakistan. Briefly, in 2007–08 
– the latest figures available are for this date – the overall literacy rate (age 10 
and above) was 56 per cent (69 per cent for males and 44 per cent for females). 
School attendance for the same period and age group was 58 per cent (71 per 
cent for males and 46 per cent for females) (GOP 2009: 158). The country has 
three major types of educational institutions: the government vernacular-medium 
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schools (i.e. Urdu- and Sindhi-medium); English-medium schools (private elitist; 
state-influenced public schools and cadet colleges; and non-elitist private English-
medium schools); religious seminaries (madrassas of the two major sects of Islam 
Sunni and Shia and within the Sunnis of sub-sects such as Deobandis, Barelvis, 
All-i-Hadith and the Jamat-i-Islami).

The number of government vernacular-medium schools in the country is given 
in Table 12.1. The exact number of English-medium schools is not known but a 
census of private schools in 2006 gave the figure of 227,791 for the total number 
of educational institutions. Out of these 64.6 per cent used Urdu, 10.4 per cent 
English, 15.5 per cent Sindhi and 9.5 per cent other languages such as Pashto, 
Balochi and Arabic as media of instruction (GOP 2006: 37). English-medium 
schools are of varying quality and are spread all over the cities and towns of the 
whole country (Census Private 2001: 12; Rahman 2002: 303–307; 2004).

There are over 12,000 madrassas with between 1.5 to 1.7 million students (GOP 
2006: 24). Most of them are Sunni – the major sect of Islam in Pakistan – but some 
are of the Shia sect too.

As textbooks are not the only formative influences on students, let us also add 
the effects of four more variables: peer group, teachers, family and exposure to 
extra-curricular discourses. Interaction with students shows them to be as given 
in Table 12.2.

The Objective of Textbook Board Books

The Government of Pakistan lays down certain objectives for the teaching of 
various subjects. These are often ideological. They use Islam as a marker of identity 
to define the boundaries of the self. The ‘Other’ is, by definition, non-Muslim. 
However, this notion of Islam is so tempered with nationalism as to exclude 
Indian Hindus rather than non-Muslims who are friendly with Pakistan. Here is 
an abstract from the objectives laid down in different instructional books from the 
Ministry of Education:

•	 To inculcate the unflinching love for Islam and Pakistan, strong sense of 
national cohesion, and state integrity.

•	 To promote understanding of socio-economic and socio-cultural aspects 
of Pakistani society, the Ideology of Pakistan and struggle for freedom.

(GOP 2002a)

Table 12.1	 Numbers of schools in Pakistan

Level Number Students Teachers
Primary 158,023 117,366,169 437,106
Middle 41,326 5,400,435 320,609
Secondary 13,108 1,795,444 66,522

Source: GOP (2009: 158).
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Table 12.2	 Influences other than textbooks on students

Peer group Teachers Family Extra-curricular 
discourses

Urdu-medium 
schools

Anti-India, 
anti-Hindu, 
anti-Israel, 
anti-Semitic, 
anti-America. 
Impressed by 
the West.

Anti-India, 
anti-Hindu, 
anti-Israel, anti-
Semitic. Likely 
to be impressed 
by the West but 
also against it.

Likely to be the 
same as (2)

Pakistan TV/
Radio, Urdu 
newspapers, 
Islamic 
literature.

Sindhi-medium 
Schools

Ambivalent 
towards 
Hindus. 
Anti-Israel, 
anti-America. 
Ambivalent 
towards the 
West but 
impressed too. 

Same as (1). 
Likely to 
be Sindhi 
nationalists and 
anti-Punjabi 
too.

Same as (2) Pakistan TV/ 
radio, Sindhi 
newspapers/ 
magazines.

English-
medium elitist

Contemptuous 
and dismissive 
of Pakistan’s 
indigenous 
culture. 
Pro-West. 
Ambivalent 
towards the 
West.

Mostly 
anti-India. 
Ambivalent 
towards the 
West. Anti-
Israel 

Same as (2) Cable TV, 
English 
films, English 
music, English 
newspapers/
magazines/
comic books/
cartoons.

English-
medium (Cadet 
colleges)

Anti-India, 
anti-Hindu, 
anti-Israel. 
Ambivalent 
towards the 
West

Same as (1) Same as (2) Cable TV at 
home but not 
in boarding 
school. English 
newspapers/
Urdu 
magazines.

English-
medium (non-
elitist)

Anti-India, 
anti-Hindu, 
anti-Israel, anti-
Semitic.

Same as (1) Same as (2) PTV, Urdu 
newspapers/
magazines.

Madrassas Anti-Hindu, 
anti-India, 
anti-Israel, 
anti-Semitic, 
anti-West

Same as (1) Pre-modern.
Folk 
religion and 
superstition.

Religious 
books/sermons. 
Talks by 
religious figures. 
Munazara 
literature 
and militant 
literature.

Source: Conversation, interaction, observation and loosely structured interviews.
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•	 History of Pakistan
•	 To evaluate the Islamization effort by various Governments in perspective 

of an Islamic ideological state.
•	 To inculcate among students the qualities of Khudi, self-reliance, tolerance, 

research, sacrifice, Jihad, martyrdom, modesty and the behaviour patterns 
of national character.

(GOP 2002b) 

These objectives appear to counteract the ostensibly secularization trend of 
General Musharraf ’s government. Indeed, they are quite similar to the objective of 
the Islamization trend of the Zia regime. In short, the use of Islam to define the self 
and to mark out the ‘Other’ has not changed. Because of this Pakistani students 
exposed to the textbook Board books tend to be intolerant of Hindus, Christians 
and non-Muslim minorities. The opinions of students about these communities 
prove this – see Table 12.3.

As the survey reveals, the students who tend to be least tolerant of the ‘Other’ 
– in this case Hindus, Christians and Ahmedis – are the madrassa students. Those 
who are most tolerant are from Sindhi-medium institutions and from the elitist 
English-medium ones. In the latter two cases there are alternative discourses 
which influence the students’ opinions. In the case of the Sindhi-medium students, 
although they do study Textbook Board books, there is the alternative discourse 
offered by the Sindhi nationalist press. This opposes most of the opinions, including 
the anti-India bias, which the central government cultivates. Moreover, the Sindhis 
still cherish the poetry and values of the Islamic mystics who advocated harmony 
between creeds. Even more important, perhaps, is the fact that Sindh is the only 
place in Pakistan with pockets of Hindus. These factors make Sindhi students 
more tolerant of the religious ‘Other’ than either Punjabis, Pathans or Mohajirs.

Table 12.3	 Tolerance of the ‘Other’

1. What should Pakistan’s priorities be? Give equal rights to Ahmedis in Pakistan?
English-medium

Madrassas 
(n = 131)

Sindhi- 
medium
(n = 132)

Urdu- 
medium
(n = 520)

Elitist
(n = 97)

Cadet 
colleges
(n = 86)

Non-
elitist
(n = 119)

Agree 06.87 58.33 44.04 53.61 33.72 47.90
Disagree 81.68 18.18 33.85 22.68 39.54 28.57
Don’t care 11.45 23.48 22.12 23.71 26.74 23.53
2. Give equal rights to Hindus and Christians in Pakistan?
Agree 11.45 65.15 56.73 57.73 41.86 51.26
Disagree 71.76 18.18 23.65 20.62 36.05 27.73
Don’t care 16.79 16.67 19.62 21.65 22.09 21.01

Source: Survey of 1,500 students carried out through a questionnaire in 1999–2000. For details see 
Rahman (2002: Appendix 14.7).
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As for the students of the English-medium schools, they are also exposed 
to discourses originating in, or influenced by, the West. They also do not study 
Textbook Board books. Thus they too are tolerant of the religious ‘Other’.

Analysis of the Punjab Textbook Board School Textbooks

In a previous study of all language and literature Textbook Board books from 
class 1 to class 10 the present author counted ideology-carrying items. They were 
divided under three main headings: Pakistani nationalism, Islam and the military. 
Under the first heading were all items – prose lessons, poems, exercises etc – about 
the Pakistan movement, nationalist heroes, messages on national integration, 
Pakistani identity, ideology of Pakistan etc. Under the second were items relating 
to religious personages, beliefs and movements. Under the last were articles about 
war, Pakistan’s wars with India, war heroes, glorification of the military etc. The 
percentage of the number of ideological items in the textbooks is given for each 
province in Appendices B, C, D and E. Table 12.4 gives the consolidated data for 
the textbooks of different languages.

As Arabic, Pashto and Persian are optional languages and Sindhi is studied only 
in Sindh, Urdu emerges as the main ideology-carrying language. It influences all, 
except madrassa students as even English-medium school students have to study 
this language.

The books in use until 2002 have been analysed by the present author and a 
sample of the kind of assertions they make are given in the appendix. The two 
textbooks being used nowadays are being described for the first time.

These are Mu’ashrati Ulum (social studies) for class 8 (Punjab Textbook Board 
2002a) and Muta l’a Pakistan (Pakistan studies) for classes 9 and 10 (Punjab 
Textbook Board 2002b). Both books were approved by the Curriculum Wing of 
the Federal Ministry of Education. The second was approved in 2002 according to 
a government letter (Letter No. F-11-2/2002-SS) while the first carries no date but 
was also approved during the Musharraf regime.

Let us now consider the social studies book for class 8. This has thirteen lessons 
out of which four – over a quarter – are on the movement for the creation of 

Table 12.4	 Language-wise ideological contents of language textbooks expressed as 
percentages of total items

Language Content (percentage)
Arabic 66
Urdu 40
Pashto 43
Persian 32
Sindhi 29
English 8

Source: Physical counting of all items in the textbooks of all provinces in 1998. For details see Rahman 
(2002: 519–22).
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Pakistan during the first half of the twentieth century. While the tone of all these 
historical writings is far less anti-Hindu and anti-British than the earlier textbooks, 
there are anti-India and anti-British remarks in it.

The second book is on Pakistan studies which has always been used as a 
propagandist reinforcing the narrative of the Pakistani ruling establishment. 
Although this is true of about half of the lessons in this book, there is less actual 
verbal abuse of India and the Hindus though there are biased remarks against 
both.

In short, while the textbooks presently in use in most of the government Urdu-
medium schools in Pakistan remain biased and polemical, they are less crudely 
so than the texts used before the events of 9/11 and the attack on the Indian 
parliament in December 2001 after which the previous aggressive policies were 
ostensibly reversed by General Musharraf as mentioned above.

Analysis of Extra-Curricular Reading Material in the 
Madrassas and Society

While the school textbooks described above probably contributed to the shift in 
public discourse towards the religious right from the 1980s onwards, the informal 
printed material to be described in this section created space for fundamentalist 
and even militant interpretations of Islam. Since the war between militant groups 
– loosely called the Tehrik-e-Taliban Pakistan and the Punjabi Taliban – and the 
Pakistani state is going on in Pakistan, it is necessary that attention is paid to 
the kind of literature which is available as alternative or supplementary reading 
material to the public both within the madrassa system and outside it.

All madrassas teach some modified form of the Dars-i-Nizami which is an 
eighteenth-century curriculum in Arabic put together by Mulla Qutb al-Din 
Sihalvi (Robinson 2002: 43–55; Sufi 1941: 68–75). These Arabic books do not 
emphasize jihad nor do they refute the Sunni sub-sects which appeared during 
the nineteenth century in India (Rahman 2004: 80–83). However, they also teach 
their students the beliefs of their sub-sect or maslak as it is called. In doing so 
the emphasis is to refute the beliefs of other sects, sub-sects and contemporary 
philosophies considered heretical by the ulema (Islamic scholars). These texts for 
refutation of heterodox, unacceptable or heretical doctrines may be called Radd-
texts (the word Radd means refutation in Urdu) or munazara (disputation) texts 
since they incorporate many of the features of oral debates. These texts are in Urdu 
rather than Arabic or Persian. This means that they are internalized by the students 
rather than only memorized as the Arabic and Persian texts are. While such texts 
are part of all religious teaching all over the world, they have acquired a new role 
in Pakistan because religious forces feel they have an agenda, and ability, to govern 
and reform society. Thus the refutation taught in these books has the potential to 
become an agenda for revolution in the name of good governance and Islam.

This kind of literature has been studied in more detail by the present author 
elsewhere but only a brief summary will be given here (for details see Rahman 
2008: 197–220). They may be sub-divided into two categories: those which refute 
the West and those which refute other sects and sub-sects.
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Most books focus on philosophy and economics, and refute Western ideas of 
individualism, freedom and secularism. This entails either a complete rejection 
of women’s rights, individual freedom, intellectual freedom and even democracy 
or a position of dissatisfaction with the way they are practised in the West. Other 
books refute the economic systems associated with the West (for examples see 
Nadvi n.d.; Usmani 1997).

Pakistan is predominantly Sunni and the few Shia madrassas keep a low profile 
though there are militant Shia organizations which fight Sunni militants. Sunni 
books refuting Shia doctrines are galore. Among them the Hidayat ul Shi’a by 
Maulana Mohammad Qasim Nanautvi (1833–77), the pioneer of the Darul Uloom 
at Deoband (Metcalf 1982), is the most well known. The level of scholarship is 
higher than other books on such subjects.

Other books refute the doctrines of Sunni sub-sects. These are Deobandis, 
Barelvis and Ahl-i-Hadith. The Barelvis, followers of Ahmed Raza Khan of Bareilly 
(1856–1921) (Sanyal 1996) practise what may be called folk Islam (low church) in 
which rituals, worship of the graves of saints and reverence for the Prophet of 
Islam has a central significance. The Deobandis, on the other hand, are strict in 
their interpretation of monotheism so that the intercession of saints is disallowed, 
while the Ahl-e-Hadith, influences by Abdul Wahab of Saudi Arabia (1703–92) are 
even stricter than the Deobandis in their condemnation of the saint-ridden, folk 
Islam of the common people (Ahmed 1994).

Apart from these, the ulema refute what they call heresies. In the context of 
Pakistan these are the doctrines of the Ahmedis (Qadianis or Mirzais), as they are 
called (Friedmann 1989). They are considered non-Muslims because they do not 
believe in the finality of Prophet Muhammad. Certain other doctrines, such as 
that of Ghulam Ahmed Pervaiz, are also refuted. Indeed, most schools of thought 
refute each other so that even the doctrines of Syed Abul Ala Mawdudi (1903–79), 
who created the revivalist Islamic party the Jamat-i-Islami, have been refuted (as 
Fitna-e-Maudoodiat i.e. the heresy of Maudoodi) (Zikria 1975; Lahori 1997).

Militant Literature

Apart from the literature mentioned above, which has been in circulation for over 
a hundred years as the Administration Reports of the British era testify, a lot of new 
literature advocating armed conflict with the government is in circulation. This 
was analyzed by Zafarullah Khan, a Pakistani social activist, and published by the 
Pakistan Institute of Peace Studies (PIPS 2010). He collected hundreds of samples 
of newspapers, pamphlets and magazines from outside mosques, bus stands and 
train stations. As a rough estimate there are 51 militant newspapers (including all 
periodicals) with a circulation of 813,000 (PIPS 2010: 107–108).

Briefly, South Asian folk Islam emphasized the reverence of saints (Sufis) which 
manifested itself in seeking their intercession, visits to shrines and emphasis 
upon cleaning oneself spiritually – something the Barelvis uphold in doctrine 
even now. During the colonial era, Muslim modernist reformists challenged folk 
Islam and gave a rationalistic and reformed version of Islam which appealed to 
Western-educated people. Riffat Hassan, one of the modernist Muslims, calls 
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their interpretation ‘forward-looking, life-affirming’ philosophy in consonance 
with enlightenment ideas and progress (Hassan 2009: 184). However, the 
fundamentalists and the militants reject both the saint-ridden folk Islam as well 
as the modernists.

They either draw upon the hardline philosophies of Deobandi, Ahl-i-Hadith and 
Saudi Wahabi Islam or the even more radical interpretations of the fundamentalists 
and the radicals. The Pakistani Islamist thinker, Syed Abul Ala Mawdudi  
(1903–79), is one of those who contributed to revivalist Islam by trying to bring 
Islam into both national and international politics. This implied struggle against 
the Westernized rulers of the Muslim world for the establishment of an Islamic 
state and the struggle against unbelief globally despite tactical alliances with the 
United States against the greater evil of Soviet atheism (Armstrong 2000: 236–239; 
Nasr 1996). Among the most influential thinkers who shared some of these beliefs 
were Syed Qutab of Egypt (1906–66) (Haddad 1983). The genealogical line does 
not run straight on from the Muslim Brotherhood to the Al-Qaeda vision of global 
war against Western people who are labelled ‘crusaders’ and Muslim leaders who 
are seen as their collaborators. However, the radical Islamists of today give jihad 
the kind of centrality given to it by the fundamentalists mentioned above. The 
theoreticians of the militant Islamists draw upon the work of the jurist Taqi al-Din 
ibn Taymiyya (1263–1328), who, they claim justified the killing of Muslims if they 
sheltered or supported infidels. That this is probably a misunderstanding of Ibn-e-
Taymiyya may be the view of scholars (Hassan 2010: 359), but militant literature 
does justify armed struggle against Muslim leaders who collaborate with the 
West. In this struggle even suicide bombing – otherwise not allowed in any sect 
of Islam – is considered justified mostly with reference to the Palestinian struggle 
against Israel (Cook and Allison 2008: 32–33). The phenomenon has caused havoc 
in Pakistan where the Pakistani Taliban, who espouse some of the ideals of Al-
Qaeda, are fighting a war for survival and the ascendance of their ideology. It has 
also spread to 32 countries (counting interceptions) through the Al-Qaeda (Burke 
2003) which has used the media competently in order to further its global aims 
(Schweitzer 2006: 141–142).

The story of the strengthening of the religious extremists (all dubbed Taliban) 
has been narrated, among others, by Ahmed Rashid (2008), Imtiaz Gul (2009) and 
Amir Mir (2009). Militant literature first appeared during the 1980s in order to 
mobilize public opinion in favour of the war against the Soviet Union. By 1989 the 
number of such publications was over a hundred and the number is still growing 
despite the ban against some organizations. As these groups were used by the 
army and the Inter Services Intelligence (ISI) to fight in Kashmir against India, 
publications like Jihad-e-Kashmir was circulated in 46 countries before 9/11 and 
its publication only in Rawalpindi was 52,000 copies (PIPS 2010: 47).

A number of militant organizations – Jaish-e-Mohammad, the Jamat ud Dawa, 
the Harkatul Mujahideen, the Jamat ul Furqan – keep publishing periodicals 
(under new names if banned). The Jamat-e-Islami has 22 publications (PIPS 
2010: 71–72) and sectarian groups also publish vitriolic material against each 
other. These are different from the munazara literature which is much older in 
that it is not given to advancing arguments in the traditional manner of a debate. 
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Rather, there is more condemnation and call for action against the ‘Other’. The 
literature includes leaflets, pamphlets and letters meant for circulation at night 
(shab namas). Madrassas also produce this kind of ephemeral material meant to 
deal with a given situation such as the attack on the Red Mosque in Islamabad in 
July 2007. The Deobandis are important because they publish a lot of this kind of 
literature (PIPS 2010: 69–71).

Conclusion

The images of the ‘Other’ in Pakistani textbooks portray Hindus, Christians and 
Western people in negative terms. The state-controlled Textbook Boards focus on 
creating nationalistic opinion against India so as to create a garrison state mentality 
among the citizens. Such a mentality makes it easier for the state to spend more 
funds on the military than might have been possible otherwise. However, because 
the ‘Other’ is often defined in both nationalistic and religious terms, such image 
construction creates grounds for further Islamic radicalization among the youth.

As for the images of the ‘Other’ in religious literature, the extra-curricular 
munazara literature is not necessarily anti-India. It is, however, anti-West at both 
the deep, theoretical level as well as the emotive level. They do, however, refute 
other interpretations of Islam. They are also conducive towards producing religious 
antagonism towards other sects and sub-sects of Islam. However, the militant 
Islamist discourses mentioned above are not only against the West (especially 
America) but also against Israel and the Jews as well as the Hindus and India. They 
are also against the ruling elites of most Muslim countries which are condemned 
as being stooges of the West and very corrupt.

While the state can and should change its textbooks, and should also expose 
students to discussions created in other cultures, the madrassas will lose their 
appeal only if the state invests massively in welfare and education. This will prevent 
the very poor from sending their children to the madrassas which provide social 
security and education to people whom the state neglects. Such changes are both 
difficult and costly but they are absolutely necessary if Pakistani children are to be 
taught to co-exist peacefully with the other people of the world.



 

188  Tariq Rahman

Appendix 

Table 12.5	 Images of the ‘Other’ in English textbooks of the pre-2002 era

Class-6 There are sentences like ‘I am a Muslim. I am a Pakistani’. However, no 
adverse comment against Hindus or Christians appears in the book.

Class-7 No adverse comments on any religious group. Girls are clad in scarves 
which cover the hair (dopattas).

Class-8 No adverse comments. No negative image.
Class-9 A statement: ‘Islam was a dominant force in Spain for about eight 

hundred years’ (p. 84), implicitly glorifies Muslim rule over Christian 
Spain.

Class-10 An essay on Tariq Bin Ziad, the conqueror of Spain, justifies his 
conquest. 

Conclusion: English textbooks generally do not portray the ‘Other’ adversely but 
Islamic rule over the West is justified.

Table 12.6	 Images of the ‘Other’ in Urdu textbooks of the pre-2002 era

Class-6 An Urdu couplet which in English translation reads as follows: ‘The 
Himalaya remembers their (the Muslims’) deeds. Gibraltar still carries 
their stamp on it’ (p.24).
In an essay on the 1965 Pakistan–India war: ‘clever and manipulative 
enemy’ (for India) (p. 68).

Class-7 In praise of the poet Akbar Ilahabadi: ‘He was against Western culture in 
India’.
Anti-Hindu remarks: ‘In those days the extremist Hindus had launched a 
movement against Urdu since they considered it the Muslims’ language’ 
(p. 137). 

Class-8 With reference to the partition in 1947: ‘The Hindus and Sikhs killed 
Muslims whenever they were in a minority. They burnt their houses and 
forced them to migrate to Pakistan’ (p.46).
About an Indian pilot: ‘In the other world he had to burn; here too he 
died by fire’.

Class-9 Romanticizing Muslim rule over India: ‘The Muslims ruled South Asia 
for about a thousand years. They treated their Hindu subjects with justice. 
However, the Hindus would revolt at the least opportunity’ (p.11).
The conspiratorial Hindus had a large share in harming Tipu Sultan and 
Siraj Ud Dowlah.
When the English consolidated their rule, the Hindus openly sided with 
them – because both hated the Muslims – Hindus are ready to change for 
their advantage – they made a plan to enslave the Muslims permanently’ 
(p.12).

Conclusion Urdu textbooks portray the Hindus, and to a lesser degree the colonial 
British, very negatively. The Hindus are accused of being cunning, 
deceptive and scheming and are accused of hating the Muslims. Both 
the British and the Hindus are supposed to have conspired together to 
deprive the Muslims of their rights.
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Table 12.7	 Images of the ‘Other’ in social studies textbooks of the pre-2002 era

Class-7
(English version)

‘The people of Africa requested the Muslims to invade their lands to 
save them from the tyranny of their Christian rulers who extorted 
taxes from them’ (p.21).
This essay refers to the Muslim conquest of foreign lands with pride 
(p.22).

Class-8 ‘As a result of Hindu–British collusion, Muslims were subjected to 
great hardships – they could not be cowed down by the atrocities 
committed on them by the British and the Hindus’ (p.73).
‘Both the communities [British and Hindus] conspired against the 
Muslims to turn them into a poor, helpless and ineffective minority’ 
(p.74).
On the crusades: ‘They [Christians] wanted to average themselves 
on Muslims – the Christians took to their traditional tactics of 
conspiring against the ruler’ (p.27).
On colonialism: ‘European nations have been working during the 
past three centuries, through conspiracies or naked aggression to 
subjugate the countries of the Muslims world’ (p.43). 
Anti-Hindu remarks: ‘The Quaid-i-Azam saw through the 
machinations of the Hindus’ (p.51).
‘The ignoble behaviour of the Hindus forced the Muslims to rally 
to the Muslims League Flag to get their demands conceded – the 
Hindus had treated the Muslims cruelly and shamefully during their 
rule’ (p.82).

Class-9 and 10 In Bengal Haji Shariat Ullah and Tito Mir started the struggle to 
free the Muslims from the slavery of the English and the Hindus 
(p.13).

Conclusion: Social studies textbooks strongly reinforce the conspiracy theory 
that the Hindus and the colonial British wanted to suppress the 
Muslims and keep them in perpetual slavery. They romanticize and 
glorify Muslim rule over Hindus and Western people.
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Table 12.9	 Ideological contents of language textbooks expressed as percentages of total 
number of lessons (Urdu, English and Arabic)

Urdu English Arabic
Class I 6 Not taught
Class II 18 Not taught
Class III 31 Not taught
Class IV 43 Not taught
Class V 38 Not taught
Class VI 49 7 50#
Class VII 52 11 70
Class VIII 48 8 81
Class IX 33+ 32 50
Class X 33+ 33 80

Source: Punjab and Islamabad data of 1998–1999.

Notes:
# Arabic books are compulsory for all non-elitist government schools in Pakistan in class VI–VIII.
+ Same book for IX and X.

Table 12.8	 Ideological contents of language textbooks expressed as percentages of total 
number of lessons (Urdu, English and Pashto)

Urdu English Pashto
Class I 20 Nil 22
Class II 36 7 39
Class III 50 20 44
Class IV 50 27 66
Class V 54 Nil 37
Class VI 50 6 46
Class VII 44 17 50
Class VIII 50 26 36
Class IX 33+ 16 Not taught
Class X 33+ 4 Not taught

Source: NWFP data from 1998–99.

Notes: 
English starts from class VI under the old system and in class I under the new one. Not all schools have 
adopted the new system.
+ Same book for IX and X
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Table 12.10	 Ideological contents of language textbooks expressed as percentages of total 

number of lessons (Urdu, English and Sindhi)

Urdu English Sindhi
Class I 32 Nil 19
Class II 41 Nil 42
Class III 38 Nil 36
Class IV 46 Nil 33
Class V 49 Nil 26
Class VI 49 Nil 34
Class VII 93 Nil 36
Class VIII 53 20 26
Class IX 47+ 35 21
Class X 47+ 4 21

Source: Sindh data of 1998–99. 

Note:
+ Same book for IX and X.

Table 12.11	 Ideological contents of language textbooks expressed as percentages of total 
number of lessons (Urdu, English and Persian)

Urdu English Persian*
Class I 28 Not taught
Class II 30 Not taught
Class III 32 Not taught
Class IV 47 Not taught
Class V 47 Not taught
Class VI 58 3 16    14
Class VII 46 Nil 50    47
Class VIII 48 4 46    35
Class IX 25+ 23 28    28+
Class X 25+ 14 28    28+

Source: Balochistan data 1998–99.

Notes:
* Figures on the right are for books prescribed in the NWFP. Figures on the left are for Balochistan.  
The new textbooks of the Punjab Board are the same as those of the NWFP Board.
+ Same book for IX and X.
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The political nature of curriculum determines the scale, depth and intensity 
of curricular reforms in the first decades of the twenty-first century. Driven by 
ideologies, national, regional, or even local, curriculum represents the intersection 
of socially constructed meanings, emotional aspirations, and power (McLaren 
1989). Like every programmatic reflective text, curriculum is highly ambiguous. It 
should demonstrate a traditionalistic consistency to preserve social cohesiveness; 
and it should normally pave the way to new societal, political, and ideological 
goals. Therefore, curricular reform is a euphemism that obscures (or reveals) 
tectonic shifts in a society where those shifts are a reaction to external or internal 
challenges.

Since the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991, two such challenges, among 
others, have influenced curricular reform in the Russian Federation. With the re-
emergence of an independent Russia, a new state, ideologically and politically, 
emerged and distanced itself from the former Soviet Union by positioning itself 
as a new republic adherent to the democratic development. Nation-building 
and identity construction were among major governmental political concerns. 
Thus, nation-building rationale dictated the context, conditions, and priorities 
of education reforms that were launched immediately after 1991, particularly a 
reform in civic education. However, it is worth noting that the nation-state is no 
longer the sole repository of citizenship. If we accept a nation’s imaginary status 
(Anderson 1991; Zajda 2009), why would we assume that a nation-state or the 
national citizenship model is less vulnerable or less susceptible to changes? The 
term nation-building presents an interesting example of syntactic dichotomy: on 
the one hand, the nation-building process, as the term implies, aims at building 
a nation; on the other, due to its ideological nature, nation-building is an endless 
process whose ultimate goal, a nation, never takes a final shape. That is why history, 
or rather mythology, from which political leaders usually draw inspiration, is so 
carefully monitored and constructed to make sure that ‘a continuous process of 
redefinition, revision, reinterpretation, and rewriting of historical narratives’ (Zajda 
2009: 4) is under control. Russia, which recently has experienced contradictory 
reforms in civic education, is not an exception here.

The second challenge that the Russian Federation faced was globalization, which 
deeply influenced the school reform development: it unexpectedly generated new 
discourses and discovered a never-seen-before multiplicity of truth. Debates about 
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globalization, curriculum, and pedagogy magnified through the metaphorically 
constructed reality, revealed the centrality of properly negotiated terms and 
meanings as well as the importance of culture, both political and imaginary-
traditional, or the lack thereof in our understanding of citizenship. Globalization 
has profoundly influenced the very notion of citizenship and citizenship education 
rationales by not only infusing a more distinct global perspective but also by 
challenging the core principles of citizenship as an idiosyncratically nation or 
nation-state related concept. The routine of permanency particularly for the 
citizens of the ‘unbreakable’ Soviet Union, turned into the chaos ‘of the centrifugal 
proliferation of interpretation and genres’ overnight (Matus and McCarthy 2003). 
Suddenly, people discovered that the world was no longer monochromic, and 
even more disturbing was the fact that it had never been monochromic. Therefore, 
survival in this new era required people to acquire new knowledge, to learn and to 
practice new skills, and to carefully re-examine their values. The most challenging 
curricular task in this new environment was to develop the ability to deconstruct 
previously unquestioned assumptions (Smith 2003) in order to reconstruct and 
eventually to renegotiate newly contextualized meanings.

During its short post-Soviet history since 1991, Russia witnessed two competing 
curricular models, namely liberal and traditional, which followed one another, and 
mirrored two distinct social and economic developmental models during the last 
decade of the twentieth century and the first decade of the twenty-first century. Both 
models are Russia’s response to the two major challenges that I have mentioned 
earlier: construction of the new identity and globalization. The choices are highly 
reflective and demonstrative of the type of citizens that the ruling elite intended 
to educate. Due to specific features of the contemporary political system and the 
state of democratic development in the Russian Federation, it seems problematic 
to argue that curricular reforms, including those in citizenship education, are 
dictated by the needs of society. Rather, the changes in civic education in the last 
decade appear to have been determined by ideological intents. This, in a broader 
perspective, once again, poses a question of the role of schooling and curricula in 
social and political reforms, particularly at the most decisive moments of a nation’s 
history. Thus, civic education that is particularly susceptible to even miniscule 
shifts in ideological and political paradigms, found itself at the very intersection of 
organic needs of society and individual political ambitions.

Very few aspects of civic education have recently drawn so much attention 
by government officials and practical educators as patriotic education. The state 
program Patriotic Education of the Citizens of the Russian Federation for Years 
2001–2005 (Gosudarstvennaya programma 2001) adopted by the government 
in 2001, was soon followed by the development of a new conception of patriotic 
education in 2003 (Kontseptsiya 2003). A new state program for the years 2006–
2010 (Gosudarstvennaya programma 2005) passed by the Russian government in 
2005 was aimed at providing a smooth transition from the outdated program to a 
newer one and adjustments of patriotic education to new conditions in Russia. This 
alone demonstrates special government attention to patriotic education of Russian 
citizens. Together with numerous local educational programs in Russia’s regions, 
this campaign presents one of the most intensive patriotic education campaigns in 
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Russian history. This obviously heightened official attention to patriotic education 
starkly contrasts with the more liberal model of civic education of the 1990s. 
Observers noted that the educational reform of the early 1990s to humanize, 
democratize, and decentralize schools in Russia, drastically changed its direction 
(Ioffe 2006) and now the new model aims at the promotion and restoration of 
some of the Soviet features, including ‘centralized control, curricular rigidity and 
political-ideological functions’ (Karpov and Lisovskaya 2005: 23). They argue that 
restoration of military education and focus on patriotic education are vivid signs 
of stylistic re-Sovietization.

This chapter will demonstrate that the focus on patriotic metaphoric narrative, 
the infusion of patriotic discourse in civic curriculum and the revitalization of the 
Soviet-style military rationale are attempts to expeditiously solve the problem of 
new civic identity and, at the same time, are a traditionalistic counter-reaction to 
radical political processes on Russia’s borders (‘colored revolutions’ in Georgia, 
Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan). Historical prerequisites of patriotic education in Russia 
and recent tendencies in political discourses as they are articulated through official 
texts will be analyzed. The chapter concludes that patriotic, military, and to some 
extent nationalistic components have become dominant in contemporary civic 
curriculum in Russia. It also argues that patriotism that is conceptualized through 
a traditionalist framework does not leave much room for critical thinking and 
decision-making techniques that are central to democratic citizenship education.

Patriotism and Patriotic Education in the Soviet Union: Brief 
Overview

‘Patriotism plays the role of the most reactionary ideology, whose function is to 
justify imperialist bestiality and to deaden the class consciousness of the proletariat, 
by setting impassable boundaries to its struggle for liberation’ stated the Soviet 
Encyclopedia of State and Law in 1925 (Barghoorn 1956: 12). The Bolshevik 
attitude to patriotism was conditioned by the Marxist dictum that the proletariat 
does not have a homeland. This vulgar cosmopolitanism was based on the idea 
that the proletariat is exploited everywhere and, therefore, cannot be attached to 
any state or locality. ‘Whoever in this war [World War I] accepts defense of the 
fatherland becomes an accomplice of his “own” national bourgeoisie’ wrote Lenin 
in winter of 1917 (Lenin 1917/1964: 254). However, following the same logic, after 
the Bolsheviks seized power, patriotism gradually became introduced into the 
paradigm of new values in the form of Soviet or socialist patriotism.

The new concept of Soviet patriotism became particularly popular among 
ideologues in the late 1920s and early 1930s when the Soviet officials realized 
the futility of attempting to ignite the world proletarian revolution. The Stalin 
government and local authorities skillfully used the mobilizing effect of 
patriotic campaigns to successfully conduct domestic and international policies: 
manipulations with Soviet patriotism assisted in recruiting thousands of volunteers 
for gigantic industrialization projects. At the same time, it allowed condemnation 
of political opponents during the staged government-orchestrated political trials. It 
is symptomatic that the official educational journal Sovetskaya Pedagogika (Soviet 
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Education Science) published a number of articles about patriotic education in its 
first issues in 1937 (Shchyogolev 2007).

Changes in the centralized national school curriculum also reflected the 
emergence of patriotism as one of the central ideological concepts. Historians 
agree that Soviet patriotism was a proxy of Russian nationalism (Laqueur 1998). 
Many political figures and heroes from Russian history, who had previously been 
erased, were rehabilitated; Russian History became a mandatory course in all 
schools of the multiethnic Soviet Union, and Arabic or Latin alphabets that were 
traditionally used by many non-Slavic languages were substituted by Cyrillic. At 
the same time, most innovations that had been characteristic of the new Soviet 
school in the 1920s (Counts 1957; Dewey 1929; Nearing 1926) were terminated. 
Curricular reforms in the early 1930s were conducted along with the adoption 
of an updated and renewed version of the State Patriotism policy (Rapoport 
2009; Yekelchyk 2002) that originated in the first half of the nineteenth century 
in Imperial Russia. In 1833, Count Sergei Uvarov, the new Minister of Education 
in Nicolas I’s government, coined the tripartite formula of autocracy, orthodoxy, 
nationality which became an ideological doctrine that dominated the reign of 
Nicolas I and later Alexander III and Nicolas II (Riasanovsky 1967). This formula 
provided a rationale for the Russian Idea which is seen by some as purely a Russian 
messianic imperative that holds a range of discourses and narratives, in which 
Russian collective identity has been contested, constructed, and reproduced for 
centuries (Bouveng 2008). Ironically, only 27 years after condemning patriotism 
as ‘reactionary ideology that … justifies imperialist bestiality’ (Barghoorn 1956: 
12), Soviet patriotism was defined as ‘the marvelous fusion of the progressive 
national traditions of the peoples with the common vital interests of all the toilers 
of the USSR’ (Matyushkin quoted in Barghoorn 1956: 9). This definition of 1952 
best reveals the true nature and origin of Soviet patriotism. The party leaders 
created and used Soviet patriotism for the purpose of ideological, political, and 
social changes to maintain the status quo by conducting various well-planned 
propagandistic campaigns under the motto of patriotism that solely served their 
short- or long-term needs.

Despite the hardly-masked Slavophile and Russia-centered focus of patriotic 
education, a specific feature of Soviet patriotism and patriotic education in the 
Soviet Union was the concentration on the military component in patriotic 
discourses rather than nationalistic. The nation-building as well as social identity 
construction rationales appeared secondary to the military rationale that 
dominated patriotic discourses and took a lion’s share of civic curriculum. The 
reason was in the fact that unlike patriotic sentiments elsewhere, Soviet patriotism 
discourses were more ideologically determined rather than nationally or ethnically 
(Vaillant 2005). Questionable nationality policies and the status of a nation with 
an unpredicted history left very little room for the Soviet-era mythology to 
support patriotic sentiments. Therefore, suitable major historic events, such as 
the participation and the victory of the Soviet Union in World War II, which is 
officially called in Russia the Great Patriotic War, or the flight of the first cosmonaut 
Yuri Gagarin, were usually used in the Soviet Union as a framework for civic and 
patriotic education. Another challenge of Soviet patriotism was its limited time 
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functionality: due to its heavily political and ideological content, Soviet patriotism 
meant unquestionable love of the Soviet Union that was founded in December 
1922. As for its predecessor, the Russian Empire, Soviet citizens were supposed to 
be more selective in the display of their patriotic sentiments.

Theoretically and practically, patriotic education was always perceived in the 
Soviet Union as military–patriotic education. Very often these two terms were 
used interchangeably. This fusion was achieved through an uncritical analysis 
of military operations conducted by the Soviet Union in the courses of History 
or Literature, compulsory military training in high school, and numerous 
extra-curricular activities that included national military games, meetings 
with war veterans and acting military, festivals of military songs, etc. (Bodrova 
2008; Shchyogolev 2007; Sredin 1988; Zajda 2007). Hence, the Soviet Union’s 
patriotic education paradigm was primarily concentrated on instilling political 
phraseology and on militarizing citizen consciousness. Thus, the ‘love of one’s 
Socialist Motherland’ was translated in practical educational discourses into 
curricular and extra-curricular activities whose objectives were: (a) to construct 
and develop Soviet civic identity, (b) to teach unequivocal commitment to the 
Communist Party and ruling regime, and (c) to mobilize and train warriors who 
will unquestionably follow military orders.

Civic and Patriotic Education in Contemporary Russia: Two 
Models

The disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the demise of the one-party 
and one-state-ideology system marked a new stage in Russia’s history and led to 
new radical changes in education. In these circumstances, civic education came to 
the forefront of reforms. New tasks to educate free democratically-minded citizens 
of a new democratic society resulted in significant changes in civic curriculum 
(Eklof and Dneprov 1993; Froumin 2004; 2005). It should be noted that Russian 
educational tradition maintains that the process of education consists of two 
separate but interdependent components: academic education (obucheniye) and 
moral or character education (vospitaniye). Civic education was an integral part 
of both components: it was normally provided through a number of academic 
courses (e.g. History, Study of Society, Literature) and through the system of 
extracurricular activities that were a part of vospitaniye. After 1991, a number 
of new courses in civic education were developed and added to civic academic 
curriculum (Froumin 2004; Vaillant 2005). New interactive methods of teaching 
became increasingly popular among educators. Extracurricular work became less 
political and more creative. More and more innovative schools that were called 
laboratory schools appeared all over Russia. The new openness helped Russia’s 
education to become more susceptible to global changes. Attention was directed 
to instill ‘common human values’. It was a time of close cooperation with civic 
educators from Europe and the United States. The priorities of civic education 
were to educate a democratic, knowledgeable citizen who will be concerned about 
the well-being of the country and the world and who will work to continue the 
democratic development of Russia. Patriotism, as it followed from the school 
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reform documents, was interpreted as aspiration to build a democratic Russia that 
will be successfully integrated in the new global system.

Despite the enthusiasm and creativity of many teachers, the problems and 
unresolved issues, some of them very specific, continued to accumulate. One such 
specific problem was the teaching of History: old Soviet textbooks were no longer 
used, new textbooks were not published. Many teachers were disoriented in the 
tide of new and mostly sensational information that inundated TV and printed 
media (Lisovskaya and Karpov 1999; Zajda 1994; 2007). For many educators, 
who were primarily trained in Soviet teacher-training colleges, it was very 
difficult to change their teaching style (Polozhevets, Schechter, and Perelmuter 
1997). That was particularly true for social science teachers, who were trained as 
‘(Communist) Party policy forerunners’. Slow political and social progress, a deep 
crisis in economy, and predictably frail support of painful reforms led to changes 
in the ruling elite in the late 1990s. A new developmental model was based on 
a more traditionalistic conservative approach where populist patriotic rhetoric 
played a critical role.

It is not at all surprising that the intensification of patriotic rhetoric on a 
governmental level, as well as on government-controlled television and in media, 
led to a surge of patriotism and patriotic education related texts in mainstream 
educational journals. Interpreted through the terms that spanned across the 
whole political and ideological spectrum from almost extreme left to extreme 
right, the conceptualization of patriotism reflected the existing dichotomy deeply 
enrooted in Russian culture and mentality (Arkhipenkova 2004). However, 
despite few attempts to address various aspects of patriotism from critical-
analytical standpoints (Bolshakov 2004; Galkin 2005; Grigoryev 2005; Ioffe 2006), 
mainstream political, sociological and educational journals focused on such 
traditional for Russia aspects of patriotism as love to one’s fatherland, pride in one’s 
fatherland, devotion, sometimes sacred, to one’s fatherland, and commitment to 
serve its interests (Bykov 2006a; 2006b; Ivanova 2003; Lutovinov 2006; Mikryukov 
2007; Pulyayev and Shelyapin 2001). Patriotism is a traditional Russian moral 
value that instills the patriotic idea of ‘a spiritual unity of a person and the Russian 
society’, contended Pulyayev and Shelyapin (2001: 71) who specifically pointed at 
the incompatibility of patriotism and nationalism or cosmopolitanism. That was 
a remarkable note considering traditional negative attitudes to constantly vilified 
cosmopolitanism and a hardly concealed similarity between state-supported 
patriotism and growing nationalism.

Ivanova (2003) argued that state patriotism plays the most important 
consolidating role in a society. When the state is the object of patriotic sentiments 
and the people are subjects, patriotism is ‘an expression of subjects’ pride for the 
Fatherland, their active participation in consolidation and strengthening the 
state and statehood for the purpose of efficient functioning of social institutions, 
development of the society and individuals’ (2003: 295). Thus, state patriotism, 
Ivanova concluded, can become the leading consolidating idea of the official policy. 
Patriotism as a developmental process goes through three stages (Mikryukov 
2007): love of one’s family and relatives, love of one’s ‘little Motherland’ (which 
is euphemistically used for the birthplace), and love of one’s Fatherland and 
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society. Analyzing relations between patriotism and citizenship in the framework 
of civic-patriotic education, Lutovinov (2006) asserted that compared with the 
vague, blurred, and badly defined concept of citizenship, patriotism is a clear and 
theoretically better developed construct that represents a unity of spirituality, 
civic maturity, and social activity. These qualities motivate the individual to serve 
the fatherland. He then made a very symptomatic statement that patriotism, not 
citizenship, should be a leading component of civic-patriotic education because 
‘overestimation of citizenship that assumes depatriotization of education of 
citizens, is a deformation unacceptable for the state, society as well as for the 
individual whose ultimate predestination is to serve their Fatherland’ (2006: 54).

It is important to understand that the program of patriotic education in Russia 
was planned as a ubiquitous national campaign that encompasses all spheres 
traditionally responsible for moral and ideological development of the Russian 
society. What impelled the Russian government to launch this campaign? Why now? 
The official documents, such as the state programs Patriotic Education of Citizens 
of the Russian Federation’ (Gosudarstvennaya Programma 2001), or Conception 
of Patriotic Education of Citizens of the Russian Federation (Kontseptsiya 2003) 
briefly explain that ‘economic disintegration, social differentiation of the society, 
devaluation of spiritual (moral) values negatively effected public consciousness 
… Apathy, selfishness, individualism, cynicism, unmotivated aggressiveness, 
disrespect to the state and social institutions have become widespread phenomena 
in public consciousness. State and military services tend to be less prestigious’ 
(Gosudarstvennaya Programma 2001). All these, the program states, are the 
results of elusive ‘events of the recent time’. Blame for the ‘present state’ (a usual 
euphemistic substitute for ‘bad’ or ‘inappropriate’) of patriotism and patriotic 
education is usually attributed to: (1) deheroization of Russian history, (2) 
humiliation of Russian national dignity, (3) prioritizing universal human values 
over national values (Ivanova 2003), (4) neglect of military training (Bykov 2006a; 
Lesnyak 2005; Lutovinov 2006), and (5) deideologization of the Russian youth 
(Karpelman 2002). Those who are familiar with the content of Russian political 
discourses are very well aware that the ideologically loaded grandiloquent 
constructs, such as deheroization, deideologization, or universal human values, are 
metaphors or coded ‘stigmas’ of a very concrete period of Russian history, namely 
the end of the 1980s and 1990s or in other words, the post-Soviet period when 
a liberal-democratic model was being implemented in politics and education. If 
properly contextualized and decoded, deheroization would mean a process of 
demythologization of Russian and Soviet history, a painful process of rationalizing 
historic events. Deideologization, in turn, stands for the attempts to find and to 
instill in the society paradigms of interpersonal and inter-institutional relations 
that would be based on common sense devoid of Communist rhetoric. Hence, 
what we witness here is an attempt to use patriotic sentiments substituted by the 
policy of State Patriotism against the feeble liberal reforms of the 1990s.

The intensification of patriotic education is also explained by ethnic and civic 
identity crises in Russian society (Blum 2006; Pulyayev and Shelyapin 2001; 
Vaillant 2005). Traditionally, people in the Soviet Union or in Russia self-identify 
ethnically rather than civically. When Leonid Brezhnev bombastically declared 
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in 1972 that a new ethno-political community ‘Soviet people’ was created, it was 
perceived by the majority of the population, Russian and non-Russian alike, as 
usual official propaganda, produced in abundance in Brezhnev’s Soviet Union. The 
term ‘Soviet’, as a civic identifier, obviously existed and was frequently used in 
the Soviet Union; however, it almost never substituted for an ethnic self-identifier 
of Russians or representatives of any other ethnic groups. The democratic model 
that was used in the 1990s proved impotent to quickly form a new civic identity. 
It would be naïve to expect otherwise considering the problems that Russia faced 
in the 1990s. Often media and officials of various ranks pointed at the crisis of 
self-identity among Russians as one of the major threats to the moral health 
and stability of the society. Statistical data demonstrated the relative success of 
the traditionalist-patriotic approach. According to the poll conducted by Levada 
Center, 80 percent of the population of Russia always or in most cases identified 
themselves as Russians in 1994, by 2003 this number had increased to 90 percent 
(Levada 2005). It remains problematic for English speakers to comprehend 
this problem, because the English language does not differentiate between the 
two distinct concepts of Russkiy, that is to say a Russian as (self-)identified by 
ethnic origin, versus Rossiyanin, Russian by civic-formal attribution or a Russian 
Federation citizen, but not necessarily ethnically Russian. However, it should be 
noted that the propagandistic patriotic campaign, particularly on state-controlled 
TV channels and in media, was based on the principles of so-called loyal or blind 
patriotism (Merry 2009; Staub 1997), when Russia was counter-opposed to the 
West. Obviously, the mobilizing effect of patriotic discourses in mass-media and 
in school curriculum produced a prompt unifying effect. However, it remains to 
be determined whether this effect is positive or negative in the long run.

Another reason for launching the patriotic campaign was the impact of global 
political and economic processes, particularly the fear that the effect of so-called 
‘Colored Revolutions’ (the Rose Revolution in 2003 in Georgia, the Orange 
Revolution in 2004 in Ukraine, and the Tulip Revolution in 2005 in Kyrgyzstan) 
will transcend the borders of the Russian Federation. Politically, the reasons for 
and the development of all Colored Revolutions are ambiguous; however they 
resulted in preventing or ending authoritarian regimes in their countries (Forbrig 
and Demeš 2007; Tucker 2007). The intensification of patriotic campaigns in 
Russia in response to the Colored Revolutions brings a historical parallel with the 
similar actions of Nicolas I who was afraid to ‘catch a French disease’, his definition 
of the French Revolution, and whose new policy of State Patriotism was a direct 
reaction to European revolutionary movements.

The official institutionalized approach to patriotism and patriotic education 
is best presented in the Conception of Patriotic Education of the Citizens of 
Russian Federation, adopted by the government in 2003 (Kontseptsiya 2003). The 
document that claims to ‘reflect the whole complex of officially acknowledged 
ideas’ about patriotic education, unequivocally defines patriotism as ‘love to one’s 
Motherland, commitment to one’s Fatherland, strong desire to serve its interests, 
and readiness to defend it, even if it requires self-sacrifice’ (2003: 2). According to 
the Conception, patriotism is a specific type of self-realization and social behavior 
of citizens that are determined by the protection of the unity and sovereignty 
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of Russia, its national security, stable development, duty, and responsibility. By 
the latter the authors understand the priority of public and state interests over 
individual and personal interests. The specific features of patriotism in Russia 
identified by the Conception – togetherness, integrality, obedience to the laws, 
need of collectiveness – remarkably resonate with the basic principles of the famous 
Russian triad of autocracy, orthodoxy, nationality that constituted the quintessence 
of the policy of State Patriotism in the second quarter of the nineteenth century 
during the reign of Nicolas I. In general, the emphasis on the overall subordination 
to state interests at the expense of individual interests is idiosyncratic to the concept 
of patriotism as well as the idea of patriotic education, which is interpreted as 
a ‘set of systematic and goal-oriented activities of state bodies and institutions 
as well as public organizations aimed at forming and inculcating in citizens 
heightened patriotic consciousness …, readiness to carry out one’s civic duty, and 
constitutional obligations to defend the interests of the Motherland’ (2003: 4). The 
document specifically accentuates a military component in patriotic education, 
declaring military education an inseparable part of patriotic education. It is 
symptomatic that the Conception, which is presented as a traditionalist type of 
narrative that internalizes uncritical loyalty to the nation and the state, still twice 
mentions ‘civil society’ as one of the beneficiaries of proper patriotic education 
outcomes. Although the text does not clarify how the development of civil society 
can benefit from a hyper-centralized and ideologically conservative system of 
patriotic education, the very reference to it is indicative of possible shifts, however 
insignificant they might be, in the rationale of value-related education among 
traditionalists in Russia.

The state program Patriotic Education of Citizens of the Russian Federation 
for Years 2006–2010 (Gosudarstvennaya Programma 2005) is based on the ideas 
and goals set out in the Conception of Patriotic Education of 2003 and, in terms 
of methods and approaches, is the continuation of the previously passed and 
similarly entitled program for years 2001–2005. Although symbolic in nature (the 
state-funded budget portion of the five-year program was less than $20 million), 
the program is very eloquent in categorizing and indicating the general ideological 
development direction in Russia and patriotic education in particular. Claiming 
that the ultimate goal of patriotic education is the revival of Russia’s greatness and 
prominence, the program postulates state activities that would enhance patriotic 
education including such elements as: an increase of military components in 
all areas of education, more careful attention to history textbooks, influence 
on electronic and printed media, and assuming more control over children’s 
organizations. In reality, the tasks outlined by the program have been long under 
way. Examples are plentiful: from secretly supported puppet youth organizations, 
such as the infamous Nashi movement, to multiple orchestrated campaigns in 
mass media against Russia’s neighbors that create a sensation of a world conspiracy 
against Russia.

The most recent example is the campaign to put history education under 
strict government control. At a meeting with educators in June 2007 President 
Vladimir Putin labeled the texts about World War II that included criticism of the 
political or military actions of the USSR ‘inadmissible and even insulting for our 
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people’s interpretation of history’ (Sokolov 2007). He also blamed those who used 
international grants to create history textbooks and requested the writing of new 
textbooks. This initiative was immediately supported by the Russian parliament 
whose Speaker announced that a new bill would require official state registration 
of history textbooks. This means that the government will carefully verify and 
control all textual content. Besides, the number of history textbooks that teachers 
can use in classrooms will be limited and only a few state-endorsed publishers will 
be allowed to publish approved textbooks. The history revision campaign logically 
continued in May 2009 when the new Russian President Dmitry Medvedyev signed 
an executive order that established a presidential commission ‘to oppose attempts 
to falsify history to the detriment of Russia’s history’ (Novosyolova 2009). These 
examples once again demonstrate the key role of control over history teaching 
in ‘repositioning competing and ideologically driven discourses of historical 
narratives and processes’ (Zajda 2009: 4).

In discussing the rationale and motivations behind the ongoing amplification 
of official activities in patriotic education and the infusion of additional 
patriotic discourses in civic curriculum, observers often refer to poll results that 
demonstrate an increasing interest in patriotic education among the population 
of Russia. In 2004, 89 percent of respondents agreed that it was necessary to 
devote greater attention to patriotic education (Blum 2006). A more recent poll 
in November 2006 indicated that 93 percent of respondents agreed that schools 
and colleges should engage in the patriotic education of youth (VTsIOM 2006). 
However compelling these numbers are, they should be viewed with skepticism 
and caution. The survey conducted in February 2007 by the same state-run All-
Russia Central Institute of Public Opinion (VTsIOM) indicated that only 12 
percent of the respondents would advise the state to conduct patriotic education in 
educational establishments of various levels (VTsIOM 2007). Ironically, less than 
5 percent of respondents would recommend the state to conduct the activities that 
are pinnacles in the state program of patriotic education. Despite the fact that 30 
percent of respondents said that various formal events are important for patriotic 
education, only 3–4 percent admitted participating in those events while 86 
percent reported that neither they nor members of their families ever participated 
in any of such events.

Patriotic Education or Military-Patriotic Education?

The most conspicuous feature of the contemporary patriotic education campaign 
is probably its military spirit. Ironically, the adjective ‘military’ is used only 
three times in the text of the Program of 2006–2010 compared with 22 times in 
the text of the Program of 2001–2005 (both texts are almost similar in length). 
Nonetheless, whether the word ‘military’ is formally mentioned or not, the term 
‘patriotic education’ by itself is a code phrase that implies military education, 
military training, and military preparation. Thus, it is not surprising that all or 
almost all materials about patriotic education or the implementation of the newly 
adopted program include information about the military or examples of military 
training. By 2006, there were 1,350 youth military clubs with membership of 
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more than 300,000. Russian military established cooperation with 1,130 military-
patriotic clubs and organizations; there were 452 summer military camps in all 
regions of Russia (Surzhko 2006). There are literally hundreds and hundreds of 
regular propagandistic campaigns conducted at national, regional, and local levels. 
The list of examples of militarization of consciousness is long and almost emulates, 
stylistically and operationally, activities and programs from patriotic education 
curricula of the Soviet period (Sredin 1988; Vyrshchikov 1990). This striking 
resemblance to the Soviet period curricula explains why everyone in Russia 
perceives patriotic education as a rationale with a dominating military agenda. 
The term that was commonly used in the Soviet Union for patriotic education 
was ‘military-patriotic education’. Therefore, the military rationale of the patriotic 
education campaign does not need to be explicitly explained or clarified: the 
mutually shared codes ‘patriotism’ or ‘patriotic education’ are normally ‘correctly’ 
decoded by educators. The centuries-long tradition of ‘military/patriotic’ symbiotic 
unity also explains the fact that almost 75 percent of respondents related patriotic 
education to military games or military clubs and camps (VTsIOM 2007).

Final Thoughts

The question every nation faces regarding civic education is essentially what kind 
of citizen the society needs. This question is rhetorical because every society needs 
citizens who act for the progress of the society. But who defines progress? A recent 
survey conducted among civic educators in various parts of Russia demonstrated 
that the majority selected patriotism as the most important civic concept. Rights 
and freedoms were ranked second, rule of law sixth, freedom was ranked tenth, and 
democracy, which received only a fifth of the votes given to patriotism, was ranked 
twelfth (Ioffe 2006; 2009). These data together with the Levada Center research 
presented earlier in this chapter (Levada 2005) and the results of other surveys 
(Russian Center for Citizenship Education 2008) evidence that the developers 
of the patriotic campaigns almost achieved the desired results. But are these the 
results that the democratic reforms of the early 1990s intended to achieve? The 
ubiquitous patriotic campaign that was supposed to be a part of civic curriculum 
but in reality substituted the civic curriculum (Semko 2007) was planned as a 
response to the challenges of globalization and Russian civic and ethnic identity 
construction. Ironically, the two concepts that were rarely identified by surveyed 
social science teachers were self-identification and globalization (Ioffe 2009).

Curriculum, as a political text, reflects societal political intent only in societies 
where there are mechanisms that guarantee the influence of rank-and-file members 
of those societies on school reform. Proper democratic procedures provide 
opportunities for all interested members of a society to voice their opinions and to 
reflect their concerns in curricula. In the societies where citizens are disengaged 
from decision making, curricular policies, particularly in such sensitive area as 
civic education, turn into campaigns that serve the interests of those in power, 
rather than work for the overall development of society. Rather than using the 
challenges of globalization to deconstruct, reinterpret, and eventually renegotiate 
old assumptions through civic curriculum, Russian officials substituted public 
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debates of real controversies by traditionalistic metaphors and symbols that only 
postponed but did not resolve real problems of identity and socialization. Patriotic 
and military emphases in educational discourses contextualized through the 
Soviet era codes and symbols are not simply a stylistic move to a conservative 
stage of educational reform in Russia (Karpov and Lisovskaya 2005) but rather a 
sign of a deeper involvement of the state, not citizens, in civic education processes 
to shape, control, and eventually sustain the chosen ideological framework. The 
current development of patriotic education in Russia is the continuation of the 
long-standing tradition to silence critical reconceptualization of civic constructs 
through the means of education. Furthermore, the re-institutionalization of 
the State Patriotism policy is no longer symbolic, but a real departure from the 
liberal democratic changes of the 1990s that contradicts the stated objectives of 
educational reform and might eventually hamper the development of a democratic 
school system in Russia and slow down the creation of Russia’s civil society.
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Introduction

This chapter aims to explore the content, structure, explicit purpose and implied 
agenda of the history curriculum in the Israel national state system, as manifested 
in the curriculum that was formed during the first decade of the twenty-first 
century. The chapter will analyze the content of the current curriculum, and the 
relationship of this curriculum to the issues of nationalism, globalization, identity 
politics, and changes in hegemonic culture.

The major argument of this chapter is that despite the enormous changes in the 
last generation that indeed transformed the landscape of so many segments of the 
younger population in Israel, the curriculum is still very conservative in its content, 
purpose and implied agenda. Consequently, such a curriculum is becoming less and 
less meaningful and relevant to the life and experience of Israeli youngsters. The 
world that the official history curriculum aims to represent is moving away from the 
world that surrounds the students. Thus, the influence of the history curriculum on 
students’ knowledge, identity, and political behavior is rather limited.

Moreover, there is a huge gap between the official aims of the history curric-
ulum and its practical outcome. Most Israeli teachers cannot adhere to the 
curriculum requirements due to overcrowded classes, lack of time to cover the 
material, mediocrity among the teaching staff, and the incongruity between the 
textbooks on one hand, and the final examinations’ requirements on the other. 
(The books try to develop critical thinking and historical empathy through diverse 
interpretations of historical narratives, and the examinations focus on facts, 
memorizing, and repetition.)

The curriculum reflects the national Zionist narrative, and focuses predomi-
nantly on Jewish experience in history. The rest of the world, particularly Christian 
Europe and the Arab Islamic world, served as ‘Significant Other’ to the formation 
of the Jewish–Israeli national identity. The Zionist movement emerged in Europe 
but the Zionist narrative claims that Jews are at odds with the European society, 
and can survive only if they leave Europe and move to their historical ancestral 
land. The population of the Middle East, however, is predominantly Arab and 
Moslem. Thus, the very creation of a Jewish state in the Middle East is in a way a 
paradoxical attempt, designed on the one hand to leave Europe, and on the other 
hand, to establish a European enclave in an Islamic area.
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Such an attitude reflects the dilemma of how to reconcile between threat and 
exclusion on the one hand and acceptance and inclusion on the other. The Jews 
in Europe, and to a lesser extend in the Moslem world, were endangered by their 
hostile environment, because they were never accepted by the European or Moslem 
society. The movement of the Jews back to their national homeland and historical 
origin generated another threat since the Middle East is not going to accept or 
even legitimize a Jewish state in the area either. Thus the dilemma remains: how 
the curriculum can encourage an open-minded, reconciled, diverse and pluralistic 
consideration of Israel’s place in the world, when it is persistently threatened. The 
movement from the abnormal existence in Europe in the past to the supposedly 
normal state of being as a sovereign nation in the world at present has not materialized 
yet. The creation of Israeli society and the formation of Israel as a Jewish state did 
not end the existential menace, and in many aspects even intensified it. Thus the 
hidden agenda of the curriculum cannot ignore this dilemma when it discusses the 
relationship between Israel and the rest of the world.

The history curriculum relates to three major geographic areas which construct 
three sites that constitute Jewish collective identity: the land of Israel, Christian 
Europe and the Arab Islamic world. Other locations in the world are hardly 
mentioned in the curriculum.

The land of Israel appears in the curriculum as the place where Jewish history 
started in the Biblical and the Second Temple period, when Jews lived on this land 
in ancient times, preceding all other inhabitants. Thus, the history curriculum 
stresses the normal, authentic, and ‘organic’ connection between the contemporary 
state of Israel and its ancient past.

Christian Europe appears in the curriculum as a place of exile, where Jews were 
never accepted, and never considered themselves as part of the area. Christians 
viewed Jews as heathen, profane and sinners but despite this sort of relationship, 
most Jews dwelled in the European continent till the mid-twentieth century. In 
modern times the emancipation officially changed the life of Jews in Europe, but 
also created problems for their continuing existence: when implemented, it led to 
the assimilation and ultimately disappearance of Judaism and Jews; when rejected, 
it brought about discrimination, anti-Semitism and ultimately destruction and 
continued suffering for Jews. Europe is both the place of creation of modern 
aspects of Judaism throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the 
place that eradicated modern Judaism though spiritual and physical destruction 
(the Holocaust).

The Arab Islamic world was another place of Jewish exile, yet, unlike Christian 
Europe, the Jews were tolerated to a certain degree, being viewed as monotheistic 
misbelievers that nevertheless deserved legal protection. However, since the 
Islamic world remained pre-modern and traditional, modern Judaism has no 
origins in this world. For centuries, the land of Israel was part of this pre-modern 
Arab Islamic world and renamed Palestine. It was a desolate and barren area, 
essentially vacant of Jewish population and never appeared as a separate political 
or national entity.

Only with the creation of the Zionist movement at the late nineteenth century, 
did the Jews start to immigrate to the land of Israel/Palestine and develop again 
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their autonomous society, quintessential culture and ultimately, their sovereign 
state. But the Middle East and the Arab Islamic world rejects the very legitimacy 
the state of Israel and therefore, the survival of Israel as a Jewish state still requires 
a continuing struggle against its enemies, until they accept its existence and 
acknowledge its right to live in peace in the region.

These elements appeared in the state’s official history curriculum and in the 
major textbooks used by the public school system. Yet the public educational 
system in Israel is essentially a conglomerate of various systems. The National 
State system represents the official public state system of education, but in fact 
includes about 50 percent of the schools of Israel. It serves primarily the Hebrew-
speaking, modern, Jewish-Israeli population that live in cities, villages and rural 
communities. This chapter will examine and analyze only this segment of the 
Israeli school system.

It should be mentioned, however, that in Israel there exist at least four other 
systems of education that work according to a different curriculum and use 
different textbooks: The National Religious system serves about 15 percent of Jews 
who consider themselves religious and live in cities, villages and many settlements 
in the occupied territories. The Arab State system serves more than 20 percent 
of the Arab Israelis who live in their own cities and villages or in their own 
enclaves in the mixed cities. (The instruction language of this system is Arabic.) 
The Independent Education system that exists outside the state control, serves the 
growing population of ultra-orthodox Jews. Although the state supports them 
financially, it cannot interfere in the curriculum of these institutions which are 
managed by the ultra-orthodox, mostly non-Zionist rabbinic institutions. They 
have a different historical narrative and no outsider has any access to the material 
taught in their schools. Finally, there are other, semi-private systems (external, 
adult, open, democratic, parochial, foreign, and bilingual), that emerged in recent 
years, financed mainly by parents, NGOs, or the students themselves. These 
practically separate systems are the outcome of a historical process, reflecting 
political compromises, demographical changes, and power struggles between 
various segments of Israeli society.

An Analysis of the Current History Curriculum and Textbooks

The current history curriculum is a compromise between the recommendations 
of official state committees and the availability of textbooks. Private publishers 
produce the books in the market and compete with each other, yet they need to 
pass through an official approval procedure by the Ministry of Education. Schools 
can choose the books from the list of approved books; however, there are some 
cases when students are using unapproved books that help them to pass the final 
exams. The structure of the school system, the nature of the final exams, the status 
of history inspectors and other ministry officials, and the shifting political control 
over the Ministry of Education, also have a significant impact on the material that 
is learned in history classes.

New instructions of history curriculum were published in 2006 and officially 
will endure till 2010–2012 when new books will replace the current ones. But until 
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such replacement takes place, these instructions seem to be the best and most up-
to-date source that characterizes the status of history as a discipline in the Israeli 
national state system of education.

According to the curriculum, students learn history only at the middle school 
and high school level, from the 7th grade to the 12th grade. In elementary schools 
they study social studies and focus on their community. They also study ancient 
history in combination with biblical studies. The students learn history in two 
stages: a chronological, introductory level during three years of middle school; and 
a thematic, in-depth level, during high school years that end in the final state exams.

An Analysis of the Middle School Curriculum and Textbooks

The curriculum is predominantly European. Out of the 45 topics of study, 29 
topics (65 percent) focus on Europe. The picture become even more striking when 
viewed chronologically: out of the 29 European topics only nine topics cover 
the period from the middle ages up to the nineteenth century, and 21 topics (70 
percent) deal with modern times (the last 200–250 years). Furthermore, 15 topics 
of modern Europe (75 percent of the modern and more than 50 percent of all 
European topics) cover the period from the eve of the First World War to the 
end of the Second World War, a period of roughly 40 years, from 1910 to 1950. 
Post-war Europe is viewed only through two indirect topics: the Cold War, and a 
General Global Transformation from 1950 to 1980.

The picture becomes more intricate when Jewish history is introduced. Out 
of the 45 topics, 24 topics (56 percent) focus on Jewish life and experience. The 
overlapping of European and Jewish history is very significant: out of the 29 topics 
that focus on Europe, 13 topics (more than 40 percent of European topics and more 
than 50 percent of Jewish topics) discus the relationship between Jewish life and 
experience and the European arena. The relationship between European history 
and Jewish history as appeared in the 13 common topics is significant: six topics 
discuss negative and problematic ties between Jewish life and the European society 
(46 percent), only two topics depict positive and hopeful relations (15 percent), 
and five (39 percent) reveal ambiguous and complicated links. Moreover, the first 
topic of the 13 views Christian Europe in the Middle Ages as the ultimate Jewish 
exile where Jews suffer persecution and discrimination. The last topic is about the 
Holocaust and the annihilation of European Jewry. Thus the overall framework of 
the European–Jewish encounter appears within a cognitive paradigm defined as 
‘from bad to worse’.

From a quantitative perspective, the status of the Islamic and Arab world in 
the history curriculum is totally different. Out of the 45 topics, only eight topics 
(18 percent) deal with Arab or Islamic society and culture, among them only 
two topics focus on Islamic world. Three out of the eight topics are about the 
pre-modern age; the other five come into sight in the twentieth century and in 
connection to European Imperialism: the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire, 
the Jewish Arab relations in the land of Israel and the Middle East. The curriculum 
ignores completely non-Arabic Islamic areas such as Iran, Pakistan, Indonesia, 
Malaysia, or central Asia.
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The topics of Moslem/Arab history and Jewish history portray a mutual 
encounter. Out of the seven topics that discuss this encounter, four are negative, 
one is relatively positive (in comparison with the Christians), and three are 
ambiguous. Islam appears for the first time as another, though more benign, place 
of Jewish diaspora. Moslem or Arab history becomes visible in the curriculum 
only as a passive reaction to European, Jewish or Zionist history. Arabs and 
Moslems are hardly mentioned in modern times. They come into sight at the end 
of the curriculum as the enemy of Zionism and the Jewish state, as well as within 
the process of de-colonization in Asia and Africa that ended Jewish life in the Arab 
world. Like Europe, but in a different manner, the Arab Jewish encounter started 
in rivalry and ended in overt hostility.

Middle School Textbook Samples

When discussing the middle ages, the textbook stresses cultural interchange as 
the focus of study (Tabibian 2001: 5). When dealing with Islam and the Islamic 
empire, the textbook stresses the intercultural encounter between that empire 
and the Jews (Tabibian 2001: 33). Later, the textbook mentions that despite 
this benevolent Islamic treatment of the Jews, they were subject to all kind of 
humiliating restrictions (the Laws of Umar). However, ‘in daily life these laws were 
hardly implemented and the rulers of the empire employed the Jews as bureaucrats, 
physicians, translators and merchants’ (Tabibian 2001: 34).

On the Christian Jewish encounter in the middle ages, the textbook stresses the 
legal privileges of the Jews within the feudal society that were a source of strength 
as well as weakness (Tabibian 2001: 119). But following the chapter on Jewish 
interaction with the Christian society the textbook focuses on discrimination 
against the Jews by various means such as blood libel, official stigmatization and 
humiliation, forced expulsion and even violent riots (Tabibian 2001: 121–143). 
The Israeli textbooks depict the Crusades as a confrontation between Christians 
and Moslems in the land of Israel. Following the economic and religious reasons 
for the phenomenon, the books emphasize the riots that the Crusaders inflicted 
on Jewish communities in Europe on their way to the Holy Land which resulted in 
destruction of Ashkenazi centers in Germany. They also describe the massacre of 
Jews and Moslems in Jerusalem (Tabibian 2001: 146). Throughout the chapter the 
Crusaders appear as colonialists, alien to the area that ultimately led to their defeat 
and withdrawal after 200 years.

Jewish life in Moslem Spain appears as an example of tolerance and mutual 
respect. On the other hand, Jewish life in Christian Spain is characterized as an 
example of fanaticism, discrimination and ultimately eviction, forced conversion 
and intolerance. The Inquisition appears as tool of coercion and torture directed 
against Christian dissidents, many of them former Jews and Moslems (Tabibian 
2001: 179).

The Ottoman Empire is seen as a place that gave Jews refuge and enabled them 
to develop their autonomous institutions and culture under Moslem control. The 
problem of the Empire appears in the Israeli textbooks as an example of the inherent 
weakness of the Moslem world. It could not be sustained as an integrated power, 
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suffering both from European external pressure and from internal disintegration 
(Baruch 1998: 105). The textbooks describe a series of Western reforms that were 
intended to stop the Ottoman decline but failed (Baruch 1998: 109). Implicit in 
this argument is the notion that the Islam and Moslem population was inherently 
unable to accept changes, reforms and modernization.

The textbook on the nineteenth century is predominantly European and 
discusses the situation of the Jews primarily within the European context. The 
analysis of Jewish life is within the paradigm of modern emancipation, stressing 
the advantages and obstacles it created to the Jewish experience in Europe (Baruch 
1998: chapters 1–10).

The textbook explains the historical development within the overall framework 
of nationalism. The European national sentiment that emerged in the context of 
modernity and enlightenment is turned into a sort of integral nationalism, based 
on exclusion and hostility toward the other (Baruch 1998: 116–119). These new 
modern theories nurtured European imperialism and supplied excuses for the 
atrocities Europe inflicted on the people of Asia and Africa (Baruch 1998: 119).

The chapter on modern anti-Semitism starts with the claim that ‘Anti-Semitism 
was directed not only against the Jewish religion … but against the Jewish race. 
Since a person cannot change his blood and race, he cannot cease being Jew even 
if he will convert his religion’ (Baruch 1998: 120). On this basis anti-Semitism 
is analyzed as a modern phenomenon, based on racist theories, and applicable 
to the various elements of modern Europe. The manifestations of anti-Semitism 
were drivers: hostile propaganda against the Jews, anti-Semitic political parties, 
government policy that considered the Jews as scapegoats, anti-Semitic literature 
such as the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, anti-Semitic trials such as the Dreyfus 
affair, and renewed pogroms and massacres against the Jews in the late nineteenth 
century, primarily in Russia (Baruch 1998: 121–127).

It seems that Jews had no future in Europe as a modern, autonomous as well 
as integrated collective entity. As a result a whole chapter is devoted to the various 
options aimed at solving the Jewish problem: (1) full assimilation that would result 
in the elimination of Jews from history; (2) an ultra-orthodox religious option, 
which would keep the Jews separate from the modern world; (3) immigration to 
the New World, which would end the European phase of Jewish history; (4) a 
revolutionary option which would supposedly end discrimination against Jews 
as part of a universal solution against any discrimination, injustice and racism 
(Baruch 1998: 128–133). The Jewish national option emerged thus as another 
option, designed to keep Jewish people as a significant collective in the modern 
world at the expense of leaving Europe and striving to build a separate sovereign 
Jewish society somewhere else. The rest of the chapters explore this option known 
as Zionism, thus making it an integral and inevitable remedy for the Jewish 
question and the Jewish problem of modern Europe. To the best of my knowledge, 
such an emphasis on the Zionist solution is directed to justifying the right of 
existence of the state of Israel as a modern national Jewish state.

Within the context of the twentieth century, Europe appears as a troublesome 
region. It suffers from weak democracies during the 1920s and 1930s, facing 
ominous totalitarian alternatives such as Communism, Fascism and ultimately, 
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Nazism. It reaches a point of physical, political and moral destruction with the 
Second World War. The most terrible event of mankind – the Jewish Holocaust 
– occurred on European soil. The people of Europe participated in this event as 
perpetrators, collaborators and bystanders, and thus reach the abyss of moral 
nihilism.

The Jewish Holocaust is analyzed in the textbook both as an extreme outcome 
of the modern anti-Semitism that characterized so many segments of European 
society, and as a phenomenon that transcended even the most radical manifestation 
of modern anti-Semitism. It has the components of an historical event but also as 
an existential crisis of humanity that transcended specific historical circumstances. 
Thus the chapter on the Holocaust ends with the paragraph that exemplified this 
duality toward the event:

The holocaust of the Jewish people is a unique event in the history of mankind. 
Genocides occurred already in human history; however, they were never 
carried out in such a systematic and pre-planned method and in such a large 
scope as in the case of the scientific murder of the Jewish people. The Nazi 
ideology that marked the Jewish people as an object for annihilation emerged 
in the midst of European culture and employed science and technology to 
increase its efficiency. We need to learn and to remember what human beings 
are able to commit to other human beings, in order to be cautious and to warn 
against any phenomenon of hatred and racism between human beings.

(Naveh 1999: 19) 

Yet, with regard to Jewish existence in modern times, the rest of the textbook 
draws particular nationalist conclusions, rather than universal humanist 
conclusions from the Holocaust. The main point is that the state of Israel appeared 
as the ultimate answer to the Holocaust. Its creation and existence became the 
focal point of Jewish life, and manifested the inherent truth of Zionism as the most 
viable and enduring solution of Jewish existence (Naveh 1999: 149).

An Analysis of the High School Curriculum and Textbook Samples

The high school history curriculum derives from the final exams’ requirement, 
which completely determines the level and scope of the studies. Mandatory history 
exams are divided into two sections; each exam takes place following a whole year 
of study. Those students who wish to take history as their major for the state exams 
will study selective topics for another year. Less than five percent of Israeli students 
take history as their major. The overwhelmed majority of the students (95 percent) 
study history in high school for two years (either 10th and 11th grade or 11th 
and 12th grade), thereby fulfilling the mandatory exam requirements. The small 
percentage of students that select history as their major indicates the unpopularity 
of the discipline. The exam is perceived by most youngsters as tedious, boring, 
superficial, unchallenging, and without any demand for creativity, originality or 
critical thinking. It is viewed by most students as detached from their experience, 
irrelevant to their life, something that they need to pass and forget the day after.
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The following analysis will focus solely on the two mandatory sections that 
comprise the learning material of history for the majority of high school graduates. 
It is worth mentioning that for many of the students the real study of history are 
those topics of the exam, and for many of them it is the first (and probably the last) 
time that they engage in the study of history.

More than 75 percent of the curriculum deals with the first half of the 
twentieth century. Europe overall appears in this era as a place of imperialism 
and colonialism, weak democracies and totalitarian alternatives, the birthplace 
of two terrible wars that almost destroyed Western civilization. In this period 
Jews experienced troubled relations with Europe, were willing to integrate but 
encountered discrimination and anti-Semitism. Since the emphasis is on Zionist 
history and on the national Zionist community in Palestine, the national solution 
outside the European diaspora appears as the only solution for the Jews. The 
Nazi period, World War Two and the Holocaust is the largest topic both in scope 
and intensity; thus it substantiates the Zionist position that the fate of the Jew in 
Europe will lead to ultimate destruction.

Hence, Europe appears in the curriculum as a tragic ‘modern Egypt’. It is the 
place where the vast majority of the Jewish people existed, cultivating their unique 
life as individuals and collectives, but ultimately had to leave in order to survive. 
The European phase of Jewish history ended either with the final solution of 
persecution and destruction in the Holocaust, or with the national solution of 
revival and independence in the Jewish state of Israel. When this ‘double exodus’ 
ended, the last 25 percent of the curriculum unties the bond between Europe 
and the Jews. Europe almost totally disappears from the curriculum except in 
the context of the Cold War. Jewish history turns into the history of Israel in 
connection to the Middle East, the ongoing wars against the Arab world, and the 
immigration of Jews from Arab countries to Israel.

The Arab world and Islam appear in the curriculum in various places, all of 
them connected to Jewish history. In the first part, a whole chapter with mandatory 
and comprehensive questions is devoted to Islamic countries and their Jewish 
population. Yet these countries appear as passive settings for the following active 
historical phenomena, such as the colonial policy and European control in North 
Africa and the Middle East; major changes of Jewish life in the Islamic countries; 
Zionist activities among Jews living in the Arab world; and changing attitudes of 
colonial and Moslem society towards the Jews in the 1930s.

In the section on building the Jewish national homeland in Palestine, the 
objectification of the Arab population is extremely apparent. Arabs appear as 
opponents to Zionism and to the British mandate, as perpetrators of the riots of 
1921, 1929 and the 1936–39 Arab revolt. The curriculum focuses on the various 
attitudes of the Zionist movement and the Zionist community in Palestine toward 
the Arabic problem and the Arab inhabitants of the area.

In the second part of the curriculum, Arabs and Islam re-appear within the 
chapters that discuss the Jews in western, central, and southern Europe and north 
Africa during the Holocaust. It seems strange that students have a choice to focus 
on one European country, one north African country, and have a mandatory topic 
on the Jews of Tunisia under direct Nazi control. In my opinion this is a ‘politically 
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correct’ gesture of the curriculum committee to Israeli Jews from oriental 
backgrounds, who claim to be under-represented in the state history curriculum.

The Arabs return to the curriculum in the chapter on the war of independence 
and the creation of the state of Israel. Obviously they are the ultimate enemy in 
various stages of the war. At the end of the war, the curriculum mentions the 
cease-fire and the formation of the Palestinian refugee problem. (This is the first 
time that the curriculum defines the Arabs as Palestinians.)

The last section of the curriculum discusses primarily the Middle East and the 
Arab world. As a subject of analysis, the Arab world appears within the discussion 
of trends of unification and separation among the Arab states, in relation to the 
Cold War, and the focus is on Egypt under Nasser, and on another Arab country 
chosen out of Syria, Lebanon and Jordan. In most cases the Arabs appear within 
the context of Israel’s defense policy and the three wars that Israel fought against 
the Arab states: the Sinai Operation (1956), the Six Day War (1967), and the Yom 
Kippur War (1973). At the end of the section the focus is on Jewish immigrants 
from Islamic backgrounds, their difficult absorption, and their resistance towards 
being treated as second rate citizens by the veteran Ashkenazi Israelis.

High School Textbooks

The textbooks’ first chapters of world history are actually European history. They 
cover topics such as the industrial revolution, liberalism, socialism, women’s 
status, bourgeois culture, nationalism, and imperialism. The following chapters 
deal with the Jewish situation in the world, stressing demography, the challenge 
of emancipation and Jewish attempts to integrate as well as to keep their 
distinctiveness. Large segments of the discussion in these chapters are devoted 
to modern anti-Semitism in western and central Europe, and to Jewish hatred in 
Czarist Russia. The discussion ends with the assertion that ‘at the discussed period 
Anti-Semite attitudes were central to a significant part of the population. But the 
actual outcome of these positions was hardly seen. Legal emancipation persisted 
… anti-Semitic movement remained peripheral, anti-Semitic ideas could not 
undermine the Jewish achievements’ (Naveh 1999: 100).

In the Islamic world the Jews adopted either a traditional–national uniqueness, 
or a western orientation. According to the textbook this world tolerated Jewish 
existence but was never considered by the Jews as a place for assimilation. ‘The 
Zionist movement remained small … and the Zionist idea appeared within a 
traditional framework … It seems that the national and secular nature of Zionism 
was incomprehensible till the eve of the First World War’ (Naveh 1999: 113).

Following the Holocaust, the textbook emphasizes the international legitimacy 
of establishing a Jewish state, especially for the dislocated survivors from the 
European death camps. ‘More than any other element the holocaust survivor 
put the issue of the land of Israel on the international agenda’ (Inbar 2000: 11). 
Moreover, the textbooks show that anti-Semitism remained in Europe even after 
the Holocaust and found its violent manifestation in pogroms in Poland and other 
places in eastern Europe. It convinced many leaders that the national solution 
was inevitable. Those who opposed the creation of the Jewish state like the British 
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Mandate authorities who refused to let Jewish immigrants enter the country, or 
Arab countries and Palestinian leaders who resisted the very idea of establishing 
a Jewish state in the Middle East, obviously appear as instruments of evil that 
resisted historical inevitability and historical justice.

The UN resolution that endorsed the establishment of the state of Israel appears 
in the textbook as the culmination of a historical process and the ultimate success 
of the Zionist movement. This diplomatic success ‘was based to a large extent on 
American support, the impact of the holocaust and the malfunction of the Arabs’ 
(Inbar 2000: 114). But there is realization that the resolution was able to occur 
due to military operation against the Arab resistance. One of the textbooks that 
discuss the Jewish victory over the Palestinians argues that ‘the adoption of an 
offensive initiative saved the Jewish community from defeat to the Arab of the 
land of Israel’ (Inbar 2000: 122). The victory in the war of independence resulted 
from ‘the weakness of the Arab armies – lacking general command and strategic 
co-ordination – and the improvisation skills, war spirit and right strategy of the 
Israeli army during the war’ (Inbar 2000: 140).

Arab–Israeli relations during the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s are marked by the 
textbooks as continuous struggles between peace-seeking Israel and the Arab 
refusal to accept the very existence of the Jewish state. Every new Israeli victory 
implicitly proves the virtue of the Israeli position and its superiority over the 
Arab world. Thus the Israeli operation on 1956 is described as an inevitable step, 
necessary to stop Arab terrorist attacks. ‘Israel’s acts of retaliation did not stop 
the terror. Only by a large and impressive military operation did Israel succeeded 
in stopping the Arab terror’ (Inbar 2000: 246). In a similar way, the 1967 war is 
described as ‘the most successful war from a military aspect, the most problematic 
war from an international-political aspect, and most significant turning point in 
the history of the state of Israel’ (Inbar 2000: 261).

A Content Analysis of the Curriculum Illustrations

The curriculum was produced as a booklet illustrated with thirteen pictures 
alongside the verbal information. Among them five pictures depict a European 
setting. Three of them depict distinct European events: the inauguration of the 
first train station in Germany in 1835 – representing progress and modernity 
(Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 9); a French cartoon showing the cynical 
partition of Europe by reactionary kings in the Congress of Vienna – representing 
decadence and corruption (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 12); and leaders of 
the Bolshevik Revolution, Lenin, Stalin and Kalinin, next to a poster that ridicules 
the Revolution’s enemies – representing failing hopes and the fading utopian 
European illusion (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 31).

The other two pictures depict the tragic and even catastrophic ties between 
Europe and the Jews. One picture portrays the humiliation of a German couple of 
mixed marriage (Jewish man and gentile woman) in Nazi Germany because they 
transgress the Nierenberg racial laws (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 34). 
The other picture shows the deportation of the Jews from the Krakow ghetto to an 
extermination camp in 1943 (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 68).



 

220  Eyal Naveh 

The final message that emerges form these pictures is that Europe is an origin of 
civilization and progress, albeit distorted and corrupted, which produced utopian 
illusions that turned into tragedies and the Jews bear the ultimate prize of the 
tragedy in the Holocaust.

The pictures on Zionism reinforce this message. One picture is a Zionist 
membership ticket of the second Zionist congress in 1898. It contrasts a weeping, 
bent traditional Jew of Europe with a proud, upright Jewish farmer tilling the soil 
in the land of Israel (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 15). Another picture is of 
the Zionist founder and visionary Theodore Herzle (Israel, Ministry for Education 
2006: 18).

Four pictures portray the relationship between Jewish history and the Arab 
world. One depicts a miniature of the Cairo synagogue where precious archives of 
sacred Jewish books and ritual articles (the Genizah) were found in 1896 (Israel, 
Ministry for Education 2006: 26). The second picture shows a parade of Jewish 
school children in Tripoli (Libya) in support of the Zionist organization of the 
Jewish National Fund (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 64). The third picture 
depicts Prime Minister Golda Meier and defense minister Moshe Dayan meeting 
with Israeli reserve soldiers in the Golan Heights at the end the Yom Kippur War 
in 1973 (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 44). The last picture focuses on the 
peace ceremony between Israel and Jordan, showing King Hussein, Prime Minister 
Rabin and President Clinton (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006: 48).

According to the pictures, the Arab Islamic world represents a place where 
Jewish religion and tradition prevailed in a concealed form; yet also where a proud 
Zionist youth movement emerged and flourished. The Arabs embody the defeated 
enemies of Israel that, nevertheless, slowly and gradually will make peace with the 
Jewish state.

The most significant ingredient that symbolizes visually the message of history 
education in Israel, and consequently its attitude toward Europe and the Islamic 
Arab world, reveals itself in the cover pages of the curriculum. The front cover 
page portrays a large photo from 1935 of children from a Zionist school in 
Jerusalem celebrating Tu-Bishvat – a Jewish planting festival where school and 
youth movements plant new trees in the land of Israel to make the desolate country 
bloom (Israel, Ministry for Education 2006). On the back cover page two pictures 
stand side by side: one showing a group of Jewish, orthodox-looking youngsters 
from the city of Fez in Morocco on their way to Jerusalem to take part in a young 
Zionist leaders’ course; the other depicting Holocaust survivors from Buchenwald 
concentration camp arriving to the shores of the newly born state of Israel (Israel, 
Ministry for Education 2006).

Hence, both Europe and the Arab world constituted places of exile where 
Jews were condemned either to traditional primitive lives (Arab countries) or 
physical annihilation (the European Holocaust). In order to enter history as active 
agents, they started a journey of exodus, leaving these places and reviving their 
new collective national existence in the land of Israel through active building and 
resettling of the country.
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Concluding Remarks

The content and object of the history curriculum in Israel is still within a very 
noticeable national paradigm. The purpose is to construct both a humanistic and 
a national identity among the students, which hopefully will strengthen their 
ties with Zionism and the state of Israel as a Jewish national homeland and as a 
sovereign, unique state.

Yet enormous difference exists between the official goals of the curriculum, 
and the final outcome of the learning process. Due to the test-driven nature of the 
whole discipline, most teachers cannot adhere to the curriculum requirements of 
knowing the national historical heritage, reflecting on past human experience in 
relation to the present and future, developing a mature and multi-dimensional 
approach to historical events and encouraging critical thinking. At the end, the 
evaluation of the curriculum is measured according to student achievements by 
the average final exam grade. These measure-oriented requirements leave no time 
for in-depth analysis and reflection on the historical dilemma. Consequently, it 
stifles the purpose of developing an open-minded graduate, secure enough to 
cope with the challenges and complexities of their future world. The time pressure 
for comprehensive study of ‘all’ the exams’ requirements produces a race to cover 
the material. Official pressure to focus on more ‘practical’ disciplines (such as 
mathematics or English) further obstructs the status of history education as well 
as other humanistic disciplines.

In middle schools only a few students learn the material until its end, and most 
of the modern period remains absent, because school reaches its culmination, and 
school officials claim that the material will be studied again in high school. Yet, 
this syndrome repeats itself in high school; there is a lack of time to cover the 
material, mediocrity among the teaching stuff and the irrelevance of the textbooks 
to examination requirements that focus on facts, memorizing, and repetition.

Reluctantly, but with no other choice, the Ministry of Education publishes three 
months before the final exams in history, a list of focused study topics relevant to 
the exams. Consequently, a whole industry of focused topics of study (booklets, 
DVDs, internet sites) replaces the official curriculum and the approved textbooks 
as the major study devices used to succeed in the test and to improve the average 
grade. Many teachers thus direct their teaching methods accordingly, bypass the 
textbooks altogether, ignore the goal of the curriculum and base their instruction 
on test-driven practical devices. The outcome is that most graduates of the national 
school system in Israel pass the examinations in history quite well but hardly know 
any history, hate the discipline and view it as boring and redundant.

Under such circumstances the national paradigm of history may lose some 
relevant meaning in the future. To a post-national, global younger generation, 
a more universal or integrated paradigm may well be developed in method and 
content. Such a potential paradigm may view other parts of the world population 
as potential partners to the Israeli identity, and not only as representing the 
significant other. However, the current hostile conflict between the state of Israel 
and the Arab Islamic world, as well as the ambiguous and tepid relationship 
between Israel and Europe, certainly obstruct such a development. These political 
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circumstances reinforce the official national paradigm of history learning despite 
its anachronistic features and its lack of appeal to many young Israelis graduating 
from the current system of education.
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We are fast approaching the tenth anniversary of the terrorist attacks on New 
York City and Washington, DC that occurred on September 11, 2001. While the 
long-term effects of those attacks are still unclear, there can be no doubt that 
they continue to influence the political ethos, decisions, and controversies in the 
United States and other nations. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have not ended, 
the Patriot Act is still in effect, and security at airports remains heightened. There 
are a plethora of 9/11-related court cases still being argued, and in Congress and 
the executive branch, there is sharp debate about what post-9/11 policies should 
be maintained and which should be changed.

But much has changed in the years since the attacks occurred. The United States 
has a new president, and a profound economic crisis has taken center stage in the 
minds of many citizens and political leaders. Recent opinion polls in the United 
States show that while terrorism is still considered a top issue for the government, 
the worsening economy and high unemployment rate are considered paramount. 
Specifically, in 2002, 83 percent of adults participating in a Pew poll said that 
‘defending the US against terrorism’ should be a top government priority and 71 
percent said ‘strengthening the economy’ should be in that category too. By 2009, 
85 percent placed the economy in the top priority category, and 76 percent gave 
that billing to terrorism. What is notable here is that concern about terrorism is 
still high – it has not fallen off the political radar screen. Even though there has 
not been a major terrorist attack in the United States since 2001, the impact of 9/11 
still reverberates throughout American society.

Because 9/11 was such a major event in US history, it would be reasonable to 
expect that it would quickly become part of official instantiations of American 
school curriculum, such as state and district adopted textbooks. And if the 
curriculum followed the political polls, this focus would have staying power. 
Did that occur? And more importantly, precisely what do textbooks say about 
terrorism, 9/11, and its effects? Given that these events are not very far in the past, 
it is quite possible that representations in textbooks published shortly after 2001 
have not stood the test of time as new details and evidence emerge and events 
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continue to unfold. Very little about 9/11 is ‘settled,’ especially policy questions 
about what should be done with respect to terrorism. Are textbooks presenting 
these controversies? Or are they following a more traditional pattern of treating 
the ‘past’ as settled business?

This chapter focuses on these questions by presenting findings from a study 
of how best-selling secondary social studies textbooks published in the United 
States in 2004/5 (the first to fully include 9/11 content) and their later editions 
published in 2009/10, deal with 9/11 and the war on terror. Examining the content 
of textbooks, and more precisely, how they change over time, is instructive for a 
variety of reasons, but chief among them is the well-documented way in which 
the school curriculum is an important site for contestation about which narratives 
should reign supreme in a society. This is not a new phenomenon in the United 
States, nor is it by any means unique to the United States. In fact, recent incidents 
in Japan, Russia, and China (e.g. Finn 2007; French 2004; Onishi 2007) seem to 
indicate that textbooks these days are structured even less by historians and the 
historical record and more by politics in the form of national history standards 
and the nationalistic narratives that appear in approved textbooks (Suh and Yurita 
2010; Zajda 2003).

In the United States, there is no one set of national history standards that drives 
textbook structure, but textbook publishers tend to weigh some states’ standards 
more heavily than others. States such as Florida, Texas, and California constitute 
the engine of the textbook market because of the vast number of textbooks that 
are purchased by schools in these states. This market power impacts the history 
that students in other states find represented in their textbooks (McKinley 2010a; 
2010b). In the current debate over the approval of new Texas Essential Knowledge 
and Skills (TEKS) standards by the Texas State Board of Education, approved 
textbooks will focus more on the specifics of the ‘conservative resurgence of 
the 1980s and 1990s, including Phyllis Schlafly, the Contract with America, the 
Heritage Foundation, the Moral Majority, and the National Rifle Association’ (TEA 
2010: 6) than the presidency of native Texan George W. Bush, the invasion of Iraq 
in 2003, or the status of those being held as enemy combatants at Guantanamo 
Bay, none of which are specifically identified in the standards. If approved, these 
standards will be in place for the next ten years. As most schools replace textbooks 
every six years at a minimum, students from across the country could be limited 
by this version of the past for quite some time.

It has always been difficult to write history as it is still evolving. In the case 
of the 9/11 attacks and subsequent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, it has been 
especially difficult, not only because of the intense controversy that surrounds 
these events, but also because of the ever-shifting national rhetoric around the war 
on terror. How do we teach students about issues and events that many people do 
not agree upon? How do we teach about or present the history of events that are so 
recent and so unresolved? And how are textbook companies to respond?
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9/11 and the War on Terror in Social Studies Texts

In the summer of 2005 we began to study exactly how textbook companies in 
the United States responded to the 9/11 attacks in their high school social studies 
textbooks published between 2004 and 2006 (Hess, Stoddard, and Murto 2008). 
We analyzed nine of the top-selling textbooks: three United States history texts; 
three world history texts; and three United States government and law texts 
(see Table 15.1). In particular we focused on how the attacks of 9/11 and the US 
response to these attacks were presented in the books, in terms of both the content 
and the rhetoric, and we examined the nature of the intellectual work students 
were asked to do with this content. We were particularly interested in whether or 
not anything controversial was raised in the text regarding either the attacks or the 
US response, and we examined whether or not the textbooks structured any tasks 
that would engage students in deliberation or analysis.

This chapter first highlights our findings from the initial study and then 
explores how textbooks’ representations of these events have evolved over the 
past six years, especially in response to ongoing events in the war on terror (e.g., 
Guantanamo, Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Patriot Act). This new analysis focuses 
in particular on how the latest editions of social studies texts with 2009–2010 
publication dates present the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent war on terror and 
how these representations reflect shifting national rhetoric and policies. Our 

Table 15.1	 Selected textbooks

2005 study Publisher 2010 study
American history
American Odyssey (2004) Glencoe /

McGraw Hill
America: Pathways to the 
Present (2005)

Pearson /
Prentice Hall

The Americans (2005) Houghton Mifflin /
McDougall Littell

The Americans (2010)

World history
World History: Connections 
to Today (2005)

Pearson /
Prentice Hall

World History: Patterns of 
Interaction (2005)

Houghton Mifflin /
McDougall Littell

World History (2005) Glencoe /
McGraw Hill

World History (2010)

US Government/Law
U.S. Government: 
Democracy in Action (2006)

Glencoe /
McGraw Hill

MacGruder’s American 
Government (2005)

Pearson /
Prentice Hall

MacGruder’s American 
Government (2009)

Street Law: A Practical 
Course in Law (2005)

Glencoe /
McGraw Hill
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analysis includes a side-by-side comparison of the changes made to new editions 
of three textbooks that we analyzed in the original study, with one book selected 
from the high school US history category, one from the world history category, 
and one from the government category.

Five major themes emerged during our initial analysis of high school social 
studies textbooks drawn from both the representation and description of the 
9/11 attacks and the war on terror, and from how the textbooks asked students to 
engage intellectually with this content in any included tasks (Hess, Stoddard and 
Murto 2008).

Lack of Detail

Overall, the 2005 textbooks provide very little factual detail of the 9/11 attacks. 
Five of the nine books do not even identify who the attackers were, and one 
provides simply a generic ‘terrorists opposed to US policies.’ This seems odd, given 
the frequency and prominence of the events in the texts. More than half of the 
texts do not specifically explain what happened on 9/11, who was involved, or 
why it happened. This is especially true in the government and law texts, which 
contain virtually no description of the events despite including them frequently 
as examples.

9/11 as an Unprecedented Attack

Even though they lack detailed descriptions of what happened, what was clear in 
the 2005 texts is that 9/11 was a significant and critical event, an ‘unprecedented 
attack,’ not only for the US but also for the world. We found that the textbooks 
included the events of 9/11 and the war on terror prominently in their texts, with 
US history texts often adding special sections on these topics and government 
texts using examples of the 9/11 attacks and, in particular, examples from issues 
that arose from the response to the attacks (e.g., the Patriot Act, Guantanamo Bay, 
civil liberties). The central message in these texts is also that the events of 9/11 
united the world against terrorists in spirit and, in the case of Afghanistan literally, 
as allies in the war on terror.

Nationalistic Rhetoric

The images and rhetoric used in texts, and in the US history texts in particular, 
emphasize heroism and tragedy related to 9/11 as well as depict the US as the 
victim of an unprecedented attack. The evidence used in structuring the largely 
nationalistic narratives in these texts is often limited in perspective. The person 
quoted most often was then President George W. Bush. Glencoe’s World History 
(2005) includes portions of his address to the nation after 9/11, in which he 
states, ‘Freedom and fear are at war. The advance of human freedom, the great 
achievement of our time and the great hope of every time, now depends on us 
…’ (2005: 968). Although four of the nine texts included the war in Iraq, only 
one text, The Americans (2005), identified the fallibility of the evidence used to 
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justify the invasion of that country by the US and its allies (e.g., weapons of mass 
destruction).

Conceptual Confusion

We found many disparities in how concepts such as terrorism are defined and 
utilized across the books, with different books providing different definitions and 
examples of other terrorist attacks that even contradicted the conceptual material. 
For example, several of the texts’ (American Odyssey, Democracy in Action, Glencoe 
World History) definitions of terrorism state that terrorist acts are those waged 
against civilian populations but then proceed to include the bombing of the US 
naval warship, the USS Cole, and the attacks on US Marine barracks in Beirut in 
the 1980s as examples of terrorist attacks.

Little or No Controversy

Finally, we found that despite the many controversial and debatable issues 
surrounding the 9/11 attacks and the war on terror, including the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, and domestic policies such as the Patriot Act, the textbooks 
present few as being at all controversial. Additionally, students are not asked to 
do much critical higher order thinking with this material, nor are they invited to 
engage with the material through open questions or deliberations. We found that 
the government and law textbooks, as a group, included more issues presented as 
open, meaning that the issues have multiple and competing legitimate answers 
or perspectives; however, most assessment items and tasks in the texts present 
issues as closed and engage students in lower order tasks such as defining terms 
contained in the textbook or questions for which students could copy answers 
directly from the text to sufficiently answer the question.

Rewriting the 9/11 Attacks and the War on Terror

In order to compare the representations of 9/11 and the war on terror with new 
editions of popular texts (those with publication dates of 2009 and 2010), we 
selected a subset of texts from the earlier sample that have produced new editions 
and conducted the same analysis.1 We scanned the index and narrative of each text 
for particular key words used in the first study (e.g., September 11th, Afghanistan, 
Osama bin Laden) and also looked directly in the same sections that we had coded 
for the first study. In all three of these new editions, the locations of the information 
related to 9/11 and the war on terror were relatively similar. The substance of and 
content within these sections, however, have evolved to present a very different 
history of the 9/11 attacks, their impact on the US and the world, and the response 
of the US domestically and in the war on terror. These comparisons and the major 
themes that emerged from the comparative analysis are presented below.



 

228  Jeremy Stoddard, Diana Hess and Catherine Mason Hammer

Still Little Description of What Happened

Despite many additions and updates in content related to the 9/11 attacks and the 
war on terror, there is still little description of the actual 9/11 attacks. In fact, The 
Americans (2010) removed descriptions of the specific groups who were victims of 
the attack (see Table 15.2).

Much of the description of the 9/11 attacks, the war on terror, and the war in 
Iraq is still relegated to special sections in the back of The Americans, and while the 
events are referenced throughout the government text, it is often with little detail 
or context.

World History did the greatest reorganization by moving a large section about 
the war on terror from its ‘Contemporary Western World’ chapter to its ‘Africa and 
the Middle East’ chapter. In this way, the center of the war on terror is physically 
removed from America and symbolically placed in the Middle East. It is also, 
however, the only text of the three that did add a small amount of detail about 
the 9/11 attacks (although the details are more clarifications than expansions). 
For example, the section now frames Osama bin Laden more prominently and 
as directly responsible for the attacks, changes the numbers killed in the attack to 
‘almost 3000’ from ‘thousands,’ and correctly identifies the location of the Pentagon 
as being in Arlington, Virginia rather than Washington, DC (2010: 945). Although 
a few details were added, the overall lack of detail is striking and problematic.
The context for the response to the attacks is not fundamentally set for students 
to make connections between the events because there is not enough detail or 
because of where the sections are placed within the book.

No More Heroes

One striking change is the shift in rhetoric; the tone of the textbooks in the 2005 study 
generally frames the United States as grand victim, simultaneously emphasizing the 
heroism surrounding 9/11, while more recent textbook narratives around 9/11 have 

Table 15.2	 Comparison of descriptions of the 9/11 attacks in The Americans

The Americans (2005, p. 1100) The Americans (2010, p. 1100)
Explosions and raging fire severely 
weakened the twin towers. Within two 
hours after the attacks, both skyscrapers 
had crumbled to the ground. One wing 
of the Pentagon was extensively damaged. 
About 3,000 people were killed in the 
attacks. They included all the passengers 
on the four planes, workers and visitors 
in the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon, and about 300 firefighters and 
40 police officers who rushed into the 
twin towers to rescue people. The attacks 
of September 11 were the most destructive 
acts of terrorism in modern history.

Explosions and raging fire severely 
weakened the twin towers. Within two 
hours after the attacks, both skyscrapers 
had crumbled to the ground. One wing 
of the Pentagon was extensively damaged. 
About 3,000 people were killed in the 
attacks—the most destructive acts of 
terrorism in modern history.
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struck the bland tone that marks many traditional textbooks. In The Americans 
(2010), references to Father Mychal Judge, the New York City Fire Department 
chaplain who was killed during the attack, were removed, as was reference to 
specific groups who helped on the scene such as the ironworkers who helped with 
the recovery (2005: 1101). The revised edition also removed much of the emotional 
rhetoric that immediately followed the attacks. For example, a sentence in the 2005 
textbook reads, ‘People felt that everything had changed—life would never be the 
same. Before the attacks, many Americans felt secure that terrorism happened only 
in other countries’ (2005: 1102). The removal of this sentence is significant in that it 
indexes a shift in the way that national shock was described.

In addition to the narrative rhetoric, 9/11-related images were also less 
prominent in the new additions. For example in MacGruder’s, the image of the 
giant US flag and flag-waving crowd at a 2001 football game that was used as the 
cover image for the ‘Foreign Policy and National Defense’ chapter (2005: 466) 
was replaced by an image of former President Ronald Reagan and former Prime 
Minister of the United Kingdom Margaret Thatcher walking past a military honor 
guard (2009: 480–481). Several other 9/11-related photos were also removed, 
thereby reducing the iconic nature of 9/11 that existed in the earlier text. Similarly, 
a preview section in the final chapter entitled ‘A Time for Heroes,’ in the 2005 World 
History that included a picture of firefighters and rescue workers in rubble along 
with personal stories of heroics (2005: 968) and a picture of a New York fireman 
(2005: 890) located in another chapter were removed from the new edition.

Justification for War and the WMDs?

At the time of the original analysis, only one of the texts in the study, The Americans 
(2005), asserted that weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) had not been found in 
Iraq, stating ‘by mid-2003, chemical or biological weaponry had not been found’ in 
Iraq, despite the fact that ‘Much of the case for going to war against Iraq was based 
on the belief that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction’ (2005: 1105). 
The texts in the first study not only avoid any criticism of the war in Iraq, as it was 
in its infancy, but they also fail to recognize the various groups who were opposed 
to the war or who questioned the justification provided for it. These new editions 
go much further in raising criticisms of the actions of the Bush administration, 
including the administration’s justifications for and execution of the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, as well as domestic policies.

The updated 2010 edition of The Americans describes the fallout that resulted 
from a lack of WMDs in Iraq, recognizes the discontent over the war and those 
who were against it, and includes the collusion of the British as well by referencing 
the ‘Downing Street memo.’

In May 2005, a top secret memo known as the Downing Street memo became 
public. It suggested that the Bush administration had planned to invade Iraq 
as early as July 2002 … In June, as U.S. casualties continued to rise, a majority 
of polled Americans supported withdrawal from Iraq.

 (2010: 1105) 
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The updated edition of Glencoe World History (2010) also raises the issue of 
the missing WMDs, stating ‘No weapons of mass destruction were found’ (2010: 
766). However, the textbook also shortened the section describing how the war 
began, shifting the burden from the UN, which was prominently featured as the 
failed mediator with Saddam Hussein’s regime, to then President George W. Bush 
as a form of personal mission. Along with the reorganization of information on 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, new sub-headings are also used in both of these 
chapters and illustrate the more critical stance on the events: ‘Bush and 9/11’ 
(2010: 944) and ‘Post-9/11: The War on Iraq’ (2010: 1001).

Unlike the two history texts, MacGruder’s does not raise the issue of the 
missing WMDs, although it does acknowledge in a photo caption that ‘President 
George W. Bush plans preemptive combat operations against Iraq in reaction to 
reports of the stockpiling of weapons of mass destruction’ (2009: 415). However, 
no specific reason is given in the narrative of the text, unlike the earlier text that 
includes the threat of WMDs as justification for invading Iraq (see the side-by-side 
comparison of these paragraphs with the major changes in bold in Table 15.3). In 
the new edition, the justification of war based on WMDs in Iraq is removed, along 
with several other examples of historic congressional resolutions to send the US 
Military to fight without officially declaring war that were previously in the same 
section, including the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001.

The invasion of Iraq is again referred to later in MacGruder’s, but the reason 
given is solely democracy building, not as a response to a threat of weapons of 
mass destruction or terrorism: ‘In 2003, the United States led an invasion that 
toppled Saddam Hussein’s brutal dictatorship in Iraq. The United States … is 
committed to building a democracy amid the strife and sectarian violence there’ 

Table 15.3	 Comparison of the descriptions of reasons for invading Iraq in MacGruder’s

MacGruder’s (2005, p. 402) MacGruder’s (2009, p. 416)
In 2002, Congress agreed that President 
Bush should take whatever measures 
were “necessary and appropriate” to 
eliminate the threat posed by Saddam 
Hussein and his Iraqi dictatorship. It was 
widely believed that that regime had 
amassed huge stores of chemical and 
biological weapons and was seeking to 
become a nuclear power – all in direct 
violation of the Gulf War’s cease-fire 
agreement. In March 2003 a new (but 
smaller) international coalition, led by 
the United States, launched Operation 
Iraqi Freedom – a well-executed military 
campaign that ousted Saddam Hussein 
and his government from power. Some 
140,000 American troops remain in 
Iraq today, engaged in the difficult and 
often dangerous tasks of stabilizing and 
rebuilding that country.

Most recently, in 2002, Congress agreed 
that President George W. Bush should 
take whatever measures were “necessary 
and appropriate” to eliminate the threat 
posed by Saddam Hussein and his 
Iraqi dictatorship. In March 2003, an 
international coalition, led by the United 
States, launched Operation Iraqi Freedom 
– a military campaign that ousted Saddam 
Hussein and his government from power. 
Some 140,000 American troops remain 
in Iraq today, engaged in the difficult and 
often dangerous tasks of stabilizing and 
rebuilding that country. President Obama 
has declared that “our combat mission 
in Iraq will end by August 31, 2010” and 
that “all U.S. troops [will leave] Iraq by 
the end of 2011”.
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(2009: 664). Here again there is a decided focus on the current events in Iraq rather 
than the history of the events, thereby reflecting current hopes and realities – not 
the historical record.

More Controversy and Perspectives

Although some controversial aspects of the war on terror were removed in the 
revisions, such as the WMD justification in MacGruder’s, the texts overall raise 
more issues about domestic and foreign policies and the response to the 9/11 
attacks and part of the war on terror. The rhetoric in the texts also shifts from 
one of nationalism and heroism to a more traditional textbook tone, albeit with 
a somewhat critical perspective on the war in Iraq and the Bush administration 
domestic policies in particular.

At the beginning of several chapters, MacGruder’s (2009) adds a number of 
point–counterpoint quotes from differing perspectives that raise important 
issues explored in the corresponding chapters. For example, at the beginning of 
its section on ‘Expanding Presidential Powers’ a sub-heading of ‘Perspectives’ is 
followed by a description of the issue of the warrant-less wiretap program by the 
NSA (National Security Agency) that was directed by President Bush. It states that 
‘acting in secret’ President Bush directed the NSA to ‘monitor communications 
between people in the United States and suspected terrorists. Under current law, 
the NSA must obtain a warrant from a federal court in order to conduct spying 
activities within the United States. The President defended his actions as necessary 
to protect the American people from harm’ (2009: 404). This description is then 
followed by quotes on the program from pro–con perspectives of then Attorney 
General Alberto Gonzales and Federal District Court Judge Anna Diggs Taylor, 
respectively. Although it is not completely clear that students would have enough 
information in the text to fully deliberate the issue, students are asked in the 
assessment tasks at the bottom of the page to identify the nature of the issue and 
the perspectives on that issue. Students are also asked, ‘Which of the positions do 
you think most appropriate? Why?’ MacGruder’s (2009) also adds student tasks 
into the text that require them to examine multiple documents and perspectives in 
order to analyze and evaluate the issue.

Both The Americans and World History also raise controversial elements of the 
Iraq war in their updated editions, especially the justification for it described above, 
as well as historic connections to the conflict. World History includes a section on 
unrest in the Middle East in the 20th and 21st centuries and the connections to the 
West. It also includes tasks that ask students to weigh evidence and answer higher 
order and critical evaluation questions such as ‘How is the unrest in the Middle 
East connected to terrorist attacks against the United States?’ (2010: 1002). These 
new versions do not directly add much detail about the 9/11 attacks, but they do 
provide much more context and detail about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and 
the connections to US domestic and foreign policies presented in response to the 
9/11 attacks.

To summarize, what the newer versions of the three textbooks include about 
terrorism, 9/11, and its aftermath are notably different than what was in their 
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previous editions. Of course, some changes should be expected in newer editions 
of textbooks (in fact, they are demanded by US copyright laws), but it would have 
been possible to write the narrative differently without demonstrably changing 
the tone and central message. This was not the case. The newer textbooks are 
less nationalistic, do not focus attention on instances of heroism, broaden the 
perspectives of how the topics are portrayed, and include controversial issues 
related to how to respond to terrorism.

Discussion and Implications

Virtually all of the changes identified above strike us as laudable in comparison 
to what was in the earlier texts. In fact, in our previous writings about the earlier 
texts, we offered strong critiques of the narratives in many of the texts because 
they were blatantly nationalistic, factually misleading or outright wrong, avoided 
authentic political controversies, and were generally banal (Hess, Stoddard and 
Murto 2008; Hess 2009; Hess and Stoddard 2007). It is certainly not the case that 
all of the problems we noted with the older editions of the textbooks have been 
corrected, and it is also important to recognize that the analysis we have just 
presented of the new editions is based on three books, while the earlier analysis 
was based on nine. It may be that if newer editions of the other six books that 
are available were analyzed we would learn that the changes in these three do 
not mark a trend.

It is also important to point out that there are some parts of the new books 
that should have been changed and were not – creating even more opportunities 
for misunderstanding for students than with the earlier editions. In particular, 
given that the young people reading these new editions will have been too young 
to remember 9/11 well (if at all), the lack of detail about what happened on 
9/11 that we first noted in the earlier textbooks is arguably a more significant 
problem now than in the past. We frequently hear from teachers that 9/11 is 
really ‘ancient history’ to the high schools students who will be reading these 
textbooks. They remind us that their students were likely in preschool when 
it occurred. Consequently, as one teacher recently remarked, ‘teaching about 
9/11 is not all that different than teaching about Pearl Harbor.’ This illustrates 
that as an event recedes in the past, it becomes more important for textbooks 
to include specific information about relatively basic (although, by no means, 
simple) questions, such as what happened, to whom, for what reasons, and with 
what effects.

There are a number of possible explanations for why the 9/11 content in the 
textbooks is lacking in detail. One is that the authors are just not paying attention 
to the reality that their readers were so young when 9/11 occurred. Another is that 
providing detail about an attack on the US would convey a sense of the nation’s 
vulnerability to the readers. Yet another is that textbooks are simply limited in 
the space they are allotted and therefore have to make decisions about what is 
more significant. Regardless of the actual explanation, the effect is extremely 
problematic.
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While journalists are often deemed the writers of the ‘first draft’ of history, 
we think what is written about recently occurring events in textbooks falls into 
this same category. Because competition in the US textbook market is fierce and 
for school districts, hugely expensive, one way publishers advertise their history 
books is to emphasize how ‘up to date’ they are – after all, such books will not 
have to be so readily replaced if they stretch the meaning of ‘history’ to include 
contemporary events. Moreover, even though evidence suggests that most history 
teachers rarely get to the 1960s, much less to 2001, there are some teachers who 
really do try to reach contemporary events in survey history classes. Texts with such 
events will appeal to them and their students. This inclusion of important recent 
historic events such as the 9/11 attacks will also surely expand as they are included 
in updated state social studies standards and standardized tests. These factors 
combine to exert pressure on publishers to include narrative about events that 
are as up to date as possible. Of course, this is even more important for textbooks 
that are used in government or civics courses, where the expectation to deal with 
contemporary events is fairly standard. On its face, including contemporary events 
in textbooks seems like a good idea, but the findings from this study raise concerns 
about whether the costs of such an approach outweigh the benefits.

The problem, of course, is that ‘first draft history’ is often incomplete, and 
sometimes proves to be outright false. This is true for what is produced by 
journalists, but even more likely to be the case for the kind of ‘first draft history’ that 
appears in textbooks. Journalists are clearly also pressured by market forces, which 
explains why there was such a distinct difference between how the mainstream 
media in the United States covered 9/11 and its aftermath compared with media 
in many other nations. But the pressure on journalists pales in comparison to 
those facing textbook companies, which may be simultaneously being pushed 
in different directions by various stakeholders including company shareholders, 
special interest groups, state departments of education, and political think-tanks 
(Cornbleth and Waugh 1995). This pressure from multiple and competing interest 
groups, along with the fact that American society in general could not agree on 
what happened and why, explains why the narrative of 9/11 in textbooks was so 
bereft of the controversies that were actually on the public’s platter within just a 
few years after 2001. This absence could simply be a matter of curriculum lag, the 
oft-noted tendency of ‘official’ school curriculum to be ‘behind’ representations 
that occur in other places (such as in the academy). It may just take curriculum a 
bit of time to catch up – especially textbooks that are only revised every five years 
or so (Issitt 2004).

But, of course, the ability for textbooks to ‘catch up’ assumes there is only 
one true narrative to chase. This is a very different representation of history 
than presenting it as contested terrain. Others have documented that one of the 
problems with many history textbooks is that they are literally ‘ahistorical’ in their 
portrayal of what constitutes history (Paxton 1999). Historians know that the field 
is ripe with debate, the questions that appear settled can become unsettled as new 
evidence emerges, or as the sensibilities of contemporary times warrant different 
interpretations than were done in the past. But in most history textbooks history 
is presented as ‘what happened.’ Teachers generally support this view of a textbook 



 

234  Jeremy Stoddard, Diana Hess and Catherine Mason Hammer

as an objective account through the ways they are used in classrooms (Stoddard 
2010). This is problematic generally, but especially so for contemporary events 
when there is such potential for misinformation – after all, if you are presenting a 
narrative as ‘true’ then it is dangerous if it turns out to be wrong. Given that concern, 
perhaps it is better to not include contemporary events in history textbooks. Or, 
when contemporary events are included, they could be presented as still evolving 
and open to interpretation instead of reflecting unwarranted or value-laden claims 
that reflect contemporary politics more than the emerging historical record.

Although some dismiss the importance of textbooks in shaping students’ 
knowledge of the past, in many schools districts and for many teachers, textbooks 
continue to be the coin of the curricular realm (Issitt 2004). Even though there is 
a wealth of curriculum materials available about terrorism, 9/11 and its aftermath 
(Hess and Stoddard 2007), it is likely that the role of textbooks as major curriculum 
resources and organizers will remain. Our findings here suggest, however, that 
perhaps history textbooks in particular should not attempt to include events still 
evolving or ongoing. Given the nature of the historical narratives in textbooks 
(authorless and static), the issues of writing first draft history are exacerbated as 
they do not allow for ongoing developments or new and differing interpretations. 
Perhaps textbook publishers should provide a window of time for historians to 
have a better sense of events before including them in texts. They could provide 
online materials that can be more easily updated – or teachers could rely more 
heavily on supplemental curriculums that are often available for free and are better 
able to adapt to new developments. This solution may also provide multiple and 
competing perspectives to be integrated into the curriculum from various sources 
instead of relying on the apolitical and seemingly neutral textbook accounts.

Conclusion

The challenge of writing about contemporary and ongoing events in textbooks, 
however, goes beyond even the issue of working with ever-changing information 
and circumstances. It is also apparent in these texts and the striking changes in 
rhetoric of how the events are presented in the five or six years between editions, 
that textbooks are heavily influenced by the dominant social and political views 
of the period in which they are written. This is not surprising. Textbooks both 
reflect the views of the time and cement them. This explains why there are often 
such heated battles about what should be in textbooks – there is a strong sense 
that their content matters, both symbolically and concretely. With respect to how 
textbook content about 9/11 and its aftermath has changed in the past five years, it 
is apparent that the dominant narrative has changed to reflect views in the world 
outside of school.

Of course, another solution to the problems with ‘first draft history’ that 
we have identified is for textbook authors to include more content about the 
controversies related to contemporary events. If the narrative focuses on different 
views about the issues embedded in contemporary events and less on describing 
what happened as if there were no controversies, then it is less likely that students 
will be misled. Moreover, such a focus could provide an excellent opportunity 
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for students to engage in the kind of analysis and evaluation of competing 
perspectives on contemporary issues that has long been advocated as a powerful 
form of democratic education. The changes in the second round of the history 
books illustrate vividly that one of the problems with the earlier editions was the 
absence of the recognition of issues or enough information about the issues for 
students to thoughtfully deliberate on them. However, this scenario is unlikely 
as textbooks still remain one of the most official forms of the curriculum and as 
such are prisoner to the often politicized and problematic nature of the history 
and social studies standards that guide their development (Van Hover, Hicks, 
Stoddard and Lisanti 2010). Until a solution to the textbook dilemma is found, 
the best suggestion may be for teachers to select their curriculum and content 
from a variety of sources, including the available textbooks, to expose students 
to multiple perspectives on the past and recent past and ask them to begin to 
interrogate and reflect upon the multiple versions that they encounter.

Note
	 1	 This study represents an initial exploration into how 9/11 and the war on terror 

have evolved in social studies textbooks. Therefore, we selected a sample from the 
available new editions that included one text from each content area (e.g., US history, 
government) that also represented each major publisher used in the initial study (e.g., 
Glencoe).
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When we initiated the proposal for this volume of essays, we were concerned that 
the growing emphasis on school achievement, and relatedly high stakes testing, 
was turning schools away from the worlds that surround them, preoccupying 
them with the machinations of student and teacher evaluation and competitive 
comparisons. Achievement and audit focus on emptied out measures of what 
curriculum does. Well described in Peter Taubman’s essay as the ‘audit culture’, this 
obsession with achievement and its politics and semiotics distracts communities 
from attention to school experiences of youth, and diminishes public education’s 
contribution to a student’s capacity to develop a full and productive life, 
participating in the culture and development of his or her community. The audit 
culture simultaneously turns away from yet strongly influences the task that is 
a distinctive function of curriculum: the deliberate shaping towards personhood 
of young people. Admittedly, young people are receiving messages about their 
society’s vision for them all the time; but it is the deliberate and explicit shaping 
of this project through the legislative and formal processes of curriculum that 
discriminates schooling’s contribution to personhood from the multiple messages 
provided from family, community, popular culture, economy, law, advertising, etc.

While we still maintain that the purpose of schooling should not be about 
schooling, but about participation in the world, many of the essays in this collection 
reveal the ambiguity of this aim. The identification of this object of interest and 
focus, this ‘world’ is itself hard to fix. Now the world is never still. Its horizons and 
compartments and categories are in constant flux. Only an ahistorical and myopic 
consciousness could be convinced that our time was the only moment to see itself 
surrounded by flux. So instead of claiming exceptionalism, let us entertain the 
possibility that part of what curriculum does is fix, even if for a brief time, the 
sense of what matters. And let us also acknowledge that this process of deciding 
what matters, what is important for the next generation to know, to be able to do, 
to sense about themselves and their possibilities, will always be hotly contested. 
What the essays in this collection show us is that the curricula of nations around 
the world are formed in the struggle to make these determinations. This effort 
to name and construct and cohere the world that matters does not take place on 
some idealized plane, but is constantly informed by and reacting to events. This 
world that emerges from curriculum is always in conversation with the world 
outside schooling, a world where oil rigs spring leaks, where the Hubble telescope 
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glimpses universe’s earliest galaxies, where family reunions across the two Koreas 
are permitted, where mass murder continues in Darfur.

And so the world that is named and fixed for the young, is first named and fixed 
by their parents and grandparents, and expresses their joy and confidence, or their 
anxiety and fear. Arranged and ordered, specified, and evaluated by government 
directives, and by education bureaucrats, curriculum may appear clear and 
consistent; nevertheless, as many of the essays in this volume attest, within its 
documents, syllabi and practices flourish the contradictions and tensions of our 
history, our institutions and our politics. One theme that is apparent in a number 
of essays in this volume is that, in curriculum visions and practices, economic, 
social and cultural vulnerabilities generate demands that often thwart each other, 
or mute one in order to address another.

The One-World Fantasy

Confronted by global economics, and instantaneous communication, some 
see opportunities to embrace world peace by diminishing the antagonisms 
among nations competing for resources, power and recognition. Whether unity 
is encouraged by economic opportunism, and mutual dependency as argued 
by Tom Friedman (2005) in The World is Flat or by awareness of mutual risk 
and interdependence (Beck 2008), or by the flow of information that crosses 
boundaries, oceans and continents (Carnoy and Castells 2002), it is proffered 
as a necessary counter to the plurality of national self-interests. Nevertheless, as 
nations work to forge these international connections, they also struggle to retain 
national identity; for just as they desire students to develop the skills that will 
permit them to participate in an economic culture that spans the globe, they 
also desire students to develop a sense of loyalty and membership in the national 
community. As we write, news reports of the economic crisis in Greece attribute 
it, in part, to its citizens’, from the very rich to the very poor, evasion of taxes: a 
way of life in which citizens repudiate responsibility for the common good. In his 
New York Times essay, ‘Is Italy Too Italian?’ (1 August 2010) David Segal describes 
the dilemma facing Italian manufacturers who want to retain the validity of the 
‘Made in Italy’ label, sacrificing economic growth to tradition and family identity. 
And so we find nations struggling to compose curricula that prepare students to 
compete in a neoliberal arena of competitive individualism, while, at the same 
time developing a commitment to each other and to the common good.

Jason Tan’s analysis of this struggle in Singapore portrays the tension between 
the country’s economic ambitions that encourage stratification and ethnic divisions 
and the country’s desire to create social cohesion and responsibility, identified in 
Singapore’s plan for National Education, which was officially launched in 1997. He 
cite’s Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong’s 1995 claim:

[g]iving them [students] academic knowledge alone is not enough to make 
them understand what makes or breaks Singapore … Japanese children are 
taught to cope with earthquakes, while Dutch youngsters learn about the 
vulnerability of their polders, or low-lying areas. In the same way, Singapore 
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children must be taught to live with a small land area, limited territorial sea 
and air space, the high cost of owning a car and dependence on imported 
water and oil. Otherwise, years of continuous growth may lull them into 
believing that the good life is their divine right … [students] must be taught 
survival skills and be imbued with the confidence that however formidable the 
challenges and competition, we have the will, skill and solutions to vanquish 
them.

(Straits Times 1995: 1) 

He cites too the former Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew’s comment:

thirty years of continuous growth and increasing stability and prosperity 
have produced a different generation in an English-educated middle class. 
They are very different from their parents. The present generation below 35 
has grown up used to high economic growth year after year, and take their 
security and success for granted. And because they believe all is well, they are 
less willing to make sacrifices for the benefit of the others in society. They are 
more concerned about their individual and family’s welfare and success, not 
their community or society’s well being.

 (Lee 1996: 30) 

The Struggle of Economic and Civic Interests

One problem, argued by Tan and also by Bathmaker, is that competitive 
individualism is implicitly encouraged, and empathy for difference discouraged, 
by the way work outcomes are being represented in the arrangements of schooling. 
Curriculum policy statements may proclaim the importance of citizenship and of 
developing values that bind the future community together, but from the priority 
that mechanisms of selection and differentiation receive, young people and their 
families grasp another message of what schooling is about. The story told about 
changes in the curriculum of schools in China by Miantao Sun and Jiang Yu is 
an interesting one here, showing a change in the priorities of the curriculum of 
China. At the beginning of the changes they trace, primacy is given to curriculum’s 
role in instilling a common set of beliefs among its young people, at the expense 
of the potential contribution of schooling to economic productivity. As China is 
‘opened up’ to the world, an interest in globally competitive economic productivity 
drives a more individualized directive to curriculum, to take up what is most 
powerful about contemporary science, and constructivist approaches to learning. 
What does this signal for the future? What kinds of developing personhood and 
relationships to each other will emerge in this large and prosperous economy?

Ursula Hoadley’s discussion of South African curriculum reforms after the 
collapse of apartheid provides another account of the difficulty of melding social 
and economic agendas. Here the initial prioritized emphasis was on the social 
good, on building, through schooling, a new inclusiveness in which students from 
different kinds of backgrounds were not streamed and demeaned and tracked 
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to different futures: a curricular celebration of the equality of all. But Hoadley’s 
argument is that curriculum is more than simply a set of agreed agendas about the 
story of the nation and its citizens. It is, too, a set of practices aimed to develop 
the abilities and knowledge and skills of young people over time, to establish the 
means by which they will be able to effectively participate and flourish as workers 
and as citizens. As she puts it, ‘While the political project of the new curriculum 
was very clear, its pedagogical shortcomings soon became evident’. Hoadley 
argues that because this curriculum project conflated curriculum with pedagogy 
it ignored the skills and powerful knowledge necessary to the economic strength 
of the country as it privileged open and inclusive pedagogies.

The aspirations of the initial South African curriculum project, dedicated to 
reforming human relations, addresses the role curriculum plays in building and 
rebuilding attachments and discriminations locally, nationally and internationally. 
This is clearly an important issue for nations and curriculum scholars today, as 
it has been from the beginnings of school systems. In the nineteenth century, 
as industry developed, the task was to move attachments beyond the family 
and to build nations and national allegiances. In this volume we see some of 
the complexity and diversity of this curriculum agenda in the early twenty-
first century. The complexity of how identities and allegiances are being framed 
in curriculum policies and practices today is also mirrored in the perspectives 
curriculum scholars bring to bear to understand and evaluate what is happening.

The Double Face of Nationalism: Us and Them

One familiar interest of curriculum scholars has been in how the processes of 
identity-building rely on the presence of the ‘other’: how curriculum inducts the 
younger generation into who is the ‘we’ and who is ‘other’; who is important and 
who is inferior; who are friends, who are sources of one’s cultural heritage, and 
who are alien. This theme has been one of the pre-occupations of sociological, 
feminist and critical race curriculum scholarship since the mid-twentieth 
century (Yates 2009; Young 2008). This production of identifications and national 
imaginaries is seen particularly in history and civics subjects, through selections 
of textbooks, and the incidents given attention in them, and through language 
policies and choices. Tariq Rahman tracks in detail the way camps of friends and 
enemies are being constructed in history, social studies and religious textbooks 
used in Pakistan. He argues that ‘because the “Other” is often defined in both 
nationalistic and religious terms, such image construction creates grounds for 
further Islamic radicalization among the youth’. Rahman describes the building of 
a sentiment directed against India, but also, in the case of the madrassa schools, an 
‘anti-West [perspective] at both the deep, theoretical level as well as the emotive 
level’. Writing about history textbooks used in Israel, Eyal Naveh argues that these 
construct a history in which both Europe and Islam appear as flawed ‘Others’. 
The textbooks are designed to ‘construct both a humanistic and national identity’ 
which ‘will strengthen their ties with Zionism and the state of Israel as a Jewish 
national homeland and sovereign unique state’. But both Rahman and Naveh also 
draw attention to the way in which such analyses of intentions for curriculum 
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via the selections made in approved textbooks is only part of the story. In the 
case of Pakistan, Rahman argues, ‘the madrassas will lose their appeal only if the 
state invests massively in welfare and education’: for the poor they offer a means 
of education not otherwise available. In the case of Israel, Naveh reminds us that 
‘an enormous difference exists between the official goals of the curriculum, the 
message of the approved textbooks, and the final outcome of the learning process’. 
He argues, as do Hoadley and Bathmaker in other parts of this volume, that the 
pressures of the school environment, the concerns and skills of teachers, and the 
very diversity of students and their families, makes the outcome of this formally 
approved curriculum story of the nation some distance from the intention.

Nevertheless, national concerns and fears and intentions which curriculum 
changes are intended to address are evident in many of the contributions to the 
volume. Anatoli Rapoport’s depiction of Russian reforms traces an initial move 
after the dissolution of the Soviet Union in the direction of opening up the sense 
of being part of a more extensive world; then, more recently, reasserting or 
attempting to rebuild a renewed patriotism. He points out that nation-building, 
drawn from history and ideology and mythology, is an endless and elusive project 
and then contrasts the liberal agenda with the more traditional curricular vision 
that has emerged to shape nationalism. The liberal agenda, developed in the 1990s 
was directed to instill ‘common human values’. It was a time of close cooperation 
with civic educators from Europe and the United States. The priorities of civic 
education then were to educate a democratic, knowledgeable citizen who would 
be concerned with the well-being of the country and the world and who would 
work to continue the democratic development of Russia. Stoddard, Hess and 
Hammer’s account of the response to 9/11 in social studies textbooks, reverse the 
direction of the militarism described in Rapoport’s piece. They show how initial 
accounts promoting the Bush administration’s interpretations and rationale for 
the Iraq invasion were modified in later iterations to include more information 
and broader, somewhat less partial analysis.

In part, the backdrop of these and other developments is the issue glossed 
as ‘globalization’, the movement of people and the forms of communication 
and inter-changed economy, that confront curriculum with the dilemma of 
how the story of the local is to be placed in a story of the global. As Kenway, 
Kraack and Hickey-Moody (2006) show in their study of masculinity in rural 
communities in Australia, the issue of recognizing the global in schooling is not 
just about what information is to be conveyed about those parts of the world that 
are separate and different from us. This distinction between distant and close 
diminishes as the connections and effects of technology and economic exchange 
and production, are being experienced by communities locally as part of their 
daily lives. Industrial employment opportunities move elsewhere, and tourism 
and service industries replace them. The boundaries that formerly enclosed 
information in national networks dissolve. Culture and popular culture are not 
simply derived from or circulating within local or national spaces. Nevertheless, 
the story of this world that curriculum tells does not congeal into one generalized 
discourse. In a recent discussion of globalizing and education policy, Rizvi and 
Lingard comment:
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while the pressures on curriculum reform might be similar throughout the 
globe, the reforms which result always have a vernacular character as they 
build incrementally on what has gone before within specific educational 
systems.

(Rizvi and Lingard 2010: 97) 

Examples from Pakistan or Russia or the USA immediately after 9/11 show how 
the sense of national vulnerability skews curricular portrayals both of relationships 
to the larger world and to different groups within their nations. Karseth and 
Sivesind take up the question of national and international depictions in a more 
optimistically framed reflection on how Norwegian history and a more permeable 
and connected world are to be put together. They argue that local cultural heritage 
should not be seen in opposition to a curriculum being opened to a wider world, 
but rather that local cultural specifics are necessary, not just tolerable, components 
of appreciating a wider world that is inherently diverse.

Nevertheless the task of identity-making in this world today is one with 
which curriculum struggles. As Tsolidis explains, in countries such as 
Australia, where nation building has relied on immigration, curriculum policy 
is burdened with multiple responsibilities: assimilating minorities; providing 
them with opportunities to maintain distinct cultural identities; and promoting 
understanding of cultural difference within the general population. She discusses 
the issue of what imaginaries are being built in curriculum for such a nation, and 
the changing forms they assume as particular new fears of difference are evident. 
One recent curriculum response is an attempt to contain diversity and rebuild 
an old established story of who Australians are, in contrast to a previous, more 
optimistic attempt in the 1970s and 1980s to build a new multiculturalism. However 
Elizabeth Macedo, writing about Brazil, questions whether multiculturalism can 
provide a curriculum resolution or a national imaginary which embraces diverse 
identities. Drawing on Derrida, she argues that in principle an imaginary of such 
a type can only be built if it is empty or emptied of the concreteness that would 
allow difference to be seen, that would allow marginality (of different kinds of 
young people and what they bring to curriculum) to be recognized for what it is. 
Ironically, she notes, in this formulation, citizenship becomes elusive and must 
be earned through academic achievement. William Pinar also addresses how 
curriculum can distract us from the reality of national challenges and problems 
as he interprets Canadian curriculum as preoccupied with its differentiation from 
the United States: a fixation which distracts it from a critical analysis of its own 
culture and civics.

Curriculum is an important conduit of national and global imaginaries, and 
there are both deliberate and also unconscious and tacit themes being drawn on as 
nations confront the contemporary world. In some cases – Russia, Australia, the 
USA after 9/11 – there is an evident explicit attempt to regroup and re-establish 
some earlier forms of national themes about what it means to be Russian or 
Australian or American in the face of new times and new anxieties. In a number 
of countries the wearing of the hijab by young women has become a visible lynch-
pin for anxieties about what is changing, and for newly prescribed curriculum 
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definitions about how the ‘we’ of the nation is to be identified. In times of evident 
political vulnerability, and in countries at war, the theme of building loyalties to a 
particular sense of the nation (and enmities to those configured as hostile to the 
nation’s interests) becomes more explicit.

Global Imaginaries

But the imaginary of a more expansive set of global relationships is also now being 
built in a number of ways for young people. The northern European tradition 
of didaktik frames schooling and curriculum within concerns about how young 
people are to be formed (Hamilton 1999) and that has to be re-imagined as former 
national entities confront new economic and cultural relationships. Working from 
that history, Karseth and Sivesind confront the challenging question inherent 
in much glib talk about the twenty-first century: into what kind of personhood 
(other than economic) is the task of curriculum to now be directed?

The OECD DeSeCo project named the education agenda for the twenty-first 
century in terms of developing three sets of competencies:

First, individuals need to be able to use a wide range of tools for interacting 
effectively with the environment: both physical ones such as information 
technology and socio-cultural ones such as the use of language. They need 
to understand such tools well enough to adapt them for their own purposes 
– to use tools interactively. Second, in an increasingly interdependent 
world, individuals need to be able to engage with others, and since they will 
encounter people from a range of backgrounds, it is important that they are 
able to interact in heterogeneous groups. Third, individuals need to be able 
to take responsibility for managing their own lives, situate their lives in the 
broader social context and act autonomously.

 (OECD 2005) 

Many school systems, in their overview statements of purpose, now take up a 
similar rhetoric: ‘skills for the twenty-first century’, a ‘global world’, ‘the knowledge 
society’, ‘ability to communicate and work in teams with others’, ‘learn to become 
a flexible lifelong learner’ and the like. Some of the phrases are empty (what does 
it mean to act autonomously in a network of social relationships?) and many are 
glib. Nevertheless, the commissioning of the DeSeCo project, and the clichés that 
now circulate in many countries about curriculum, do express the sense that the 
world for the generation of students now at school will be constituted in new and 
interdependent forms of communication, and interaction. They remind us that 
curriculum is a projection towards a future as well as a drawing from the past.

What the essays in this volume reveal is the incessant curriculum problematic: 
that curriculum is a field that brings together rhetorical hopes and enacted 
practices. Many of the essays address what is being set in train by different systems 
as the curriculum formulation through which young people will indeed be ‘able 
to engage with others’ or to ‘interact in heterogeneous groups’ or to ‘situate their 
lives in the broader social context’. Beyond those phrases, we see the questions 
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with which curriculum actors and scholars are grappling: What sense (or what 
version) of their history and heritage is relevant to such a purpose (see Karseth and 
Sivesind; Rahman; Tsolidis; Tan; Stoddard, Hess and Hammer; Macedo)? What 
knowledge and teaching is powerful and what is empty as foundations for work 
and skills for these world citizens of the future (see Young; Hoadley; Bathmaker)? 
Can curriculum accomplish any of these hopes while emptying it of emotional 
engagement (see Taubman)?

Much of this discussion speaks as well to a further issue about curriculum 
formulation today, the focus on its forms of realization as well as its aspirations. 
The need to address the dynamic and relation between knower and known, learner 
and learning, student and teacher has engaged curriculum studies over the last 
half-century. The analyses produced by curriculum scholars have both cognitive 
and sociological dimensions concerned with difference, equity, inclusion and 
marginalization. In Sun and Yu’s account, a move towards greater recognition of 
the first of each of these pairs (the learners and their activities rather than the 
teacher and the message) is seen as the very marker of China’s modernization of its 
curriculum, at least in the sense of thinking about the need to generate motivation 
and active engagement, to focus on learning activities rather than texts and 
messages to be conveyed. In South Africa a new attention to the knowledge and 
orientations the mass of students bring to school drove some radical changes to its 
traditional curriculum. But the imbrecations to focus on learners are ambiguous, 
not just in the extent of the slippage between policy rhetoric and enacted practice 
(especially practices governed by constant testing and benchmarking), but also in 
obscuring what it is that learners are intended to be drawn into via curriculum. 
As Michael Young argues concerning the emphasis in this era on extending the 
period of formal education for everyone:

these policies neglect what this access is to, and what it is assumed students 
are encouraged to participate in. It is as if an organisational criterion – are 
students attending school or college or are they gaining certain certificates, is 
replacing an educational criterion which refers to the intellectual development 
of students and the conditions for it, and whether they acquire that knowledge 
– powerful knowledge – that enables them to generalise from their experience 
and move beyond it.

 (Young 2008) 

Eyal Naveh, as he concludes his essay on the presentation of history in 
Israeli textbooks, addresses the inevitable slippage between curriculum policies 
and textbooks and what actually transpires among teachers and students in 
the classroom. He points out that lack of time, inadequate materials, testing 
pressures, and other distractions make it difficult to determine what, if any, 
form of curriculum is present in students’ experiences. This very complexity and 
unpredictability inspires efforts to order and control, recently expressed in high-
stakes testing, scripted instruction, constant comparisons of scores and threats to 
fire teachers and close schools whose students are not reaching satisfactory scores 
of achievement.
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What is too often overlooked in these accounts is the ways that teachers 
experience and understand the issues of their times. They, too, live in the world 
where local jobs are lost to outsourced production, and where security is threatened 
by international terrorism. Employees of the state, teachers are expected to carry 
the message of the curriculum as it reaches them in edicts, documents, and laws. 
Nevertheless, the resistance of the teachers of Norway to Quisling’s directives to 
comply with the Nazi occupation and the curriculum it imposed on Norwegian 
schools to propagate the Nazi program, reminds us that even in the most 
vulnerable times, teachers have recognized the power of curriculum and have 
risked their work and lives to stand for freedom. When we compare our time 
with theirs, it is tempting to assume that their solidarity and clarity were possible 
because they faced a single, identifiable threat: Nazi occupation and propaganda. 
There is a perverse kind of nostalgia that envies the era of World War II as a time 
when tyranny and freedom, good and bad, and national interests were clear and 
compelling. The essays in this book show us a world that appears more complicated 
yet caution us not to seek the simplicity offered by an over-generalization or by the 
denials and distractions of testing and evaluation. They challenge us to construct 
curricula that acknowledge tension and ambiguity and encourage young people 
to see themselves and each other as persons capable of thinking and acting in this 
complicated place and time.
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