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formal education. In particular, she works on the implementation of creativity in education,
digital competence, assessment of competences, teachers’ professional development, and use
of technologies in education. She is the author of the Common European Digital Competence
Framework for Citizens (2013).
Leonardo Franchi is a lecturer in the School of Education of the University of Glasgow. He
is currently the Head of the St. Andrew’s Foundation for Catholic Teacher Education. Leonardo
teaches on a range of undergraduate and post-graduate programmes. He is co-author (with
Ronnie Convery and Raymond McCluskey) of Reclaiming the Piazza: Catholic Education as
a Cultural Project (Gracewing, 2014) and editor (with Stephen McKinney) of A Companion to
Catholic Education (Gracewing, 2011). Leonardo has a wide range of scholarly interests. He
is especially keen to develop renewed understandings of religious education and to rethink

xviii

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

processes of initial teacher education in a university setting. Leonardo has teaching commitments across a wide range of Initial Teacher Education programmes.
Anton Franks is Associate Professor in Creative Arts and Education at the School of Education,
University of Nottingham. Teaching drama and English in London schools, he then was a teacher
educator and researcher at the Institute of Education, London. Recent publications include: ‘How
environment affects learning: schoolteachers engaging with theatre-based pedagogies’ in
Dramatic Interactions in Education: Vygotskian and Sociocultural Approaches to Drama,
Education and Research (Bloomsbury Academic, 2015); ‘Teachers, arts practice and pedagogy’
in Changing English (2014); ‘Drama and the Representation of Affect…’ in Research in Drama
Education (2014); ‘Drama in teaching and learning, language and literacy’, in Routledge
International Handbook of English, Language and Literacy Teaching (2010); English in Urban
Classrooms (Routledge Falmer, 2005).
Debie Galanouli is a Research Fellow in the School of Nursing and Midwifery, Queen’s
University Belfast. With an educational research background, mainly in the School of
Education at Queen’s and the General Teaching Council for Northern Ireland, she has conducted research in a variety of areas in Education, including teacher education, assessment in
education, the use of information technologies in education and the education of nurses. Her
current research includes projects in values-based recruitment for Nursing candidates; assessing clinical skills through the use of OSCEs in Nursing; using mobile devices and augmented
reality technologies in Nursing Education and also in the use of simulation in inter-professional
education. She has been principal investigator and co-principal investigator on a number of
grants over the past 15 years and has been a fellow of the Higher Education Academy since
2002.
Caterí Soler García is currently an Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Education, University
of Malaga, Spain. She is a Researcher in the Research Group HUM-246 ‘Culture of Diversity
and School’, University of Malaga, Spain and a research member of the SEJ-2664 Excellence
Research Project (Junta de Andalucía, Spain) Risk of failure and dropout in Secondary School.
The educational, family and cultural contexts. A qualitative study (Director: Prof. Dr Féliz
Ángulo Rasco, University of Cádiz, Spain). Research interests include case study, action
research, diversity, inclusive education, school failure and dropout, and autism spectrum.
John Gardner is a Professor of Education and Senior Deputy Principal of the University of
Stirling. His research interests include policy and practice in all sectors of education, particularly in relation to assessment. He has over 120 academic publications and has authored or
co-authored seven books, including the most recent editorship of the four-volume Assessment
in Education (Sage, 2014). From 1994–2010, he was a member of the globally influential
Assessment Reform Group and is currently a Visiting Professor at the Oxford University
Centre for Educational Assessment. He was previously President of the British Educational
Research Association and a member of the Education panel of the Research Excellence
Framework, REF2014.
Susan Gomez-Zwiep is an Associate Professor of Science Education in the College of
Natural Sciences and Mathematics at California State University, Long Beach. Her research
interests relate to creating equitable access to quality science learning experiences, including
capitalizing on the nexus of inquiry science and language development for English language
learners and developing professional development models to improve K-12 teachers’ and
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higher education faculty’s ability to provide quality STEM instruction to diverse populations.
Recent publications include, Inquiry Science: The Gateway to English Language Proficiency,
(Journal of Science Teacher Education, 2014), co-written with William J. Straits and HighQuality Science Instruction: Building Conceptual Understanding and Language Skills for
English Learners (2013), co-written with Kathryn DiRanna and the Region IX Equity
Assistance Center, WestEd.
Wynne Harlen has held several posts as teacher, teacher educator and researcher in science
education including Professor of Science Education and Head of the Education Department at
the University of Liverpool and Director of the Scottish Council for Research in Education. She
was a member of the Secretary of State’s Working Group in science which produced the first
draft of the National Curriculum England. She was a founder member of the influential
Assessment Reform Group (ARG). She was Chair of the science expert group for the OECD’s
PISA project during its first six years. She is the author of several books, chapter and published
papers in assessment and evaluation as well as science education.
Rebecca Heaton is a Senior Lecturer in Education at the University of Northampton, where she
is curriculum leader for art and design in the Initial Teacher Education Division. Rebecca leads
the undergraduate art specialism pathway for BA Primary Education Students and also teachers
on PGCE courses for primary and Early Years students. Her research interests include the cognition of art educators, social justice art education and digital practice in art education. She has
recently published the articles: ‘Moving mindsets: Re-conceptualising the place of visual culture as multi-sensory culture in primary art education, (2014) in the Canadian Review of Art
Education, and ‘Exploring social issues through art education’ (2014) in Changemaker in the
Curriculum: Northampton: Institute of Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, pp.11–17.
Kristinn Hermannsson is a Lecturer in Educational Economics at the Robert Owen Centre for
Educational Change in the School of Education, University of Glasgow. His research interests
are in combining administrative data, social surveys and economic modelling methods to analyse the overall economic and distributional impacts of education policies. He is secretary of
the British and Irish Section of the Regional Science Association International and takes particular interest in interdisciplinary approaches to further the understanding of sub-national and
sub-regional impacts of education policies.
Victor M. Hernandez-Gantes is an Associate Professor in the Department of Leadership,
Counselling, Adult, Career and Higher Education at the University of South Florida. He is the
director of the Career and Workforce Education program. His research interests focus on the
interface that integrates the design, implementation, and evaluation of educational strategies
designed to connect curriculum, teaching, and learning in work contexts as a means to maximize career-oriented learning for all students.
Richard Hickman is Reader in Art Education at the University of Cambridge, where he is
course leader for PGCE Art & Design and Dean of Homerton College. Richard’s latest book,
titled The Art & Craft of Pedagogy (Bloomsbury, 2013), is based on the life stories of ten artistteachers. He is also author of Why We Make Art and Why it is Taught (Intellect, 2005/2010) and
editor of Research in Art Education (Intellect, 2008), Art Education 11–18, (Continuum, 2004)
and Critical Studies in Art & Design Education (Intellect, 2005). He was awarded the
Pilkington Teaching Prize by Cambridge University and the Herbert Read Award for lifetime
achievement by the International Society for Education through Art.
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Mary F. Hill is an Associate Professor, Deputy Head of School of Learning, Development and
Professional Practice in the Faculty of Education and Social Work at the University of
Auckland, New Zealand. Her work is grounded in the context of contemporary schooling and
teacher education and the contribution that quality teaching makes to a socially just society. Her
research interests include educational assessment, assessment education for pre- and in-service
teachers, practitioner inquiry and the use of complexity theory and critical realism as explanatory theory for rethinking teacher education for equity.
Therese N. Hopfenbeck is an Associate Professor and Lecturer in Educational Assessment at
the Oxford University Centre for Educational Assessment. Her research interests are assessment for learning, international large-scale assessments, self-regulated learning, learner motivation and teacher assessment. In 2014, Therese published Strategier for læring: Om
selvregulering, vurdering og god undervisning [Strategies for Learning: On Self-regulation,
Assessment and Excellence in Teaching]. Therese’s recent research projects have included the
OECD Governing Complex Education Systems Case Study on the implementation of formative assessment reforms in Norway. She is the Lead Editor of the international, peer-reviewed
journal, Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice.
Brian Hudson is Professor of Education, Head of the School of Education and Social Work and
a member of the Centre for Teaching and Learning Research (CTLR) at the University of Sussex.
He is currently the main Organizer of the World Education Research Association (WERA)
International Research Network on Didactics – Learning and Teaching, and is Associate Editor
of the Journal of Curriculum Studies and Principal Investigator for the ESRC-funded project The
role of education in the formation of social outcomes for young people (2012–14). He was Chair
of the Teacher Education Policy in Europe (TEPE) Network and represented the Scottish
Educational Research Association (SERA) on the WERA Council until 2014.
Mike Jess is a Senior Lecturer in Physical Education at the University of Edinburgh. He is also
Director of the Developmental Physical Education Group (DPEG) and the Postgraduate
Certificate in 3–14 Physical Education. He was previously joint coordinator of the Scottish
Primary Physical Education Project; a £6 million Scottish Government project that ran between
2006–2012 to help generalist primary class teachers develop a specialism in physical education. His academic and professional interests focus on how complexity thinking and ecological
perspectives can inform future developments in curriculum, pedagogy and professional learning. Mike has written extensively on complexity thinking and children’s physical education,
sport and physical activity.
Sandra Johnson was Deputy Technical Director of England’s APU science monitoring programme in the University of Leeds. She has developed a natural interest in large-scale assessment activity in the international survey field. She is an Honorary Research Fellow in the
University of Bristol’s Graduate School of Education, a Chartered Statistician (Royal Statistical
Society), a Chartered Scientist (Science Society), a Fellow of the Association for Educational
Assessment – Europe, an Honorary Member of the European Educational Research
Association’s Network 9 (Assessment, Evaluation, Testing and Measurement), and a member
of the editorial boards of Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy and Practice and
Educational and Psychological Measurement.
Jung-Hoon Jung is a PhD candidate in the Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy at the
University of British Columbia. His doctoral dissertation is titled Self-care and care-for-others
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in education. Drawing from the problem of the unrecognized status of subjectivity and the
effacement of educational experience by the standardized regimes in South Korea, he studies
how subjectivity may be recuperated through self-care and care-for-others. Recognizing the
emotional as well as political challenges, he suggests reconstructing the unnecessary linkage
between our ethics and the constraining structures, teaching and learning, and our preference and
reality. His research interests are curriculum theories, autobiographical inquiry, ethics, and
teacher education.
Tim Keirn holds a joint position in the Department of History and the College of Education
at California State University, Long Beach. At CSULB, he directs the History/Social Science
Credential Program, The History Project, and the Yadunandan Center for India Studies. Tim is
the Chief Reader for the Advanced Placement World History Program, and he is also the current President of the Society for History Education. His most recent book is (with Norbert
Schürer) British Encounters with India, 1750–1830: An Anthology (Palgrave Macmillan,
2011). His article (with Eileen Luhr) ‘Subject Matter Counts: Historical Thinking and the PreService History Teacher’, published in The History Teacher, won the 2014 American Historical
Association’s Gilbert Prize for the best essay in history education.
Val Klenowski is a Professor of Education at the Queensland University of Technology in
Brisbane, Australia. She has research interests in social justice, curriculum and assessment
reform, evaluation, assessment and learning. Her recent research publications have focused on
fairness in classroom assessment, culture responsive assessment and pedagogy, teacher judgement and social moderation in the context of standards-driven reform. Val has held positions at
the Institute of Education, University of London and the Hong Kong Institute of Education.
Vic Lally is Professor of Education in the School of Education at the University of Glasgow,
where he is Chair of the Interdisciplinary Learning, Education, Technologies and Society
Research Group. His main interests are interdisciplinary learning and research. Vic’s research
activities are in the fields of Technology-Enhanced Learning (TEL), Computer-Supported
Collaborative Learning (CSCL) and learning in three-dimensional and mobile environments.
He has written over 100 papers and articles, and been Director/co-director of 17 national and
international projects, as well as editing/co-authoring four books. Vic has researched and codeveloped many collaborative designs, including projects for the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC, UK) and Higher Education Funding Council (HEFCE, England).
Ricky Lam is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Education Studies at Hong Kong
Baptist University. His publications have appeared in ELT Journal, Assessing Writing,
Language Testing, TESOL Quarterly, Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, Studies
in Higher Education and other leading international journals. His research interests are assessment for learning, portfolio assessment, and second language writing assessment. Currently, he
takes up a leadership role as Programme Director of Master of Education at Hong Kong Baptist
University and works on a high-impact research project funded by the Hong Kong Research
Grants Council. The project is about using portfolio assessment of writing to promote diverse
formative assessment practices at the classroom level.
David Lambert is Professor of Geography Education at University College London
Institute of Education. A former secondary school Geography teacher he has written
widely on curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in geography and citizenship education
and has a particular interest in teacher professionalism and development. He was Chief
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Executive of the Geographical Association between 2002–2012 and in 2015 took the Royal
Geographical Society’s Taylor & Francis Award for leadership in geographical education.
Recent publications include Teaching Geography: A Conceptual Approach (Open
University Press, 2010) co-authored with John Morgan and Debates in Geography
Education (Routledge, 2013) co-edited with Mark Jones. His textbook Learning to Teach
Geography (co-authored with David Balderstone and Mary Biddulph) appeared in its 3rd
Edition (Routledge, 2015).
Deidre Le Fevre is a Senior Lecturer in the Faculty of Education at the University of Auckland,
New Zealand. She is currently academic leader of graduate studies in educational leadership at
the University of Auckland. Her research examines professional development with a specific
focus on the cognitive, affective and interpersonal aspects of learning that influence professional capability and processes of change. Recent publications include an examination of the
role of perceptions of risk in processes of change and the evaluation of school leaders’ interpersonal capabilities for building relational trust. She is currently leading a research team
examining professional learning for schooling improvement in a national systemic initiative in
New Zealand.
Kay Livingston is Professor of Educational Research, Policy and Practice in the School of
Education at the University of Glasgow. Her research interests include the inter-relationship
of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy and the professional development of teachers,
including peer-mentoring. She is a member of the Council of the Association for Teacher
Education in Europe (ATEE) and Chair of ATEE’s Research and Development Community on
the Professional Development of Teachers. She continues to work with the European
Commission – recently as a member of the Thematic Working Group on the Professional
Development of Teachers. She is editor of the European Journal of Teacher Education and
co-editor of the Curriculum Journal.
Amàlia Llombart-Huesca is Associate Professor of Hispanic Linguistics in the Department
of English and Foreign Languages at the California State Polytechnic University, Pomona,
where she also serves as the Single Subject Coordinator of LOTE (Languages Other Than
English). She has taught Catalan language and civilization in France, and Catalan language and
Spanish language and linguistics in the US. She has served as Spanish language program coordinator in charge of professional development and language curriculum design at various US
universities. Her research areas include syntax, applied linguistics, sociolinguistics, and heritage language education. Her current research focuses on the development of orthography and
linguistic awareness in Spanish heritage language learners.
Anne Looney is the Chief Executive of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment
in Dublin. The Council advises the Irish government on curriculum and assessment for early
childhood education and for primary and post-primary schools. Her doctoral studies were at the
Institute of Education in London. From September 2014 until August 2015, she was Professorial
Research Fellow at the Learning Sciences Institute Australia, at Australian Catholic University
in Brisbane. She has published on curriculum and assessment, education policy, school ethos
and culture, civic education and the identity and work of teachers.
Laura Lundy is a Professor of Education Law and Children’s Rights in the School of
Education at Queen’s University, Belfast and a Barrister at Law. She is the Director of the
Centre for Children’s Rights at Queen’s (www.qub.ac.uk/ccr), which is an interdisciplinary
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research collaboration on children’s rights. Her expertise is in law and children’s rights, with a
particular focus on the implementation of the UNCRC, education rights, children’s right to
participate in decision-making and children’s rights-based participatory research methods.
Iulia Mancila is currently in the last phase of her doctoral thesis in the Faculty of Education,
University of Malaga, Spain. Since 2003 she has been a Research Fellow in the research group
HUM-246: Diversity Culture and School, University of Malaga (Spain). She conducted extensive research in various international research projects on inclusive/intercultural education,
teacher education, professional development, curriculum, and immigrant education. She holds
an MA in Educational Policies and Pedagogy from University of Malaga (2004). Her research
interests include policies and practices in multi/intercultural education, inclusive education and
social justice, teacher education and curriculum, and qualitative research.
Gary McCulloch is Brian Simon Professor of the History of Education at UCL Institute of
Education, London. He has written widely on the history of the school curriculum in the UK
and internationally. He is currently the editor of the British Journal of Educational Studies, a
member of the executive committee of the Society for Educational Studies, and a member of
the Council of the British Educational Research Association. His recent publications include
The Struggle for the History of Education (Routledge, 2011) and Secondary Education and the
Raising of the School Leaving Age: Coming of Age?, with Tom Woodin and Steven Cowan
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).
Stephen McKinney is a Professor and the leader of the Research and Teaching group,
Creativity, Culture and Faith in the School of Education, University of Glasgow. His research
interests include faith schooling, Catholic schooling and the impact of poverty on school education. Recent publications include Education in a Catholic Perspective (Ashgate, 2013), The
Historical and Contemporary Debate About the Relation of Catholic Schools in Scotland and
the Social Problem of Sectarianism (2015), Ricerche di Pedagogia e Didattica – Journal of
Theories and Research in Education (2006).
Miguel López Melero is currently Professor of Education at the Faculty of Education,
University of Malaga (Spain). His research focuses on the development of thinking processes
in cognitively different people; the necessary conditions for schools to be inclusive; teacher
education and curriculum; culture of diversity and the creation of real living together and learning communities. His publications include Getting to know Down Syndrome people (1999);
Project Roma: an experience of values education (2003); and Building an inclusive school: an
example on how to work with research projects in the classroom (2004). Currently, he is
Director of the Consolidated Research Group HUM-246: Diversity Culture and School and
Director of the research project, The Roma Project.
Ian Menter (FAcSS) was Professor of Teacher Education and Director of Professional
Programmes in the Department of Education at the University of Oxford, until he retired in
2015. His most recent publications include A Literature Review on Teacher Education in the
21st Century (Scottish Government, 2010) and A Guide to Practitioner Research in Education
(Sage, 2011). His work has been published in many academic journals and he was a founding
editor of Review of Education. He was President of the Scottish Educational Research
Association (SERA) from 2005–2007. In September 2013, he became the President of the
British Educational Research Association (BERA) and has been a member of the steering group
for the BERA/RSA Inquiry into Teacher Education and Research.
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Kathy A. Mills is Associate Professor of literacy, digital media, and cultural studies at the
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia. She is also Principal Research
Fellow of the Australian Research Council researching digital and multimodal practices with
Indigenous Australian communities (2015–2016). Dr Mills has published educational research
widely in digital composition, multimodality, and literacy learning in contexts of social disadvantage. Kathy is the author of five books, including The Multiliteracies Classroom
(Multilingual Matters, 2011), and the new volume, Literacy Theories in the Digital Age: Social,
Critical, Multimodal, Spatial, Material, & Sensory Lenses (Multilingual Matters, 2015). She
serves on the executive committee of the AERA Writing & Literacies SIG, and on review
boards of literacy journals worldwide.
Michael Moore is a Professor of literacy education at Georgia Southern University. He is a
past editor of English Education and is interested in standards-based reform in the English/
language arts.
Johan Muller is Professor Emeritus of Curriculum in the School of Education at the University
of Cape Town; Visiting Professor at the Institute of Education, University of London; and
Senior Research Fellow at Higher Education South Africa. His research interests lie in the
sociology of knowledge and of the curriculum. He has published in the sub-fields of schooling
and higher education. His book Reclaiming Knowledge was published by Routledge in 2000,
and his edited volume with Michael Young, Knowledge, Expertise and the Professions was
published by Routledge in 2014.
Mark Evan Nelson is Associate Professor and Director of Research in the English Language
Institute of Kanda University of International Studies in Chiba, Japan. He previously held posts
in language and literacy teacher education and educational research in Australia, Singapore,
and the United States, before which he earned a PhD in Language and Literacy Education from
the University of California, Berkeley. His research interests include multimodal communication and textual analysis, the use of digital technologies in language and literacy education, and
multiliteracies; and his notable publications include ‘Locating the Semiotic Power of
Multimodality’ with Dr Glynda Hull, in Written Communication and ‘Mode, Meaning and
Synaesthesia in Multimedia L2 Writing’ in Language Learning & Technology.
Deborah Nusche is a Policy Analyst in the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills, where
she has been since 2007. She currently leads the country-specific work for Austria, Belgium
(Flemish Community) and Denmark for the OECD School Resources Review. Prior to this, she
conducted policy analysis for three major cross-country studies at the OECD: a review of
evaluation and assessment in education, leading to the OECD publication Synergies for Better
Learning (2013); a review of migrant education leading to the OECD publication Closing the
Gap for Immigrant Students (2010); and a review of school leadership policy and practice leading to the two-volume publication Improving School Leadership (2008).
Lin Pan is Associate Professor at the Beijing Language and Culture University (BLCU) and
visiting research fellow at UCL Institute of Education. Her research interests are language
ideologies, globalisation and multilingualism. Lin has publications in Language Policy,
Journal of Sociolinguistics, Visual Communication, Applied Linguistic Review, Language
Learning Journal, and English Today. Her book English as a Global Language in China:
Deconstructing the Ideological Discourses of English in Language Education is published by
Springer (2014).
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Vera Maria Vidal Peroni is Professor at the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (UFRGS)
in undergraduate and graduate education. She is a researcher of CNPq (Centro Nacional de
Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico) and Leader of the Research Group Directory State
and public policies of Basic Education. Her latest research is the Implications of public–private
relationship to the democratization of education. She is one of the authors of Education and the
State’s role in Brazil 90s and organizer of the book Redefinition of the Boundaries Between
Public and Private Policy: Implications for the Democratization of Education.
Stavroula Philippou is a Lecturer in Curriculum and Teaching at the Department of Education,
University of Cyprus. She has worked in a variety of educational contexts and as a consultant
for UNESCO and the Council of Europe. She is currently the General Assembly Cyprus
Representative of the International Association for the Advancement of Curriculum Studies
(IAACS) and a Co-coordinator of the ‘Curriculum and Teaching’ Special Interest Group of the
Cyprus Pedagogical Association. Her research interests include Theory, History and Sociology
of Curriculum; Curriculum Change; Teacher Professionalism and Professional Development;
European Education Policy; Citizenship Education.
William F. Pinar is Professor and a Canada Research Chair in Curriculum Studies at the
University of British Columbia. He is the author of Educational Experience as Lived:
Knowledge, History, Alterity (Routledge, 2015), The Character of Curriculum Studies:
Bildung, Currere, and the Recurrent Question of the Subject (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), The
Worldliness of a Cosmopolitan Education: Passionate Lives in Public Service (Routledge,
2009), and Race, Religion and a Curriculum of Reparation (Palgrave Macmillan, 2006). In
2000 he received the LSU Distinguished Faculty Award and a Lifetime Achievement Award
from the American Educational Research Association; in 2004 he received an American
Educational Research Association Outstanding Book Award for What is Curriculum Theory?
(Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2004).
Mark Priestley is Professor of Education in the School of Education at the University of
Stirling. A former History teacher, his research interests relate to the school curriculum, curriculum change, curriculum development and the professional work of teachers. He is currently
a member of the Council of the British Educational Research Association and Co-Convener of
the European Educational Research Association’s Network 3: Curriculum Development.
Recent publications include: the edited collection, Reinventing the Curriculum: New Trends in
Curriculum Policy and Practice (Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), co-edited with Gert Biesta and
Teacher Agency: An Ecological Approach (Bloomsbury Academic, 2015), co-written with Gert
Biesta and Sarah Robinson.
Sarah Robinson is an Associate Professor at the Centre for Teaching Development and Digital
Media, Faculty of Arts, Aarhus University in Denmark. She is an educational anthropologist
whose research interests are entrepreneurship education, policy in practice, curriculum reform,
and teacher agency. Currently Sarah is engaged in research in entrepreneurship education in
Higher Education, where her primary interest is in teaching development and innovative pedagogies. Sarah has researched and taught in the UK, Denmark, and Australia.
Sue Rogers is Professor of Early Years Education at the UCL Institute of Education, University
College London, UK. She has a long-standing research interest in the relationship between play,
curriculum and pedagogy in early childhood, and the impact of child–adult interactions on learning. Recent work focuses on increasing the use of evidence in educational practice as a way of
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improving expertise in the early childhood workforce. Her publications include Inside Role Play
in Early Childhood Education: Researching Children’s Perspectives (Routledge, 2008, with Julie
Evans), an edited collection on play pedagogy entitled Rethinking Play and Pedagogy: Concepts,
Contexts and Cultures (Routledge, 2011) and Adult Roles in the Early Years (Open University
Press, 2012, with Janet Rose).
Jerry Rosiek is a Professor of Education Studies at the University of Oregon where he teaches
courses on the cultural foundations of education and qualitative research methodology. His
empirical scholarship focuses on teacher knowledge and the ways teachers learn from their
classroom experience. Specifically he looks at the way teachers think about the mediating
effects of culture, class, gender, sexuality and social context on student learning of specific
subject matter content. His writing has appeared in several major journals including Harvard
Educational Review, Education Theory, Educational Researcher, Qualitative Inquiry,
Curriculum Inquiry, Educational Psychologist, and the Journal of Teacher Education. His
forthcoming book is entitled Resegregation as Curriculum.
Kenneth Ruthven is Professor of Education at the University of Cambridge. Ken joined the
Faculty of Education at the University of Cambridge and served as Chair of the Science,
Technology and Mathematics Education group and as Director of Research for the Faculty. His
research focuses on curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, especially in school mathematics,
and particularly in respect of the complex and contested process of adaptation to technological
innovation. He is former Editor-in-Chief of Educational Studies in Mathematics, recent Chair
of the British Society for Research into Learning Mathematics, current Chair of Trustees of the
School Mathematics Project (SMP), and a Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences (AcSS).
Andreas Schleicher is Director for Education and Skills, and Special Advisor on Education
Policy to the Secretary-General at the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) in Paris. As a key member of the OECD Senior Management team, he
supports the Secretary-General’s strategy to produce analysis and policy advice that advances
economic growth and social progress. Before joining the OECD, he was Director for Analysis
at the International Association for Educational Achievement (IEA). He is the recipient of
numerous honours and awards, including the ‘Theodor Heuss’ prize, awarded in the name of
the first president of the Federal Republic of Germany for ‘exemplary democratic engagement’.
He holds an honorary Professorship at the University of Heidelberg.
Claire Sinnema is a Senior Lecturer in Learning, Development and Professional Practice at
The University of Auckland, New Zealand. Her research focuses on the improvement of teaching and learning across four main strands – curriculum implementation, teacher professional
learning (in practitioner inquiry and teacher evaluation), pedagogy, and school leadership. She
has recently worked on an evaluation of the implementation of New Zealand’s national curriculum across the primary and secondary sector for the New Zealand Ministry of Education.
Petra Skiebe-Corrette holds a doctorate in neurobiology. She is Director of NatLab, an informal science laboratory at the Freie Universität Berlin which offers school pupils up-to-date
inquiry-based experiments in biology and chemistry. She serves on the board of the
LernortLabor Bundesverband der Schülerlabore e.V., the national association, and was the
German representative for four European Union grants to promote inquiry-based science education (IBSE): SciencEduc, POLLEN, Fibonacci and Sustain. Petra served on the advisory
board of the National Science Resources Center in Washington DC (2009–2012) and is an
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invited expert of the IAP/Science Education Global Council (2013–present) and of the Working
Group on Science Education of ALLEA (2013–present).
Christine E. Sleeter is Professor Emerita in the College of Professional Studies at California
State University, Monterey Bay, where she was a founding faculty member. She has been a
visiting professor at several universities, including Auckland University and the University of
Colorado at Boulder. Her research focuses on anti-racist multicultural education and multicultural teacher education. She has published over 100 articles and 19 books, including Power,
Teaching, and Teacher Education (Peter Lang, 2013) and Diversifying the Teacher Workforce
(with L.I. Neal & K.K. Kumashiro, Routledge, 2014). Recent awards include the American
Educational Research Association Social Justice in Education Award, the Chapman University
Paulo Freire Education Project Social Justice Award, and the American Educational Research
Association Division K Legacy Award.
Kari Smith is a Professor for the Programme for Teacher Education (PLU), at the Norwegian
University of Science and Technology (NTNU). Her main research interests are teacher education, professional development, mentoring novice teachers and assessment for and of learning.
Currently she is the Head of the Norwegian National Research School in Teacher Education
(NAFOL). Kari is active in the European Association for Research in Learning and Instruction
(EARLI), previously as the Coordinator for the Assessment and Evaluation SIG (1) and till
August 2015 as the Coordinator for Teaching and Teacher Education SIG (11).
Vivienne Smith is a Lecturer in Primary Education at the University of Strathclyde. Her interests are in language, literacy and literature and she has published both on the development of
children as readers and on children’s literature. She is particularly interested in the positioning
of reading as a creative and social practice, and in the role of texts in this process: how texts
encourage readers to think, to reflect and to moderate their understandings of reading itself.
Recent projects have included Creative Reading, a project with Inverclyde Council, funded by
Creative Scotland and, with Evelyn Arizpe, Reading Fictions, a series of seminars funded by
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Introduction
Dominic Wyse, Louise Hayward and Jessica Pandya

CURRICULUM AND ITS MESSAGE
SYSTEMS: FROM CRISIS TO
RAPPROCHEMENT
The stimulus for a new study of curriculum
came initially from an interest to explore the
nature and prevalence of challenges,
described by some as a ‘crisis’, facing the
academic field. One of the most serious
challenges perceived by scholars was the
unsettling disparity between academic analyses and the rapid and increasingly strong
intervention by governments around the
world into national curricula. For at least a
decade politicians’ perceptions of the risks
that accrue if a nation state is ranked too low
in the international tables of comparison
based on standardised assessments (typically of samples of 15-year-olds pupils in
schools) had intensified. The editors of The
SAGE Handbook of Curriculum, Pedagogy
and Assessment saw a need for a comprehensive account of theory and research that
would develop understanding of curriculum

in the context of education in different
regions of the world, and take account of and
provide new perspectives on the performativity that was part of a trend in a wide range
of international contexts.
It was also the case that there had not been
any major comprehensive academic volumes
on curriculum for some years. David Scott’s
work in the first decade of the 2000s remains
important (for example, his historical account
from 2003 Curriculum Studies: Major Themes
in Education). Connelly et al. (eds.) (2008)
continued the somewhat distinct US emphasis on instruction in their SAGE Handbook of
Curriculum and Instruction. This excellent
volume makes evident the need to understand
traditions of curriculum research from the
perspectives of Europe and the UK, and the
ways in which these may or may not integrate with US perspectives. Another important recent comprehensive academic volume
is William Pinar’s International Handbook
of Curriculum Research published in 2013
in its second edition. The country-based
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chapters of Pinar’s edited collection complement the thematic approach to curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment in our volumes,
which include many country-specific and
region-specific cases (we are also delighted
that Pinar and Jung-Hoon Jung have written a chapter). The contexts for international
trends of scholarship that co-exist and conflict with what some see as emerging global
education policies include language as a
significant factor. For example, curriculum
scholarship in the UK has benefited from
interactions with researchers from Australia,
New Zealand and other English-dominant
nations (including those that are part of the
UK’s colonial legacy), and yet paradoxically
although the US and the UK also share the
English language their traditions of curriculum scholarship have been distinct. Similarly,
in spite of the UK’s geographical and political links with the wider European Union,
there have been distinct curriculum trends,
such as didactics, that have perhaps not had
the influence that they might have in the UK.
It is also important to note the recent growth
of ‘home international comparison’ in the
UK context revealing significant diversity in
the national curricula of the four nations of
the UK, with England increasingly seen as an
outlier (Wyse et al., 2013).
The overall aim of the first section of this
introductory chapter is to theorise the interconnections and inseparabilities of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. We begin
with a brief account defining our three key
terms. This is followed by a review of the
methodological thinking that influenced the
project as a whole and also this introductory chapter. Next we outline some historical trends in the curriculum field, and then
advance our view of a socio-cultural turn in
the study of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, and the possibility of rapprochement in
the contested territory of knowledge and the
curriculum. The second section of our introductory chapter highlights some of the key
findings that the authors of the chapters in
the two volumes identify. We conclude with
a brief final view of what we see as some of

the key outcomes for research, policy and
practice in future.

DEFINING CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY
AND ASSESSMENT
The etymology of the word curriculum
includes its literal meaning as ‘course’, and
figurative meaning ‘career’, derived from
Latin (Oxford English Dictionary (OED),
online). The first use of the word curriculum
documented by the OED was in 1633, where
it appeared in the records of the University of
Glasgow (by coincidence editor Louise
Hayward’s current workplace). The use of
curriculum in ‘curriculum vitae’ is the more
common every day usage, but the more technical educational sense of curriculum is also
familiar to many in, for example, discussions
about national curricula. The academic definition of curriculum is, like most academic
definitions, one of contestation. One trend of
curriculum conceptualisation has placed
knowledge as the central defining feature. In
early modern times we see this trend in the
work of Tyler (1949) and Bloom (1956); we
also note Bloom’s professional role in assessment as a dominant influence on his way of
thinking about curriculum.
A trend of curriculum conceptualisation and analysis has focused on the links
between curriculum aims, power and control.
For example, the rationale for a special issue
of The Curriculum Journal that addressed
curriculum aims, power and control was
framed around the connections between
Dewian pragmatism and Bersteinian sociology of curriculum (Wyse et al., 2014a).
Bernstein (1975: 199) identified curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation as three message systems that work to make education
‘an agency of socialization and allocation’.
For Bernstein, curriculum represents valid
knowledge; pedagogy is the valid transmission of knowledge; and evaluation is the
valid realization of knowledge. In addition
to contributing the idea of three message
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systems, and the theories of ‘classification’
and ‘framing’ in curricula, Bernstein also
articulated the more prosaic definition of curriculum as ‘the principle by which units of
time and their contents are brought into special relationship with each other’ (Bernstein,
1971: 48). It was argued in one of the papers
of The Curriculum Journal special issue that
knowledge is indeed a defining feature of
curriculum that requires the foregrounding of
the social as part of a complex epistemology
that draws upon social constructivism, social
realism, epistemic realism, inferentialism
and critical realism (Scott, 2014). Another
paper, drawing directly on Dewian pragmatism, proposed the idea that knowledge perhaps should be seen as both constructed and
real, informed by the ‘transactional theory of
knowing’ (Biesta, 2014).
Pedagogy is derived from Middle French
(instruction, education), post-classical Latin
(school, teaching, education) and ancient
Greek (office of a pedagogue, teaching, training) (OED, online). Its current definition is
‘The art, occupation, or practice of teaching. Also: the theory or principles of education; a method of teaching based on such a
theory’ (OED, online). Notably a concept
of ‘education’ was present from the very
first definitions, but more recently the relationship between theory and practice is also
evident. Pedagogic traditions in different
regions and states of the world are influenced
by culture, but the nature of cultural influences is far from straightforward (as the different views in the chapters by Ang (Chapter
9) and Care and Beswick (Chapter 57) that
explicitly consider culture and comparison
reveal). Like Alexander (2000), the editors of
this handbook conceptualise pedagogy as an
intervention in the development of an individual: through teaching that is informed by
the history, values and ideas of the culture in
which the teaching is enacted. From the late
eighteenth century until the early nineteenth
century, pedagogy in schools in the UK and
the US was linked to a view of learners as
passive recipients of knowledge in an education system designed to socialise citizens and
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reduce crime. Pedagogy was strongly linked
to discipline. Two hundred years later, understandings of pedagogy are more complex and
infinitely more nuanced although pupils are
still often viewed as passive recipients.
Assessment is the third of Bernstein’s
message systems. The etymology of the verb
‘assess’ from Old French and Late Latin is
‘to sit by (e.g. as an assessor or assistantjudge)’ (OED, online). By the period of Late
Latin the connection with finance, and particularly taxation, had already been made.
In view of the significant financial rewards
for commercial assessment systems, and the
neo-liberal orientation to international comparative data based on pupil assessment, the
origins in taxation are not insignificant for
our purposes. The tension between assessment as sitting beside a learner supporting
learning, and assessment for wider purposes
of accountability remains palpable.
Valid realisation of knowledge, as Bernstein
articulated, aligns with assessment as reasoning from evidence (Pellegrino et al., 2001) to
discern the nature and extent of learning that
has taken place; however, valid realisation is
also dependent on purpose. Newton (2007)
identified 22 main assessment purposes,
each of which could individually generate
multiple sub-purposes. The tensions that lie
at the heart of educational assessment are
commonly conflicts of purpose. Assessment
information that is appropriate for one purpose may also be used inappropriately to
serve other purposes. Thus, for example, data
from tests that provide information about
limited aspects of the curriculum are used
as a proxy for whole system effectiveness, a
purpose that goes far beyond the dependability limits of the data. Conflicts of purposes
for assessment, and the differing value systems that lie behind their enactment, present
education systems internationally with what
may be the major challenge for curriculum
theory in the twenty-first century, a challenge
that is explored in depth in these volumes.
The methodological approach to the volumes was first underpinned by our particular epistemological orientation. As we have
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already indicated, the volumes are built on
our interdisciplinary sensibility that draws
upon the philosophical and the sociological,
and although it is possible to separate curriculum from pedagogy and assessment for
the purposes of analysis, it is not, in our view,
sufficient if the fullest understanding of curriculum is to be attained, and if consideration
of both theory and practice is the key to the
fullest understanding. We recognise the limitations of the organisation of sections in the
volumes, caused partly by the linear nature of
printed materials, but suggest that the structure represents a significant accommodation
of both the need for analytic distinctness and
analytic integration. Further to the thematic
integration of the message systems of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment, the chapters
address to varying degrees the four main substantive cross-cutting themes of the volumes:
1 The intersections between the curriculum and
children’s learning
2 The agency of teachers as professionals
3 Policy and performativity
4 Globalisation

Our main attention is to empirical evidence
and robust theory in the context of globalisation, in part as counter to anecdotal, ideological and rhetorical accounts of curriculum,
assessment and pedagogy.
The process, or methods, of development of
the volumes began with the editors’ proposal
being subject to peer review by seven academics from different countries (to whom we are
very grateful for their observations). The high
level of support from reviewers (strong support from six out of seven reviewers) resulted
in the publisher’s recommendation to double
the originally intended size of the project as
one volume (with approximately 30 chapters)
to two volumes (approximately 60 chapters).
Key criteria for selection of authors were established and included the following: the expertise of the author was relevant to the volume
section and topic of the chapter initially proposed by the editors; if the author(s) had published research of international significance in

the area of their chapter; if the geographical
focus of some of each chapter would contribute appropriately to the spread of regions
represented in the volumes as a whole; and
whether the balance of authors represented
a reasonably equitable distribution along the
lines of gender and cultural backgrounds.
All chapters were peer reviewed by one
of the editorial board (members who were
selected for their eminence in the curriculum
field) and by at least one of the editors. To
ensure reliability of peer review judgements
by the editors, a calibration process involved
three chapters being initially independently
reviewed by each editor and then comparisons
about judgements made in order to agree on
the criteria for review of chapters and also the
reliability of editorial judgements. Explicit
criteria for review of the chapters were established that included, for example, the need for
attention to theoretical framing and the need
for authors to review sufficiently empirical
studies and/or scholarship internationally in
the field of the chapter. Reviewers’ comments
were related to the criteria, and authors were
expected to address reviewers’ comments as
part of their revisions to their chapters. Final
reviews were carried out by the lead editor
of the particular section and, if necessary,
authors were required to carry out a second
round of revisions prior to copy edit and proof
stages for the manuscript. The editors’ analyses of the chapters included the identification
of significant themes. These themes were
used to frame the reporting of the findings
from the project as a whole, and as the basis
for sections of the introduction, subject to
review by all editors. The writing process for
the editors’ introductory sections was a final
analytic phase where our emerging ideas were
tested and either included or rejected.

HISTORICAL TRENDS IN CURRICULUM
AND CURRICULUM STUDY
Long before curriculum was understood as
planned human activity intended to achieve
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learning in formal educational settings,
important thinking centred on curriculum. As
McCulloch (Chapter 3) makes clear, Plato’s
The Republic was conceived on the basis of
an education for three different social groups
of learners. The highest group, the philosophers, were to have training in music and
gymnastics, and later in courage and selfcontrol. The Republic established the importance of grammar, logic and rhetoric, which
in the Middle Ages became known as the
Trivium. The addition of the subjects of the
Quadrivium, arithmetic, geometry, music
and astronomy, also recommended by Plato,
were seen as the basis of the seven liberal
arts.
In modern times, conceptions of curriculum have been influenced by at least two
major geopolitical trends. Globalisation has
been manifest in political forces of performativity that have resulted in attention to standards, measurement of learning, increased
scrutiny of teachers and schools, national
curricula and linked assessment, and emphasis on education as driver of economic prosperity. At the same time, the unique cultural,
historical traditions of nation states, and the
fight for democracy and self-determination
have resulted in different perceptions and
counter positions to those influenced by
performativity. Historical traditions of curriculum in the UK, the other countries of
Europe, and in the US reflect these two major
geopolitical trends.
Much of what is regarded as contemporary
assessment has its traditions in the educational
ideas of Galton (1869) and Binet (1905), but
Willbrink (1997) argues that the history of
assessment can be traced back to the fourteenth century in the Netherlands when Joan
Cele, the rector of a popular Latin school in
Zwolle, organised pupils into eight streamed
classes according to the pupils’ perceived
ability. Examinations were held twice a year
to promote or to demote students. The examination for pupils in the lower classes invited
them to recite translated Latin texts; examinations for pupils in the upper classes tested their
understanding of the meaning of the translated
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Latin text. Students from this school moved
to schools and universities across Europe,
including the University of Paris. They carried
with them Cele’s ideas and they influenced
practices in many key European educational
institutions. Thus, the European traditions of
graded examinations for the ranking of pupils
on the basis of their performance were born –
traditions that although designed mainly for
educational élites were inculcated uncritically
into mass education systems. In many ways,
the historical roots of assessment can still
be seen, for example in the idea that assessment is synonymous with testing and with the
labelling of learners.
An important historical moment for curriculum study in the UK was the establishment of universal schooling in the nineteenth
century. In 1833, the excessive employment
of children in factories was restricted, and
the government established a grant to be used
by the National Society for Promoting the
Education of the Poor, and also The British
and Foreign School Society, to promote religious and moral education and to extend literacy so that working people could make a
full contribution as citizens (UK Parliament,
2015). What can be described as the first
national curriculum in the UK was ‘The
Revised Code of 1862’. The revised code
included specifications on reading, writing
and arithmetic according to children’s age
as expressed in ‘standards’ from one to six,
and a system of payment by results by which
teachers were paid eight shillings for each
child who was judged by an inspector to have
passed the examination of the ‘3Rs’ (Reading,
wRiting, and aRithmetic) in their standard. A
failure in any one of the ‘3Rs’ would mean
that the grant was reduced by two shillings
and eight pence. Four shillings was awarded
for general merit and attendance. The 1870
Education Act was the first legislation in the
UK to specifically address education at the
national level. This Act established the differences between the religious teaching of
the ‘voluntary’ schools versus the ‘nondenominational’ teaching of the ‘board’
schools (UK Parliament, 2015).
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Important moments in the modern era of
curriculum study and development in the
UK include the work of Lawrence Stenhouse
at the University of East Anglia and related
work (Baumfield, Chapter 10). Recently, a
growing sense of both the continuing academic importance of curriculum to education and the challenges identified earlier in
this chapter in relation to performativity and
academic study resulted in the inauguration
in 2011 of a new Special Interest Group on
Curriculum, Assessment and Pedagogy as
part of the British Educational Research
Association (BERA). At the same time
the long-standing journal The Curriculum
Journal became part of BERA’s portfolio
of international journals that includes The
British Educational Research Journal. The
Curriculum Journal’s origins include its
philosophical engagement with the relationships between the theory and practice
of curriculum. This engagement continued
under the editorships of Mary James (who
later became president of BERA) and Bob
Moon. Louise Hayward and Dominic Wyse
were members of the first editorial team of
The Curriculum Journal under BERA, a role
they continue with Steve Higgins and Kay
Livingston.
The American Ralph Tyler’s (1949) Basic
Principles of Curriculum and Instruction
is regarded by some as the most influential
book (in modern times) about curriculum
(Pinar, 2013). Tyler made the cycle of curriculum development (planning, evaluating,
revising) central to curricular research. It was
not until the late 1960s that research in the
field shifted from curriculum ‘development’
to curriculum ‘research’. In Pinar’s account,
politicians and policymakers took over the
curriculum development process in the 1960s
in a series of events that pushed academics involved in curriculum development to
become curriculum researchers, studying
what was taught and asking key questions
about the content. They began to examine the
histories of curriculum, the power dynamics
of curriculum research and also the identity
of politics involved in curriculum research.

Pinar describes a third turn, starting in about
2001, which was the internationalisation
of US curriculum research. In this phase,
research about the curriculum (finally) began
to extend past US national perspectives and
boundaries.
The legacies of this trajectory of curriculum study are now visible in the titles
(and course offerings) of many masters
and doctoral programs in schools of education in the US. Stanford University has a
Curriculum Studies and Teacher Education
program; Teachers’ College, Columbia has a
Curriculum and Teaching program; Michigan
State University has Curriculum, Instruction,
and Teacher Education; and the University of
Illinois at Urbana–Champaign, the Univer
sity of Wisconsin–Madison, and Indiana
University Bloomington all have Curriculum
and Instruction departments or programs. The
contents of these programs (the areas of study
and courses on offer), however, evidence the
second phase Pinar describes, of curriculum
research and examination. For example, the
University of Indiana Bloomington’s program asks these critical questions:
What should we teach in schools, and how should
we teach it? Who decides what should be taught?
How does an increasing emphasis on education
standards change the way we teach students of
different genders, cultures, or socioeconomic backgrounds? How do we provide individualized
instruction in a group of students of different abilities and interests? Just as importantly, how should
we prepare the next generation of teachers for the
21st century classroom? (Indiana University, 2015)

The internationalisation of curriculum
research in the US, the third phase Pinar
describes, is still less visible in US curriculum and instruction programs/departments.
The European tradition of thinking about
curriculum, learning and teaching has significant differences from the traditions of the
UK and the US. Although the UK and the US
were developing curriculum studies, continental Europe and the Scandinavian countries were focused on Didaktik (Pinar, 2009).
In spite of being fundamental concepts in
Europe and Scandinavia since the emergence
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of public schooling in the fifteenth century
(Hillen et al., 2011) the concepts of Didaktik
and Bildung in German-speaking countries
and la didactique/les didactiques in Frenchspeaking countries have no literal translation
in English. Education in France has a strong
focus on rationality and universality building
from the values of the French Revolution and
its concern with égalité: the importance of
society acting in the interests of the majority
of its citizens. These ideas have influenced
the nature of the curriculum. For example,
having universality as a guiding principle has
led to a curriculum design where all students
have very similar curricular experiences at
very similar times. Traditionally, social, religious and moral education are the responsibility of the home rather than the state,
and teachers are primarily concerned with
the intellectual development of the child.
More recently, changes in society have led
to changes in these practices. Education in
Germany seeks to bring together academic
knowledge and moral education. Education
is seen not simply as academic: there is also
an emphasis for every child on the importance of other qualities such as commitment
and diligence. In Scandinavian countries the
attention to social justice has had a longstanding impact on their conception of curriculum,
but more recent experience in Sweden demonstrates the impact that neo-liberal forces
can have even on what appeared to be such
a stable system. Hudson (Chapter 7) offers
an insightful analysis of differences between
traditions in relation to teaching and learning. The German and Scandinavian traditions
of Didaktik/Fachdidaktik (general didactics/
subject didactics) and on the Francophone
traditions of la didactique / les didactiques.
Didaktik place the professionally autonomous teacher at the heart of the learning process and provides a frame for teachers to ask
questions about their professional practice.
There has been an increasing focus on how
the learner makes sense of the content in each
area of the curriculum, and methodological
tools have been developed to allow comparison of didactical practices at different levels
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of the system in order to provide an evidence
base for reflection. For example, in Action
Theory Didactics, emerging from comparative didactics, teaching and learning are seen
as joint action with participants who have
interdependent purposes and expectations.
Dialectical design, a cyclical model of didactical analysis (design, development, interaction and evaluation) is a tool that may be used
by researchers or by researchers and teachers
working together to deepen understanding of
teachers’ professional judgement.

THE SOCIO-CULTURAL TURN IN
CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND
ASSESSMENT
The influence of socio-cultural theory on
curriculum, assessment and pedagogy has
grown, but this influence is diffuse and complex, embracing sociological and philosophical perspectives. For example, social
constructionism with its central idea that
‘truths’ are held to be social artefacts is a
powerful influence. However, this is contested territory because there are some who
question socio-cultural theory as the most
appropriate way to understand curriculum
because of the alleged neglect of realist traditions (for example, Young, 2008). Although
there are significant critiques of pragmatism,
in Biesta’s (Chapter 5) view it remains a productive way for engaging with the question
of knowledge in curriculum conversations.
Based heavily on the work of Dewey, Rosiek
and Clandinin’s (Chapter 19) use of pragmatism links the ordinary experiences of teachers with an emphasis on inclusiveness and
respecting and listening to others’ experiences. Used this way, the pragmatist orientation seeks to work towards a better future,
engaging with others and acknowledging the
importance of global, local and personal
histories.
The impact of neo-liberalism and globalisation on education internationally is clear
from the chapters focused on pedagogy and
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assessment, with the important caveat that
the curriculum as planned and the curriculum
as lived are important distinctions (Jung and
Pinar, Chapter 2). The authors of the chapters on pedagogy and assessment frequently
interrogate issues of power, empowerment
and change. Even in states with a long history of democracy, the democratic roots can
be shallow (White, Chapter 4). There is little
dissent from the view that for educational
change to be meaningful, teachers need to be
empowered. Alexander (2000: 29) is particularly critical of instrumentalist educational
policies where recommendations are made
‘that fail to connect with cultural contexts as
if they were independent of each other’. In
such circumstances, teacher, pupil and community agency are likely to be compromised.
Agency can be understood as an ‘emergent phenomenon’ (Priestley et al., Chapter
12: 190) involving the inter-relationship of
the individual, the context, resources and
structures. The ecological model of agency
adopted by Priestley et al. (Chapter 12) concerns how teachers ‘might enact practice and
engage with policy’ (p. 189). Teacher agency
appears to be crucial to professionalism, and
in particular to the understanding necessary
for educators to challenge the hegemony of
neo-liberal philosophies implicated in many
educational developments. The neo-liberal
agenda has consistently underestimated or
undervalued the complexity of teaching as
a process embedded in theories and values,
evidence and justifications. Gardner and
Galanouli (Chapter 44) suggest that selfefficacy is a critical determinant of selfregulation and, in common with Priestley et
al., argue that curriculum innovation depends
upon engaging teachers meaningfully in
change processes. Hill (Chapter 48) reflects
on theories of teacher agency in the context
of professional learning communities for
assessment for learning, and argues that their
efficacy depends upon teachers having a theoretical understanding of learning, teaching
and assessment, which can be linked to the
enactment of small-scale projects to promote
ownership and trust.

Assessment is commonly seen almost as
synonymous with the performativities of
judgement, ranking, league tables and standardised tests. Wyatt-Smith and Looney
(Chapter 50) and Klenowski and Carter
(Chapter 49) use theories of globalisation to
analyse the disconnect between assessment
of learning and assessment as performativity. Using the concept of reflexivity, and
the realist social theory of Margaret Archer,
Wyatt-Smith and Looney highlight the tension between policy statements of professional standards in England and Australia
and the complexity of putting these ideas
into practice. The chapter from Nusche
(Chapter 52) begins to explore alternative
visions of the inter-relationship of learning,
teaching and assessment in the twenty-first
century. Harlen (Chapter 43) builds upon
Pellegrino’s argument that the role of learning theories in decisions about assessment is
often overlooked, and yet the acceptability
of using assessment results for purposes of
accountability depends upon an understanding of how people learn and how to measure
that learning. Black (Chapter 45) suggests
that, apart from Pellegrino et al. (2001), very
little theory on curriculum or pedagogy pays
attention to assessment, which is commonly
considered to be ‘marginal or [an] external necessity and not…an intrinsic feature’
(p. 727). Black presents a new model that
incorporates instruction, learning and curriculum and relates them in a distinctive way.
If teachers are to resist undesirable neoliberal influences on their work they may
need to become liberatory curriculum activists (Ayers et al., 2008) who are willing and
able to challenge policy and to create curricula designed to meet the needs of their
students and communities. Adaptive expertise is needed to use conceptual knowledge
to bring new insights help address problems
(Le Fevre, Timperley and Ell, Chapter 20).
There is potentially much to learn from those
who have worked with traditionally marginalised groups where communities have taken
action using democratic processes to serve
the interests of all groups better (Sleeter,
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Chapter 15). Freire and Freire’s (1994) dialogical encounter is a central tenet of the
Roma Project where young people learn to
think together and to live together in inclusive public schools (Melero et al., Chapter
13). The Freires’ ideas, in common with
Habermas’ theory of Communicative Action,
encourage teachers and learners to work
together in different power relationships to
plan and enact the curriculum through dialogic consensus. Lundy and Cook-Sather
(Chapter 17) examine pedagogical encounters in terms of power, position and agency
in relation to student voice and curriculum
development in particular. They caution that
reductionist forms of critical pedagogy can
reinforce existing patterns of domination but
when understood as contextualised efforts to
work across differences, critical pedagogy
can generate practice that is consistent with
children’s rights and respects the rights of a
diversity of students. Creating more equitable power relationships is a complex process
where personal and collective histories matter because learners’ engagement with pedagogy is shaped by the gendered present and
gendered histories (Elwood, Chapter 16) and
also by colonial practices in countries that
aspire to live in a globalised post-colonial era
(Dunne and Adzahlie-Mensah, Chapter 14).
The areas of the curriculum addressed in
these volumes, including traditional school
subjects and cross-cutting elements, are
theorised in relation to the social context of
learning in the classroom; the ways in which
individuals take up curricular knowledge
and construct meaning in different subject
areas; and the external forces that shape
curriculum, assessment, and pedagogy. For
example, the socio-cultural context is central to theorising in performing arts curricula because, as Franks (Chapter 23) makes
clear, ‘Art is the social technique of emotion,
a tool of society which brings the most intimate and personal aspects of our being into
the circle of social life’ (Vygotsky, 1971:
249). Art, which exists at the intersection of
the individual and social, of the abstract and
concrete, and the intellectual and affective, is
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a tool with which to develop children’s (and
adults’) communicative and expressive capabilities. As such, performing arts curricula
are pre-eminently concerned with learning
in, about and through the arts in a variety of
social contexts. The ‘play’ of art is mirrored
in the social context of creativity and play.
In the realm of play and curriculum development, play occupies the gap described by
Bernstein as ‘the distance between vertical
discourse and the real world’, the ‘crucial
site of the yet to be thought’ (2000: 31, cited
in Rogers, Chapter 37). This crucial site is
fundamentally a social one between individuals at play. Ferrari and Wyse (Chapter
36) echo many of Rogers’ concerns in their
analysis of the social context for creativity
and the place of curriculum and pedagogy
in fostering creativity. In relation to digital
developments, Nelson (Chapter 24: 374–75)
asks us to consider not only the underlying
semiotic logics of computers, but also, and
more critically, the ‘personal and social values…of electronically mediated experience’.
Indeed, Nelson’s axiological analysis of the
use of computers in modern life stems from
a socially constructed world view, one in
which it is logical and natural to frame an
inquiry into technologies around the ways
they are socially valued.
The socio-cultural lenses applied by
many authors to areas and subjects of the
curriculum also address ideologies in the
political sphere and in the academy that
shape curricula, pedagogy and their attendant assessments. Ideology is particularly
strongly linked to language, as research in
multilingual language learning settings has
uncovered (Benson and Elorza, Chapter
35; Llombart-Huesca, Chapter 27). Pan’s
(Chapter 34) argument about the effects of
globalisation on the discourse of English
language learning in China and the discourse’s impact on educational policy is part
of a story of globalisation and language, and
the teaching and assessment of second and
other languages. In multilingual contexts,
the learner’s habitus – or socially constructed
sense of self – is supported, Benson (2013)
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argues, through additive and dynamic programs. Holistic, communicative approaches
to language development frame the languagelearning context (see Jessner, 2006). But
there is also evidence that the ideologies
supporting neo-liberal, standards-based curricula are inimical to the ideal conditions that
support multilingual development, and run
counter to the conditions necessary for the
fostering of creativity in the social context of
the school and classroom (Ferrari and Wyse,
Chapter 36).
The progressive, liberal perspectives of
some authors challenge conceptions of reductive standards-based curricula tied to highstakes assessment and attendant global trends
showing movement away from studentcantered curricula. Most visibly, Hickman and
Heaton (Chapter 22) argue that art education
is an entitlement of all people, a right that was
formalised in a 1990 UNESCO declaration.
Similarly, Lambert (Chapter 25: 392) writes
about geographic knowledge as a human
right, suggesting that there is an ‘emancipatory power and purpose of education in initiating all young people into forms and fields of
specialised knowledge and powerful thought’
such as modern geographical knowledge and
skills. Bell and Skiebe-Corrette (Chapter 30)
frame progressive science curricula in the
context of curriculum ownership and purpose. Who ought to own the content of science curricula? Should science in schools be
seen mainly as an economic driver or a tool
for lifelong learning about one’s world?
The theory that we advance in this introduction is a theory of the inextricable links
of the message systems of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment. Pragmatism provides
an important basis for understanding curriculum holistically, for example by providing the intellectual tools for systematically
linking theory and practice. But this holistic
understanding of curriculum is necessarily
also understood in its socio-cultural milieu.
The marked reaction against neo-liberalism,
evident so strongly in the performativity of
international comparison based upon pupiltesting in the curriculum field, is underpinned

by sensitivity to agency, emancipation and
democracy; however, there are risks in these
powerful socio-cultural orientations. An
undue reaction against ‘appropriate’ uses of
measurement and a lack of attention to the
methodological strengths of methods such as
experimental work could make the curriculum field vulnerable at a time when interdisciplinarity is likely to be an important means
to build new knowledge.
Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are
enacted in the holistic context of the educational experience, and therefore theoretical
and empirical work is required that accounts
for the relationships between the three message systems. Hence, the structure of the six
parts of the two volumes includes the juxtaposition of curriculum and pedagogy (Part
II), and the juxtaposition of curriculum and
assessment (Part V), but also the selection of
major elements that cut across curriculum,
assessment and pedagogy (Part III, Part IV
and Part VI) to enrich what we see as a necessarily holistic, interlinked perspective.

EPISTEMOLOGY AND METHODOLOGY
OF CURRICULUM
The academic and pragmatic need to define
areas of study and human activity reveals an
epistemological conundrum for the study of
curriculum. We have already alluded to the
complexity in defining curriculum and have
presented working definitions for the volumes. However, we have to acknowledge the
suggestion that it is impossible to define curriculum in ways that can be meaningfully
applied to such a wide range of relevant
scholarship. Perhaps more consensus exists
in the idea that curriculum is not only the
organizational centre of institutionalized
education but also the ‘intellectual centre’
(Jung and Pinar, Chapter 2). We would even
go so far to say that curriculum (including
pedagogy and assessment) is one of the
defining areas of education as an academic
discipline.
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The importance of socio-cultural context
for all considerations of curriculum is the
starting point for Jung and Pinar’s account
of the field of study of curriculum whose
chapter begins this first part of the volumes.
As they argue, context, including global and
geographical, is central. Even in their exploration of dictionary definitions and etymology of the word ‘curriculum’, geographical
context and interpretation can be seen in Jung
and Pinar’s chapter. The selection of information in relation to the definition of the word
curriculum is taken from the US-oriented
Webster’s Dictionary (rather than the another
sources such as the OED) and reflects Jung
and Pinar’s claim that although the concept
of curriculum was imported from Europe,
since the 1970s the US has been ‘the disciplinary home of academic efforts to understand curriculum’ (Jung and Pinar, Chapter 2:
29). By contrast McCulloch (Chapter 3) notes a
two-thousand year trajectory of curriculum in
England, and identifies Ivor Goodson’s more
recent work in the UK as seminal to understanding curriculum in schools, and part of a
tradition of the ‘curriculum history’ genre of
historical research. McCulloch sees his study
of curriculum as social history, and identifies
seven key categories emerging from curriculum history: the differentiated curriculum, the
liberal curriculum, the vocational curriculum,
the academic subject-based curriculum, the
mass curriculum, the progressive curriculum,
and the imperial curriculum (McCulloch,
Chapter 3: 48). In an attractive metaphor
he also notes the way that curricula contain
‘sacred relics from our history’ (p. 47). The
similarities and differences between US perspectives on curriculum scholarship and UK
perspectives are enriched through consideration of the European tradition of Didactik..
Hudson (Chapter 7) begins his chapter with
two important cautions: that understanding of
Didactik. and of curriculum is culture-bound;
and comparison of meanings of Didactik.
and of curriculum has to withstand linguistic
boundaries, a process fraught with difficulties.
The nature of knowledge and its place
in curricula is one of the defining issues of
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curriculum study and development. A key
philosophical point of contention has been the
relativism–objectivism binary. Biesta maintains that pragmatism, and particularly John
Dewey’s transactional framework, offers
many possibilities for better understanding
of curriculum, and not least moving away
from what he sees as the rather stale opposition of objectivism and relativism. Biesta
also reminds us of the important question that
Herbert Spencer asked in 1854: ‘what knowledge is of most worth’ – a question that was
rephrased by Michael Apple in the 1990s as
‘Whose knowledge is of most worth?’ (Biesta,
Chapter 5: 78). The questions of what knowledge and whose knowledge should cause us
to reflect on the wider purposes of curricula in
schooling, including the overarching aims that
might be established. The sociological perspectives of Johan Muller and Michael Young
have had a significant impact on conceptions
of knowledge in curricula. Muller (Chapter
6) reminds us of the important sociological traditions of curriculum study, including
at the Institute of Education (which became
a school and faculty of University College
London in 2014) where the Karl Mannheim
Chair still exists and where Basil Bernstein
carried out most of his seminal work, including on curriculum. In his chapter Muller takes
up some of the ideas published in a special
issue of The Curriculum Journal (Wyse et al.,
2014a) and concludes:
It seems that Wyse et al.’s view that knowledge is
‘both constructed and real’ was right after all. How
to establish the reality of ‘powerful knowledge’
whilest acknowledging its social roots remains as
much of a challenge as it was in Mannheim’s day.
What is undeniably underway is a sort of rapprochement, but it remains a work in progress.
(Muller, Chapter 6, p. 103)

In a robust challenge to some scholars’ suggestion that Bernstein’s ideas have not been
applied in empirical work, Muller provides an
extensive list of empirical studies in a range
of curriculum subjects and areas; however,
the extent to which such work has been carried out in contexts for the youngest children
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is an important consideration for future
research. Such work could accommodate the
traditions of child-centred education that have
particularly been linked with the early years,
as Ang outlines (Chapter 9). The links
between child-centred theories and child
development suggest a challenging context
for analysis of appropriate knowledge: liberal
philosophies that, as Ang argues, are built
upon cultural influences.
Sociological perspectives are not the only
ones to have influence in an area, such as
curriculum, which could arguably benefit
from multidisciplinary understandings. In
England’s conception of its national curriculum 2014, established by Secretary of
State Michael Gove, Gove’s appeal to theory (Wyse, 2015, online) included sources
that ranged from Matthew Arnold (Arnold,
2009/1869) to modern psychology and neuroscience (where these fitted Gove’s ideology). A commonly held view about the
contribution of neuroscience to educational
practice is that the findings from neuroscience are too abstract to be relatable to the
practices of teaching and learning; however,
Tolmie (Chapter 8) shows that real progress is
being made, particularly when building upon
the work in traditional psychology. Tolmie
acknowledges the need for collaboration
between neuroscience researchers and educational practitioners. Perhaps other educational researchers in more applied fields may
also be an important part of both translating
and stimulating new curriculum knowledge.
Tolmie argues that ‘at present, effective interventions are based largely on behavioural
work (much of this drawing upon teacher
expertise in its inception); however, by combining this with neuroscience, it has become
possible to explain why these work and to
build models of individual variation at a level
of sensitivity that behavioural studies alone
are not able to achieve (Thomas, 2013). In
time, wholly novel interventions that address
this level of detail may begin to emerge’
(Chapter 8: 136).
White’s philosophy (Chapter 4) directly
addresses the practical consequences of

curriculum aims considered in the broader
context of democracy. White’s key question is ‘Who should decide schools’ aims?’
(p. 66) The question of ‘Who should decide’
about curriculum knowledge spans both
Herbert Spencer’s and Michael Apple’s
concerns. For example, if politicians dictate
the knowledge to be addressed in the curriculum, then perhaps they deem that their
conception of knowledge is of most worth.
This kind of political conception is challengeable on democratic grounds, but is
particularly problematic when it is counter
to trustworthy evidence that suggests more
appropriate conceptions of knowledge and
understanding1. The nature of evidence and
its relationship with practice is an important
trend in education, and society more widely.
‘Evidence-informed practice’, ‘knowledge
mobilisation’, ‘self-learning teachers’ and
schools are the modern buzzwords that reflect
age-old epistemological questions dressed in
new clothing. Perhaps one possible answer
to Muller’s suggestion of rapprochement and
curriculum knowledge as a work in progress’,
lies in Baumfield’s (Chapter 10) articulation of practitioner research where teachers
engage with traditional research knowledge,
and through reflection construct new knowledge through practice.

CURRICULUM AND PEDAGOGY
In his seminal text, Culture and Pedagogy,
Alexander (2000) argued that pedagogy,
athough elusive, is the most important educational theme because pedagogy is embedded
in culture, structure and policy. Zyngier
(Chapter 11) explores pedagogical issues in
countries in five continents, exploring what
might be done to challenge the view (Villegas,
1988) that White, middle-class culture damages the education of minorities. Zyngier
offers ‘pedagogical reciprocity’ as a model
where culture and pedagogy are explicitly
connected, and where pedagogy seeks to
connect and engage with students’ cultural
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knowledge. All students see themselves represented in curriculum through pedagogy
that seeks to respond to students’ lived experiences. The tensions between culture and
pedagogy are also explored by Priestley et al.
(Chapter 12). Their ecological model of
teacher agency is used as a lens to explore
practice in Scotland and Cyprus. They highlight how personal histories influence teacher
agency and illustrate how teachers exercising
agency in particular ways can lead to a
reduction in their ability to influence policy
and practice. They conclude that agency is
more than teacher capacity; it is context
dependent.
Engagement in dialogic conversation as
pedagogy lies at the heart of the chapter by
Melero et al., (Chapter 13). They explore the
concept of an inclusive public school and
exemplify ideas through the Roma Project, an
ongoing interdisciplinary research and education project. The Roma Project is explicitly
oriented around social justice through ‘learning to learn in cooperation’. It is a dynamic
process comprising collaborative thought and
action: first, the group thinks through what
should be investigated and then the group
puts their plans into practice. Collaborative
exploration and dialogic inquiry are central
ideas in the project methodology.
The importance of culture in relation to
pedagogy, and the impact of both on student identify, is a key theme of the chapter
by Dunne and Adzahlie-Mensah (Chapter
14). The authors question the assumptions
about transformative education, reporting
on a project in rural Ghana that studied the
hidden curriculum and the ways in which
students understood their social positioning
within the institution. Within an authoritarian school organisation, with strong disciplinary practices and a curriculum based on
knowledge production, students positioned
themselves as ‘nobodies’. Their agency
within the institution was extremely limited,
but they used silence as an agentic ‘voice’.
Understanding why schools and teachers
in some low-income nation state contexts
appear to limit the agency of pupils also

13

requires attention to the capacity and cultural
practices of teachers to counterbalance critical perceptions (Wyse et al., 2014b).
Focusing on ethnicity in the curriculum, Sleet
er (Chapter 15) compares three
countries – the US, New Zealand and
Canada – and their origins, political struggles
and the reshaping of curricula. She argues
that although globally there are frameworks
and resources for working with ethnicity in
curriculum, national contexts differ and thus
terminologies and frames of reference cannot
simply be transported across borders without attention to context. Context also plays
a crucial role in gender in the curriculum.
Elwood (Chapter 16) considers how thinking about gender as a dichotomous variable
(male/female) has moved to a more socially
situated understanding of how boys and
girls identify themselves as individuals and
as learners, how they interact with subjects,
subject knowledge and skills and how these
are taught and assessed. The complexities
of these inter-relationships are illustrated in
the example Elwood cites from Ivinson and
Murphy (2007) where a male science teacher
who held strong beliefs about the masculine
idea of science tended to align his subject
with boys, exclude girls, and attributed their
absence as non-participation. Similarly, a
female English teacher suggested that creative writing and novels were associated with
subjective feminine knowledge and grammar, syntax and structure with objective masculine knowledge. She adapted her creative
writing course in relation to boys to reflect
her standpoint on gender, without reflecting
on the gendered nature of that act or engaging with the young people to seek their views.
The importance of student voice is developed in the work of Lundy and Cook-Sather
(Chapter 17). They argue that respect for the
child is fundamental to the enactment of the
UN Declaration on the Rights of the Child.
Respect involves ensuring that every child
has the opportunity to influence matters that
affect him or her. The authors propose the
development of a rights-respecting curriculum. This model builds upon Dewey’s notion
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of a respected and responsible self, developed through a curriculum constituted by the
interaction of teachers, students and knowledge. The model shares many of the features
of the Roma Project (Chapter 13). Lally
(Chapter 18) takes forward the theme of
enhancing student voice through innovative
pedagogies exploring ways in which power
relationships between teachers and learners
might shift fundamentally using the potential of the Internet to create virtual worlds
where the voices of learners are dominant.
He described the Inter-Life project and the
major challenges experienced by the project participants in their attempts to create a
virtual research community with young people. Lally describes a workshop in Trinidad
where young people interact in the virtual
world and argues that new forms of interaction offer new opportunities to understand
issues such as the development of voice.
The growth of instrumental education policies is having an impact on initial
teacher education in some countries. Rosiek
and Clandinin (Chapter 19) show that this
movement has affected teacher education
programs, which are compelled (sometimes
by law) to prepare new teachers to implement curriculum policies. They argue that
preparing teachers to be curriculum ‘makers’ is essential. Teachers are the professionals in schools who stand at the intersection
of all curricular influences, and help guide
students to productive engagements with
the experienced curriculum. Using autobiographical inquiries Rosiek and Clandinin
work with teachers to show that although
teachers cannot always control the material
and institutional context in which they work,
they can control the way they think about
students and imagine their possibilities and
their future lives (Eisner, 1985).
To counteract instrumental policies, in
some countries new curricula are being
developed that are built upon theories of
learners as autonomous, active and reflective,
and with pedagogy seen as an integral part of
the curriculum. Le Fevre et al. (Chapter 20)
argue that teachers and education systems

need to visualize themselves as adaptive
experts. Teachers, who are adaptive experts,
are able to use deep conceptual knowledge
to solve problems in differing situations and
exemplify how that might be put into practice
using a spiral of enquiry. Problems in education that are particularly intransigent are
those relating to the learning of the most vulnerable students. Le Fevre et al. identify the
need for novel solutions if these problems are
to be tackled.
The importance of teachers recognising
themselves as lifelong learners is a theme
developed by Livingston (Chapter 21). She
argues that those responsible for teacher professional learning must recognise that teachers are individual learners, influenced by
their personal biographies formed by beliefs
and experiences that are unique to them. She
advocates key experiences for high quality professional learning: building from the
theories that teachers bring with them; beginning from student teachers exploring their
assumptions and experiences of learning;
providing in-school opportunities for teachers to support deeper understandings of the
inter-relationship of curriculum, assessment
and pedagogy; dialogue as a legitimate form
of professional learning; and well-trained
mentors to support teachers as learners.

CURRICULUM SUBJECTS
The main foci of chapters in part three
include historical trends and potential futures
for subjects and their related disciplines. Five
chapters centre on humanities and social
science disciplines; three more focus on
STEM-related subjects (science, technology,
engineering and maths), and a final three
examine aspects of the visual and performing
arts and physical education. Socio-cultural
orientations are an important cross-cutting
theme for these subject groupings, for example Llombart-Huesca (modern foreign languages, Chapter 27), Nelson (computing,
Chapter 24) and Franks (performing arts,
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Chapter 23). In her chapter on the curriculum
and pedagogies of teaching of world languages, Llombart-Huesca discusses trends in
US and European foreign and heritage language teaching, not to contrast methods but
to trace historical shifts from structuralism to
the more current communicative language
teaching methods. These methods rely on
and are based in socio-cultural understandings of classroom contexts and communication. Issues of proficiency, standards, culture
and language ideologies in relation to communicative language teaching for foreign and
heritage languages are also addressed.
Although the computer may have its origins in maths and science, its significance
is often in creative use, in personal and professional spaces. Nelson’s chapter (Chapter
24) offers an insightful and original take on
a very broad category of ideas and objects
grouped under the term ‘computing’. Instead
of focusing on computing’s practical and
functional potentials, he takes an axiological approach, exploring the values computers and computing have for individuals in
societies. Such an approach allows him to
take a historical perspective on computing in
classrooms, and to note their prime value as
pedagogical tools. Questions are asked about
what it is we do with computers, what they
may mean to us and how we as academics,
students and learners value them in different contexts. In addition to the significance
of creativity to computing, creativity is also
central to performing arts. Franks (Chapter
23) links creativity with the personal, social
and cultural development involved in the performing arts. He suggests that it is one of the
only curricular locations where whole person
learning is truly enacted, and that communication and expression, the two most critical
aspects of performing arts, should be central
to all curricula.
Several chapters in the section reference
external forces that have shaped their subject areas, including Somerville (Chapter 32)
who highlights a major irony of environmental and sustainability education that it is not
central to early years and elementary/primary
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curricula, but that it is – or ought to be – the
defining issue of our time. Somerville provides a historical overview of the field,
including major debates and some illustrative case studies. She also offers provocative future directions for a subject area that
is not only about, but also buffeted by, external forces of all kinds. Hickman and Heaton
(Chapter 22) trace curricular developments
in visual art education in the UK over time,
and ultimately argue that an arts education
should be one of the basic learning needs
described in UNESCO’s (1990) declaration
of every individual’s educational rights. They
support a learner-centred view of art education in which learning through and about art
takes place at developmentally appropriate
times. They also take up the contested issue
of the place of assessment in art education,
linking growth in assessment in art education
to an increased focus on learning and reduced
focus on artistic and aesthetic development.
Writing about the subject of science,
Bell and Skiebe-Corrette (Chapter 30) suggest that complications have arisen from
seeing science education as an economic
driver, particularly in the developing world
where Western models of science are often
imported in the name of progress, with not
enough space given to local ways of knowing and living in the world. They advocate
a move away from science as an economic
driver towards scientific literacy: integrated
science education for lifelong learning,
addressing big ideas. Finally, they ask readers to consider who owns science education
and to answer the pressing question: who is
science for? In a related chapter, Teslow et al.
(Chapter 31) tackle the engineering curriculum, focusing on work in the US but making
internationally applicable arguments. They
describe current exemplary engineering curricula and provide holistic prescriptions for
future improvements to this relatively young
curricular subject. They draw upon practicing engineers’ perceptions of necessary skills
and attributes for the field to suggest future
curricular developments in engineering and
engineering-related fields.
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Jess and Thorburn (Chapter 28) take up
the complicated positioning of physical education in their chapter. Like Hickman and
Heaton, and Franks, these authors remind
us of the critical importance of their oftenoverlooked curricula subjects. This neglect is
particularly visible in the case of the field of
physical education, which, Jess and Thorburn
argue, was unable to influence national policy
decisions because of its internal fragmentation, and also because there was little governmental attention to physical education as
a subject until relatively recently. The lack of
governmental interference did allow the field
to develop curricula and assessment practices
relatively autonomously, but less national
attention to student outcomes meant less of
a voice in policy. They also take up difficulties in assessment, especially in relation to
integrating physical and cognitive aspects of
assessment.
A third subset of subjects concerns curricular knowledge and meaning construction.
In his comparison of history curricula in the
US and the UK, Keirn (Chapter 26) offers
brief histories of each, highlighting key internal and external changes that have influenced
their content over time. He also discusses the
constantly changing relationships each curriculum has to global trends. Keirn argues
that ultimately both US and UK history curricula are dominated by US- and UK-centred
versions of their national histories, respectively, rather than a sense of world history.
Unlike the curriculum of history or foreign languages (which, although internally
contentious are externally definable – historical periods and dates, linguistic forms
and structures), the geography curriculum
suffers, Lambert (Chapter 25) explains, from
being neither fully defined nor fully accepted
as a subject, and yet it is seen as integral to
learning about the world. Lambert argues
that geography was one of the first fields to
engage in curriculum theorizing in the 1970s
and 1980s, and makes a case for the Future
Three Curriculum, arguing that everyone has
a right to powerful geographic knowledge
and skills.

Franchi et al. (Chapter 29) suggest that the
key issue for religious education in modern
times is the extent to which, or even how, the
modern school can influence students’ religious and spiritual development. Issues of the
appropriate scope and conceptual framework
for religious studies remain unanswered, and
religious education curriculum scholars often
find that they must justify their subject’s right
to exist. Their chapter explores religious education in religious and secular schools with
populations that may be religious or secular,
and advocates the study of religious ways of
thinking.

AREAS OF THE CURRICULUM
The traditional subjects of the curriculum
have links with particular conceptions of
knowledge. These conceptions rarely accommodate the transdisciplinary elements of curricula that some regard as more relevant to
learning in the twenty-first century. As
Albright explains (Chapter 33), although
‘transdisciplinary’ can mean many things,
from a vision of knowledge to a strategy for
approaching disciplines, it is fundamentally a
transcendental approach to narrowly conceived disciplinary knowledge. Noting that
transdisciplinarity has its roots in tertiary
settings internationally, he reviews recent
transdisciplinary work from early years to
secondary education settings (Finland,
Australia and New York City). He suggests
that Bourdieu’s (1989) principles for reflecting on curricula, which were posited in 1984
after Bourdieu led a Mitterrand commission
on the future of education in France, may be
of use to scholars working in transdisciplinary ways as well as within their own disciplines. Bourdieu’s findings, proposed as a
series of curricular principles (1989), advocate a curriculum focused on intellectual
inquiry and, Albright suggests, are as topical
today as they would have been in the 1980s.
Albright’s questions about the value of disciplines are useful to hold in mind as we

Introduction

engage with the many curricular areas presented in this section.
Creativity in the social context of schooling is a necessary curricular element, and
indeed a profoundly human characteristic
(Ferrari and Wyse, Chapter 36). Ferrari and
Wyse establish a tripartite definition of creativity related to originality, value and acceptance, and they take up these three terms in
relation to both major creative breakthroughs
and everyday creativity. They include a
nuanced discussion of the role of creativity in
tightly controlled curricula and in classroom
contexts where teachers do not value (or even
devalue) creative children. Their example of
mathematics curricula is illustrative: although
mathematicians value and require creative
problem solving, teachers in school settings
often require correct, but not necessarily creative, problem solving. They also address
the complications that arise from attempts to
assess creativity in schools. Rogers (Chapter
37) addresses related issues in her chapter on
play, in which she takes for granted the need
for active play-based learning and focuses on
the relationship of play to curricula, assessment and pedagogic practices. She explores
definitions of play, the relationship of play to
culture, principles for practice and the role of
play in pedagogies. Building on Bernstein’s
work, she argues that play may be the venue
through which to bridge the gap between vertical and horizontal knowledge.
In their chapter on multilingualism education for All, Benson and Elorza describe multilingual curriculum development across the
world, focusing first on theories and then on
practices. They take a holistic perspective on
multilingualism, arguing that it is distinct from
bilingualism, and discuss the implications of
adopting a multilingual habitus, including the
need for additive, dynamic approaches. They
use examples of multilingual curriculum
development in low-income and language
revitalization contexts, provide detailed curricular examples and discuss the implications
of such work in and out of schools.
The idea of external forces influencing subject areas is also taken up in several
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other chapters in this section. For example,
Pan (Chapter 34) traces the rise and fall of
English language education in China by
chronicling changing state language ideologies in the past few decades. She argues that
the rise of English education in post-Olympic
China is a direct result of the forces of globalization. The changes can be seen in the 2011
national curriculum, which views English
as a tool and, paradoxically, views learning
English as a way to increase Chinese patriotism and spread Chinese culture.
Mills and Unsworth (Chapter 39) tackle
the literacy curriculum forthrightly, interrogating its scope, and highlighting key historical and current debates. They review the
fundamental paradigms of the field: basic
skills, whole language, systemic functional
linguistics and critical literacies. Several key
issues in the field, concerning the role of orality, the relationships that exist between home
and school literacy practices (or that should
exist), the role of knowledge of language
and curriculum area literacies are also examined. The future trends and potential areas
of research in literacy studies highlighted
(especially in relation to the communicative
practices of new social media and the materiality of literacy) will be of interest beyond
the immediate field. Ultimately, like many
other subjects and areas of the curriculum
discussed in these volumes, the underlying
principle at work in literacy education is a
classificatory one, wherein language knowledge is reclassified as literacy curriculum in
uneven and unequal ways in schools.
Ruthven (Chapter 40) pinpoints the beginnings of the construct of ‘numeracy’ in the
1960s in England and follows it as it spread
abroad in the 1990s. It evolved from a concern with basic skills to functional competencies, and then to a concept of foundational
capabilities. Ruthven also describes the
consequences of the plurality of definitions.
Although there have been some efforts to
advocate for numeracy across the curriculum,
it is more often seen in mathematics, although
there are links between numeracy and literacy
studies, for example Brian Street’s work on
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numeracy (2005; Kalman and Street, 2012)
which exemplifies some of these translations.
Ruthven’s arguments suggest elements of
transdisciplinarity within numeracy and literacy studies. These transdisciplinary efforts
signal places where academics are viewing
content, as well as pedagogical and assessment practices, from broader perspectives.
The problems inherent in defining STEM,
as well as the challenges of integrating content, are covered by Gomez-Zwiep (Chapter
41). She includes research on effective
instruction within and across maths and science, but explains that there is very little
research on STEM as a curriculum area with
commonalities. As others in this volume
suggest, there are tensions between narrow
disciplinary perspectives and calls for more
integration. Gomez-Zwiep addresses these
tensions and discusses some of the research
on identity and persistence in STEM fields.
Hernandez-Gantes (Chapter 42) describes the
roles of career and technical education in his
chapter, focusing in particular on efforts to
address career and college readiness in vocational and technical education contexts in the
US. He lays the groundwork by framing the
policies and structures of current practices,
as well as the theoretical grounding of the
field, and then focuses on curricular designs.
He also offers some implications for technical education in the modern, skill-demanding
world.
Finally, one chapter in this section is primarily concerned with subject knowledge,
in this case knowledge about children’s literature. Smith (Chapter 38) explores the
marginalization of children’s literature
in the UK curriculum in tandem with the
burgeoning popularity of children’s and
young adult’s fiction in publishing markets.
One consequence of the marked growth
of the fiction market is an increase in risktaking in the part of publishers, leading to
more innovation and a larger and more durable market than ever. Another consequence is
an increase in the study of children’s literature in tertiary settings. Why then, she asks
the reader, might children’s literature be so

popular out of schools, but seemingly less
valued in them? Her answers to this question
lie in the policy context where, at least in the
primary setting, literature has been pushed
out in favour of a focus on prescriptive literacy teaching strategies. Smith suggests
several uses for literature in schooling, from
the importance of storytelling to the role that
that teaching of children’s literature can have
in reducing achievement gaps and increasing
equity in schools.

ASSESSMENT AND THE CURRICULUM
Harlen (Chapter 43) sets out the territory of
part five of the volumes by defining terms
commonly used in assessment and describes
three main purposes, rather than types, for
assessment: formative, summative and evaluative. For example, she argues that teacher
assessment or specially designed tasks or
tests can be part of formative assessment but
only when the results are used to inform the
next steps in pupil’s learning or to adapt
teaching. Questioning the dependability of
much of the testing that is common internationally, Harlen cites the large body of
research evidence from many countries on
the negative impact of high stakes use of test
data (for example, Harlen and Deakin Crick,
2003; Nordenbo et al., 2009). These issues
are also taken up by Schleicher (Chapter 56),
Care and Beswick (Chapter 57) and Takekawa
(Chapter 58) and others. Harlen concludes by
offering ten principles that she argues conveys the values to guide practice and the
standards by which actions should be judged.
Even the term assessment can elicit
strong reactions from teachers. Gardner and
Galanouli (Chapter 44) explore teachers’
perceptions of assessment. They suggest that
although much of the thinking about assessment is socio-cultural, many of the practices
are essentially reductionist and that concepts
such as active involvement have had little
impact. Decontextualized standardised tests
remain a major driving force. They present
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evidence illustrating that, driven by accountability systems, teachers commonly engage
in practices (for example mandated testing
programmes) that they do not believe to be
an accurate reflection of their students’ learning. Such disconnects contribute to stress,
low morale and burnout. Different teachers
respond in different ways: resisting or complying. Their analysis leads to the stark conclusion that when compliance is demanded,
irrespective of the assessment focus (that
is, assessment for learning or ‘raising standards’), teachers’ perceptions will influence
the extent and the ways in which they engage
with the proposed change. Innovation in curriculum, pedagogy and assessment must pay
far greater attention to teachers’ perceptions if
innovation is to lead to change.
Assessment for Learning (AfL) has been
criticized for its lack of theoretical precision (Bennett, 2011) and for the tendency to
over emphasize the difference between formative and summative assessment (Flórez
and Sammons, 2013). Black (Chapter 45)
acknowledges these tensions and, as a contribution to developing theory, presents a model
to promote a more coherent understanding of
the relationship between the formative and
summative aims of assessment and the functions they serve within pedagogy. He argues
that any resolution of the formative and summative aims of assessment must ensure that
validity is not compromised, that is, teachers’
inferences from student contributions about
learning should be justified by evidence,
assessment as part of pedagogy should make
a positive contribution to pupils’ learning,
and that teachers should find the resolution
of formative and summative practices practicable and rewarding.
Smith (Chapter 46) argues that AfL can
only become an effective pedagogical tool if
an appropriate assessment culture is created
in schools and in society. Self-regulation lies
at the heart of this culture. She argues that for
the potential benefits of AfL to be realised,
educational stakeholders must deepen their
theoretical and practical understanding of
assessment, including its potential and its
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limitations. Smith shares the concerns of
many authors in this section of the handbook,
believing that the increasing impact of external accountability on students, teachers and
schools is a threat to assessment as a pedagogical tool (Crooks, 2011). Smith offers
examples of countries – New Zealand and
Scotland – where attempts are being made
to build more intelligent systems of accountability. Both countries are attempting to
develop accountability systems that support
the aspirations of the curriculum, for example
using sample surveys to provide national data
to government and avoiding the creation of
league tables. In New Zealand, tests standardised against the New Zealand curriculum
are available for teachers to download in ways
that relate specifically to their classroom
curriculum. They can, therefore, be used to
support learners and learning but cannot be
used as the basis for comparison.
Implementing AfL is particularly challenging in strongly examination-driven, teacherdominated cultures. Although acknowledging
the limited empirical evidence on the implementation of assessment for learning in
English Language classrooms in Hong Kong,
Lam (Chapter 47) identifies some indicators of teachers and students becoming more
receptive to innovative assessment practices.
Hong Kong teachers remain to be convinced
of the extent to which assessment reform is
possible and of the efficacy of the pedagogical
roles inherent in new assessment practices.
Likewise, students are challenged by ideas of
self-regulation in classrooms where they are
used to being passive learners. Lam suggests
that for such a significant change in learning culture to take root, whole system action
will be required. Hill (Chapter 48) explores
the potential for learning communities to
support the sustainable development of AfL.
She reviews studies and identifies themes
important to sustainability, including teacher
engagement, leadership, collaboration within
schools, across schools and with districts,
action research within personal practice and
alignment with national assessment systems.
When these features are not present or only
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partly implemented the potential for AfL to
be sustained is compromised.
Commonly, tensions exist between assessment for formative purposes and assessment
for summative purposes (Black, Chapter 45).
When summative assessment is equated with
testing there can be a significant ‘wash-back’
effect. In classrooms where the focus shifts to
what is tested, and curriculum aims are narrowed, teachers teach to the tests. Klenowski
and Carter (Chapter 49) review curriculum
reform internationally, focusing on where
there have been increased levels of testing
of cross-curricular capabilities. They offer
an example of the power of the wash-back
effect. In Queensland, Australia, following
the introduction of the national testing programme, NAPLAN, some secondary schools
suspended their English and Mathematics
curricula for weeks to prepare for the tests.
The higher the stakes, the more bizarre the
behaviour can become, and the more testing
there is the less trust in teachers’ professional
judgement.
The assessment complexities facing teachers and schools are constantly increasing
because assessment is used for so many different purposes in different contexts. Many
assessment uses are contentious: the gatekeeping functions of assessment in school
and in post-school environments; the use
of assessment data to judge teachers, schools
and nations; and the use of standardised tests
in ways that are beyond the limits of their
dependability. To do more than survive in
the landscape of twenty-first century education, teachers, parents, employers and
policymakers need to be assessment literate. Wyatt-Smith and Looney (Chapter 50)
explore professional standards in a number of countries internationally and examine how assessment is represented within
them. Many attempts to make professional
standards explicit, they argue, do not fully
recognise either the complexity or the emotional aspect of teachers’ assessment work,
although they found evidence of such recognition in professional codes in medicine
and law.

Looking to the future of tests and examination systems, Baird and Hopfenbeck (Chapter
51) identify five challenges currently being
faced by examination systems: crises of
knowledge, spiralling reform cycles, globalisation, performativity and grade inflation.
They explore tensions running through education systems internationally, for example
the politicisation of assessment and the emergence of assessment for accountability. They
also highlight the power struggles over what
constitutes knowledge and the contentious
relationship between the nature of knowledge
and qualifications, and they predict more tension in the relationship between supranational
and local curricula and assessment. These are
complex debates, and for teachers to engage
critically in them requires a high level of
professional expertise. Critique also takes
courage, and Baird and Hopfenbeck anticipate that many of the institutions involved in
supranational and national assessment and
testing may be resistant to critique. The alternative to a critical stance is one that emerges
in many of the chapters in these volumes,
where teachers are compliant and deprofessionalised; a scenario, they argue, that puts
the quality of state education at risk.
The OECD (2013) review of evaluation and
assessment policies across 29 education systems highlights the diversity of international
practice (Nusche, Chapter 52). Although
there are transnational trends, for example
moving away from transmission models of
learning and the emergence in curricula of
twenty-first century skills and competences,
countries take very different approaches to
the way that they design curricula and to the
roles that they envisage teachers playing in
the process. Nusche argues that assessment
innovation often lags behind curriculum
innovation, leading to a disconnect between
curricular aspirations and classroom practice. She proposes a range of ways in which
assessment practices might be developed,
including the development of evidence-based
learning progressions; supporting teachers in
developing expertise in assessment; developing test banks and sample-based assessments
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to assess broader learning goals; and using
ICT to create sophisticated assessment
instruments.
A consistent theme emerging from across
chapters in these volumes is the impact of
accountability systems on the alignment of
curriculum, assessment and pedagogy. In the
Reith Lectures in 2002, Onora O’Neill (2002)
presented a powerful critique of many of
the market driven accountability systems in
vogue internationally. She offered as an alternative the idea that accountability systems
should be intelligent. Johnson explores this
idea, defining an intelligent accountability
system as one that is perceived to be ‘valid,
fair, understandable, and sustainable by those
most directly affected by it’ (Chapter 53:
855). She explores what remains one of educational systems’ greatest international challenges – how to hold systems accountable for
educationally desirable, ethically defensible
practices. Perhaps one of the most hopeful
areas for exploration is in the potential of
national assessment programmes, particularly surveys, where data can be collected in
ways that seek to minimize negative washback in schools and classrooms. Johnson
explores the role that national assessment
programmes can play in serving an intelligent accountability function, but concludes
that the winds of political change too often
change before the potential of the survey
approach can be realised.

THE CURRICULUM AND
EDUCATIONAL POLICY
One of the increasingly influential drivers of
reform of national curricula, pedagogy and
assessment since 2000 has been international
comparative systems, which Lingard (2014)
sees occupying spaces and places he describes
as ‘learnification’ and ‘policy as numbers’.
Any political change, of which educational
reform is but one, is located in the wider
social and political context of nation states.
Economics, including the perceived links
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between education policies and nations’
prosperity, is a frame that contextualises the
specifics of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment policies. However, as Hermannsson
(Chapter 54) makes clear in his chapter, the
research evidence on links between education and national and international economics is very complex, not least because of the
range of different channels for education
policy impact. There is strong empirical evidence that, in general, qualifications increase
the likelihood of employment, and the more
qualified the worker, the higher the wages
they are likely to earn, but although there is
clear correlational evidence, the causes are
subject to considerable debate with some
even arguing that about 10–15 per cent of the
effect of qualifications on earnings could
be spurious. This broader macroeconomic
context of national economics is underpinned
by the public versus private discourse of the
control of education. Peroni (Chapter 55)
adds to the work of network analyses, which
have shown the increasing influence of international companies, in a description of the
impact in Brazil, highlighting the ways in
which private companies directly influence
curriculum and pedagogy as a result of their
educational partnerships with the State.
One of the challenges for curriculum
researchers is to rigorously appraise the
methodologies of international comparison and disentangle these from the effects
on education systems, including politicians’ actions on the basis of their perceptions. Schleicher (Chapter 56) attributes a
range of powerful influences and benefits
to international assessments, including the
ways in which politicians have increasingly
shown interest and even invested resources
in the development and implementation of
the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). His chapter also reveals
some of the sophistication of the particular
methodology adopted in international assessments like PISA, including cross-country
validity and comparability. The point is made
that policymakers tend not to use the findings
to challenge existing educational policies,
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preferring more often to select the findings
to support their existing policies. There are of
course other long-standing traditions of comparative work, and other critiques of the most
well-known international assessments. Care
and Beswick (Chapter 57) are circumspect in
their evaluation of the impact of international
comparative assessments such as PISA. They
caution that continual in-country reforms of
curriculum, for example, challenge the methodological appropriateness of tests that happen at a particular point in time and that are
then used as the basis for reform. The issue
of cross-sectional versus longitudinal designs
also applies to the assessment of pupils’
learning where previous years’ learning is so
often not accounted for. The important cultural dimensions of curriculum in a global
context to which Care and Beswick refer, and
that are a challenge for international comparison, are subject to illumination by Takekawa
(Chapter 58) through an unflinching in-depth
analysis of the implication of globalised
assessment on Japan. The case for teacher
and student agency could hardly be more
powerfully made than in the link that is made
in the chapter between successful earthquake
disaster planning and schools’ curricula.
International, national and regional policies depend on their implementation by
teachers, and on appropriate whole school
leadership. The relationship between
national policies and schools brings to the
fore issues of agency. One extreme example
of this relationship is the top–down cascade
model of a national strategy, for example
England’s National Literacy and Numeracy
strategies implemented from 1997 to 2010.
Sinnema (Chapter 59) identifies the need for
curriculum designers to have a clear sense
of the place of autonomy that includes how
dimensions such as assessment, accountability and teachers’ capacity might influence
teachers’ autonomy. Moore et al. (Chapter
60) argue that such autonomy seems to be
perilous in the US as a result of the implementation of Common Core State Standards.
Sugrue’s (Chapter 61) chapter powerfully
brings together the issues of performativity,

agency and globalisation in his attention to
leadership. There is evidence that the heterogeneity emerging in relation to curriculum
and assessment is also present in leadership
development programmes. Sugrue argues
on the basis of his review of literature internationally, and on his own research with
headteachers, for a better balance between
the personal and professional in theorising
leadership in order to realise the promise of
more holistic and coherent curricula for the
benefit of learners – and just as school leaders require appropriate professional development, so do teachers. Menter (Chapter
62) urges us to consider the ways in which
schools’ curricula, pedagogy and assessment
are part of, and influence, the curricula of
professional development. He also reminds
us of the importance of curriculum study as a
part of teacher preparation.

CURRICULUM FUTURES: RESEARCH,
POLICY AND PRACTICE
One of the characteristics of the curriculum
research field that has intensified in the last
20 years is that of curriculum analyses controlled by entities other than academics in
universities. The most prominent example is
the field of international student assessment,
which aims to evaluate education systems
and is having powerful, intended and unintended consequences for the field of curriculum globally, as the new analyses in this
handbook have shown. The OECD ownership of PISA resulted originally from member
countries’ ‘demands’ for ‘data on the knowledge and skills of their students and the performance of their education systems’ (OECD,
2015). But knowledge of students is not
simply equitable with performance of whole
education systems. The international comparisons based on student data provokes
questions such as ‘who decides the knowledge to be tested’ and ‘what is the most
appropriate knowledge to be tested’.
Disaggregating the effects of student testing
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from the value placed on education systems
is a continuing area for curriculum research.
One of the defining political questions
for education in the twenty-first century that
has received increasing attention is ‘what
works?’. This is something that has had
significant implications for national curricula, particularly in the areas of literacy
and mathematics. But more important for
curriculum researchers are other questions:
‘how should we evaluate what works’, ‘is it
possible to improve state curriculum development through national comparison’, and
if so, ‘which states should be comparators’.
The comparative research tradition in curriculum scholarship should be prominent in
seeking to address these questions. How we
should evaluate is predicated by some people
on the a priori view that standardised student
assessment is the most appropriate methodology. But if citizens regard a curriculum with
high student test outcomes in relation to other
countries in a league table as divisive, unrepresentative of society’s values, undemocratically established and elitist, the validity of the
comparison by student test outcomes must be
in doubt. Researching ‘what works’ could
begin with analyses of the aims that states
ascribe to their national curricula. The extent
of democratic involvement in the processes
that lead to state curriculum aims should be
a baseline for analyses. The nature of government sponsorship of, and involvement in,
international testing is also an important area
for curriculum research.
The complexity and scale of state curricula
render them inappropriate for comparison by
experimental trial; however, there are enduring elements of curriculum and its pedagogy
and assessment that may benefit from experimental investigation. For example, children’s
agency, linked with the philosophy of childcentred education, could be compared (in
conditions of more or less agency) to learning outcomes. Such experimental work at a
modest scale could be tried at a larger scale
if early work proved useful. At a much larger
scale, longitudinal data sets, such as cohort
studies, may be amendable to work that seeks
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to learn about trends in national curricula and
the correlations with pupil outcomes in life.
Systematic interdisciplinary work, as in so
many spheres of research, is another aspect of
research that needs to progress if new knowledge about curriculum is to be developed.
There is extensive rhetoric about the
importance of aligning research, policy and
practice, and the importance of partnership
across research and policy communities if
improvements in education systems are to
be seen; however, collaborations of this kind
seem less common in practice than in theory.
The drivers of research and policy communities are different. A key distinction seems
to be between quality and quantity. In academia, despite the pressures of publication
targets, the demands to bring in funding,
project deadlines and the increasing numbers of students, the focus remains on the
quality of ideas. For example, the process
of peer review focuses attention on depth of
understanding, quality of thinking and incisive critique. The focus in the policy world is
quantifying problems, demonstrating action
and responding decisively. Quality is one
consideration but responding to political contexts in ways to ‘save face’ appears too often
to be a greater consideration.
The chapters in this handbook are often
marked by a search to improve the educational experiences for learners, to enhance
the expertise of teachers, to improve curriculum, assessment and pedagogy, and most
important of all to build better societies.
These improvements are more likely to be
achieved through shared understanding and
collaboration between researchers, policymakers and practitioners. It may be all too
easy to think that genuine collaboration
across research and policy communities is
just too difficult; however, the chapters illustrate many examples of the negative impact
on education systems and ultimately on the
learning of children and young people, and
also of the effects of competing ideologies,
and researchers, policymakers and practitioners working in tension with one another. If
curriculum, assessment and pedagogy are to
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be brought into better alignment, then more
effective collaboration is a necessary condition (Hayward, 2015).
If research and policy communities are to
collaborate to change and to improve practices in education there are several implications. First, curriculum innovation is best
designed with pedagogy and assessment as
integral to the innovation. Curriculum planning without due attention to pedagogy and
assessment will lead to problems when curriculum is implemented. Second, innovation
has to be built on the best evidence available, as exemplified in the chapters of this
handbook, and paying attention not only
to research in the area under consideration
but also to other broadly relevant research,
such as that in curriculum change processes.
Third, researchers and policymakers need
to become more adept at anticipating the
impact of proposed actions, anticipating the
consequences and planning to take account
of these. Finally, if educational change is to
be sustainable, systematic evaluation has to
be built into systems development to explore
what is actually happening in schools and
classrooms as innovations are enacted, and
to use that evidence to inform incremental
changes to practice and changes to policy
over longer time scales that the typical government policy cycle.

NOTE
1 	 In relation to England’s national curriculum 2014,
see Mary James’ account https://www.bera.
ac.uk/promoting-educational-research/issues/
background-to-michael-goves-response-to-thereport-of-the-expert-panel-for-the-nationalcurriculum-review-in-england.

REFERENCES
Alexander, R. J. (2000) Culture and Pedagogy:
International Comparisons in Primary
Education. Oxford: Blackwell.

Arnold, M. (2009 [originally published 1869]).
Culture and Anarchy. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Ayers, W., Quinn, T., Stovall, D.O. and Scheiern,
L. (2008) ‘Teachers’ experience of curriculum’, in F. M. Connelly, M. F. He and J.
Phillion (eds.), The Sage Handbook of
Curriculum and Instruction. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications. pp. 306–26.
Benson, C. (2013) ‘Towards adopting a multilingual habitus in educational development’,
in C. Benson and K. Kosonen (eds.),
Language Issues in Comparative Education:
Inclusive Teaching and Learning in NonDominant Languages and Cultures.
Rotterdam: Sense. Chapter 15.
Bennett, R.E. (2011) ‘Formative assessment: a
critical review’, Assessment in Education:
Principles, Policy & Practice, 18(1): 5–25.
Bernstein, B. (1971) ‘On the classification
and framing of educational knowledge’, in
M. Young (ed.), Knowledge and Control:
New Directions for the Sociology of
Education. London: Collier MacMillan.
pp. 47–69.
Bernstein, B. (1975) Class, Codes and Control:
Towards a Theory of Educational
Transmissions. Vol. 3. London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul.
Bernstein, B. (2000) Pedagogy, Symbolic
Control and Identity: Theory, Research,
Critique. Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield.
Biesta, G. (2014) ‘Pragmatising the curriculum:
bringing knowledge back into the curriculum conversation, but via pragmatism’, The
Curriculum Journal, 25(1): 29–49.
Binet, A. (1905) ‘New methods for the diagnosis of the intellectual level of subnormals’,
L’Année Psychologique, 12: 191–244.
Bloom, B. S. (ed.) (1956) Taxonomy of
Educational Objectives. Book 1 Cognitive
Domain. New York, NY: Longman and David
McKay Company.
Bourdieu, P. (1989) ‘Principles for reflecting on
the curriculum’, The Curriculum Journal,
1(3): 307–14.
Connelly F. M., He, M. F. and Phillion, J. (eds.)
(2008) The Sage Handbook of Curriculum
and Instruction. London: Sage Publications.
Crooks, T. J. (2011) ‘Assessment for learning
in the accountability era: New Zealand’,
Studies in Educational Evaluation, 37:
71–7.

Introduction

Eisner, E. (1985) The Educational Imagination:
On the Design and Evaluation of School
Programs. New York, NY: Macmillan.
Flórez, M. T. and Sammons, P. (2013)
Assessment for Learning: Effects and Impact.
CfBT Education Trust. Available from http://
cdn.cfbt.com/∼/media/cfbtcorporate/files/
re s e a rc h / 2 0 1 3 / r- a s s e s s m e n t - f o rlearning-2013.pdf (accessed 20 June 2015).
Freire, P. and Freire, A. (1994) Pedagogy of
Hope: Reliving Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
New York, NY: Continuum.
Galton, F. (1869) Hereditary Genius: An Enquiry
into its Laws and Consequences. London:
MacMillan & Co.
Harlen, W. and Deakin Crick, R.E. (2003)
‘Testing and motivation for learning’,
Assessment in Education, 10(2): 169–207.
Hayward, L. (2015) ‘Assessment is learning: the
preposition vanishes’, Assessment in
Education: Principles, Policy and Practice,
22(1): 27–43.
Hillen, S., Slum, T. and Willbergh, I. (2011)
‘Introducing didactic perspectives to contemporary challenges’, in S. Hillan, T. Slum and I.
Willsbergh (eds.), Challenges Facing
Contemporary Didactics. Münster: Waxmann
Verlag. pp. 9–24.
Indiana University (2015) School of Education.
Degrees and programs: curriculum study.
Available from http://education.indiana.edu/
graduate/programs/curriculum/
Ivinson, G. and Murphy, P. (2007) Rethinking
Single-Sex Teaching: Gender, School Subjects
and Learning. Maidenhead, UK: Open
University Press/McGraw-Hill Education.
Jessner, U. (2006) Linguistic Awareness in
Multilinguals: English as a Third Language.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.
Kalman, J. and Street, B. (2012) Literacy and
Numeracy in Latin America: Local
Perspectives and Beyond. New York, NY:
Routledge.
Lingard, R. (2014) The Spaces and Places of
Education Policy and Learning. Available
from http://www.ioe.ac.uk/newsEvents/
92100.html
Newton, P. (2007) ‘Clarifying the purposes of
educational assessment’, Assessment in
Education: Principles, Policy and Practice,
14(2): 149–70.
Nordenbo, S. E., Allerup, P., Andersen, H. L.,
Dolin, J., Korp, H., Larsen, M.S., Olsen, R. V.,

25

Svendsen, M. M., Tiftikci, N., Eline Wendt, R.
& Østergaard, S. (2009) Pædagogisk brug af
test – Et systematisk review [Pedagogical Use
of Tests – A systematic review]. Copenhagen,
Denmark: Aarhus Universitetsforlag.
O’Neill, O. (2002) A Question of Trust, The
Reith Lectures, London: BBC. Available from
h t t p : / / w w w. b b c . c o . u k / p r o g r a m m e s /
b00729d9/episodes/guide
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) (2013) Synergies
for Better Learning: An International
Perspective on Evaluation and Assessment.
Paris: OECD. Available from http://www.
oecd.org/edu/ school/synergies-for-betterlearning.htm
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (2015) PISA FAQ:
Background and Basics. Available from
http://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisafaq/
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) (2015, online).
Oxford: Oxford University Press. Available
from http://0-www.oed.com.catalogue.ulrls.
lon.ac.uk
Pellegrino, J. W., Chudowsky, N. and Glaser, R.
(2001) Knowing what Students Know: The
Science and Design of Educational
Assessment. Washington, DC: National
Academy Press.
Pinar, W. F. (2009) ‘Bildung and the internationalization of curriculum studies’ in E. Robo
and A. Tero (eds.), International Conversations
on Curriculum Studies, Subject, Society and
Curriculum. Rotterdam: Sense. pp. 23–41.
Pinar, W. F. (ed.) (2013) International Handbook
of Curriculum Research. 2nd edn. London:
Routledge.
Scott, D. (2003) Curriculum Studies: Major
Themes in Education. London: Routledge.
Scott, D. (2014) ‘Knowledge and the curriculum’, The Curriculum Journal, 25(1): 2–6.
Street, B. V. (2005) Navigating Numeracies:
Home/School Numeracy Practices. Multiple
Perspectives on Attainment in Numeracy.
Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer.
Tyler, R. (1949) Basic Principles of Curriculum
and Instruction. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.
UK Parliament (2015) The 1870 Education Act.
Available from http://www.parliament.uk/
about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/
livinglearning/school/overview/1870edu
cationact/

26

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

UNESCO (1990) Education for All Movement.
http://www.unesco.org/education/wef/
enconf/Jomtien%20Declaration%20eng.shtm
Villegas, A. M. (1988) ‘School failure and cultural mismatch: another view’, The Urban
Review, 20(4): 253–65.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1971) The Psychology of Art.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Willbrink, B. (1997) ‘Assessment in historical
perspective’, Studies in Educational
Evaluation, 23: 31–48.
Wyse, D. (2015, online). The best that has been
thought and said? IOE London Blog. Available
from: https://ioelondonblog.wordpress.com/
2013/06/21/the-best-that-has-beenthought-and-said/
Wyse, D., Baumfield, V., Egan, D., Gallagher, C.,
Hayward, L., Hulme, M., Leitch, R. Livingston,
K., Menter, I., with Lingard, B. (2013) Creating
the Curriculum. London: Routledge.

Wyse, D., Hayward, L., Higgins, S. and
Livingston, K. (2014a) ‘Editorial. Creating
curricula: aims, knowledge, and control’, The
Curriculum Journal, 25(1): 2–6.
Wyse, D., Fentiman, A., Sugrue, C. and Moon,
S. (2014b) ‘English language teaching and
whole school professional development in
Tanzania’,
International
Journal
of
Educational Development, 38: 59–68. doi:
10.1016/j.ijedudev.2014.04.002.
Young, M. (2008) Bringing Knowledge Back In:
From Social Constructivism to Social Realism
in the Sociology of Education. London:
Routledge.

PART I

The Epistemology
and Methodology
of Curriculum

2
Conceptions of Curriculum
J u n g - H o o n J u n g a n d W i l l i a m F. P i n a r

The term curriculum is many things to many
people.
Aoki (1980/2005: 94)

Curriculum is a complicated concept, conceived differently at different times by different scholars working in different countries
and regions, working in different institutional
settings with differing demands: universities,
governments, schools, and corporations. A
course of study, a syllabus, objectives and
outcomes, guidelines and educational ideal –
curriculum can be as expansive in conception
as the educational experience itself, even
subsuming teaching and learning within it.
The organizational as well as intellectual
center of institutionalized education, curriculum is elastic in conception; it stretches to
represent and sometimes dictate what students study and teachers teach. Despite the
inflation of assessment during the last one
hundred years, curriculum remains the crucial concept in national systems of education,
as recent studies underscore.1

Since the 1970s2 the US field of curriculum studies – the disciplinary home of academic efforts to understand curriculum – has
declined to commit itself to the convergence
of various conceptions; indeed, it is a field
wherein conceptions of curriculum multiply,
‘a complicated conversation’ (Pinar, 2015b:
109–25) in which intellectual histories
inform scholarly efforts to understand present circumstances. Over the last one hundred
years these efforts have produced a cacophony of conceptions, nowhere more deafening
than in the US, where the contemporary curriculum studies began. Although we start in
the US, we conclude in Colombia and Cyprus
with instances of how crucial context can be
to understanding contemporary conceptions
of curriculum.
Context is a multivariate concept that is not
only institutional and geographical in nature; it
is also cultural, political, and historical. Given
its diverse and multiple contexts, there can be
no single or universal conception of curriculum, even when concepts seem to coincide
terminologically. When a curriculum concept
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travels, it is recontextualized, when not simply rejected out of hand. Recontextualization
translates globalization into localization, a
recasting of concepts crafted somewhere else
and/or in an another era for reformulation
and reuse in what are inevitably distinctive
domestic circumstances.3 Remembering the
past and recognizing its traces in the present requires constant clarification (Pinar,
2015a: 1–3; see Strong-Wilson 2007). The
primacy of context confers its cosmopolitan
cause upon curriculum studies, a cause that
accommodates within its self-conception a
disparity, even dissonance, along with more
vernacular conceptions of the curriculum.
Certainly that is the case in the US where the
concept was imported from Europe.

CONTEXTUALIZATION
No conception of curriculum can be understood, therefore, without contextualization,
including etymological. Webster’s New
Universal Unabridged Dictionary tells us
that the concept curriculum connotes racecourse, career, a specific course of study or,
collectively, all courses of study in a university, college, or school. It is derived from the
Latin currere: ‘to run the course’ or ‘the running of the course’ (Oxford English
Dictionary).4 The English-language term5
dates to the sixteenth century. As William E.
Doll Jr (2002: 29) recalls, John Calvin used
the term first in his Commentaries (1540–
65), where he referred to ‘life as a “race” or
“racecourse”’ and ‘in his final edition of the
Institutes (1559) uses the phrases vitae curriculum and vitae curriculo’. It was Peter
Ramus’s ‘map of knowledge’ (1576), Doll
(2002: 29) tells us, where curriculum was
first used in an educational (not chariot-racing) sense; not long thereafter it appeared in
the records of the Universities of Leiden
(1582) and Glasgow (1633).
‘Why [did] Calvinist educational theory
[adopt] the Latin word for racetrack to express
its interest in a formalized course [emphasis

added] of school study?’ Doll (2002: 29)
asks. To answer he excavates the notion of
method which, Doll (2002: 30) explains, is
‘the hallmark of the new Copernican science;
it formed the heart of Descartes’ ... discourse
on “rightly conducting reason for seeking
truth” and represented the vehicle by which
a rising merchant and Protestant class could
assert itself’. The concept of method, Doll
explains, was simple, practical, and became
universal, which was ‘in direct opposition
to the intricate entanglements of the Roman
Church’ (Doll, 2002: 30). This specific conception of method led, he continues, to a ‘paradigmatic change of teaching’ – ‘from dialogic
glosses on ancient and honored texts…to a
direct, “short-cut” route to a desired and prescribed end’ (Doll, 2002: 30), an academic
version of racetrack. Before the ascendency
of science and this version of method, from
the stoa and the agora in ancient Greece
to the Church schools of the Middle Ages,
learning had been ‘highly individualized’
(Doll, 2002: 29). Students wandered from
master to master, from city to city, ‘studying as long as they wished’ (Doll, 2002: 29).
Their notion of study had no sense of linear
sequence that led to a finish line or, in the
Obama Administration’s imagery, ‘top’.6
Nothing of sequential order, Doll continues, was in the trivium (grammar, rhetoric,
logic) or the quadrivium (usually geometry,
astronomy, arithmetic, music, or ethics).
After this ‘scientific’ conception of method,
‘epistemology became practical and teaching
became methodized’ (Doll, 2002: 30).
The French humanist, logician, and educational reformer Peter Ramus was devoted
to ‘methodizing knowledge and teaching’
(Doll, 2002: 30). Doll (2002: 30) quotes
from Ramus’s Dialectica (1569): ‘Method
is disposition by which…that enunciation is
placed first which is first in the absolute order
of knowledge, that next which is next, and so
on: and thus there is an unbroken progression’. Although the hierarchical ordering of
knowledge as ‘unbroken progression’ was
denounced by his contemporaries as ‘a vulgar short-cut which diluted the ancient and
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noble profession of dialogue’ (Doll, 2002:
31), the idea of mapping knowledge, Doll
tells us, continued into the following century:
Dialectica was reprinted 250 times, more
than twice a year for over a century. A taxonomy of knowledge appeared in Ramus’s
Professio Regia (1576) wherein curriculum
was conceived in its educational sense for
the first time. Glossing the historical circumstances in Europe in the sixteenth century,
Doll (2002: 31) explains that ‘there was an
affinity between the discipline, order, and
control Calvin felt all Christians should bring
to their lives and that which Ramus brought to
pedagogy’: that is, ‘the idea of a general codification of knowledge’. Ramus’ method, Doll
(2002: 33) notes, provided Calvinists ‘shortcuts to the way knowledge is both structured
and acquired…a forlorn and deceitful hope’.
Through his genealogical analysis of the concept, Doll (2002: 34) discloses that the still
institutionally dominant conception of curriculum in the West – as ‘a method to bring
control and order to life’ – dates back to sixteenth-century Europe.7 This coupling of ‘control and ordering’ has structured conceptions
of curriculum from the outset. Doll (2002: 34)
concludes that ‘it is time to put this ghost to
rest, to let it retire peacefully to the “Land of
No Return” and to liberate curriculum to live a
sprightly life of its own’. Doll’s own oevure –
threaded through pragmatism, postmodernism, and complexity theory8 – achieves this,
but our sampling of curriculum conceptions
requires additional detail before his – and
others’ – accomplishments can be contextualized in the present moment. That moment –
one of internationalization – remains imprinted
with developments in the US.

IN THE US
Twentieth-century conceptions of curriculum
in the US, Doll argues, are haunted by the
‘ghost’ of ‘method’, the coupling of control
and ordering, most conspicuously conceptualized in what has been misrepresented as the
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Tyler Rationale.9 Through the four steps of
the ‘basic principles’ of curriculum development (establishment of objectives, selection
of experiences, organization of the experiences, and evaluation of the objectives),
evaluation (or assessment) was tied to objectives ensuring that curriculum development
would be structured through ‘reorganization’ –
and specifically proceduralism – not intellectual ‘reconstruction’ (Pinar, 2011c: 79).
Doll (2012: 82) links this degradation –
rearranging rather than discovering the new –
to the so-called scientific management of
Frederick Winslow Taylor (1911) (reorganized in Tyler’s procedure of curriculum and
instruction) in order to specify its ‘dubious
legacy’ (Pinar, 2011c: 194).10 Doll (2012)
explains how Taylor’s legacy – coupling control with ordering in the service of efficiency –
informed Tyler’s proceduralism and
present-day11 conceptions of curriculum as
ensuring employability. ‘What Taylor accomplished’, Doll (2012: 82–3) concludes,
was to revolutionize American industry and its way
of manipulating workers, for his ‘method’ – the
Taylor method – was to use time-and-motion studies for outlining and controlling in great detail
every step, every movement the men were to
make…. Here lies the key to Taylor’s system: fit the
person to the job [emphasis added].

In two years Taylor’s method reduced the
number of workers at Bethlehem Steel from
600 to 140. Certain conceptions of curriculum for the future (see Williamson, 2013;
Pinar, 2013) imply a similar reduction in the
number of teachers, emphasizing employability in the service of corporate profitability
as curriculum is moved online.
Frederick Taylor’s ‘scientism’, Doll (2012:
88) continues, is ‘a combination of precision,
hard work, [and] subordination of self to system’, appealed to many who would reform
schooling in the US. As Schubert (1986:
76; cited in Doll 2012: 35) points out there
appeared a ‘flurry of work[s] in “scientific
curriculum making”’. Taylor’s scientific
management theory, Doll (2012: 89) clarifies, ‘confuses the products of science with
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the methods of science’ because it prevents
the student from ‘learning the scientific way
of treating ordinary experience’ (Doll, 2012:
89). Taylor’s system controlled not only what
to do but also how/when it was to be done.
Taylor was not alone. In his ‘The
Elimination of Waste in Education’, Franklin
Bobbitt took the industrial analogy literally, terming students as ‘the raw material’
(Bobbitt, 1912: 269) to be manufactured into
a ‘finished product’, for example schooling.
Cubberley (1916: 338) shared Bobbitt’s view
that ‘our schools are, in a sense, factories in
which the raw products (children) are to be
shaped and fashioned into products to meet
the various demands of life’.12 Prominent in
this ‘scientific’ system is the imposition of
goals, management, control, productivity,
and evaluation.
In such conceptions of curriculum there is
no admission of uncertainty and ‘unforeseeability’ (Biesta, 2013: 16), no acknowledgement that the reciprocal relationship between
education and democracy requires teachers
and students to discuss – indeed debate – what
knowledge is of most worth. When anonymous procedure determines individual conduct, such discussion occurs not openly as
public debate but within some private (offthe-record) discretionary space, evident in
Hlebowitsh’s defense of Tyler:
To Tyler objectives were needed to provide direction and structure to the normative dimensions of
the school.… But the instructional applications
used to give life to the objectives had to arise from
the situational judgment of teachers and hence
had to be designed in a way that offered the
teachers some discretionary space. The presence of
standards in the curriculum makes it difficult for
any school to differentiate instruction in a way that
represents inequitable exposures to content. With
standards in place, schools can have some assurance that achievement differences between individuals or subgroups will not be the result of some
misdistribution of what is actually taught, … to
bring amalgamating effects to the society.
(Hlebowitsh, 2013: ix–x)

Surely a cousin of the concepts of application
and reorganization, ‘amalgamation’ ensures
that the melting pot – the not-so-multicultural

conception of the US that its schools have
long been accused of reproducing (see
Spring, 2013) – continues to boil. Even other
Tyler defenders, such as Kridel and Bullough
Jr (2007: 96), admit that Tyler ‘worked
within the safety of the status quo’.
Working within the status quo confines
conceptions of curriculum to stipulations
others (politicians, profiteers, and ideologues
but rarely professional educators) make.
The focus shifts from the canonical curriculum question – what knowledge is of most
worth? – to the assessment question – have
students learned what others have demanded?
Assessment (standardized testing in our time)
sidelines concerns over the intellectual quality
and vitality of the curriculum. Understanding
historically the present-day inflation of
assessment in contemporary conceptions of
curriculum requires remembering Tyler and
specifically his own career choices. Despite
‘uneasiness’ (Kridel and Bullough, 2007:
85) over the tension between the Eight-Year
Study’s dedication to experimentation and the
demand (by the General Education Board) to
develop tests, Tyler chose to develop tests.
Later he claimed to have introduced ‘evaluation’ (even coining the concept ‘assessment’)
to education (Kridel and Bullough Jr, 2007:
91). In his conception of curriculum, as well
as in its execution, Tyler remains iconic but
this is, in our judgment, no compliment.
After the 1970s Reconceptualization of
US curriculum studies, systematic and institutional curriculum development – associated
with the misnamed Tyler (1949) rationale –
was replaced by a ‘multi-discursive academic
effort to understand curriculum’ (Pinar et
al., 1995a).13 Although not necessarily its
outcome, understanding became the raison
d’être of curriculum studies, perhaps the
theoretically influential conception of the
school curriculum itself.14 In this reconceptualized conception, the curriculum is not only
a series of skills to be acquired and facts to be
learned, it is a palimpsest to be understood,
a complicated conversation among those persons and ideas present, past and yet to come.
Such a conception of curriculum requires
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efforts to understand curriculum historically, politically, racially, gendered, phenomenological, as postmodern, autobiographical,
theological and international as well as institutional (Pinar et al. 1995). In the US these
are no longer discrete discourses (Pinar 2013,
2014a).

Conceptions of curriculum
In the US, scholars and beginning students
have bemoaned the multiplicity of definitions of curriculum (Pinar et al., 1995: 26).
Conceptual complexity is, however, not a
problem but a condition to be acknowledged,
even celebrated. Complexity, even conflict,
can testify to the intellectual vitality of a field
(as well as to its disarray) – conditions sometimes reciprocally related. In fact, ‘in a field
comprised of various and autonomous discourses, it is inevitable’ (Pinar et al., 1995:
26). Like the arts, humanities, and sciences
(see Anderson and Valente, 2002), this academic discipline is also interdisciplinary.
Acknowledging the complexity of curriculum, Glatthorn et al. (2012) mention
Ellis’s (2004) classification of curriculum
conceptions as prescriptive, descriptive, or
both – a point Huebner (1999: 227) made
forty years earlier. Glatthornit et al. (2012)
explain (quoting Ellis, 2004: 4) that prescriptive definitions express ‘what “ought” to happen, and [they often] take the form of a plan,
or some kind of expert opinion about what
needs to take place in the course of study’.
Under this prescriptive category Glatthorn
et al. (2012) list Bobbitt (1918), Caswell
and Campbell (1935), Dewey (1902),
Gagné (1967), McBrien and Brandt, (1997),
Popham and Baker (1970), Rugg (1927), and
Tyler (1957). Although prescriptive definitions force ‘thought about the curriculum…
merely in terms of how things ought to be,
descriptive definitions of curriculum express
“how things are in real classrooms”’ (Ellis,
2004: 5). Glatthorn et al. (2012: 4) add a
crucial term to descriptive conceptions of
curriculum: ‘experience [emphasis in the
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original]’, a concept containing the continuing influence of John Dewey in the US field.
Glatthorn and his colleagues list conceptions
of curriculum associated with Brown (2006),
Caswell and Campbell (1935), Hass (1987),
Hopkins (1941), Ragan (1960), Silva (2009),
and Tanner and Tanner, (1995). Oddly missing from their list – especially given their
emphasis upon experience – is the canonical contributions of Greene (1998, 2001),
Huebner (1999) and Macdonald (1995). The
following list is a series of definitions used in
the US, adding several more and eliminating
repetitions, starting with Dewey:
•• John Dewey (1902: 11–12) – [Curriculum] is continuous reconstruction, moving from the child’s
present experience out into that represented
by the organized bodies of truth that we call
studies…. The various studies…are themselves
experience – they are that of the race.15 They
embody the cumulative outcome of the efforts,
the strivings, and the successes of the human
race generation after generation. They represent
this, not as a mere accumulation, not as a miscellaneous heap of separate bits of experiences, but
in some organized and systematized way – that
is, as reflectively formulated.
•• Franklin Bobbitt (1918: 43) – Curriculum is the
entire range of experiences, both directed and
undirected, concerned in unfolding the abilities
of the individual. Relying on Caswell (1934),
Jackson (1992: 7) cites Franklin Bobbitt’s The
Curriculum (1918) as ‘the first text in what was
soon to become a burgeoning field of professional activity’. Bobbitt defined curriculum in
two ways: ‘(1) it is the entire range of experience, both undirected and directed, concerned in
unfolding the abilities of the individual; or (2) it is
the series of consciously directed training experiences that the schools use for completing and
perfecting the unfoldment’. Bobbitt expands the
definition to include ‘out-of-school’ experiences.
This definition introduces a distinction between
‘directed’ and ‘undirected’ experience, the latter
referring to ‘out-of-school experience’ (Pinar et al.,
1995: 27).16
•• Harold O. Rugg (1927: 8) – [Curriculum is] a succession of experiences and enterprises having a
maximum lifelikeness for the learner … giving
the learner that development most helpful in
meeting and controlling life situations.
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•• Hollis Leland Caswell and Doak Sheridan
Campbell (1935: 66, 70) – The curriculum is
all the experiences children have under the
guidance of teachers … Thus, curriculum considered as a field of study represents no strictly
limited body of content, but rather a process or
procedure.
•• Thomas Hopkins (1941: 12–13, 169) – The curriculum [is a design, made] by all of those who are
most intimately concerned with the activities of the
life of the children while they are in school … a
curriculum must be as flexible as life and living. It
cannot be made beforehand and given to pupils
and teachers to install. [Also] it represents those
learnings each child selects, accepts, and incorporates into himself to act with, in, and upon in
subsequent experiences.
•• Ralph Tyler (1957: 79) – [The curriculum is] all the
learning experiences planned and directed by the
school to attain its educational goals.
•• William Burk Ragan (1960: 62) – [The curriculum
is] all experiences of the child for which the
school accepts responsibility.
•• Robert Gagné (1967: 23) – Curriculum is a
sequence of content units arranged in such
a way that the learning of each unit may be
accomplished as a single act, provided the capabilities described by specified prior units (in the
sequence) have already been mastered by the
learner.
•• James Popham and Eva Baker (1970: 48) –
[Curriculum is] all planned learning outcomes
for which the school is responsible.…Curriculum
refers to the desired consequences of instruction.
•• John Galen Saylor and William Marvin Alexander
(1974: 5) – Curriculum encompasses all learning
opportunities provided by the school.
•• J. Lynn McBrien and Ronald S. Brandt (1997:
59) – [Curriculum] refers to a written plan outlining what students will be taught (a course of
study).17 Curriculum may refer to all the courses
offered at a given school, or all the courses
offered at a school in a particular area of study.
•• Peter F. Oliva (1982: 21) – Curriculum [is] a plan
or program for all experiences which the learner
encounters under the direction of the school.
•• Indiana Department of Education (2013: 3) –
Curriculum means the planned interaction
of pupils with instructional content, materials, resources, and processes for evaluating the
attainment of educational objectives.
•• Glen Hass (1987: 5) – [The curriculum is] all of
the experiences that individual learners have

in a program of education whose purpose is to
achieve broad goals and related specific objectives, which is planned in terms of a framework
of theory and research or past and present professional practice.
•• Daniel Tanner and Laurel Tanner (1995: 43) – [The
curriculum is] the reconstruction of knowledge
and experience that enables the learner to grow
in exercising intelligent control of subsequent
knowledge and experience.
•• Dave. F. Brown (2006: 779) – [The curriculum is]
all student school experiences relating to the
improvement of skills and strategies in thinking
critically and creatively, solving problems, working
collaboratively with others, communicating well,
writing more effectively, reading more analytically, and conducting research to solve problems.
•• Elena Silva (2009: 630) – An emphasis on what
students can do with knowledge, rather than
what units of knowledge they have, is the
essence of 21st century skills.

Incorporating several of these, Glatthorn et al.
(2012: 4) provide their own conception of
curriculum:
The curriculum is the plan made for guiding learning in the schools, usually represented in retrievable documents of several levels of generality, and
the actualization of those plans in the classroom,
as experienced by the learners and as recorded by
an observer; those experiences take place in a
learning environment that also influences what is
learned.

Glatthorn et al. (2012: 4) emphasize that
their conception includes ‘the plans made for
learning and the actual learning experiences
provided’; acknowledges two dimensions of
actualized curriculum: the curriculum ‘as
experienced by the learner and that which
might be observed by a disinterested
observer’; and it also acknowledges that curriculum takes place in an environment that
influences learning, constituting what is
sometimes termed ‘the hidden curriculum’
[emphasis in the original].
The ‘relationship’ between curriculum
and instruction18 is an ‘important aspect of
curriculum’, Glatthorn et al. (2012: 6) continue. Considering the relationship, they classify six conceptions of curriculum: denotes
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‘all the changes in values, perceptions, and
behaviour that occur as a result of school
experiences.…it includes what the student
understands, learns, and retains from both the
intentional curriculum and the hidden curriculum’ (2012: 17).
Jackson (1992) summarizes that only
twenty years after Bobbitt’s The Curriculum,
‘definitions of the curriculum routinely
included all of the experiences planned and
unplanned, that occur under the auspices of
the school’, including ‘unwanted outcomes
of schooling’ (1992: 8), the hidden curriculum (Apple, 1975; Jackson, 1968; McLaren,
1994), the unstudied curriculum (Overly,
1970), the unwritten curriculum (Dreeben,
1976), and the null curriculum (Eisner, 1979;
Flinders et al., 1986), which emphasizes what
is not offered, or what is sacrificed in favor of
what is offered, as well as the ‘out-of-school’
curriculum (Schubert, 1981).
During the 1970s these various and overlapping conceptions of curriculum – perhaps
most prominently the concept of the hidden curriculum – became threaded through
political analyses (Apple, 1979a, 1979b,
1979c; Giroux, 1981a, 1981b; Liston, 1986).
Understanding curriculum as political was
at first neo-Marxist in nature – emphasizing
concepts of class, hegemony and ideology –
but by the 1980s fragmented into race (especially in the US) and culture (especially in
Canada), then sexuality (Grumet, 1988),
and what became in the 1990s and persists today as identity politics (Pinar, 2009,
2015b). Common to these sometimes separatist streams of scholarship is that curriculum cannot be conceived unless efforts to
understand are contextualized: ‘the isolation
of curriculum from its multiple, interacting
contexts is an absurdity’ (Cornbleth, 1988:
85). Formulating the ever-shifting ‘interaction’ of these ‘multiple contexts’ – political
and cultural but also gendered (Grumet,
1988; Hendry, 2011) and psychic (Britzman,
2011; Taubman, 2011) as well as their historical remembrance (Simon, 2005) – signals
a shift in conceptions of curriculum in the US
(Pinar, 2013, 2014a).

35

IN CANADA
In Canada conceptions of curriculum incorporate several of the US concepts listed earlier, if now threaded through culture,
especially indigenous and new-immigrant
cultures (Ng-A-Fook and Rottman, 2012).
Historically concerned with continuity as
much as with change (see Tomkins,
2008[1986]), curriculum in Canada has not
been politicized at the federal level – as it has
been in the US – nor has it been charged with
compensating for the failures of government,
business, and the church in addressing past
injustices and present poverty (Pinar, 2012).
Curriculum in Canada is not the scapegoat
and has been conceived not as a conveyor
belt to national superiority but as an ongoing
opportunity to understand lived experience:
individual, social, cultural, historical, and
national, the latter itself a multivariate – even
ambiguous – concept in Canada (Chambers,
2003). These elements of contextualization
are evident in the canonical conceptions of
curriculum formulated by the great Canadian
curriculum theorist Ted T. Aoki.
Aoki (2005b) succinctly conceived of
curriculum-as-plan and curriculum-as-livedexperience. Curriculum-as-plan, he noted,
has its origin ‘outside the classroom, such as
the Ministry of Education or the school district office’ (Aoki, 2005b: 159). It is inevitably imbued with planners’ ways of knowing
and their cultural and political, as well as educational, assumptions. If, Aoki (2005b: 160)
warned, planners regard ‘teachers as essentially installers of the curriculum’, their curriculum has ‘instrumental flavour’. The other
conception is curriculum-as-lived-experience. This conception includes acknowledgement of the uniqueness and immediacy
of teachers’ and students’ daily lives. When
curriculum is defined in terms of outcomes
in the abstract (often only numerical, as in
test scores), the language of planners and the
uniqueness of a student ‘disappears into the
shadow’ (Aoki, 2005b: 160). Aoki focuses our
attention on the tension between curriculumas-plan and curriculum-as-lived.
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Aoki believes teaching dwells between
the two and becomes ‘fundamentally a mode
of being’ (2005b: 160) where ‘to be alive
is to live in tension’ (2005b: 161). ‘It is the
tensionality that allows good thoughts and
actions to arise when properly tensioned
chords are struck, and that tensionless strings
are not only unable to give voice to songs,
but also unable to allow a song to be sung’
(2005b: 162). To live in such generative tension is to be attuned to ‘the aliveness of the
situation’ (2005b: 162), to be ever present
to ‘all its ever-present risks’ (2005b: 163).
For Aoki, teaching – a form of ‘situational
praxis’ (Aoki, 2005a: 111) – is not obligated to dissolve that tension but to dwell
within the zone (sometimes termed a third
space: see Wang, 2004) between curriculum-as-planned and curriculum-as-lived. It
is within that ‘in-between’ zone – of noncoincidence – that the lived experience of
official curriculum can be experienced,
studied, and reconstructed, what Pinar and
Grumet (2015 [1976]) termed currere, a
concept conceived in the US and recontextualized in Canada.19

Currere and complicated
conversation
Currere is curriculum as a verb that emphasizes ‘the individual [emphasis in the original]’ (Pinar, 2011c: 1). This conception of
curriculum underlines the uniqueness and
immediacy of lived experience because it
calls for the cultivation of one’s distinctiveness. ‘We can become individualists’, Pinar
(2011c: 2) insists, ‘committed to actualizing
whatever independence we experience and
can muster in order to pursue courses of
action (including thinking) that we choose as
significant’. Although emphasizing the lived
rather than planned curriculum, currere
acknowledges that the two are intertwined.
‘The verb emphasizes action, process and
experience in contrast to the noun, which can
convey stipulation and completion’ (Pinar,
2011c: 1). Currere expresses the significance

of the everyday experience of the individual
and his or her ability ‘to learn from that experience; to reconstruct experience through
thought and dialogue to enable understanding’
(Pinar, 2011c: 2).20
In this conception curriculum becomes a
complicated conversation between students
and teachers, ‘actually existing individuals
in certain places on certain days, simultaneously personal and public’ (Pinar, 2011c: 1),
but also with persons and their ideas no longer present. Pinar (2011c: 1–2) insists that
the running of the course – currere – occurs
‘through conversation, not only classroom
discourse, but also…within oneself in
solitude’ at specific times, places, and circumstances. The concept of currere, Pinar
explains, ‘forefronts the meaning of the curriculum as complicated conversation encouraging educational experience’ (2011c: 2).
As educational experience as lived, currere
incorporates ‘questions of history, society,
and culture as they are personified in individual lives’ (Pinar, 2011c: 149). The curriculum is no ‘Ponzi scheme wherein present
investments pay off later, but, rather, lived
experience embodied in children whose
futures are inevitably unknowable’ (2011c:
140). The objectives–outcomes coupling is
in the service of control and ordering, as
Doll (2012) emphasizes, not educational
experience.
The conception of curriculum as complicated conversation is also evident through
the recontextualization of its concepts, not
only within agencies and institutions within
one country, but across borders, as the
Internationalization of curriculum studies testifies (see Pinar, 2003, 2010a, 2011a, 2011b;
2014a, 2014b, 2015b). Internationalization
promises another paradigmatic shift in curriculum and its conceptualization, ‘the outlines of which are just now coming in view.
Internationalization invites cosmopolitan
curriculum research, challenging the disabling provincialism of American exceptionality’ (Pinar, 2014a: 525). That is the case in
Canada, and it is also occurring outside North
America.
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OUTSIDE NORTH AMERICA
Distinctive national histories and cultures
structure the character of the curriculum
because it is enacted in concrete classrooms
in specific nations, regions, and localities.
From that generative unstable state ‘concepts
can be conceived according to – perhaps in
contradiction of – local circumstances, calling on intellectually and ethically engaged
researchers to critique the course on which
their field and their nation’s school curriculum
is moving’ (Pinar, 2014a: 1). In this section
we sample three non-North American conceptions of curriculum to illustrate this fact.

Gyo-yuk-bon-wi-ron (Endogenous
Theory of Education)
Despite their historic obsessions with testing
and status, Koreans are now reconceptualizing their conceptions of curriculum.
‘Reconceptualization discourse’, Kim et al.
(2014: 299) inform us, ‘has become the leading discourse in the Korean field of curriculum’. In Korea, this discourse, imported from
the US, and its reconceptualization (see
endnote 2) now functions in favor of decolonization. Kim et al. (2014: 307) critically
reflect on what they term a ‘decolonizing
perspective’. Such decolonization, as Pinar
(2014a: 10) comments, invites ‘the formulation of new curriculum languages that address
the unique legacies, present circumstances,
and future prospects of the Korean nation’.
This indigenous development is evident in an
‘Endogenous Theory of Education (gyo-yukbon-wi-ron)’ conceived by Sang-Ho Jang
(1991, 1997, 2000, 2005, 2009). ‘In the
world of education,’ Jang (1991) writes,
we do not reproduce the consequences of our
actions but focus on the subjective and autonomous processes cultivating one’s grace or character. In the world of education – through one’s
distinctive and recurring process – one works
through one’s current state to pursue certain distinctive values, which cannot be easily grasped….
This is an endless and recurring journey; once one
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passes through a gate, another one presents itself.
What is necessary in this process are studying
(sang-gu) and teaching (ha-hwa). The relationship
between sang-gu and ha-hwa is reciprocal, and
not fixed. (quoted in Kim, 2006: 6)

Critical to this conception of curriculum
is one’s subjectivity, activated through one’s
agency within dialogic encounter in the recursive pursuit of knowledge and understanding,
animated by the love of study. To theorize
this love of study, Jang invokes Heidegger’s
a-letheia (disclosure, unconcealedness)
to express ‘aha moments’ (Kim, 2011:
202) associated with the lived experience
of insight and discovery. The educational
experience Jang has in mind is somewhat
like Confucius’: ‘The silent treasuring up
of knowledge; learning without satiety; and
instructing others without being wearied
(默而識之, 學而不鹽, 誨人不倦, muk-uigi-gi, hak-ui-bul-yum, hoi-in-bul-kwon).’21 In
Jang’s (1991) conception, science can be considered ‘educational material’ but not as the
end of education because science – like the
arts and humanities – should be reconsidered
as sources of educational experience. For Jang
‘it is meaningless if educational experiences –
however novel they are – are not subjectively
experienced and interpreted’ (Kim, 2006: 6).
According to Jang’s conception, ‘if school
education shall change it is because there are
too few educational experiences between students and teachers’ (Kim, 2006: 7). If subjectivity is the site of educational experiences,
standardized testing ensures there will be too
few such experiences.

Ke-cheng
Experiencing an unprecedented nationwide
curriculum reform (see Pinar, 2014b) but
bound by ideology, Zhang and Zhenyu (2014:
4) acknowledge that China ‘has not [yet]
entered into a “golden age” of curriculum studies’. Zhang and Zhenyu invoke ‘curriculum
wisdom embodied in the true, the good, and
the beautiful, and understanding curriculum
history, reality, and as process’ (2014: 118).
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Such wisdom derives from three historic traditions in China: Confucianism, Taoism, and
Buddhism. Taoist curriculum wisdom is
based on ‘the teleology of nature’ – in contrast to the Western anthropocentric character
of curriculum development – and Buddhist
curriculum wisdom helps us ‘to purify
today’s curriculum field’ through keeping
‘the pure and tranquil mind’ (Zhang and
Zhenyu, 2014: 121).
Ke-cheng, the Chinese term for curriculum, first appeared in Confucian classics during the Tang Dynasty (618–907). Two syllabi
of Ke-cheng existed before the Tang Dynasty:
ke means ‘function’ and cheng means ‘many
persons gathering in one room and sharing’
(Zhang and Zhenyu, 2014: 118). A famous
Confucian philosopher in the Tang Dynasty,
Kong Yingda created the concept ke-cheng,
curriculum, which appears in the Book of
Songs (The Lesser Odes: Slanderous Talks).
Zhang and Zhenyu (2014: 118) quote from
the book:
Magnificent indeed is the temple,
Which has been constructed by the moral person.

Kong Yingda explained the above sentence
as follows:
It is the moral person
Who must plan, supervise, and uphold the curriculum (ke-cheng).
That is legitimate.

In ancient China, according to Zhang and
Zhenyu, ‘temple’ not only referred to architecture but also symbolized a ‘great cause’ or
‘great contribution’ (2014: 118) based on
Confucian ‘moral metaphysics’ (2014: 119).
Confucian curriculum wisdom contains
moral metaphysics, harmony socially and
politically, and a state of unity between
humanity and heaven: that is the meaning of
‘great cause’. Chinese conceptions of curriculum, Zhang and Zhenyu (2014) suggest,
will intensify its already profound traditions
of historical study, informed by cultural
wisdom, and attempt to contribute to conceptions of curriculum worldwide.

Bildung–Didaktik
From Finland (see Saari et al., 2014) – whose
nationally distinctive conception curriculum
is a kind of ‘cocktail between Anglo–
American curriculum and German Bildung–
Didaktik in use from the beginning of official
education’ (Autio, 2014: 18) – Tero Autio
contends that ‘the German–Scandinavian conceptions of curriculum are never very exact in
the Anglophone analytical–philosophical and
empirical–analytical sense’ (2014: 18). Autio
(2014) lists several concepts – Bildung,
Paedagogik, Didaktik, Erziehung, Lehrplan –
that may be overlapping, imbricated, or
discrete conceptions of curriculum recontextualized, among them currere (Autio, 2006;
Pinar, 2011c).
Bildung can be understood, Autio (2014:
18) explains, ‘as a theory of education with a
two-layer sense and in with a broader meaning than the English connotations of “education”’. Bildung means:
to become, first, socialized to one’s culture through
school and other official curricula, and then, second,
individuated by one’s own studies, activities, and
hobbies and ‘transcending’ (the Hegelian
Aufhebung) the official education and curriculum.
The final, ideal aim of Bildung ... is the individual’s
competence to be able to lead public life; to participate in a knowledgeable way in cultural activities,
public affairs, and politics; and to critique – ideally to
reconstruct – society by transforming one’s self
through continuous study and different, idiosyncratic activities. (Autio, 2014: 18)

Although Bildung can function as an umbrella
term and even serve as a general theory of
becoming human, Didaktik refers to ‘the
Anglophone concept of curriculum; it can
denote curriculum theory, “general didactics”, but also curriculum practices as
Fachdidaktik, subject matter or content or
pedagogic issues related to teaching’ (Autio,
2014: 18).
Autio (2014) suggests that ‘hermeneutics’ is
important to conceptions in Bildung–Didaktik
traditions, in contrast to more mimetic relations between instruction and learning in
many US conceptions. Autio explains that
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Bildung (on which Didaktik draws) is a
broader conception comprised of four constitutive elements that form the basic structure of
any curriculum: the cognitive, aesthetic, practical, and moral. The first three belong to the
domain of instrumental rationality (Verstand);
the last one, moral, belongs to non-instrumental domain (Vernunft). The moral is primary. It is the moral that makes education
educative, and against which the other elements are weighed. ‘Ideally, the educational
and educative aim of the moral in Didaktik
traditions’, Autio explains, is ‘to encourage
thinking, to make subjective yet knowledgeable judgments and decisions, to think against
the subject matter, to think against oneself, to
transcend, and to transform’ (2014: 18).
In this conception, ‘Bildung is what
remains if we forget everything that we ever
learned in school’ (Tenorth, 2011, cited in
Tröhler, 2014: 61), specifically the individual’s capacity for freedom accomplished
in part through individuation. Autio underscores that ‘individual freedom as necessary
for individuation is always constituted and
restrained but never completely determined
by the effects of external and internal power
and influences [emphasis in the original]’
(2014: 21). Bildung’s primary elements therefore include self-determination, freedom,
emancipation, autonomy, responsibility, reason, and independence. Given these characterological aspirations for the curriculum,
‘creative self-activity’ becomes the ‘central’
form of Bildung. ‘Self-determination and
freedom of thought and action can only be
achieved through the study of what is “outside” subjectivity: humanity, culture, and the
world’ (Pinar, 2011c: 66). That ‘outside’ is
not constitutive but it is self-structuring; it
constitutes the worldliness of a cosmopolitan
education (Pinar, 2009).
In Bildung – and in the Chinese and
Korean conceptions referenced earlier – the
cultivation of uniqueness does not occur in
social isolation. The formation of individuality occurs through complex communication
through social recognition and subjective
reconstruction, culturally inflected, politically
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provoked. Pinar (2011c: 73) discerns a certain
resonance of Bildung with the conception of
curriculum as ‘complicated conversation,
an expansive definition of curriculum that
includes dialogue and recognition, as well
as incommunicability and misrecognition,
each accenting ongoing subjective and social
reconstruction.’ This resonance resides,
Pinar suggests, ‘between our respective
emphasis upon self-formation, in the United
States through studies of autobiography and
in Europe, through Didaktik’s emphasis of
Bildung. Self-formation through the academic disciplines self-consciously situated in
society at particular historical moments constitutes what I have called currere, the lived
experience of curriculum’ (2011c: 75).
In Colombia, Montoya-Vargas (2014: 134)
reports that the conception of curriculum is
‘ambiguous’ and is considered ‘a synonym
for the term “course of study” ... In more
recent times, it has grown broader to include
all the educational experiences of students
planned by schools’ (Posner, 1995 cited in
Montoya-Vargas, 2014: 134). This conception is so inflated that it risks ‘being equated
with education’ (Montoya-Vargas 2014:
134). It is this conceptual expansiveness that
leaves many ‘Latin American academicians
uncomfortable with the concept of curriculum because they see its mere presence as
an “invasion” of the pedagogical field and as
being responsible for the “impoverishment”
of our knowledge about education’ (Diaz
Barriga, 1996 cited in Montoya-Vargas,
2014: 134). Furthermore, in Colombia the
curriculum has been ‘regarded as an ideological tool used to displace the role of teachers
and students and pass the control of education
to foreign interests through governmental
agencies’ (Martinez Boom et al., 2003 cited
in Montoya-Vargas, 2014: 134). This legacy
of Cold War politics – including the US
intervention in Central and South American
affairs in the name of anti-Communism – still
casts a shadow today.22
‘Curriculum as a concept was discredited’,
Montoya-Vargas (2014: 134) continues,
by its association with ‘foreign interests’.
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In Colombia, curriculum had been introduced by governmental agencies under the
American Development Agenda for Latin
America and the Third World oriented toward
the external and centralized control of schools
(Martinez Boom et al., 2003). Thereafter,
‘curriculum’ equaled ‘curriculum planning
and management’ (Montoya-Vargas, 2014:
134). It is directly associated with the industrial preoccupation with efficiency, recalling
the Taylor–Tyler legacy in the US. Many
scholars in Colombia prefer the concept of
‘study plan’ to ‘curriculum’ because the latter term still implies the ‘technical control of
education’ (Pinar, 2014a: 4).
Suffering from ‘Greek colonial influence’, conceptions of curriculum in Cyprus
have become ‘ideology-driven and content-
oriented, following behavioral objectives,
subject matter, and discipline’ (Christodoulou, 2014: 158). Here is another instance
of familiar concepts – objectives, subject
matter – rendered unfamiliar by their recontextualization within a specific geo-political
and historical nexus. Unlike Colombia, however, Christodoulou has not abandoned a more
expansive – indeed democratic – conception
of curriculum:
It is important to acknowledge that although limited, the work and research of intellectuals and
academics is significant, but we have yet to initiate
discussions as to how this body of work can be
used to improve education and gain momentum
for theorization and inspiration and initiate conversations about what is and ought to be included in
curricula, for whom and why, considering always
history, subjectivity, and society – always wondering what we can do to help students develop fully,
each reaching the maximum of his/her capacities,
and each helping society to become a better place.
Curriculum studies scholars ought to take the lead
in discussions alongside subject matter experts,
educational agencies, parents, and the community.
(Christodoulou, 2014: 158)

Christodoulou’s insight can be seen as contributing to subjective and social reconstruction, a conception of curriculum that is, at its
core, not controlling but potentially liberating.
That last concept is also a legacy of Latin
America, where Liberation Theology inspired,

among others, Paulo Freire (see Pinar et al.
1995, Chapter 12).

CONCLUSION
The questions held by curriculum scholars across
generations, one might say, harmonize.
Erik Malewski (2010: 7)

During the twentieth century, conceptions of
curriculum multiplied, animated by modernization, industrialization, and democratization, and concentrated in the center of these
phenomena was the US. Those committed to
social efficiency seemed committed most to
conceptions of curriculum aligned with the
first two phenomena – all three are interrelated, often contradictorily – and social and
child-centered progressives were more committed to the latter. Each bore traces of
European conceptions of ‘method’, as Doll
(2002) so succinctly summarizes, that conceived curriculum as ‘control and ordering’.
Even in the great Progressive experiment of
the 1930s – the Eight-Year Study – efforts at
democratization were haunted by this ‘ghost’
because the Study required faculty consensus
concerning the purposes of the school and
the reorganization of its curriculum, the latter
instrumentalized in the service of student
growth toward democratic citizenship (see
Pinar, 2010b). The theoretical – and generational – repudiation of Tyler in the 1970s
failed to free US conceptions of the shadows
of instrumental rationality (see Macdonald,
1995) because identity politics demanded of
the curriculum reparations that government,
business, and the church had failed to provide. In northern Europe, however, and specifically in Germany, there were – are – other
‘ghosts’, namely Bildung and Didatik, that
are now aligned with reconceptualized conceptions of curriculum as currere, which
emphasizes the complex reciprocity of curriculum-as-planned and as-lived that informs
conceptions of curriculum in Canada. When
the concept of curriculum is recontextualized, it become distinctive depending on its
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‘cultures’ (Macedo, 2011), its historical,
geographical, and political circumstances.
From these recontextualizations will emerge,
we suspect, twenty-first century conceptions
of curriculum.

NOTES
1 	 See Pinar, 2010a, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2014a,
2014b. In understanding conceptions of curriculum, national history and culture are decisive but
not determinative as concepts exceed the circumstances in which they circulate.
2 	 When the US field was reconceptualized from a
focus on school-based curriculum development to
a university-based academic effort to understand
curriculum (see Pinar et al., 1995); the histories of
other fields are very different (see Pinar, 2010a,
2011a, 2011c, 2014b, 2015a) partly because of
differing national histories and cultures.
3 	 Recontextualization occurs even when the language remains the same, as is evidently the case
in the German-speaking sections of Switzerland
(see Horlacher and De Vincenti, 2014).
4 	 As the key curriculum theorist Dwayne E. Huebner (1999: 255, n. 18) noted.
5 	 In China, the concept is different because of its
culture and history, as we will see later.
6 	 The Americans, as well as others, are adept at
appropriating terminology to suit specific political
ends. The Obama Administration program ‘Race
to the Top’ literalizes the racecourse metaphor;
the George W. Bush Administration’s ‘Leave No
Child Behind’ program appropriated language of
the Left to install an authoritarian regime of standardized testing that the Obama Administration
intensified. For a history, see Pinar 2012.
7 	 Also working historically, Hamilton and Weiner
(2003: 624) tell us that in the UK the concept
of curriculum denoted ‘the path way (or pathways)’ through which students were lead to
follow a ‘socially approved map of knowledge’.
Educational institutions in the Renaissance and
Reformation in the UK, Hamilton and Weiner
(2003: 624) suggest, associated ‘pathways’ with
‘study’ and later with ‘instruction’, and then with
two conceptions of order, ‘political and temporal’. Thus, over time a curriculum was reconceived as an ‘instrument that supported ordered
instruction…from teachers to students and that
promoted different conceptions of social order’
(Hamilton and Weiner, 2003: 624). Hamilton
and Weiner (2003: 634) report that contemporary conceptions of curriculum in the UK has
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been in sync with ‘the centralist, neo-liberal,
free-market policies of the 1980s and beyond’.
In these discourses of school effectiveness teachers and students were ‘rendered demoralized and
powerless’ and ‘never good enough’ (Hamilton
and Weiner, 2003: 634). Ivor Goodson (2014)
points out that in the presentism of ‘obsessive
contemporality’ – with its efforts at ‘revolutionizing classroom practice’ and ‘redrawing the map
of learning’ (p. 515) – are predictably ‘devoid of
sociohistorical perspective’ (p. 519). The parallels
between the UK and the US are obvious. The histories, of course, are not identical, because British efforts to understand curriculum fragmented
theoretically as well as practically after Thatcher’s
installation of a national curriculum in the 1980s.
8 	 See Doll (2012).
9 	 The rationale isn’t Tyler’s; see Pinar (2015b:
99–108).
10 	 Others take a different view: see Null (2008) and
Hlebowitsh (2013).
11 	 See Williamson (2013: 83).
12 	 ‘The factory schooling model had become untenable’, Williamson (2013: 17) writes, ‘because
the factory had been eliminated as a source of
employment’. In the online curriculum of the
future, Williamson (2013: 118) predicts ‘Cultures
of playful learning, an explosion of creativity,
and commercialism combined now appear to
promote new ways of thinking, feeling, and acting in schools that are linked to “re-enchanted”
economic or market values’. Despite the technological differences, this curriculum of the future
seems eerily like the one of the past.
13 	See Pinar et al. 1995, Chapter 4. There were
earlier and transitional efforts to map the field,
chief among them were Philip Jackson’s (1992),
in which he discussed the social reconstructionist,
the technological, and the academic; Eisner and
Vallance’s (1974) five orientations (cognitive process approach, curriculum as technology, curriculum for self-actualization [McNeil’s humanistic]
and consummatory experiences, curriculum for
social construction, and academic rationalism);
and Herbert Kliebard’s (1986) four perspectives
(humanists, the developmentalists, social efficiency, and social meliorists).
14 	Practically, the dominant conception was standards and then accountability as increasingly
repressive government initiatives, in league with
corporate initiatives, ensured that employability –
not understanding – structured the school curriculum (see Taubman, 2009; Ravitch, 2010; Pinar,
2012).
15 	‘Race’ for Dewey and his contemporary meant
‘species’, as in the human species. Discussing the
legacy of William Torrey Harris, Huebner (1999:
245) makes this point.

42

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

16 	 Bobbitt is an important figure in his influence on
the succeeding curriculum developers. Kliebard
(1975: 30) tells us that Bobbitt’s view on education was ‘ambivalent, even self-contradictory’.
In How to Make a Curriculum, Bobbitt (1924: 8)
says that ‘education is primarily for adult life, not
for child life. Its fundamental responsibility is to
prepare for the fifty years of adulthood, not for
the twenty years of childhood and youth’. Yet
in the Twenty-Sixth Yearbook of the National
Society for the Study of Education, his view on
education had become entirely different in two
years. ‘Education is not primarily to prepare for
life at some future time. Quite the reverse; it purposes to hold high the current living…In a very
true sense, life cannot be “prepared for”. It can
only be lived’ (Bobbitt, 1926: 43). Bobbitt here,
in Kliebard’s (1975: 30) evaluation, sounds ‘more
like Kilpatrick than himself’ and also somewhat
like Dewey.
17 	Huebner (1999: 244) endorses this point but
declines to limit ‘course of study’ to the syllabus,
quickly quoting Dewey’s point that ‘we never
educate directly, but indirectly’, an overstatement
in our view but an insight just the same.
18 	Differences in definitions between instruction,
teaching, and pedagogy convey theoretical –
even ideological – differences. For a different
politically explicit conception of ‘instruction’, see
Kincheloe and McLaren (2007).
19 	 And elsewhere: see, for instance: Garduño, 2014.
In Canada the autobiographical study of educational experience also took the forms of narrative
inquiry (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) and life
writing (see Chambers et al., 2012; Hurren and
Hasebe-Ludt, 2013; Hasebe-Ludt et al., 2009).
20 	 A genealogy of this conception acknowledges the
influence of Paulo Freire’s conception of dialogical
encounter in the service of conscientization.
21 	 Retrieved from http://www.cnculture.net/ebook/
jing/sishu/lunyu_en/07.html on December 10,
2014.
22 	Certainly that was the case in Mexico where
Ralph Tyler’s ‘principles’ of curriculum and instruction were translated and distributed by several
agencies associated with the US government (see
Pinar, 2011b: 30).
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3
History of the Curriculum
Gary McCulloch

INTRODUCTION
The curriculum is often regarded as a key
vehicle of change for the future, with the aim
of promoting change in education and in the
wider society and culture. This aspect of the
curriculum is important, although often
attempts to change the curriculum wholesale
for particular outcomes are limited in their
effects. In many ways the most significant
feature of the curriculum is that of continuity
from the past. It represents the knowledge
that has been accumulated from the past. It
also is the repository of the values and morality selected from past times. The curriculum,
it has been justly said, is filled with sacred
relics from our history, some of them celebrated as vital to our existence, others unrecognised and yet still influential. In order to
understand the curriculum of the present, we
must first understand our heritage from the
past, and this will also enhance the possibility of changing the curriculum for our future
ends (Tyack and Cuban 1995).

The curriculum, or the content of education,
both formal and informal, has undergone
many changes since classical times to meet
the changing demands of society, citizenship,
industry and the economy. In matters of detail,
a large range of curricula has been devised
over the years to suit individuals, groups and
society as a whole. Nevertheless, in broad
terms a fairly small number of curriculum
types can be identified as having been current
at different times, and these remain recognisable and relevant in the twenty-first century.
In the early 1960s, the sociologist Raymond
Williams traced the relationship between
three key types of curriculum in England
over the past two thousand years. In his view,
these consisted of training of a social character, training for a vocation and training in the
general knowledge and attitudes of civilisation. These were all closely interrelated, but
Williams proposed that, as a general rule,
a child must be taught the accepted behaviour and values of their society, the general
knowledge and attitudes appropriate to an
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educated person and, finally, a particular skill
by which they will earn their living and contribute to the welfare of the society (Williams
1961/2001: 147). These different strands in
the curriculum were often emphasised in different ways to serve specific purposes.
The history of the curriculum is clearly a
vast subject in its own right, and it would be
very difficult to address this in its full scope
and detail within a single chapter. This chapter will focus on the curriculum in schools
and in modern systems of schooling, hence
mainly over the past two centuries; the university curriculum over the last millennium
would warrant a further detailed treatment.
It will also concentrate on English-language
literature and, reflecting my own experience, interests and expertise, Westernised
systems of curriculum. It will attempt to
treat this history in thematic rather than
in straightforwardly chronological terms,
highlighting the most familiar types and
tendencies of school curricula as it does so.
At the same time, it seeks to treat the history of the curriculum as a form of social
history, in a similar way to the history of
education more broadly as it has been generally approached over the past forty years
of its development (McCulloch 2011). The
history of the school curriculum has been a
dominant topic in the specialist journals of
the history of education as well as in many
key texts during this period (McCulloch
2012a). Drawing on this academic literature, several key historical formations of the
school curriculum have been particularly
conspicuous: the differentiated curriculum,
the liberal curriculum, the vocational curriculum, the academic subject-based curriculum, the mass curriculum, the progressive
curriculum and the imperial curriculum.
The chapter will briefly review these and
provide some examples of each.
There have been many studies of the historical development of the curriculum published
since the 1980s, a genre of research widely
known as curriculum history. Ivor Goodson
in the UK was among the earliest to promote
this interest in the area, with his book School

Subjects and Curriculum Change: Studies in
Curriculum History, originally published in
1983 (Goodson 1982/1987; see also Goodson
1988, 2014, 2015). Herbert Kliebard in the
US similarly treated the curriculum as a
social and political construct, and curriculum processes as in some sense historical in
character (see Kliebard 1986, 1992; Franklin
2000). They also tend to encourage a view of
the curriculum as a contested arena in which
different social, cultural and political groups
have sought their own ends (see, for example,
Goodson 1987; Popkewitz 1987; McCulloch
1992a). Some earlier writers, such as the historian Foster Watson, have also been very
aware of the long term historical development of the curriculum and its close relationship to wider forces of social, cultural and
economic change (Watson 1909/1971).
Recent surveys of the genre include those
by Franklin (1999, 2008) and Popkewitz
(2011). The latter goes so far as to argue
that curriculum history embraces the study
of systems of reason that order and classify
what is seen, talked about and acted upon in
schooling, ‘the historical processes that order
the rules and standards of reason that differentiate, distinguish and divide the subjects of
schooling, the theories concerning the child
and childhood, and the psychological “tools”
for administering the curriculum’ (Popkewitz
2011: 18–19). Moreover, different kinds
of curriculum are associated with different
types of educational institution and can only
be fully understood in relation to these. Here
is an extensive agenda indeed.
The modern form of school curriculum has
been traced to the end of the sixteenth century, identified as the emergence of a closely
knit organisation of educational activities
seen as sequential and capable of completion.
According to Reid (1990: 206), ‘Progression
is the counterpart of completion and makes
possible the idea of curriculum as an educational category’. This also reflects the work
of Renaissance scholars such as Peter Ramus
to make teaching and learning more systematic through applications of ‘method’ (White
2011, Chapters 2–3).
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Although there are many general similarities in the nature of the curriculum around
the world, there are specificities in the curriculum of different countries deriving from
national, cultural, social and political characteristics. Short general accounts of the
historical development of the curriculum
in individual countries include Gordon on
twentieth-century England (Gordon 2002);
Franklin and Johnson on the US since 1950
(Franklin and Johnson 2008); Blinov on
Russia (Blinov 2014) and Horlacher and De
Vincenti on Switzerland (Horlacher and De
Vincenti 2014).
More recent curriculum developments
have tended to draw upon these long historical antecedents, whether knowingly or
unknowingly. Thus, many new developments
have been based on one of these curriculum
traditions in a number of countries around the
world since the Second World War.

THE DIFFERENTIATED CURRICULUM
Different forms of curriculum have often been
in conflict with each other, or have in many
cases been combined in some way to serve the
needs of particular groups (see McCulloch
and Crook 2008). Such groups have been
defined at different times in terms of social
class, gender, ethnicity, religion, locality,
future occupation and other specific attributes. They have existed alongside each other
within the same educational institution and
also in different educational institutions.
The educational precepts of the Greek philosopher Plato in the Republic provide a key
point of departure in a number of respects.
First, Plato was keenly aware of the close
relationship between the curriculum and the
wider society. Second, he identified different
social groups that he associated with different kinds of curriculum. Third, his scheme
for the curriculum has provided an underlying and continuing basis for the curriculum in
many different contexts up to the present day
(see McCulloch 2015).
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Plato proposed three types of curriculum
that were associated with three different
social groups. The first, made of gold, was
for the philosophers, who would be the future
guardians or rulers – the philosopher-kings.
They would be trained in music and gymnastics, and later in courage and self-control.
The second, made of silver, consisted of the
skilled merchants and tradesmen, who would
be trained to prepare for their trade or industry. Last came the artisans and farmers, made
of iron and copper, who would receive only
a basic education to fit them for their station in life. If modern philosophy is basically
a series of footnotes to Plato, as has been
said, the educational curriculum is certainly
among them, as Platonic precepts have been
widely evident and highly resilient since
Plato produced his work in the fourth century
BC (Plato 360 BC/1976).
For example, the Norwood Report on the
curriculum and examinations in secondary
schools, published in England in 1943, outlined three different types of curriculum for
different types of pupil and school: an academic or liberal type of curriculum in the
grammar school; a vocational and technical type of curriculum in technical schools;
and a basic mass curriculum in non-selective
modern schools (Board of Education 1943;
see also McCulloch 1988; 1994, Chapter 5).
Part I of the Norwood Report identified three
‘rough groupings’ of pupils which, ‘whatever
may be their ground, have in fact established
themselves in general educational experience’ (Board of Education 1943: 4). The first
type of pupil was defined as ‘the pupil who is
interested in learning for its own sake, who
can grasp an argument or follow a piece of
connected reasoning’. The curriculum best
suited for these pupils, it continued, was one
that ‘treats the various fields of knowledge as
suitable for coherent and systematic study for
their own sake apart from immediate considerations of occupation’. Such a curriculum,
it argued, should continue to be provided
in grammar schools in order to uphold an
ideal of ‘disciplined thought provided by an
introduction to the main fields of systematic
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knowledge, which is valued first for its own
sake and later invoked to meet the needs of
life’ (Board of Education 1943: 7). On the
other hand, the technical and modern schools
would each establish the distinct type of curriculum corresponding to the appropriate
type of mind.
More broadly, the historical characteristics
of the curriculum, to train different groups of
pupils for different social and economic purposes, have also been highly familiar in modern times. Boys have often been educated
separately from girls, for example, with a
gender differentiated curriculum designed to
provide for their different roles in adult society (Dyhouse 1977; Blessing 2005). Such
designs have usually emphasised a domestic
curriculum for girls that has sought to prepare
female pupils for a future vocation as wives
and mothers, involving the development of
household skills and nurturing abilities (in
New Zealand, see Fry 1985; O’Neill 1992). In
England, Heggie has shown the various types
of domestic education, especially cookery,
that were available for girls in Manchester
between 1870 and 1902 (Heggie 2011; see
also Purvis 1985). Manthorpe documents the
tensions between ‘science’ and ‘domestic science’ for girls in the early twentieth century
(Manthorpe 1986), and Davis has explored
the specific ways in which girls were taught
about sex, pregnancy and childbirth between
1939 and 1970 (Davis 2008). On the other
hand, male pupils have been prepared for the
public realm of citizenship and employment
in the outside world, either through a different
or more academic curriculum (see, for example, Tolley 1996), or through one that looked
towards particular areas of working or social
life (Meinander 1992).
The curriculum has also often differentiated between different groups on racial
or ethnic lines. In the US, for example, the
curriculum has often been the focus for differentiation between black and white pupils,
which played itself out in a number of
ways. According to Franklin, a walkout by
black students in Detroit in April 1966 can
be understood as ‘the shaping of a sense of

community of common purpose and shared
understanding among black Detroiters in the
face of the threats they believed were posed
by what they saw as the discriminatory and
inadequate education that their children were
then receiving in the city’s schools’ (Franklin
2004: 155). In New Zealand, it was separate
Maori schools with a distinctive curriculum
that helped to entrench the divide between
the indigenous Maori and the dominant
Pakeha groups (Barrington 1992). The social
and cultural identity of Maori people was
constructed in a particular way in the primary
school curriculum (McGeorge 1993) but, by
the same token, the Maori were able to use
the curriculum to construct a new identity for
themselves in the twentieth century (Morris
Matthews and Jenkins 1999). In Australia,
a Froebelian approach to nature study in the
kindergarten programme became ambiguously associated with Aboriginal culture
(Jones 2014).
The special educational needs identified
for particular groups of students have also
established the basis for distinctive kinds of
curriculum suited to them. There are many
examples of this, for example in the US with
special classes in public schools in Atlanta in
the early twentieth century (Franklin 1989)
and the changing position of disabled children in the twentieth century (Grossberg
2011). In Holland, Van Drenth has discussed
the characteristics of the so-called ‘School
for Idiots’ established in The Hague in the
later nineteenth century, and also the role of
special education schools for children with
disabilities in the early twentieth century
(Van Drenth 2005; Van Drenth and Van Essen
2011). In England, special schools developed
by the London School Board in the late nineteenth century placed a deliberate emphasis on kindergarten methods, preparing the
children for their future lives with practical
skills and fostering particular qualities with
the help of Froebel-trained teachers (Read
2004). At Starcross school in the southwest
of England, long-stay pupils with moderate
to severe learning disabilities were given
specific forms of training for work under the
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provisions of the Mental Deficiency Act of
1913 (Dale 2007, see also Dale 2004).

THE LIBERAL CURRICULUM
The Western tradition of a liberal education
is rooted historically in three stages of curriculum learning. The first of these, with a
foundational character, was the trivium of
grammar, logic and rhetoric. Grammar was
reading and writing, and included the study
of Greek and Latin; logic was supposed to
promote reasoning and the analysis of argument; and grammar and logic were applied to
persuasion and debate, or rhetoric. The next
stage was the quadrivium of arithmetic,
astronomy, geometry and music. Together,
these were the elements of the seven liberal
arts. Students were then prepared to go into
an educated profession, such as the Church,
law, medicine or science.
The broad liberal ideal was one that
stressed learning for its own sake, based on
freedom of thought. In the eighteenth century Enlightenment this was a humane ideal
and it continued to be strong in the English
‘public’ or independent schools in the nineteenth century (see Rothblatt 1976). At the
same time, it tended to be socially elitist
in its approach, with an emphasis on education for leadership and the cultivation of
‘Christian gentlemen’, most famously in
the case of Thomas Arnold, headmaster of
Rugby School and the inspiration for Thomas
Hughes’ novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays in
the 1850s (McCulloch 1991).
The English public school curriculum of
the nineteenth century was provided for boys
who would go on to rule the nation and the
British Empire. In the second half of the
century, games and sports were increasingly
stressed as a means of establishing character
and team spirit (Mangan 1986). This kind of
curriculum harked back to the classical civilisations of Greece and Rome, elevating Greek
and Latin as the highest forms of knowledge,
while relegating science to a barely tolerated
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marginal position and entirely excluding
commerce and practical approaches (Wiener
1981). State-aided grammar schools established under the Education Act of 1902 generally sought to imitate the liberal ideals of
nineteenth-century public schools, under the
guidance of the permanent secretary of the
Board of Education, Sir Robert Morant, himself educated at Winchester College.
Science was brought into the mainstream
curriculum of such schools during the nineteenth century on intellectual and cultural
grounds that emphasised its liberal and academic nature rather than its industrial and
commercial relevance. As Donnelly and
Ryder have maintained, curriculum change
over the longer term in English school science has been largely a ‘pursuit of humanity’, in which ‘there has been a sustained and
increasingly forthright attempt to introduce
humanistic themes, or a version of them, into
the science curriculum, and, as a corollary, a
distancing from the materialistic and mechanistic quality of natural science as a mode
of understanding the world’ (Donnelly and
Ryder 2011: 293; see also Donnelly 2002).

THE VOCATIONAL CURRICULUM
By contrast, the vocational curriculum was
one that aimed to prepare pupils and students
for their future work, or vocation, especially
in skilled industry. It might be vocational in
a broad sense in order to lead towards a wide
range of potential occupations and to include
intellectual ideals. Alternatively, it might be
directed in a narrow way towards a particular
industry or occupation, with little scope for
other considerations (Silver 1983).
In England, such an approach is historically
based in apprenticeships, whether formally
linked to a workplace or as an informal preparation for work (Snell 1996). The Elizabethan
Statute of Artificers (1563) was abolished
by parliament in 1814, leading to a gradual
decline in the position of apprenticeships in
different industries (Springhall 1993). The
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vocational curriculum has often been seen as
the opposite of a liberal curriculum and has
usually carried lower status, although many
attempts have been made to combine elements
of both. The growing demands of science
and technology in the Industrial Revolution
from the eighteenth century onwards encouraged provision of science education in many
educational institutions, and a growing
awareness of the need to provide support for
technical skills in the context of international
economic competition from the nineteenth
century onwards. This fostered the establishment of particular types of schools as technical schools, creating an alternative kind
of curriculum from that espoused in more
traditional and elite schools, and again generally accorded inferior status and prestige,
although this was not always the case in all
countries (McCulloch 1989).
France, for example, helped to pioneer
technical schooling and influenced the
establishment of similar schools elsewhere
(Artz 1966). In the eighteenth century,
higher schools prepared French students
for careers in mining, civil engineering, the
army and the navy. The reconstruction of
roads for military purposes led in 1716 to the
formation of a Corps des ponts et chaussées.
Lower-level technical schools also taught
a wide range of skills and vocations. The
École d’arts et métiers, one of the oldest
technical schools in Europe, was founded
in the 1780s and sponsored by Napoleon
as schools of arts and trades (Day 1987).
In the revolutionary period after 1789, new
institutions such as the École polytechnique
also developed. Although graduates of these
different technical institutions were well
equipped for industrial careers, their likely
social position was more varied. According
to Day, while graduates of the École polytechnique were, in Plato’s terms, ‘men of
gold, who needed only to be refined’, those
of the École d’arts et métiers could only
hope to become men of brass, that is, second-level managers and industrialists, rather
than leaders of society (Day 1987: 11; see
also Weiss 1982).

Meanwhile, in the German states, technical
schools also became familiar. Semler opened
a short-lived industrial school in 1708, and in
1747 Hecker opened a Realschule in Berlin
that focused on commerce and industry.
The reforms of Wilhelm von Humboldt in
the early nineteenth century also helped to
encourage an institutional divide between
general and vocational education (Hearnden
1979). This fundamental distinction also
became entrenched in separate school provision elsewhere in Europe. In eighteenthcentury Russia, Peter the Great established
specialised technical schools for navigation,
medicine, artillery, engineering and different
forms of industry. In the Netherlands, higher
technical education spread particularly from
the late nineteenth century, encouraged by
a growing demand for skilled workers (see,
for example, Lauglo and Lillis 1988; Lauglo
and Maclean 2005). Beyond Europe, such
institutions with their characteristic forms
of curriculum also spread widely. In the
US, the Smith–Hughes Act of 1917 ensured
that the provision of vocational education in
American high schools would be well supported through public funding (Kantor and
Tyack 1982). In Canada, the 1919 Technical
Education Act authorised grants in aid from
the Federal treasury to the provinces for this
purpose, creating the basis for day vocational
schools for pupils over 14 and evening technical schools.

THE ACADEMIC SUBJECT-BASED
CURRICULUM
The academic subject-based curriculum is a
more modern approach to organising knowledge that has developed since the sixteenth
century. School subjects are supposed to
represent the current state of understanding
in a particular area, such as mathematics,
physics or history, and are arranged together
through a timetable or syllabus that is convenient for teaching and learning purposes.
This was encouraged from the end of the
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sixteenth century, partly through more systematic methods of progressing from more
elementary towards more advanced and specialised studies.
It was also facilitated through a shift from
studying classical texts towards the use of
textbooks, which became available with the
invention of printing and were, by the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, accessible
in cheap and inexpensive formats for classbased and individual learning. The schoolbook of the eighteenth century was produced
for use in instructional sequences. The textbook, as it developed in the nineteenth century, was a book, as Stray observes, designed
to provide ‘an authoritative pedagogic version of an area of knowledge’, or a specialised, manufactured commodity for which
there arose a distinct and organised market
(Stray 1994: 2). Strong competition arose
between rival textbooks, but some became
preeminent and highly durable. For instance,
Benjamin Kennedy’s The Public School
Latin Primer, first published in 1866, continued until a much-revised primer appeared
in 1888.
The academic subject-based curriculum also encompassed the inclusion of
modern subjects in the curriculum rather
than a dependence on the classics, such as
Geography, History, and modern languages
including English (see, for example, Goodson
1985; Popkewitz 1987). This engendered the
establishment and spread of subject teaching
associations associated with different subjects, networks that were often formal and
highly organised, such as the Association
for Science Education in England, or the
Swedish Association of Biology Teachers
(Layton 1984; Hallström 2010; see also
Knight 1996). In the UK, the National
Curriculum introduced in 1988 enforced an
academic subject-based curriculum examined at regular intervals in a wide range of
subjects that would have been familiar to secondary schools at the start of the twentieth
century: three core subjects of English, Maths
and Science, and seven foundation subjects
of Geography, History, Technology, a foreign
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language (in secondary schools), Art, Music
and Physical Education (Aldrich 2006).
School science became increasingly
specialised and academic in the twentieth
century, and was divided into a number of
subjects including physics, chemistry and
biology. In terms of particular subjects,
biology has most often been associated
with the female curriculum, while physics
has had the reputation of a hard academic
subject most suitable for boys (Jenkins
1979). Curriculum reforms of the 1950s
and 1960s were particularly directed at
school science: in England, for example,
with the Nuffield Foundation Science
Teaching Project (Waring 1979; McCulloch
et al. 1985; Woolnough 1988; Donnelly and
Ryder 2011) and in the US with responses to
Soviet advances in science and engineering
education (Rudolph 2002).
There are many published histories of
individual school subjects. The former
dominance in the curriculum of the classical subjects of Greek and Latin and their
drift towards the margins has been analysed
by Stray in the UK, Mooney in Australia,
Wraga in the USA (for example, Stray 1985,
1998; Mooney 1997; Wraga 2009). English
has emerged during the twentieth century
as a key school subject in its own right from
its origins in the Classics (Goodson and
Medway 1990). The dynamics of the English
curriculum in particular schools and classrooms have also been examined in depth (see
Medway and Kingwell 2010; Medway et al.
2014). Modern languages, such as French
and German, have also entered the curriculum in different countries, struggling for recognition in the curriculum in English schools
since the nineteenth century (Radford 1985;
Tomalin 2011; Bayley 1989; Bayley and
Donish 1992).
By contrast with modern languages,
Mathematics became a subject with high status in the modern period (see Howson 1982;
Karp and Schubring 2014). In England, it
emerged as a strong academic subject by the
start of the twentieth century (Howson 2010;
Price 1983; Moore 1984), with the active
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support of the Mathematical Association
(Price 1994; Fujita and Jones 2011). Like
Science, Mathematics came under scrutiny
and underwent extensive reforms in the postwar years with the emergence of the selfstyled ‘New Maths’ (Cooper 1985a, 1985b),
but it also maintained much of its earlier elite
status to the end of the century.
Other subjects tended to gain less attention
in the curriculum of twentieth-century schools.
Religious Education was often sustained by
the continuing influence of the Church in the
twentieth century, most obviously in Ireland
(O’Donoghue 1999), but also in England
(Freathy 2008), Scotland (Matemba 2014)
and elsewhere. Geography and History both
tended to struggle to maintain their distinctive
positions in the curriculum (see, for example,
McCulloch 1992b; Shuker 1992; Rawling
2001), and some countries such as the US
and New Zealand were openly challenged by
the rise of Social Studies as a separate subject (Franklin 1985; Simon 1992). Physical
Education also occupied a peripheral position
in the school curriculum so far as its academic
status as a school subject was concerned (Kirk
1992; Skillen 2009).
Methods of testing and examining the
knowledge learned in these different school
subjects also became widely established in
the nineteenth century, so that students were
examined competitively to discern their success or otherwise in learning the content of
particular subjects and to judge their ability
to move on to the next stage. Some subjects
were usually deemed to be more important
and academically prestigious in this overall
process, so that the most liberal and academic
subjects were heavily emphasised in providing the basis for access to universities and the
professions (Goodson 1982/1987).

THE MASS CURRICULUM
The mass curriculum also developed in the
nineteenth century, in the context of modern
national systems of schooling and large

classes, to offer a core of basic instruction at
an elementary level to large numbers of
pupils who were not expected to require or
suited to a more advanced kind of curriculum.
The working class curriculum was intended
to be limited and instrumental in nature. It
consisted principally of the ‘three Rs’ of reading, writing and arithmetic, heavily dependent on rote learning, and was usually also
strongly based in Biblical and moral precepts
of order and punctuality, enforced with severe
measures of discipline and control.
There have also been increasingly widespread attempts to provide a curriculum
suited for all, irrespective of social background, gender, geography and ability, as
opposed to being confined to an elite or to
a specific group. A core curriculum that was
accessible for all pupils was often justified
in terms of providing for equality of educational opportunity in allowing access to
higher or more advanced educational institutions (Roach 1971). A common curriculum
for all as part of a mass system of schooling has been a key principle or objective in
reforms of high schools and comprehensive
education in the twentieth century (Franklin
and McCulloch 2007), leading also to innovation in content and method in particular
areas of the curriculum (Vangrunderbeek
and Delheye 2013). This has also often been
associated with ideals of community in urban
school contexts (Franklin 2010).
At the same time, such inclusive and egalitarian curriculum forms have been contested
by other curriculum structures that sought
greater specialisation in particular areas or
choice between different subject areas or types
of educational institution. Such proponents of
specialisation and choice drew on many centuries of history and heritage in curriculum formation, whether they were aware of this or not.

THE PROGRESSIVE CURRICULUM
Progressive approaches to the curriculum
tended to react in various ways against the
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traditional liberal curriculum, the competitive academic curriculum, and the stern controls associated with the mass curriculum.
They often emphasised the need to allow
greater freedom to the child, as in the cases
of Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his novel
Emile in the late eighteenth century and A.S.
Neill at Summerhill School in twentiethcentury England. In the state system there
were also a number of examples of schools
with a strong notion of participatory democracy imbued through their curriculum, such
as St George-in-the-East Secondary School in
Stepney, London; Countesthorpe Community
College in Leicestershire and Stantonbury
Campus in Milton Keynes (McCulloch
2012b). In 1967, the Plowden Report on children and their primary schools espoused
progressive forms of curriculum and learning
(Department of Education and Science 1967).
Education for citizenship aimed to inculcate ideals and behaviour that would foster
democratic political institutions rather than
the narrow focus on examinations that often
arose from the academic curriculum. In the
1930s, for instance, education for citizenship and democracy was a key theme, particularly due to the threat to democracy that
was posed by the rise of fascist states and the
growing prospect of war. The Association of
Education for Citizenship was formed by Sir
Ernest Simon in 1934 to address this situation by preparing pupils for the public duties
of citizenship in a democratic state. A number of independent schools were especially
attracted to this ideal, such as Gresham’s
School in Holt, Norfolk, which had a reputation for promoting advanced ideals in
citizenship. Also, in Scotland education for
citizenship was widely seen as a key overarching purpose of the curriculum (Munn and
Arnott 2009).
Such approaches to the curriculum often
included social studies, politics or civics, or
an orientation of more traditional subjects
such as History to promote similar ends. In
other cases, it represented approaches to the
curriculum based on project work, such as
in the Dalton plan in the twentieth century
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(Lee 2000) or an integrated curriculum that
resisted a rigid division into separate subjects
(Nolan et al. 1992). Music and dance could
also offer aesthetic and creative alternatives
to the academic curriculum (for example,
Jacobs and Goodman 2006; Bloomfield
2007; Goodman and Jacobs 2008; Rubí et al.
2014). The orthodox moral curriculum could
also be challenged effectively and turned into
different kinds of progressive strategy, as in
the case of the teaching of poetry in Holland
by Hieronijmus van Alphen, the father of
Dutch children’s literature, in the late eighteenth century (Parlevliet and Dekker 2013).

THE IMPERIAL CURRICULUM
The curriculum has developed many common
features in schools and other educational
institutions around the world. This has been
partly due to the influence of imperial and
colonial relationships because the established
curriculum of the homeland of empires, such
as the British Empire, has been imposed in
colonial outposts. In the case of the British
Empire, for example, the features of the curriculum as it developed in England became
preeminent in different countries including
Australia, New Zealand, India, much of
Africa and elsewhere as the ‘imperial curriculum’ spread in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries (Mangan 1993).
These key dynamics of the English public
school curriculum were widely imitated in
other kinds of schools and also in educating
the future rulers in other countries around the
world during the following century. Teachers
and administrators trained in the homeland
encouraged familiar values and traditions
in a range of cultural contexts, establishing
new schools for future leaders in the mould
of Eton College, using the textbooks that
they were accustomed to in their own schools
when they were pupils, and sending examination papers back to London for scrutiny.
The authority of academic subjects and
their potential for allowing access to higher
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education, security and social status also
appealed to many in different countries as
good reasons to prize Latin over technical,
industrial and rural types of vocational curriculum. More broadly, too, the curriculum was
exported as part of the culture and civilisation of metropolitan societies to other nations
and regions of the world, sometimes through
Christian missions but also through books,
magazines, films, television and most recently
the Internet (Cremin 1988; Ghosh 1993).
At the same time, different nations, ethnic
and cultural groups, and religious and other
interests have often contested the curriculum
vigorously to assert their own identity and, in
some cases, indigenous claims to knowledge.
The history curriculum has in many cases
become a battleground of competing visions of
national history in which particular aspects of
history have been emphasised, downplayed
or even deleted entirely (Macmillan 2007,
Chapter 7). The significance of the history
curriculum in the representation of a Greek
national past that connects modern to ancient
Greece has recently been examined in detail
(Zervas 2012). The ways in which political
regimes have manipulated the teaching of
national history have also been explored, for
example in Latvia (Abens 2015), while the
role of textbook production and approval
towards the same ends of maintaining political control has also been assessed in the
case of Poland (Wojdon 2015). National
and political changes have also had a potent
effect on the school curriculum in a number
of cases, including China, Singapore, South
Africa and Israel, leading them to promote
specific values and types of curriculum as a
way of seeking to define themselves (Yates
and Grumet 2011).
Over the past decade, there has also been
increasing recognition of how ideas of
empire have related to a wide range of international and transnational connections. This
has included fresh awareness of the interdependence and interconnectedness of political and social change across the world from
postcolonial perspectives, with the nature of
the school curriculum closely involved in

these developments (for example, Goodman
et al. 2009). Ruth Watts, for example, has
shown the significance of science as an
arena for ideas of empire and how it reinforced assumptions about the ascendancy of
European culture in the context of Victorian
England, represented in a wide range of social
institutions, one of which was the school curriculum (Watts 2009). More broadly, international organisations and other interest groups
acting independently of official national or
local governments have been recognised as
having made a notable contribution to curriculum change, for instance through the
international peace movement of the 1920s
and 1930s (Elmersjo 2015).

CONCLUSION
Overall, the academic literature of the past
forty years has contributed greatly to a more
detailed and profound understanding of the
history of the curriculum in a number of key
areas. This chapter has inspected its dominant concerns with particular reference to the
school curriculum in Westernised nations,
and it would be possible to go further by
embracing curriculum changes in other educational institutions and other cultures around
the world. This body of work as a whole has
helped to inform our notions of the dynamics
of educational change and continuity over
the longer term, and is also an integral part of
social history more broadly. The history of
the curriculum over the past two thousand
years has consisted in the main of specific
forms of curriculum designed to suit particular groups that were focused on achieving
key social, cultural and economic purposes in
the broader society. Plato’s ideas about three
different types of curriculum for different
social groups have been especially influential, but one can also acknowledge the importance of Raymond Williams’s argument that
the broad characteristics of the curriculum
have included training for society, vocation
and civilisation. In the twenty-first century,
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the debates among these curriculum types are
as vigorous as ever. Whatever the supposed
novelty of particular proposals, they provide
an underlying and pervasive link with the
educational traditions of the past.
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4
Aims of Education in
a Democracy
John White

Different educational systems have different
aims. Many Catholic, Muslim or Jewish
schools have bringing up their students in
their particular faith as their central purpose.
Totalitarian regimes have been interested in
creating good Nazi or Soviet men and women.
Similarly, you would expect a democratic
polity to have the formation of democratic
citizens as a leading aim for its schools.
This does not always happen. Across the
world, most democratic states still have shallow roots. Their education systems may or
may not pay obeisance to democratic aims
in official pronouncements about their purposes. Other forces are often at work, making
these democratic aims little more than empty
mission statements. Our incomplete, fragile
democracies can be hampered by educational
priorities of a pre-democratic age. The task
now is to recognize this inertia for what it is
and to devise ways of bringing educational
systems closer to democratic ideals.
In this chapter I focus first on England
and Wales as an example of a school system

within a democratic society. I show how this
system is still in thrall to ideas about education from its pre-democratic past and what it
would mean for it to be built around liberal–
democratic ideals. As well as this more theoretical or philosophical discussion, I put
forward a radical suggestion for practical
reform in a democratic direction. Some of the
material that immediately follows is relevant
only to this local system, although it is likely
to have echoes elsewhere. Later in the chapter, the perspective broadens to include issues
applicable to any modern democracy.

THE FRAGILITY OF DEMOCRACY
IN THE UK
UK citizens were not fully enfranchised until
1928, when women over 21 were given the
vote. More than eight decades later, democracy
beyond voting in national and local elections
has been less than rapid. The coming of the
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Second World War a few years after 1928
fostered a cooperative, democratic spirit
across the nation that persisted into the era of
the creation of a welfare state after 1945. But
this had become severely eroded by the end
of the 1970s and, apart from progress against
discrimination towards women, gays and
lesbians, and minority ethnic communities, it
has been struggling since then. Occupational
governing structures from pre-democratic
times have scarcely shifted in the last three or
four decades.
Hopes that some people had pinned on
worker participation have not materialized
outside trailblazers such as the John Lewis
company. Hopes have also been dashed that
those holding leadership positions in major
areas of national life would, with the extension of educational opportunities, closely
reflect the proportion of the population in
different social classes. A report for the UK
government reported in 2014 that:
71 per cent of senior judges, 62 per cent of senior
armed forces officers, 55 per cent of Permanent
Secretaries, 53 per cent of senior diplomats,
50 per cent of members of the House of Lords,
45 per cent of public body chairs, 44 per cent of
the Sunday Times Rich List, 43 per cent of newspaper columnists, 36 per cent of the Cabinet, 35 per
cent of the national rugby team, 33 per cent
of MPs, 33 per cent of the England cricket team,
26 per cent of BBC executives and 22 per cent of
the Shadow Cabinet attended independent
schools – compared to 7 per cent of the public as
a whole. (Social Mobility and Child Poverty
Commission 2014)

THE CHANGING AIMS OF THE
NATIONAL CURRICULUM 1988–2014
In light of this poor progress, it is not surprising that when England and Wales first introduced a National Curriculum for its
maintained schools in 1988, its stated purposes said nothing about living together in a
democracy. These purposes were, in fact,
minimal in the extreme and bland to boot. In
their virtually unchanged 2002 version they

stated that all schools should provide a broad
and balanced curriculum that:
•• promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental
and physical development of learners at the
school and within society; and
•• prepares learners at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life.

The 1988 National Curriculum had nothing
to do with meaningful overarching aims, and
everything to do with its mandatory subjects:
English, mathematics, science, history, geography, a modern foreign language, art, physical
education, technology and music. These
were virtually identical to those prescribed
for the new state grammar schools that came
on stream after the 1902 Education Act, at a
time when no women and few working-class
men had the vote (Aldrich 1988). The 1988
scheme simply took over what had become,
since about 1850, a traditional view of a good
school education – one based on an encyclopaedic induction into a range of discrete and
largely knowledge-orientated school subjects
and, in its rejection of the classics-based
view of education favoured by the landed
establishment, closely associated with the
rise of the new middle classes.
The arrival of a Labour government in
1997 led to two attempts to build a fuller set
of aims into the National Curriculum than the
two bullet points of 1988. In 1999 the beginning of this curriculum’s new Handbook
contained over two pages of detailed aims
(Department for Education and Employment
(DfEE)/Qualifications
and
Curriculum
Authority (QCA) 1999). It presented a picture of young people who enjoy learning,
think critically and creatively, possess integrity and autonomy, are responsible and caring
citizens, ready to challenge discrimination,
committed to sustainable development and
equipped to make informed choices at school
and throughout their lives.
Democratic ideals are not hard to discern
in this abbreviated list – or in the complete
list. (I shall be saying more in detail about
these ideals in general later). What was hard
for teachers was to realize them in curricular
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practices, because these were set in the granite prescriptions of 1988, scarcely modified
since that time, and still solidly founded on
the standard school subjects. In such a system,
the two pages on overall aims could be little
more than an extended mission statement,
easily ignored by teachers of geography or
French in their eagerness to see what the section on their own subject required of them.
In 2007 a tidier system of aims for secondary schools replaced the 1999 version (Department for Children, Schools
and Families (DCSF)/Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority (QCA) 2007). These
were arranged under three headings: successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens. Again, democratic values were
prominent, and not only in the last category.
Other categories include – for everyone –
independence of thought, knowledge of the
big ideas that have shaped our world, personal
well-being and personal autonomy. There was
more of an attempt than in 1999 to ensure
that the aims infused curriculum activities,
for instance by encouraging interdisciplinary
activities as well as discrete subject teaching.
But the same obstacle stood in the way: the
dominance of the subjects, tied as they were to
the structuring of external exams at 16 years
old (GCSE) and 18 years old (A level).
Labour’s greater attention to detailed
overall aims did not outlast the fall of that
government in 2010. Under the Coalition
government of 2010–15, Department for
Education (DfE) aims shrank again in 2014
to something more minimal:
The national curriculum provides pupils with an
introduction to the essential knowledge they need
to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the
best that has been thought and said, and helps
engender an appreciation of human creativity and
achievement. (DfE 2014)

In one way, this appears to cohere better with
the mandatory subjects of the curriculum
than the minimal aims statement of 1988.
Although that was very general, referring to
nothing more specific than ‘spiritual, moral,
cultural, mental and physical development’,
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in the reference to ‘essential knowledge’ in
2014 there seems to be at least some sort of
link with the curriculum subjects, most of
which are knowledge-orientated. Even the
value of aesthetic subjects like English (literature), art and design, and music – subjects
not primarily concerned with the pursuit of
knowledge but with artistic enjoyment and
creation – seems to be acknowledged.
But the 2014 aims statement still falls massively short of providing an acceptable justification for a national curriculum, which is
important if it is meant to reflect and promote
democratic values. Even as an underpinning for
the knowledge-orientated subjects – English
(language), mathematics, science, history,
geography, a modern foreign language, design
and technology, and computing – it is inadequate because what counts as the ‘essential’
knowledge that an educated citizen needs is a
topic calling for extensive discussion. It cannot
simply be assumed that the prescribed content
falling under these subject headings delivers
this essential knowledge.
More damaging is that there is no reason
given for highlighting the acquisition of
knowledge (or, somewhat more broadly, the
acquisition of knowledge and the appreciation of other achievements) among the needs
of the educated citizen. There are arguably
other needs, not least to do with personal
qualities that help a democratic community
to flourish, for example some of the items in
the 1999 aims list such as integrity and autonomy, being responsible and caring citizens,
being ready to challenge discrimination, and
being committed to sustainable development.

CHARACTER EDUCATION
But it would be wrong to imply that the
Coalition government neglected the schools’
role in nurturing personal qualities. Nicky
Morgan, who took over as Secretary of State
for Education in 2014, was especially attentive to this. In a talk at Birmingham University
soon after her appointment, she spoke of
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‘ensuring that young people not only grow
academically, but also build character, resilience and grit’. She went on: ‘We want to
ensure that young people leave school with
the perseverance to strive to win….We want
pupils to revel in the achievement of victory,
but honour the principles of fair play, to win
with grace and to learn the lessons of defeat
with acceptance and humility’.1
In early 2015, she invited schools and
other bodies to bid for funding for character education.2 Pride of place was given to
perseverance, resilience, grit, confidence,
optimism, motivation, drive and ambition.
Neighbourliness and community spirit came
further down the list. Commenting on the
announcement, Morgan said the move ‘will
cement our position as a global leader in
teaching character and resilience, and will
send a clear signal that young people are
being better prepared than ever to lead tomorrow’s Britain’.
It would not be too difficult to see a connection between Morgan’s project and the
policies of her predecessor, Michael Gove.
His ‘reforms’ focused on the content of the
national curriculum as described earlier, with
its emphasis on the acquisition of knowledge.
They favoured a no-frills, rigorous induction
into a traditional set of subjects geared into
an equally toughened regime of examining at
GCSE and A level. The reforms were orientated towards success in these tests and the
university careers and desirable jobs that this
success opens up. To stay the course, those
who hoped, in Morgan’s words, to ‘lead
tomorrow’s Britain’ would need the perseverance, resilience and grit that such a gruelling,
long-term regime of life-planning demanded.
It is not wrong to highlight values and
virtues – far from it. It is where thinking about
about what schools are for should start. The
previous Labour government had recognized
this, as we have seen, in its 1999 and 2007
aims for the national curriculum. Morgan was
not wrong to focus on personal qualities, but
the set she advocated was too one-sided, being
tied to a competitive ideology of winners and
losers. This brings us to a larger issue.

WHO SHOULD DECIDE SCHOOLS’
AIMS? THE HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND
Who should decide what schools should
teach? Who should determine their aims and
curricula, including the personal qualities
they should foster? The Coalition years gave
a clear answer to this question. Gove’s policy
had been to remove the state-imposed
National Curriculum from academies
(including free schools), whose numbers
massively increased under the Coalition. At
the same time, he imposed on the remaining
state schools a new National Curriculum that
appeared to reflect a bias towards – as we
have seen – a knowledge-centred system. At
a more detailed level, one could see a ministerial hand at work in changes to the curricula for history and English literature, as well
as in the insistence on synthetic phonics as
the way to teach literacy. The latter policy
was evidence of ministerial imposition not
only of curriculum content but also of controversial preferences in the field of pedagogy. Morgan, coming after Gove, also built
policy around a personal vision about what
schools should be doing, this time in the area
of personal qualities.
Is there a good justification for ministerial
prescription of this sort? More broadly, who
or what body or bodies should have responsibility for determining schools’ aims and what
and how they should teach? The issue is applicable to any democratic educational system.
Although the paragraphs that follow throw
light on it from the perspective of schooling
in England and Wales over the past century, I
will pick up more general themes later.
To see things in this more local perspective, we need briefly to go back to views on
the topic in the years leading up to the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988.
Before then, for several decades all state
schools in England and Wales had been free
to determine their own aims, curricula and
teaching methods. The last state control had
been removed in 1926 in the old elementary
system, which generated the primary schools,
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secondary modern schools and many of the
comprehensive schools that grew up after the
1944 Education Act (White 1975). It was just
after this Act in 1945 that the secondary grammar school curriculum was freed from state
direction. After this date the only statutory
constraint on the school curriculum was the
obligation to teach Religious Education (RE),
which had been made compulsory in 1944.
But in the 1970s, questions based on theoretical considerations and on events within
the school system began to be raised about
this taken-for-granted school autonomy. My
Towards a Compulsory Curriculum (White
1973) called for a ‘basic minimum’ in the
areas of knowledge, skills and attitudes that
every child should be expected to possess by
the end of their school education. Apart from
RE, I pointed out, ‘the nation has no general
expectations of its children’ (1973: 1–2). I
did not claim
that all the detailed content should be identical,
still less that it should be taught at the same time.
The argument is, rather, that the objectives of the
curricula should be the same for all children and,
more specifically, that the broad content of the
basic minimum achievements should also be identical. (White 1973: 3)

The bulk of the book spelt out from philosophical first principles what such a basic
minimum involved, but it contained no further justification about why a compulsory
curriculum was a good thing.
Two years later, what became celebrated
as ‘the William Tyndale affair’ revealed what
many saw as the excesses to which teacher
control of the curriculum could lead. The
William Tyndale primary school in Islington,
North London was staffed by a group of
young teachers led by the headmaster and of
a radical socialist persuasion. They believed
in giving children great freedom in choosing
the activities they wished to undertake, being
accused in the media of promoting a left-wing
ideology of anti-middle-class anarchism. The
furore around the school’s laissez-faire policy provoked calls, from right and left of the
political spectrum, for greater public control
of school curricula.
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By 1977 Shirley Williams, the then Minister
of Education in the Labour government, had
produced a green paper called Education in
Schools that responded to the demand for
nationwide curricular provision and set out
eight aims that all schools should follow,
as well as suggesting that English, maths,
science and, where practicable, a foreign
language should be compulsory to 16 years
of age.3
The aims were (i) having an inquiring
mind; (ii) respect for moral values, and tolerance of other races, religions and ways of
life; (iii) understanding the world in which
we live; (iv) literacy; (v) understanding the
national economy; (vi) mathematical, scientific and technical knowledge, required in a
‘fast-changing’ world of work; (vii) knowing about human achievements in art, science, religion and in the search for a more
just social order; and (viii) encouraging
disadvantaged children, perhaps by giving
them extra resources. As in 1999 and 2007,
we see the emphasis that Labour administrations have always put on a broad gamut
of aims, tied to social objectives in the polity beyond the school. This contrasts with
the already mentioned minimalism, which is
evident in aims laid down under Conservative
or Conservative-led governments in 1988 and
in 2014.
Labour’s curriculum proposals died with
the electoral defeat of 1979. The impetus
towards greater state control of the curriculum survived, however, and culminated in the
National Curriculum of 1988.

THE ISSUE OF JUSTIFICATION
So much for a brief account of British views
and policies in the 1970s and 1980s that are
critical of a status quo wherein all maintained
schools decided what they should teach and
why. We come back to the more general
question of justification, left hanging a few
paragraphs earlier. Who should determine
what schools’ aims and curricula should be?

68

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

Are there good reasons that could legitimate
the move away from school autonomy and
towards state control over those two
decades?
A difficulty with leaving this matter
wholly in the hands of teachers is that these
constitute only one section of the population
and it is not clear why they should have such
a privileged voice. The best of them do have
a special expertise of what is best to teach
when, and how teaching and learning can
best be carried out. But on the larger issue
of what schools should be aiming at and how
those aims can be incorporated in a broad
curriculum framework, teachers do not seem
to have any more right to make decisions than
other sections of the community.
This is because the question of what schools
should be aiming at is intimately connected
with the future shape of the whole society in
which the schools operate. This is patently
true if these aims are to do with the promotion of citizenship or with the future economic
well-being of the community. But it is equally
true if the aims are, as in some accounts of
education, wholly inward-looking, concerned
with the pursuit of intellectual and aesthetic
subjects for their own sake. If successful,
an education of this sort would nurture
generations of people devoted above all
to scholarship and the arts. This might or
might not be a good thing: the point is that
this would most likely be a very different
society from one whose members had been
brought up to be technologically inventive,
or to be competitive in the pursuit of wealth
or other goods.
Asking what kind of society schools should
have a hand in helping to bring about is a political question, about which not only a teacher
but also anyone else in a democratic community has the right to a view. This is why, at
least in such a community, the issue of what
schools should be for has to be in the political
rather than in the professional domain.
We need to think more clearly than we
have usually done about the demarcation
between these two domains in determining
the curriculum. There is a strong case for the

political domain to make macro-decisions
about aims and broad curriculum frameworks, and for educational professionals to
cope with micro-decisions about how best to
realize these aims and sub-aims in the particular circumstances of their localities and
schools. It is only those working in or with
schools who have a detailed knowledge of the
interests, abilities and home backgrounds of
their students and of factors in the local community that could have a bearing on what is
best taught when and to whom. Decisions on
the specifics of the curriculum and the pedagogies used to deliver them should thus be
left to teachers and those working with them.

AIMS IN THE POLITICAL DOMAIN:
THE ROLE OF MINISTERS
If this is right – and here I focus briefly again
on England and Wales – ministers in charge
of the National Curriculum since 1988 have
often got things the wrong way round. As
persons with de facto responsibility for curriculum matters in the political domain, they
should have focused on aims and left the
details to schools. More often than not, however, they have – as in the case of Baker in
1988 and Gove in 2014 – dispatched aims in
a couple of sentences whilst prescribing large
numbers of highly specific curriculum items
and sometimes, as in the teaching of literacy,
ways of teaching.
I have said that Secretaries of State for
Education have had de facto responsibility
for the curriculum in the political domain. It
is a further question whether they should have
had this. We have seen that, in a democracy,
aims of education cannot be left to sectional
interests but must somehow be decided by
the polity in general. This applies to issues
other than the aims of education. In areas like
taxation policy, defence and welfare provision, we leave matters in the hands of governments and relevant ministers, knowing that
their term is limited. Since 1988, in education there have been too many examples
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of Secretaries of State who have sought to
impose their own personal vision of education on schools through their control of
the National Curriculum or, in the case of
Nicky Morgan, through policies on character education favouring an idiosyncratic set
of personal qualities. Other examples have
been Baker’s and Gove’s attachment to a
traditional academic curriculum that was
common in grammar schools, at least since
1900. Gove has been especially open to the
charge of favouring a personal ideal of education, given his – later modified – prescription
of a history curriculum that focused on
Britain’s ‘island story’ at the expense of
world history, as well as his recommended
excision of American texts such as Of Mice
and Men from the GCSE English Literature
syllabus in favour of post-1914 fiction and
drama from the British Isles.
To say that the general direction of school
education should be in the political domain
is not to say that it should be left to education ministers – doing so risks reintroducing the dominance of sectional interests that
was at issue during the pre-1988 period of
school autonomy. Then it was teachers’ personal visions or idiosyncrasies that posed
the threat; now it is those of the person in
power at the centre – the only difference is
that before 1988 there were many thousands
of views of education influencing the system,
and since then there has often been just one.

THE ROLE OF AN EDUCATION
STANDING COUNCIL
Widening the focus again beyond the circumstances of my own country, I would argue
that there are other ways of keeping aims in
the political domain than putting them in the
hands of ministers. The overall structure of a
national curriculum – its general aims and
priorities – could, and arguably should, be in
the hands of a new Education Standing
Council at arm’s length from the possibility
of ministerial interference. This would
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represent sectors of society with a major
stake in the education and well-being of
young people, such as teacher unions, universities, local authorities, parents and
employers. It could be a type of educational
parliament on the model of the old Schools
Council of the 1960s and 1970s in England
and Wales (Bell and Prescott 1975: 6–9). Its
role would be to find acceptable compromises on what should go into a national curriculum, given the wide diversity of opinion
in our society about this topic. There is a case
for making this curriculum non-mandatory,
as in Scotland. This would help to wean
teachers away from uncritical compliance
and allow schools to depart from aspects of
the general scheme as long as they were able
to justify this.
An Education Standing Council of this
sort could still be faulted on the grounds of
sectionalism if educational professionals
came to dominate it. That is why other parts
of the citizenry – all of whom have a legitimate interest in the shape of a future society
that schools can help to fashion – should
also be substantially represented. Perhaps,
therefore, the membership should go beyond
parents and employers with their very obvious professional reasons for an interest in the
topic, and include representatives of workers
in general, as well as other populous groups
like pensioners and older school students. In
addition, proposals put before the Council
should be fully discussed in public, through
print and electronic media, before final
decisions are taken: this is in line with the
democratic value of reining in the power of
sectional interests. Details about the composition and procedures of the new body clearly
require further discussion and negotiation.
Details apart, I hope the case for some kind
of Education Standing Council has now been
adequately made.
As for its remit in terms of the types of
school it should cover, there is a good argument for extending its scope beyond the
schools that, in England and Wales, currently
have to follow the National Curriculum.
These presently exclude the now-sizeable
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group of Academies and Free Schools within
the maintained sector, as well as all private
schools.
Most of the former group were state
schools bound like every other to follow the
National Curriculum. There seems to be no
good reason why they should be freed from it.
The issue goes back, once again, to concerns
about sectional power. The curricula of individual Academies and Free Schools are now
decided by the schools’ governing bodies.
In some cases, Academies belong to chains
under outside sponsors, which may also have
input into curricular decisions. But, as argued
earlier, decisions about school aims and curricular frameworks are about the future shape
of a political community, and there are no
grounds for giving sectional interests a privileged voice.
The same general argument applies to private schools in that their governing bodies
authorize aims and curricula. A difference is
that parents, as fee payers, are likely to have
a louder voice in decisions that are made. But
parents belong to just a section of the population; and they have no more right, simply as
parents, to shape the aims and curricula of a
whole school than any other citizen. Private
school alumni are part of a wider citizenry
and, if there are personal qualities or understandings or skills that it is thought every
citizen should possess, this applies as much
to those educated in private schools as it does
to others.

CAN THERE BE AN OBJECTIVE
BASIS FOR SCHOOL AIMS?
So much for the schools covered by an
Education Standing Council. If it comes into
existence, how, in broad terms, should it proceed? How should it set about constructing a
curriculum for the nation? Can it do this in
anything like an objective way, minimizing
the danger of being in thrall to powerful
pressure groups inside and outside its
membership?

Much of the argument in this chapter so
far has been embedded in the local circumstances of the education system in England
and Wales. At the same time, wider themes
have been emerging of more international
relevance. Although there are occasional references in what follows to local experience,
the main theme is now of far more general
significance. It is about how an independent
body like the proposed Education Standing
Council, or its equivalent elsewhere, could
set about creating a school curriculum in line
with democratic values.
This will take us towards the uncertain
borderline where curriculum priorities shade
into curriculum details that are in the hands
of schools and out of the political sphere.
I shall endeavour to be as objective as possible, whilst realizing that some – or more than
some – of the ideas I shall be putting forward
may reflect my own prejudices and idiosyncrasies more than I think they do. In any case,
I am only putting forward ideas about what I
think aims and curricula should be, not deciding this. I consider what follows as possible
help to a Council in deciding which way to
go. It will be up to the Council to see how
far it wants to take the suggestions on board.
In England and Wales, from Baker through
to Gove and Morgan, we have seen how subjective pictures of what education should be
can gain too much influence in national curriculum planning. In that jurisdiction, as in
many other democracies elsewhere, national
policies have often embraced a comprehensive list of compulsory, discrete academic
disciplines, with a heavy emphasis on the
acquisition of theoretical knowledge. How
can subjective preferences like this be kept
in check?
A more objective starting point can be
found in the argument for a national curriculum in the first place. This, we recall, has to
do with not leaving sectional interests with
the power to determine school aims and so
help to shape the future of our society. What
this future shape should be is a political question, and making decisions about this belongs
to the political domain.
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Presupposed to this whole argument is
an attachment to democracy. The argument
assumes that decisions of a political nature
about the kind of society we wish to live in
should not be in the hands of a section of the
population (as, for example, in oligarchies or
despotisms), but rather that every citizen can
participate in making these decisions. This
is a democratic notion lying at the heart of
democracy itself.
All this prompts the thought: can the more
objective account of school aims and curricula we are looking for be found in the
assumption that we can reasonably expect
supporters of a national curriculum to hold,
that democracy is desirable and should be
protected and nurtured?
For those looking for a justification so
rock-solid that it cannot be doubted, a starting point in democratic values would not be
enough. It would not convince a Nazi, for
instance, or some theocrats, that this is where
a national curriculum should originate. But it
should be acceptable to all those who agree
with the democratic argument for a national
curriculum, and that is all that is needed.

DEMOCRATIC VALUES
If this is so, it helps us to flesh out the overarching aim of such a curriculum: the flourishing of the democratic society in which we
live. This may seem an excessively general
aim, unlikely to have much purchase on the
school curriculum beyond a small corner of it
dedicated, as in England and Wales, to the
subject known as ‘Citizenship’. This, as we
shall see, is a misconception. From this central aim further, more determinate, aims can
be generated that together will cover large
swathes of curricular territory.
What is it for a democratic society to flourish? At some point this is likely to lead to all
sorts of divergences of view. But this point
may be some way down the road. Before we
get there, we are, hopefully, in a less controversial area where wide agreement can be

71

taken as read. Democracy is a kind of government. It differs from others in that it incorporates the idea that every adult member of
the community has the right to participate.
Democracy is self-rule, whether directly or,
in a large country like Korea, India or the US,
indirectly through a representative system. It
is opposed to rule by a sectional element – a
dictator, a traditional elite, the rich, the working class. Not only is it opposed to this, but
a democratic polity also takes steps to ensure
that the power that belongs to the people as
a whole is not arrogated by others – hence
safeguards against this abuse of power, such
as limited governments and regular elections;
majority rule to try to ensure power is not in
the hands of a minority; attention to the needs
and wishes of minorities so that their interests are not excluded by majority rule; freedom of information and of the press (Wolff
1996, Chapter 3).
Democratic government is not to be identified with political machinery like regular
elections. The machinery is important as a
way of realizing certain values, and it is these
values that are at the heart of democracy. One
of these is equality. I do not mean equality in
income or wealth, in educational attainments
or in quality of life – the value in question
is political equality where every citizen is
equally entitled to participate in the collective
self-rule; hence, for example, the institution
of one person, one vote.
A second value is personal freedom.
Individuals are not to be subject to arbitrary
arrest or imprisonment, to others’ behest or
manipulation, to the dangers of theft, bodily
damage or death at others’ hands. This is why
a democratic polity is based on the rule of
law, why it needs a police force, armed services, and legislation against various unfair
practices or interference in one’s private life.
The freedom just discussed is negative in
form. It is freedom from things like arbitrary
arrest, enslavement and others’ aggression.
Why is negative freedom important? Why is it
a good thing that people are free from impediments like these? The clue is in the notion
of impediment itself. What is being impeded
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in such cases is a person’s being able to live
according to their own lights, in the way that
they choose to live (Mill 1859/1962). This
brings in a second notion of liberty: the idea
of personal autonomy. We take it as read in a
democracy that people’s well-being depends
on their deciding for themselves how they are
to lead their lives, including what work they
do, what relationships they take on, where
they live, how they spend their free time, and
what or whom, if anything, they worship. In a
non-democratic regime, there may be direction of labour, prohibitions on living in certain
cities, or compulsory membership of a certain
religious group (Wolff 1996, Chapter 4).
In this account, personal autonomy or what
is sometimes termed ‘positive freedom’ is
intimately connected with the ‘negative’ variety (Raz 1986: 408 ff). The relation between
them is that the various kinds of negative
freedom that we prize are necessary conditions of our being able to lead flourishing
lives of our own. If we were in constant danger of things such as arbitrary arrest or physical attack we would be impeded in doing so.
All the features of democracy mentioned so
far are, I would suggest, universally acceptable to those within the democratic fold. We
take them for granted, perhaps sometimes
unreflectively, in all our everyday lives. It is
true that there may be disagreement about
the value of personal autonomy, but I do not
think this need be a threat to consensus on this
issue at a deeper level. What I have in mind
is that not everybody in a democratic society favours a life led according to one’s own
lights. Some religious people see their lives
as belonging to God and vow to live as He
directs. But, insofar as they see themselves as
belonging to a democratic community, they
understand that other people think differently
and accept that these should be free to lead
the self-directed life they want. They practice
the democratic virtue of toleration, living and
letting live.
In addition, they almost certainly welcome
as part of their own lives a large measure of
personal autonomy. Devout believers of this
sort can, and generally do, value choosing the

kind of work they do, their intimate relationships, where they live and how they furnish
and decorate their dwellings. Some may put
up with these practices, preferring a society
in which everything is directed by religious
custom. But these are scarcely democrats.
They do not believe in a polity that recognizes and celebrates each person’s equal right
to a say in government; they prefer some kind
of theocracy. The religious observer within
the democratic fold accepts that their society
is built around the notion that people work
out their own way to lead their life. These
believers can apply this notion to themselves,
as well as to others, and seeing themselves,
too, as in one way leading a self-chosen life:
the life they have chosen, unlike their atheist neighbours’, is one in which they have put
themselves in God’s hands. They may also
be delighted if the atheist comes to see the
light and adopts a life like theirs. Again, they
would see this as an autonomous decision on
his part: he would be using his autonomy to
choose a life in which he henceforth gives up
at least some of this autonomy.
As well as wariness about excessive power,
political equality, freedom from interference
and personal autonomy, democracy also
prizes collaborative virtues. It would not be
enough if everyone pursued their own autonomous well-being in an atomic way, detached
from others’ lives and fates. Everyone is
expected to be a more active citizen, attached
to the values already mentioned and taking
steps to protect and promote them. A central form of collaboration takes the form of
reasoned discussion of matters of collective
concern.
Some will be more active in these discussions, campaigns and other activities than
others, of course. As with all the democratic
values, there are no absolutes. All the values
can clash with others and individual judgments about priorities made when they do.
Some citizens will devote most of their lives
to civic activities whilst others, committed
to their own chosen pursuits and relationships, will find less time for them. But all can
be expected to be concerned about threats
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to the well-being of the democratic polity
itself, from such things as social divisiveness owing to glaring differences of wealth,
the dominance of an elite in top professional
positions, prejudice against minority communities, foreign aggression and economic
mismanagement.
A healthy democratic society is built
around these values not only in the sphere
of government, but at every level of social
existence (Dewey 1916, Chapter 7). At
work, amongst friends and in the family, one
expects to find cooperativeness, tolerance,
discussion, respect for others as equals and
the desire that people choose autonomously
how they are to live. The failure of industrial
democracy in Britain to extend much beyond
the John Lewis Company is one sign that
democratic arrangements still have far to go.

REALISING DEMOCRATIC VALUES:
FIRST CONSIDERATIONS
There is more to say about democratic virtues, but some readers may feel that in an
essay about school aims and curricula, there
has been too much preliminary material on
these already.4 I make no apology for that,
however. The problem with many treatments
of what school curricula should be is that they
are too eager to go into specifics, without
being as secure as they might be about the
hinterland of values and other wider considerations lying behind these. Once this background is reasonably clearly delineated, it is
not difficult, as we shall now see, to work out
aims and curricula at more specific levels.
I have often used (as in the last sentence)
the expression ‘aims and curricula’. This
looks neat, but I think it is misleading because
it suggests two separate spheres. As I will
now argue, curriculum creation should be
wholly a matter of determining aims, whether
these are very general ones to do with protecting and promoting democratic values, or
much more specific ones about, for example,
the contribution of a particular branch of
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knowledge. More helpful than using ‘aims
and curricula’ language is to talk about general aims, and the sub-aims and sub-sub-aims
that are derivable from them. The language is
clunkier, but it delivers better goods.
In collaboration with Michael Reiss (Reiss
and White 2013), I have pursued in some
detail, but from a slightly different angle, how
an aims-based curriculum can be spelt out in
more determinate aims and sub-aims. Here
my treatment has to be sketchier. I shall pay
most attention to the procedure whereby such
a curriculum can be constructed. I hope that
this will be of use to any Education Standing
Council, or equivalent body, that has to create
a new National Curriculum.
I have suggested that we have a secure
starting point for this new curriculum in
the thought that democracy is desirable and
should be protected and nurtured. More specifically, this applies to the values implicit in
democracy that we have discussed at some
length: guardedness against the arrogation
of power, equality of respect, tolerance, freedom from interference, personal autonomy,
cooperation for the common good and attachment to reasoned discussion in the resolution
of problems.
School students should learn to be attached
to these democratic values. This implies
coming to understand what they severally
involve. Internalizing the values comes first,
with understanding them as a necessary condition of so doing.
How can this attachment and understanding be incorporated in the students’ school
experience? This experience will be based
around activities of various sorts. These will
have a certain content; and they will also
involve a certain way of operating. A class of
children may be learning to write the letters
of the alphabet, for instance. How they do
this – the way of operating – may vary: the
lesson may be formal and teacher-directed in
a strict, no-nonsense manner, or the children
may be working together in groups in gamelike activities.
The first thing to say about how attachment
to the democratic values just listed is to be
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acquired is that much of this can be brought
about through the way an activity is arranged.
Whatever its content, it can be organized in
such a way as to promote within the group
equality of respect, tolerance, concern for
others’ autonomous well-being, cooperativeness and reasoned discussion. The seedbed of
the democratic virtues is face-to-face interactions. School education in its earliest years
will be building upon upbringing within the
family where, in a democratic society, one
would expect all of these personal qualities
to have gained a foothold. Some of the work
of the school will therefore be in reinforcing attachment to them, as well as extending
this to interactions within more numerous
groups than the family circle. Progressively,
this attachment can expand beyond the class
group to wider horizons – to where children
work on a project to improve transport facilities in their town and therefore have to think
about the well-being of those who live there.
This is a staging post to more extensive civic
concern.
We have looked at the way school activities are arranged, but we must now turn to
the content of those activities, bearing in
mind that procedures and content are not two
discrete things. I shall take it henceforth that
the pedagogy used in the activities discussed
next promotes democratic qualities as outlined earlier.

EQUIPPING STUDENTS FOR
AUTONOMOUS WELL-BEING
There is not enough space to discuss the
content implications of every aspect of the
democratic ideal, and so I shall focus particularly on personal autonomy. Even here, I
cannot hope to be exhaustive. My goal is
largely methodological: to indicate, using this
example, how aims-setting can proceed from
more general towards more specific levels.
A democratic society is a community of
persons living according to their own conception of a flourishing life. This is likely to vary

considerably from person to person. Among
the variations is a life devoted to the service
of God, as discussed earlier.
There are many other conceptions. Some
people, for instance, place weight on a close
family life, others on following a certain line
of work, or on artistic, intellectual or sporting
activities in their leisure time, or on political activity. Yet others are less determinate
in their interests: they prefer to take things
more as they come. Many, perhaps most, are
likely to have a number of competing priorities among these and other possibilities.5
School education in a democracy should
help to open up the range of possible choices
before one. This involves acquainting every
student with a broad-brush understanding of
what is involved in the kinds of pursuit just
mentioned, and many more. The world of
work is particularly many-sided and covers a
huge gamut of occupations.
The idea that schools should be opening
up possibilities in this way is scarcely new,
although it is not often tied in to the notion
presented here of a national curriculum built
around the protection and promotion of
democracy. Sometimes the traditional academic curriculum has been justified in terms
of opening up options, but there is a danger
that this approach is too narrow. What is
favoured in this curriculum are forms of theoretical knowledge like science, history and
mathematics, as well as an appreciation of
literature and other arts, and it would not be
surprising if many students, particularly from
less educated families, saw life choices within
a range that depends heavily upon these academic pursuits – at the expense of practical or
administrative activities that do not.
Another way in which this traditional curriculum is too constraining is that, given its
frequent close connection with end-of-school
examinations and the paths that success in
them opens up, it can easily make some young
people think that they must lead a planned
life, built around admission to university and
then a well-paid or interesting job. This often
unintended steering plays down a more laid
back, take-things-as-they-come approach to
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one’s life. It is not up to schools – or authoritative bodies behind them – to favour one
kind of possibility over the other. Despite
their track record on this, they have no right
to do so.
I cannot go into all the curricular implications of the autonomy aim,6 but one general
consideration is that some of the possibilities from which choices will be made are
more accessible than others. Although young
people’s understanding of what it is like to
live a family life could no doubt be enhanced
through school learning, nearly all have some
purchase on it already, but there may well be
nothing in their experience that gives them an
insight into what it is like to be, for example,
a marine geologist or a clinical psychologist. To get inside occupations like these,
one needs some understanding of the science
and mathematics involved. There needs to
be some kind of structured course in these
areas because knowing what these disciplines involve depends so much on initiation
into them. Imagination also has a major role
in making students aware of possibilities. I
am thinking of reliable fictional and nonfictional accounts of the activities of lawyers,
for instance, or mountain-climbers, political
activists, artists, travellers, soldiers, etc.
This discussion of access to possibilities leads us to the question: which school
activities should be compulsory for all,
and which should be non
-compulsory, or
optional? In a modern society like our own,
we could not imagine good schooling without extensive compulsory work in different
aspects of science. This is because so much
of our everyday lives is science dependent,
as are so many occupations. There also has
to be compulsory mathematics, at least to
a certain level, because so much science
requires this discipline, as do activities in
areas like finance, computing and politics.
These are two obvious examples of desirable compulsory courses – we could adduce
many others.
But there is also room for optional activities. Although everyone needs a certain level
of mathematical understanding, this is not
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true of more advanced realms. Where the
line should be set needs further discussion.
In 1929, the mathematician and philosopher
A.N. Whitehead railed against the takenfor-granted belief that the study of quadratic
equations is indispensable to a good general
education. Many believe the same nearly a
century later. Whether they are right is not
clear. In my own case, the last quadratic
equation I performed was in 1949 when I sat
the School Certificate examination. Others
tell a similar story.
Whether the cut-off point comes before or
after quadratic equations, at some point there
is a case for dropping lengthy compulsory
courses in favour of a short taster course in
advanced mathematics followed by an option
in the subject for those attracted by this.
The taster course + option model is applicable in other realms, including modern languages, various sports and artistic activities,
and more recondite parts of other subjects.
This will help to bring schooling closer to
students’ bents and interests: the less constricting regime will help to keep alight an
enthusiasm for learning that educational systems so often fail to kindle.
It also brings us back to the democratic
virtue of autonomy. Being equipped to
determine the shape of one’s own life is not
only a matter of understanding a range of
options – like any other desirable personal
quality, it needs to be honed through practice.
Progressive experience of choice-making in
the taster course + option scenarios and in
other parts of school life is essential.
There is much more to be added about the
autonomy aim. Being able to lead a life of
autonomous well-being depends on possessing the basic necessities of such a life, such
as adequate food, clothing, shelter, health,
income, company, employment, recognition, liberty, security and other goods. There
is work for schools to do in exploring these
basic needs with students, not only to help
them fully understand what autonomous
well-being is in their own lives, but also, as
concerned citizens, to help others achieve it
as well.
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WIDER CIVIC AIMS
The shift in focus in the last sentence from
the student’s own well-being to that of citizens in general, and indeed of those beyond
one’s national community, brings in a whole
other dimension of desirable school aims.
Like many of the other points touched on in
the last few paragraphs, this altruistic dimension is explored in more detail in Reiss and
White (2013: 7, 26–36). Here I will only
mention one strand of the argument, again
partly for methodological reasons, because it
illustrates how the aims-based curriculum
discussed proceeds from general aims to
increasingly specific ones. It also reveals the
points of contact it has with curricula as we
know them in practice.
As a cooperative member of a democratic
community, leaving others at liberty to pursue
their own version of a good life and helping
them to do so, where appropriate, a citizen
in the making will need a good understanding of this community (they will also need to
know more about other countries, but I will
leave this dimension to one side). This has a
historical dimension. In curricula as we know
them, much of the knowledge transmitted
about our own society has to do with its history, with a weighting towards times before
the emergence of liberal and democratic
ideas two hundred years ago. With civic aims
to the fore, as in this chapter, there is a case
for tilting the balance closer to our own time.
In schools now, there is little exploration of
the main features of our society – its social
structure, for instance, its economic basis, its
welfare services. Social Studies has not been
a curriculum staple in the UK, unlike in the
US. But there is clearly a powerful case for it.
If we take just one aspect – the structure
of the economy – we have another example
of how aims-based thinking can proceed. We
began with the master aim of protecting and
promoting our democratic community. One
sub-aim of this was fostering a concern for
other citizens’ well-being; a sub-sub-aim of
this was understanding the society we share;
and a sub-sub-sub-aim was understanding its

economy. Dropping the awkward subs and
sub-subs, we can continue the process further. Understanding the economy requires,
amongst other things, an understanding of
the range of goods and services we collectively produce. This includes a huge swathe
of products dependent on science and mathematics. This is a good reason for including
compulsory learning activities in relevant
aspects of these disciplines. (It is a good
second reason for this; we explored the first
when looking from the individual’s perspective, not a communal one, at the range of jobs
from which to choose a preference).
I have come back again to science and
mathematics, not because these are of
supreme importance in the curriculum, but
as a way of illustrating that an aims-based
curriculum is not an unrealizable educationists’ dream, but something that connects with
common practice. There is a place in aimsbased thinking for teaching within discrete
academic subjects, as here, but there is no
presumption that subject-based learning is
the only way forward. On the contrary, the
only presumption in this area is that schools
should adopt the most appropriate ways of
organizing learning. There is everything to be
said for projects and interdisciplinary work,
out-of-class activities, community involvement and other forms of learning as long as
they suit the aims in question.

CONCLUSION
This account of how an aims-based curriculum operates has not been able to include
much detail. The Reiss and White (2013)
book gives more of this. One of the things the
book highlights, for instance, is a broad
background understanding of human nature
and of the natural world, without which students cannot make sense of the society and
wider world in which they will be growing
up (Reiss and White 2013: 9, 40–44).
It is up to the proposed Education Standing
Council for England and Wales, or to its
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equivalent in other countries, to work out
what the major aims of school education
should be in their democracy and where the
grey area begins, beyond which schools
themselves take over the responsibility of curriculum construction in detail. It would be a
travesty of the idea of an Education Standing
Council entrusted with the all-important task
of creating a national curriculum if it lost its
way amongst the sectional priorities of its
members. Some compromises in different
points of view are only to be expected, but
the Council should always keep in clear view
the democratic reason why it has been created and base all its work around the need
to protect and promote a democratic society.
My hope is that guidelines like the ones spelt
out in this chapter, but not restricted to these,
will be useful to the Council in its vital work.

NOTES
1 	 See http://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/media/news/
article/4203/Centre-Director-Attends-First-
Advisory-Council-Annual-Meeting-Chaired-byHRH-The-%20Prince-of-Wales
2 	 See http://www.wired-gov.net/wg/news.nsf/
articles/DNWA-9SQESM
3 	 See http://www.educationengland.org.uk/
documents/des1977/index.html
4 	 For a fuller and more complex account of democratic citizenship and education, see Enslin and
White (2003).
5 	 There is more on the notion of personal well-being
and its role in education in White (2011).
6 	 A fuller account of ideas in the following paragraphs is found in Reiss and White (2013: 12–26).
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5
Knowledge and the Curriculum:
A Pragmatist Approach
Gert Biesta

INTRODUCTION
The question of knowledge has always occupied a central place in discussions about the
curriculum. Some would even go as far as to
say that the question of knowledge is the question of the curriculum, so that a curriculum
would consists first and foremost – and for
some solely – of a description of the knowledge that students ought to acquire. Although
there have been attempts to construct fully
comprehensive curricula, that is, curricula that
contain everything there is to know – which is
one way to understand the ambition behind
Comenius’s Orbis Sensualium Pictus
(Comenius, 1658) – most would agree that the
curriculum always raises the question of
selection. Some would argue that the question
of selection can be approached in an epistemological way, that is, by focusing on the
intrinsic quality of knowledge. This is for
example what we can find in the work of
Herbert Spencer, who in 1854 argued that the
‘question of all questions’ for the development of a ‘rational curriculum’ had to be

‘What knowledge is of most worth?’ (Spencer,
1909) – to which his answer was ‘science’. A
good 125 years later Michael Apple rephrased
Spencer’s question as the question ‘Whose
knowledge is of most worth?’ (see, for example, Apple, 1991, 1993, 1996; see also Young,
1971).
With this question Apple articulated a
sociological perspective on knowledge and
the curriculum in which it is suggested that
in order to understand why the curriculum is
what it is and does what it does, we should not
be asking philosophical questions about the
intrinsic qualities of knowledge but should
shift to sociological questions that focus on
the ‘extrinsic connections’ of the curriculum,
that is, the way in which certain knowledge
is ‘connected’ to powerful groups and groupings in society. This approach was partly
meant to understand the actual curriculum
and its workings, and in this regard it was
supported by historical studies of the curriculum that had a similar outlook (for example,
Kliebard, 1987). But it was also informed by
the wider idea that the sociological exposure
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of the power behind curricular knowledge
could open up opportunities for different
knowledges and different constituencies to
populate the curriculum, and thus benefit
from the social power the curriculum actually
has. In North America this almost seamlessly
fed into much bigger ‘culture wars’ that led to
the hyper-politicisation of discussions about
culture, knowledge and the curriculum. Such
discussions are still very much part of the educational and political landscape today, where
conservatives and progressives continue to
struggle over knowledge and the curriculum.
One question that continues to return in
these discussions is the status of knowledge
itself. Discussions between conservatives
and progressives often focus on the question
whether knowledge is real or constructed –
which, from a philosophical perspective, is
a rather inaccurate way to phrase the issue –
with the concomitant question whether knowledge is objective or relative. It is particularly
the spectre of relativism that appears to raise
concerns and actually does so on both sides
of the spectrum. Conservatives are concerned
that when the whole idea of truth disappears
from sight social and moral chaos will ensue,
whereas progressives are concerned that if
‘‘everything is relative’ the social and transformative power of knowledge may disappear.
A recent contribution to this discussion has
come from the British sociologist Michael
Young who, in a number of publications, has
argued that there is a need to bring knowledge back into the discussion about the curriculum (for example, Young, 2008; Young
and Muller, 2007, 2008; and for a critical discussion Balarin, 2008). Young and colleagues
have sought to bring knowledge back into the
curriculum conversation by taking recourse to
social realism (see particularly Young, 2008).
Social realism is presented as an alternative
to forms of social constructivism, which,
according to Young, are not only unable to
account for ‘the idea of knowledge growth’
but also encourage ‘students and educational
researchers to neglect the “realist” traditions
of social theory’ (Young and Muller, 2008:
521). Pragmatism – mainly read through
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the eyes of Durkheim (see Young, 2008) –
is one of the forms of social constructivism
that, according to Young, suffers from these
problems and therefore needs to be replaced
or overcome (see, for example, Young, 2008:
80, 145).
With his critique of pragmatism Young is
part of a much longer line of authors who
have suggested that pragmatism is a form of
anti-realist philosophy with strong relativist
tendencies and implications (for example,
Horkheimer, 1947). In this chapter I wish to
argue that rather than being anti-realist and
relativistic, pragmatism actually operates
beyond the stale opposition of objectivism and
relativism (see Bernstein, 1983).1 It is for this
reason that I believe that pragmatism – and in
particular the pragmatism developed by John
Dewey – still has important insights to offer
for the discussion about knowledge and the
curriculum, so that rather than casting it aside
as being part of the problem, it should actually be (re)considered as a productive way for
engaging with the question of knowledge in
the curriculum conversation.

KNOWLEDGE AND THE CURRICULUM
Early on in his career the American philosopher and educationalist John Dewey stated
that the problem of education lies in the coordination of the individual and the social factors (Dewey, 18952). The idea of coordination
remained a central theme in Dewey’s work,
as can be seen from book titles such as The
School and Society (1899), The Child and the
Curriculum (1902), Democracy and
Education (1916), and Experience and
Education (1938). The appearance of the
word ‘and’ in the title of many of Dewey’s
books signifies that he was wary of one-sided
thinking that would put the emphasis either
on the school or on society, either on the
child or on the curriculum, either on experience or on education, and so on. This already
reveals that a common characterisation of
Dewey’s position as being a child-centred
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conception of education clearly misrepresents his ideas. Elsewhere (Biesta, 2006) I
have suggested to refer to Dewey’s position
as a communication-centred view of education, arguing that what matters for Dewey is
the connection, that which happens ‘in
between’ – or with a more technical term he
introduced towards the end of his career:
transaction (Dewey and Bentley, 1949; see
also Biesta and Burbules, 2003). For Dewey,
education is neither about getting the curriculum into the child nor about the child just
doing anything, but about establishing a productive and meaningful connection between
the two.
From the angle of pedagogy this idea
makes sense because pedagogy operates
precisely in the middle ground between the
child and the curriculum. The point of pedagogy, after all, is not to make sure that children learn but that they learn something (see
also Biesta, 2010a). That is why pedagogy
should indeed be focused on the coordination between the child and the curriculum, but
whereas the idea of coordination makes sense
from the pedagogy point of view (that is, from
the point of view of the process of education),
it becomes more problematic from the point
of view of the content of education. How
much leeway, we might ask, should there
be for the child to creatively interpret and
appropriate the curriculum? Isn’t the point
of education that children not just ‘get’ the
curriculum but that they get it ‘right’? And
doesn’t that imply that although there is an
obvious need for the coordination of the individual and the social factors, ultimately this
coordination is strongly biased – and has to
be strongly biased – towards the curriculum
end of the spectrum?
A first step towards answering this question is to say that it depends. It first of all
depends on what one expects from education.
Education is, after all, not just about the presentation and acquisition of knowledge and
skills (the domain of qualification), but is
involved in wider ambitions, such as the introduction of children into existing traditions and
practices (the domain of socialisation), and

questions concerning the formation of the person (which elsewhere I have termed ‘subjectification’ – see Biesta, 2010a). Although one
may argue that to the extent that education is
focused on the acquisition of knowledge and
skills, there is an important need for getting
it ‘right’, and to the extent that education is
focused on the formation of the person and on
questions of agency and freedom, the idea of
getting it ‘right’ becomes far less meaningful.
We also shouldn’t forget that ‘the curriculum’ is a multifaceted phenomenon. The
requirements for a curriculum for learning
mathematics are, after all, quite different
from curricula concerned with, for example,
car mechanics, aviation, brain surgery, beauty
therapy, citizenship, critical thinking and so
on. It is also important not to think of these
as entirely separate areas. Although there
may be an argument for ‘getting it right’ in a
subject like geography, we should also want
students to develop a critical understanding
of the field, which requires that such a curriculum should always be orientated towards
more than just ‘getting it right’ in the sense
of ‘getting the facts right’. Similarly, for
many practical areas one could argue that the
point is not simply to acquire the right skills,
but also to develop the capacity for critical
judgement in relation to them – and this is
as important for the brain surgeon and the
Airbus pilot as it is for the beauty therapist
and the car mechanic.
These remarks are important for the discussion about knowledge and the curriculum
because they can help to keep the discussion
‘grounded’ and focused, and prevent us from
making the mistake that we can talk about
‘curriculum’ and ‘knowledge’ just in an
abstract sense, disconnected from where particular issues arise and problems emerge. This
is not to suggest that the discussion is entirely
specific and particular, but the challenge is to
ask the right questions and identify the real
issues. It is here that we find Dewey on our
side, not least where it concerns the question of knowledge. The point Dewey made
throughout his career was that the problem
with so many discussions about knowledge is
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that they try to articulate different positions
within the same set of assumptions or try
to generate different answers to established
questions, rather than trying to break away
from those assumptions in order to ask different questions and thus have the prospect of
different and perhaps better answers.
In the next three sections I will reconstruct
Dewey’s views, starting with his analysis of
the assumptions of modern epistemology,
then outlining his transactional alternative
and also discussing the implications for our
understanding of the relationship between
experience, reality and knowledge. Against
this background I will identify some consequences of Dewey’s pragmatism. In the
final section I return to the discussion about
knowledge and the curriculum.

MODERN EPISTEMOLOGY AND
THE ‘MIND-WORLD SCHEME’
In modern epistemology the question of
knowledge is often phrased as how the
human mind can acquire knowledge of a
world outside of itself. Robert Nozick put the
challenge most succinctly when he asked
whether we can ever know that we are not a
brain suspended in a vat full of liquid, wired
to a computer that is feeding our current
experiences (see Nozick, 1981: 161–71).
Nozick is part of a long tradition in which the
nature of knowledge is examined from a
sceptical point of view, that is by starting
from the assumption that knowledge may not
be possible because we may not be able to
get ‘outside’ our own mind.
The first philosopher to place scepticism at
the heart of modern epistemology was René
Descartes. In the Second Meditation he used
the ‘method of doubt’ to arrive at the conclusion that although we can doubt everything,
we cannot, when doing so, doubt that we are
engaged in a process of doubting. Whereas
this provided Descartes with certainty about
the existence of the thinking self, it did not
provide any certainty about the existence of
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a world beyond our experience, and this issue
has troubled modern epistemology ever since.
It eventually led David Hume to the conclusion that the existence of an external world of
enduring object is a ‘very useful hypothesis’,
but not something that can ever be proven.3
What unites the ideas of Nozick, Descartes
and Hume is their reliance on a dualistic view
of reality. They assume that reality consists
of two totally different ‘substances’, mind
and matter, and that the question of knowledge has to begin with the mind in order then
to ask how the mind can get in touch with
the material world ‘outside’ itself. The dualism between mind and matter has not only
set the agenda for modern epistemology by
giving it the task to answer how the mind
can get ‘in touch’ with the world (see, for
example, Dancy, 1985), which is one reason
why epistemology cannot be a neutral arbiter in discussions about knowledge because
it is itself ‘tainted’ by very specific assumptions. The dualism between mind and matter
has also provided the framework for the distinction between objectivity and subjectivity
and, related to this, for distinctions such as
between absolutism and relativism, between
realism and idealism, etc. After all, on the
basis of the dualism between knowing subjects and objects to be known, knowledge can
be objective if it depicts how objects are in
themselves, whereas, if this is considered not
to be possible, then the only other option is
for knowledge to be subjective, that is, produced by the activities of the human mind.
The implications of this way of thinking
go well beyond ‘technical’ questions about
knowledge. Many recent discussions about
culture, ethics, morality, science, rationality
and even Western civilization appear to be
informed by the idea that the only choice we
have is between the two options presented
through the ‘mind-world scheme’. More
importantly, many participants in these discussions seem to fear that if we give up objectivity, the only thing left is chaos. Richard
Bernstein (1983: 18) aptly refers to this as the
‘Cartesian Anxiety’, the idea that either there
is ‘a fixed foundation for our knowledge’ or
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we cannot escape ‘the forces of darkness that
envelop us with madness, with intellectual
and moral chaos’.
The mind-world scheme does indeed only
offer two options: objectivity or subjectivity.
The crucial question, however, is not which
option to choose. The far more important
question is whether the mind-world scheme
is itself inevitable or whether it is possible to
think about knowledge and reality in a different way, starting from different assumptions.
John Dewey’s theory of knowing does precisely this. It offers an understanding of knowing that does not start from what he saw as the
‘impossible question’ as to how ‘a knower who
is purely individual or “subjective”, and whose
being is wholly psychical and immaterial…and
a world to be known which is purely universal or “objective”, and whose being is wholly
mechanical and physical’ can ever reach each
other (Dewey, 1911: 441). Instead, Dewey
put forward a framework that starts with
interactions – or as he later preferred to call
it: transactions – taking place in nature and
in which nature itself is understood as ‘a
moving whole of interacting parts’ (Dewey,
1929: 232). This is Dewey’s self-confessed
‘Copernican turn’, in which ‘(t)he old center
was mind’ while ‘(t)he new center is indefinite
interactions’ (Dewey 1929: 232). The key concept in this Copernican turn is ‘experience’.

THE TRANSACTIONAL THEORY
OF KNOWING
Although transaction refers to interactions
taking place in nature more generally, experience refers to the transactions of living
organisms and their environments. What is
distinctive about these transactions is that
they constitute a double relationship.
The organism acts in accordance with its own
structure, simple or complex, upon its surroundings. As a consequence the changes produced in
the environment react upon the organism and its
activities. The living creature undergoes, suffers,
the consequences of its own behavior. This close

connection between doing and suffering or undergoing forms what we call experience. (Dewey,
1920: 129)

Experience is therefore the way in which
living organisms are implicated in their environment. Contrary to what is suggested in the
mind-world scheme, Dewey thus argues that
experience is not ‘a veil that shuts man off
from nature’, but rather ‘a means of penetrating continually further into the heart of
nature’ (Dewey, 1925: 15).
Dewey saw knowing as the mode of experience that in some way ‘supports’ action. It
is concerned with grasping the relationship
between our actions and their consequences.
It is because of this that knowing can help
us get more control over our actions, at least
more than in the case of blind trial and error.
It is important to see that ‘control’ here does
not mean complete mastery, but the ability to
intelligently plan and direct our actions. This
ability is first of all important in those situations in which we are not sure how to act,
which is expressed in one of Dewey’s definitions of knowing as having to do with ‘the
transformation of disturbed and unsettled situations into those more controlled and more
significant’ (Dewey, 1929: 236). Knowing is
also important in order to achieve more control, a more intelligent approach in the other
domains of experience, which is expressed in
Dewey’s claim that knowing ‘facilitates control of objects for purposes of non-cognitive
experience’ (Dewey, 1929: 79).
The framework for Dewey’s theory of
knowing lies in his theory of action, the outlines of which he developed early on in his
career in a landmark paper called ‘The reflex
arc concept in psychology’ (Dewey, 1896).
One way to summarize Dewey’s theory of
action is to say that it amounts to a theory of
experimental learning if we think of learning
as the way in which living organisms interactively ‘adapt’ to their environments (which
in itself is a rather truncated conception of
learning; see Biesta, 2013). Dewey characterises living organisms – including human
organisms – as capable of establishing and
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maintaining a dynamic coordination with
their environment. Through this process, the
predispositions (or ‘habits’ as Dewey preferred to call them) of the organism become
more focused and more specific, more attuned
to ever-changing environing conditions,
which is another way of saying that they learn
through the tentative, experimental way in
which living organisms maintain coordinated
transaction with their environment. This
learning, however, is not the acquisition of
information about how the world ‘out there’
is. It is a learning process through which living organisms acquire a complex and flexible
set of predispositions-for-action.
On this view, learning is therefore basically a process of trial and error and in one
sense this is indeed how Dewey argues that
living organisms learn. But there is a difference between blind trial and error and what
Dewey called ‘intelligent action’. The difference has to do with the intervention of thinking, which he defines as ‘dramatic rehearsal
(in imagination) of various competing possible lines of action’ (Dewey, 1922: 132). The
choice for a specific line of action should be
understood as ‘hitting in imagination upon an
object which furnishes an adequate stimulus
to the recovery of overt action’ (Dewey, 1922:
134). Whether this choice will actually lead
to coordinated transaction will only become
clear when the organism actually acts. This
is why thinking can never guarantee that our
actions will result in coordinated transactions. But what it can do is make the process
of choosing more intelligent than would be
the case with ‘blind’ trial-and-error.
In Dewey’s view the question of knowledge – or to be more precise the issue of
knowing – arises ‘because of the appearance
of incompatible factors within the empirical
situation. (…) Then opposed responses are
provoked which cannot be taken simultaneously in overt action, and which accordingly
can be dealt with, whether simultaneously
or successively, only after they have been
brought into a plan of organized action’
(Dewey, 1916: 326). The problem here is
one of the meaning of the situation, and for
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Dewey ‘situation’ always refers to organism
and environment in transaction. The only way
to solve the problem in an intelligent manner
and not by simple trial-and-error is by means
of a systematic inspection of the situation. On
the one hand, we need to identify and state
the problem. On the other hand, we need to
develop suggestions for addressing the problem, for finding a way to act, and hence find
out what the meaning of the situation actually is. Although thought or reflection must
play an important part in this process, they
will, in themselves, not result in knowledge.
It is only when action follows that the value
of both the analysis of the problem and the
suggested solution can be established. For
Dewey, therefore, we need overt action in
order to determine the worth and validity of
our reflective considerations. Otherwise we
have, at most, a hypothesis about the problem
and a hypothesis about its possible solution.
This means that in order to get knowledge
we need action. But although action is a
necessary condition for knowledge, it is not
a sufficient one. We also need thinking or
reflection. It is the combination of reflection
and action that leads to knowledge. From this
it follows that knowing – the acquisition of
knowledge – is not something that takes place
somewhere deep down inside the human
mind. Knowing is itself an activity, it is ‘literally something which we do’ (Dewey, 1916:
367). The meaning that emerges from the
restoration of coordinated action is a meaning ‘which is contemporaneously aware of
meaning something beyond itself’ (Dewey,
1906: 113). This ‘beyond’ is not simply present or will not simply become present in the
future. It will only become present ‘through the
intervention of an operation’ (Dewey, 1906:
113–14), that is, through what we do. A potato
becomes edible when we cook it, and so after
the intervention of the act of cooking – perhaps
we can say after the discovery that when we
cook potatoes we can eat them – the potato
means something different in our field of
action – it has become ‘potentially edible
food’. Therefore, when experience is ‘cognitional’, as Dewey puts it, it means that we
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perceive something as meaning-somethingelse-which-we-will-experience-when-weact-in-a-specific-way. It is along these lines
that knowledge is intimately connected to
the possibility of control. ‘In knowledge’,
Dewey argued, ‘causes become means and
effects become consequences, and thereby
things having meaning’ (Dewey, 1929: 236).
In other words, knowledge has to do with
inference – a reaction to something that is
distant in time or place. Because inference
is a step into an unknown future, it is a precarious journey. Inference always involves
uncertainty and risk. A stone, Dewey argued,
can only react to stimuli of the present, not of
the future, and for that reason cannot make
mistakes. Since inference entails the possibility of mistake, it introduces truth and falsity
into the world.

EXPERIENCE, REALITY
AND KNOWLEDGE
One important implication of Dewey’s transactional definition of experience is that it
puts an end to the idea that it is only through
knowledge that we can obtain a hold on reality. For Dewey all modes of experience are
equally real because they are all modes of the
transaction of living organisms and their
environments. From this Dewey concluded
that ‘things – anything, everything, in the
ordinary or non-technical use of the term
“thing” – are what they are experienced as’
(Dewey, 1905: 158). This means that everyone’s experience is equally real. It also
implies that what is experienced is itself real.
If someone is frightened by a noise, so
Dewey’s argument is, then that noise is fearsome. This claim must be understood transactionally. If someone is frightened by a
sound, then the fear is the immediate response
of the organism. The sound is frightening
because the organism reacts to the sound as
being-a-frightening-sound. This implies,
however, that being-frightened is not the
same as knowing-that-one-is-frightened.

Knowing what caused the fearsome noise is
a different experience. Although the latter
experience may be more true than the former,
it is in Dewey’s view not more real. ‘The
question of truth is not as to whether Being
or Non-Being, Reality or mere Appearance is
experienced, but as to the worth of a certain
concretely experienced thing’ (Dewey, 1905:
163). One important implication of this is
that experience in itself does not provide us
with any knowledge. Dewey rejected, in
other words, the view that experience provides us with elementary ‘bits’ of knowledge
which, when put together in a systematic of
logical manner, result in knowledge.4
For Dewey the difference between experience and knowledge is that knowledge is
concerned with the occurrence of experience.
The ‘office’ of knowledge signifies a search
‘for those relations upon which the occurrence of real qualities and values depends’
(Dewey, 1929: 83). In this respect knowledge
is intimately and necessarily connected with
action, because – and this is the most crucial
point in Dewey’s theory of knowing – the discovery of the conditions and consequences of
experience ‘can take place only by modifying
the given qualities in such ways that relations
become manifest’ (Dewey 1929: 84; emphasis
added). The shift from understanding knowledge as being concerned with the world ‘as it
is’ to understanding knowledge as being concerned with conditions and consequences, is a
very important element of Dewey’s approach.
It represents a shift from a concern with things
as they are to a concern with ‘the history to
which a given thing belongs’ (Dewey, 1925:
243). It is a shift from ‘knowing as an aesthetic enjoyment of the properties of nature as
a world of divine art, to knowing as a means
of secular control – that is, a method of purposefully introducing changes which will alter
the direction of the course of events’ (Dewey,
1929: 81). This implies that for Dewey knowledge is concerned with the relations between
actions and consequences. This introduces
the dimension of time into Dewey’s theory of
knowing – a reason for arguing that Dewey
has a temporal conception of knowing.
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Dewey’s approach also has implications for
how we understand the objects of knowledge.
Whereas in the dualistic approach the objects
of knowledge are seen as ‘things’ that exist in
a world ‘out there’ and are there for us to discover and depict, Dewey’s transactional view
sees the objects of knowledge as the outcomes
of processes of inquiry. Since the habits we
acquire through such processes provide us
with more specific predispositions for action,
habits in a sense embody the ways in which
our environment becomes more meaningful
for us. The experimental transformation of
organism–environment transactions transforms the environment in which and through
which we act into what Dewey referred to
as ‘a figured framework of objects’ (Dewey,
1922: 128). This is the reason why Dewey
referred to objects of perception not as
things but as ‘events with meaning’ (Dewey,
1925: 240).
In the case of spoken language, it is relatively easy to see that words, or ‘soundevents’, do not have a meaning of their own
but that they have become meaningful over
time. It is far more difficult to draw the same
conclusion with respect to physical objects,
such as chairs, tables, trees, stones, hills and
flowers, ‘where it seems as if the union of
intellectual meaning with physical fact were
aboriginal’ (Dewey, 1933: 231). Yet chairs
and tables are as much events with meaning
as words are (for a similar line of thought, see
Bloor’s (1983) discussion of Wittgenstein’s
social theory of knowledge). And their meaning has a strictly transactional origin in that
it has to be understood as the outcome of the
specific ways in which successful relationship between our actions and their consequences have been established over time. It
is not, therefore, through a process of inquiry
that we can find out what the possible meanings of, for example, a chair are; rather, a
chair specifies a particular way in which the
transaction with the environment has become
meaningful. It is for this reason that Dewey
argued that we should think of objects as
tools. ‘The character of an object is like that
of a tool (…); it is an order of determination
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of sequential changes terminating in a foreseen consequence’ (Dewey, 1925: 121).5
The final element of Dewey’s theory of
knowing has to do with the question of truth.
We have already seen that for Dewey there
is no sense in asking about the truth of our
immediate experience. Immediate experience simply is what it is. Truth and falsity
only enter the scene when we raise questions
about the meaning of experience.
Truth and falsity are not properties of any experience or thing, in and of itself or in its first intention; but of things where the problem of assurance
consciously enters in. Truth and falsity present
themselves as significant facts only in situations in
which specific meanings are intentionally compared and contrasted with reference to the question of worth, as to the reliability of meaning.
(Dewey, 1906: 118, emphasis in original)

Truth and falsity are therefore not concerned
with things as such, but with the relationship
between our experience of a thing on the one
hand and our possible actions or responses
on the other. This not only means that ‘truth’
is always contextual and related to action, but
it also means that truth is itself temporal.
Truth does not refer to an alleged correspondence between a proposition and reality.
It has to do with the correspondence between
suggested meaning and realized meaning,
that is, meaning ‘put into practice’. ‘The
agreement, correspondence, is between purpose, plan, and its own execution, fulfilment’
(Dewey, 1907: 84).
This does not mean that truth becomes
disconnected from reality. The contrary is the
case, not only because of the transactional
framework that informs Dewey’s theory
of knowing, but also because of the indispensable role of action in the process that
results in knowledge. The upshot of this is
that knowledge is not a passive registration
of reality ‘out there’. Our intervention, our
action, is a crucial, necessary and constitutive
part of knowledge. In this sense we can say
that knowledge is always a human construction just as the objects of knowledge are. But
it does not mean that anything is possible.
We always intervene in an existing course of
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events, and although our intervention introduces change, it will always be change of an
existing course of events. We cannot create
out of nothing. For Dewey the only possible
construction is a reconstruction.

CONSEQUENCES OF PRAGMATISM
One of the most important implications of
Dewey’s transactional approach is that
knowledge does not provide us with a picture
of reality as it is in itself – an idea to which
Dewey referred as the ‘spectator theory of
knowledge’. For Dewey knowledge always
concerns the relationship between (our)
actions and (their) consequences. This, in
essence, is what a transactional conception of
knowledge implies. It means that knowledge
is a construction or, to be more precise, that
the objects of knowledge are constructions.
But contrary to how constructivism is often
understood under the mind-world scheme
(namely, as purely mental and hence subjective), Dewey’s constructivism is a transactional constructivism – a constructivism that
holds that knowledge is at the same time
constructed and real. This is why we can call
Dewey’s position a form of realism, albeit
transactional realism (Sleeper, 1986).
Given that knowledge concerns the relationship between (our) actions and (their)
consequences, knowledge will only ever offer
us possibilities but not certainty. The conclusions we draw on the basis of careful observation of what follows from how we act upon
the world show what has been possible in this
particular transactional situation. Sometimes
what was possible in one situation turns out
also to be possible in another situation, but
in other situations the transactional determinants of the situation are different, so that
what was possible in one case is no longer
possible in another case (see also Biesta, 2007
on the implications of this idea for the discussion about ‘what works’). This is why Dewey
preferred to refer to the outcomes of inquiry
and research as ‘warranted assertions’ rather

than truth. The assertions we make about the
consequences of our actions are warranted on
the basis of careful observation and control.
But they are only warranted in relation to the
particular situation in which they were ‘produced’ and we shouldn’t make the mistake –
for example, by putting the label ‘true’ on
them – to think that they will be warranted for
all time and all similar situations. This does
not mean that conclusions from one situation
cannot be useful for other situations, but the
way in which knowledge from one situation
transfers to another situation is, in that it can
guide our observation and perception and
suggest possible ways for resolving problems
for finding ways forward. Whether these possibilities will address the specific problems in
the specific, new transactional situation can
only be discovered when we act.
A more general feature of Dewey’s transactional approach to knowing is that contrary to mainstream modern philosophy his
approach is not a sceptical one. For Dewey
there is no gap between human beings and
the world. This does not mean that everything
we experience is simply ‘true’. Although
Dewey does hold that things are what they
are experienced as, there is a crucial difference between experience and knowledge:
experience simply ‘is’; knowledge, because
it has to do with inference, can always be fallible. In this respect we have to conclude that
Dewey’s transactional theory of knowing is
a form of fallibilism. But it is important to
see that, for Dewey, knowledge is not fallible
because of an alleged gap between ourselves
and the world, but because we can never
be sure what the future will bring, not in the
least because what the future will look like
depends also on our own ongoing actions.
According to the transactional approach, we
are not spectators of a finished universe, but
participants in an ever-evolving, unfinished
universe.
Dewey’s transactional approach also cuts
across the either/or of objectivism and subjectivism. From a transactional point of view,
‘the world’ always appears as a function of
what we do. Objectivity, understood as a
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depiction of a world completely independent from and untouched by us, is therefore
simply impossible. If we want to know the
world, we must interact and, as a result, we
will only know the world in the way in which
it responds to us. The world we construct
emerges out of the doing-undergoing-doing
dynamics of what Dewey calls ‘experience’. One could argue – and many critics of
Dewey have done so – that although Dewey
rejects objectivism, he thus ends up in a situation of complete subjectivism (Schillp and
Hahn, 1990).
Dewey simply acknowledges that this is
the case, but he adds that there is no problem with this at all, as long as we see that
the worlds we construct are constructed for
our own individual purposes, for our own
attempts to address the problems we are faced
with. It is only when we start to interact with
others that the need for some form of coordination of our subjective worlds with the
subjective worlds of others arises. What happens in this case is that, through interaction,
cooperation, coordination and communication we construct an intersubjective world
out of our individual, subjective worlds. By
showing that objectivity is simply not possible, that subjectivity is not always a problem and that intersubjectivity addresses those
instances where the subjectivity of knowledge
does become a problem, Dewey not only presents us with a position that helps us to overcome the stalemate between objectivism and
subjectivism. He also hints at a way in which
we can overcome the Cartesian Anxiety by
showing that we do not have to give up the
world when we want to acknowledge that
knowledge is always plural, changing and
open, and that knowing, most importantly, is
always a thoroughly human endeavour.

CONCLUSION
What then has Dewey to contribute to the
discussion about knowledge and the curriculum? One thing that is attractive about
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Dewey’s views is that they can make sense of
many of the intuitions we hold about knowledge and the world. Rather than creating an
opposition between what philosophy tells us
and what we seem to be experiencing in our
everyday lives, Dewey’s ideas are able to
capture many of these experiences. Dewey is
able to account for the possibility of making
a distinction between truth and falsehood; he
helps us to see that realism is a reasonable
assumption; and he can account for the openness of interpretation whilst at the same time
acknowledging that not anything goes.
What is different and distinctive about
Dewey’s approach is that he does not start
from the assumption of a dualism of mind
and world, but urges us to start from somewhere else and, in doing so, to question and
overcome the founding assumptions of modern philosophy and modern epistemology,
rather than positioning ourselves ‘inside’ this
framework. In this regard Dewey does indeed
manage to go beyond objectivism and relativism, to use the title of Richard Bernstein’s
1983 book (Bernstein, 1983) – and the word
‘beyond’ is of tremendous significance here.
This, as I have tried to make clear, has
a number of important implications for the
discussion about knowledge, experience
and reality. It means the end of the idea of
knowledge as a picture of reality and instead
puts forward the suggestion that our knowledge is always about relationships between
actions and consequences. Although this
does mean that knowledge is a construction,
it is not a construction happening somewhere in our head, but a construction ‘in
transaction’, which means that knowledge is
both constructed and real. From this angle
the question of truth ceases to be a spatial
matter – that is, of the relationship between
statements about the world and the world
itself – and instead becomes thoroughly
temporal – that is, concerned with the relationship between actions and their consequences. Knowledge therefore moves from
the domain of certainty, the domain of ‘what
is’, to the domain of possibility, the domain
of ‘what might be the case’ – and this shift
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is crucial, both for our understanding of
knowledge and for our approach to knowledge in the curriculum and education more
widely. Perhaps the most important shift for
all knowledge that ends up on the curriculum
is that the Deweyan view urges us to change
our relationship to this knowledge, both with
regard to where it came from – all knowledge as accounts of relationships between
actions and consequences that occurred in
the past – and with regard to where we might
go with it – all knowledge providing us with
possibilities for the future. Rather than being
subjected to knowledge, we might say that
the Deweyan view opens up possibilities for
being subjects of knowledge, which, in principle, is an empowering move as long as we
do not forget that the way in which Dewey
brings knowledge back to human proportions also puts a responsibility upon us to
engage with the possibilities of knowledge
in a responsible way.
Although this opens up new, and in my
opinion exciting opportunities for engaging
with questions of knowledge and the curriculum, there is one more technical point
that I briefly wish to mention (for more on
this, see Biesta, 2009, 2011). This issue has
to do with the observation that although, on
the one hand, Dewey provides us with a view
of knowledge as thoroughly connected to the
way in which we, as living beings, are part of
an ever-evolving universe, he seems, on the
other hand, to base his views about knowledge on a very specific – and some might
say Darwinist or scientific – ‘truth’ of the
place of the human being in the universe. Is
it the case that at the more fundamental level
Dewey falls back upon a conventional view
about knowledge and reality? And is he, in
doing so, therefore presenting us with some
kind of ultimate truth about the human being?
This is not how I think that we should read
Dewey, although it is tempting to do so (see
Biesta, 2009). One way to address the issue
is by making sure that we approach Dewey’s
own work pragmatically, which means that
we should not see it as a new truth about the
universe and everything in it, but rather as an

attempt to address a very specific problem
(see also Biesta, 2010b).
The problem Dewey ultimately sought to
address in his work had to do with the impact
of modern science on what he referred to as
the world of ‘common sense’ (see Dewey,
1939). Although Dewey was happy to
acknowledge the advances of modern science and technology, he was concerned about
the way in which the scientific worldview
was colonising alternative understandings
and, more specifically, was also colonising
alternative rationalities. Dewey was concerned, in other words, about the way in
which the worldview of modern science had
become hegemonic, not only in terms of what
we hold to be true, but also in terms of what
we hold to be rational. Dewey’s project, so we
might say, was therefore aimed at overcoming
the hegemony of modern science, not in an
attempt to deny its achievements, but to reject
the idea that it is only science that provides us
with access to reality as it really is, and that
it is therefore only science that can provide
us with a standard of what is reasonable or
rational (see Biesta and Burbules, 2003).
For Dewey the nub of the problem had to
do with the fact that modern science had been
interpreted by means of philosophical categories that predated modern science, such as the
idea of truth as having to do with what is permanent and fixed and of knowledge as having
to do with an unchanging reality ‘out there’.
Dewey’s project, in a sense, was to explore
what would happen if, rather than to interpret
modern science through pre-scientific philosophical categories, we would interpret science and its claims to knowledge in its own
terms. And the outcome of that exercise, as
we have seen, is precisely that science can no
longer claim to be the possessor of ultimate
truth and ultimate rationality. At a superficial
level, Dewey’s work might seem to be singing the praises of modern science; however, it
actually amounts to one of the most profound
and strategically effective criticisms of the
impact of the scientific worldview on modern
society. There is, of course, much more to say
about this and it is important to bear this in

KNOWLEDGE AND THE CURRICULUM: A PRAGMATIST APPROACH

mind in order not to assume that Dewey is just
trying to present us with another ‘philosophy
to end all philosophies’.
What then, all this mean for the discussion with which I started this paper, that is,
the question of pedagogy, the idea of coordination and what does knowledge and the
curriculum have to do in relation to this? Let
me make two points here. The first is that if
we follow Dewey we have to shift our understanding of knowledge and the curriculum
from the domain of certainty to the domain
of the possible. This has to be done in a very
careful and very precise way – one that proceeds pragmatically (that is, always in relation to matters of human concern) and not
relativistically, which would be by suggesting that anything goes, which it obviously
does not. The second point concerns the idea
of coordination. What I have tried to make
clear in my reconstruction of Dewey’s theory
of knowing is that coordination is the central
and fundamental process through which we
turn our subjective worlds into an intersubjective world (which in itself will always be a
plural, overlapping and conflictual world) – a
world, in Dewey’s language, communicated
and shared. Schools are, of course, not the
only place where such coordination happens
or should happen, but they are definitely not
insignificant. That is why the idea of coordination is important, not only in terms of
process – that is, pedagogy – but also in
terms of curricular content and educational
achievement, and it is precisely there that
matters of pedagogy and matters of curriculum intersect.

NOTES
1 	 It is not the ambition of this chapter to engage
directly with Young’s views on knowledge,
although I do wish to argue that Deweyan pragmatism has important insights to offer that differ significantly from the views of Young and his
colleagues and also, for that matter, from the
recent interest in critical realism (see, for example,
Bhaskar, 1975) which, although at superficial

2 	

3 	

4 	

5 	
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levels seems to share quite a lot with Dewey’s
approach, does not make the ‘transactional turn’
that makes Dewey’s work unique and significant.
The actual formulation in the Plan of Organization
of the University Primary School is: ‘The ultimate
problem of all education is to coordinate the psychological and the social factors’ (Dewey, 1895: 224).
Dancy (1985) provides a helpful introduction to
some of these discussions or, for an approach
more closely linked to the domain of the social
sciences, see Hollis (1994).
The latter view was the one put forward by
logical positivism and, although philosophically
discredited, still lives on in the idea that knowledge acquisition is an inductive process starting
from the collection of ‘basic facts’ and working
‘upwards’ towards general statements (see Ayer,
1959; Achinstein and Barker, 1969).
Dewey’s approach is sometimes characterized as
instrumentalism, also by Dewey himself. Whereas
instrumentalism is generally taken as the view
that theories are instruments or tools, Dewey’s
instrumentalism is about the instrumental character of objects-of-knowledge.
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6
Knowledge and the Curriculum
in the Sociology of Knowledge
Johan Muller

INTRODUCTION
In a 2014 editorial to a special issue devoted
to Creating curricula: aims, knowledge and
control, Wyse and colleagues wrote that there
is ‘something of a crisis in curriculum studies’ (2014: 2), referring in this instance to
exogenous threats to its integrity in the form
of increasing pressures and encroachments
on the curriculum from outside, particularly
from national and international testing
regimes. It is also common cause, however,
that many of the threats are endogenous,
coming from approaches to the curriculum
that in various ways have shifted to the margins a focus on what Wyse et al. (2014) call
one of the ‘foundational concepts’ of curriculum studies, that of knowledge. The aim of
this chapter will be to examine the issue of
knowledge in curriculum studies with special
focus on its treatment in curriculum theory.
The approach taken to curriculum theory will
be primarily sociological.
Wyse et al. (2014) feel that, in this respect
at least, the tanker may be turning, and they

discern a certain broad consensus on the
importance of recognising knowledge when
considering curricular matters – but what
this consensus is proves elusive. They assay
a broad gloss, asserting that common ground
exists in holding that knowledge is ‘both constructed and real’ (2014: 5). In some senses,
this is true, as will be further discussed below,
but confusion could arise. Two such traditional incompatibilities cannot be welded
together without a good deal of justification.
The collocation risks combining the knowledge to be learnt in the curriculum, with the
process each learner goes through to piece
together the parts of this epistemic tapestry
for her or himself. In the sense of ‘knowledge
learnt’, knowledge is uncontestedly ‘constructed’; in the sense of ‘knowledge from
the disciplines’, over whether true knowledge
is constructed or real, intellectual wars have
been fought and continue to be fought. Much
hangs on the sense given to ‘true’.
David Scott in his overview paper in the
same issue (Scott, 2014) usefully surveys what
he takes to be the three main epistemological
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approaches to knowledge – foundationalism,
instrumentalism and pragmatism – and
extracts from them one central common tenet,
namely, the ‘need to foreground the social in
any curriculum rationale’ (Scott, 2014: 26),
a crucial point often forgotten in traditional
approaches to epistemology that deals mainly
with what Craig (1990: 120) has called the
‘unaccompanied epistemological soloist’.
Scott goes on to extract eight further points
he believes should figure prominently in a
‘revitalised approach to curricular knowledge’ (2014: 26–7). To what extent these are
shared by the extended community of curriculum studies scholars is moot.
This chapter concurs with Scott that the
sociality of knowledge is a critical starting
point, and to that end will approach the issue
of knowledge and the curriculum from a
broad based sociology of knowledge perspective, whilst also recognising cognate developments in adjacent fields such as linguistics
and philosophy, which have recently begun
to take the matter of the sociality of knowledge seriously and relate this to the tasks of
education. This includes, not exclusively,
social epistemology, inferentialism, systemic
functional linguistics and social realism. The
chapter will argue that this loose family of
developments does indeed betoken a convergence, but one that is only just underway and
not yet fully consummated. The central trunk
of the chapter will be concerned with the particular way this concern with knowledge has
arisen and developed in the sociology of educational knowledge.
Before the argument gets properly underway, it may be useful to re-visit some beginnings of the sociology of knowledge in order
to recall just what founding assumptions
were in-built before its deployment in curriculum studies, but also to recall some of
the founding intractabilities that the sociology of knowledge has had to wrestle with
from the outset, and which set the mould for
later debates in the sociology of educational
knowledge. The discussion will focus here
on Karl Mannheim for two reasons. First, he
brought to London a tradition of sociology
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and an approach to the sociology of knowledge that tried to combine the insights of both
Weber and Marx, the latter through his friend
Lukács. Second, because Mannheim became
a professor of education at the Institute of
Education in 1946, which started a legacy –
the Mannheim chair in the sociology of
education – that thrives to this day.
Mannheim struggled to accommodate the
then-dominant historicist school of thinking in Germany, which all social scientists,
including Weber, knew led to an enervating
scepticism and relativism (Meja and Stehr,
1993). He struggled to clarify the conditions
under which reason might triumph over historicist truth, which, as Merton (1972) was
later to show, created ‘insider’ truths only,
bereft of a basis for agreement with ‘outsider’ groups. This was to become particularly important for Mannheim as he sought a
rational basis for contributing to post-bellum
reconstruction in a war-devastated England.
Without a rational basis to decide between
good and bad policies, policy arguments
could only lead to rule by the powerful. This
argument is of direct relevance to the debate
of knowledge selection and the curriculum.
Mannheim’s solution is well known but perhaps not well understood, namely, the notion
of ‘free-floating intellectuals’. The idea may
be briefly parsed in the following way. As
European society began to grow more complex
in the seventeenth century and as the division
of labour grew more differentiated, intellectual strata also multiplied along with contending viewpoints, which clashed with ever more
clamorous consequences. Two consequences
were possible. The first was defeatist scepticism and a resignation to relativism. The second, which happily prevailed, was a search
for criteria of common – that is, trans-strata
– agreement. This led to the birth of the ‘ideal
of objectivity’ (Meja and Stehr, 1993: 74; see
also Merton, 1972: 9) and hence a ‘historicist’
or, by Mannheim’s own lights, a sociological
explanation of truth by convergence on the
ideal of objectivity. The philosophers were not
convinced, and Mannheim is widely regarded
as having failed to escape relativism. Indeed,
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as Meja and Stehr (1993: 65) point out, the
seemingly inevitable relativist implications
of a sociological approach to knowledge is a
point on which most sociologists and philosophers agree.
What we should note though is that
Mannheim, in making his case for ‘freefloating’ intellectuals, was simultaneously
making a case for a fundamental differentiatedness of knowledge claims – that although
many of our every day knowledge claims
are context-dependent, there is also a class
of knowledge claims that can be contextindependent, capable of transcending their
genesis:
Increasingly complex societies, however, tend to
separate the daily from the esoteric realm of
knowledge and, at the same time, increase the
distance between the groups which are in charge
of them. (Mannheim, 1956: 116)

This fundamental distinction in forms of
knowledge and its development is one of the
well springs for the renewal of the salience of
knowledge in sociological discussions of the
curriculum given by Karl Mannheim’s successor to his chair, Basil Bernstein, to whose
work I will return in greater detail.
Mannheim therefore bequeathed two problematic legacies to the sociology of knowledge, although, the faults were not all his.
The first is a deep suspicion that the sociology of knowledge could only generate a
relative account of knowledge, that it was
‘essentially relativistic’ (Meja and Stehr,
1993: 67). The second was a tendency for
sociology of knowledge to stray into issues
epistemological, which were not their terrain, according to a broad sociological and
philosophical consensus (see Merton, 1973;
Berger and Luckmann, 1966). But how else
was sociology to get a purchase on the internal forms of knowledge that could be intelligibly related to social forms, which was to
become the core problem of the sociology of
knowledge? And how was it to do this and
simultaneously avoid relativism? Mannheim,
true to his Hegelian roots, protested to the
end that he believed in the rational roots of

science, as do the latter-day pragmatist neoHegelians of the Pittsburgh school, principally Robert Brandom, discussed later. Of
course, the ‘new sociology of education’, at
least in the writings of some, and in concert
with the mainstream sociology of science of
the latter decades of the previous century,
far from combating relativism, wholeheartedly embraced it (see Young, 1971), only to
begin the long trek back once they (in this
case Young) came to see its consequences for
thinking knowledge in the curriculum. By
this time, though, what had once been a revolutionary fringe had become mainstream.
To conclude this section, it is worth
restating that Mannheim’s great contribution to the sociology of knowledge tradition, continued in the US by Robert Merton,
was to establish that knowledge form
and social structure were connected and
changed together (Merton, 1973), and also
to establish the central theme – the ‘typical
relationships between thought and social
habitat’ (Mannheim, 1956: 3) or to delineate
in a memorable phrase, ‘the social footing of
thought’ (Mannheim, 1956: 25). At the same
time, he maintained that relativism could
be tamed by a social approach to knowledge
and that, very much in the European but not
subsequent Anglo–Saxon approach to the
sociology of knowledge, an occasional foray
into philosophy was needed to do justice to
the internal formal variants of knowledge,
albeit in a resolutely sociological way.
In English educational circles before the
advent of Knowledge and Control (Young,
1971), sociology as it might pertain to the
curriculum was engaged at arms length.
Writing in 1978 in a textbook on curriculum studies, Denis Lawton, then Professor
and Head of the Department of Curriculum
Studies at the Institute of Education at the
University of London, said, somewhat disingenuously, that ‘One of the difficulties of
talking about sociology is that no one is quite
sure what it is’ (Lawton, 1978: 35), going
on to confess that he found Knowledge and
Control ‘very difficult to read’ (1978: 42).
Indeed it was, and besides containing Basil
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Bernstein’s magisterial paper on classi
fication and framing (reprinted Bernstein,
1975b), it also contained a particularly dense
chapter by Pierre Bourdieu and a number of
other chapters whose relation to the tenets of
the ‘new sociology of education’, so forthrightly announced by Young in the introductory chapter, was not immediately obvious.
But it was the introductory chapter that was
to have an impact on sociological approaches
to knowledge for years afterwards.
The foundations of the ‘new sociology
of education’, wrote Moore (2009), rested
upon a social constructivism that rendered all
curricular knowledge arbitrary, particularly
because the curriculum was clearly a social
construction, but also because it rested on
knowledge which had been constructed previously. Curricular knowledge therefore rested
on two layers of social interests, those of the
producers and those of the reproducers, and
the task of the new sociology consequently
investigated ‘Not what knowledge, but
whose knowledge, not which truths, but whose
power’ (Moore, 2009: 5). This reframed
orientation had a double effect: the focus
shifted from the knowledge to the knowers
or agents, and from what knowledge is to be
learnt to who was learning it and how. This
certainly made a change from the ‘political
arithmetic’ of the previous post-war decades,
but it also rendered knowledge as an issue for
curriculum selection and arrangement effectively invisible, at least as far as sociology
was concerned. It was into this context that
Basil Bernstein made a decisive intervention
in 1996.

THE RETURN OF SOCIOLOGY
OF EDUCATIONAL KNOWLEDGE:
CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS
It has been said that Bernstein came rather
late in the day to the question of knowledge
and the curriculum. This is only partly true
because the elements of the analysis were
already in place. Schematically, early on
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Bernstein wrote an informative survey of
types of curriculum varying in terms of collection (the strongly bounded subject-based
model) and integrated (the weakly bounded
‘progressive’ curriculum) curricular types
(Bernstein, 1975a). This was followed by the
celebrated essay on classification and framing, which spelt out a language of description
for coding axes of variation (Bernstein,
1975b), followed in turn by his analysis of
visible and invisible pedagogies, which are
transmission strategies for rendering the curriculum (Bernstein, 1990: 70–86). The point
of this latter distinction was that visible pedagogies, which were strongly classified and
framed, made curricular demands clear and
explicit, whilst invisible pedagogies, weakly
classified and framed, backgrounded them –
literally made the knowledge and its lineaments, such as sequence and pace, invisible.
Bernstein had reached the stage where he
was primarily interested in generating a highlevel model of the education process, which
he delivered in the form of the pedagogic
device, an account that depicted the three
fields of practice of education in one model:
the field of production, from where the curriculum knowledge comes; the field of recontextualisation, how the knowledge is
recontextualised into the curriculum; and the
field of evaluation, where what is to be learnt
is delivered and what has been learnt evaluated (Bernstein, 1990: 180–210; see also
Maton and Muller, 2007).
At this point it became apparent to
Bernstein that he had hitherto concentrated
on the forms of regulation and symbolic
forms of the fields of recontextualisation and
evaluation, but had passed over the forms
of knowledge and their social bases that
were their sources in the field of production
from which the educative process drew – the
knowledge prior to educational recontextualisation. To put it directly: where did the
knowledge arise, what were its internal symbolic forms and how was it socially shaped
before it entered the curriculum?
Bernstein brought his successively honed
conceptual tools to this new task. His declared

96

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

intellectual lodestar was Émile Durkheim,
rather than Mannheim, but the form of
enquiry was the same: to identify how the
social base – in Durkheim’s case the division of labour and the consequent modes of
solidarity rather than Mannheim’s Weberian
‘strata’ – shapes and orders the accompanying symbolic forms, and how it provides
resources for their maintenance and change.
Bernstein, following Durkheim, considered
that we now live in a highly specialised division of labour with modes of solidarity and
forms of social regulation to undergird them.
This included the generation of increasingly
specialised symbolic forms and knowledges.
In a class-based stratified society, these forms
are not only differently valued and resourced
but also differently regulated and distributed.
But what language did we have to discuss
these different social forms? And why, when
one focused on the question, was it so difficult to describe sociologically?
The group of scholars, including Moore,
Muller and Young, who came after Bernstein
and who lived closer to the pedagogical coal
face, were quick to point fingers at their progressive peers (Moore and Muller, 1999;
Moore and Young, 2001), but Bernstein’s
approach remained resolutely conceptual
and unpolemical. He saw the flaw as arising from the value-laden terms we had used
to describe the axis of variation, which
contributed in turn to an over-simplified
polarity (‘stereotypical forms’; Bernstein,
2000: 156), inimical to lifting the analysis
above the ideological fray and retarding the
needed elaboration. Some of the examples
he gave include ‘spontaneous–contrived’,
‘subjective–objective’, ‘intimacy–distance’,
and so on. What all the terms pointed to was
a fundamental aspect of symbolic form difference, but not the whole picture, which he
set out to provide.
Bernstein begins his account by generating an account of how social relations vary in
order to ‘think’ the problem of how symbolic
structures might vary. To do this, he employs
a discursive device that Craig (1990) has
called, after Hobbes, an ‘epistemic state of

nature’ story, an account which is a type of
‘ground zero’ of knowledge exchange in
society. Imagine a situation, says Bernstein,
where a smallholder complains to his neighbour that what he has done year after year no
longer ‘works’ and asks for help, which the
neighbour provides in the form of advice for
what has worked for him. What we notice
here is that it is a situation of relatively
open exchange. What would happen if the
smallholders lived far apart? If there was no
or restricted communication? ‘The greater
the reduction of isolation and exclusion,
then the greater the potential for the circulation of strategies, of procedures and their
exchange … any restriction to circulation
and exchange reduces effectiveness. Any
restriction specialises, classifies and privatises knowledge’ (Bernstein, 2000: 158).
Lesson one is therefore that any social symbolic structure operates with rules of distribution. The sociologist’s task is to establish
what they are.
Next, Bernstein distinguishes between two
forms of discourse, each with its own properties, principally the form taken by its growth
and acquisition, and which therefore places
a restriction on the form of distribution
appropriate. Horizontal discourse is the form
of everyday or common knowledge, whose
primary feature is segmental (that is, it grows
by adding segments and is acquired through
segments – small segments like prescripts
and ‘how to do’ routines, or larger ones like
‘how to drive a car’). That is to say, horizontal discourse is a set of strategies that consist
of context-specialised segments, functionally oriented to external requirements which
provide coherence to the segments, rather
than any principle internal to the segmental
ensemble.
The second form is vertical discourse,
formally codified knowledge, which, unlike
horizontal discourse that consists of a reservoir of context-specialised segments
with weak relations to each other, consists
of specialised segments explicitly related
to each other, tending towards a logically
connected theoretical structure of explicit
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knowledge hierarchical in form. Such theoretical structures differ in how theories grow,
and Bernstein characterises the two ends of
the spectrum ideal – typically as taking one
of two sub-forms: hierarchically organised
from particular to general in the sciences,
which he calls hierarchical knowledge
structures; and horizontally, as a set of specialised languages, as in the social sciences
and humanities, which he called horizontal
knowledge structures. In hierarchical knowledge structures, theory develops through
integration, towards ever more integrative
or general propositions, the trajectory of
development of which lends hierarchical
knowledge structures a unitary convergent
shape. Horizontal knowledge structures, on
the other hand, are not unitary but plural,
consisting of a series of parallel incommensurable languages. Progress in horizontal
knowledge structures occurs not (or at least
not primarily) through theory integration,
but rather through the introduction of a new
language that constructs a ‘fresh perspective,
a new set of questions, a new set of connections, and an apparently new problematic,
and most importantly a new set of speakers’
(Bernstein, 2000: 162).
Because these languages are incommen
surable, they defy incorporation. The level of
integration, and the possibility for knowledge
progress in the sense of greater generality
and hence explanatory reach, is thus strictly
pegged. Bernstein goes on to elaborate some
consequences that these features have for
curriculum, pedagogy and acquisition. The
essay ends with a veiled warning about the
wisdom of trying to integrate elements of
horizontal discourse into the school curriculum and classroom.
Bernstein is here building on the core
distinction that Durkheim had made in his
final masterwork, between the two orders
of the sacred and the profane (Durkheim,
1912/1995). Bernstein’s originality here is
the double distinction he makes, first between
discourses (horizontal and vertical) and then
within vertical discourse, between horizontal
and hierarchical knowledge structures. Both
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distinctions matter for school knowledge and
hence for the curriculum. Without making the
double distinction, it is too easy for critics to
portray the distinction in the same reductionist light as the others Bernstein begins with.
Second, by distinguishing between types of
knowledge structures, Bernstein opens the
door to an exploration of the differentiatedness of knowledges.
Bernstein therefore shines an analytical
light on the ‘stuff’ of schooling, returning
it to a visibility that it had lost during the
era of post-progressive educational theory
and policy, which had thrust into the foreground the activity of the learner, which Gert
Biesta (2014: 29) calls the ‘learnification of
education’.

KNOWLEDGE AND THE CURRICULUM:
THEORETICAL AND EMPIRICAL WORK
A number of distinct responses to his reinstallation of knowledge as a proper object for
sociological inquiry can be distinguished,
which were often simultaneous, even involving some of the same authors.
First, this first wave of authors advanced a
conceptual critique of approaches in sociology and other educational disciplines, which
had a constructivist epistemology base.
Moore and Muller (1999) characterised the
loose cluster of constructivist approaches as
‘voice discourses’ because they tended to valorise ‘who was speaking’, rather than ‘what
was being spoken about’. Young (2000) began
to take the critique on board and there followed a fruitful period for this form of scholarship, which included Muller (2000); Moore
& Maton (2001); Moore and Young (2001).
Important later additions, amongst others,
were Wheelahan (2010) and Young (2008)
whose book contained the sub-heading ‘from
social constructivism to social realism in the
sociology of education’. This intellectual
position was exemplarily laid out by Moore
(2009, 2013), and an early label coined in
passing for this position – ‘social realism’
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– has come to stick and be adopted by some as
a rallying banner (Maton and Moore, 2010).
Some of this work, like the later work of
Moore’s, was concerned broadly with explanatory issues in sociology rather than with curriculum issues, and can be summed up as a
project to recover a non-relativist conception
of knowledge for sociology. Unsurprisingly,
the sociological colleagues whose work was
being portrayed in this literature in sometimes
unflattering ways have from time to time
responded (see, for example, Hammersley,
2011; Edwards, 2014).
Second, a reconstructive critique, associated mainly with the later work of Young,
set out to delineate an alternative conceptual
agenda to that of his social constructivist colleagues, reclaiming a social tradition with
roots in Durkheim and Vygotsky (Young,
2008). From Durkheim, Young brings out
the social origins of knowledge, and revisits the common sense (profane) and science
(sacred) distinction that Durkheim believed
was common to all societies. By examining
Durkheim’s critique of pragmatism, Young
shows a sociological approach to knowledge that is resolutely non-relativist. From
Vygotsky, Young brings out his distinction
between common sense and scientific concepts. Cassirer is added to the reclaimed tradition list in Young and Muller (2007).
A second string to the reconstructive bow
was added with the introduction of the notion
of ‘powerful knowledge’, which Young
coined in contrast to the idea of ‘knowledge of the powerful’, which characterises
social constructivist approaches in his view.
We need, said Young, to retrieve a positive
sociological valuation of ‘powerful knowledge’, which can stand as a cognitive ideal
and guiding principle for thinking a future
curriculum based on principles of equity and
social justice.
From whence did this power spring? To
what exactly does it refer? Young and Muller
(2013) attempt to answer these questions by
revisiting the related notion of ‘specialised’
knowledge, characterising it as systematically revisable, emergent, real, material

and social. But does this make it powerful?
Bernstein’s theory is examined, and a possible implication of his theory is extracted:
that knowledge fields, which are neither
hierarchically cumulative nor have robust
methods of empirical confirmation and disconfirmation (that is, the horizontal knowledge structures of the Humanities and social
sciences) can never be ‘powerful’ in the way
that cumulative knowledges can, either in
terms of their range of applicability or their
imaginative and reimaginative power. This
is the ‘Bleak House’ view, which ironically
could be seen as legitimating the current prioritisation of the sciences and mathematics.
Young and Muller attempt to show various
ways forward that might rehabilitate a case
for the non-science, technology, engineering
and mathematic subjects.
In 2014 Young published a book with fellow educators translating the idea of ‘powerful knowledge’ into an accessible form
for teachers and head teachers (Young et al.,
2014). A central chapter deals with powerful
knowledge as a curriculum principle. The
notion has found a certain resonance, especially amongst social science teachers and
curriculum scholars, and is explicitly mentioned in the Framework for the National
Curriculum released in March 2012.
Not everyone has welcomed the idea of
powerful knowledge. It has been criticised
by Margaret Brown and John White (2012)
for being a ‘sexy sounding phrase’, with its
criteria too general to distinguish between
‘powerful’ and ‘weak’ knowledge, hence not
helpful as a curriculum principle. In a more
sympathetic and scholarly examination,
Beck (2013: 184) also feels that the notion
deserves to be ‘more closely defined and justified’. In the end, perhaps the notion is best
seen as a balance-restoring counterpoint to
‘knowledge of the powerful’, and operates
as a rallying notion with intuitive appeal:
‘powerful knowledge is powerful because it
provides the best understanding of the natural and social worlds that we have and helps
us go beyond our individual experiences’
(Young, 2013: 196).
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Third, an empirical approach has sought
to demonstrate how particular structures of
knowledge are encoded in the curriculum,
with specifiable effects for learners and
also for teachers. In this particular form of
response, curriculum scholars have taken
specific tools from Bernstein and neo-
Bernsteinians and have investigated their
analytical and explanatory potential in concrete instances. If specialisation was the
dominant theme in the previous response, in
this response it is differentiation. How does
this become a curricular issue? Recall that
Bernstein described two ideal typical forms
of vertical discourse. They differ, first by
their form of conceptual advance (by what
has been called their ‘verticality’) and second
by their form of objectivity (what Bernstein
referred to as their ‘grammar’ or their mode
of stabilising discourse – world relations). This
analysis will concentrate on the first. Some
knowledges or, more familiarly, disciplines,
tend towards robust, conceptually justifiable
advances. Their knowledge structure is determined by their ever-advancing conceptual
spine, which tends towards unity.
The curriculum implication of this form of
conceptual advance is that these disciplines,
in their mature form, develop long ‘hierarchies of abstraction’, which are best learnt in
sequence, under the guidance of specialists,
with mathematics and science the obvious
examples. We may say that these disciplines
are, in this particular sense, concept-rich.
This does not imply that that there are necessarily large numbers of concepts, rather that
these disciplines develop concepts to a high
level of abstraction and generality. Failing to
learn a particular concept usually means getting stuck at that particular rung of the hierarchy. When this happens, conceptual learning
comes to a halt. This is particularly serious
when an under-stipulated (‘progressive’) curriculum gives weak signals to teachers as to
the critical nodes in the sequence, the teachers themselves have shaky subject expertise,
and an underdeveloped assessment regime
fails to pick up the knowledge gap in time,
as a national curriculum review found was
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the case when reviewing the new progressive South African curriculum (Review
Committee, 2000).
Other knowledges, Bernstein’s horizontal
knowledge structures, advance through variation or diversification of concepts. In some
subjects this is less about concepts, conventionally understood, than about contents or
content-clusters. In these cases there is usually a macro-conceptual organising principle
(the ‘past’, or more abstractly ‘temporality’
for History; ‘space’ for Geography), which
requires a systematic ‘break’ with habitual
everyday modes of cognition. In other cases,
knowledges develop by developing new skill
sets, sometimes in tandem with a specialising science base, like Exercise Science. Such
practically driven developments may refer to
new practices within traditional manual crafts,
such as cabinet making (Gamble, 2004), or
to new forms of conceptual practice, such
as software development or website design.
These knowledge forms are not isolated in
homogenised disciplines. In fact each curriculum subject contains a particular mix of concepts, content and skills: their relative salience
in each subject, specialised to a specific
degree or qualification path, is what differentiates curricular subjects and endows them with
particular pedagogic potentialities.
This begins to address the question of the
appropriate way to consider the relation of the
subject curricula and their optimal arrangements to disciplines as the ‘parent’ knowledge structures from which they have been
recontextualised. In a word, ‘[D]isciplinary
form thus does impose constraints on appropriate curricular form’ (Muller, 2009: 216).
Extending this analysis, Muller discusses the
way in which the dominant purpose of a qualification directs the appropriate form of coherence that a curriculum optimally should have.
He distinguishes between qualifications that
presume conceptual coherence, where the
internal logic of the conceptual order is paramount and the curriculum aims to specialise
learners in a canon of hierarchical conceptual
knowledge, and qualifications that presume
contextual coherence, where the external
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purpose of the curriculum (job or profession
related) is paramount and the curriculum
aims to produce a specialised form of practice or repertoire of practices. Increasingly
curricula, particularly in higher education,
fall into the space between these two poles
as the ‘professionalisation’ of higher education proceeds apace. Nevertheless, however
hybrid these qualifications may be, one or
the other logic will be dominant. Following
the ‘powerful knowledge’ injunction, school
curricula should ideally prioritise conceptual
coherence, and it is just this coherence that
is put at risk when a skills-based curriculum
allows too much sequential latitude to teachers who then easily miss important steps in
the epistemic spine of the subject.
To summarise, the more ‘vertical’ the
spine of a subject, the more internal curricular coherence matters, and the more
pace and sequential or prerequisite relations
matter. The more contextually relevant a
curriculum, the less such curricula structuring matters, but the more external purposes
and contextual realities matter. This highlights why it is that ‘one size does not fit all’
subjects. Modularisation and generic skills
are appropriate for some subjects, not for
others; equally, highly structured lessons
are not appropriate for all subjects. The idea
of an ‘outcomes’-based curriculum is likewise appropriate for some subjects, not for
others – a point central to the critique of the
national qualification frameworks, which
will be discussed later.
There has been a wide range of empirical
work done in relation to different knowledge
structures and their distributional consequences, which can only be lightly sampled
here. Taken at random: Reeves and McAuliffe
(2012) consider what a knowledge structure
of a mathematics curriculum in South Africa
looks like in the lower grades, and how it
can be maximally structured to maximise
‘opportunity to learn’ for children from poor
homes. Wheelahan (2007, 2010) discusses the
way the Australian vocational curriculum, by
being overly skills-based, short-changes the
vocational learners by providing them with an

inadequate conceptual basis for progressing to
further qualifications, which locks them out of
powerful knowledge, as the title to her 2007
publication puts it. Afdal (2012) compares the
way knowledge is configured in a ‘researchbased’ teacher education programme in
Finland, and a ‘general professional’ programme in Norway, concluding that the latter
is far more segmental than the former, and it is
the former that better prepares novice teachers
to address future problems. McNamara and
Fealy (2014) show how the nursing profession
in Ireland has struggled, and failed, to raise
the intellectual stakes of nursing curricula off
a very weak disciplinary base.
This is the tip of the iceberg. Work has also
been done, inter alia, on school Art (Bolton,
2006), History (Bertram, 2009; Counsell, 2011;
Harris and Burn, 2011), Biology (Dempster
and Hugo, 2006; Johnson et al., 2011),
Geography (Lambert, 2011), Music (McPhail,
2012) and indigenous knowledge (Rata,
2013); in higher education, on Labour Law
(Breier, 2004), university curriculum structure
(Shay et al., 2011) and evaluation (Shalem and
Slonimsky, 2010); and also in the trades and
professions – Gamble (2004) on cabinet making, Carter (2014) on Architecture, and Case
(2011) and Hanrahan (2014) on Engineering.
If we add the work done in two adjacent fields,
that of Legitimation Code Theory and the
structural functional linguists of the ‘Sydney
School’, the list is extended: History (Martin et
al., 2010); Music (Lamont and Maton, 2008);
English (Christie and Macken-Horarick, 2007,
2011), Sociology (Luckett, 2009), the social
sciences (Wignell, 2007); Journalism (Kilpert
and Shay, 2013); and Arts and Humanities
(Maton, 2010). This is by no means a complete
list, but it does serve to cast some doubt on the
prognostications of commentators like Power
(2010) and Dowling (2009) that there is very
little empirical work issuing from the ‘knowledge turn’ in Bernstein’s wake.
There are two comments to make about
this work. First, it is uneven both in the depth
of the analysis and in the substance of the
empirical grounding. The best of it adapts
the conceptual language of Bernstein and
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others into a robust external language from
which reliable and valid claims about the discipline or subject can be made. The second is
that some of this work has concentrated on
the internal relations of the curriculum and
neglected the external relations, or social
base, that Bernstein said must be considered
together. In these cases, the social or sociological rationale for the approach falls into
abeyance, rather defeating Bernstein’s original purpose. It was after all the distributional
consequences of his theory that lent substance
to its ethical foundations – a mere technology
or method of anatomising curriculum it was
never supposed to be.
Nevertheless, the overall strength of this
body of work has been to demonstrate the difference that disciplinary difference can make
to the learning process, and how these critical differences can easily be swept from view
by a pedagogic technology – for example,
outcomes-based education or the ‘problembased’ curriculum – to the detriment not only
of the progression of possibilities of some
subjects and not others, but also the longer
term harm this can do to specifiable classes
of learners whose chances for success, particularly in the hierarchical disciplines, can
be permanently stunted. One such relatively
recent technology, the qualifications framework, deserves special mention.
Qualification frameworks have become
ubiquitous. At least 120 countries have established some form of qualifications framework
(Allais, 2014), and transnational frameworks
have also developed apace. Quite why is not
clear – as Sandra Bohlinger says, ‘developing qualifications frameworks resembles the
introduction of a new currency, which everybody wants, but whose meaningfulness is
(yet) unclear’ (2012: 283; see also Bohlinger,
2007). The largest review of national frameworks to date, the 16-country International
Labour Organisation study (Young and Allais,
2013), showed that the gains accrued by the
frameworks were equivocal at best, which has
not slowed the rush to frameworks and their
attendant curriculum design unit, the learning
outcome, which will be discussed later.
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The stated aim of frameworks is to provide
a currency for equivalence, a mechanism that
compares qualifications across providers. A
more covert aim is to counteract a perceived
‘knowledge bias’ within testing procedures
and, where possible, to circumvent both
knowledge traditionally conceived and the
traditional provider institutions in order to
stress adaptable and generic skills, which are
supposedly more adaptable in the knowledge
economy (Ensor, 2003). The learning outcome is the unit of specification that replaces
knowledge-based statements in the curriculum. Learning outcomes are typically statements of what learners should be able to do
if learning has been successful. Learning outcome specifications can do many things, but
they are all poor at signalling the cumulative,
progressive nature of concept or content-rich
fields, from Science to History. As curriculum design instruments, they are punctual and
stand-alone, much like PowerPoint bullets.
They are unable to signal temporality – neither
a cumulative past nor a prospective future –
are therefore segmental, which is to say they
can be juxtaposed but cannot signal precedence, relative importance or progress. They
are essentially non-discursive: they lack both
semantics and grammar. In short, learning
outcomes maximise the signalling of communalities, but are especially weak at signalling
the epistemic jointedness of different knowledge fields (Allais, 2014). Indeed, as Ensor
(2003) presciently spelt out in an early paper,
they are a de-differentiating mechanism, collapsing the knowledge boundaries between
education and training; between academic
and everyday knowledge; and between different disciplinary forms – another form of
knowledge erasure.

PROSPECTIVE AND RETROSPECTIVE
REFLECTIONS
Throughout this review, I have repeatedly
come back to the thought that it is epistemic
dimensions that seem to be the greatest cause
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of dissension, and yet attempts to dispense
with the epistemic are not the solution, leaving the field open for curricular approaches
that attempt to circumvent knowledge stipulation, often with harmful consequences for
the most vulnerable members of society. One
particular feature of the epistemic, as traditionally treated by philosophers, is the decontextualized and static form in which the quest
to ground truth conditions has evolved. Ryle
(1945) graphically depicted the problem for
schooling:
A pupil fails to follow an argument. He understands the premises and he understands the conclusion. But he fails to see the conclusion follows
from the premises. The teacher thinks him rather
dull but tries to help … And still the pupil fails to
see. And so on forever. He accepts rules in theory
but this does not force him to apply them in practice. He considers reasons, but he fails to reason.
(Ryle, 1945: 9)

Ryle makes the point here that knowing the
propositional knowledge, whilst important, is
not enough. The propositions, on their own,
are inert. What the learner also needs is the
know how to make his or her way through the
propositions. In Wittgensteinian vein, the
learner must know how to do something with
the propositions. This view has led to numerous attempts to ‘enliven’ the static notion of
knowledge and has been influential in the
‘constructivist turn’ that the early social realists were so critical of. More recently, there
have been a number of practice-theoretic
attempts to deal with the practice-based view
urged by Ryle, a view that centres on how
knowledge is ‘a moment in human practice’
(Derry, 2013: 224). We will see in a moment
whether these help us with the question of
knowledge in the curriculum.
One approach of contemporary philosophy that attempts to conjoin the social
with the epistemic is social epistemology,
a highly technical field that will not be further explored here (see the papers in Kotzee,
2014). A second approach in the sociology of
knowledge that attempts to hang on to a ‘constructivist’ starting point whilst incorporating
an interest in knowledge is the scholarship on

‘knowledge cultures’ and ‘knowledge work’,
which entail the things professionals do with
and upon knowledge. This includes conventions for production and verification, accumulation and distribution, as well as ways in
which professionals innovate (see Nerland
and Jensen, 2012; Jensen et al., 2012). One
might say that this work runs parallel to that
of the social realists, but does not directly
inform the curriculum, although it may have
interesting implications in future. A third
approach that is increasingly influential in
contemporary philosophy is inferentialism,
associated with Robert Brandom (2009).
Brandom’s philosophy is a type of nonutilitarian pragmatism. Like all pragmatisms,
its strength, namely its specific invocation
of socially embedded normative criteria for
reaching agreements, is also its Achilles heel,
forgoing an objective truth test, and therefore
giving up on truth. On the one hand, this is
an expanded pragmatism from that of Dewey
and James that Durkheim had dismissed,
as Young (2008) reminded us. On the other
hand, it privileges the inferential (‘enlivening’) activity of the learner in giving and asking for reasons more than the representational
form it must take in the curriculum. It remains
a form of psychological nominalism (that is,
a form of epistemic relativism) coupled to a
metaphysical realism. This chimes with the
concession made by self-identifying social
realist Rob Moore that, in line with critical realism, he is likewise committed to an
ontological realism, an epistemological relativism and a judgmental rationality (Moore,
2013: 343; see also Maton, 2014). Both these
moves shift the focus, in Brandom’s pithy
slogan, ‘from knowledge to understanding:
from truth to inference’ (2009: 166). This
may have the makings for an insightful theory of pedagogy, as Derry (2013) intimates,
but how does it help the curricularist, especially because it seems that the one epistemic
strut of powerful knowledge – namely, truth –
is removed? It seems hard to avoid the conclusion that in compiling a curriculum that
has coherent content, it is in the first instance
the representational consequences that must
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be attended to – the inherent articulatory possibilities of the content – rather than the pragmatic consequences – what the content can
do when it is put to work.
One major attempt to weld these perspectives together is that of Chris Winch (2010,
2012) who has suggested that every area to
be educationally mastered in the curriculum
can be described in terms of:
•• Know that, or propositional knowledge;
•• Know how, or procedural knowledge.

There are two different kinds of ‘know how’
knowledge important for the curriculum.
•• The first kind is what is called inferential know
how – knowing how the conceptual knowledge
(the ‘know that’) hangs together, and how to
negotiate the epistemic joints that link the various knowledge ‘bits’ together. This is Brandom’s
inferential domain.
•• The second kind, procedural know how, points
to a more risky and uncertain kind of knowledge
where the neophyte learns how to find out new
things, find out which warrants and tests work
under what circumstances, what the tolerances
and limits are in real situations, forming new
judgments that lead to solutions that work in
the world.

Added to this, Winch also distinguishes a
range of different, more practical ‘know
hows’ that are usually conflated when educators loosely talk about ‘skills’ or ‘practical
expertise’. These practical ‘know hows’
include techniques, skills, transversal abilities, ‘project management’ and, in vocational
curricula, occupational capacity. These are all
different, and failure to stipulate one or more
panel in the curricular fabric could jeopardise
the coherence of the whole tapestry.
The first point about these different knowledges is that they are cumulative in three
senses. First, the learner must have reasonable mastery of the know that (the conceptual
content) before they can begin to grasp how
the know how works (Bengson and Moffett,
2007). Second, the learner must be brought
to grasp the inferences and the inferential
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relations before they will be able to venture
out into uncertain territory with the procedural know how with any confidence. Third,
the various know hows are themselves nested –
they also ascend epistemically (Winch, 2012),
which is to say that they also have features of
greater or lesser complexity that must be correctly sequenced in a coherent curriculum.
Winch seems to be trying to balance conceptual knowledge and knowledge as enacted
without prioritising one over the other, all
deserving to be clearly stipulated in the
coherent curriculum.
What we see in all these intriguing possibilities is an attempt to move beyond the
either/or polarity of traditionalism and constructivism or, rather, to combine them. It
seems that Wyse et al.’s (2014: 5) view that
knowledge is ‘both constructed and real’ was
right after all. How to establish the reality of
‘powerful knowledge’ whilst acknowledging
its social roots remains as much of a challenge as it was in Mannheim’s day. What is
undeniably underway is a sort of rapprochement, but it remains a work in progress.
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7
Didactics
Brian Hudson

INTRODUCTION
The ideas contained in this chapter arise from
the exploration of differences between traditions in relation to teaching and learning that
began with a comparison between the Anglo–
American tradition of Curriculum and
Instruction and the Central and Northern
European tradition of Didaktik, as discussed
in Hudson (2002, 2003, 2007). Earlier work
placed particular emphasis on the relational
aspects of didactics along with the critical,
hermeneutical and historical interpretive
dimensions of the Didaktik tradition as part of
a contribution to a wider international dialogue (Kansanen, 1995a; Gundem and
Hopmann, 1998; Hopmann and Riquarts,
2000). This chapter continues this exploration
by paying special consideration to the
Francophone traditions arising within continental Europe and, in particular, that of la
didactique and corresponding subject-oriented
disciplinary didactiques. In relation to this,
particular attention is given to key concepts
that arise from within an interdisciplinary

context that draws upon anthropological and
sociological theoretical frameworks, a sociocultural perspective on learning and which
places an emphasis on language, and on language games, above all within joint action
(Sensevy, 2011, 2014).
As highlighted in Hudson (2002), it is
worth noting at the outset that several writers have drawn attention to the fact that
Didaktik is a tradition of thinking about and
studying teaching and learning that is virtually unknown in the English-speaking world
(Kansanen, 1995a, 1999; Hopmann and
Riquarts, 2000; Westbury, 2000a). This is still
very much the case, and the same can be said
for the French-speaking traditions, and for the
field of Didactics in general. Whilst Gundem
and Hopmann (1998) called for the start of a
dialogue between the Didaktik and curriculum
traditions, there was in fact little sustained
activity until the Network on Didactics –
Learning and Teaching within the European
Educational Research Association (EERA)
was established at the European Conference
on Educational Research (ECER) in 2006 at
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the University of Geneva. This moment was
marked by the publication of a special issue
of the European Education Research Journal
(Hudson and Schneuwly, 2007) and the network’s subsequent work over the following
years resulted in another publication, which
contributed significantly to furthering this
international dialogue (Hudson and Meyer,
2011). The papers collected in the latter relate
to curriculum studies, learning and instruction,
formal and informal learning, domain-specific
instruction, teaching, teacher education,
teacher research and professional development, portfolio work, classroom management,
lesson planning, technology-enhanced learning, teacher leadership, school development
and much more. In terms of a common core,
these educational disciplines and subdisciplines have shared objectives and contents,
which has supported a search for common
ground. However, this search has involved
the acceptance and explication of the different
traditions of teaching and learning and associated processes of concept building.

THE DIDAKTIK / FACHDIDAKTIK
TRADITION
In seeking to address the differences between
the two traditions regarding teaching and
learning, it is first of all necessary to
acknowledge that terms such as ‘curriculum’
and Didaktik are strongly culture-bound. It is
also necessary to recognize that the comparison of meaning across linguistic boundaries
is fraught with a variety of difficulties, as
highlighted by Kansanen (1995a, 1995b).
Didaktik may be conceived as a human or
social science whose subject is the planned
(institutionalized and organized) support for
learning to acquire Bildung. In turn,
Fachdidaktik represents subject-related studies in the field, such as mathematics and
science education, although the relation to
such is seen as problematic given the unstable nature of subjects within the school
system (Seel, 1999). As is the case with

Didaktik, both the word and the concept of
Bildung are very difficult to translate into
English and have variously been translated
as ‘formation’, ‘education’ and ‘erudition’.
The latter derives from the Latin eruditio as
used by Comenius and is the translation suggested by Hopmann and Künzli (1992).
However, Westbury (2000a, 2000b) suggests
that ‘formation’ is the best English translation to capture the German sense of the term.
This is based on the connotations of the verb
bilden (to form or to shape) and has close
associations with the notion of religious or
spiritual formation when applied to the preparation of a member of a religious clergy. In
its turn, Bildung can be seen to be a state of
being that can be characterized by a cluster
of attributes described by terms such as ‘educated’, ‘knowledgeable’, ‘learned’, ‘literary’, ‘philosophical’, ‘scholarly’, and ‘wise’.
As Hopmann (2007) points out, this concept
stems from medieval mysticism and romantic Weltanschauung, with the word bringing
together elements of education, erudition,
formation and experience, which all combine to focus on the process of unfolding
individuality by learning. The Didaktik tradition is seen to connect to the whole development of this concept, from Socrates’ innate
ideas to Wilhelm von Humboldt’s understanding of Bildung as grasping as much of
the world as possible and as contributing to
humankind by developing one’s own unique
self. Bildung is seen as more than the mastery of contents or development of competencies and abilities and as far more than
knowing something or being able to do it. In
Bildung, whatever is done or learned, is done
or learned to develop one’s own individuality
to unfold one’s capabilities. The purpose of
teaching and schooling from this perspective
is not seen as being to transmit knowledge
from society to a learner, nor to transpose
knowledge from science or other domains to
the classroom. Instead, the purpose is to use
knowledge as a transformative tool for
unfolding the individuality and sociability of
the learner. The concept of Allgemeinbildung
represents a wider development of Bildung
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and refers to a general competence for productively coping with life with regard to coexistence and survival, including life in
society and basic communicative and technical abilities and values.
The nature of Didaktik is based upon the
recognition that children are born into a
culture and a cultural environment, including a social system. The acquisition of and
the ability to deal with cultural objects may
be conceived as a major part of the process
of acquiring Bildung. This emphasis on the
social context and societal goals is a distinctive characteristic of the Didaktik tradition.
Along these lines, Klafki (1995, 1998) highlights three main elements of contemporary
Bildung: first, self-determination, meaning that every member of society is to be
enabled to make independent, responsible
decisions about their individual relationships and interpretations of an interpersonal,
vocational, ethical or religious nature; second, co-determination, which refers to both
the rights and responsibilities of each member of society to contribute, together with
others, to the cultural, economic, social and
political development of the community;
and third, solidarity, which means that the
individual rights to self-determination and
opportunities for co-determination can only
be represented and justified if associated with
action to help others. This not only implies
the recognition of equal rights but also active
support for those whose opportunities for
self-determination and co-determination are
limited or non-existent for reasons of, for
example, social conditions, lack of privilege,
political restrictions or oppression. When
considering teaching and learning in school
from such a perspective, they are seen to be a
complex nexus of interaction, social learning
and content-related acquisition of knowledge
and abilities. Accordingly, Didaktik provides ways of thinking that highlight some
very important, and universal, educational
questions that are not well articulated in the
Anglo–American curriculum tradition.
In considering these differences, Westbury
(2000a) points out that in the US curriculum
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tradition the dominant idea has been organizational. This involves an emphasis on the
tasks associated with building the systems of
schools. These systems have a curriculumas-manual as a central part of their overall
organizational framework. This curriculum
contains the templates for coverage and
methods that are seen as guiding, directing or
controlling the routine classroom work of a
school or an entire school system. Such an
approach results in a view of the role of the
teacher as an employee of the school system
who is concerned with implementing the
system’s curricula in a relatively mechanical
fashion.
On the other hand, within the German
tradition the state curriculum, that is to
say Lehrplan, has not been seen as something that could or should explicitly direct
a teacher’s work. Although a Lehrplan does
outline the prescribed content for teaching,
this is seen to be an authoritative selection
from cultural traditions that can only become
educative when interpreted and given life
by teachers. Within this tradition there is an
emphasis on teachers’ professional autonomy and their freedom to teach without control by a curriculum in the US sense. This is
also emphasized by Seel (1999) who highlights the tension between the notion of relative pedagogical autonomy for schools and
teachers in German-speaking countries with
the more narrowly focused Anglo–American
concept of teaching theory. Seel also draws
attention to Shulman’s (1987) critique of a
lesson-related instructional theory, which is
seen as being too limited for a research basis
for professional practice.
As argued by Reid (1998), within the
Anglo–American tradition the social and cultural world is seen as an ‘objective’ structure
and the task of a curriculum is to present this
structure to students on the assumption that
culture and society can be reduced simply to
facts to be learned. In contrast, Reid notes that
the social and cultural world is ‘subjectified’
within the tradition of Didaktik: it is seen that
there are things to be learned, but students
are to be encouraged to find their own path.
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As Künzli (2000) indicates, the Didaktiker does
not begin by asking how a student learns or
what a student should be able to do or know.
Rather, he or she first looks at a prospective
object of learning in terms of Bildung, to ask
what it can and should signify to the student,
and how students themselves can experience
this significance.
The work of Klafki (2000) has significantly influenced this field, in particular his
approach based on his five questions. These
questions are based on the earlier thinking of
Hermann Nohl and Erich Weniger who developed the idea, in contrast to the objectivism
of previous thinkers, that a double-relativity
constitutes the very essence of the contents
of education: the value of any content can
only be ascertained with reference to the individual learner and with a particular human,
historical situation in mind, with its attendant
past and anticipated future. Klafki’s questions
are based on the view that any preparation
for teaching is not a technical, but an interpretative issue, namely an issue to be considered in the light of a pedagogical situation.
He therefore asks:
1 What wider or general sense of reality do these
contents exemplify and open up for the learner?
What basic phenomenon or fundamental principle, what law, criterion, problem, method, technique or attitude can be grasped by dealing with
this content as an ‘example’?
2 What significance does the content in question
or the experience, knowledge, ability or skill to
be acquired through this topic already possess
in the minds of the children in my class? What
significance should it have from a pedagogical
point of view?
3 What constitutes the topic’s significance for the
children’s future?
4 How is the content structured? (How has the content been placed into a specifically pedagogical
perspective by questions 1, 2 and 3?)
5 What are the special cases, phenomena, situations, experiments, persons, elements of aesthetic
experience, and so forth, in terms of which the
structure of the content in question can become
interesting, stimulating, approachable, conceivable,
or vivid for children of the stage of development of
this class? (Klafki, 2000: 151–155)

Having outlined the main features of the
Didaktik tradition, the next section proceeds
to consider the main differences between this
and the dominant Anglo–American tradition.

THE MAIN DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN THE TRADITIONS
The study of Didaktik has provided fresh
perspectives on a number of issues related to
teaching and learning that have been related
to the themes of meaning and intentionality,
recognizing and holding complexity, attention to studying, tools for holding complexity
and the role of the teacher as first highlighted
in Hudson (2002) and which are now discussed in turn.

Meaning and Intentionality
A key feature of Didaktik is the emphasis
placed upon meaning and intentionality (or
purpose) from the outset of the process of
preparing for teaching. Thus, in his discussion of lesson preparation, Klafki (1995,
2000) observes that it is through didactic
analysis – of the kind that can be initiated by
reflection on his five questions – that the
interactive relationship between theory and
practice and the interplay between experience and reflection are made concrete in the
form of decisions for planning instruction,
and studying/learning. But Klafki also
emphasizes the ‘draft character’ of preparation and the need for openness on the part of
teachers to new situations, impulses and the
difficulties that arise in the moment: this
openness of mind is a key criterion of the
teacher’s pedagogical skill. Lesson preparation is merely the thoughtful design of one or
several opportunities for particular students
to have fruitful encounters with particular
contents of education.
Klafki draws particular attention to the
misinterpretation that lesson planning is first
and foremost, or even exclusively, concerned
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with the ‘how’ of the situation, namely methods. The search for method must be the final,
although necessary, step in good preparation.
The first step is concerned with the subject
matter to be conveyed or acquired in the
lessons: it is this issue which throws up the
crucial questions that lie at the heart of the
whole lesson preparation process, ‘What
comprises “the matter”? What is the nature
of this “lesson content”?’ Therefore, in summarizing Didactic analysis Klafki (1995,
2000) describes it as ‘the subsumption of all
the mental effort directed at aspects of content’, at the ‘what’ of instruction and education (Bildung), which is to be distinguished
from the ‘how’ – which he sees as a topic of
a theory of learning methods, that is to say
Methodik.
This perspective strongly resonates with
the position of Shulman (1986) who emphasizes the way in which a professional is seen
to be concerned not only with the how, but
also with the what and why. In the perspectives of both Klafki and Shulman, the teacher
is seen to be in command not only of procedure but also of content and rationale, and
to be capable of explaining why something
has to be done. For Shulman, the experienced
professional teacher is well able to engage in
the reflection that leads to self-knowledge,
namely the metacognitive awareness that distinguishes a ‘draughtsman’ from an architect
and a bookkeeper from an auditor.
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Figure 7.1 The Chinese symbol for learning

German with the word Unterrichtfach, which
Kansanen (1995b) suggests is best translated
as teaching–studying–learning. The same
phenomenon can be seen with the Swedish
word Undervisning and the Finnish word
Opetus. Further, if we consider the Chinese
characters that represent the word ‘learning’
we see quite a complex picture as represented in Figure 7.1.
The character on the left means ‘to study’
and is made up of two parts. The lower symbol means ‘to accumulate knowledge’ and
this is positioned beneath a symbol of a child
in a doorway. The character on the right
means ‘to practise constantly’ and it shows a
bird developing the ability to leave the nest.
The upper symbol represents flying and the
lower symbol represents youth. As Senge
et al. (1994) note, ‘For the oriental mind,
learning is ongoing’. Taken together, the twin
ideas of studying and practising constantly
suggest that learning should mean: ‘mastery
of the way of self-improvement’.

Recognizing and Holding
Complexity

Attention to Studying

Engagement with the Didaktik tradition has
also supplied a fresh perspective on the recognition and complexity of ‘learning’.
Differences between the ways in which language can operate across different cultures
can either mask or highlight this complexity.
For example, in Russian there is only one
word, Obuchenie, for teaching/learning, and
no sharp conceptual distinction is made
between the terms, thus indicating a degree
of complexity. This idea has a parallel in

By recognizing the complexity of the process
of learning, particular attention is paid to the
studying aspect of this process – the key
functions that need to be fulfilled in order to
achieve the goal/endpoint of the process,
which might be interpreted as a state of
learning. A parallel way of thinking would
seem to underlie the work of Lave (1996)
with her emphasis on ‘teaching as learning in
practice’. The ideas of Carlgren (2005) are
also very relevant, especially her argument
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for a shift from knowledge (as substance) to
knowing (knowledge as a contextualized
relation). She writes in terms of dispositions
to act and qualities of knowing as embedded
in the habits of social practices.

TEACHER

Tools for Holding Complexity
A key tool for analyzing the complex relations between teacher, student and content in
the teaching–studying–learning process is the
didactic triad (see Figures 7.2 and 7.3). The
didactic triad should be treated as a whole,
although this is almost impossible to do in
practice. The most common approach is to
take the pedagogical relation between the
teacher and the student(s) as a starting point.
The pedagogical relation between the teacher
and the student is used as a significant starting
point in Geisteswissenschaftliche Pädagogik,
namely human science, pedagogy.
However, the relationship between the
teacher and the content also needs to be considered, which then brings the teacher’s competence into focus. It should be noted that
teaching in itself does not necessarily imply
learning and, therefore, the term ‘studying’
provides a more accurate description of the
students’ activities. It is through studying that
the instructional process can be observed,
whilst the invisible part of this relation may
be learning. Accordingly, a key task of the
teacher entails guiding this relation.

CONTENT

Didactic relation

STUDENT

Figure 7.3  The didactic relation in the
didactic triad

Further, it is important to stress the way
in which this analysis takes place within a
school and societal context, as emphasized
in Hudson and Meyer (2011: 8). The triadic
teacher–
student–subject matter relationship
can be seen to be at the core of the instructional
process and understood as the focal point for
more complex models (see Figure 7.4). So
in expanding the perspective, the first step is
to bring the classroom situation into focus,
that is the instructional process. The second
step in widening the vision is to consider the
school as the place where this instructional
process takes place as a subsystem of the
wider society. In turn schools reflect changes
in the wider society, for example the dramatic development of social media and digital
Society
School

CONTENT

Instruction

Student

TEACHER

Pedagogical relation

Subject matter

STUDENT

Figure 7.2 The pedagogical relation in the
didactic triad
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Teacher

Figure 7.4 The didactic triad within the
wider school and societal context
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applications and the associated influence on
classroom practice in recent years.

TEACHER

PCK

The Role of the Teacher
In other words, the didactic relation is a relation to another relation, and concentration on
this set of relationships is the core of a
teacher’s professionalism. In view of the
complexity of this set of relations as it manifests itself in any situation, it is difficult to
think that the didactic relation could be
organized universally, or according to some
technical rules. Consequently, teachers’ own
practical theories and pedagogical thinking
are regarded as being vitally important.
As Westbury (2000a) highlights, curriculum theory seeks to provide a structured
framework for thinking about institutional
issues. Due to the influence of what is widely
regarded as the core text in the field (Tyler,
1949), a managerial framework for curriculum development and specification, and subsequently for the control and evaluation of the
educational service delivery, has developed.
Technologies for curriculum-making, for
writing behavioural objectives, instruction,
test development and curriculum evaluation
follow from this framework. This structure is
seen to offer a rationale where it is assumed
that it is possible to specify a set of orderly
steps setting out how an optimal curriculum
can be developed for a national, regional or
local school system. Teachers become the
invisible agents of such a system, and are
regarded as animated and directed by the system, rather than as sources of animation for
the system. Accordingly, as another consequence of this perspective, teachers become
viewed as a (if not the) major brake on the
innovation, change and reform that might be
considered by policymakers as necessary by
the system.
In contrast, the tradition of Didaktik provides a framework that places the teacher at
the heart of the teaching–studying–learning
process. This follows from the emphasis
placed upon didactic analysis and the relative
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CK
CONTENT

PK
Didactic relation

STUDENT

Figure 7.5 Mapping teachers’ professional
knowledge onto the didactic triad

professional autonomy of the teacher within
this tradition. Moreover, it provides a framework for teachers’ thinking about the most
basic how, what and why questions around
their work, once again strongly resonating with the position of Shulman (1986).
In particular, there is close correspondence
between the didactic triad and Shulman’s
concept of pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK), which can be seen as the professional
knowledge teachers require to guide the
didactic relation (see Figure 7.5). This also
helps distinguish between the associated content knowledge (CK) required by teachers as
well as the pedagogical knowledge (PK) for
guiding the pedagogical relation.

The Francophone tradition
The Francophone tradition shares a similar
approach to that of Didaktik with attention
paid to the complex set of relations between
the teacher, student and content represented
by the didactic triad. Early developments in
this field were strongly influenced from
within the field of mathematics education. In
her contribution to the symposium on
Fachdidaktik – European Perspectives at the
European Conference on Educational
Research in 2011, Ligozat (2011) highlights
the way in which didacticians of mathematics
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pushed theoretical concerns the farthest, with
two major theoretical contributions to the
field in particular. First, she highlights the
contribution from Brousseau (1997) who
offered a theoretical framework of didactical
situations for mathematics and particularly
the concept of the ‘didactical contract’
between teacher and student. Second, she
highlights the anthropological theory of
didactics by Chevallard (1992), which is seen
as an evolution of his earlier work involving
the development of a theory of ‘didactic
transposition’ (Chevallard, 1985/1991).
Further, she describes the way in which concepts used within the subfield of the didactics
of mathematics came to be considered for
their wider applicability across a range of
subject-specific domains, for example the
concept of ‘didactical transposition’ and that
of ‘didactical contract’.
Ligozat (2011) also traces the debates
within the French-speaking research community and in doing so highlights tensions
and differences between general and subjectrelated didactics. She explains how disciplinary didactiques came to be seen as too
narrow for explaining and theorizing what
she describes as ‘didactical facts’. Her particular contribution lies in her description of the
emergence of the field of la didactique comparée or comparative didactics as the ‘new kid
on the block’ in the landscape of the Frenchspeaking didactical research community.
Questions that were raised related to the
ways in which these concepts could be considered as describing some generic dimensions of the teaching and learning practices
beyond ‘epistemic specificity’. More generally, a question was raised as to how the epistemic specificity of teaching practices could
be empirically studied and distinguished
from more generic forms of teaching that
would be common to all topics. Associated
questions were related to methodological
devices, empirical data, paradigms and the
applicability of more general theories and
concepts from the human and social sciences for building models in subject-specific
didactics.

Her paper documents how such questions
progressively led to the outline of a new
research field that was seen to lie at the crossroads of different disciplinary didactiques
and in response to trends in human and social
sciences, such as social interactionism, linguistics and pragmatics. Taking the starting
point of Chevallard’s definition of la didactique as a horizon but not yet a reality, comparative didactics investigates the nature of
didactical practices as a set of human actions
that are purposively organized towards the
diffusion of a socially legitimated culture
and of individual transformation in knowing. The specific instances of didactical practices observed in classrooms and related to
the subject matter organization are the basis
for comparison in order to illuminate some
generic patterns of teaching and learning.
The special issue of the ‘Revue française de
pédagogie’ (Mercier et al., 2002) is seen as
marking the ‘birth of comparative didactics
in the French-speaking educational research
community’.
Without claiming that the disciplinary
didactiques can be subsumed directly into
a single science of la didactique, comparative didactics was established with the aim of
starting a dialogue between existing disciplinary didactics in order to counteract what was
regarded as the ever-growing fragmentation
of associated research into many subthemes.
It also aimed to provide methodological tools
to enable a comparison of didactical practices
at different levels, for example the classroom,
teaching designs and conception of teaching resources, and to initiate reflection about
how the learner makes sense of the contents
encountered within each discipline. A central concept of comparative didactics is that
of Joint Action Theory in Didactics (JATD),
which shall be returned to later in this chapter.

DIDACTIC TRANSPOSITION
The contribution by Schneuwly (2011) to the
same symposium on Fachdidaktik gave
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particular attention to the concept of ‘didactic
transposition’, which is seen as a key concept
in the French tradition of didactiques des
disciplines. In his contribution, Schneuwly
(2011) stressed an important distinction
between a sense of didactics as an intervention and that of didactics as a descriptive and
explicative conceptual and theoretical framework. In his paper, he explains his use of the
term in a descriptive sense and emphasizes
the process of transmitting knowledge that is
viewed as taking many different forms.
Essentially this process is designed in such a
way as to cause constructive learning processes on the part of the student that transform the modes of speaking, thinking,
perceiving and acting. In the school context,
this knowledge is not knowledge for acting
and solving problems in the social contexts
in which it was created and where it is used,
but is transposed into knowledge to be taught
and to be learned. The concept of didactic
transposition is based on the recognition that
this ‘rupture’ between daily life and school
changes the knowledge profoundly.
Accordingly, he presents the concept of
didactic transposition as a theoretical, multilayered, strongly debated theoretical model
in French didactics that aims at ‘grasping this
process of change’.
The process of transposition is described
using a number of key subconcepts that are
first ‘desynscretisation’, which refers to the
fact that the knowledge is cut off from its
origin; second, ‘depersonalisation’ because
the knowledge is no longer linked to its producer; third, ‘programmability’, which is
based on the knowledge being ‘elementarized and organized’ according to a progression and, finally, ‘publicity and social control
of learning’. This process of didactic transposition is regarded as ongoing as ‘new objects
of knowledge’ enter the subject and he refers
to transformational grammar in the 1970s
as an example. Although this phenomenon
is seen to have deeply transformed grammar teaching, the need for traditional grammar remains. Schneuwly (2011) also points
out that ‘ancient objects’ of knowledge do
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not simply disappear but are themselves
transformed. This process is referred to as
‘sedimentation’ in which layers of objects of
knowledge form the school subject, which in
turn lead to layers of ‘sedimented practices’.
In relation to the process of sedimentation, as
part of this analytical and explicative framework, he remarked while presenting a paper
that ‘didactics without history is nonsense’.
A further dimension in the process of didactic transposition is the distinction between
internal and external transposition. External
transposition is viewed as being the result
of tensions that become ‘motor forces of the
process’, such as those between the school
system and social demands; school subjects
and scientific expert knowledge, between
subjects and within them and, most importantly, through the relationships between the
teachers and students. Internal transposition is
based on the transposition from the object to
teach to what is actually taught. Schneuwly
(2011) notes that the logic of teachers is often
informed by secular practices that mirror the
object to teach and produce taught objects that
are also, in turn, historically ‘sedimented’.
In overall terms, it is argued that didactic
transposition is a productive process in which
knowledge, in a creative tension between
knowledge in its original form in social
practices and as school knowledge produced
for the mediation of culture from one generation to another, creates new knowledge.
The tension is seen to be twofold involving
the ‘massive creation’ of school knowledge
that then acts back into social domains. An
example of this process in a different context
which comes to mind is the way in which the
school subject of Slöjd has developed. This
is the system of handicraft-based education,
which is part of the compulsory school curriculum not only in Sweden but also throughout Scandinavia. This has acted back into the
wider society, impacting on technical education and training, including university teacher
education departments, and more broadly on
the development of arts and crafts in society
at large. Schneuwly’s contribution concluded
by raising the question of whether didactics
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should be seen as a/the reference discipline
of the teaching profession.

Joint Action Theory in Didactics
As highlighted by Ligozat (2011), a central
concept of comparative didactics is that of the
Joint Action Theory in Didactics (JATD).
From such a perspective, teaching and learning is envisioned as a joint action in which
participants develop interdependent purposes
and expectations, that is to say the teacher and
students’ joint action stands for the situated
interdependence of the classroom actions:
what the teacher does and its direct effects on
the students (and vice versa) towards what is
supposed to be a shared reference for further
acts. Such a joint action may involve separate
and distinctive acts that are bound together to
make the collective action progress through
an institutional interdependence of the purposes and plans developed by each category
of participants. For example, when preparing
her lessons the teacher continuously envisions the potential student actions for taking
part in it; in working on a task proposed by
the teacher, the student keeps thinking about
the teacher’s expectations of this task with
respect to a more general context of what was
done before, for instance, or to a ‘didactic
game’ according to Sensevy (2011).
In outlining the JATD, Sensevy (2011)
argues that it is founded on the first theoretical principle of French Didactics. By this he
means that, in order to understand a didactic
activity (namely an activity where someone
teaches and someone learns), one needs to
understand a system – the didactic system,
which is a system of three indivisible subsystems, ‘the subsystem of Knowledge (the piece
of knowledge at stake), the subsystem of the
Teacher, and the subsystem of the Student’
(Sensevy, 2011: 60). This theoretical principle is consistent with the notion of ‘tools
for holding complexity’ as discussed earlier
in this chapter. The didactic triad is seen as a
key tool for analyzing the complex relations
between the teacher, student and content in
the teaching–studying–learning process,

which ideally should be treated as a whole.
In turn, the JATD is based on an understanding of joint action as a process of reciprocal
semiosis (Sensevy, 2011: 61) involving the
deciphering of verbal and bodily actions (or
signs) of others in a particular situation.
Within such a theoretical framework,
teaching and learning is envisioned as a joint
action in which participants develop interdependent purposes and expectations. This
is conceptualized as a ‘didactic game’ by
Sensevy (2011), which is seen as ‘the core of
the logical structure of the teaching-learning
process’ (2011: 68). Key features of the joint
action involved in this process are ‘common ground, joint affordances, joint inferences and joint attention’ (2011: 68), which
are used to help understand the joint didactic
action of both teachers and students in the
classroom setting. The teacher only achieves
his or her goal, for example of ensuring that
students learn a particular knowledge content,
if the students become involved and act in a
certain way. A fundamental constraint of this
didactic game is the teacher’s need to be reticent (2011: 69) in order to enable the student
to learn on their own. The expected way of
acting defines the logics of the learning progression in the ‘didactic contract’. The specification of the joint action to the content being
taught and learnt operates through the analysis of the nature of the epistemic activities that
are to be achieved. This analysis is performed
by addressing the following questions:
•• What are the purposes of the activities presented
in the teaching?
•• What content could be learnt from a general
perspective?
•• To which bodies of practices may this task relate
in the out-of-school culture (academic disciplines,
professional practice)?

KEY CONCEPTS OF THE JOINT
ACTION THEORY IN DIDACTICS
In overall terms, the JATD is seen to have
borrowed some of its concepts from major
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theories developed in didactique of mathematics, but has reworked them in order to
take account of the teacher’s and student’s
agency within the institutional structures.
The fundamental starting point for the JATD,
as described by Loquet (2011), is to consider
teaching and learning as a joint action, cooperative and asymmetric, between the teacher
and the students. This joint action is based on
‘language games’ (Wittgenstein, 1953/1997)
specific to didactic systems. In particular,
three games are identified that might be seen
in relation to the three aspects of the didactic
triad, namely the teacher, content and learner:
‘Didactic Game’, ‘Epistemic Game’, and
‘Learning Game’, respectively. First, a
Didactic Game relates to the didactic transactions between the teacher and the students,
which are viewed as games of a particular
kind, that is to say as games in which some
specific pieces of knowledge are involved
and as collaborative or joint games within
joint action (Gruson et al., 2012: 65). Second,
the concept of an Epistemic Game is composed of two aspects. On the one hand, a
Source Epistemic Game (SEG) refers to the
human practices that exist outside the didactic situation; on the other hand, the Actual
Epistemic Game (AEG) is based on the
analysis of class practices as they occur in
situ. Third, there is the notion of a Learning
Game, which is fundamentally a joint game
in that it refers to the teacher’s game in relation to the student’s game (Gruson et al.,
2012: 65).
The second key concept is that of the
‘Didactic Contract’ (Brousseau, 1997), which
is used to describe the system of habits,
largely implicit, between the teacher and the
students in relation to the knowledge in question. On the basis of those habits established
in the didactic institution, each participant
(the teacher or the student) attributes some
expectations to the other(s). The didactic
contract provides a common background
between the teacher and the students against
which the didactic transactions occur.
The third key concept is that of the ‘Milieu’,
which refers to the system of material and
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symbolic objects in question that corresponds to the new knowledge the students are
to acquire. According to this description, the
older pieces of knowledge enable the teacher
and the students to act jointly, whereas the
new knowledge involves a kind of resistance to the student’s action (Gruson et al.,
2012: 65).
Finally, there is the dialectic between the
Didactic Contract and the Milieu to consider. In the JATD, the student’s activity is
seen as a semiosis process of two kinds. The
first kind refers to the work the student has
to do to decipher the non-intentional signs
of the milieu. This is enacted against the
background of previously taught knowledge
representing the epistemic dimension of the
didactic contract, which is seen both as an
epistemic system and a transactional system.
The epistemic system enables the student to
deal with the milieu whilst the transactional
system refers to the intentional signs the
teacher provides in order to orient the student in the milieu. This transactional process
refers to the second semiotic process (Gruson
et al., 2012: 66).

DIDACTICAL DESIGN
As discussed earlier in this chapter, the
didactic relation lies at the heart of a teacher’s professional knowledge. Further, it is
through the combination of the dimensions
of planning and invention or creative design
that the teacher’s professional judgement is
brought into focus through the process of
didactical design (Hudson, 2011). This is
viewed as a cyclical process of didactical
design involving processes of didactical analysis, design, development, interaction and
evaluation as outlined in Figure 7.6.
The associated questions outlined next are
based on an extension of Klafki’s (2000) five
questions, which are moved beyond the stage
of analysis and also applied to the design of
technology-enhanced learning, in this particular case (Hudson, 2011).
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Analysis

Design

Evaluation
Didactical
design cycle

Interaction

ations, pedagogical activities and learning
environments?
•• What is the role of the teacher?

Interaction Phase

Development

•• How will the students interact with the technology, with the teacher and with each other?
•• How will the students demonstrate their achievement of the intended learning outcomes?

Figure 7.6 The didactical design cycle

Evaluation Phase
Analysis Phase
•• What wider or general sense or reality do these
contents exemplify and open up for the learner?
What basic phenomenon or fundamental principle, what law, criterion, problem, method, technique or attitude can be grasped by dealing with
this content as an ‘example’?
•• What significance does the content in question
or the experience, knowledge, ability or skill to
be acquired through this topic already possess
in the minds of the learners? What significance
should it have from a pedagogical point of view?
•• What constitutes the topic’s significance for the
learners’ future?

Design Phase
•• What is the structure of the content that has
been placed into a specifically pedagogical perspective by questions 1, 2 and 3?
•• Which are the special cases, phenomena, situations, experiments, persons, elements of aesthetic
experience, and so forth in which the structure of
the content in question can become interesting,
stimulating, approachable, conceivable or vivid
for learners?
•• Which teaching situations, pedagogical activities
and learning environments are to be designed?

Development Phase
•• What are the potential roles for ICT in terms of
designing teaching situations, pedagogical activities and learning environments?
•• Which materials and resources are to be developed to support the creation of teaching situ-
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•• How will the students evaluate what they have
learned in a formative way? How will this activity be recorded? How does this aspect relate
to formal processes of summative assessment,
examination and accreditation?
•• How will the quality of the teaching situations,
pedagogical activities and learning environments
be judged and evaluated?
•• How will the quality of the student learning experience be judged and evaluated?

Didactical design research
The development of the approach outlined in
this chapter has been influenced by the work
of the Design-Based Research Collective
(DBRC, 2003) and the related work of
Bannan-Ritland (2003) in particular. More
traditional methods of evaluation research
emphasize measurement against a set of
standards during the process of formative
evaluation followed by a rigorous process of
summative evaluation. In contrast, designbased research is based on the view that successful innovation is a joint product of the
designed intervention and the context. The
goal of design-based research has been to
inquire into the nature of teaching and learning in the context of complex human systems
and to generate models of successful innovation, rather than particular artefacts, courses
or programmes. Central to this approach is a
belief in the importance of knowledge sharing and collaborative knowledge building in
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learning communities, for example between
individuals, across subject and professional
boundaries and both within and between
learning organizations. In these contexts, the
role of research is regarded as a process of
critical inquiry that operates at a number of
levels from the macro level of the wider
system, such as the course or curriculum
level, to the micro level of the teacher as a
researcher and also of the student as an active
learner through inquiry-based approaches to
learning. In developing this approach, a
strong emphasis has been placed on collaborative action research and reflective practice
in relation to research and development
activity. This is conceptualized within an
integrative holistic model of didactical design
research that aims to integrate the processes
of research, evaluation and dissemination.
Accordingly, the main goal of the
Integrative Didactical Design (IDD) framework is to support the construction of propositions for actions in relation to both teaching
and learning, and to design and construct
teaching situations, pedagogical activities
and learning environments that enable teachers and learners to put these into practice.
Specifically, the framework aims to address
the ways in which we might systematically
create, test, evaluate and disseminate teaching and learning interventions that will have
a maximum impact on practice and contribute significantly to the development of theory
about both teaching and learning. The role of
evaluation in both a formative and summative sense is an important part of the process
of inquiry. Although research questions give
direction to inquiry, evaluation of the local and
broader impacts also plays a significant part.

APPLICATION TO RESEARCH
AND DEVELOPMENT
The final section of this chapter considers
how some of these ideas have influenced
research and development. It does so by
drawing upon a recent research and
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development project at the national level in
Scotland. The project was entitled
‘Developing Mathematical Thinking in the
Primary Classroom’ (DMTPC) and was
funded by the Scottish Government between
2011 and 2012 (DMTPC, 2011). It was conceptualized within an integrative didactical
design research framework, and associated
concepts outlined in this chapter were applied
in the research design and associated theoretical frameworks. The project was developed as a research and development project
within the context of the Scottish Curriculum
for Excellence reform. The curriculum in
Scotland is non-statutory and the
Government’s responsibility is to provide the
framework for learning and teaching rather
than to prescribe or try to micromanage what
happens in individual schools. The responsibility for what is taught rests firmly with
local authorities and schools working
together whilst taking account of national
guidelines and advice. Although this curriculum is much less prescriptive than previous
curricula and it gives teachers more freedom
to decide what to teach and how, it also
places greater responsibility on teachers to
lead its development. The project involved
teachers and education support staff from
four local education authorities in North East
Scotland collaborating to develop a Master’s
level course with the aim of promoting the
development of mathematical thinking in the
primary school classroom. The course was
first piloted during 2011–12 with a group of
24 practising primary teachers. The design
research framework sought to promote classroom-based action research on the part of
participants through the course and also
research by the university researchers into
the process of curriculum development as
outlined in Figure 7.7.
The questions that formed the basis of the
research study focused on the teachers’ confidence, competence, attitudes and beliefs in
relation to mathematics and their expectations and experiences of the impact on pupil
learning arising from this course. Empirical
data were drawn from pre- and post-course
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Phase

August 2010–July 2011

August 2011–February 2012

March 2012–June 2012

Design
Research
Framework

Informed exploration

Research & Evaluation for
Local impact
Pre-trial survey and focus group
interviews

Research & Evaluation for
Broader impact
Post-trial survey and focus
group interviews

CPD Module Enactment

Curriculum
Development
Framework

Curriculum planning

Classroom
Action
Research
Cycles

Recruitment of
participants

ORIENTATION
WORKING
PLANNING

Reconnaissance

& REFLECTING EVALUATION

PLAN

ACT

OBSERVE
REFLECT

REVISED
ACT
PLAN
OBSERVE
REFLECT
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surveys, interviews and observations of the
discussion forums in the online environment. Findings from this study highlight the
way the course had a transformational and
emancipatory impact on these teachers. They
also highlight ways in which the ‘framing’
of particular aspects of the traditional curriculum had an oppressive impact on learners
in suppressing creativity and limiting the
exercise of learner autonomy. Further, they
highlight the manner in which a number of
these teachers had experienced mathematics
as a school subject in very negative ways,
involving high levels of ‘symbolic violence’
and of being ‘labelled’, as discussed in
Hudson et al. (2015).
In the study by Hudson et al. (2015), special attention is paid to the epistemological positioning of the researchers because
this influenced both the curriculum design
process and the theoretical framing of the
research study. In particular, the concept of
‘epistemic quality’ is proposed, which is
developed from that of didactic transposition outlined earlier. Aspects that are associated with high epistemic quality involve
an approach that presents mathematics as
fallible, refutable and uncertain, and which
promotes critical thinking, creative reasoning, the generation of multiple solutions and
of learning from errors and mistakes. In contrast, low epistemic quality is characterized
by an approach that presents the subject as
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infallible, authoritarian, dogmatic, absolutist,
irrefutable and certain, and which involves
rules following strict procedures and right or
wrong answers. Further, high epistemic quality is promoted through an approach based
on assessment for learning involving lowstakes formative and self-assessment, which
is engaging and motivating for individual
learners and leads to a sense of enjoyment
and fulfilment of mathematics as a creative
human activity. Contrasting with this, the
excessive pressure from high-stakes external testing and inspection and the associated
heavy emphasis on drill and practice lead to
the degradation of epistemic quality into a
form of mathematical fundamentalism and
to an experience for learners of mathematics that is fearful and anxiety-inducing, boring and demotivating, and leads to alienation
from the subject itself.
In an associated paper linked to the same
project, Hudson (2015) explores the impact
on pupil learning arising from the teachers’
experiences of this course and, in particular,
from the process of classroom inquiry through
their action research projects. The analysis
of classroom interaction utilizes a theoretical framework based on the joint action in
didactics framework (Sensevy, 2011, 2014).
This framework is applied to the analysis
of data from one teacher-researcher’s action
research project based on the development
of a topic-based approach to teaching and
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learning mathematics on the theme of ‘The
Rainforest’. The findings from this study
highlight the ways in which the children
actively engaged in the ‘milieu’, and the ways
the teacher developed the ‘didactic game’ by
extending the ‘epistemic games’ through the
use of the open-ended topic-based approach
combined with effective teacher questioning.
They also highlight the ways in which the discursive elements of ‘learning games’ as part
of these lessons proved to be a very effective
means through which to support the children
to engage in the milieu and to develop mathematical thinking and understanding. It was
evident in this study that children had very
differing prior knowledge and experiences to
bring to the problem-solving elements of the
tasks and that, due to their ability to visualize
the problems, the mathematics became more
accessible, leading to an evolution in mathematical thinking for all.

CONCLUSION
As outlined earlier in this chapter, the study
of didactics has provided fresh perspectives
on a number of issues related to teaching and
learning highlighting in particular the themes
of meaning and intentionality, attention to
studying, recognizing and holding complexity, tools for holding complexity and the role
of the teacher.
The course of study that was developed as
part of the DMTPC was structured around three
key questions, two core texts and an action
research project. The key questions were:
1 What is mathematics?
2 What is mathematical thinking?
3 What is good mathematics teaching?

Essentially this provided an opportunity for
the course participants to engage in a collective process of didactic analysis. From the
outset of the course it became clear that the
reading by the participants had invoked very
powerful responses amongst this group of
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teachers. In particular there was a strong
sense of empathy developed with Boaler’s
(2009) challenge to the idea that some people
can do maths and others can’t. There was
also a strong association with the way in
which Boaler highlights the fact that a very
narrow subject is taught to many children in
the name of mathematics, which is nothing
like the maths of the real world or the maths
that mathematicians use. Subsequent discussions reflected a strong sense of questioning
of purpose in terms of the what and why
questions of didactical analysis.
By recognizing the complexity of the
process of learning, these teachers paid particular attention to the studying aspect of this
process – key functions that need to be fulfilled in order to achieve the goal/end point
of the process. Essentially this was achieved
through an audit of their current practice
and the process of action research planning.
Examples of action research projects included
a focus on meeting the challenges of mixed
ability mathematics, the use of non-commercial
resources to develop children’s mathematical thinking, promoting open-ended activities and encouraging collaborative talk with
7–8-year-olds, using real-life mathematics
in the everyday teaching of the subject to
engage and develop mathematical thinking,
carrying out open-ended investigations in
mathematics and using a variety of media
to communicate their mathematical solutions and ideas, using questioning to extend
the mathematical thinking of infants and to
increase the children’s ability to decompose
and recompose numbers, exploring the extent
to which topic-based mathematics allow
children to demonstrate their mathematical
thinking, investigating proofs with Primary 2
develop mathematical thinking and exploring
the impact of teacher’s questioning skills on
pupils’ mathematical thinking.
The teachers involved in this project had all
hoped to gain new ideas and develop understanding of new methods. They expressed a
desire to have the confidence to try out new
methods and not rely on textbooks. Although
there was a certain amount of trepidation
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amongst the teachers at the start of the course,
they were highly motivated by the challenge
and saw both the course and Curriculum for
Excellence as an opportunity to try out new
and creative approaches to teaching mathematics. There was general desire to ‘make
a difference’ in terms of helping children to
understand and enjoy mathematics.
With regard to the role of the teacher, there
are strong parallels between the Curriculum
for Excellence reform in Scotland and the
tradition of didactics through the way in
which it provides a framework that places the
teacher, and not specified content and methods, at the heart of the teaching–studying–
learning process. This is reflected through the
way in which the success of Curriculum for
Excellence is dependent on teachers taking
greater responsibility to lead its development.
This aspect is very resonant with the ideas
of Lawrence Stenhouse, which are reflected
in his questioning of the meaning of the term
curriculum and which provide an appropriate
point at which to close:
What is curriculum as we now understand the
word?…It is not a syllabus – a mere list of content
to be covered – nor even is it what German
speakers would call a Lehrplan…Nor is it in our
understanding of a list of objectives. Let me claim
that it is a symbolic or meaningful object, like
Shakespeare’s first folio, not like a lawnmower;
like the pieces and board of chess, not like an
apple tree. It has a physical existence but also a
meaning incarnate in words or pictures or sound
or games or whatever.
…by virtue of their meaningfulness curricula are
not simply means to improve teaching but are
expressions of ideas to improve teachers. Of
course, they have day-to-day instructional utility:
cathedrals must keep the rain out…
Lawrence Stenhouse, cited in Ruddock and
Hopkins (1985: 67)
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8
Educational Neuroscience
and Learning
A n d r e w To l m i e

INTRODUCTION
Cognitive Neuroscience
and its Tools
Cognitive neuroscience (as opposed to cellular or biological neuroscience) focuses on
the relationship between cognitive function
and neural systems, especially within
humans. Both biological and cognitive neuroscience have informed understanding of
the neural basis of learning, but given the
complex interconnected nature of the learning that results from formal education, it is
cognitive neuroscience that typically provides us with insights that have educational
relevance. Cognitive neuroscience has distinct origins from educational psychology,
however, and the lens it provides on educational phenomena has therefore been an
external one, until very recently at least. This
has created a range of challenges in defining
its utility and how it might be appropriately
applied. It is on these issues that this chapter
will focus.

The immediate precursor of cognitive
neuroscience – neuropsychology – relied on
fine-grained case studies of impairments in
cognitive function in patients who had suffered brain injury. Triangulation of careful descriptions of anatomical damage with
variation in the capacity to process written
text, for example, made it possible to some
extent to ascertain the relationship between
regions of the brain and function (see, for
example, Wilson, 1999). Work of this kind
helped establish the role of frontal areas of
the brain in high-level cognitive activity –
planned and deliberate thinking of the type
most relevant to education. However, many
of its conclusions look crude from modern
perspectives. In particular, injuries to specific
regions created a false sense of localisation of
functions (for example, language abilities in
the left hemisphere of the brain and spatial in
the right), when in fact they were more commonly blocks in wider networks of neural
activity – the leading characteristic of neural
organisation from a contemporary viewpoint.
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As technology which developed in medical contexts became more accessible, though,
new imaging techniques emerged that could
finally support in vivo studies of neural
activity, making it possible to examine what
happens at the brain level during mental processing of information and coordination of
behavioural responses. There is now a suite
of such techniques providing different types
of data, each with its own particular utility
(see, for example, Dick et al., 2014).
The most important of these is functional
Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI). This
is a method of measuring areas of increased
blood flow in the brain using magnetic
fields to detect concentrations of oxygenated red blood cells, which exhibit different magnetic properties to unoxygenated
ones. By comparing blood flow for one task
relative to another (the Blood Oxygen Level
Dependent or BOLD contrast), the areas of
the brain that exhibit greater neural activity
when participants are engaged in specific
types of cognitive processing can be inferred,
and the impact of variations in task assessed.
Because the brain is effectively transparent
to fMRI, it has proved a successful means of
mapping the apparent organisation of function throughout the cortical structure. The use
of visual displays to show which areas ‘light
up’ also lends an appealing immediacy to
communication of the results. Its strength lies
in mapping where activity is occurring, however, and it is not sensitive to when it happens, making it hard to judge the sequence of
activation of different regions.
Electroencephalograms (EEG), and particularly their use to record Event-Related
Potentials (ERP), provide a contrasting timebut not location-sensitive technique. EEGs
detect small fluctuations in electrical activity within the brain via electrodes placed on
the scalp. By indexing changes against the
moment of presentation of some specific
stimulus (for example, a particular word pair),
it is possible to examine how this impacts on
the pattern of electrical activity (assumed to
reflect the firing of neurons) over the ensuing second or so. Because that activity is

affected by a multitude of simultaneous processes, detecting the effects of an event from
a single trial is usually impossible; however,
by repeating recordings over a number of
identical trials (as many as 100), the ‘noise’
created by other neural activity can be averaged out, enabling the event-related firing to
stand out. The relative lack of locational sensitivity (clearer activations may be captured
by electrodes on one part of the scalp, giving
some clues) makes it harder to judge what
particular patterns of electrical activity might
mean. A mapping between event characteristics and spikes in activity (‘components’)
at different post-event times has, however,
gradually emerged from compositing of data
(see, for example, Luck and Kappenman,
2012), which makes it possible to infer the
likely nature of a reaction (for instance, the
N400 – a negative spike at about 400 milliseconds post-event – is associated with perceived semantic violations). As a result, EEG
has grown in popularity, especially given its
low overhead on equipment and administration costs relative to fMRI.
Both fMRI and EEG suffer from problems with contamination of data by movement artefacts – instigation and control of
physical movement creates its own activity
within the brain, masking the target activity in which researchers are interested.
This means that physical movement has
to be severely restricted, with behavioural
responses to stimuli typically limited to small
finger movements on dedicated keypads.
This means that although data can be gathered in vivo, they are not necessarily ecologically valid. It also means that there are age
limitations on the gathering of data, with the
period between 2 and 6 years of age – crucial
in developmental terms – almost unknown
territory as far as brain imaging is concerned
because it is extremely difficult to get young
children to stay still enough. Near Infra-Red
Spectroscopy (NIRS) has been developed as
an attempt to reduce these problems, and to
create something that is usable in real-world
contexts such as classrooms. Like fMRI, this
measures areas of blood flow in the brain, but
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through associated changes in temperature
as detected by an EEG-like net of detectors
worn on the scalp. NIRS has the advantage of
being both location- and time-sensitive, but
it can only detect activity in the surface layer
of the brain and, as yet, its resolution is poor
relative to fMRI (Dick et al., 2014).
Structural MRI provides a different type
of resource, effectively using variations in
the concentration and alignment of water
molecules in the brain to infer the location
of physical cell structure. This makes it possible to map changes in connectivity within
the brain – the white matter linking neurons
to each other – over extended periods. This
has led to understanding how changes in cortical thickness relate to specialisation of brain
function and broader development of intellectual capability (see, for example, Ramsden et
al., 2011). Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation
(TMS) and Transcranial Direct Stimulation
(TDS) provide yet other techniques where,
rather than looking for traces of activation
to relate to cognitive outcome, the activation
is instigated either magnetically or through
application of minute current to look at cognitive consequences.
Taken together, the tools available to contemporary cognitive neuroscience permit
coordination of different types of evidence
into a sophisticated picture of neural activity as it actually occurs. However, there is
one key limitation that is common to all the
techniques outlined: we can only interpret the
neural data by correlating it with behavioural
data, which indicates the content of cognitive
activity. None of them – as yet, anyway – are
therefore capable of telling us anything about
learning on their own. The significance of
this point for educational neuroscience will
become clearer in what follows.

WHY EDUCATIONAL NEUROSCIENCE?
At root the brain is a simple organ, comprised
mostly of one cell type, the neuron, linked by
branches called dendrites to synaptic
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junctions with other neurons, allowing small
electrical currents to be passed indirectly
from neuron to neuron. In simple brain structures, neural activation starts with sensory
input – the firing of receptors in the eyes,
ears, nose, mouth or skin brought about by
different stimuli – and ends with behavioural
output – the firing of nerves to direct muscle
movement. Neural activity in humans and
other mammals is much more complex than
this, but the basic division of activity into
input, processing and output holds.
The complexity of the brain derives from
the number of neurons involved – as many
as one trillion in humans, each linked to up
to ten thousand others (Nauta and Feirtag,
1986). These are organised to some extent
into structures with specific functions, such
as the visual cortex, which is responsible for
processing visual input. However, many are
unspecialised – particularly the frontal cortex –
and most are capable of making new connections, providing the foundation for learning
by building up intricate networks that perform detailed information processing.
The principal developmental changes in
neural organisation that occur between gestation and adulthood are now well understood (see, for example, Gogtay et al., 2004;
Thomas, 2012) and provide a context for
finer-grained changes that derive from learning. Large-scale neural structures and connectivity between them develop prenatally,
and typically-developing infants are born
with primary capabilities intact. However, the
cortex (the surface layer of the brain) is characterised by plasticity (the capacity to make
novel connections) across the lifespan, with
its microstructure determined by local activity
(that is, experience). As the adage goes, ‘what
fires together, wires together’, leading to progressive specialisation effectively ‘tuning’ the
cortex according to need (cf. Johnson, 2005
on interactive specialisation).
This process is amplified by profuse growth
during infancy of new synaptic connections
(synaptogenesis), creating massive potential
for novel activations. This is followed by an
extended period, up to puberty, of synaptic
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pruning during which unused or under-used
connections are shed, and the remaining
connections are strengthened, focusing neural pathways on these. Activity increasingly
comes to rest on networks involving multiple brain regions, as processing becomes
more sophisticated. Structural and functional
development continues in adulthood, with
grey matter (cell bodies) thinning until age
30, but white matter (connections) increasing
until at least 60 years.
These changes in structure are accompanied
by changes in functionality. Between 2 and
5 years old, children acquire near adult-like
basic sensory abilities. Complex processing,
for example of faces, takes longer to develop
and continues to puberty. Basic understanding
of the social world is good in early childhood,
but accurate prediction of intentions and
goals emerges later; and language processing
shifts similarly from the simple in early childhood to the complex by age 10 or so. Memory
systems and ability to control impulses and
emotions emerge more slowly alongside
increasing activity in the prefrontal cortex
(PFC). Puberty sees a further spurt of synapse
formation and pruning in the PFC as executive
functions (selective attention, working memory, problem solving, multi-tasking) improve
steadily, although risk-taking behaviour also
increases alongside changes in the evaluationof-reward network. Despite these major shifts,
there is no evidence to support the existence
of critical periods during which learning of a
specific type has to occur, although there do
appear to be sensitive periods – it is easier
to learn a language before 7 years old, for
instance (Thomas, 2012).
Why is any of this relevant to education?
There is a common concern (see, for example, Varma et al., 2008) that if neuroscience
data is only interpretable through coordination with behavioural output, it can never do
more than identify correlated activity. How
then does it add to our understanding to know
what changes in neural activity and structure
are associated with learning and cognitive
growth? There are two related answers to this
question.

The first concerns theoretical completeness. A full understanding of learning processes and the constraints upon them, and
optimal coordination of this understanding
with teaching practices are core concerns for
educators as well as researchers: incomplete
understanding will always leave open the
possibility of educational failure. However,
the diversity of past theorising about learning (see, for example, Marx and Goodson,
1976) underscores the complexity involved:
because most theories have supporting evidence, it cannot be that they are wrong but
rather that each provides a small window on a
bigger picture. Full understanding of learning
is therefore not possible without integrating
these diverse strands of work.
One key consideration within this is that
learning rests on a physical system and basic
processes (that is, the brain and nervous system) whose basic operation pre-date human
culture. Few past theorists have attempted
to address the interface between culture and
this physical system in any direct fashion,
although Vygotsky is a notable exception.
He characterised the brain as providing a
biological substrate supporting basic psychological operations, as in other species,
which then became transformed by the use
of external tools (especially the sign functions inherent in language) into ‘higher psychological processes’ – deliberate controlled
cognition, which is fundamental to education
(Vygotsky, 1978).
Vygotsky’s account is theoretical, however, and although this notion of transformation has attracted many adherents (for
example, Cole, 1996; Tomasello, 1999), the
extent of the changes it produces are unclear
even if the account is essentially accurate.
Gazzaniga (1998), for instance, argues that
much neural activity demonstrably has nothing to do with deliberate cognition, and so
the latter might be better thought of as a surface overlay. Understanding the nature of this
relationship is central to an understanding
of the nature of conscious, deliberate cognition and how it arises. Even correlational
data is relevant here, especially if it reveals
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patterns of activation that are more differentiated than behavioural responses, suggesting
pre-
conscious or unconscious activity that
nevertheless impinges on outcomes.
The second answer is that, as understanding has progressed, it has become apparent
that there are multiple ways in which cognitive systems could potentially function (see,
for example, Thomas, 2012). We need to
understand which way actually holds in the
context of different types of cognitive activity if we are to properly grasp the nature of
how these are instantiated. Again, even correlational data can be important for distinguishing between possibilities, especially if
they run counter to expectation.
Identification of regularities in the way
in which neural activity is organised has in
fact led to important reconceptualizations of
human cognition. The most striking example
is recognition of the inadequacies of information processing models derived from computing, which had been the guiding framework
for cognitive psychology and cognitive
science since the 1960s. It has become
evident that the brain does not engage in
narrow sequential processing of items of
information, but operates instead through
large-scale parallel processing and pattern extraction (Rumelhart and McClelland,
1986; Karaminis and Thomas, 2011). One
key implication is that learning is inherently
domain and even context specific – connections are made in the service of particular
activities and, unlike computers, there are no
inbuilt general functions or ‘modules’ serving cognitive processing across a variety of
contexts, although these may emerge over
time and experience. Despite the assumption
of students’ ability to derive broadly applicable knowledge from specific experiences,
which is inherent in educational curricula
from early years onwards, transfer and generalisation may in fact often be hard won and in
need of deliberate support strategies (Brown,
1990). This signals how important the contribution of educational neuroscience might
potentially be in reshaping how we conceive
of learning.
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WHAT IS EDUCATIONAL
NEUROSCIENCE?
The term ‘educational neuroscience’ implies
a concern solely with explaining education
through neuroscientific principles. In fact,
although there is no consensual definition,
there is general agreement that educational
neuroscience is not reductionist, involves a
range of methodologies, and is concerned
with the coordination of evidence of many
types, with neuroscience research providing
just one strand (Butterworth and Tolmie,
2014; Thomas, 2013). It attempts to draw
attention to the relevance of the neural dimension, but not to the exclusion of other levels.
The assumed model of the learner (see
Mareschal et al., 2014) is a multilevel system operating at neural, cognitive and social/
environmental levels, with complex and
multidirectional interactions between them.
These lead to substantial individual variation
in presentation during schooling and educational outcomes and, sometimes unexpected,
even puzzling constraints on progress.
This variation is masked to some extent by
equifinality – achievement of ostensibly the
same outcome through different routes –
which creates an impression of uniformity
across learners that can be catered for by oneto-many delivery within classes using standardised approaches to teaching. However, as
learners’ backgrounds become more diverse,
especially within urban populations, and
the criteria for achievement become more
exacting, assumptions of uniformity become
increasingly hard to sustain.
To address this variation properly, what
is needed is organised effort to (1) map
and understand the cross-level interactions,
seeking regularities and typologies wherever
possible; (2) derive implications for practice
that are sensitive to individual – and topic
to topic – variation in what is effective; and
(3) consider methods of translating these into
actual practice, taking pragmatic constraints
into account. These objectives present substantial challenges, however, especially with
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respect to building sufficient shared understanding to enable the necessary communication and coordination of activity between
researchers and practitioners.
The difficulties have been recognized
since Bruer (1997) argued the endeavour
was ‘a bridge too far’, because the connections between education and neuroscience
were too remote and based too often on misunderstandings or overgeneralizations. As
illustration, he cited the claim – common
then among educators – that synaptogenesis
represents a critical period for promoting
learning. This derived from mistaken beliefs
about the nature of synaptogenesis and the
functions it supports, stemming from limited contact with relevant literature. In fact,
the learning of explicit procedures and content that is focal to education continues long
after the early synaptic spurt has given way to
pruning and consolidation, suggesting synaptogenesis has little bearing.
Other forms of ‘neuromyth’ still persist,
for example left and right brain learning (as
already noted, most cognitive functions rest
on neural systems distributed throughout
the brain). Other ideas that have taken root
have more credibility but little systematic
evidence in their favour (for example, the
value of training key functions like working memory – although training produces
improvement on standard measures, transfer
of gains to classroom performance is typically limited). The misunderstandings are not
restricted to educators, though. Hruby (2012)
details instances of the failure of researchers
to engage with expertise regarding practice,
which is essential if translational goals are
to be met. Common failures include glossing over the conclusions of practice-based
research, or attributing perspectives to practitioners that they do not actually hold.
The real potential of educational neuroscience will only become clear when these
problems are adequately addressed. Bruer
(1997) argued that progress required discrete
linkages between educators and instructional psychologists, and between psychologists and neuroscientists. However, these

boundaries have since become blurred – many
educational researchers have acquired expertise in neuroscience methods, and better lines
of communication have been established
between teachers and researchers of different types. Precise prescriptions as to productive linkages are therefore probably outdated.
Nevertheless, it remains plain that if educational neuroscience has any real future, it will
demand even wider collaboration between
researchers from different backgrounds and
practitioners of different types. It will also
need support from government and policymakers because of the implications it carries
for the design of educational systems.
Educational neuroscience may therefore
be best thought of structurally as akin to public health and its translation of biological and
environmental science into practical action
to control disease and promote wellbeing.
This implies a requirement to build teams of
individuals representing different strands of
activity, focused on mutually identified areas
of need and methods of addressing these.
To be effective, there would need to be an
unbiased consensus across key players with
different professional backgrounds based
on (within bounds) shared knowledge of the
relevant science.
This is a complex balancing act, made harder
by the fact that educational neuroscience
research to date is piecemeal and unevenly
developed. There is much work on dyslexia,
which has informed models of atypical and
typical development and therefore remedial
and mainstream teaching of literacy (see,
for example, Hulme and Snowling, 2009).
However, few other areas approach this level
of activity and some, such as science learning
and creativity, have only been addressed by a
handful of researchers. Moreover, there is no
unifying theoretical framework – to the extent
that there is a consensus across researchers,
which is based on a shared belief that full
understanding of learning demands consideration of neural processes, not what form
the resulting models should take. A coherent approach to translation is unlikely to be
possible without a more coordinated research
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base than we have at present, covering typical
and atypical learning in key areas.

DO WE REALLY NEED EDUCATIONAL
NEUROSCIENCE?
Given the challenges involved, is educational
neuroscience actually worth the effort? I will
address this question by summarising work
in the three areas focused on by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development’s (OECD) Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA):
literacy development, number and mathematics, and science learning. I will also consider
research on executive function and working
memory, as ostensibly domain-general cognitive functions, before concluding with a
note on other significant areas of activity.

Literacy Development
Learning to decode a written language rests
on the implicit sense of its organisation provided by earlier acquisition of its oral forms
(Hulme and Snowling, 2009). This includes
the division of sounds into meaningful word
units or morphemes, the basic vocabulary
encoded in this way, and acceptable ways of
putting this into sequences to create extended
meaning – the grammar of the language.
There is good evidence that children have an
innate sensitivity to these characteristics as
they manifest in their local language community, and that imitative learning plays an
important role in acquiring their use (Hulme
and Snowling, 2009; Saxton, 2010).
This prior knowledge makes it possible
for children to map the orthographic forms
they encounter onto recognised elements of
language (Hulme and Snowling, 2009). This
happens initially at whole word level and in
rote fashion (the pre-alphabetic stage): children simply learn the association between
written symbols and spoken words that
are significant to them. Rote learning of
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this kind is inefficient, however, and where
the language uses alphabetic orthography,
more detailed mapping is possible at the
grapheme–phoneme (that is, letter–sound)
level. Once children have begun to grasp these
correspondences, they use this mapping to
learn relationships between letter strings and
their pronunciation (the alphabetic stage). At
first, they are better able to work with larger
units than single letters and phonemes, such
as syllables (‘crust’) and onset-rime structures
(‘cr’ and ‘ust’). These mark important points
of transition to full phonological strategies
that make use of their developing knowledge
of the ways in which phonemes are represented by letters. These strategies are gradually
automated as they become familiar, the child
starts to extract the spelling patterns they
regularly encounter (the orthographic stage),
and they return to whole-word recognition –
but based on explicit knowledge about word
composition, and strategies for decoding
unknown words.
Phonological awareness – the ability to
identify specific sounds in speech, and to
decompose spoken words into these – is a
key precursor of learning to read because it
underpins the shift to the alphabetic stage,
and makes it possible to bind orthography
into pre-existing neurocognitive structures
that link phonology and meaning. There
has consequently been a shift in the UK
towards the use of phonics teaching to promote awareness of phonemes in the early
years of primary/elementary school, although
this has involved a complex mix of politics
(Wyse and Goswami, 2008; see the point
about the role of government). In English, this
approach needs to be accompanied by work
on whole-word recognition because the number of irregular spellings limits the value of
grapheme–phoneme conversion as a method
of learning to read. Children need to recognise
when these mappings do not apply and when
words are not pronounced as they are written
(for example, ‘yacht’).
Studies using fMRI have identified the
main neural pathways involved in reading
and the anomalies exhibited by children with
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dyslexia (Demonet et al., 2004), for whom
the main problem is a deficit in the emergence of phonological awareness. Although
there are competing theories about the nature
of this deficit, one argument is that the key
step in learning to read efficiently is the
development of amodal processing structures
in the temperoparietal and left ventral cortex, which integrate phonology, orthography
and semantics within the Visual Word Form
Area (VWFA; McCandliss et al., 2003).
Metaphonological awareness – the capacity to deliberately utilise knowledge of word
sounds – is strongly implicated in developing
these structures (Kovelman et al., 2012). This
work has demonstrated that differences separating non-impaired from impaired readers
also predict individual variation in typically
developing children, implying that dyslexia
is not a qualitatively different syndrome but
a more pronounced deficit, marked by poor
connectivity and anomalies in neurotransmitter profile in the VWFA.
The impact of this deficit is affected by
the letter–sound relationships in the child’s
native language. Reading disorders are less
apparent when there is a consistent relationship between letters and phonemes, as in
Spanish, or in writing systems that do not
require segmentation into phonemes, such as
Chinese (Hulme and Snowling, 2009). This
suggests that the crucial factor is children’s
sensitivity to complexity in orthographic
mapping onto phonology.
Computer modelling of brain-like processing structures also indicates that regularity
determines how difficult it is to build up stable representations of letter–sound relationships (Harm et al., 2003). Such modelling has
explored how the underlying deficit might be
corrected for in an irregular language like
English, as well as identifying the stage at
which remediation of different types might be
successful (Ziegler et al., 2007). Since studies
using EEG measures have made it possible
to identify children at risk of dyslexia before
they begin learning to read (Lyytinen et al.,
2001), remediation can begin early. Phoneme
practice has emerged as a key intervention,

and evaluation of brain activation changes
in children who respond positively indicates
normalisation is achievable in the majority of
cases (Griffiths and Stuart, 2013). Candidate
genes that may affect brain development have
also now been found (Schulte-Körne et al.,
2007), making it possible to contemplate yet
earlier forms of remediation.

Number and Mathematics
Most research on mathematics learning has
focused on the growth of children’s understanding of number and arithmetic in early
years and primary/elementary school because
(as with word reading) this basic level underpins later achievement. There is good evidence
that infants (in common with other primates)
possess two innate perceptual systems for recognising number. One enables them to distinguish small exact quantities up to three without
counting – what is termed subitization. The
other allows them to judge relative differences
in large quantities (for example, 16 versus 32)
(Xu and Spelke, 2000). It has been argued that
these systems provide the foundation for
verbal counting skills in the same way that
phonological awareness provides a basis for
reading.
The link between perception of number
and counting is less exact, however, because
children have to grasp new concepts that only
apply to the latter (Gelman and Gallistel,
1978): the one-to-one principle (each object
to be counted only gets one count word), the
stable order principle (count words get used
in fixed order), the order irrelevance principle (the order in which objects are counted
does not affect the total) and the cardinality
principle (the last count word used represents
the total number). Current evidence suggests
grasp of these principles requires prolonged
practice, and children move more easily from
the innate systems to estimation (Gilmore
et al., 2007).
Basic counting ability is usually in place by
the time children go to school, providing the
foundation for arithmetic skills (Hulme and
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Snowling, 2009). These are more disparate
than those involved in reading, and include
single and then multiple digit addition, subtraction, multiplication and division, along
with varying strategies for carrying out these
computations; understanding tens and units,
and the role of place value in distinguishing
between these; translation between arithmetical problems presented in concrete, verbal
and numerical formats; knowledge of number
facts (for example, any number multiplied by
10 equals the original number shifted a place
left followed by 0); and derived fact strategies
(for example, use of the multiplication by 10
fact to decompose sums into subproblems).
There appears to be no consistent order
in the emergence of these skills, or any
strong relationship between them as they
are acquired (Dowker and Sigley, 2010), so
children show wide individual variation and
sometimes surprising gaps. Dyscalculia, a
deficit in the ability to learn arithmetic was
identified over thirty years ago, but research
on innate number awareness has transformed
understanding. The neural pathways involved
in typical numerical capacities are now relatively well mapped (Castelli et al., 2006), and
dyscalculia appears to be due to a deficit in
number awareness associated with abnormalities in a region of the parietal lobe specialized for enumeration. This is reflected in poor
performance on tasks such as comparing dots
in two visual displays to say which has more
(Landerl et al., 2004). Less is known about
the nature of this deficit than is the case for
dyslexia, but interventions aimed at strengthening number sense through practice with the
types of displays used to diagnose problems
appear to be effective (Butterworth and Yeo,
2004). These have greater impact than traditional interventions for children with number
problems, which focus on simple repetition
of number–object correspondences: it is not
counting as such that is the problem.
The relationship to innate abilities, however, appears to be weaker than it is for reading. Achievement in arithmetic has been
found to be more strongly related to knowledge of number facts and working memory
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ability (Cowan and Powell, 2014; Soltész
et al., 2010). Given the role of attention
and executive control in counting and computation, and the way in which knowledge
impacts on the strategies used for solving
problems, this is unsurprising. It makes it
harder to tell what kinds of teaching strategy
might be most effective, however, especially
for mainstream learners.

Science Learning
The cognitive capacities underpinning science
understanding also originate in the preschool period, and again key aspects appear
to be innate. There are three aspects to science learning: factual knowledge (evidence),
grasp of procedure (generation of evidence)
and conceptual grasp (understanding of phenomena). Despite the emphasis in much
teaching on the first, and in research on the
development of scientific thinking on the
second, it is concepts that are arguably central, particularly during initial learning
because they provide unifying ideas about
causal processes that help learners make
sense of subsequent experience and provide
the basis for meaningful scientific testing.
There is good evidence that infants are
innately sensitive to causal information, so
that, for example, when one object strikes
another and the second object moves, this is
perceived as the first causing the movement
(Leslie and Keeble, 1987). Neuroscience evidence supports this claim, indicating a neural
foundation for causal perceptions (Satpute
et al., 2005). By 2 years old, children are capable of employing retrospective assessment of
associations between cause and outcome to
anticipate the outcome of specific events, and
do so with considerable statistical accuracy
(Schulz et al., 2007).
However, this early understanding is not
typically the resource for science learning that it might be. Innately organised
perceptions are based on tacit sensitivity
to covariation between events and are not
automatically verbally accessible – being
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able to catch a ball because its trajectory has
been accurately anticipated is not the same
as being able to describe the forces at work.
Explicit concepts, which can be broken
down into elements that can be described in
language and subjected to analysis and discussion, appear commonly to have separate
origin in conversation about everyday experiences, to relate to causal perceptions in
unpredictable and often inaccurate fashion,
and to be resistant to change (Howe et al.,
2012). EEG studies with adults reveal distinct neural activations associated with accurate tacit perceptions and inaccurate explicit
concepts (Kallai and Reiner, 2010), indicating that failure to integrate them is a commonplace outcome.
The crucial educational step is therefore
the accurate mapping of explicit concepts
onto tacit perceptions and consequent calibration between observable regularities and
inferred causal relationships. However, this
mapping is constrained in various ways. In
adults, fMRI studies show that coordination
of observational data with pre-existing concepts is strongly associated with activity in
the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC),
a region linked with executive function
(Fugelsang and Dunbar, 2005). Executive
control is known to be relatively late maturing (Zelazo et al., 2008), suggesting that
management of cognitive load may substantially limit tacit-explicit mapping before
age 10. Although direct evidence is as yet
scant, individual variation in attentional and
working memory abilities may further affect
pick-up and coordination of perceptual information, and there may even be unrecognised
dyscalculic-like deficits in sensitivity, which
impose additional constraints for some learners. There is also clear evidence of the importance for conceptual progression of learners
being provided with explicit vocabulary
and explanatory constructs as part of events
within which language and observation are
brought together (Philips and Tolmie, 2007).
Such experiences vary from child to child to
a far greater extent than exposure to count
words and counting experiences.

In terms of educational approaches, this
analysis suggests primary/elementary school
teachers need to provide children with experiences that (1) involve manipulation of
causal events, (2) draw attention to the exact
sequence within these, for example what
happens when an object that barely floats
is dropped into a tank of water, (3) provide
descriptions to help make this sequence
explicit, and (4) connect these descriptions to
explanatory constructs. In fact, collaborative
group work in science typically embodies all
these features, and has been shown to produce
robust improvements in conceptual understanding (Tolmie et al., 2010). Its success
has generally been attributed to its capacity
to generate explanatory dialogue, but the educational neuroscience approach suggests it is
the combination of observation and dialogue
that is critical. The group context may further
assist learning by providing good reason to
refer to observations explicitly, and making
informational load more manageable by distributing it between individuals.

Executive Function and
Working Memory
Encoding, storage and retrieval of information using long- and short-term memory are
central to learning. Long-term memory provides a cumulative store that can be used in
myriad ways, even though the information it
contains is typically inexact because the process of encoding extracts and organises material in meaningful units or chunks, mapping
it onto existing knowledge. Short-term
memory retains high levels of detail (encoding is more exact), but for much shorter durations, and was seen by early research simply as
a ‘loading platform’ for long-term memory – a
transitional stage during which items were
rehearsed in preparation for transfer.
Incoming information was stored very briefly
in precise detail in an iconic memory buffer
(cf. pre-conscious processing) before salient
aspects were extracted for rehearsal (Atkinson
and Shiffrin, 1968; Murdock, 1962).
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Current theories assign short-term memory
the much more crucial role of principal mental workspace, reflected in the term working memory (Baddeley, 1986; Baddeley and
Hitch, 1974). Working memory consists of
three interrelated mechanisms: the phonological loop, which deals with auditory material
and rehearsal; the visuo–spatial scratchpad,
which provides a processing space for manipulating visual information; and the central
executive, which directs operations. Together
these provide the core system for conscious
awareness of and attention to information,
where we act on it deliberately, decomposing
tasks into subproblems and subgoals, central
features of human problem-solving (Newell
and Simon, 1972).
The operation of working memory both
influences and is influenced by learning.
For instance, in decomposing a multiplication task into subproblems, it helps substantially to know in advance which components
are likely to be easiest to compute and in
what sequence in order to avoid taxing the
scratchpad and the phonological loop. This
makes the central executive critical: where
possible, it retrieves past examples of similar problems and the strategies used to solve
these from long-term memory, and then
enacts these. Where there has been substantial relevant experience, the process is nearautomatic. Where past experience provides
no direct help, the executive seeks ways to
proceed, often using analogies to provide
clues (Gentner and Jeziorski, 1989). When
the solution has been arrived at, it checks
the steps are sound and that the end product
looks plausible. The process of monitoring
effectiveness is central to learning, ensuring
mistakes are avoided the next time a similar problem is encountered, and highlights
the key role of the central executive as the
mechanism underpinning metacognition. It
does not just organise the manipulation of
information, it watches its own operation and
corrects itself when it goes wrong. As part of
this, its activity includes inhibition of inappropriate operations, especially when these
have become automated (for instance, when
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the rules governing a well-practiced task are
changed).
The working memory system is seen by
contemporary theories as central to human
cognitive functioning, directing mental activity, drawing on existing knowledge and creating new knowledge as part of its operation; and
becoming self-regulating as children develop,
taking a central role in planning activity,
monitoring feedback and ultimately directing
further learning (Blair and Diamond, 2008).
As a result, the role of executive function in
particular has unsurprisingly become welldocumented in the contexts of (1) reading,
where it is crucial for directing the uptake and
processing of information across assemblages
of text (Hulme and Snowling, 2009); (2) arithmetic, where it is central to the manipulation
of numerical information (Cowan and Powell,
2014); and (3) scientific thinking, where it is
required to coordinate evidence with concepts
(Fugelsang and Dunbar, 2005).
There is also growing evidence that its
inhibitory dimension plays a key role in the
development of scientific reasoning, where
incorrect intuitive beliefs (for example, elephant cells are bigger than mouse cells) must
be suppressed in favour of correct but counterintuitive ones (they are actually the same
size). Indeed, the ability to suppress intuitive
beliefs may be a crucial difference between
scientific novices and experts (Masson et al.,
2014). It may play a similar role in areas of
arithmetic, such as fractions, where children and even adults find it difficult to grasp
that increases in denominator size entail a
decrease in overall value.
Given its importance, there has been much
interest in the trainability of executive control and working memory. Up to a point,
research in this area has been successful.
Various studies have shown that practice
on tasks with high working memory loads
leads to improved performance (for example,
Shipstead et al., 2012). Houdé et al. (2000)
have shown that training in inhibitory control leads to activation shifting from posterior
to frontal areas of the brain, including the
DLPFC, consistent with executive function

136

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

being promoted. However, this success has
been widely coupled with failures of transfer
to untrained contexts (for example, Thorell
et al., 2009).
It seems likely that these failures result
from misapplication of the computing analogy noted earlier; functions develop on the
basis of connections serving specific activities,
not as general modules, and therefore have
to be promoted in the context in which they
are required. Current research is beginning to
test this hypothesis, which carries considerable implications regarding generalisation
in learning. To date, this has been poorly
researched, despite the fact that most conceptions of the curriculum depend upon it as a
given. Neuroscience evidence suggests we
actually have no adequate models of generalisation, and that the extended connections
inherent in the notion may often only occur
when deliberately engendered.

Other Areas of Work
Although I have focused here on literacy
development, number, science learning and
executive function, educational neuroscience
covers a considerably wider range of work.
For example, there is growing research on
socio-emotional development from infancy
through adolescence, and how this is influenced by the organisation and refinement of
neural structures relating to processing of
facial information, mentalising (the attribution of mental states to others), and sensitivity to acceptance and rejection by others
(Blakemore et al., 2014). The apparent
importance of refinements during adolescence in particular suggests that forms of
social education have a potential value in
high school curricula, which is presently
largely unrecognised. Another strand of this
research has helped identify abnormalities in
the amygdala that are associated with
impaired emotional awareness and callousunemotional forms of antisocial behaviour,
suggesting alternative approaches to educational intervention with the most intransigent

disruptive students (Jones et al., 2009).
Research in the area of second language
learning has repeatedly demonstrated an
important predictive role for low-level sensitivity to perceptual regularities in the language being learned (Frost et al., 2013),
underscoring the importance of immersive
pedagogies. Other pertinent work concerns
shifts in adolescent sleep patterns and their
implications for the timing of the school day
(Lockley and Foster, 2012).

IMPLICATIONS
The preceding section illustrates how educational neuroscience may be capable of
making a distinctive contribution to our
understanding of key areas of learning and
also to the development of evidence-based
pedagogical practices that will improve outcomes for typical and atypical learners. It is
important to note that, across the different
areas considered, the best work rests on a
combination of behavioural and neuroscience methodologies, including direct brain
imaging and computational modelling. At
present, effective interventions are based
largely on behavioural work (much of this
drawing upon teacher expertise in its inception); however, by combining this with neuroscience, it has become possible to explain
why these work and build models of individual variation at a level of sensitivity that
behavioural studies alone are not able to
achieve (Thomas, 2013). In time, wholly
novel interventions that address this level of
detail may begin to emerge.
There are other important implications,
however. First, it is apparent that literacy,
number and science learning call upon a relatively unique constellation of functions and
processes, with even the types of tacit-explicit
mapping involved in each being distinctive
in character. This may mean there are few
general principles underpinning successful
learning across different areas – although the
apparent importance of symbolic mapping
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processes of different types in each area (see,
for example, Grabner et al., 2011) suggests
that there may be some common thread of this
nature (cf. the issue of the culture/brain interface). We need to keep looking for such principles because they may be beyond current
conception, and more coordinated research
activity is crucial for this reason. Even then,
research in each area will probably remain
at best only loosely interconnected for the
immediate future.
These points may also mean that there are
unlikely to be any effective overarching pedagogies – if different areas of education rest
on different functions and skills, these will
typically require different specific methods
of support, which may in turn differ according to individual need. The key objective at
this stage is to map the skills necessary to
progress in focal areas of the curriculum, the
main steps involved in developing these, and
the types of clinical and non-clinical variation that can arise. There is a particular need
for more emphasis on mainstream development in order to extend the potential benefits
of educational neuroscience to broad populations, rather than just those with specific
deficits. These mappings can then be used to
derive evidence-based strategies for promoting learning in each area and managing individual variability.
This suggests it may also be more appropriate to move away from assessment processes based on uniform standards to ones
based on progress against expected individual trajectories, as projected from data on a
range of neural, cognitive and environmental
indices at school entry. The techniques to
support an enhanced value-added approach
of this kind already exist, and the profiling of
educational input it would promote is entirely
consistent with developments in medicine
and public health.
To facilitate such changes, the training of
teachers and provision for support of their
continuing development would need to shift
emphasis to promoting understanding of the
range of evidence-based models applicable
to their working context, placing them in a
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position somewhat akin to that of a medical
general practitioner in terms of the type of
skill-set they require. This would be a radical
change and, given the scale of the new knowledge to be understood and deployed, it may
entail a further need to strike a different balance between school-based and out-of-school
education, with the former concentrating on
provision of finely honed development of key
skills, which are then elaborated according to
personal choice in a range of other settings.
If the evidence-based approach at the core of
educational neuroscience suggests progress
requires shifts of this nature, then ultimately
governments and wider society will need to
decide whether these are desirable objectives
for education, and how far to embrace – and
resource – them.
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9
Rethinking Child-Centred
Education
Lynn Ang

INTRODUCTION
A Historical Conceptualisation
of Child-Centred Education
The concept of child-centred education has a
long established history in the field of early
years and primary education. Theorists and
researchers from the early eighteenth century
to recent times have influenced the way that
the term is conceptualised. A common understanding of a ‘child-centred approach’ refers
to learning that is focused on children’s interests and their active participation in the learning process and decisions relating to their
learning. Graue (2005) argues that the concept of child-centred education is intrinsically linked to a developmental paradigm,
‘[c]hild-centredness and developmental practice are so closely linked that they are often
interchangeable in discussions of teaching
and learning’ (2005: 40). Similarly, Chung
and Walsh (2000) argue that the concept
tends to emphasize a developmentalist notion
of children, which advocates that children’s

interests and learning should be reflective of
their ‘readiness to learn’ and their natural
progression of development (Chung and
Walsh 2000). In this respect, the work of the
psychologist Jean Piaget (1896–1980) and
his view that learning should be child-centred,
‘age-appropriate’ and tailored to meet the
child’s readiness to learn remains a key principle of child-centred education.
Chung and Walsh’s (2000) research on
the epistemology of the term ‘child-centred’
traced its origins to the late 1800s when it was
thought the term first gained prominence.
Their extensive review of the literature uncovered more than forty different meanings that
have been used at one point or another, with
different approaches to the term defined by
various scholars such as Rousseau, Froebel
and other early philosophers (Chung and
Walsh 2000). A historical overview of childcentred education shows a complex web of
theories and philosophies that have influenced the way children’s learning and education have been constructed and shifted over
the centuries. It is not surprising, therefore,
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that attempts to define child-centred education is a task fraught with challenges.
The conceptual roots of child-centred
education draws upon the work of mid-
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century European
educationalists, such as Jean-Jacques
Rousseau (1712–1778), John Dewey (1859–
1952) and Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852).
Rousseau’s ideas of education and his views
on children’s innate ability to learn is rooted
in his belief in the centrality of the child as
learner and the importance of play and ‘free
play’ without any externally imposed rules
or predetermined goals (Tassoni and Hucker
2000). At the core of Rousseau’s work is the
belief that all children are born with natural
talents and virtues, and the primary role of
education is to harness their ‘inherent goodness’. Dewey’s philosophy of education lies
in understanding children’s experiences as
learners. His image of schooling as a world
where young children are active learners and
explorers, free to develop their individual
thinking and knowledge of themselves has
been pivotal in influencing the concept of
child-centred education. Froebel espoused the
view that the ideal schooling should revolve
around children, with the child ‘placed in the
centre of things because all things are seen
only in relation to himself, to his life’ (Chung
and Walsh 2000: 218). The work of Rousseau,
Dewey and Froebel were considered revolutionarily at the time, even controversial in
their theorisation of children as autonomous,
active rather than passive learners, and in
their belief that learning best takes place in an
environment that centres on children’s individual needs and interests. This traditional
view of a ‘child-centered’ approach became
firmly embedded within a European discourse
of early childhood education, for instance in
Froebel’s philosophy and the establishment
of the first kindergarten. The metaphor of
the garden (as in ‘kindergarten’) is foundational to Froebel’s thinking as encapsulating the optimum context for early learning,
where it was considered good practice that
learning was child-focused and practitioners
were expected to ‘intervene sensitively’ in

children’s activities to enable active learning
to take place (Wood and Attfield 2005).
The work of Froebel has also been considered extensively in the field of early years
education as being highly influential in shaping understandings of early years pedagogy,
in relation to the centrality of play, the child
as learner and their intrinsic need to learn
from first-hand experience in their exploration of the world (Wood and Attfield 1996,
2005). Bruce (2011) outlines the Froebelian
philosophy of early childhood education as
‘beginning from where the child is, rather
than where the practitioner thinks the child
ought to be’ (2011: 62). Anning (1997) maintains that this view of children and Froebel’s
intrinsic belief in placing the child at the
centre of the learning environment provided
a crucial foundation for the development of
a theoretical understanding of child-centred
education that has largely informed educational practice in many Western countries
today. Extending the work of Dewey and
Froebel, Biber (1984) describes the essential
tenets of a curriculum that is focused on educating the ‘whole child’:
If we were to free the child’s intellectual capacity,
we had to make learning an active, self-generating,
searching experience; if we were to be responsive
to the goal of educating the whole child, we had
not only to stimulate independent thinking and
reasoning processes but to open avenues toward
creative reorganisation of experience as intrinsic to
the learning process.’ (1984: 309)

The role of the child as an active and independent learner described here remains central to the construction of learning and
education, particularly in the late twentieth
century. The attention to the child’s individual development, the nature of the learning
environment and the experimental and experiential approach to learning have come to
characterise much of child-centred education.
This has continued to shape the landscape of
early childhood education and schooling
today, particularly in Western-based, Anglo–
European educational settings.
A view largely shared by writers and
theorists over the decades is therefore that
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underpinning child-centred education is
the importance of valuing play, children’s
needs, autonomy, choice and an individualised approach to learning (Bredekamp and
Copple 1997; Chung and Walsh 2000). The
basic principles of a child-centred education
are based on creating an environment that is
conducive for play and exploring, and where
the promotion of choice and autonomy is
perceived as a way of fostering independence
and confidence in children. The dominant
belief is that learning should be self-initiated,
enjoyable and relevant to the child’s needs
and interests. Such an approach when first
introduced was lauded in its stark contrast to
the more traditional didactic pedagogy, which
tended to focus on a more prescribed curriculum emphasizing academic performance and
more structured teaching methods. The role
of the child-centred teacher in this context
is more of a facilitator and observer, rather
than an instructor of knowledge. In contrast,
child-centred education advocates the child’s
autonomy and ability to shape the learning
process and as a constructor of knowledge,
rather than his or her learning being instilled
and shaped by the teacher. This interpretation of learning was inevitably extended to
the curriculum and pedagogy where teachers
were challenged to create a learning environment where children are engaged in problemsolving, questioning and enquiry-based
experiences that are focused on nurturing
their individual interests in order to realise
the tenets of a child-centred approach.
The values of child-centred education
has remained influential over the decades,
and the belief in the importance of a childcentred approach has in turn influenced
the way the curriculum and schooling have
been shaped historically. The tenacious
hold of child-centred education as a deeply
entrenched, almost sacred concept in education is summed up by Grieshaber and Ryan
(2005), ‘there is no doubt that child centeredness is an enduring and fixed entity in early
childhood education. In fact, it could be said
that it is a revered concept’ (2005: 9). Penn
(2005) argues that this enduring belief in
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child-centeredness dominates early childhood education in Western countries within a
Eurocentric context. Western early years curricula, such as New Zealand’s Te Whāriki,
Italy’s Reggio Emilia and other European
curricula, share a tradition of favouring
play and a child-centred approach (Spodek
1986; Soler and Miller, 2003; Bennett 2004;
Samuelsson and Carlsson, 2008; Anning et
al., 2009). A cross-country review of five
countries by the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD;
2004) revealed a consensus around the value
of play and a child-focused curriculum,
albeit with some variations in pedagogical
approaches to education.
In England, the principles of ‘child-centred
education’ remains embedded in early childhood practices, even if the term is not explicitly used. For instance, the national early
years curriculum for children from birth to
5 years – the Statutory Framework for the
Early Years Foundation Stage (Department
for Education (DfE) 2012) appears to subscribe to a strong ‘child-centred’ discourse
as it seeks to provide ‘a secure foundation
through learning and development opportunities which are planned around the needs
and interests of each individual child’ (2012:
2). The rhetoric of child-centred education
permeates the document, emphasizing the
importance of play and exploration, where
learning, care and education must be tailored
to ‘the individual needs, interests, and stage
of development of each child’ (2012: 6). Few
would dispute the idea that children should
experience a learning environment that provides for their distinct needs and care. Yet,
although it is hard to find argument with a
curriculum that focuses on the individual
child and promotes the primacy of play for
learning, a perennial tension remains that the
prescriptive nature of a statutory curriculum
with preset goals, assessment targets and
baseline testing seem somewhat at odds with
the principles of a ‘child-centred’ education.
If the main component of child-centred education is recognising the uniqueness of the
‘individual child’, how does this then translate
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in practice in a classroom with an average of
25–30 children whose experiences and learning are considerably diverse but essentially
constructed around a uniform, standardised
curriculum? This paradox resonates even
more with ongoing debates nationally and
internationally around tensions facing the
early years where the increasing formalisation of children’s learning and its associated
pressures on academic outcomes continue to
raise pertinent questions about the role and
purpose of early years education, especially
in the wider context of schooling and education in general (Ball 2003; UNESCO 2010;
Moss 2013; Ang 2014). A study by Orlandi
(2014) showing the conflicts faced by teachers in the foundation stage and key stage one
in England reveals that although teachers
believe in the value of play and following the
child’s interests, in reality this was difficult to
enact because of pressures to achieve assessment targets and compile attainment data
for children in key stage one, thereby giving way to more adult-initiated activities and
adult-centred learning (Orlandi 2014). The
dilemma remains as to what extent a standardised ‘one-size-fits-all’ type of curriculum
with mandated goals is able to accommodate
individual children from diverse backgrounds
with varying abilities and interests, and for
whom learning, early experiences and childhoods may well deviate from the average or
the norm. The key issue, in my view, lies in
the interpretation of child-centred education
and what it means – views about what constitutes ‘child-centredness’ and how this is
realised in practice is often very different.

LOOKING BEYOND THE CHILDCENTRED DISCOURSE
The previous section contends that the concept of child-centred education is a core
paradigm in the early years field. As theoretical understandings of early childhood
care and education began to shift, so did the
idea of child-centeredness. In tracing its

historical lineage, Chung and Walsh (2000)
stress the importance of critically examining
the complex and contradictory assumptions
underlying the notion of child-centred education. Looking beyond the child-centred
discourse, an ongoing conundrum lies not
just in its conceptualisation but also with its
associated practices and pedagogical
approaches. Writers and researchers in the
twentieth century began to contest the contradictions inherent in child-centred education, raising pertinent questions about the
way children’s learning and education are
perceived within such a paradigm
(Walkerdine 1990; Burman, 2008; Cannella
1997; Cannella and Viruru 2004; Dahlberg
et al., 2007; Grieshaber 2008).
The burgeon of critical theory with
the rise of post-structuralism and post-
modernism proved pivotal in moving the
concept of child-centred education beyond
its historical boundaries towards a deeper
problematisation of pedagogy and education. Post-structuralism basically provided
a vantage theoretical stance from which to
challenge commonly accepted knowledge
and ‘truths’ about a particular idea or phenomenon. From a post-structuralist perspective, all knowledge is perceived as socially
constructed and contingent on the cultural
context, time and space in which it is articulated, giving rise to different interpretations
and multiple versions of the ‘truth’. The idea
that all knowledge is not objective but valueladen is key to post-structuralist thinking
and its associated post-modernist paradigm.
The rise of post-structuralism in the twentieth century served to trouble and deconstruct
the widely accepted concept of child-centred
education, challenging the notion of children
as independent and autonomous individuals
with the freedom to shape the curriculum and
pursue their individual interests free from the
authority of adults.
Scholars began to take issue with the conceptualisation of child-centred education as
being overly reliant on developmental psychology and producing a normative construction of children, childhood and education
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(Burman 1994; Cannella and Viruru 2004;
Dahlberg et al. 2007; Grieshaber 2008).
The understanding of child-centredness as
largely derived from a developmental paradigm raised questions about what is ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ in children’s learning and
behaviour. The accepted ‘truth’ that there
are universal understandings of children and
childhood were challenged, and with it the
widely recognised idea that the curriculum
should be ‘child-centred’ with its emphasis
on the individual child and that children’s
learning is best supported through play and
exploration.
A major criticism of the child-centred
approach is not just that it advocates a model
of learning and pedagogy that is problematic,
some may argue almost impossible to apply
in practice, but that it privileges a particular
construction of the child that does not reflect
the inherent diversity in society amidst socioeconomically and culturally diverse communities. Burman (1994: 262) argues that the
rhetoric of child-centred education is marked
by ambiguities and ‘conceptual incoherence’
in theory as well as in practice:
As a statement of teachers’ commitments to the
educational development of their charges, the
child-centred approach expressed some important
sentiments. However, some difficulties have
emerged in translating them into practice. In the
first place, a teacher attempting to conform to
these precepts encounters an untenable conflict
between the mandate for non-interference to
promote independence, and her institutional position as responsible for children’s learning. How can
she oversee the individual development of a class
of 30 children?’ (1994: 264)

Burman (1994) describes the very tensions
inherent in espousing a child-centred pedagogy. She highlights research that shows the
untenable position faced by teachers who
face continuing dilemmas in their everyday
practice where the primacy of the teachers’
role as facilitators and observers becomes
rather limiting in such a pedagogical context,
rather than a more central one in shaping and
constructing children’s knowledge. Within a
child-centred setting, the primary role of the
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teacher is to foster children’s motivation for
learning and being responsive to children’s
needs, interests and ‘readiness to learn’, but
in the reality of everyday classroom practice,
the general uncertainty of recognising when
a child is ‘ready’ and what their needs are
remains problematic. The position of the
teacher–educator in child-centred education
with the focus on the child as an ‘independent learner’ and lesser emphasis on the role
of the teacher is therefore not straightforward. Burman argues that not only is the
pedagogy difficult to apply, ‘but it is also
worse than unhelpful’ (1994: 265). Burman’s
scathing critique of child-centred education
is also based on the contention that in reality,
so-called child-centred approaches continue
to be concerned with the social control and
regulation of children. The argument is that
teachers to some extent, rather, continue to
engineer children’s learning and choices in
the classroom, albeit covertly, to shape them
into rational beings in conforming to certain
standards. Similarly Canella (1997), like
Burman (1994) and Walkerdine (1985, 1990),
contends that the idea of choice for children
is ultimately an illusion – ‘child-centredness
creates the illusion of freedom’ (Canella
1997: 95) – because the adult teacher ultimately controls the choices that surround
children’s everyday experiences and shape
children’s capacity to act on their perceived
choices.
One of the main contentions surrounding
child-centred education is that it generates a
certain knowledge of how children learn and
develop that is reflective of a dominant world
(such as the West). This questions the cultural
appropriateness and universal application of
the concept for children whose lives, experiences, cultural values and social norms are
considerably different and do not always conform to the Western-idea of the ‘individual
child’. It could be argued that the construction of ‘the child’ in child-centred education
is essentially egocentric and ethnocentric.
In her deconstruction of research methodologies, Smith (1999) contends that Western
philosophies and religions tend to place ‘the
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individual’ as the basic building block of
society, in the same way that ‘the individual
child’ is central to the psychological paradigm. Yet, this is contrary to constructions of
the child in many other cultures and societies.
As Penn (2005: 90) states, things are different ‘on the other side of the world’. and the
situation of most of the world’s children is
very different from those we conventionally
come across in Euro–American societies on
which child-centred education is based. The
‘majority world’1, with its radically different
cultural values and expectations of children
and learning, often hold diverse perspectives
of children’s role and education that problematize the notion of child-centredness. The
central precept of child-centred education
emphasizing the child as an independent and
autonomous learner is largely posited on a
philosophy of Western individualism that is
in stark contrast to a wide range of cultural
perspectives and non-Western understandings
of children and childhoods, where children’s
relationships with significant others within
the family, community and society play a
much more significant role in their learning
and development. For instance, in countries
with an established history of Confucianism
and neo-Confucianism, such as China, Hong
Kong, Singapore and Taiwan, the position
of the child is constructed first and foremost
through their collective membership and
obligations to the family and wider community (Chong 1989; Zhou 2011; Vong 2012).
Yim et al. (2012) argue that the Confucian
philosophy of social and familial cohesiveness, in prioritising the family and community over the individual, continues to have a
dominant influence on many Asian communities and the role of children in society. Vong
(2012: 44) describes the role of children and
education in a ‘collectivistic society’ as being
particularly important in contributing to the
overall well-being of the family. Zhou (2011)
contends that the notion of a collective identity did not just exist conceptually but in reality through various forms of kinship networks
in Chinese society, from the extended family
to the children’s cultural lineage and the clan.

In this way, ‘Chinese children learned their
roles and responsibilities by moving within
an adult world that was typically larger and
more complex than that of their Western
counterparts (Zhou 2011: 338). In a crosscultural study on literacy learning in Hong
Kong and Canada, Wong (2008) contends
that issues around education, the nature of
knowledge and how it is acquired are socially
constructed. She observes how Confucianism
remains a dominant belief system in Hong
Kong where learning in a social group and
collectivist learner traits are imbued in preschool practices, unlike the emphasis on
creativity and self-expression in Canadian
preschools.
Significantly, the notion of ‘play’, a concept so central to child-centred education, is
also a construct that has been critically examined by many writers and critiqued in crosscultural research (Fleer 2009; Brooker and
Edwards 2010; Moyles 2010; Rogers 2011).
The centrality of play theory and a playbased curriculum in child-centred education
has been taken up by educators in their pedagogy as being vital for children’s learning and
development. However, scholars have also
raised tensions and frustrations frequently
felt by teachers about implementing a ‘childcentred’ play-based curriculum (Moyles
2002, 2010; Hedges, 2010), particularly
from diverse cultural perspectives. Emerging
cross-cultural research in recent years speaks
of the tensions and frustrations faced by
many practitioners working with children in
a non-Western context where beliefs about
child-centred education, in particular the role
of play and a less structured curriculum, is
accepted and privileged uncritically (Tang
and Maxwell 2007; Ang 2008; Wu and Rao
2011; Vong 2012). The research indicates
that the belief in the importance of play as a
medium for enjoyment, leisure and learning is
not necessarily shared by parents who expect
preschools to emphasize children’s academic
and social readiness for school. The concern
is that a child-centred approach to education
may not reflect the cultural beliefs and values
of the communities it serves.
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Cannella and Viruru (2004) argue that the
representation of play as a universal construct serves only to perpetuate a Westerndominant ideology of children’s education
that privileges learning through play, exploration and enquiry within an educational
environment. It ‘creates a corporate structure of normalisation’ (2004: 108) that is in
danger of labelling children as ‘abnormal’ or
deficit if they choose not to engage in play.
Liebel (2004) argues strongly that children’s
play (as opposed to work) is a phenomenon
of ‘modern’ Western industrial societies and
that the distinction between play and work is
often blurred or even non-existent in many
non-Western cultures. Liebel (2004) urges us
to look towards indigenous societies, such as
the South American Andes community, the
Tonga people of the south-Western Pacific
and many African cultures, where there is no
precise separation between work and play,
and children undertake certain ‘work’ activities that contribute to the family economy
whilst simultaneously participating in various playful forms of activities – laughing,
singing, dancing or interrupting their routine
to join a game. ‘Play’ in these societies is
a core part of the daily lives of the children
intertwined with their interactions with the
family and wider community in their shared
worlds – ‘when play is in progress, the whole
community plays, not only the children’
(Liebel 2004: 182). Liebel cites a study by
Pineda and Guerra (1998) that examined
the lives of a group of 38 working children
in Managua, Nicaragua where the children
showed a positive attitude to work because
they were disengaged and bored at home.
Although the converse may be true in other
communities where there is also research that
shows children’s work as a form of economic
exploitation and ‘child labour’ (Liebel 2004),
the children in Pindea and Guerra’s (1998)
study had no access to toys or play resources,
and viewed their work as an opportunity to
play with greater freedom and entertainment
outside the home. From a cross-cultural perspective, these studies show that children’s
work and perceived economic practices is not
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necessarily incongruous with play and learning in the classroom, and does not have to
be equated with exploitation. Liebel’s work
is useful because it provides a critical stance
to understand the dialectics of play, the role
of play in the curriculum and the extent to
which it contributes to ‘educating children’
and ‘developing them’ for society – a concept
so fundamental to child-centred education.
Looking beyond the discourse of childcentred education is therefore about rethinking accepted epistemological and theoretical
understandings of the term, and destabilising
our own uncritical understanding of the concept. The discourse of child-centred education as an ideological concept is summarised
by Dahlberg and colleagues:
Child-centredness seems to be such a concrete
and unproblematic concept. But in practice it is
very abstract and rather problematic. The very
term child-centred might be thought to embody a
particular modernist understanding of the child, as
a unified, reified and essentialized subject – at the
centre of the world – that can be viewed and
treated apart from relationships and context.
(Dahlberg et al. 2007: 43)

The critiques discussed in this section have
particular relevance for the way we perceive
early childhood education. They raise meaningful debates around constructions of the
child and, significantly, what it means to be a
teacher. As the following vignette illustrates,
looking beyond the child-centred discourse
requires us to rethink understandings of children, childhood and education, concepts that
are often so deeply entrenched in our values
and beliefs of children’s learning.

TROUBLING THE DISCOURSE:
A SHORT VIGNETTE
A vignette from a study on preschools in
Singapore2 presents a case for rethinking
child-centred education and troubling the
discourse (Ang 2008). Using an ethnographic
approach, the study explored the experiences
of children across three preschools, informed
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by the notion of childhood not as an ‘isolated
phenomenon’ but as a cultural and social
institution that is core to the community,
society and children’s lived experience.
Singapore is a small island nation-state
in South East Asia with a population of
approximately 5 million. The country can be
described as a country typical of many industrialised nations with its emphasis on early
education and education. Approximately 20 per
cent of the national annual budget is spent on
the education sector and national estimates
indicate that ‘more than 99% of children
attending primary schooling at 6 years of age
were attending at least one year of preschool
in either a childcare centre or a kindergarten’ (Ministry of Education (MOE) 2012: 1),
reflecting the burgeoning role of early years
education in public policy and the Singapore
society. Preschool services generally refer to
kindergartens and childcare centres. The compulsory school age for children at 7 years, and
kindergartens generally offer sessional educational programmes of typically three to four
hours per day, whilst childcare centres offer
a wider service of full-day care for children
aged 2 months onwards (Ang 2008).
The study is based on a kindergarten setting (Saint Peter’s kindergarten) that offers
an early years programme for children aged
3–6 years consisting of nursery (3–4-yearolds), Kindergarten 1 (4–5-year-olds) and
Kindergarten 2 (5–6-year-olds). The setting
is located in the northeast part of the country
and is affiliated to the Anglican Church in the
local neighbourhood. A different approach
to children’s learning and pedagogy could
be seen in a music and dance session in
the Kindergarten 1 class for 4-year-olds as
described in the observation narrative:
The class was led by Alice, the class teacher and
Mary, the assistant teacher. It was 8.55 in the
morning and the children were assembled in the
Goodness Hall. Alice gets ready the music player
and musical instruments. She explains to the children that the music will play a medley of songs
and they were going to perform the actions to the
songs. The children had learnt the songs in a previous session. Mary ushers the children to form a
circle, holding each other’s hand.

Alice (enthusiastically in a sing-song voice): ok
children, we are going to listen carefully to the
music and do the actions. We are going to swing
and tap! Are we ready?
Alice plays the tape. The song is a lively number with
instructions for the children to dance to the music.
Alice: (sings along and does the actions) Swing
and tap, swing and tap, swing your arms, bend
them back…
The children dance enthusiastically to the music.
Mary performs the actions with the children, keeping them in the circle and reining in those who are
not keeping up.
As the music plays, at various intervals Alice calls
out to the children to listen and follow the music
and to watch her as she performs the actions.
Approximately ten minutes into the session, a few
children began to break away from the circle and
perform their own movements.
Alice (stops the tape): Children, follow the music.
Listen to the words. I can see that not all of you are
listening…listen to the music and follow the
rhythm.
Alice (repeats the actions ‘swing and tap’):
Children, listen to the music! Are you ready?
Alice starts the recording again. The children continue
with the actions. The song ends five minutes later.
Alice (stops the tape): Children, did you like that?
Did you enjoy that? Well done!
Children (in a chorus): Yes!
Alice (briskly continues): Ok children, we are now
going to use our hand bells.
Mary hands out two hand bells to each child,
keeping them in the circle.
Alice (prepares the recorder again, but not before
she repeats her instructions to the children):
Everyone, we are going to use our hand bells now.
Let’s shake to the music. You have to listen carefully. I want to see who is listening and who is not
listening.
Alice starts the player and performs the action
with the children.
Alice (as the music plays): Children, listen to the
music, follow the music…

In this vignette, Alice is doing more than just
facilitating and observing the session. She is
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leading, instructing and modelling for the
children. On a couple of occasions when the
children were not following the music, Alice
stopped the recording to reinforce her instructions to the children. At the end of the session, when prompted about her thoughts on
how it went, Alice responded, ‘Ok, I think it
went ok…but not everyone was following
the music. I think they enjoyed themselves,
but not everyone was listening. You see, Wei
Xiang, Daniel, Stephanie, they were not listening to the first part of the music, they were
doing their own thing’. For Alice, listening
was clearly a vital skill that she thought the
children should acquire. When prompted
further on why she thought listening was
important, Alice appeared incredulous on
being asked a question to which the answer
seemed so obvious:
Listening is important, of course it is very important, because when they [the children] learn, if
they listen, they can be focused. Listening is so
important, if you don’t listen, you will lose out, you
won’t know what is going on. How will you know
what the teacher is saying? In Singapore, it is a
race.… Also, listening is important, because in our
culture, we are brought up to listen. From young,
we have to listen to our parents, our grandparents,
the older generation, of course listening is important. A good child is one who listens.

Alice’s response showed that the ability to
listen was something she took seriously, and
that her belief about the importance of listening is as much about the children paying
attention to what is being said during the
music session as it is about understanding the
context in which it is being said.
The vignette offers several readings. From
a child-centred perspective, Alice’s response
and pedagogical approach could be easily
critiqued as being too focused on the teacher
as an instructor with limited space for the
children’s individual choice and autonomy.
Alice’s constant instructions and reiterations
to the children to ‘listen and follow the music’
may not be readily perceived as enacting the
principles of child-centredness in allowing children the freedom to follow their interests and
negotiate their own learning. However, from a
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cross-cultural perspective, it could be argued
that Alice’s belief in the importance of listening comes from the best of intentions – if the
children listen, they will be more focused and
therefore able to better comprehend and learn
from the music session. For Alice, being
able to listen is an essential prerequisite for
learning – it is important if not more important than exploring, questioning or playing.
Significantly, her perception of listening and
learning is also influenced by a wider cultural
context and her sociocultural beliefs, ‘we are
brought up to listen…a good child is one who
listens’. Dahlgaard-Park (2006) suggests that
the Chinese term for ‘learning’ denotes ‘to
study’ and ‘to practise repeatedly’, which has
given rise to deep-rooted beliefs in Chinese
culture about the importance of continuous
learning and education as central to children’s education and overall development.
It could be argued that Alice’s views are
rooted in a traditional Chinese view of learning that places heavy emphasis on repetition and practice. However, it must also be
emphasized that her views and the vignette
do not purport to generalise or make universal assumptions about early childhood education, in that the notion of children’s learning
and education is not a ‘cultural constant’ in
the Chinese culture (which is a difficult concept in itself because of the diversity of the
culture) but is evolving. Rather, this short
vignette offers one dimension of how early
childhood education is conceived in a cultural context that is distinct from any other. It
encourages us to consider different ‘cultural
orientations’ of early childhood education
by looking at the ways in which children in
different cultures learn, thus challenging our
own accepted notions of how ‘best’ children
acquire knowledge, what early childhood
education should be like and the role of the
educator in the learning process. Cultural
beliefs and values are inherent in shaping
children’s learning and experiences, and the
notion of early childhood education is certainly not based on some universal norm. The
key lesson here is not so much that Alice’s
pedagogical approach is different, but also
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that her rationale and beliefs about her role as
educator and children’s learning represent a
way of thinking that may well be different to
our own understanding of child-centredness
and early childhood education.

CONCLUSION
The Child and Teacher
at the Centre
The task of this chapter has been to offer a
critical discussion of child-centred education
as conceptualised in different contexts across
the field of early education. The main thrust
has been to raise caution against an uncritical
commitment to the term as a decontextualised
construct, and the importance of disrupting the
tacit acceptance of child-centred pedagogy. In
doing so, it raises discussion as to whether it
is at all possible to speak about ‘the child’
and ‘child-centredness’.
Cannella and Viruru (2004) argue that the
belief in the value of child-centred pedagogy
is not shared by all societies, and the kind
of pedagogy that is relevant and appropriate
to the particular local context and community – even if it does not adhere to a more
‘progressive’ child-centred paradigm – will
better serve the needs of the children and
families. As researchers, an important task is
to critically examine our own use of the term
‘child-centred education’ conceptually and
in practice to inform a deeper understanding of children’s learning and pedagogy. This
means constantly questioning and evaluating their own values and beliefs, and asking
‘what sort of learning are we providing the
children?’, ‘what do we really understand by
the term child-centredness?’ and ‘does such
a curriculum serve the interest of the child?’
Debates around education, pedagogy and
how best to maximise the potential of children in an educational environment remains
at the forefront of current policy and research.
One response is to call for improved dialogue
between early childhood educators, teachers

and policymakers, and to give greater voice
to the perspectives of children about the kind
of education and preschool that they want.
Surely as key stakeholders, children with
the support of parents should be involved
in shaping the education and care for themselves. Not all families or parents share the
same beliefs and values about education that
they have in mind for children, but it is important that preschools and schools respond sensitively to the expectations and needs of the
children and families they serve.
Another response might be to rethink the
concept of child-centred education and the
centrality of ‘the individual child’ towards
a different kind of paradigm and knowledge
base that views education and pedagogy in
a relational context with the teacher and the
child at the centre. This offers an opportunity
to re-establish the centrality of the interactions and relationships between teachers and
children. In this respect, Vygotsky’s (1978)
work around learning and pedagogy provides
theoretical leverage for the importance of the
teacher–child relationship and the social context of learning. In his concept of the zone
of proximal development (ZPD), Vygotsky
argues that the role of the adult is critical in
enhancing children’s learning to help them
achieve new levels of learning and thinking
(Vygotsky 1978). His theory suggests that
children’s knowledge and experiences are
influenced primarily by the social contexts in
which they live and the role of adults in creating and facilitating appropriate environments
for learning. Taking a Vygotskian perspective
requires a ‘decentring’ of the child in childcentred education, with renewed focus on
the social interactions that take place within
the learning process and the adult’s role in
engaging with the child to extend their learning. Research by Graue (2005) across a variety of early childhood settings lends credence
to a pedagogical approach that focuses on the
relationships between teacher and child, and
the teacher as a co-constructor of children’s
knowledge beyond simply an observer or
facilitator. Her research found that, in practice, adopting too narrow an interpretation
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of child-centred education may in fact place
children at risk of isolation and disengagement in their learning because the teachers’
limited interactions deny children opportunities to extend their learning.
Herein lies the challenge for practitioners
and all those who espouse a child-centred
approach to education: how can we begin to
develop a critical consciousness of our own
entrenched beliefs about education, the curriculum and the pedagogies that we employ?
How can early years education be conceived in
a way that values the diversity of young learners whose living experiences, childhoods and
realities are marked by differences in culture,
language, ability and other social markers?
Early childhood professionals and all those
involved in the education of young children
must find room to question and raise difficult
questions, even when there are no fixed or easy
answers. It is only when educators are involved
in an ongoing process of dialogue and reflection about their pedagogy and practice that
they can begin the journey of engendering
transformative change in children’s learning.

NOTES
1 	 The terms ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ refer to designations commonly used by supra-international
organisations to describe the greatest proportion of people who tend to live in the developing
world in economically poorer continents of Asia,
Africa and Latin America (the ‘majority world’), as
opposed to the minority of the world’s population
(the ‘minority world’) who live in wealthier, more
developed parts of the globe (Europe, Australia,
New Zealand, Japan, US and Canada).
2 	 The vignette is an extract from an ethnographic
study undertaken by the author who was principal
investigator of a study of preschools in Singapore
funded by the British Academy.
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10
Practitioner Research:
Understanding Teaching
Through Inquiry
Vivienne Marie Baumfield

Singapore credits its achievements in international comparisons of school performance
with a commitment to linking teachers with
research as an integral aspect of professional
learning (British Educational Research
Association (BERA), 2014) and a recent
evaluation of a school improvement initiative
in the UK found that,
Effective knowledge exchange and implementation of new practice depends on the sustained
exposure to research that meets the local needs of
schools and practitioners, having salience with
their practice and identified problems. (Sebba et al.,
2012: 7)

Researchers across the world have developed
models for the engagement of teachers with
research that share common characteristics,
and claims as to their impact include improving teaching so that it is more learner responsive, enhanced feedback from learners,
dramatic shifts in teachers’ perspectives, the
challenging of assumptions, access to alternative ideas and practices, a willingness to
experiment and take pedagogical risks, and

the transformation of professional isolation
through membership of a community. The
recent inquiry into research and teacher education sponsored by the British Educational
Research Association (BERA) and the Royal
Society of Arts (RSA), emphasizes the connection between having the opportunity to
engage in research as the impetus to a wider
engagement with research:
Teachers’ views on research engagement frequently relate specifically to the theme or problem
that is being researched and appropriately these
are often related to pedagogies and curriculum.
Here the focus for the research has authenticity
and immediacy; it allows teachers to experiment
with alternative models of teaching and learning,
to explore relationships between teachers, learners
and the wider community. It is highly likely that
there is a productive relationship that should not
be ignored. (Leat et al., 2014: 3)

It will be no surprise to learn that despite
such references to a growing body of evidence, not everyone is convinced of the value
of practitioner research, with criticism
coming from two opposing sources. On the
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one hand there are those who question the
rigour of practitioner research and, therefore,
the quality and generalizability of the outcomes; and on the other hand, there is a suspicion that the promotion of practitioner
research by policymakers is part of a reductive exercise in prescribing ‘what works’.
Advocates of practitioner research have
addressed the question of quality by identifying different types of knowledge–practice
relationship:
Knowledge for practice – to implement/codify for
dissemination (formal knowledge)
Knowledge in practice – to uncover and enhance
(situated knowledge)
Knowledge of practice – to generate local knowledge within inquiry communities (testing knowledge
in context)
(Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 2004: 605)

They claim that criticisms of the scope of
practitioner research in terms of its generalizability are mistaken in their representation of
the motivation of the teachers and the
intended outcomes. The intention of the
teachers is to uncover situated knowledge
and test it in context within a wider community and although there are aspirations to
codify knowledge, the model is one of replication rather than establishing proven outcomes that can be generalized. According to
these accounts, the concept of knowledge
creation underpinning practitioner research
is to establish a ‘warrant for action’ that will
permit the testing of ideas in new contexts.
Whilst the motives of policymakers supporting practitioner research may well be mixed
with assumptions about ‘what works’, we
should perhaps place more faith in the integrity of the process itself as the antidote to
such interference. Accounts from teachers
who have benefitted from such schemes suggest that the focus on ‘what works’ has two
possible interpretations: it can represent the
narrow, anti-intellectual sense of being pragmatic that often prevails in policy discourse,
and it can also be understood in the expansive sense of Pragmatism as an epistemology
that empowers practitioners as knowledge
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creators. From this perspective, proposing
that it is possible for any form of empirical
research to provide proof is mistaken because
it is more a case of understanding what
worked than claiming to know what works.
Practitioner research is often represented
as the solution to the problem of the disconnection of teachers from educational
research, resulting in a situation in which,
…the impact of this evidence-base on practice is
often limited, and almost always inconsistent.
(Education Endowment Fund: 1)

It is assumed that this is a gap between
theory and practice and that closing the gap
would improve teaching. Rather than looking
for ways of closing the gap, the dichotomy
between theory and practice underpinning
the concept should be challenged and attention paid to the mediation of different sources
of evidence in teachers’ daily work. The
dimension often lacking in discussions of the
desirability and practicability of practitioner
research is the requirement to understand different fields of experience, that of the learner
and of the disciplines that are being learned,
in the creation of professional knowledge:
Teachers need to be active in two knowledgebuilding communities: with their students building an understanding of the world; with
researchers and other practitioners building a
working knowledge of teaching and learning.
(Bereiter, 2002: 25)

It is a requirement that was recognized by
John Dewey at the beginning of the twentieth
century in key works such as The Child and
the Curriculum, in which he presents the task
of teaching as that of building a bridge
between the child’s experience and the subject knowledge and skills to be learned in
school (Dewey, 1990). To build the bridge,
the teacher must exercise local situated
judgement to connect particular instances
with general principles through a process
Dewey calls ‘psychologising the subject’
(Dewey, 1904), with important implications
for the relationship between theory and practice in the work of the teacher.
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Teachers’ professional learning requires
the dynamic interaction of theory, research
evidence and practice evidence as represented in Figure 10.1.
Practice evidence represents what teachers learn from the experience of teaching –
knowledge in practice – and the connection
with research evidence is made through the
impetus from inquiry to relate individual, and
possibly idiosyncratic, events with empirical
evidence of what is known from elsewhere –
the experience of others. Similarly, it is the
process of practitioner inquiry that mediates
theory and practice evidence by developing
new theory directly from practice whilst also
opening up the possibility for the teacher of
considering alternative theoretical perspectives. The dynamic interaction between theory
and research evidence occurs when the complexity and intellectual demands of teaching
as a profession is recognized. Practitioner
researchers develop an interest in going beyond
developing craft skills whilst still recognizing
their value in competent performance in the
classroom, and they seek out opportunities for
professional education beyond training.
Greater precision in the use of terms would
facilitate consideration of the implications of

the processes involved in the engagement of
teaching and research. The stance taken in
this chapter is that practitioner research is
best understood as a process of inquiry into
the interplay of curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment in learning, which has a positive
impact on teachers’ professional learning. It
is the development of this perspective that
will counteract the sense within the profession that practitioner research may be a laudable activity for a minority of enthusiasts but
only once the ‘core’ job of improving practice
and raising standards is done (Handscomb
and MacBeath, 2008).

IDENTIFYING THE SALIENT FEATURES
OF PRACTITIONER RESEARCH
Some Lessons from the Past
The best-known advocate of practitioner
research in the UK was Lawrence Stenhouse
whose work on curriculum development
(Stenhouse, 1975) continues to influence
teachers and researchers in the US, Australia
and Europe. For Stenhouse, the curriculum is

Figure 10.1 Dynamic interaction of theory, research evidence and practice evidence
(Baumfield et al., 2008)
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a statement about the nature of knowledge,
which must be enacted in the process of
learning and teaching and so requires, ‘the
disciplining of all ideas by the problems of
practice’ (Stenhouse, 1980: 96).
Consequently, curriculum development
provides the ideal context for the integration
of theory and practice by positioning teachers on an equal footing with educational
researchers in the creation of knowledge
about teaching for teaching. Stenhouse drew
upon his practical experience of directing
the Humanities Curriculum Project, funded
by the Nuffield Foundation and the Schools
Council for 3 years with the remit of producing an enquiry-based humanities course
for secondary schools. The Humanities
Curriculum Project was an interdisciplinary
course based on discussion of controversial
issues and designed to be accessible to adolescent pupils of ‘average and below average
academic ability’. The precise content of the
course was not to be decided in advance, but
instead banks of material resources would be
provided and case studies of specific, contextualized practical examples of how teachers
were using them in the classroom constructed
and shared with the wider teaching profession,
whose opinion would be invited. By opening
up the work of the Humanities Curriculum
Project to public criticism in this way, the
exercise of teachers’ professional judgement
would build up a core tradition of disciplined
teaching using an enquiry approach:
All too often curriculum innovation is seen as a
problem of diffusing ‘good’ ideas. It is therefore
worth stressing that in our view the approach to
problems of curriculum should be experimental.
(Stenhouse, 1968: 29)

This experimental approach was continued in
the Ford Teaching Project directed by John
Elliott who had been a teacher working on
the Humanities Curriculum Project and was
now a member of the Centre for Applied
Research in Education (CARE) established
by Stenhouse at the University of East
Anglia. The aim of the project was to instigate research by teachers into the use of
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‘discovery’ methods of teaching in the classroom, and participants from both the primary
and secondary phases and from any subject
area were invited to join provided that their,
‘basic teaching style made them at least sympathetic to the possibilities’ and they were
‘prepared to spend the time and energy
required in making personal contributions to
the research’ (Bowen et al., 1975: 35).
The teachers were supported by a central
team from CARE who provided a range of
self-monitoring techniques for the teachers to
use in the construction of their case studies
and collated and fed back material for them
to discuss, criticize and work on in school
based group meetings:
The group meetings helped greatly in developing
our powers of self-evaluation, we worked through
much of the central team material together, and
selected what we felt was relevant to our situation.
We tried out suggested methods of evaluation and
reported to each other on the results; from these
trials we each of us slowly evolved the techniques
which would suit us individually. It is doubtful
whether we would have achieved this on our own.
(Bowen et al., 1975: 39)

However, the teachers also report that given
the limited time available for them to meet
together within their schools, they only rarely
discussed a problem arising directly from
their own experience. When they did have
the opportunity to focus on their own recordings of a class or group discussion, as
opposed to the transcripts and tape-slide
sequences (we are in the days before video)
compiled by the central team, they found the
immediacy of the feedback proved more
useful as a stimulus for professional discussion. The teachers found the requirement to
write case studies challenging because they
struggled to see how they could make their
experiences and what they had learned from
them relevant beyond their specific context.
Despite the difficulties encountered, those
teachers who had not dropped out during the
initial stages of the 3-year project were committed to continuing to work together once
the funding ceased and any differences
according to phase or subject area, which
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were pronounced at the beginning, receded
in the face of common experiences. From
1976 the work of Elliott and his colleagues in
the Ford Teaching Project was continued
through the Classroom Action Research
Network (CARN) at the University of East
Anglia, which was later renamed as the
Collaborative Action Research Network to
reflect the growing interest in practitioner
research from people working in contexts
other than school classrooms.1 Stenhouse’s
work is foundational for the tradition of practitioner research in the UK and continues to
be influential internationally, researchers
who worked with him at the University of
East Anglia have been at the forefront of
developments such as the Teacher Training
Agencies School-Based Research Consortia
and more recently Lesson Studies research,
both of which will be discussed later in this
chapter. However, the emphasis on the
importance of curriculum development that
is central to Stenhouse’s work is at risk of
being lost when the focus for practitioner
research shifts to inquiry into aspects of
teachers’ work where it is more difficult to
hold the necessary dynamic tension between
theory and practice. Stenhouse was primarily
a curriculum theorist and believed that it was
by focusing on subject disciplines that teachers would be able to engage with educational
researchers on common ground.
Another educational researcher in the UK
in the 1970s and early 1980s to promote a
dynamic relationship between theory and
practice in teachers’ professional development was Edgar Stones. He proposed a model
for professional learning through a process of
‘investigative pedagogy’ to equip teachers to
plan and evaluate their classroom practice.
For Stones, given the complexities of the
interplay of multiple variables, teaching is an
essentially experimental process and because
‘the proof of the theory is in the teaching’
(Stones, 1986: 175) the teacher is both a theorist and a practitioner. Investigative pedagogy was based on case studies showing how
teachers’ practical teaching skills could be
allied to psychological perspectives on human

learning to produce insights that combined
the theoretical with the practical. In doing so,
he drew upon work advocating an approach
in education similar to the practice in law and
medicine where the detection of patterns in
the accumulation of cases become generalizations to be related to existing research as
principles and form a nexus of theory (Tripp,
1985). Stones was disappointed with the
contribution of research in educational psychology to the support of pupils’ learning in
the classroom. He thought it had become the
domain of psychologists who were remote
from classrooms, and focused too much on
‘aetiologically oriented’ research on issues
outwith the immediate provenance of the
teacher. Consequently, educational psychologists furnished scant advice to guide the daily
activity of teachers in the classroom and he
wanted to reconnect learning and teaching
through the systematic study of pedagogy. He
saw that this required a shift in the orientation of both the educational research and the
teaching profession:
There is currently abroad in discussions of educational research, the notion of ‘teachers as researchers’. Pangs of conscience among research workers
who have hitherto taken teachers and students as
the material or ‘subjects’ for research, have led to
the espousal of an approach that proclaims the
involvement of teachers in research. The sharing of
a sterile activity, however, will not add to its effectiveness. If research is to enhance pupil learning by
more effective teacher action then it must turn its
attention towards pedagogy, and, in my view,
research in pedagogy cannot be done without
joint activity between teachers and researchers.
When this type of activity is common, research will
be systemic, developmental and ameliorative.
(Stones, 1986: 180)

Investigative pedagogy as articulated by
Stones has much in common with Dewey’s
approach to the generation of ‘narratives of
practice’ through sustained inquiry into the
testing of ideas in action in the classroom,
which constitute a body of professional
knowledge to guide future action. Dewey was
commissioned by the Society for the Scientific
Study of Education to write a report on the
relationship of theory and practice in which
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he identified the tension between the two as
both inevitable and a positive force for learning (Dewey, 1904). If the interaction between
theory and practice is handled in such a way
that it is mutual and fortifying then the fact
that tension is inescapable need not be a problem and attempts to resolve it by privileging
one or the other are misguided. It was in order
to encourage fruitful interaction of theory and
practice that Dewey developed his ideas on
the classroom as a ‘laboratory’ in which the
teacher could develop deep professional
learning through the study of theory-in-practice
dedicated to the understanding of a theory-forpractice (Shulman, 1998). Despite the existence of these ideas in the writings of Dewey
in the early 1900s and the further support in
the work of Stenhouse on curriculum development and Stones on pedagogy, holding
theory and practice in a state of productive
tension has proved challenging. At the turn
of the twentieth century, further attempts
were made to provide structures and identify
mediators to support practitioner research
through the development of ‘evidence-informed
practice’.

EXPERIMENTS IN PRACTICE
Researchers, Policymakers and
Teachers Working Together to
Create Professional Knowledge
The argument for the importance of creating
opportunities for the explicit sharing of the
knowledge of practice by teachers has been
strengthened by the identification in the
school improvement literature of internal
variations within a school as the most significant factor impacting upon pupil achievement. The early work of Little (1982, 1986)
lent support to the feasibility of the task of
transforming the staff of a school into a
learning community. It was found that when
teachers had the opportunity to plan and
work together they found the experience of
collaboration beneficial, even when it was
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simply struggling together with a problem.
Over time a commitment to finding solutions
could be built as teachers became students of
their own practice, interested in continuing to
learn. Borko (2004) has shown that participation in professional learning communities
promotes collegial interactions between
teachers and transforms the way in which
they think about teaching so that they change
their practice to use instructional time more
productively. Teachers who collaborate in
learning communities are also more able
to consider the implications of policy initiatives for individual classroom practice
(McLaughlin and Talbert, 2006). Researchers
in the US sent an open letter to the President
in which they drew upon over 20 years of
experience to set out the case for enhanced
conditions for teacher inquiry through the
promotion of professional learning communities (Lieberman and Pointer Mace, 2008).
In the UK, the Director of the Teaching and
Learning Research Programme (TLRP), the
largest public-funded research programme in
education, added weight to the case for
teachers learning together in professional
communities by advocating collaborative
research in the spirit of inclusiveness as the
best way to meet conceptual, methodological
and transformational challenges in education.
Assessment of the benefits of such collaboration highlight the following features
(Lieberman, 1999):
•• A chance to work across institutional boundaries
•• Participation in a community that respects teachers’ knowledge as well as knowledge from university research and from policymakers
•• Flexibility and informality in a loose organizational structure
•• An environment that supports experimentation
and taking risks

In the UK what proved to be a series of
experiments in realizing the potential of practitioner research began with a lecture given by
the educational researcher David Hargreaves
at the invitation of the Teacher Training
Agency (TTA), a quasi-governmental organization responsible for teacher education.
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The lecture outlined the concept of a ‘knowledge creating school’ (Hargreaves, 1996) and
excited debate in the national press by bringing the issue of the relationship between
research and practice in education to the
wider public. In the following year, the TTA
launched a 3-year project to explore the
potential of collaborative partnerships
between teachers and researchers by funding
four national School-Based Research
Consortia (SBRC). The TTA stipulated that
each consortium would consist of six schools,
their Local Education Authorities (LEA) and
a university who would work together over 3
years to investigate teaching and learning, the
specific focus of activity was the decision of
the individual consortia. Headteachers nominated a teacher to coordinate the project
within their school, the LEAs were represented by an adviser with responsibility for
teachers’ professional development (who in
most cases also had oversight of a particular
curriculum area), and the university partners
were education researchers and tutors on
Initial Teacher Education (ITE) programmes.
Activities included termly cross-consortium
meetings of teachers, LEA representatives
and university staff, an annual residential
weekend conference and regular school-based
workshops. Consortia also shared ideas within
a wider educational community by presenting
co-authored papers at national and international education conferences. Although TTA
funding supported activities such as the residential weekends and conference attendance
for the school partners, all the costs of working together were not covered. The school,
LEA and university partners drew upon existing funding streams for professional development within their respective organizations; it
was also the intention that the consortia would
bid for research funding to support their
activities, but none of the four were successful
in their attempts and teachers quickly became
discouraged, preferring to work within the
means more readily available to them. Regular
updates were given through annual reports to
the TTA who also appointed a link mentor for
each consortium who visited regularly and

provided advice and guidance. Over the lifetime of the SBRC, the demands from the TTA
to produce cumulative data regarding tangible
pupil outcomes increased and in the later
stages this included an aspiration to compile
cross consortia datasets. The participants
regarded this as a significant shift in emphasis
and somewhat at odds with the structures that
were in place and had encouraged a spirit of
experimentation and flexibility, which made
meeting the new demands difficult. Despite
some setbacks, the SBRC was able to break
down the isolation of teachers within their
classrooms as teachers began to share ideas
with the support of senior management teams
within schools who encouraged professional
dialogue about teaching and learning across
the school (Baumfield, 2001; Simons et al.,
2003). As the teachers gained in knowledge
and confidence they became more proactive
in the way in which they dealt with outside
influences on teaching and learning in their
school, such as the increasingly frequent
policy initiatives and a proliferation of external consultants seeking to advise teachers.
Responses from the schools to these external
pressures were more considered and initiatives aligned more closely with school priorities. The evaluation team commissioned by
the TTA commented on the success of the
SBRC in achieving the ‘re-professionalisation
of teachers’ and noted the trajectory from
engaging in to engaging with research as
inquiry in the classroom led to finding out
what was already known about an issue
(Kushner et al., 2001). The practice of partners from the university also changed as they
gained a better understanding of the ‘texture
of what happens in schools’ (Baumfield and
McLaughlin, 2006). Despite such positive
outcomes, the funding for SBRC was not
continued and attention shifted to the Best
Practice Research Scholarships (BPRS) set up
by the Department for Education and Schools
(DfES).
The DfES described the BPRS on their
website as ‘research focused professional
development’. The scheme required applicants to have a partner and although this
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could include an Higher Education Institution
(HEI), it did not make academic support a
requirement and there was no guidance based
on what had been learned from previous initiatives. Teachers were required to complete
a report to be submitted to the DfES to be
posted on an open access Best Practice website, and everyone was required to submit a
short, descriptive ‘Level 1’ report with an
optional ‘Level 2’ report that included more
technical information and analysis of the
project. The two levels were introduced in
response to the difficulties experienced by
the DfES in obtaining written accounts of
the projects but many teachers saw this as a
‘dumbing down’ of expectations and played
into the hands of critics disposed to question the intellectual rigour and validity of
practitioner research. Despite these limitations, evaluations of BPRS found significant
impact in at least three areas:
••

••

••

they impacted on teachers’ learning – how
they thought about themselves as professionals and the role they themselves gave
to evidence, research-based procedures and
wider reading in the development of their
own practice.
impact on practice recipients used their projects
in the development of their own day-to-day
practice; in a majority of cases there was also
evidence that their projects had influenced the
practice of other teachers in their own schools
and beyond.
evidence, some of which was robust, that these
changes in turn impacted on pupils’ learning.

I rate the scheme very highly – very highly. For me,
it’s the government saying directly to teachers –
‘Yes, you’re taking what you’re doing very seriously, you are more than somebody delivering, who’s
delivering what we’ve told you to deliver. We value
what you think, and what you think makes a difference. (Furlong and Salisbury, 2005: 79 )

With a change in the policy climate, funding
ended abruptly and the archive of reports and
case studies stored on the website has been lost.
The Networked Learning Communities
programme in England was established by
the National College for School Leadership
(NCSL) in 2002 with the intention of generating evidence about how and under what
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conditions collaboration through school networks can make a contribution to raising student achievement and, in particular, identify
the leadership practices with potential for
promoting school-to-school learning. Each
network consisted of a group of schools with
an external partner but, as with the BPRS
scheme, there was no stipulation that this
should be an academic partner, although in
most cases it was either a Higher Education
Institution or a Local Authority and sometimes both. Between 2002 and 2006, 137
networks consisting of 1,500 schools were
established making it one of the largest and
most ambitious programmes ever attempted.
Networked Learning Communities were
based on a framework developed by the
NCSL around a set of common principles and
strands of activity in accordance with a model
of learning linking three types of knowledge:
practitioner knowledge, what the teachers in
the network already knew from their experience of working in the schools; publicly
available knowledge, which included theory,
research and knowledge from best practice
elsewhere; and new knowledge, that was coconstructed in the network.
Effective networks promote networked learning –
and that is a step on the road towards a learning
system. What both grounded theory and research
from the NLC programme tell us emphatically is
that by aligning networked learning processes for
adults and pupils, and having leadership that promotes and supports that learning, there is evidence
that networks succeed in their twin objectives of
fostering learning community and raising pupil
achievement. (Jackson and Temperley, 2007: 59)

Although by the end of 2007 concerted
efforts by government to develop schemes to
bring researchers, policymakers and teachers
together were being phased out in England,
the Scottish Schools of Ambition Programme
received funding from the Scottish
Government until 2010 and initiatives in the
US focused on the development of professional learning communities. The Coalition
of Knowledge Building Schools in Australia
(Mockler, 2011) also continued as did work
on building partnerships between schools
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and universities in the Netherlands
(Cornelissen, 2011). The withdrawal of central support did not bring the experiment to
an end but it did make securing funding and
sharing ideas and experience more difficult;
often what survived was an approximation of
features that risked losing the opportunity to
fully understand the potential and limitations
of the original initiatives. In a recent review
of the current situation regarding collaboration between teachers, researchers and policymakers, a leading researcher concludes
that for professional collaborative enquiry to
have impact it has to have a hard edge with
tangible outcomes but too often superficial
collegiality and vague notions of professional learning militate against school
improvement through learning together as a
community (Harris and Jones, 2015). The
pitfalls of extolling the benefits of working
together without being precise as to what
may actually be involved is highlighted by
De Lima who observes:
There is nothing inherent in collegiality that provokes change in teacher practice. Collegiality can
be just a new way of doing old things over and
over. (De Lima, 2001: 116)

Aiming for generalised deep friendship as a
major goal for working in partnership may be
inimical to diversity, unpredictability and
innovation, resulting in communities so
closely bonded that they encourage conformity rather than change. Communities unable
or unwilling to engage in ‘constructive controversy’ (Tjosvold, 1997) may become victims of ‘group think’ (Janis, 1972) in which
growth stagnates in the uncritical acceptance
of group beliefs and the perpetuation of false
assumptions. It is important to establish a
‘coalition of interest’ centred on mutual
inquiry into learning in classrooms
(Baumfield and McLaughlin, 2006) and
through real debate about the significance of
different interpretations of evidence from
practice. This is more likely to occur at the
micro level and where the focus is on the
interaction of curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment in the daily practice of teachers

than through the promotion, however wellintentioned, of system-level structures for
collaboration – networking won’t automatically lead to increased levels of engagement
in or with research (Stoll et al., 2015). If the
dilution of the central ideas underpinning the
original experiments in collaboration is the
problem in current configurations of professional learning communities, the lessons
learned from the experiences of participants
offer potential solutions and two key ideas:
providing teachers with tools for inquiry and
developing partnerships as communities of
inquiry, which will now be examined.

TOOLS FOR INQUIRY
Teaching Thinking and
Thinking about Teaching
Teaching develops the propensity for practical problem-solving and innovation by ‘tinkering’ with everyday practices in the
development of the curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment and the seeds for more protracted and disciplined inquiry lie in the
‘fluid expertise’ (Berliner, 2001) demonstrated in this capacity for improvisation. A
systematic review of research into the effect
of thinking skills interventions on teachers
(Baumfield et al., 2005) found that focusing
on the importance of collaborative inquiry in
learning for their pupils led to a marked shift
in their attention and the consideration of different aspects of the teaching and learning
process. The studies demonstrate that the
link between encouraging pupil inquiry and
teachers engaging in inquiry is the enhanced
access to feedback from the learners through
more sustained, considered dialogue; it is this
that is the basis for growth in the capacity to
think critically about learning processes in
the classroom. This ‘mirror effect’ (Wikeley,
2000), or capacity for interventions designed
to have a particular impact on pupils to have
the same effect on their teachers, is consistent with what is already known from the
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extensive literature on the importance of
student feedback for professional learning
(Watkins, 2000). The pedagogical strategies
teachers use to promote student inquiry function as catalytic tools for teacher inquiry.
Juxtaposing the novel and the familiar, as
new strategies are integrated into existing
schemes of work, create conditions in which
the teacher experiences ‘positive dissonance’
(Baumfield, 2006) – routine patterns of
behaviour are disrupted without the teacher
feeling vulnerable as the unpredictable
responses exceed expectations and incite
interest. Consequently, teachers are stimulated to inquire more deeply into their own
pedagogy and are willing to engage with
evidence from a wider range of sources
(Baumfield and McGrane, 2001). It is this
impact as tools for inquiry for both students
and teachers that characterizes such curriculum innovations as ‘powerful pedagogical
strategies (Leat and Higgins, 2002). They
instigate a trajectory of teacher development
from the kindling of interest in pupils’ learning through enhanced feedback, to inquiry
into pedagogy and professional learning and
so create an appetite for further study. In this
way, professional knowledge is developed
through a series of cycles of inquiry in
accordance with Kolb’s model of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984).
In keeping with the pragmatist epistemology that underpins the inquiry approach to
building and sharing knowledge of practice,
emphasis is on engagement in specific, practical action in the context of classroom teaching through which larger themes and issues
are encountered and potential solutions
tested. It is through praxis that the dichotomy
of theory and practice is denied by holding
both in a mutual, fortifying interaction, and
a warrant for further action is sought through
the interaction of evidence from practice, evidence from research into practice and educational theory. Arguments regarding the quality
of the research teachers undertake often
focus on the tendency for their inquiries not
to be linked to existing research and so risk
‘re-inventing the wheel’. However, we have
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found that if teachers begin with investigating their own questions directly in an inquiry
triggered by feedback from learners this will
lead them at a later stage to look beyond their
own experience and to take account of what
other people may have said about an issue
(Baumfield and McGrane, 2001; Temperley
and McGrane, 2005; Hall, 2009).
The focus on inquiry links directly to
teachers’ work with their students where
the use of questions to stimulate learning is
already part of their practice and where it is
expected that knowledge will be achieved
through dialogue. It is this emphasis on dialogue with other people and with what is
already known that distinguishes practitioner
inquiry from reflection. As we have seen,
the pursuit of pedagogy to promote pupil
inquiry is particularly productive in engendering forms of classroom interaction that
trigger and support teacher inquiry. As the
pupils are encouraged through a curriculum
based on inquiry to shift their attention from
a performance orientation to a learning orientation (Dweck, 1986), so the teachers begin
to manifest the same qualities of greater
persistence, flexibility and the capacity to
work more effectively in solving difficult
problems in their own pedagogical practice.
It is a process that offers greater integration
of experience so that, ‘…ideas of teacher
learning, professional development, teacher
knowledge and student learning – fields that
have largely operated independently of one
another’ (Wilson and Berne, 1999: 204) can
be woven together.
So far, the argument presented in this
chapter is that inquiry focused on the interaction of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment
in the classroom is an integral part of teachers’ practice and can provide a foundation
on which to build the knowledge and skills
necessary for developing a more systematic
approach to practitioner research. The motivation to engage in practitioner research is, as
research on motivation would suggest, fluid
and subject to constant change (Apter, 2001);
it is influenced by many factors, including
the interaction between the tools, the context
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and teacher characteristics. It is likely that
the interest of a particular teacher in pursuing an inquiry will fluctuate according to
other demands on his or her time at particular stages in their career or according to the
context in which they find themselves. It will
undoubtedly be more difficult, but not impossible, for an individual to sustain successive
cycles of inquiry if they are working alone
without supportive colleagues. It is for this
reason that promotion of practitioner research
is frequently linked with the idea of developing partnerships and creating communities of inquiry. Teaching using a curriculum
development approach, such as the infusion
of metacognitive strategies is beneficial in
promoting teacher inquiry and promoting
changes in pedagogy, but the process can be
demanding and not all teachers benefit to the
same degree. A longitudinal study of teachers
using an approach called Cognitively Guided
Instruction (CGI) to teach mathematics in
elementary schools in the US found that not
all teachers followed the same trajectory of
inquiry and change, even though they implemented the CGI approach in their classrooms
(Fennema et al., 1996; Franke et al., 1998).
For some teachers it seemed to be enough
to try out the approach and confirm that
it worked in their classroom; this did not
then lead on to further inquiry about how
and why the approach was effective. So that
although CGI with its focus on students’
mathematical thinking has the potential to
engage teachers in inquiry, the authors suggest that the experiences may not be sufficient because it is the meaning that the
teacher constructs that acts as a stimulus for
what they term self-sustaining generative
change (Franke et al.,1998).
Recent research into the potential of the
‘lesson study’ approach developed over many
years in Japan suggests that this is also a
powerful tool for inquiry, which can produce
small, incremental improvements in teachers
over long periods of time (Stigler and Hiebert,
1999). The lesson study approach focuses on
raising achievement through the planning of
jointly conceived research lessons to address

particular problems with learning rather than
focusing on the performance of the teacher.
Teachers in Japan have identified seven pathways of improvement resulting from lesson
study:
increased knowledge of subject matter, increased
knowledge of instruction, increased ability to
observe students, stronger collegial networks,
stronger connection of daily practice to long-term
goals, stronger motivation and sense of efficacy
and improved quality of available lesson plans.
(Lewis, 2009: 19)

These conclusions are supported by work
with secondary school teachers in the UK
where important gains regarding the reduction in feelings of professional isolation have
been identified as teachers welcomed what
they described as an ‘eye opening opportunity’ to focus on pupil learning (Cajkler et al.,
2014). The insights gained by the teachers
led to a greater awareness of what pupils
already knew and the confidence to take
‘pedagogical risks’ to enable pupils to engage
in interactive activities, such as peer learning
and problem-solving.

COMMUNITIES OF INQUIRY
Inquiry establishes patterns of classroom
action that enable the pursuit of educational
aims to be a means of capturing an understanding of educational process (Stenhouse,
1984) and so achieve the mutually fortifying
interaction of theory and practice Dewey set
out in his plans for teacher education in the
early 1900s but which continues to prove
elusive. Teachers find that using tools for
inquiry changes the norms and dynamics of
their relationships not only with their students but also with colleagues. Inquiry
encourages collaboration and if teachers are
to be sustained through the process of change,
which inevitably engages the emotions and
triggers feelings of doubt and uncertainty
(Leat, 1993), then belonging to a community
of inquirers will be beneficial. Communities
of inquiry not only offer support but also
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challenges and, as the researchers on the CGI
project in the US found, it is by teachers
having access to a wider critical community
that generative and sustained change occurs.
The value of external facilitation for the
development of inquiry as a sustained feature of teacher professional learning has
been well documented in systematic reviews
and meta-analyses of the research literature
on Continuing Professional Development
(CPD) (Handscomb et al., 2008; Sebba et al.,
2012). Zeichner, in his analysis of the different forms of partnership proliferating in the
US under numerous initiatives to promote
teacher collaboration, also emphasizes the
importance of the involvement of external
partners. He suggests that researchers based
in universities can be a catalyst for the formation of a community that can secure the
emphasis on inquiry he considers necessary
for professional learning, provided the tendency to create hierarchies of expertise can
be avoided (Zeichner, 2003). The School
University Partnership for Educational
Research (SUPER), based in Cambridge for
over 30 years has survived successive waves
of experimentation with different structures
and initiatives in the UK and provides one of
our best sources of evidence of how partnerships work. McLaughlin (2015), reflecting
on her experience of working with teachers in SUPER, highlights the importance of
complementary activity that uses the differences between the partners to build internal
capacity. Combining support with challenge
that is effective and appropriate is a big issue
in such partnerships and she regards the tendency amongst some to think that schools
do not need university departments of education, who are skilled at this process, as a
retrograde step.
However, the discourses in which partnerships for research are discussed have shifted
and the current emphasis in universities and
schools on impact and outcomes can be
in tension with the idea of critical debate,
questioning and social justice. The notion of
not knowing the answers or of problematising practice may not sit easily alongside the
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accountability and performance culture that
is dominant in education at the moment.
Mockler (2011), whilst endorsing the capacity of a school-university partnership to ‘interrupt the way things are’ (Grundy et al., 2001)
and stimulate the co-construction of knowledge, points out that resisting hierarchical
tendencies might be more difficult than many
people suppose. Mockler counsels caution in
claiming that such alliances can be free from
the influences that shape dominant views of
research, professionalism and teachers’ learning. Sustaining an ethos of generative and
constructive critique in a school-university
partnership is a challenge when policymakers are looking for ‘quick fix’ solutions to
the problems affecting student attainment in
schools.
Despite false starts and conceptual confusion, experiments in practitioner research
through inquiry into the interaction of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in classrooms have yielded some important insights.
We have a better understanding of the importance of providing teachers with tools for
inquiry and the potential of inquiry to support collaboration in communities of inquirers in which the partnership of schools and
universities could play an important role in
providing the challenge and support for all
of the participants. It is when practitioners
have the necessary tools to address questions arising from the dynamics of teaching
directly through their situated experience and
in a symmetrical relationship of reciprocal
inquiry that a productive tension between theory, research evidence and practice evidence
creates knowledge of teaching for teaching.
Two things are essential to this process and
both are hard to achieve. Holding theory and
practice in a state of tension is uncomfortable and the tendency to push for resolution
hard to resist – for many people certainty is
preferable to inquiry and the space for action
is vulnerable to colonization by the imposition of dominant models of what constitutes
knowledge. Sustaining interaction through
inquiry is how a relationship between educational research and classroom teaching that is
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not one of application but of cooperation can
be encouraged:
Both are practices in their own right, with different
possibilities and different limitations, and each must
inform the other. (Biesta and Burbules, 2003: 108)

NOTE
1 	 CARN is currently based at Manchester Metropolitan University and continues to be an active
network for Action Research hosting an annual
international conference that attracts practitioner
researchers from a wide range of contexts.
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PART II

Curriculum and Pedagogy

11
Culture and Pedagogy(ies): (What)
Have We Learned From and Since
Alexander 2001
David Zyngier

INTRODUCTION
There is no unity between school and life, and so
there is no automatic unity between instruction
and education. In the school, the nexus between
instruction and education can only be realized by
the living work of the teacher. (Gramsci, 1971: 35)
The principles of many … teacher education programmes are grounded in a relatively homogenous
set of Western cultural values, even though their
participants come from a wide range of different
cultural backgrounds. (Badger and MacDonald,
2007: 215)

When I first starting teaching in Australia in
1982 I do not believe that the term pedagogy
was used by teachers at all to describe what
we did in the classroom with our students.
Certainly pedagogy was never discussed in
the staff room or in staff meetings. Teachers
did teaching then.
In 2002 Alexander’s (2001a) seminal text
Culture and Pedagogy1 won the Outstanding
Book Award of the American Educational
Research Association. Although pedagogy is
perhaps ‘the most elusive theme of all’ it is

‘arguably the most important’ as at a practical level it relates to the context of culture,
structure and policy in which it is not just situated but embedded (Alexander, 2001a: 30).
Although by Alexander’s own account his
work omits the two-thirds of the world’s people who have never used a telephone, email
or the Internet, he tried to differentiate what is
universal in pedagogy from what is countryspecific or bounded by culture to develop a
‘coherent account of pedagogy … the values
and ideas by which teaching is informed [by]
its contexts of culture and history’ (2001a: 6).
The challenge of comparative pedagogy he
wrote later ‘is to marry the study of education elsewhere with the study of teaching
and learning in a way which respects both of
these fields of enquiry yet also creates something which is more than the sum of their
parts’ (Alexander, 2009a: 923).
Alexander suggests that although pedagogy is a ‘window on the culture of which it
is a part, and on that culture’s underlying tensions and contradictions as well as its publicly
declared policies and purposes’ (Alexander,
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2001b: 4) it is the most commonly neglected
theme addressed by researchers of comparative education (Alexander, 2009b).
This chapter surveys and critiques the
major theoretical traditions of pedagogy that
have mainly been derived from and linked to
Western (European, US, Australian) frameworks to incorporate a more nuanced understanding of the link between culture and
pedagogy. Drawing from a wide and diverse
range of pedagogical traditions I conclude
which – if any – pedagogies are indeed
shared and universally understood to be if not
best practice, then at least good practice – not
just for some students, but for all, particularly
those that come from what has been termed
children and families of promise (Swadener
and Lubeck, 1995).
Based on my own research (McMahon
et al., 2012; McMahon and Zyngier, 2009;
Zyngier, 2003; 2004a, 2004b; 2005a, 2005b;
2007a, 2007b; 2008; 2011a, 2011b; 2013;
2014a, 2014b) I suggest a different way to
think about pedagogy and its alignment with
culture, and conclude by suggesting ways
that school curricula and pedagogical strategies across the world can be developed to
meet the challenge of change taking place
in schools and classrooms. Such development will bridge the gap between the already
emerging tensions between accommodating
the need for a pedagogy to reflect cultural
and psychological universals as part of globalization, whilst maintaining certain key
contextual values and culture-specific features that are part of the cultural context of
both learners and teachers (Thomas, 1997).
The chapter begins by locating the challenges faced by teachers across the world
today by the domination of instrumentalist
education policies that fail to connect their
recommendations with cultural context as if
they are independent. The search for the education equivalent of the oxymoronic smart
bomb or silver bullet along with neo-liberal
instrumentalism returns it seems almost
inevitably to deficit discourses of ‘back to
the basics’ in the curriculum. By offering
contested understandings of pedagogy, I seek

to problematize the concept of pedagogy,
suggesting that pedagogy should mediate
between the everyday world and the world
of school that seeks to develop a deeper and
more nuanced understanding of the term by
exploring a range of its dimensions and how
these impact on and work together with concepts of culture. The next section attempts
to navigate the labyrinth of pedagogical
practices that include pedagogies of indifference and poverty, to productive and culturally relevant pedagogies. Problematizing
pedagogy as cultural politics in action, the
chapter proceeds to critique the unproblematized assumptions beyond the polarization of
pedagogy and culture using examples from
non-Western research. Although I do not propose a ‘magic bullet’, no single pedagogy or
pedagogical practice and no single definition
of best practice, I do outline some pedagogies of possibility. Concluding that pedagogy
is actually a risky business I offer a new and
innovative framework that both empowers
teachers and their students to the possibility
of individual and social transformation.

EDUCATION IN NEW
(NEO-LIBERAL) TIMES
Education too often is as much about ‘social
engineering as about personal empowerment’ (Moore, 2000: 91). In far too many
education systems students actually receive
differentiated education programs, not based
on their abilities and passions but on their
socio-economic class, ethnicity or race
(Moore, 2000). The cultural bias in the curriculum not only disguises itself as the
‘hidden curriculum’ but also too often
encourages teachers, administrators and the
public to believe that some students are just
more ‘able’ than others. Writing over 70 years
ago, Gramsci (1971) understood that teachers must be always conscious of the contrast
between the type of culture and society that
they represent and the culture of the children
in their classrooms – what has been termed
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the ‘why and wherefore of individual pedagogical action’ (Clandinin and Connelly,
1987: 487).
Alexander, therefore, was (rightly) highly
critical of a growing ‘me-too’ tendency in
the UK (and elsewhere) of governments and
education departments attempting to transplant policies and practices from one national
setting (where they appear to be ‘effective’)
with little understanding of the multi-layered
historical, cultural and political contexts of
their origin (Alexander, 2001a: 546). If anything, this tendency has only grown since that
time through what Sahlberg (2011) has called
the GERM – the Global Education Reform
Movement.
Alexander’s stated goal in his opus was
to ‘unravel the complex interplay of policies, structures, culture, values and pedagogy’ (2001a: 4) and to develop a theory
of pedagogy with general application. At
that time Alexander was highly critical of
the domination of instrumentalist education policies that failed ‘to connect recommendations with cultural context as if they
are independent of each other’ (2001a: 29).
This, Alexander argued, limits teacher (and
perhaps pupil and community) agency. In a
later article (2009a) he raises the question of
whether there can be an indigenous ‘science
of teaching’.
In Australia today, for example, the newly
elected (2013) federal conservative government2 sought to put its ideological neo-liberal
stamp on education policy by immediately
calling for a review of the previously agreed
National Curriculum, arguing that it had
too much emphasis on Asia and Indigenous
Australia and did not acknowledge adequately Australia’s Christian and Western
heritage. Moreover it has subsequently
moved to impose its own ideas about teaching standards and what is good pedagogy
through funding of direct instruction programs and a ‘back-to-the-basics’ approach,
as well as extending the Teach for Australia
program, funding Christian chaplains for
public schools and instituting yet another
review of teacher education programs. What
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has happened in Australia is mirrored in other
neo-liberal governments.
In an earlier paper (Alexander, 1999) asks
whether generalizability must be the ‘cardinal criterion for judging the claim of educational research. How far are this insistence
and this arithmetical monopoly justified?’
(1999: 152). And further ‘[H]ow far can what
I derive from individual schools … claim to
address the condition of … education anywhere beyond those schools themselves?’
(1999: 157).
Alexander provides a very clear account of
the danger of the increasing intellectual and
political hegemony of effectiveness and standards, underpinned by tight central political
control increasingly frustrating rather than
enhancing pedagogical development, practice and inquiry (2001a: 37). This is a salient
and timely warning for educators (and maybe
politicians and bureaucrats) unsure about
the implications and dangers of reliance on
statistical measurement. He warns of ‘engineered education debates’ by governments
that serve to absolve them of the economic
and social responsibility for any supposed
lack of achievement – instead directing blame
for pupil failure to the education system, to
teachers, schools (and their heads) and to
teacher education institutions (2001b: 4). In
Australia, for example, we witness a less than
nuanced shift from discussions about enhancing teaching quality to the need for quality
teachers.
Pedagogy does not begin and end in the classroom. It is comprehended only once one locates
practice within the concentric circles of local and
national, and of classroom, school, system and
state, and only if one steers constantly back
and forth between these, exploring the way that
what teachers and students do in classrooms
reflects the values of the wider society. (Alexander,
2009a: 925)

Darder (2011) adds to these warnings that
the construction and control of knowledge
are at the ‘heart of this phenomenon’ as part
of a culture of dominion that works to sustain asymmetrical relations of power within
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the larger society. She reminds us (as if we
need reminding) that it is the very conditions
within our school systems that reproduce
inequality and social exclusion ‘through
pedagogical relationships that reinforce
repression’ through what she terms the neoliberal hidden curriculum and culture of
terror (Darder, 2011: 397). She argues that
teachers may seldom consciously connect
their pedagogical practices to these phenomena, but they are too often unconsciously complicit in what goes on in our
classrooms.
Writing about the Indian context, Clarke
(2001) seeks to document and understand
teacher thinking and pedagogy in a nonWestern context and tries to redress a perceived imbalance between a reliance on
Western pedagogical reform and Indian culture and describes how culture has powerfully constructed both teachers’ explicit and
implicit pedagogies. He notes that there are
many aspects of the Indian education system that are ‘rooted in a native pedagogical
philosophy’ (2001: 10) which, despite the
best efforts of colonization, have survived
British education. These cultural models are
typified by rote, repetition and memorization and are still employed by and continue
to condition teachers reflecting the objectives and practices of Indian education.
Clarke highlights that Indian education has
lacked attention to higher-order thinking of
reasoning, analysis and creativity. It is ultimately the teacher beliefs, Clarke suggests,
that give rise to a common teaching culture,
irrespective of the physical school location
(Clarke, 2001). This is further discussed in
the next section.
The search for the education equivalent
of the oxymoronic smart bomb or silver bullet, along with neo-liberal instrumentalism,
seems to lead almost inevitably to deficit
discourses of back to the basics in the curriculum. We see happening in far too many
global education systems as they strive
to climb the venerable (leaning) tower of
PISA (Programme for International Student
Assessment of the OECD) today.

SO WHAT IS PEDAGOGY?
Pedagogy describes all the learning and teaching that takes place within a socio-cultural
context of the school and its community, with
the teacher acting, therefore, as a culture
broker (Stairs, 1995). However, pedagogy is
only one part of what Bernstein (1971) called
the three message systems of formal educational knowledge, which can be considered to
be realized through education; the other two
are curriculum and assessment. Education at
its best is when there is an alignment and
coherence between these three. Alexander
writes that:
Pedagogy is not a mere matter of teaching technique. It is a purposive cultural intervention in
individual human development which is deeply
saturated with the values and history of the society
and community in which it is located. Pedagogy
is best defined, then, as the act of teaching
together with the ideas, values and collective histories which inform, shape and explain that act.
(Alexander, 2005: 3)

Pedagogy is not only a system of information
or subjects that are organized for students,
but an ordering of social fields that define the
categories and distinctions that legitimate
what is to be thought and taught. At its core,
therefore, pedagogy can be viewed as a
system of discipline ‘by which hierarchies –
markers of social distinction and aspirations –
are established’ (Popkewitz, 1992: 136), for
example the physical arrangement of a classroom can suggest coercion, control and surveillance or cooperation and empowerment
(Britzman, 1992). Alexander (2001b: 7) asks
whether there is any ‘irreducible core of elements in teaching which are universal in the
sense that in some form they are replicated in
any and every context and can therefore form
the basis for legitimate extrapolation from
one context to another’. What remains constant almost everywhere is Flanders’s (1970)
pedagogical asymmetry – his celebrated rule
of two-thirds is possibly the most common
pedagogical strategy regardless of cultural
setting, even if it is not acknowledged in
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many classrooms today – that for about twothirds of most school lessons somebody is
talking, that about two-thirds of this talking
is done by the teacher and that two-thirds of
teacher talk is direct instruction (Alexander,
2001a: 393). In the end, what we do in our
classrooms with and to our children is often
not culturally specific. The ‘ubiquitous
escaping of pedagogical steam – “Shh…shh”
heard in so many classrooms around the
world suggests that there are some universals
in teaching then’ (Alexander, 2001a: 382).
The cultural gap between a learner’s
everyday world and the world of school
can, however, result in unauthentic and ineffective teaching and learning. The world of
pedagogy, on the other hand, should mediate
between the everyday world and the world
of school.

A PEDAGOGICAL LABYRINTH
Pedagogies of Indifference and
Poverty to Productive Culturally
Relevant Pedagogies
There is something fundamentally scary about
pedagogy because pedagogy references the
unknown. Inscribed in any pedagogy are the tensions of the social … Every pedagogy is overburdened with relations of power, techniques of social
control, and institutional mandates. (Britzman,
1992: 151–165)

Although pedagogy has been commonly and
simplistically defined as the art and science
of teaching, it is a far more complex labyrinth. What follows seeks to develop a deeper
and more nuanced understanding of the term
by exploring a range of its dimensions and
how these impact on and work together with
concepts of culture.
The pedagogical labyrinth Todd (1997a)
claims is where it may be difficult for teachers to differentiate between knowledge,
power relations, and social and cultural
differences. In that sense, pedagogy is the
deliberate attempt to influence ‘how and
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what knowledge and identities are produced
within and among particular sets of social
relations’ (Giroux and Simon, 1992: 219–20)
as a political and practical activity that creates experiences that organize and disorganize
students’ understanding of the natural and social
world – transformation through the agentic
interaction of the teacher, the students and the
knowledge they produce together.
A pedagogy of difference complicates the ancient
thinking of the West that does not grant standing
to the idea of the Other, its infusing in the idea of
perpetuity, stasis, and fixed order the semblance of
an outside, exteriority, to a pedagogy of the Same.
(Trifonas, 2003: 8, italics in original)

Any discussion of pedagogy therefore begs
the question: what kind of pedagogy. Is it the
familiar banking model described by Freire
(1993); or a more transformative pedagogy
of teacher–student and student–teacher
reciprocal relationships (Zyngier, 2008),
which involve a dialogic process in which
knowledge leads to reflective and deliberative action that is contrary to traditional factual ‘filling up’; or a banking pedagogy
where knowledge is produced and not deposited. The latter understanding of pedagogy is
re-positioned in that nexus of social relations
and culture and is better placed to explore the
meaning of cultural differences through ‘non
essentialized views of the subject and the
negotiation of identities with popular cultural
forms’ (Todd, 1997a: 4).
Britzman (1995) argues that schooling produces not only forms of knowledge but also
particular relations of inequality amongst
race, gender and class. Schooling also produces and organizes racial, cultural and gendered identities of students ‘in tandem as
social relations’ (1995: 66).

CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGIES
Roger Simon (1995) suggests that teaching
practice is concerned with ‘the exploration of
the difference that difference makes for the
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complex dynamics of pedagogy’ (1995: 92
italics in original). Pedagogy is therefore
much more complex as a practice within
which one acts with the intent of provoking
experiences that will simultaneously organize
and disorganize a variety of understandings
of our natural and social world – our culture.
Identifying culture as a problem of pedagogy, Popkewitz (1992: 133) asked, ‘Whose
cultures are appropriated as our own? How
is marginality normalized?’ This raises the
questions of who defines ‘our’ culture and
views of ‘self’, which are both constructions that ‘occur in relation to structures of
power and issues of dominance’ (Popkewitz,
1992: 133). This is because the culture that
is brought into school and into schooling3 is
an important social and political issue – the
relationship between culture and pedagogy
must be seen and understood as a problem
of power in a continual, dynamic struggle
between race, class and ethnicity and in continual tension and contradiction.
Acknowledging that white-middle class
culture was actually holding back minorities’
education in the US and Canada (Villegas,
1988), since the 1980s researchers (Asher,
2007; Darder, 2011; Elenes, 1997; Howard,
2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Lee et al.,
1990; Merry and New, 2008; Murrell Jr, 2012;
Pope and O’Sullivan, 1998; Shujaa, 1994;
Smith, 2009; Tharp, 2006; Thomas, 1997)
have looked at ways to develop a closer fit
between students’ home culture/s and their
school (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). They argue
for a culturally relevant pedagogy, which
might be African-centred, Hispanic-centred
and/or First Nations-centred pedagogy (as
well as curriculum and assessment that
reflects student culture), to bridge the growing gap of underachievement; one that would
legitimize their stores of knowledge, build
upon their indigenous language and impart
a positive, self-sufficient outlook in order
to strengthen the identity and capabilities of
minority children in the US and Canada.
In Australia the What Works Program (What
Works, 2011) has sought a similar approach,
and in England Willis’ ground-breaking work

on the working class lads first sought to do
the same on the basis of class (Willis, 1977,
1999).
Ladson-Billings defines such a culturally
relevant pedagogy as:
A pedagogy of opposition not unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to collective, not
merely individual, empowerment. Culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three criteria or propositions: (a) Students must experience academic
success; (b) students must develop and/or maintain
cultural competence; and (c) students must
develop a critical consciousness through which
they challenge the status quo of the current social
order. (Ladson-Billings, 1995b: 160)

Popkewitz (1992) suggests that these debates
about the dominant traditions and disenfranchized groups provide a method of viewing tensions of modernization and control by
the state. He concludes that in education this
implies a tension between the representation of
self and others related to Western values. What is
often accepted by educators and policymakers
as multicultural education may, therefore,
enable even more supervision and regulation
of individuals than was practised previously.
Villegas (1988, 1991; Villegas and Lucas,
2002) has argued for creative solutions to the
difficulties experienced by minority students
and to draw attention to what teachers need
to know and do in order to work effectively
with a culturally heterogeneous population.
Ladson-Billings suggests that what this is
all about is simply ‘good teaching’ (LadsonBillings, 1995b).

PEDAGOGIES OF POVERTY
AND INDIFFERENCE
Haberman (1991) describes what he called
pedagogies of poverty – when children from
urban communities are taught less by teachers
who focused on the basics and had lower expectations of their students. He concludes that:
The pedagogy of poverty is sufficiently powerful to
undermine the implementation of any reform
effort because it determines the way pupils spend
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their time, the nature of the behaviors they practice, and the bases of their self-concepts as learners. Essentially, it is a pedagogy in which learners
can ‘succeed’ without becoming either involved or
thoughtful. (Haberman, 1991: 290–294)

Haberman suggests twelve pedagogies and,
like Ladson-Billings, suggests that these are
just good teaching. A 4-year study (Lingard
et al., 2001) of over 1000 classroom observations in Queensland Australia – in primary
and secondary schools, in metropolitan and
rural schools, and in advantaged and disadvantaged schools – indicated four discrete
dimensions of pedagogies, which the researchers termed productive pedagogies: intellectual
quality or demand; connectedness to the students cultural and social background; supportive learning environment; and, significantly
for students from communities of promise,
working with and valuing of their difference.
What the researchers found, however, was
that the actual pedagogies they witnessed
were too often pedagogies of indifference, not
in relation to the extent of teacher care and
work, but in respect of making a difference to
the students’ empowerment and sense of selfworth, in the low levels of intellectual demand
and connectedness, and in the virtual absence
of the difference dimension (Lingard, 2007).

PEDAGOGY AS CULTURAL POLITICS
Should schools aim simply to reproduce the culture
[…] Or would schools, given the revolutionary
changes through which we are living, do better to
dedicate themselves to the equally risky, perhaps
equally quixotic, ideal of preparing students to
cope with the changing world in which they will
be living. (Bruner, 1996: ix)
Children grow up in cultures that have different
learning beliefs. These beliefs influence children’s
own beliefs in spite of their individual idiosyncrasies
in thinking, affect, and behavior. Children’s beliefs
in turn guide their own learning and ultimately
affect their achievement. (Li, 2009: 38)

Talk of culture is too often used to disguise,
perpetuate and legitimize the bias and inequality within education systems where some
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students are constructed and taught as more
or less intelligent, more or less motivated and
more or less hard working than others (Apple,
1996; Darder, 2011; Giroux, 2004; hooks,
2003; Smyth and Wrigley, 2013; Swadener
and Lubeck, 1995). In this sense, schools are
sites of struggle where pedagogy itself
becomes a form of cultural politics where culture is the public sphere and the basic principles and practices of democracy are or should
be learned (or unlearned) amid struggle, recognition of difference and critical dialogue.
Although culture is located in the everyday
life of the people in all its complexity, it is
through pedagogy and specifically pedagogical practice in the classroom that the values,
codes and language of a dominant culture
are transmitted and legitimated (Giroux and
Simon, 1992), normalizing the oppression
and marginalization of minorities.
Dominant neo-liberal discourses current in
education today devalue pedagogy as a form
of cultural production, preferring to see pedagogy at its most simple as the ‘measurable,
accountable methodology used to transmit
course content’ (curriculum) and ‘an afterthought reduced to the status of the technical and the instrumental’ (Giroux and Simon,
1992: 219).
Educational anthropology and sociology show us how culture frames constitutes almost all aspects of what we know as
teaching: curriculum; classroom processes;
teacher–student interactions; community
participation and the participation of minority students (Clarke, 2001). Teachers need
to develop the competence to function in a
range of cultural contexts and be critically
aware of the relationship between culture,
context and pedagogic practice. Teacher education programmes are too often grounded in
a relatively homogenous set of Western cultural values, even though their participants
come from a wide range of different cultural
backgrounds (Badger and MacDonald, 2007)
and will go out into the community to teach
diverse children from an even wider range of
cultures. This can no longer be seen as acceptable or even efficacious if the broad range of
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talents in our increasingly diverse societies
are to be harnessed for the public good.
There is a tendency to decontextualize
social, political and cultural elements of school
by focusing on abstract and universal qualities
of pedagogy through what Gramsci (1971)
termed a ‘common-sense’ view of schooling. To speak of culture or to examine rituals,
ceremonies and knowledge of ‘others’ is to
‘engage in a discourse that has rules of selection, organization, and privileged relations …
the inclusion of culture into pedagogy provides
a strategy for redefining community and collective identity’ (Popkewitz, 1992: 134–5).
Too often, however, the cultural and social
distinctions of different groups are ‘ticked
off’ through a series of checklists of cultural
principles by teachers ignoring the reality that
these checklists make difference universal
rather than historical and social constructions
(Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b; Villegas,
1991; Villegas and Lucas, 2002). As a result,
we find that many well-intentioned teachers transform these cultural constructions
simply into ‘learning styles’ or ‘multiple
intelligences’, by which teachers plan their
pedagogical strategies (Popkewitz, 1992) to
compensate for what they perceive as cultural
deficit. This further serves to decontextualize
the everyday experiences of diverse groups
according to a different set of ‘rules’ obligations and values, alienating and further marginalizing disenfranchised students.
Any description of pedagogy would be
incomplete if the mediation of teachers’
actions by the surrounding culture is not
taken into consideration.

IMPOSING UNPROBLEMATIZED
ASSUMPTIONS
Beyond the Polarization of
Pedagogy and Culture
Much of the debate on pedagogic practice … is
framed in terms of a polarity in which teacher-
centred, authoritarian, traditional, abstract,

 hole-class or transmissional styles are contrasted
w
with learner-centred, democratic, progressive, contextualized, group-work or constructivist styles.
Such polarized discourses assume that educational
development is a movement from current practices
in low-income countries towards notions of ‘good
teaching’ currently fashionable amongst certain
groups in English-speaking western countries.
(Barrett, 2007: 276)

For example, in India teachers may see
knowledge as being found only in the syllabus and textbooks, which they view as ‘static
and unequivocal’ (Clarke, 2001: 145). This
might be fine for teaching mathematics perhaps, but is problematic in subjects like history and social studies where the possibility
of interpretation and new research negating
accepted historical truth and norms is absent.
Such approaches are familiar throughout
Asia and the Pacific. Knowledge is created
by authority, not by teachers and definitely
not by students. Issues of culture and diversity and pedagogy are concurrently struggles
to gain control and to (re)produce control –
the rhetoric focuses on culture as liberation
and ‘assertion of group power in the larger
society’ (Popkewtiz, 1992: 136), whilst dominant groups seek to use cultural differences
to preserve existing inequalities.
Educators in the developed West have for
far too long promoted this false binary or
dichotomy, leading to a pervasive discourse
that education is homogenous and ‘impervious to persuasions in the surrounding environment’ and has been significant in underplaying
the role of culture in non-Western contexts
(Clarke, 2001: 25). Educators and researchers may therefore be in danger of imposing
unproblematized and polarized assumptions
about the notions of culture and pedagogy
(Wang, 2011). Research carried out within
and across low and high-income countries has
also questioned the accuracy of these polarized views of culture and pedagogy. Alexander
(2001c) comments on the findings of his Five
Cultures study that:
The consciousness intimated here also implies a
model of pedagogy, and a course for comparative
pedagogical analysis, which are as far removed as
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they can be from the crude and normative polarizing of ‘teacher-centred’ (or ‘subject-centred’) and
‘child-centred’ teaching which too often remains
the stock-in-trade. (2001c: 512)

What then can we learn from research in and
amongst non-Western education systems?
Barrett argues that debate on teaching in
non-Western contexts has tended to assume an
over-simplified conceptualization of pedagogy
as either teacher-centred or learner-centred,
and suggests that:
If theory is to address itself to the complex challenge of improving the quality of teaching within
under-resourced education systems then it
will have to move beyond this polarized view of
pedagogy … to explicitly link pedagogic practice
to elements of context. (Barrett, 2007: 273–6)

Tracing the genesis of authoritarian classroom practices in Botswana, Tabulawa
(1997) argues that pedagogical innovations
are social constructions that are influenced
by the wider social context. Instead of looking for traditional or conservative cultural
explanations, Tabulawa cites the influences of
various external authoritarian practices of
classroom practices in Botswana: the imported
bureaucratic–authoritarian educational model
of nineteenth-century Britain; the missionaries/
colonialists’ belief in the supremacy of Western
civilisation; the authoritarianism inherent in
Tswana society; and the human resource development policy of post-independence Botswana.
Tabulawa concludes that these interact with
technical issues in complex ways to impede
pedagogic change.
Research into science teaching in
Mozambique proposed the use of local-indigenous knowledge and modern Western knowledge to connect the students to their history,
their culture and their future encompassing
four dimensions: use of local-indigenous
language; learning by doing using locally
available materials; use of stories to develop
students’ cultural awareness (identity); and
the inclusion of spirituality in education
(Cupane, 2007).
In the Chinese learner context, Chan and
Rao (2009) argue that there is a need to
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revisit the influence of Confucian tradition
stereotypes that positions students as passive,
surface-level rote learners against the background of ‘socio-economic and technological
changes, shifts in learning paradigms, new
educational policies and widespread curricula reforms’ (Chan and Rao, 2009: 315). In
light of traditional cultural beliefs and changing educational contexts, they examine the
paradox of the Chinese learners who are successful learners exhibiting characteristics of
excellence in national and international tests
and then they attempt to reconcile this paradox through an appreciation of their culture
and these changing contexts.
Chinese learners have adapted to new educational goals: so-called twenty-first-century learning or learning how to learn; how
teacher beliefs influence their own pedagogy
and how these may be influenced by educational and curriculum reforms that may transform pedagogical practice; and how teacher
professional development within the Chinese
context integrates traditional and Western
professional learning. When Chinese students are seen through a Western lens, a
‘deficit model’ is encouraged and that, contrary to stereotype, it is ‘simplistic to describe
Chinese students as passive learners’ (Chan
and Rao, 2009: 317). They note that historically Chinese students have been encouraged
to think, reflect and engage in discourse traits
that are commonly attributed to Western constructivist paradigms of pedagogy.
An innovative study (Dooley, 2001) into
how Australian teachers adapted their pedagogy for Chinese and other Asian students
studying in their mainstream secondary
classes found that these teachers – not unlike
those critiqued by pedagogies of poverty or
indifference – produced lessons that were
more constrained and teacher-directed than
the lessons for other students. These pedagogies were based on their teachers accepted
stereotypical discourses that categorized the
English as Second Language students as
reluctant in spoken activities and dependent
in seat work. In follow-up research Dooley
(2003) interrogates the teacher discourses
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that shape pedagogies for ‘the Chinese
learner’ and raises issues of equity because
Chinese students are often high achievers in
Australian schools, but are frequently criticized for learning in ways that seem to fit
uneasily with the types of productive pedagogy in practice in Australia at that time.
A similar study with middle-class Canadian
Chinese students (Li, 2006) examined the
deleterious consequences of teachers applying preconceived sets of beliefs and assumptions associated with Asian education (where
the teaching style is assumed to be traditional,
teacher-centred, rigid and authoritarian with
an emphasis on repetition and rote memorization) without taking into account the
actual circumstances of individual students
and their families. She concludes with a call
for ‘pedagogy of cultural reciprocity’ (2006:
207). A critique of Li’s book asks why she
fails, however, to address two issues related
to these stereotyped characterizations that:
East Asian school systems encourage rote learning
because of the way many East Asian labour markets are structured – that is, often hierarchically,
with job prospects tightly-coupled with academic
performance? Second, despite intercontinental differences in learning styles, are there some fundamental similarities within both pedagogical
traditions which can unite culturally-diverse learners?
(Chua, 2009: 173–4).

PEDAGOGIES OF POSSIBILITY
All teachers want (or perhaps should want)
to help students identify, comprehend and
produce useful knowledge through their pedagogical praxis. Pedagogy (or pedagogies),
therefore, cannot be the same for all students
regardless of their gender, class, race, ethnicity, age or geographic location. If that is the
case, what does it mean for teacher pedagogy working with students in different
class, racial and gendered positions with
regard to privilege and culture (Giroux and
Simon, 1992)?
Darder (2011: 203) suggests that culture
is ‘an enacted phenomenon that takes place

within a community of context of shared
meaning’. However, Darder points out that
many of the students in our schools today
often do not come from the dominant or
mainstream culture and that for these students in particular to fully develop their
‘understandings of and participation in their
primary culture requires consistent opportunities to engage actively with members of
their cultural community’ (2011: 203).
But that shared hegemonic (teacher) culture is too often uncritically taken for granted
as a set of constitutive rules that construct
and reconstruct teacher thinking and action
and as such becomes what Gramsci (1971)
refers to as common sense understandings or
a ‘cultural model4’ (Clarke, 2001: 12).
Moreover the pedagogies that privilege
students from a dominant culture may actually serve to discriminate against those students from minorities, from the working class
and various ethnic and other social groups in
society (Zyngier, 2007a, 2007b).
The teacher is therefore simultaneously the
facilitator of learning and the bearer of the
dominant culture, and there are practical tensions associated with this duality. Williams
(1981) points to this issue very clearly that
‘[education systems] claim that they are
transmitting “knowledge” or “culture” in an
absolute, universally derived sense, though
it is obvious that different systems, at different times and in different countries, transmit
radically different selective versions of both’
(Williams, 1981: 186; see also Apple, 1985).
To understand pedagogy in this way
requires schools to ‘de-instrumentalize the
practice of teaching and infuse it with the possibilities of passion and creativity informed
by the vibrant critical presence of both teachers and students’ (Darder, 2011: 203) or put
more simply a pedagogical reciprocity where
teachers and students learn with and from
each other (Zyngier, 2008, 2013). Pedagogy,
therefore, has as much to do with fashioning
identities as it does with interpreting and constructing knowledge (Britzman, 1991).
Within our meritocratic society (Young,
1958), notions like ‘intelligence’, for example,
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serve to disguise cultural bias because intelligence is described and perceived as
‘culture-free’ rather than as a social construct.
Middle-class students find a closer match
between what is expected and valued at home
and what is expected and valued at school,
thereby favouring them with a ‘head-start’
over other minority children. Cultural bias in
the curriculum and pedagogy of schools has
been well researched (Apple, 1996; Darder,
2011; Giroux, 2004; hooks, 2003; Smyth and
Wrigley, 2013; Swadener and Lubeck, 1995)
and shown to be often ‘rendered invisible
through its manner of presentation as a rational, unbiased selection of skills and knowledge, made against a background of universal,
a-cultural (rather than local, culture-specific)
criteria’ (Moore, 2000: 93). The act of defining a particular pedagogy or pedagogies is a
conscious selection of which culture will be
transmitted (Moore, 2000).
What this requires, therefore, is to think
differently about the alignment of pedagogy
with culture where teachers and schools more
broadly have a particular responsibility to
‘serve as active cultural agents, translators
of the bi-cultural experience’ (Darder, 2011:
203) and become a bridge between the dominant cultural capital of the mainstream and
that of the minority to affirm and encourage
the development of all students by ensuring
that they engage with and respect student
differences and utilize pedagogies that have
cultural relevance (Ladson-Billings, 1995a,
1995b; Villegas, 1988; 1991; Villegas and
Lucas, 2002) or CORE Pedagogy (Zyngier,
2008, 2013) as their starting point.

CONCLUSION
Pedagogy as Risky Business
There is something fundamentally scary about
pedagogy because pedagogy references the
unknown … pedagogy is filled with surprises,
involuntary returns, and unanticipated twists. For
this reason, we can conclude that pedagogy
ushers in an intangibility that we can identify as
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“the uncanny.” Enlightenment may well be our
destination but the journey is fraught with creepy
detours. (Brtizman, 1992: 151)

A different way to think about pedagogy and
its alignment with culture begins with the
dialogic that teachers and students actually
work hard interpellating5 and changing each
other. I have termed this pedagogical reciprocity, where teachers and students are
learning with and from each other. Through
pedagogical reciprocity (Zyngier, 2008),
what the teachers and students do together
through interpellation I term CORE Pedagogy.
This involves the following:
•• Connecting to and engaging with the students’
cultural knowledge, ethnicity, class, gender and
racial identity as appropriate;
•• Ownership by the students so that all students
were able to see themselves as represented
in the work as ‘ownership in their education
reduces the conditions that produce their alienation’ (Shor, 1992: 51);
•• Responding to students’ lived experiences and,
actively and consciously, critically commenting on
that experience; and finally
•• Empowering students with a belief that what
they do in school as part of their education will
make a difference to their lives and offer them
the opportunity to voice and discover their own
authentic and authoritative life.

A focus on pedagogical reciprocity disrupts
the sense that education can be transparent in
its assumptions, goals and practices, placing
an emphasis on pedagogies as a symbolic
and cultural practice by which students are
variously classed, racialized, gendered, sexualized and ethnicized (Todd, 1997a).
Understanding pedagogy as a site of articulation for teachers as they work across, through
and with difference further raises other questions – what is possible for a pedagogy that
might be committed to transforming cultural
(and social and economic) inequality through
a politics of difference? This means that the
teacher must pay close attention to the specificity of the students (Todd, 1997b).
Pedagogy should in fact always be plural –
pedagogies6 – to reflect reciprocity where
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teachers and students assume responsibility for self-questioning and recognizing and
respecting difference and diversity. Students,
however, are unable to do this without their
teacher’s full backing, and teachers can put
themselves ‘out onto the institutional limb’ if
they act alone within the school setting because
pedagogy is always a risky business but a ‘rich
source of hope in our struggles against systemic injustice’ (Todd, 1997b: 256).
It would be wise to keep in mind William’s
understanding that the ‘deepest impulse
(informing cultural politics) is the desire to
make the learning part of the social change
itself’ (1989: 158). Alexander does not seem
to consider that education ‘as a cultural pedagogical practice’ (Giroux 1998: xi) happens
in more than just schools and universities,
but equally (at least) in the public spheres of
the mass media and popular culture. It is in
this context that education makes ‘us both
subjects of and subject to relations of power’
(Giroux 1998: xi). This chapter should clearly
send the message to our teachers and educators, policy movers and politicians that there
is no ‘magic bullet’, no single pedagogy or
pedagogical practice and no single definition
of best practice.
Brtizman (1992) asks ‘why pedagogy?’.
Pedagogy is central to how we might understand student and teacher agency linking
learning to teaching and teaching to learning.
Pedagogy should address the ‘messy process
of producing knowledge and suggest strategies
for interpreting the knowledge that can and
cannot be produced’ (Britzman, 1992: 155).

NOTES
1 	 In 2004 I reviewed Culture and Pedagogy for
the Journal Melbourne Studies in Education,
now called Critical Studies in Education (Zyngier,
2004a).
2 	 According to the Australian Constitution, it is
the States that are responsible for the delivery of
education – but through dedicated grants and
the like, the federal governments seek to impose
their own ‘brand’ of education on the public
school system.

3 	 School is the building whilst schooling refers to
the education received by the student and transmitted by the system.
4 	 Cultural models here refer to the schema constructed and shared by groups of individuals.
5 	 Interpellation is the process by which ideology,
embodied in major social and political institutions,
constitutes the nature of individual subjects’ identities through the very process of institutions and discourses of ‘hailing’ them in social interactions and
was coined by French Marxist philosopher Althusser.
To illustrate how interpellation functions in the context of ideology Althusser used the example of the
policeman who shouts ‘Hey, you there!’. At least
one individual will turn around (most likely the right
one) to ‘answer’ that call. At this moment, when
one realizes that the call is for oneself, one becomes
a subject relative to the ideology of law and crime.
6 	 For example, the Queensland School Reform
Longitudinal Study observed over 1000 classrooms from grades 3, 5, 7 and 9 across urban
regional and remote schools coined the phrase
productive pedagogies to describe the very best
teaching and learning (Lingard et al., 2001).
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The Teacher and the Curriculum:
Exploring Teacher Agency
M a r k P r i e s t l e y, G e r t B i e s t a , S t a v r o u l a P h i l i p p o u
and Sarah Robinson

INTRODUCTION
Teachers seem to matter once more – albeit for
a range of different reasons. This is a significant change from several decades of policies
that have actively deprofessionalized teachers
through highly prescriptive curricula and strict
regimes of inspection and control (Priestley
and Biesta, 2013). This trend was clearly exemplified by England’s landmark National
Curriculum (Department of Education and
Science (DES), 1989), which heralded
unprecedented levels of government control
over curriculum content and teaching methodology. Such ideas have been attractive to
policymakers in other countries: the National
Curriculum’s linear model, with prescribed
content set out as objectives organized into
levels, was subsequently copied elsewhere, at
least to some extent, for example the New
Zealand Curriculum Framework (Ministry of
Education, 1993); Scotland’s 5–14 Curriculum
(Scottish Executive, 2000); and for a critique
Kelly (1990) and Lawton (1996). This sort of
approach constructs teachers as technicians

following preset procedures and allowing only
limited teacher agency in curriculum-making
(Taylor, 2013).
There has been a growing realization, however, that ultimately it is not possible to have
a teacher-proof curriculum because teachers mediate the curriculum in ways that are
often antithetical to policy intentions, leading to an implementation gap and often to
unintended consequences (see, for example,
Cuban, 1998; Osborn et al., 1997; Supovitz,
2008). Recent discourses driving global
education policy have instead emphasized
the important role of the teacher in enacting
curriculum policy, with a renewed emphasis on the important role of teachers as the
most significant within-school influence on
school improvement (McKinsey & Co., 2007;
Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD), 2005). Such discourses have been accompanied by at least
three parallel trends within education policies
in many countries.
First, there is an emerging tendency to construct teachers explicitly as agents of change
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(for example, Goodson, 2003; Nieveen, 2011;
Priestley, 2011a). The last 10 years have
witnessed the development of new forms of
national curricula and curriculum policy in
a range of countries (Sinnema and Aitken,
2013), including Scotland and the Republic of
Cyprus, the two countries that provide the contexts for our analysis in this chapter. Intrinsic
to these developments is a renewed vision of
teachers as active developers of curriculum. In
Scotland, for example, the new curriculum:
aims to engage teachers in thinking from first
principles about their educational aims and values
and their classroom practice […] through a climate
in which reflective practitioners share and develop
ideas. (Scottish Executive, 2006: 4)

Similarly, the Republic of Cyprus has witnessed a comprehensive reform of the curriculum, at the launch of which teachers were
re-envisioned as ‘autonomous or relatively
autonomous professional-pedagogue[s]’
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2004:
16), signalling an intention to break away
from the tradition of them as implementers of
others’ decisions, towards a position of ‘relative autonomy in curriculum development
and teaching at the micro-level of the school
unit and the classroom’ (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2004: 20).
A second trend lies in education policies
that strongly emphasize the need to improve
the quality of teachers through programmes of
continuous professional formation, for instance
in the form of teacher professional learning
communities (Stoll et al., 2006), new teacher
standards and calls for teaching to become a
master’s level profession. In Scotland, such
discourses are strongly reflected in the report
Teaching Scotland’s Future (Donaldson,
2010). Donaldson asserted that:
The most successful educating systems invest in
developing their teachers as reflective, accomplished and enquiring professionals who are able
to teach successfully in relation to current expectations, but who have the capacity to engage fully
with the complexities of education and to be key
actors in shaping and leading educational change.
(Donaldson, 2010: 14)

This trend is also visible in the Cyprus
reform where discourses about teacher professional development have shifted from a
focus on state-initiated, centralized practice
towards becoming a matter of teachers’
‘self-education’, ‘self-development’, and
‘self-improvement’ (Ministry of Education
and Culture, 2004: 114), signalling increased
attention towards individual and schoolbased professional development as key for
the reform’s success.
These trends are nonetheless problematic
for a number of reasons and partly due to a
third emerging trend, which is an increasing
emphasis in many countries on ‘accountability systems and the use of metrics to measure
educational effectiveness’ (Biesta, 2009,
2010). At a rhetorical level at least, the first
two trends suggest a [re]turn to bottom–up
approaches that put the teacher at the centre
of the educational process, following years
of prescriptive, top–down teacher-proof
curricula. However, it is highly debatable
whether the rhetoric of autonomy is borne
out in practice. Whereas tight curricular prescription of content appears to have become
less prevalent in many countries, this move
away from prescription has been matched
by an increase in the frequency and extent
of output regulation, for example through
school inspections and the evaluative use of
attainment data (Kuiper et al., 2013). This
‘giving with one hand and taking away with
the other’ (Leat, 2014: 69) has arguably done
more to erode teacher autonomy than was the
case under former, ostensibly more prescriptive approaches (Biesta, 2004). It has been
associated with the development of performative cultures in school and instrumental
decision-making by teachers (Ball, 2003;
Wilkins, 2011) as teachers distance themselves from their personal values in order to
‘play the game’ (Gleeson and Gunter, 2001).
This game can take the form of fabrication
of the school’s image – careful impression
management and discourses of excellence
(Keddie et al., 2011) and the concealing
of ‘dirty laundry’ (Cowie et al., 2007) – as
well as more serious corruption and cheating
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(Sahlberg, 2010). Ethical and professional
practices therefore lose out to performative
pressures because survival strategies lead to
tactical and even cynical compliance (Biesta,
in press). Performativity has been well-
documented in Scotland (Cowie et al., 2007;
Leat et al., 2013); however, it is relatively
absent in Cyprus, where there is no tradition of driving school effectiveness through
attainment data or external inspections, and
where curriculum regulation has traditionally been of the input variety in the form
of state-produced school textbooks used in
place of or as substitutes for curricular documents for over a century (Philippou, 2014).
Nevertheless, we note that a rhetoric of standards, benchmarking and effectiveness, present since 1997, has been recently rekindled
following the publication of Cyprus’ (poor)
results at TIMMS and PISA1 and two reports
by the World Bank (2014a, 2014b; see also
Klerides and Philippou, 2015).
We would argue that these tensions
described are serious, creating difficult dilemmas and powerful perceptions of risk for
teachers as they develop the curriculum in
their schools. We would further argue that it is
problematic for policy to demand that teachers exercise agency in their working practices and then simultaneously deny them the
means to do so, effectively disabling them.
Moreover, we emphasize that although such
policies tend to overtly focus on the individual
dimensions of what it means to be an effective teacher, they neglect due consideration of
(and even actively distorts) the cultural and
structural conditions that play important roles
in enabling teachers to achieve agency in their
work (see Priestley et al., 2015).
It is within this complex terrain that the
concept of teacher agency is helpful. It has
emerged in recent literature as an alternative means of understanding how teachers might enact practice and engage with
policy (for example, Ketelaar et al., 2012;
Lasky, 2005; Leander and Osborne, 2008;
Priestley et al., 2013; Pyhältö et al., 2012).
The concept of teacher agency itself is not
unproblematic: agency remains an inexact
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and poorly conceptualized construct in much
of the literature about teaching. In particular, it is often not clear whether the term
refers narrowly to an individual capacity of
teachers – which would fit with policy agendas to improve the quality of teaching – or
more broadly to an emergent ‘ecological’
phenomenon dependent upon the quality and
nature of individuals’ engagement with their
environments (Biesta and Tedder, 2007). This
latter conception is more helpful in our view
because it allows questions to be asked about
the conditions under which, and the means by
which, teachers are able to achieve agency in
their everyday practices. Teacher agency has
been regularly linked to narrow agendas of
school improvement where agency is construed more narrowly as ‘change agentry’
(Fullan, 2003). Yet in such discourses, teachers remain positioned as implementers of
someone else’s policy, and schools are invariably represented as being in deficit and in
need of reform.
In this chapter, we offer an ecological conceptualization of agency that emphasizes the
importance of both agentic capacity and contextual conditions in shaping agency and in
which the achievement of agency is seen as
a temporal process (Emirbayer and Mische,
1998). We will outline why this conceptualization of teacher agency is both a useful
construct for enabling a deeper understanding
of teaching as a professional field, as well as
a conceptual tool with the potential to facilitate the future development of better educational policy for shaping school improvement
efforts. In particular, we raise important questions about the relative balance between input
and output regulation (Kuiper et al., 2013;
Leat et al., 2013), and their various impacts
on teacher agency. We start with an overview
of this theorization of agency, before drawing upon several empirical studies from two
contexts – Scotland and Cyprus – to illustrate how teacher agency is shaped, in what
(archetypal) forms it manifests itself, and in
what ways this subsequently shapes practice2. We conclude the chapter by reflecting
on how education policy might contribute
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more constructively to teacher agency, and on
how there might be an alternative framing
of curricular purposes and processes within
policy (Biesta, 2009) or, in other words,
a framework of specification that enables
rather than constrains the development of
constructive curricular practices by teachers
(Kuiper et al., 2013).

THEORIZING TEACHER AGENCY
Agency
A key point in our ecological approach
(Priestley et al., 2015) lies in our ambition to
understand the phenomenon of agency itself,
rather than in explaining agency’s role in
shaping and determining social action, as is
often found in sociological discussions of
agency. In this way, we are able to ask how
agency is ‘achieved’ in concrete settings and
under particular ‘ecological’ conditions and
circumstances (Biesta and Tedder, 2006).
This perspective therefore differs from the
sociological concept of agency as a variable
in social action (for example, in the longstanding structure/agency debate, see
Bunzell, 2008).
Rather than seeing agency as residing
in individuals as a property or capacity, the
ecological view sees agency as an emergent
phenomenon.
[T]his concept of agency highlights that actors
always act by means of their environment rather
than simply in their environment [so that] the
achievement of agency will always result from the
interplay of individual efforts, available resources
and contextual and structural factors as they come
together in particular and, in a sense, always
unique situations. (Biesta and Tedder, 2007: 137,
emphasis added)

Agency, in other words, is not something that
people have; it is something that people do
or, more precisely, something they achieve
(Biesta and Tedder, 2006). It denotes a
‘quality’ of the engagement of actors with
temporal-relational contexts-for-action, not a

quality of the actors themselves. Viewing
agency in such terms helps us to understand
how humans are able to be reflexive and
creative, acting counter to societal constraints, but also how individuals are enabled
and constrained by their social and material
environments.
A second key point is that agency is both
temporal and relational. We draw here upon
Emirbayer and Mische (1998) who point
to the theoretical one-sidedness of existing
theories of agency that, in their view, tend
to focus either on routine, on purpose or on
judgement. They make a case for a theory of
agency that encompasses the dynamic interplay between these three dimensions and that
takes into consideration ‘how this interplay
varies within different structural contexts of
action’ (1998: 963). For this reason, they suggest, that the achievement of agency should
be understood as a configuration of influences from the past, orientations towards
the future and engagement with the present.
They refer to these three dimensions as the
iterational, the projective and the practical–
evaluative dimensions, respectively. In concrete actions all three dimensions play a role,
but the degree to which they contribute varies. This is why Emirbayer and Mische speak
of a ‘chordal triad of agency within which
all three dimensions resonate as separate but
not always harmonious tones’ (1998: 972,
emphasis in original).
Emirbayer and Mische’s ideas are helpful
because they show that agency doesn’t come
from nowhere, but builds upon past achievements, understandings and patterns of action.
This is expressed in the iterational element
of agency, which has to do with ‘the selective reactivation by actors of past patterns of
thought and action, routinely incorporated in
practical activity, thereby giving stability and
order to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions
over time’ (1998: 971, emphasis in original).
A key word here is ‘selective’. Emirbayer and
Mische note that although some writers suggest that ‘the agentic reactivation of schemes
inculcated through past experience tends to
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correspond to (and thus reproduce) societal
patterns’ (1998: 981), this level of routinization does not have to be the case. Actors do not
always act from habit, following routinized
patterns of behaviour, but are able to recognize, appropriate and refashion past patterns
of behaviours and experience as they seek to
manoeuvre among repertoires in dealing with
present dilemmas and engage in expectation
maintenance in their orientations to the future.
A key implication here, is that actors who are
able to draw upon a rich repertoire of experience might be expected to be able to develop
more expansive orientations to the future and
draw upon a greater range of responses to the
dilemmas and problems of the present context, than might be the case with their more
experientially impoverished compatriots.
Emirbayer and Mische’s approach also
acknowledges that agency is ‘motivated’ –
it is linked to the intention to bring about a
future that is different from the present and
the past. This is encapsulated in the projective element of agency that encompasses ‘the
imaginative generation by actors of possible
future trajectories of action, in which received
structures of thought and action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’
hopes, fears, and desires for the future’
(1998: 971, emphasis in original). Such a
process of continual imaginative reconstruction of the future involves ‘draw[ing] upon
past experiences in order to clarify motives,
goals and intentions, to locate possible future
constraints, and to identify morally and practically appropriate courses of action’ (1998:
989). An implication here is that people who
are able to form expansive projections about
their future trajectories might be expected to
achieve greater levels of agency than those
whose aspirations are more limited, at least
to the extent that they have access to a wider
repertoire of alternative futures. Whether
such a repertoire is translated into action
does, of course, not only depend on the repertoire itself but also on the contextual conditions under which teachers act.
Although agency is involved with the past
and the future, it can only ever be ‘acted out’
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in the present, which is what is expressed
in the practical–evaluative dimension: ‘the
capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgements among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the
emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations’ (1998:
971, emphasis in original). Judgements are
both practical (shaped by the affordances and
constraints of the context) and evaluative (for
example, judgements of risk in any given situation or judgement in relation to views about
what is educationally desirable). Emirbayer
and Mische’s analysis emphasizes the importance of context and structure in that agency
is seen as the ‘temporally constructed engagement with different structural environments’
(1998: 970). The combination of context and
time highlights that it is not only important to
understand agency in terms of the individual’s
life-course; it is also important to understand
transformations of contexts-for-action over
time. According to Emirbayer and Mische,
such contexts are primarily to be understood
as social contexts in that agency is ‘always
a dialogical process by and through which
actors immersed in temporal passage engage
with others within collectively organized contexts of action’ (1998: 974). However, we
would argue that such contexts are also material, in that agency is also shaped by the availability of physical resources and the nature of
physical constraints.

Teacher Agency
Although agency per se has been extensively
theorized, teacher agency has not received
the attention it deserves. There has been
little explicit research or theory development
(Vongalis-Macrow, 2007) about this ‘vague’
concept (Pyhältö et al., 2012), and existing
change models tend to both underplay and
misconstrue the role of teacher agency in
educational innovation (as noted by Leander
and Osborne, 2008). In this section we
briefly set out our ecological model for
understanding teacher agency, drawing
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explicitly upon the temporal/relational conception of agency outlined in the previous
section. Figure 12.1 represents the key
dimensions of the model, illustrating the
ways in which we analytically separate out
key elements of each dimension. With regard
to the iterational dimension, we distinguish
between the influence of the more general
life histories of teachers and their more specific professional histories (which include
both their own education as a teacher and the
accumulated experience of being a teacher).
In relation to the projective dimension, we
distinguish between short-term and long[er]term orientations of action, and finally in
relation to the practical–evaluative dimension, we make a distinction between cultural, structural and material aspects – the
various components of the present contexts
that provide the conditions and affordances
through which agency is achieved by teachers. These affordances are both practical
(that is, what is possible given the resources
and constraints of the context) and

evaluative (for example, subject to judgements of risk).
The model highlights that the achievement
of agency is always informed by past experience, and in the particular case of teacher
agency this concerns both professional and
personal experience. The model also emphasizes that the achievement of agency is always
orientated towards the future in some combination of short[er] term and long[er] term objectives and values. It also illustrates that agency
is always enacted in a concrete situation, constrained and supported by cultural, structural
and material resources available to actors.
In the following sections we present a
number of different examples of agency from
the aforementioned empirical studies.

TEACHER AGENCY IN PRACTICE
In Cyprus and Scotland, the context of teaching is subject to the curricular reforms

Practical-evaluative
• Cultural
Ideas, values, beliefs,
discourses, language
Iterational
• Life histories
• Professional histories

• Structural
Social structures
(relationships, roles,
power, trust)
• Material
Resources
Physical environment

AGENCY
Figure 12.1 Teacher agency model
Source: First published in Priestley et al., 2013

Projective
• Short term
• Long term
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introducing more teacher autonomy, new
modes of teaching and learning, and new
expectations upon teachers. The following
examples show how teachers are able to
achieve agency in the face of what are often
conflicting demands; they also illustrate
clearly that teacher agency is multi-faceted
and complex. The initial discussion focuses on
teachers who might be called, after Osborn
et al. (1997), ‘creative mediators’ – those who
have the (personal and professional) experiences, skills and knowledge to act in ways that
exploit the permissiveness of new curricular
models, despite difficult and/or uncertain conditions. However, we reiterate that we do not
see agency as an innate personal capacity,
which means that what teachers bring to the
situation is only one dimension in the overall
achievement of agency. As the discussion progresses, we also examine teachers who achieve
agency in narrowly instrumental ways, or who
achieve less agency in the same difficult and/
or uncertain conditions. We conclude the discussion with an analysis of how those conditions might be altered or shaped to afford more
constructive and expansive forms of agency.

Creative Mediation
The curricular reform in Cyprus placed teachers outside their usual comfort zones, working
in new and often unfamiliar ways, especially
with regards to the expectation that teachers in
primary schools would create their own curricula rather than follow the state textbooks
(for an overview, see Kontovourki et al.,
2015). In some cases, dealing with ambiguity
involved a proactive degree of adaptation,
along the lines of what Osborn et al. (1997)
have termed ‘creative mediation’. Such mediation of policy often required considerable
ingenuity and imagination. In the Curriculum
Change and Teacher Professionalism project
in Cyprus, we noted how in 2010–11, when
the new curriculum was first introduced to
teachers, they often positioned themselves as
reformers and implementers (see Philippou
et al., 2014). These positionings emerged even
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when implementation became mandatory in
2012–13 because some teachers found this
policy to be ‘liberating’, legitimating new
approaches conducive to their existing ideas
and values about education and curriculum,
allowing them to ‘return’ to the ethical or
social or child-centred ‘mission’ of the teaching profession, towards what they believed
education in general and in the long-run
should be about. For these teachers, a combination of a rich and varied prior experience of
teaching, as well as the legitimation provided
by a more permissive curriculum and the
comparative absence of a performative, attainment-driven culture, opened up new spaces
for agency. The following quotation
illustrates this.
I needed a lot of effort on my behalf to decide
which texts children would finally work with. Ehm,
ok, we started reluctantly, the unit was organized
by the children. Most of the workload was with
the teacher, so that the unit was structuredsequenced in a way that all children would be able
to respond. We had included articles from newspapers, interviews from various agents or films from
YouTube with scenes of violence [during football
matches]. They took the position of certain people,
anyway, […] for empathy. […] children were asked
to compare the three points of view [of the football match spectator, of the coach, of the player]
and anyway not to passively accept these views
[…]. They had many creative activities, they made
posters, ehm, they created scenarios and acted
them out. It was really good. It lasted for three
weeks. I confess these were three of the most
tiring weeks that I remember so far [in my career]
but it was really so good. (Teacher, Cyprus)

Even though curriculum enactment as
described by this teacher was expected in the
context of the new Language curriculum
(which rendered it distinct from other subject
areas in which curriculum policy was more
restrictive; see Kontovourki, 2015), some
teachers did not just comply but creatively
mediated the official policy when viewing it
as a real opportunity to perform the profession
‘autonomously’ beyond the constraining ways
in which it had traditionally been construed.
When teachers achieved agency through creative mediation, they tended to believe that
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the official curriculum should be created, or
at least adapted, in relation to the children in
their class, and that children should participate in the selection of topics and materials.
This last element, however, was at other
times in tension with other pedagogical ideals
of the teachers, when such materials brought
in by pupils were ‘inappropriate’ or of ‘poor’
pedagogical value to them. There was also
concern that the new curriculum could
encourage social inequalities if observed in
full because teachers were aware that some
children didn’t have access or the support at
home to find and select such materials. To
address such tensions teachers ‘filtered’
materials brought into the classroom or protected certain children who had been unable
to contribute by bringing in additional material themselves (see Philippou et al., 2014).

Life Experience and Agency
The previous examples suggest that teachers’
prior experiences play an important role in
their achievement of agency, enabling them
to develop expansive aspirations in relation to
their teaching and to enhance their access to
cultural resources as they deal with dilemmas
and problems in their day-to-day professional
lives. A particular example from the Cultures of
Curriculum Making in School and College
study in Scotland (Priestley et al., 2012),
illustrates starkly the differences that two individuals, with quite different biographies, might
bring to bear on the same teaching context. In
this case, a Science teacher, Donald, who was
the original participant in the study was
replaced (due to absence from work through
illness) by a relief teacher, Debbie. Donald
typified the career trajectory of many secondary school teachers, moving from school to a
university degree to postgraduate teacher education, before taking up a teaching post. Debbie,
in contrast, had a very different background.
I used to be an agricultural biologist … and I had
my kids and then I did some voluntary work in
schools and then some … er … special educational
needs stuff in playgroups and primary, and then up

here as an auxiliary and then changed. (Teacher,
Scotland)

There were differences in their respective
approaches to teaching, and in the agency
that they were able to achieve. Donald’s
approach was more overtly framed around
traditional patterns of schooling, shaped by
his ‘career trajectory formed primarily within
educational institutions’ (Priestley et al.,
2012: 208) – narrowly transmissive, focused
on future assessments and engaging students
through ‘edutainment’ (the teacher being a
good laugh and a performer). Donald’s teaching tended to be influenced by continual
demands within the school to raise attainment and he appeared to lack the breadth of
experience to act or think otherwise in the
face of ongoing pressures and a school-wide
culture of performativity; his agency was
consequently limited because he tended to
‘go with the flow’.
Debbie exhibited a far more expansive
range of aspirations, shaped by her more
varied life and professional experience,
partly outside of educational institutions and
settings. Her educational views emphasized
a purposeful and principled approach to her
teaching, often enacted through classroom
dialogue, based on a belief that students had
innate potential to be unlocked by the teacher.
This was a marked contrast to the student
deficit views widely encountered during this
study, and moreover represented ‘swimming
against the tide’ in an environment where
student attainment was considered to be the
primary goal of schooling. We note here
that another teacher in this study, Gerald,
talked explicitly about slipping some education into his teaching occasionally, but only
when time pressures permitted. These short
vignettes illustrate how teachers’ agency is
shaped differently by their past experiences,
in ways that afford different possibilities for
action in their professional lives.
A second type of teacher agency, with
clear roots in a distinctive and different
career trajectory, is provided by the case of
Jock, a participant in the Social Practices
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of Curriculum Making study in Scotland
(Priestley, 2011b). In this case, the school’s
management had introduced a new integrated model of provision for Social Studies
to replace the separate subject approach
(Geography, History, Modern Studies).
Jock, with previous experience of teaching integrated humanities in England, was
a proponent of a pupil-centred approach to
teaching, in contrast with many of his colleagues. He agreed with the broad thrust of
the initiative, but disagreed with its mode of
implementation (through an authoritarian
top–down prescription), and the relentless
focus on raising attainment through transmissive pedagogies.
I think the attitude towards senior management
and myself changed significantly because perhaps
of my attitude, my background, the way I teach
and I’m quite outspoken these days if I’m asked
my opinion; if I’m not, I tend not to give it anymore
because I don’t think it’s really welcome. It’s a very
autocratic management … I will work with democratic decisions … I do know that even in the
authority that there are better, more open, less
hard management styles that (are) more effective.
(Teacher, Scotland)

Jock’s opposition to the school’s management had detrimental effects on his career,
leading to him being overlooked for promotion and becoming relatively marginalized
in the school decision-making processes.
We would argue here that his actions are
indicative of a high level of agency, framed
around strong beliefs about the nature of
education, and formed through a rich and
varied experience of teaching. Agency, in
Jock’s case, initially had strong iterational
and projective dimensions, but his exercise
of this agency – he was not a teacher simply
going with the flow – led over time to
reduced opportunities to achieve agency.
This case provides a good example of
agency changing over time as the teacher’s
resistance subsequently led to a closing
down of his options and, particularly, a
withdrawal of the relational resources previously afforded through senior management
support for his actions.
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Strategic Compliance
Jock’s actions impacted upon his achievement of agency, but other teachers choose to
strategically comply with policy in the face of
similar pressures. Strategic compliance with
new curricular policy is a phenomenon regularly seen in the studies. This approach to
implementing new policy clearly takes advantage of the permissive (or as some might say,
ambiguous) nature of the new curricula.
What is less clear is whether such actions are
a result of agency, or whether they are simply
the habitual reproduction of former modes of
practice. The following quotations from some
of the studies illustrate the phenomenon.
And this happens to many colleagues, many end
up with this kind of thinking because it’s what they
say ‘We can’t crack [from pressure], how long
should we try and see no fruition?’ you go back to
… what can be done in the way we knew for so
many years that could be done. (Teacher, Cyprus
[Curriculum Change and Teacher Professionalism])
I think and you’ll find it with most Scottish (subject deleted) departments that what we’ve done is
adapted units of work we’ve been doing for years,
you know. I mean these things are tried and tested
and I don’t have any qualms about doing that.
(Teacher, Scotland [Social Practices of Curriculum
Making])
I can cover all of these assessment parts in one,
with one project here, one short project. It’s not
exactly the way they are saying it, but you are not
saying we can’t do it this way. And it meets all the
criteria. I can tick all the boxes quite confidently. […]
that is one thing that you can see with Curriculum
for Excellence: that the rules aren’t quite as strict;
you can tweak them without feeling too guilty.
(Interview with teacher, Scotland [Building Upon
Success: extending and sustaining curriculum
change in partnership with the Highland Council])

There are questions about the nature and
extent of such agency. First, there are questions about whether such actions to subvert
the intentions of curricular policy, whether
intended or not, represent what might be
termed ‘good agency’. What, in other words,
are the reference points against which such
action can be justified? Second, there are
questions about whether such actions stem
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from teachers achieving agency or whether it
is a case of following the line of least resistance, avoiding difficult decisions about innovation and being largely rooted in habitual
and routinized forms of practice from the
past. We would suggest in these cases, that
we are witnessing the latter to some extent,
and that agency is thus limited. Absent from
these cases is the sort of principled reflexivity that was so evident in the cases described
in the previous section, where teachers developed practices that clearly went against the
grain in their respective schools. In the examples quoted here we see mainly a desire to
preserve the status quo, and little evidence of
strong projections in relation to either new
curricula or education more broadly.

Agency Lost?
These previous examples show how teachers
are able to achieve agency in their work, both
in ways that involve engaging constructively
with policy and educational principles, and
in ways that are more strategic. In the former
cases, we see teachers taking the opportunity
afforded by permissive policy to expand their
teaching repertoires, and to act in accordance
with deep-seated principles. In the latter
cases, the same permissiveness is utilised to
continue former practices. In the various studies, we have also seen many examples where
agency is very much more limited – indeed
comparatively absent. Such examples often
relate to very experienced teachers, suggesting
strongly that agency, in line with the ecological model, is not purely a case of high teacher
capacity. It is also strongly influenced by the
environment, particularly the availability of
cultural, material and relational resources. For
example, in Cyprus, the Curriculum Change
and Teacher Professionalism study elicited
the following responses:
… teachers were a bit lost, they didn’t have any
[teaching] material, so that they know how to work,
the philosophy of the subject changed and not the
subject-matter; there should have been exemplarymodel lessons mainly [as professional development]
so that the teacher could see how to approach the

new philosophy. The subject-matter has not been
reduced, all the teachers are making the same comment: that the subject-matter is too much, the time
is little and they can’t implement the new curricula
as they would like. And the important thing is that
there is no [teaching] material. (Teacher, Cyprus)

Another Cypriot teacher suggested that the
new curriculum was ‘practically non-implementable and it makes you feel that you are
not doing your job well’. The Scottish data is
replete with similar statements. For example,
Teacher Agency and Curriculum Change
project (Priestley et al., 2013, 2015) data suggested that the teachers in one of the high
schools did not achieve much agency. This
was evident through repeated comments in
interviews about a lack of confidence in
engaging with the new curriculum:
It will be really difficult for the things that people
want to know about. Like the Curriculum for
Excellence, I can’t think of anybody that’s feeling
like they are particularly in a position to be an
expert and to help people. (Teacher, Scotland)
Oh my goodness, that is a whole year and I
don’t know that I am any further forward with
feeling confident about implementing Curriculum
for Excellence. (Teacher, Scotland)
What I don’t know is how other people are
doing it. So I’m still no further forward with that
than I was when I first spoke to you. I’m just kind
of doing my own thing and hoping that it’s okay.
(Teacher, Scotland)

These sentiments were evident across this
particular school, where the research suggested lines of communication that were predominantly vertical, hierarchical and linear,
accompanied by significant evidence of truncated and fragmented professional relationships and a high degree of professional
isolation. In short, this was an environment
where achieving agency was often difficult.

Opening up Space for
Teacher Agency
In this section we briefly explore how teacher
agency might be afforded through a deliberate
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[re]shaping of the context within which and
by means of which it is achieved. Specifically
we are talking about the practical–evaluative
dimension of agency, which encompasses
both the practical conditions for agency
(affordances and constraints) as well as evaluative issues (such as judgments of risk). A key
issue here is the availability of resources by
means of which teachers achieve agency. We
illustrate this discussion by considering one
type of resource – the relational resources
made available through the networks in which
teachers were positioned socially. The discussion draws upon one of the secondary schools
participating in the Teacher Agency and
Curriculum Change study (Priestley et al.,
2013, 2015). We noted that, despite strong
similarities between this school and the other
school described in the previous section (for
example, a broadly similar range of beliefs
and aspirations held by the teachers, similar
buildings and material resources, the same
district authority), there were striking differences between the teachers in terms of their
agency which played out, for instance, in
terms of enhanced levels of confidence as the
teachers engaged with the new curriculum.
The research suggested that this might be
in part attributed to the culture of the school.
Interviewees talked about a culture where
innovation and risk-taking was encouraged
and supported, as well as a culture of sharing.
And if you are encouraging staff to do things that
are a wee bit different or to not always follow
things in a mainstream way, there is much more
chance that they will develop as teachers, as professionals and as members of staff. So when someone comes with a crazy idea and says ‘I want to try
and do this with the second year class’, okay, have
a go at that … If they make a mess of it and it does
not work, well that is okay. ‘You tried, it did not
work, we will try something different next time’.
(School senior manager, Scotland)

However, a more significant difference lay in
the ways in which social relations were patterned in the school. First, there were strong
informal relationships within the academic
faculty researched, characterized by high
levels of trust. Second, there was a strong

197

push from the senior management to develop
strong, reciprocal ‘relationships within the
school, so that staff get on well with staff,
staff get on well with pupils and pupils get on
with other pupils’ (interview with senior
manager). Some of these relationships were
clearly vertical and formal, with a focus on
the flow of information. Others were horizontal with both formal working groups as well
as more informal connections, often growing
organically out of short-term needs. Such
relationships helped teachers to develop their
practice and solve day-to-day dilemmas.
And we share in there what we are doing and
good practice and things across these things. So
we are all coming together at various points and
saying how can we tackle this and what ideas have
you got and how should we take this forward and
how do you do this in your department. And trying
to come up with a common code of skills, yeah.
Core skills that we can all be promoting across the
whole school. (Teacher, Scotland)

At this school there was a sense that such
connections were burgeoning as a consequence of a proactive policy of fostering collegial, professional relationships, both within
and across faculties.

CONCLUSION
An important implication of the idea that
agency is achieved in the interaction between
individuals and contexts, rather than being
solely about the capacity of actors, is that the
importance of context should be taken more
seriously by policymakers because contexts
may disable individuals with otherwise high
agentic capacity. Although teachers may
come to a situation equipped with substantial
capacity (for example, skills and knowledge)
and strong educational aspirations, they may
encounter a context in which innovation may
simply prove to be too difficult or too risky to
enact. This also shows why the language of
‘capacity building’ is misleading because it
seems to suggest that the key to teachers’
agency solely lies with their capacity, rather
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than with the interplay of what teachers
‘bring’ to the situation and what the situation
‘brings’ to the teacher. Such conclusions
have clear implications for those designing
public policy, particularly when the goal is to
enhance teacher agency, for example in relation to developing new curriculum. Public
policy in respect of teacher development
tends to focus on raising the capacity of
teachers as individual actors; our view is that
it needs to attend more explicitly to the cultural and structural domains that frame the
work of teachers.
A second implication lies in an observation by Emirbayer and Mische that what
might pass for agency is not necessarily so.
For example, agency may be involved in the
reproduction of social patterns through active
resistance to change, when superficially what
seems to be occurring is habitual behaviour
by the actors concerned, or a lack of agency
in the face of insurmountable problems. By
contrast, ‘actors who feel creative and deliberative while in the flow of unproblematic
trajectories’ (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998:
1008) may not be achieving high levels of
agency because they simply go with the flow.
The examples cited in this chapter illustrate
how agency is much more than simply following unproblematic trajectories. This is
an important implication when one considers the difference between autonomy
and agency. Many critics of current policy
advocate autonomy as a means of freeing
up schools and enabling change; however,
autonomy (understood here as a comparative
absence of regulation) does not necessarily
equate to agency. Teachers granted autonomy
might simply fail to achieve agency because
they habitually reproduce past patterns of
behaviour or they lack cognitive and relational resources. Conversely, agency might
be shaped and enhanced by policy that specifies the goals and processes, enhancing the
capability of teachers to manoeuvre between
repertoires, make decisions and frame future
actions.
In summary, therefore, the ecological
approach to teacher agency offers considerable

potential in enabling those who frame policies to more fully understand the implications
of those policies for those who enact practice
and who act in practice. It allows us to rigorously consider how the ecologies of teaching
affect teacher decision-making and teacher
actions. It also potentially enables teachers
to become more reflexive about their professional working practices as they take on
responsibility for the long-term development
of the students they work with. In achieving
these goals, the concept of teacher agency in
general, and the ecological approach in particular, potentially offers a means for arresting and even reversing 25 years of misguided
regulation of the work of teachers.
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NOTES
1 	 (TIMSS) The Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (http://timssandpirls.bc.edu/) and
(PISA) The Programme for International Student
Assessment (https://www.oecd.org/pisa/).
2 	 Space precludes a detailed description of each
country context, over and above that provided
in the introduction to the chapter. Additionally,
readers should refer to the following referenced
sources for more detail about the empirical
research underpinning our analysis. In Scotland,
data are drawn from four projects: The Social
Practices of Curriculum-Making (Priestley, 2011b);
Building Upon Success: extending and sustaining
curriculum change in partnership with the Highland Council (funded by the Scottish Government:
Priestley and Minty, 2012); Cultures of Curriculum
Making in School and College (ESRC reference
RES-000-22-2452: Priestley et al., 2012); and
Teacher Agency and Curriculum Change (ESRC
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reference RES-000-22-4208: Priestley, Biesta and
Robinson, 2013, 2015). The data collection for
the Cyprus project, entitled Curriculum Change
and Teacher Professionalism (Kontovourki et al.,
2015; Philippou et al., 2014; Philippou et al., in
press), was conducted with the contribution of
undergraduate and postgraduate students of the
University of Cyprus in spring 2013, and the data
analysis was supported by funds from the same
university.
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Inclusion in Public Schools:
Learning to Think and Learning
to Live Together
Miguel López Melero, Iulia Mancila
and Cateri Soler García

INTRODUCTION
In this chapter we present a proposal for
public schooling firmly based on the values of
the democratic educational project that emanated from the United Nations (UN) Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1959, 1989). At present, we live in difficult
times in Europe. It might be argued that under
the pretext of the financial crisis, conservative
policies promoting the private sector have
launched a plan to dismantle public education
with perverse and unfair arguments about its
quality and equity (Ball and Youdell, 2008).
One of the major challenges we face internationally is the urgent need to defend democratic education in public schools.
Our case is that decisions about the curriculum are value judgments. As teachers we
need to be aware of our own worldview and
of the value of education from our own perspective. That is, we need to consider what
model of society we want to build and live
in and what kind of citizenship we will form

with the school education model we implement. If we are aware that our actions directly
impact on students’ future, adopting one curriculum or another is not a naïve decision/
action. If we understand that some educational models restrict possibilities of access
to knowledge for students (and so contribute
to social exclusion) and that others promote
rich engagement with knowledge for all, our
consequent actions as teachers contribute
directly to social inclusion. Our position is
that equity and social justice demand a model
of inclusive education in public schools.
We define the public school as the institution
where all children and young people receive a
public education from kindergarten until college/university. Although we acknowledge the
existence of specific contextual features in different communities and different nations, our
stance is that freedom and equality are underpinning principles of any school aspiring to be
a public school. Public schools are not businesses: they are a basic, necessary and universal good. They make ideological and moral
choices, giving equal prominence to two key
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factors in their decision making – ethics and
the nature of the curricular knowledge they
will develop.
This secular, scientific, democratic, intercultural and inclusive public school is called
to develop a social and political function of
great importance: to form citizens able to and
live freely and think critically in a plural society. We need to be clear about the knowledge
that educational institutions should develop
and about the most appropriate teaching
strategies to enable learners to become reflective, critical persons who respect and engage
with all cultural aspects of their community.
Both ‘what’ students should learn and ‘how’
that learning must be enacted and provided
should be the basis of the curriculum in public schools (López Melero, 2012). This chapter explores this idea.
In the first part of the chapter we develop
the concept of public school education with
reference to the principles of inclusive education, social justice and equity as ways of
achieving fairness, high quality education
and a common curriculum for all children. In
the second part we present some strategies for
achieving inclusive education. Finally, drawing upon our experience, we present a particular educational model, a research-based
project, as a practical example of how to
implement these principles and strategies and
so resist the imposed neoliberal educational
policies of mercantilism, exacerbated ranking
and ‘effectiveness’ that only increase inequality and social exclusion (Apple, 2004).

INCLUSIVE PUBLIC SCHOOL
EDUCATION: REQUIRED
BY SOCIAL JUSTICE
Fraser (Fraser and Honneth, 2006; Fraser,
2008) argues that, social justice requires
acceptance of and respect for differences,
and that there is, therefore, a crucial need for
change in educational policies so that they
take better account of redistribution issues
(to overcome socio-economic injustices),
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recognition issues (to overcome socio-
cultural injustices) and representation issues
(to overcome political injustices). The public
school should therefore provide education
for all students without distinction, taking
a stand for both recognition and celebration
of differences and equity. From this perspective, terms like ‘equity’, ‘Human Rights’, the
‘Rights of the Child’ and ‘social justice’
cease to be mere discursive devices and
become fundamental pillars of the guiding
policies of all sectors of public education.
This line of thought has influenced the
work of the UN (1948, 1989, 2006) and
UNESCO (1990a, 1990b, 1994), which have
focused all efforts and initiatives in an international agenda of inclusive Education for
All (EFA). The following principle presents
the central argument succinctly:
The Framework principle is that schools should
accommodate all children regardless of their physical, intellectual, emotional, linguistic and other
conditions. This should include disabled and gifted
children, street and working children, children
from remote or nomadic populations, and children
from linguistic, ethnic or cultural minorities and
children of other disadvantaged and marginalized
areas or groups. These conditions create a rate of
different challenges to school systems. In the context of this Framework, the term ‘special educational needs’ refers to all those children and youth
whose needs arise from disability or learning difficulties. Many children experience learning difficulties and thus have special educational needs at
some time during their schooling. Schools have to
find the way of successfully educating all children,
including those who have severe disadvantages
and disabilities. There is an emerging consensus
that children and youth with special educational
needs should be included in the educational
arrangements made for the majority of children.
This had led to the concept of inclusive education
(UNESCO, 1994: 6).

That is precisely the quintessence of inclusive public education: advocating not only
the right to education for all children and the
learner’s responsibility for learning, but a
quality of education that responds to the
challenge of our century, which will be met
when all children are educated in the mainstream education system.
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However, inclusive education is a term
that does not have a conceptual definition or
theory unanimously accepted by the entire
international educational community. The
educational practices and discourses associated with the idea of inclusive education are
even more confused, contradictory and disparate (Ainscow, 2004; Ainscow and Miles,
2008). The emergence of the idea of inclusive
education has been a catalyst for the educational systems of all countries and it has generated reflection and heated debates among
all sectors and actors (international agencies, governments, education professionals,
academia, families, students, politicians,
non-governmental organizations). For many
years, discussions have continued amongst
advocates of inclusive education as a process of transformation of the school system
to respond to each and every learner and an
educational and life philosophy that focuses
on social justice, the dignity of every human
being and democracy and also amongst critics, skeptics and detractors who resist the
implementation of this set of ideas (Allan,
2014; Miles and Singal, 2010).
In the context of these debates and disagreements, how can we clarify the concept
of inclusive education that we wish to promote to meet the requirements of social justice? We argue that identifying the distinctive
characteristics of an inclusive school involves
thinking through the meaning of ‘differences’
(in a broad sense) and ‘intelligence’ on the one
hand, and the nature of the learning process on
the other. The education models to be developed depend on our complete understanding
of these terms.

’Differences’ and ‘Intelligence’
The idea of a fair school taking account of
the diversity of learners has been an aspiration in many educational models. This aspiration recognizes that human nature is not a
machine built according to a pre-set pattern
and that we can no longer accept uncritically
the concept of ‘intelligence’ as biologically

predetermined. Instead, ‘intelligence’ is
considered to be the outcome of cognitive,
linguistic, emotional and social processes
and it can be acquired and developed if educational contexts offer the right opportunities.
The emphasis here is on the idea that ‘intelligence’ is not a matter of genes, but of
opportunities (Cole, 2004; Gould, 1987;
Kozulin, 2001; Llomovatte and Kaplan,
2005; Vygotsky, 1995).
Respect for learners’ differences in pursuit of educational equity is an extremely
valuable principle for public schools. It is
understood not only as equality of opportunity, but also as equal development of cognitive and cultural skills. To achieve this, each
student must be educated according to their
needs and given ‘equivalent opportunities’ to
develop. This way of thinking about a ‘common curriculum’ is distinct from the idea of
an ‘identical curriculum’ where ‘equality’
implies that all students should experience
the same curriculum content and pedagogical
strategies. The concept of ‘equity’ therefore
adds precision to the concept of ‘equality’ by
addressing both the uniqueness and the diversity of human nature. Differences, far from
being an obstacle, are considered a learning
opportunity.
In the reality of most schools and classrooms diverse learners often do not have the
same learning opportunities as pupils considered ‘normal’, even when they are included
in the same classroom. What usually happens is what Young (2000) referred to as an
‘internal exclusion, “originating” areas of
discrimination’ when ‘people lack effective
opportunity to influence the thinking of others, even when they have access to the fora
and procedures of decision-making’ (2000:
53–55). In other words, together in the same
classroom, but separated by the curriculum.
This educational apartheid, which continues
to exist, is usually seen as inevitable and is
seldom discussed. To achieve genuinely
equitable inclusive education, it is necessary
to conceive of and actively develop a new
culture, a culture of solidarity, cooperation
and respect for human diversity.
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The Learning Process
This new culture needs different policies and
pedagogy (Ainscow, 2004), new learning and
teaching practices. An inclusive educational
culture is not about teaching the culture of
diversity as a value. It is about how to live in
classrooms democratically by fostering
respect, participation, collaboration and
peaceful coexistence amongst all participants. The main purpose of this educational
experience is to deepen the democratic life of
the school; it is about joining efforts to
achieve freedom and equity educationally
and to fight for an increasingly humanized
and cultured school environment (López
Melero, 2004). This should be the orientation
of the educational practices in a public
school, which respects Human Rights and
the Rights of the Child.
The practical implications are demonstrated in the Roma Project, described later
in this chapter as an exemplar – researchbased educational activities, which address
(through collaborative learning and action)
problematic situations recognized by the
whole learning community as significant
for them, and which motivate and engage all
learners and develop their individual responsibility for contributing to the solutions.
An important aspect of the learning process
in schools is assessment. We need to consider
how to make assessment serve inclusion
rather than exclusion. It is a matter of ethics as
well as one of learning. We should give attention to how our learners are affected by the
assessment process. Assessment intended to
promote learning should be educative, rather
than mechanical or technical assessment.
Assessment approaches need to be consistent
with the teaching–learning experiences and
aims. If these are essentially democratic, the
assessment processes must also be.
In light of these considerations, the following three points are important:
•• Assessment (for learning) should not be confused
with common tools used in schools such as
examinations and checking procedures (or similar
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techniques), the function of which is to provide
evidence justifying the award of a qualification.
•• Assessment instruments should be chosen
according to the type of information we want to
collect and, above all, with educational purposes
in mind.
•• Assessment must be considered as an educational
activity through which the teacher and the learners evaluate the quality of what has been learned,
or identify specific knowledge intended to be
learned but not in fact grasped – it is a process
involving dialogue and joint decisions about matters such as central and secondary aspects of the
learning undertaken and reasons why success
may not have been complete.

If we teach our learners to learn to think and
live, we have to assess in ways that show
whether they are in fact learning to do these
things. We need to know what kind of
changes and transformations have occurred
in both students and teachers: in their knowledge and their thinking processes, in the
language they use, in their attitudes and
behaviours and in their actions. ‘Qualifications
type’ assessment, tacked on to the end of the
teaching and learning processes and often in
effect an instrument of selection and exclusion, typically does not provide evidence
about the achievement of such sophisticated
learning aims. In order to be educative, the
assessment should always be related directly
to key learning aims and contribute directly
to the learning processes of both the learners
and the teacher.
The types of learning processes (and
assessment) involved in this educational
model are entirely consonant with the intention to engage fully with the uniqueness of
every individual in very diverse groups and
to promote strongly the democratic life of the
school. They develop critical, responsible,
independent learners, able to think and to
live; to distinguish what is significant and relevant from what is of secondary importance;
to compare and contrast thoughts and ideas;
to investigate; to argue; to reason; to talk; to
meet high standards; and to live in peaceful
coexistence – that is, people, who do things
the best way possible. Only if we ensure this
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type of comprehensive learning can we claim
to be educationally inclusive.

SOME STRATEGIES FOR BUILDING
AN INCLUSIVE SCHOOL
Although UNESCO’s efforts to promote an
Education for All and quality education for
all children were widely proclaimed at the
Jomtien Conference, Thailand (UNESCO,
1990b) and through the Salamanca Statement,
Spain (1994), unfortunately, in 2015, there
are still many children who do not have the
opportunity to be educated and to acquire or
to share culture. The right to education has
been stolen (Darling-Hammond, 2001). The
teaching process in some schools is reduced
to a set of procedures that hardly cause any
significant or relevant learning. Therefore,
one of the main challenges for the public
school is to give back to all children ‘their
right to learn’.
To succeed in developing and implementing inclusive education as we have described
it, there will need to be a review of educational practices and initiate processes of
deconstruction and construction of school
contexts in order to build a new school culture
or, at least, to give new meaning to the current one. Two broad strategies can be identified as crucial to the process: ‘Learning while
Teaching’ and ‘Cooperative, Supportive and
Dialogic Learning’. These strategies are not
completely separate; aspects of each are relevant to the other.

Learning while Teaching
Teacher education is the cornerstone of any
educational innovation. The search for the
best pedagogical approaches for all students
to learn benefits the teachers themselves first.
As they develop awareness of what is needed
to develop inclusive education, teachers will
change their understanding of their own
roles, of the learner and of the curriculum.

In the traditional system, the teacher has
three functions: they act as transmitter of the
learning materials; evaluate the progress and
achievements of the learners at the end of
the teaching–learning process; and act as a
role model of an educated person with a high
standard and expert training. By contrast, in
an inclusive school, the teacher’s role should
be very different: first they must know how
to work with very heterogeneous classrooms
(in terms of ethnicity, gender, disability,
religion, origin, multilingualism, etc.), and
second they have to learn alternative pedagogical strategies to respond to the complexity and diversity of the classroom context. It
is no longer sufficient to give the same oral or
written explanation to the whole class. There
is a demand for other learning activities such
as research-based projects, seminars, workshops and working groups where knowledge
is built in a social and cooperative manner.
In the traditional system, the teacher can
regard the learner as primarily a recipient of
the learning materials. The have to absorb
these passively, have a minimum capacity
of attention and memory and know how to
put these into play when the circumstances
require. In this banking knowledge system
(Freire, 1970) learners behave in accordance
with imposed rules. If an individual does not
succeed in doing this, they will be considered
unfit for a normal education and will become
part of the ‘special education’ group. It is
often argued that children need to be placed
in this special group because they are not
mature enough to benefit from mainstream
education. However, we know that wellplanned school learning, besides broader
aspects of education, causes development.
We do not have to wait for the child to mature
because learning itself produces the development, which constitutes maturity (Vygotsky,
1995). From this point of view, the learner,
far from being a passive recipient of information and imposed rules, learns actively by
investigating, exploring, selecting and transforming the learning material.
In the traditional system, the teacher would
understand the curriculum as information and
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rules about how to learn this information.
Society decides on the content of what is to
be learned in each subject area and selects the
ways in which this content will be presented
to learners (for example, in textbooks or
other learning materials) and that is what students should learn in order to be considered
‘educated’ persons. The world’s views and
cultural traditions are already pre-established
(Nussbaum, 2006) and the school’s mission
is to transmit them to children. Learners have
to ‘absorb’ them as they are, using the associated intellectual tools. In current thinking
about learning, the learning materials are no
longer just information, they become generators of reflection and action. Teaching is no
longer simple delivery of static and standardized information divided into fragments of
isolated, unconnected and decontextualized
disciplines, rather it builds the learning potential and higher thinking abilities (a logical
thought process) of the learner.
The idea that the role of the teacher is not
that of mere transmitter of some past knowledge/information that students have to memorize, but should be one of teaching how to
construct knowledge that does not exist yet,
is not actually new.
It very clear to Montaigne (2007), when he
was arguing in the sixteenth century, that:
The preceptor should not lose sight of what the
purpose of his efforts is; he should not put much
interest in teaching his pupil the date of the ruin of
Carthage and the customs of Scipio and Hannibal;
nor to inform him of the place where Marcelo
died, but to make him to see that Marcelo was
killed in that place because he was not at the
height of his duty. Learners should not be much
interested in events, but in learning how to grasp
their meaning. (Montaigne, 2007: 115).

To know some decontextualized, factual information does not mean that you really know or
understand it. It means only that it has been
retained in the memory. As Montaigne (2007)
goes on:
The bees extract the juice of different flowers and
then they produce honey, which is their own product; the thyme or the marjoram are not: thus, the
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notions from specific disciplines are transformed and
modified to perform a kind of work that belongs to
the learner’s mind; thereby they are forming his
knowledge and insight (Montaigne, 2007: 110).

Montaigne’s idea, although not contemporary,
seems to ring true when we think about the
process of learning and development that enables the learner to respond effectively to the
highly complex challenges of our actual and
future society. Indeed, more recent authors have
emphasized the role of the teacher as a facilitator, co-inquirer and a committed leader and
organizer (together with learners, parents and
other education professionals) of a meaningful,
relevant and contextualized teaching – learning
process in the classroom and in the school
community (Cazden, 1991; Darling-Hammond,
2001; Vygotsky, 1979; Wells, 1995).
Curriculum should be thought of as
responding to and developing all dimensions
of the human being: cognition and metacognition, the language and the meanings of
communications, values and the development
of personal, social and moral autonomy. We
agree with Gardner (1995) who coins the
concept of development of multiple intelligences and performances. The teacher needs
to know what knowledge students should
learn and how learning activities should be
planned, organized and enacted: both constitute the curriculum. This is not just an academic issue, but is also an ethical one: the
truly effective and committed teacher understands that it is not just a matter of content
but one of how learners live this process and
how their identity is transformed through the
process of learning (Maturana, 1994). The
dual purpose of public education is ‘to learn
to think and to learn to live’ through communication systems, norms and values that
teachers and learners establish in classrooms.

Cooperative, Supportive
and Dialogic Learning
In inclusive education both students and
teachers are involved in the construction of
knowledge. Traditional classrooms should
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become living and learning communities.
Teachers must reorganize what happens in
them so that all children, without distinction,
have equivalent opportunities in the joint
construction of knowledge and the meaning
of this knowledge for the learners depends
upon the quality of the interaction, participation and support that occur in the classroom.
This kind of learning might be called ‘apprenticeship’ in the analysis of real life situations
experienced by students. The concepts, phenomena, facts and main ideas to be understood are learning strategies that enable
children to resolve these problematic situations. This mode of constructing knowledge
in a social way involves the formation of
heterogeneous groups, the members of which
are interdependent and share things such as
the same space and common goals, various
learning materials, different functions involving some degree of responsibility and some
common standards of understanding to
enable them to reflect together on a common
task (Johnson et al., 1999; Slavin, 1999).
Cooperative learning replaces the competitive organization in traditional classrooms
(Johnson et al., 1999). Classes become living and learning communities where children
enjoy being part of the world that each generates together with the others. Being part of
this process means working in groups, taking or acquiring responsibilities, sharing the
common tasks and the inherent challenges
of the group. It is not about socializing the
seats, but rather the learning (Cazden, 1991)
because each learner has a role, a responsibility. Shared learning generates shared intelligence and the group is cognitively enriched
because the origin of intelligence is social
(Cole, 2004). For students accustomed to
learning where teachers and textbooks are
dominant, cooperative learning may initially
seem rather disconcerting.
In these classrooms, children have to
change their perception of learning as ‘just
work’; they have to understand that going to
school is to build knowledge with other children, not following textbooks and stipulated
exercises and assignments but addressing

problematic situations that are significant
for the whole group of learners. In classes
focused on cooperative learning, children
take responsibility for their learning, reflect,
talk and act purposefully and collectively
whilst the teacher observes and guides them.
This kind of learning shares many characteristics with the highly interactive dialogic
learning described by writers such as Bruner
(1990), Freire (1993), Vygotsky (1979) and
Wells (2001). It makes the job of the teacher
more creative and original, but also more
challenging and demanding, to ensure that
all children have equivalent opportunities to
participate in the construction of knowledge
and develop the confidence to achieve this
through cooperation with others.

AN EXEMPLAR OF AN INCLUSIVE
EDUCATION MODEL
Research-Based Projects in the
Classroom – the Roma Project
We believe that project-based methodology
(Dewey, 1971; Kilpatrick, 1918;) synthesizes
all the curricular and pedagogical strategies
we have proposed earlier as characteristic of
inclusive education. In recent years, it has
become very common to hear teachers saying,
‘In our school, we work using project-based
methodology’, but it is not clear that everybody understands this term in the same way.
Our use of the term ‘projects’ means
‘research-based projects’ as the foundation
of learning. A research-based project does not
involve traditional subject matter learned in
linear progression nor taxonomy of objectives
to be neatly achieved. Rather, a researchbased project is a way of ‘learning to learn in
cooperation’. It is a dynamic process comprising collaborative thought and action –
first thinking through what will be investigated
and achieved, and then putting it into practice.
It involves an attitude of permanent search
combined with dialogic inquiry (Wells, 2001).
The process of conducting a research-based
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project will foster learners’ cognitive and
cultural development, as well as the mental
organization needed to build knowledge and
to comprehend the world. The methodology
takes us away from the Aristotelian idea of
bookish education and engages us in social
construction of knowledge.
As an example we present the Roma Project,
an educational model that we have been
developing and implementing with the main
purpose of making inclusion a reality in our
schools. This explicitly social justice-oriented
educational model addresses any kind of discrimination in schools and seeks to be increasingly positive towards and respectful of human
differences (in accordance with Human Rights
and the Rights of the Child).
The Roma Project is an ongoing interdisciplinary research and education project that
started in 1990 in Spain and extended into
various countries, including Brazil, Mexico,
Argentina and Ecuador. It involves various
groups of teachers, families and mediation
experts. As a research project, it aims to provide ideas and reflections on the construction of a new theory of intelligence, through
development of people’s cognitive, metacognitive, linguistic and emotional processes and
their autonomy. Its basic and fundamental
purpose is the improvement of school, family and social contexts through democratic
co-existence and mutual respect, as well as
personal, social and moral autonomy (López
Melero, 2004).
What differentiates this educational model
from others is its heuristic approach, its continuing openness to finding out new things,
its dual perspective (the theoretical and the
practical mutually influencing one another)
and its sustained commitment over the past
25 years to improving education for all children. This improvement occurs at an academic level, contributing to building and
deepening of knowledge about genuinely
inclusive education (in areas such as curriculum construction, teacher’s professional
development, action research) and it also
occurs in the transformation of schools into
real living and learning communities.
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The scientific foundation of our practices
in this project drew upon the epistemological theory of Habermas (1987a, 1987b) and,
more specifically, his theory of Communicative
Action, the Action Research conception of
Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), the conception of intelligence of Luria (1997; Luria
et al., 1986) and the ideas about development of
logical thought processes and the resulting theory of development and learning of Vygotsky
(1979, 1995). We drew upon a combination of
the most recent thought of Luria and Vygotsky,
which, in our view, is represented by Bruner
(1997), who considered education as a way of
acculturation in which human beings – educator
and learner – are educated together in a dialogic
encounter (Freire, 1993). Another main theoretical foundation is the Biology of Knowledge
and the Biology of Love of Maturana and
Pörksen (2007), which characterizes development and human actions as resulting from
a huge number of causes that interrelate and
interact with each other in a world of emotional
networks (López Melero, 2004).
In the Roma Project, the research-based
projects are a way of learning to think and
learning to live together.
Starting from a problematic situation identified through the curiosity and interest of the
learners, not the teachers, and the learners’
previous concepts about the nature of this
problematic situation (these initial ideas can
be described in Vygotsky’s (1979) terms as
the learners’ actual development level), there
emerges immediately at least one research
project to be shared with the working groups
that have been set up in the classroom. These
groups should be as heterogeneous as possible. Each group, from their point of view and
from their needs, establishes the strategies and
procedures that will be required in order to
achieve what they intend, which is Vygotsky’s
(1979) potential development level.
They also make a clear and specific
Operations Plan. Between the two levels,
the teaching and learning processes occur,
in what Vygotsky (1979) called the ‘zone of
proximal development (ZPD)’. These processes are specifically a way to learn to think
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and to learn to live together – Freire’s (1993)
dialogic encounter, which is central to these
processes, strongly encourages teachers and
learners to reach a consensus before taking
any decision (in line with the Communicative
Action theory of Habermas (1987a, 1987b)).
Through this way of working, learners
become aware of their own thinking processes
through reflection and self-correction and
they develop logical thinking. They change
their thoughts and actions, build their own
personal criteria for evaluating what is happening, strengthen their ability to make correct judgments and learn to treat each other in
a reasonable and respectful manner.
We start from real life problematic situations. Students learn to approach the identification, description and understanding of
the problematic situation by constructing a
series of meaningful and relevant ideas about
it. Teachers contribute a kind of ‘help’ to this
construction of meaning by the learners (‘educational influence’). These exchange processes are the practical means through which
learners’ ZPD and teachers’ intervention interact. The adult support has to be adjusted both
in quantity and quality to what the children
themselves need and not much more. It is a
kind of dynamic help that has to start at the
initial level of development of students, and
it sets out achievable new challenges beyond
the initial level that leads to a potential level,
the realization of the project by the students
independently (Vygotsky, 1979). This methodology promotes all students’ independent
learning: they make real decisions and develop
‘learning to learn’ – strategies such as knowing
and understanding the environment, proposing
a problem situation and arguing for it, finding information, sharing it in heterogeneous
work groups, communicating effectively with
colleagues, etc. The principal outcome of the
project is not the ‘solution’ to the identified
problematic situation, but the development
of young learners’ mental pathways and high
order thinking processes. Those who participate in a community of inquiry and learning of
this type are transformed and enriched, not just
cognitively and culturally but also emotionally
and behaviourally.

There are certain essential prior requirements to make this cooperative methodology
work in the classroom:
1 Classes start by knowing each other
The essence of research-based projects is the
common effort to learn with and from each other
because it involves the help of others to achieve
personal development ZPD). Children cannot learn
if they do not know each other. Teaching and learning in our classes are planned to ensure they get
to know each other well. From the first day, we
build together a ‘matrix’ of how we think, how we
speak, how we feel and how we act. It is a kind of
initial diagnostic evaluation where we reveal our
personal history, our thoughts, the language (or
languages) we use, our emotions and our actions.
An important aim is to enable the children to think
about such questions as what happens in our
mind when we think, when we talk, when we feel,
when we act, when we understand others. Children
therefore start developing their mental tools. They
are taught to think in order to act properly and the
classroom comes to simulate a ‘social brain’: learning is much richer if we learn to solve problematic
situations cooperatively. The human mind has a
social origin: what makes us more cognitively and
culturally competent are interactions with others
and not the amount of information we have
memorized. The use of symbolic mental tools has
an exceptional importance: the evolved human
mind works with signs and meanings. This is why
individual members explaining how they are thinking is so important in the process of getting to
know one another in a working/learning group.
2 Learn to think of the classroom as like a brain
Teachers often shape their pedagogy in ways that
are influenced by explicit or implicit theories and
assumptions about how learning occurs. It is one
thing to know something about individual learning and quite another to know how to ensure
that all students learn. Luria (1974, 1997; Luria
et al., 1986) left us the legacy of the ‘social brain’.
In the Roma Project children build their class like
a brain. In the classroom there are a number of
areas of development and learning, namely the
Thinking Zone (cognition and meta-cognition),
the Communication Zone (language), the Love
Zone (affective) and the Autonomy Zone (motion/
action). In order to develop their research-based
project, each group goes on a journey through
these areas of development and learning (which
are not ‘corners’), following the relevant processes: I think–I speak–I feel/love–I do.

INCLUSION IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

3 The rules are agreed among all participants
Students come to know that in school they will
learn to think well, that they will learn together
one from another and that this requires them to
co-exist peacefully. Based on the trust and respect
awakened in the early days, we start to build this
co-existence in the classroom by establishing rules
based on freedom and equity. Everyone agrees
norms for the initial assembly of the group and
for how it will work. These are not just things that
group members may or may not be allowed to do;
they are derived from the realization that complying
with norms enables values to be lived in the classroom and that breaking the rules impedes values
education. We strongly believe that values are not
taught, but lived. This way, we will learn to build
democracy in our classes because through dissent
consensus is reached (Habermas, 1987a, 1987b).
4 The distribution of responsibilities
This way of conceiving of the classroom as a
place to learn to think and reflect well based on
trust, respect, dialogue and democratic coexistence requires that both learners and teachers
take on co-responsibility in the tasks they have
decided to carry out in order to find solutions
to the problematic situation. Children will carry
responsibilities throughout the entire process
and will learn to be coordinator, spokesperson,
secretary or person in charge of the learning
material. Two criteria are set up to take account
of the mixed nature of the group: (1) everyone
has to take a turn at each of these functions and
(2) all children in the classroom have to work at
least once with all other children.

Research-based projects are related to cognitive
and cultural planning, that is, to the ability that
people have to make plans, to search, to investigate, to experiment and to build. The projects
therefore always have two areas: the thinking
sphere and the action sphere. There is a logical
sequence to their development as follows (see
Figure 13.1):
1 Initial assembly
The origin of any project is learners’ realization that
there is a problematic situation and this requires
the participation of all students. We always start
from their epistemological curiosity and their world
of interests, not that of their teachers (contextualized learning). This is the time when children
socialize their previous learning and it awakens
the desire to learn. They start by showing what
they know about and what they need to know in
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order to solve the problematic situation, and then,
the project is named. To answer the questions, an
Action Plan is shaped in heterogeneous groups.
2 Action plan in heterogeneous groups
The plan covers both generic and specific learning. Generic learning is learning that we want all
students to benefit from throughout the project;
specific learning is what will help each person
to improve in an aspect particular to them. Each
group constructs something concrete – a mural,
a layout, an essay, a story, a magazine, etc. – as
a strategy for addressing the needs identified in
the initial assembly. They have to plan it in the
company of their teacher, following the sequence
of processes that identify what they need in terms
of thinking and meta-cognition, of language and
communication systems, of affectivity (norms and
values), and of autonomy. When all the groups
have made their action plans they continue their
investigation independently.
3 Action
Everything planned has to be done. This is the
time of exchanges and interactions in the classroom to achieve a solution to the problematic
situation. The teacher follows the work process of
each group and offers their support as needed to
redirect their thoughts and actions. The teacher
always acts on request. Once the artefact that
each group has committed itself to has been
constructed, the whole group is involved in
explaining and showing what they have learned
in the project. Finally, they develop a conceptual
map as a synthesis of that learning.
4 Final assembly
This stage is the time to evaluate the work
process of each of the groups and to propose
new projects. The spokesperson of each group
explains what they planned to do, what difficulties they met in the process, how they solved
them and what answers they found to the questions raised in the initial assembly. They also
propose the conceptual map that they developed
as a synthesis of their learning. When all groups
have finished presenting and discussing their
projects, a conceptual map is made that reflects
everything the entire class has learned from the
work of all the groups. This common map forms
a part of the book that every individual learner is
gradually building as the year goes on. Based on
the questions of all the groups, a new research
project is generated and the children therefore
continue to research – and to learn. In our
classes, the basis of learning is research. There is
no learning without inquiry and research.
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Assessment in the Roma Project
As our purposes are qualitative in nature, it
is hard to find tools to evaluate the processes
of teaching and learning. How do you assess
the processes needed to learn to think and
to learn to live? We try to address this difficulty by building a matrix of all participants’
thinking processes from the start using the
following methods or instruments:
•• At the initial assembly: by diagnostic assessment
in the first days of the academic year to enable the
learners to get to know each other, we find out:
–– how the students and the teachers think
(perception, attention, memory, knowledge of
space and time, planning, etc.);
–– how they communicate (reading, writing,
speaking, use of logical–mathematical or
artistic language, etc.);
–– their world of values, emotions, feelings and
norms; and
–– their physical, personal, social and moral
autonomy.
•• Throughout the year, we collect the reflections of
the heterogeneous groups using:
–– group folders (portfolios);
–– group interviews;
–– personal archives;
–– a daily class diary; and
–– personal interviews.
•• The final assembly of each project (documenting
the action plan, the narrative of the action and the
conceptual map of the learning of each project).

We acknowledge that this way of understanding how to assess is not the only possible one.
Certainly it is open to modification as we
continue reflecting on these approaches and
give further thought to the best ways of conducting educative assessment embedded in the
curriculum which contributes to learning and
development in both learners and teachers.

CONCLUSION
Public Schools and
Comprehensive Learning
Teaching methods are always a path to enabling students to learn what they should
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learn, which is chosen a priori. We only know
how successful the methods are a posteriori,
when we reflect retrospectively on whether
the class dynamics have actually allowed all
students to achieve what was intended.
What is important in a school that teaches
its learners to think and live respectfully is
to be able to provide an apprenticeship that
is not based upon the accumulation of information, but on reflection and action – that
is comprehensive learning. It is a complex
process, in which students develop their
own particular ways of thinking and acting
as they experiment and acquire, and build
new knowledge. The understanding and
comprehension process has to do with both
thought and action; that is, it involves ability
to think flexibly about what one knows and
experimentation with the as yet unknown.
This is not a matter of using a simple algorithmic mind-set and formulaic approaches
to ‘think’ and decide, but one of flexible
thinking attuned to complex problematic
situations of everyday life and involving dialogue with collaborators. It is therefore very
important that teachers reflect on their classroom methodology to ensure that the experiences learners have, do in fact develop the
ability to think and participate in dialogue
in these ways. Our experience demonstrates
that research-based project methodology is
helping students to become freer thinkers,
more able to participate in learning dialogues, more capable of respecting the ideas
of others, more honest, more democratic and
more humane.
In the Roma Project we are defenders of the
public school as a cultural space, responsible
for the construction of an educational model
for democratic co-existence, which ensures
a quality education, respecting the individuality of each child. In this way, the modern
public school endorses the culture of inclusive education and respects Human Rights
and the Rights of the Child. It avoids curricular injustice by not pursuing different types
of curricula for different pupils in the same
classroom (Young, 2011). A school where
all learning and teaching activities derive
from the principles of inclusive education is
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a school that is educating for building a new
civilization. The public school needs teachers who are wholly committed to these principles and consider that the most important
thing at school is not the teaching of previously developed knowledge (instruction), but
knowing how to create a democratic environment for values and principles of socialization and education. In such an environment
children learn at school not only cultural content but a harmonious and peaceful way of
life – co-existence (Maturana, 1994). If there
is respect in a class, children learn to respect;
if reflection goes on in a class, the children of
that class will be reflective; if there is generosity in class, children learn to be generous;
if a class develops democratically, the children learn to be democratic people. We learn
what we live.
From our expertise and knowledge, we
can suggest that the ultimate purpose of the
public school is to awaken in learners a love
of wisdom, of knowledge of creativity and
of culture in general. To say that the main
purpose of public education is to transform
learners into persons who love truth, the
common good and beauty is the same as saying that it is to ensure that children will ‘learn
to think and learn to live together’. This is not
an unattainable utopia, but a moral project
to which we dedicate ourselves in education
because public schooling is a universal and
fundamental human right, necessary to build
a democratic, caring and humane society.
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Subordinate Subjects: The Work
of the Hidden Curriculum
in Post-Colonial Ghana
Máiréad Dunne and Vincent Adzahlie-Mensah

INTRODUCTION
This chapter is based on findings from a
school-based ethnography that investigated
how students in a rural Ghanaian Basic school
understood their social positioning within the
institution. This wider study used a largely
qualitative approach that highlighted local
voices and experiences. It also attended to a
gap in the education and development literature by bringing together post-colonial and
curriculum studies to provide insights to persistent problems within the Ghanaian context.
Although at the national aggregate level there
have been appreciable educational gains in
terms of gender parity and completion rates,
there remains a general concern with school
quality and the curriculum experiences of
students, as well as with schools in rural areas
that have lagged behind and suffered high
rates of dropping out (Adzahlie-Mensah and
Bampoh-Adoo, 2009; Ministry of Education
(MOE), 2011). These problems have persisted despite regular statistical reports, policy
attention and intervention. There is, however,

minimal empirical research that explores
schools as social institutions, including their
genealogy, student experiences, power relations, identities and differences (Adjei, 2007;
Quartey, 2007; Dunne et al., 2013; AdzahlieMensah, 2014). The study on the hidden curriculum in contemporary schooling in
post-colonial Ghana, which is reported in this
chapter, contributes to a more recent strand of
research to address this gap.
We continue by providing a brief account
of Ghana’s educational history in the colonial
and post-independence periods. In this contextual section we consider developments in
education and the curriculum up to contemporary times. We follow this with a descriptive
overview of the research study before turning
to a discussion of the empirical data on the
work of the hidden curriculum rooted in the
post-colonial context. This is organised into
three sections covering the broader school
regime, student and teacher perspectives and
finally forms of student stratification within
the school. In the final section we offer an
overview and summary.

THE HIDDEN CURRICULUM IN POST-COLONIAL GHANA

GHANA’S EDUCATION HISTORY
Ghana is one of the creations of the European
scramble for colonies in the 1800s. The
British administered the country as a colonial
enclave for 207 years – from the British Royal
African Company administration (1750–
1842) to Britain’s direct control (1843–1957).
Under colonialism, laws, mostly based on the
English legal and normative standards, were
made by a British governor and an all-
European executive and legislative council
(Ellis, 1971). The English system of thought
and British colonial ethics permeated and
significantly modified every aspect of
Ghanaian life (Graham, 1971).
Prior to the British administration formal
schooling in Ghana, an ‘intellectual borrowing from Europe’ (Sanjinés, 2007: 300) was
started around 1529 by the Portuguese in
Elmina Castle on the south coast. The Dutch
who evicted them from the castle opened their
own school in 1644, which ran for 200 years.
The British then opened their school at the
nearby Cape Coast Castle whilst the Danes
opened their school at Christiansburg Castle,
Accra (McWilliam and Kwamena-Poh, 1975).
These schools ‘were not established to benefit
the natives’ (Ghana Education Service (GES),
2001: 6), rather the students who attended
these schools were mullatoes: children born
to Ghanaian mothers by European fathers
(Graham, 1971: 1, 3). Each school was organised differently because there was no central
coordinating body (McWilliam and KwamenaPoh, 1975) and the various European groups
used their home languages – Portuguese,
Dutch, Danish and English – for instruction
in their respective schools (Graham, 1971;
Quartey, 2007).
Christian missionaries later expanded
schooling to the ‘natives’ to ‘serve the primary needs of evangelism’ (Amedahe and
Chandramohan, 2009: 8). Their curriculum
with undertones of a ‘civilizing mission’:
sought to produce students who could read
and write the respective European language
and adhere to their Christian religious values
(Graham, 1971; Quartey, 2007). The main
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curriculum textbook was the Bible (Pfann,
1965; Debrunner, 1967). The official curriculum was explicitly gendered, with ‘native
girls’ trained in needlework or sewing and
encouraged to be good servants and housewives whilst carpentry, masonry, blacksmithing and shoemaking were organised
for boys (Pfann, 1965; Debrunner, 1967).
Alongside the specific content of schooling, Pfann (1965: 45) noted that, ‘nuns, missionary wives and children imparted their
Christian beliefs, practices and values to their
students’. Importantly, the missionary teachers instituted a hierarchy by claiming moral
authority through reference to a concept of a
‘divine right’ positioning themselves as the
mouthpiece of God in order to prohibit students from challenging their practices (Pfann,
1965). Their authority was bolstered by the
use of corporal punishment, ‘using canes and
whips were institutionalised in schools … and
most missionary teaching promoted its use
among parents’ (Durrant and Smith, 2011:
67). These latter points that move beyond
the subject content of schooling and involve
organisational relations and social regulation
in schools or the hidden curriculum (Bowles
and Gintis, 1976; Anyon 1980; Bernstein,
1996; Ginsburg and Clayton, 2002) are the
central topics of this chapter.
The British colonial administration harmonised the school system in Ghana through
the first Education Ordinance (1852), which
remained in place for more than 100 years
until independence in 1957. The stated objective was to produce a group of ‘scholars that
would provide the needed manpower requirements for merchant houses and clerks for the
civil service and missionary workers’ (GES,
2001: 7). The main emphasis was on arithmetic and reading and writing in English.
Religious Instruction was included later following protests by the British Society for the
Propagation of the Gospel (McWilliam and
Kwamena-Poh, 1975).
The education system in Ghana was essentially built upon the missionary school model,
which was used to promote colonial domination and thereby effect local marginalisation
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(Busia, 1964; Woolman, 2001). Proficiency
in English language was and remains a prime
indicator of good education (Quartey, 2007).
Moving beyond the curriculum content to
aspects of the hidden curriculum, Luggard
(1922: 560) justified the use of corporal punishment in schools through the distasteful
notion that ‘the primitive African does not
feel’ the pain. He depicted native children as
‘nude savage children’ acting with the ‘inaccessible fastness of a cannibal’ who therefore
required the ‘formation of character’ (1922:
217). This rationale was not challenged in
Britain at the time (or arguably in later times)
and English law at the beginning of colonialism supported whipping (Radzinowicz
and Hood, 1986). British colonial education
policy in Ghana was framed by Malinowski’s
(1936: 503–4) ideas of schooling ‘the Native’
in an ‘inverted anthropology’, through which
Africans would learn the habits and norms of
Europeans. The hidden curriculum of schools
‘largely functioned to maintain the colonial
order of dependency’ (Busia, 1964: 7); graduates became ‘docile, dependent, [and] low
on initiative’, (Dzobo, 1987: 2); and ‘the education system was devoid of the economic,
social and political needs of the local people’
(Antwi, 1992: 33).
Despite Malinowski’s (1936) observations
of the potential negative effects of disregarding local cultural norms, post-colonial scholars have highlighted the ways that schools
were used mainly to produce citizen workers for European merchant houses, create
assumptions about colonial practices as standard, and shape consumer tastes for European
goods (GES, 2001; Dei, 2004; Adjei, 2007).
In this process school practices traduced
local culture, language and religion to inculcate Eurocentric values, including egocentric
materialism and individualism that contradict
an African sense of collective responsibility (Mazrui, 1978: 16). Schools were often
characterised by authoritarianism, inequality,
irrelevant curricula and alienation.
After independence, the nationalist government of Nkrumah sought to place direct value
on systems of thought that were marginalised

under colonialism (Adjei, 2007). The number of curriculum subjects was expanded to
include:
Personal Hygiene, Village Sanitation, English,
Writing, Arithmetic, Physical Education, Games,
Hygiene, Religious Instruction, Ghanaian Languages,
Nature Study, Geography, History, Centres of
Interest, Music, Art and Crafts, Needlework, African
Drumming and Dancing (MOE, 1957: 8).

Nkrumah later introduced a Second
Development Plan (1959–1964) that placed
value on skill development (Parliamentary
Debates Official Report, 1961) and a supporting Education Act, 1961 (Act 87)
(Parliament of the Republic of Ghana, n.d.)
that prescribed 10 years of free compulsory
elementary education for all children of
school-going age (Adzahlie-Mensah and
Bampoh-Addo, 2009).
Following the overthrow of Nkrumah, his
investments in decolonisation diminished and
successor governments ‘streamlined education along the lines of the British Education
system and upheld denominational supremacy
and character building as the central theme of
education’ (Amedahe and Chandramohan,
2009: 10). The return to the colonial framing of the education system also saw an
increasingly elitist curriculum and a reduced
focus on addressing national needs, such
as development of national consciousness,
citizenship values, national culture and historical identities (GES, 2001; Amedahe and
Chandramohan, 2009). To date, indigenous
languages are studied as second languages
in schools and all lessons from kindergarten
to university are taught in English (Alhassan
et al., 2008). Further, curriculum provision
remains standardised and centralised with the
development of curriculum, assessment, training and posting of teachers administered centrally by GES (GES, 2001; Dei, 2004), with
the rules and codes of discipline in Ghanaian
schools mandated by the MOE through the
Ghana Education Service Council (Amedahe
and Chandramohan, 2009). As observed elsewhere, the space for Ghanaian teachers and
more local actors to shape the curriculum has
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been limited by their exclusion in the colonial era and through centralisation in postcolonial times (Woolman 2001; Al-Daami
and Wallace, 2007). Effectively, curriculum
development has remained outside the professional remit of teachers.
Even where curriculum development has
taken place it has been largely with the technical aspects of the official curriculum (that
often mimic those of the West) without attending to the assumed pedagogies, the hidden
curriculum or social relations of schooling
(Bacchus, 1990; Crossley and Murby, 1994).
With only very superficial change to the official curriculum and its repertoire of subjects,
colonial scholars describe the persistence
of schools as colonial institutions that are
replete with ‘discursive violence’ (Vasquez,
2009: 1) and characterised by ruling relations
that are antithetical to democratic engagement between teachers and the students and
to child-centred schooling that continues to
be widely promoted by multiple international
aid agencies (see, for example, UNESCO,
2014). In the analysis of the data that follows, which briefly sets out the approach
to the research, we turn our attention to the
hidden curriculum that operates through the
everyday practices and normalised social
dynamics of the school organisation in the
production of student subjectivities.

THE RESEARCH STUDY
The research study from which the data and
analysis of this chapter has been drawn was
an in-depth case study of a rural Basic (primary) school in the central region of Ghana.
Using an ethnographic style approach, data
were collected from schools through policy
texts, interviews and observations between
May 2011 and January 2012.
The main documents used included the
Headteachers’ Handbook (MOE, 2006) and
the Unified Code of Discipline for Basic
Education Schools (MOE, 2006), both
national level policy texts that codified and
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spelled out all rules and regulations for
school management and administration. In
addition, school-level documents, such as
the entries in the school class registers, were
also examined. Over the 8-month period
of data collection, sequential interviews
were conducted with teachers and a critical case sample (Bradley, 1992) of fifteen
students purposively selected from Primary
Classes 4, 5 and 6 (usually aged between 9
and 12 years). The sample was composed of
seven males and eight female students aged
between 9 and 15 years who had been in the
school from Primary Class 1. These students
were selected because they were more able
to express themselves and because previous
research findings concluded that students in
those grade levels most frequently describe
school as either ‘uninteresting or useless’
(Pryor and Ampiah, 2003). A less formalised
approach was used in which incidental and
episodic interviews took place during the
fieldwork. These were helpful in crosschecking the sample students’ comments with the
views and on the actions of other students, the
teachers and the head teacher in the school.
School and classroom activities were regularly observed during the fieldwork and they
were integral to researcher familiarity and
the ethnographic style of the research. All the
texts, from policies to interview transcripts to
observation notes, were analysed using critical discourse analysis (CDA), as delineated
by Fairclough and Wodak (1997), to gain a
deep understanding of institutional relations
and the social dynamics of the hidden curriculum within the school.
In the following three sections we present
the main findings of the study. We start by
exploring the organisational structure of the
school and in particular the use of the timetable as a central device for instantiating the
school regime and its hierarchical social relations. In the second section we focus on the
students’ perspectives on their experiences of
schooling, which highlights the power of the
hidden curriculum and their sense of subordination. In the final section we discuss the
ways that the hidden curriculum produces
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differentiated student experiences of schooling with specific reference to the prefects,
gender, religion and language.

THE SCHOOL REGIME
Debates about schooling in ex-colonies have
highlighted forms of curriculum stasis in
which practices introduced in a previous era
have been retained because ‘education ministry officials continue to be resistant to the
suggestion of changes that appear to offer
anything less rigidly defined’ (Molteno et al.,
2000: 13). This form of professional inertia is
seen to underlie irrelevant curriculum and
many other educational problems in developing countries (Dei, 2004). It is in this context
that theorists argue that an analysis of schooling in developing countries cannot be productive ‘unless the legacies of colonialism are
examined’ (Viruru, 2005: 10). In this vein,
and as a means to trace its colonial heritage,
we now turn to an examination of aspects of
the school curriculum and specifically the
hidden curriculum to unearth entrenched educational structures and practices. We focus
primarily on the school timetable as a key
organisational structure that publicly regulates
time, teachers and students and we examine
how the policy regulations and school practices give effect to its enforcement.
In the case study school, the timetable was
the main tool for official regulation. It specified when school opened (6.30am) and when
it closes (1.30pm) and outlined the expected
daily activities to be carried out during school
hours. The daily and weekly events and
activities included morning roll call, morning assembly, silence periods, break periods,
registration, and cleaning periods (when students tidied the school compound and classrooms). It also included the list of subjects to
be taught in what class and at what particular times by which teachers. It was the main
surveillance device to which all members of
the school were required to conform. The
timetable structure was constantly reinforced

by bellboys (two male students) who were
responsible for ringing the school bell to
prompt all members of the school to act
according to the timetable. The regimentation
of the school life through the timetable was
used for regulation and surveillance particularly of students. It provided opportunities
for identifying non-compliance, for example
through lateness, and a justification to discipline and punish students.
The regulatory power of the timetable was
most strongly experienced by the students
because it intersected with school power
hierarchies. In the Headteachers’ Handbook
(2006), the main policy text in the school, the
head teacher is positioned as highest in the
pecking order and tasked to ‘make sure that
there is discipline among teachers and pupils’
(Headteachers’ Handbook, 2006: 11). It continues by elaborating that the term, ‘discipline,
calls for control and directs’ the head teacher
to ‘check on late coming and absenteeism
of both teachers and pupils’. Specifically,
the head teacher is required to monitor teaching and learning by ‘going around during
teaching sessions to … make sure that all
subjects on the timetable are taught’ (MOE,
2006: 12). Further, in decision-making, ‘it
is expected that the experience, tact and
firmness of the head of school will be
brought to bear on all decisions’ (MOE,
2006: 257).
The timetable was an important disciplinary device that operated not only to structure
and organise school time but also to institute
school hierarchies that position students as
subject to the established regimes policed
and enforced by the head teacher. Indeed,
the Unified Code of Discipline for Basic
Education Schools (MOE, 2006) authorises
the head teacher to use different control
devices to discipline other school members.
By using control and discipline devices such as prefects, class monitors, duty teachers and a timetable,
you [head teacher] will promote the process of selfgovernment (Headteachers’ Handbook, 2006: 12).

The policy documents thus highlights the
head teacher’s authority and encourages
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them to appoint others to various positions to
ensure that their regime and its regulatory/
disciplinary power penetrate all levels of the
school organisation and operation.
Evidence from the case study showed how
practice in school strongly echoed the policy. The head teacher appointed an assistant
head teacher to deputise for her, and she also
assigned teachers (called class teachers) to
specific grade level classes These class teachers were responsible for monitoring student
interaction in every task and activity in the
classroom. They checked student attendance
using the class register – an official document
in which students’ names were alphabetically
listed and in which the names of girls were
separate from those of boys. This is a form
of gender regulation that was often taken for
granted and normalised, as was the prestige
appointment of the bellboy timekeeper. The
class teacher would call out students’ names
as listed in the register and record those who
were present and also the absentees. Students
who came in after their names were called were
considered latecomers and usually subject to
disciplinary sanctions. During lessons, class
teachers would often sit on tables located
in front of the rows of student desks, and
from this vantage position they observed
and controlled student behaviour. Apart
from the timetabled break periods, students
who wished to go out of the classroom were
required to ask permission. They usually
did this by pleading with the class teacher:
‘Please may I go out to urinate; Please may I
go out to toilet; Please may I go out to drink
water; Please may I go out to buy pencil etc’.
In effect, class teachers determined whether
and when students could move out of the
classroom. This evidence from the case study
school is highly consistent with Foucault’s
assertion of the classroom as an:

The teachers also drew upon the school timetable as a management tool to regulate students to observe what was described as
workplace regimes of regularity and punctuality (Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Harber,
2004). Although the inculcation of work-like
disciplines continues to inform the hidden
curriculum of schooling, it is interesting here
to contemplate the changing types and conditions of work for Ghanaians since colonial
rule when schools were established. In addition, in the case study school the teachers
enforced compliance to the timetable through
caning in ways antithetical to democratic
engagements. The strong vertical power relations between teachers and students were
highlighted in a question from a female student: ‘Sir, the teachers will come to school
late but they will cane us. Why?’
Prefects as an intermediary layer of the
institutional hierarchy were vital to the imposition of the disciplinary regimes. Appointed
from school students, prefects were important vectors of capillary power that penetrated
to the micro-social levels of the classroom
(Fraser, 1981). This is explicitly referred to
in the Unified Code of Discipline for Basic
Education Schools which details that ‘school
prefects will assist in maintaining the desired
discipline in the school’ (Headteachers’
Handbook, 2006: 257). In practice, teachers selected those students they think have
internalised principles of discipline and selfgovernmentality as a means to help implore
or enforce other students to similarly comply.
A teacher explained the selection of prefects
as follows:

enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point,
in which individuals are inserted in a fixed place, in
which the slightest movements are supervised, in
which all events are recorded … in which power is
exercised without division, according to a continuous hierarchical figure, in which each individual is
constantly located, examined. (Foucault, 1995: 197)

Within the case study school, there were
class prefects selected from each class and
section leaders who were selected from the
most senior class, Primary 6. These prefects
monitored students at the micro-level of
interaction throughout the school. Mimicking

In choosing the prefects we select those with good
behaviour so they can be role models to their
friends … We make sure you respect the authority
of prefects, which is one of the things the children
must be trained to do! (Teacher 2)
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a gender order that was introduced in the
earliest missionary schools in the colonial
era, section leaders supervised the student
performance of morning duties, with female
section leaders active in engaging students in
sweeping the compound and classrooms. The
male prefects on the other hand usually acted
as the dominant ‘inspectors’ in supervising
the performance of morning duties, recording misconduct such as lateness and failure
to observe rules as specified in the school
code of conduct. The class prefects monitored student conduct in class where they
were tasked to maintain quiet or silence and
by recording the names of talkers who were
then punished by teachers. A prefect explains
what it means to become a prefect:

authoritarian and violent regime that precludes negotiation of, or with, power and
authority. This evidently is not a setting that
is conducive either to democratic schooling
or the child-centred pedagogy that are prevalent in donor agency discourse.

If you become a prefect, you must write names of
people who talk in class. You must write names of
latecomers. You must give numbers during silent
period and give to teachers so that they can cane
them … Sir, you must help teachers to keep discipline … the teachers will cane you if you don’t
report someone! The only thing you can tell them
is that this student is late or talking … nothing!
(Group interview with Prefects, 1 August 2011)

You cannot report the teachers to anyone. Sir, will
you report them to your parents or to the head
teacher. Sir, look at them! … They are always
sitting there and the head teacher also sits with
them. You cannot do anything. (Group Interview,
22 November 2011)

This description adds further complexity that
suggests prefects become what Talbot (1998:
157) would describe as ‘constrained actors’.
In Foucault’s terms, the prefects are the ‘surveillance eyes’ of teachers. They are the
panopticon through which teachers ensure
the adherence to the organisational regime
and encourage discipline and self-discipline
amongst students. Central to the relationship
between teachers and prefects is the assumption that other students will be disciplined
and will require punishment. This position is
strikingly reminiscent of Luggard’s (1922)
view on discipline in the colonial era, discussed earlier in this chapter. This situation is
that, no matter what, a student will be caned
by the teacher and this might well be the
prefect if they do not identify a suitable culprit/victim. In this we can see the hierarchical relations that are the school organisation
and we observe that this dimension of the
hidden curriculum operates to produce subordinate student subjectivities through an

PERSPECTIVES ON THE
HIDDEN CURRICULUM
Interviews with students highlight how teachers are positioned within the school organisation and hierarchy and the multiple ways this
shapes student–teacher relations and spaces
for interaction.

You cannot challenge the teachers … You cannot
ask the head teacher any question. They will beat
you. Sir, it means you don’t respect. They will beat
you. (Student 1, Male)

Although these extracts acknowledge a social
hierarchy between teachers and the head
teacher, they powerfully illustrate the student
perspectives on the collective power imbalance between them and the school staff (head
teacher and teachers). As shown in the following comment, students reflected on how
teachers might view them,
Sir, do you also think or do you see us as children?
Or do you think that we do not know anything?…
because they [teachers] call us children they think
we don’t know anything. (Student 1, Male)

The implicit reference to age relations in this
comment highlights it as an important signifier of power and authority in educational
organisation between and among teachers and
students that is used to differentially position
students within the institution. These age relations also echo a Ghanaian social tradition;
however, in Ghana so many children missed
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going to school ‘on time’ that classes often
have a mix of ages to include the over-age late
starters. Irrespective of age differences among
students they are positioned as children and
that ‘requires the embodiment and subordinated performance of a “child” identity especially in relation to their teachers’ (Dunne and
Ananga, 2013: 202). Discussions with teachers, however, revealed their sensitivity in their
interactions especially with over-age
students.
We don’t cane all the children. Some of them are
grown-ups so we rather advise them. (Teacher 4,
Female)
We think it will be humiliating or disgraceful to
cane them in front of the younger ones. We give
them counselling because, they may even hurt you
if you are not careful in dealing with them.
(Teacher 3, Male)
We do not normally call the older children to
answer questions … Our reason is that the older
children often feel embarrassed when they could
not answer questions in the presence of the
younger students. (Group discussion with teachers, 22 November 2011)

These comments describe teachers’ ‘respect’
of over-age students by avoiding interaction
by not caning them because they could be
‘trouble makers’, or by marginalising them in
the classroom and casting them as passive
recipients of the curriculum. This implicit
acknowledgement by the teachers of the
limits of their authoritarian and often violent
strategies to maintain their institutional position produces further differentiation and
exclusion of these over-age students. By the
same token these extracts also imply that
teachers objectified other younger students
as ‘powerless’ and whom they could physically abuse, humiliate or disgrace with impunity. Indeed, the following extracts from
students illustrate how within the formal
institutional context they were subject to
unassailable teacher power and control. They
describe the often physically violent means
by which teachers asserted their institutional
position, leaving them subordinated and
without any possibilities of recourse.
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Sir, if you come to school the teacher can even slap
you. Nobody will say anything. We are nobodies.
(Student 4, Female)
Sir, we are nobodies because the teachers can cane
you anytime or do anything to you. (Student 13,
Male)
In this school, the students don’t matter … even
the prefects … that teachers select themselves.
The teachers know what they want, they tell us
and we do it. (Student 11, Male)

These student extracts suggest that they did
not see themselves as what Adler and Adler
(1998) described as ‘complete’ members of
the school because they saw teachers as
authority figures that cannot be questioned.
The comments, ‘we are nobodies’, particularly suggests how students, including prefects, perceived themselves as what
Agbenyega and Klibthong (2011: 406) call
‘colonised bodies’. It bespeaks undertones of
a deep and tragic sense of powerlessness,
indicating Miller’s (1990) ideas of a poisonous pedagogic relationship between teachers
and students, which negatively shape the
conditions for learning and undermine any
possibilities for democratic engagement.
Aside from physical violation of students,
the identity of ‘being nobodies’ is produced
through their institutional marginalisation.
Students are not involved in decision-making,
and they are largely subject to teacher volition and required to act in the ways that
teachers’ demand. The effective work of the
hidden curriculum in schools is in producing
students as docile subjects or colonised
bodies (Foucault, 1995; Agbenyega and
Klibthong, 2011).
When discussing the official curriculum and
the subject content of the timetable, students
elaborated their experiences of teaching and
learning.
…our duty is learning and teachers’ duty is to
teach. I think the teachers know what we do not
know. They teach and we listen, (Student 11, Male)
The teachers think we don’t know anything. I know
I will become somebody one day when I complete
school. (Student 14, Female)
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When the seniors write your name the teachers
can do anything to you because they are teachers
… we are nobodies because they [teachers] know
more than us … But I will also become somebody
too…(Student 13, Male)
Teachers don’t involve us in lessons … they only
talk to us and we do exercise sometimes
(Student 15, Male)

These student observations, however, relate
to the form rather than content of teaching
and learning that is to the pedagogical relations or in Bernstein’s (1996) terms to the
regulative discourse embedded within their
instruction. Here, they describe their positioning in relation to curriculum knowledge
and illustrate how they position the teacher
as a knowledge transmitter (Harber, 2004)
with teaching ‘couched in authoritarian
terms’ (Pryor and Ampiah, 2003: 40). In
Bernstein’s (1996) terms, the student descriptions depict a performance mode of knowledge production that denies pedagogic rights
of active participation to students who are
positioned as passive learners or recipients.
We are not allowed to talk in the classroom. But it
is impossible for a human being to be among a
group of people in the same class for the whole
day and not talk … these rules are just bad!
(Student 1, Male)
They [teachers] see us [students] as little children.
But little children also talk. Even they talk [more]
than adults. So why can’t we talk? Does it mean
that when you come to school then you are no
longer a human being or what? (Student 11, Male)

The framing of teaching and learning and the
explicit limitations on talk are illustrative of
how students are ‘caught up in a system of
constraints … obligations and prohibitions’
(Foucault, 1977: 11). As Foucault argued, the
act of silencing is an intervention on the student’s body intended ‘to imprison it, to make
it work, it is in order to deprive the individual
of a liberty that is regarded both as a right
and as a property’ (Foucault, 1977: 11). For
Bhabha (2004: 146) this limitation on talk is
‘an insignia for colonial authority’. It is
within these conditions of learning that students understand their position and (limited)

possibilities for action or engagement in relation to others (teachers and students) and to
the legitimated formal knowledge of the
official curriculum.
In this section the school case study
respondents highlight dimensions of the hidden curriculum through which organisational
power, hierarchy and position are defined
and performed. The structure and social processes of schooling are also sutured with the
established esoteric knowledge prescribed in
the official curriculum, inherited during colonial times. In effect, the form, social relations
and content of the hidden and official curriculum are all marked by a colonial history and
a post-colonial stasis that has sustained and
(re-)produced historic knowledge/power positions and hierarchies within classrooms and
schools (Dei, 2004; Harber, 2004; Agbenyega
and Deku, 2011) and which are also echoed
in centre-periphery relations in the global
landscape (Green, 1990). It is in this context
that young Ghanaians in school implicitly and
explicitly learn the possibilities and limitations for them through which they shape their
identities and understand their subject positions within and beyond the school.

STUDENT STRATIFICATION –
DIVIDE AND RULE
In this section we move from the broad institutional patterns to explore the multiple ways
that hidden curriculum works to produce student differentiation and hierarchies through
processes of inclusion and exclusion in the
everyday life of the school. In the previous
section we provided an example of these processes and practices with respect to over-age
students, and here we focus on four particular
differences, specifically those related to prefects, gender, religion and language. In each
case we illustrate how these differences
impinge on school life and experience.
As described earlier, prefects were an
explicit part of the school hierarchy and disciplinary structure. They were an important
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link in the chain of power recognised by both
students and teachers. Although the prefects
recognised their intermediary position and
their distinction from other students, they were
still subject to the vagaries of the teachers.
If you come to school, you know you are nobody
because the teachers do anything to you. (Student
9, Male Prefect)
Sir, I am a prefect, but I don’t think the teachers
believe I know anything. So, you say yes to everything the teachers say. If you disagree, they will
cane you. (Student 10, Female Prefect)
They say, I am the senior prefect but I cannot say
anything … they will not listen to you. You must
do what they want you to do. Who are you to tell
them, we are nobodies to the teachers … We just
do what they say. (Student 7, Male Prefect)

Strikingly, the prefects described their institutional positioning in the same ways as their
schoolmates, in that they were also caught
up in constraints, obligations and prohibitions (Foucault, 1977) that flattened the
apparent differences between prefects and
the non-prefects. Prefects and other students
alike saw themselves as ‘being nobodies’
and denied rights of participation as full
members of the institution. Despite being
singled out and accorded some institutional
status, the prefects described themselves as
subject to the ‘absolute’ power of the teacher
and, in common with others, experienced
‘curriculum invisibility’, positioning as passive recipients of imposed knowledge, without a means to challenge their physical
violation in school and powerlessness to
speak back to the relations of domination
into which they had become inserted as subordinated subjects within school (Rizvi
et al., 2006).
The appointment of prefects was nevertheless highly gendered and female prefect
duties were much more limited and far less
visible than the male prefects. The females
were often appointed as ‘the Office Girl’ or
the ‘Girl’s Prefect’ and they tended to focus
on engaging students in sweeping the compound and classrooms whilst the males acted
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as the dominant prefects with more disciplinary responsibilities that included inspecting
others and recording the names of latecomers. Gender was a predominant and pervasive organising structure of a school that
was active in the (re)production of sex-based
gender segregation and hierarchies prevalent
within larger society (Dunne, 2007; du Gay,
2007). Its observed effects were in shaping
and regulating appropriate public performances of girls’ femininity and in the validation of heterosexual masculinities (Butler,
1990). Even where there were no formal
gender specific regulations, sex-based binary
distinctions were normalised in almost all
aspects of the hidden curriculum and institutional life. For example, during morning
assembly all girls stood at the front despite
the explicit school rule of lining up in height
order – shortest in front. Girls in height order
were at the front followed by boys in height
order, such that the shortest boy followed
the tallest girl. A student commented on this
saying:
How can you say ‘shortest in front’ and then the
tall girl will be in front of the shortest boy? I don’t
know why … Sometimes when they say ‘straighten
up your lines’ or when they say ‘arms forward
stretched’ then you see that the short boys are
suffering. (Student 10, Female)

Other studies in Ghana (and elsewhere) have
further explored the gender dynamics in
schools to illustrate the differentiated use by
teachers and students of verbal, physical and
at times sexual violence often with complete
impunity (see, for example, Leach, et al.,
2003; Dunne, et. al., 2005; Parkes et al.,
2013). In Ghana, the explicit and implicit
gender regulation in and out of school was
also enacted by students and peers who regulated their own and other’s gender appropriate
behaviour (Dunne et al., 2005). Over time, the
sex-based gender segregation in schools has
produced ‘a set of corporeal styles which, in
reified form, appear as a natural configuration
of bodies into two sexes existing in a binary
relation to one another’ (Butler, 1990: 140).
Little, if anything, has been done in schools to
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disrupt the ‘naturalised’ gender hierarchies
and the fundamental influences on student
identity and social positioning.
In claiming the colonial roots of gender distinctions Oyěwùmí’s (1997: 123)
describes ‘The very process by which
females were categorised and reduced to
“women” made them ineligible for leadership roles’. In the same vein, Lugones (2007:
12) describes ‘the imposition of this gender
system was as constitutive of the coloniality
of power as the coloniality of power was constitutive of it’, pointing out that the ‘inferiorization of females extended very widely from
exclusion from leadership roles to loss of
property over land, and other important economic domains’ (2007: 12). More directly,
Oyěwùmí (1997: 123–4) claims that ‘The
creation of “women” as a category was one
of the very first accomplishments of the colonial state’; which ensured ‘the emergence of
women as an identifiable category, defined
by their anatomy and subordinated to men
in all situations’. This latter description of
female subordination was highly visible in
the case study school and was operated in
explicit and ‘naturalised’ ways through the
hidden curriculum.
A further vestige of colonialism,
Christianity, pervaded the school ethos
and an explicit moral code was expressed
through Christian prayers and songs, which
were part of a daily routine. The teacher on
duty led these and monitored participation
to ensure that all students had their eyes
closed during prayers, recited the Lord’s
Prayer, clapped their hands while singing
and occasionally gave monetary donations
during the worship. Echoing the educational
rationale of early missionaries (Amedahe
and Chandramohan, 2009), the head teacher
commented:
…our tradition is archaic and we must teach these
children to know Christ when they come to school.
(Head teacher, Female)

The assumption that students engage in
Christian religious practices in school was
strongly reminiscent of the ‘civilising mission’

in the missionary foundation of education in
Ghana.
Here we cause the children to do what they don’t
do at home because they don’t have the power to
say ‘No’. You see we know that some of the children complain about the worship service. (Teacher
3, Male)

Despite religious freedom being entrenched
as a fundamental human right in The 1992
Constitution of the Republic of Ghana and an
awareness of different moral and religious
traditions among the students, the imposition
of one form of Christian practice was justified in both practical and ideological terms.
It is a serious challenge because we will be dividing
the school into different categories if we permit all
religions. We cannot conduct different services for
different groups. (Teacher 3, Male)
Islam and violence are bedfellows; I cannot tolerate it in any school for as long as I remain a teacher
there. (Head teacher, Female)

Although not part of the official curriculum,
the explicit religious alignment of the school
produced forms of physical and verbal regulation directed at those who were not from
the dominant religious group:
They force us to behave like Christians. They will
cane you if you refuse to go to worship. (Student 3,
Male)
They laugh at us too, we those who don’t go to
Church or mosque they call us ‘abosamba’ [Satan’s
children]. (Student 2, Female)
If you come to school and they see something here
[pointing to the forehead] they will say ‘Amin,
Amin’. They laugh at us. (Student 1, Male)

The imposition of Christianity during the
establishment of schools in Ghana was
closely associated with the imposition of
European languages as the medium for education and the marginalisation of Ghanaian
languages (Graham, 1971; Quartey, 2007).
The students and teachers highlighted both
the marginalisation of their own Ghanaian
language, Fante, and the ways that the access
to linguistic capital of the English language
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strengthened teacher hegemony that silenced
them further within class.
Everything is in English. The books are in English …
The teachers teach us in English. They tell you
everything in English. Everything is English, English,
English … Sir, we only speak Fante when Fante
teacher comes to teach. (Student 1, Male)
Sir, English is good but if you don’t speak good
English they will beat you. They will say you don’t
know anything. Everything is English, everything!
We do worship in English, assembly everything…
(Student 15, Male)
I mean English is everything, which is also not very
good for our local languages that are ‘dying’.
(Teacher 3)
There are things in the textbooks that you cannot
also say in local language. You give it to the children like that … because some also think the
school is not good if the children cannot speak
good English. (Teacher 5)

Again we see organisational practices within
schools powerfully select, legitimise and
valorise particular kinds of knowledge and
subjectivities. In this instance the English
language is cast as the language of education,
which in return reduces indigenous languages to a literary ‘vernacular’ (Macleod
and Bhatia, 2008). With a clearly visible connection to the colonial roots of education, the
enforced use of English in Ghanaian schools
has been described as linguistic imperialism
in which colonised subjects are not treated
as people having a language (Glowacka and
Boos, 2002). In Fanon’s (1967: 17) terms,
this effectively represents ‘the amputation of
… being’ and for Glowacka and Boos (2002),
it is silencing; the erasure of an identity and
the cutting of a tongue.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter we have elaborated how students experience life in a Ghanaian basic
school. More specifically, we have brought
together curriculum and post-colonial theory
in an analysis of a case study focused on the
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ways that the hidden curriculum produces
Ghanaian school students as subordinate
subjects. This exploration of the current context of schooling employed an historical
perspective to provide a critical review of
school policies, ruling relations and knowledge practices, and to trace the sediments of
colonialism some 50 years after national
independence. In particular, we investigated
the hidden curriculum through explorations
of the formalised regimes of hierarchical
power in the school and the use of the timetable as a regulating device. Following this
we explored the student perspective on their
experiences and the modes of discipline that
positioned them as ‘nobodies’ within the
school and classroom. Finally, we turned to
the multiple ways in which assumptions
about both schools and students worked
through the hidden curriculum to produce differentiated identities among the students and
contributed to their silence and subordination
in the social arena of the school.
We have illustrated how students were
regulated at every move, in every space, at
every utterance and were severely punished
for deviation to the extent that they described
themselves as ‘nobodies’ within the school
and classroom. The school code of discipline
retained caning as the main form of punishment, and justified the managerial ‘right’ of
teachers to administer physical punishment.
The unassailable right of teachers to discipline students was integral to their description of themselves as ‘being nobodies’,
which bespeaks the ‘ways in which violence
disempowers children, restricting their freedoms’ (Parkes, 2008: 294). In terms of social
relations of schooling, we argued that their
subjugation is effected through poisonous
pedagogies (Miller, 2006) that marginalise
their language, local knowledge and personal
interests from the curriculum. Students were
framed as empty vessels or ‘incompetents’ and
positioned as infantile, passive recipients of
the prescribed knowledge (Dei, 2004; Miller,
2006). Within this context, students were
subordinate and ‘colonised subjects’; denied
a place as full members of the institution;
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encouraged to marginalise their own linguistic and cultural knowledge and identity;
denied voice, expression and language; and
restricted by age, gender and religious norms
through overt and covert regimes of power in
school that entangle and subdue them.
Finally, there are wider implications of this
study for Education For All (EFA) and the
global imperative for schooling. Delivering
the right to education and embracing its positive potential for individuals and populations
needs to be tempered by close attention to the
power and effects of the institutional regimes
of schooling because these can have perverse
effects. In particular, we suggest that further research on students’ perspectives will
offer possibilities for charting inclusion and
equality in education and in realising positive
change.
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Ethnicity and the Curriculum
Christine E. Sleeter

ETHNICITY AND THE CURRICULUM
Curriculum, according to Beyer and Liston
(1996), ‘is the centerpiece of educational
activity. It includes the formal, overt knowledge that is central to the activities of teaching, as well as more tacit, subliminal
messages…that foster the inculcation of particular values, attitudes, and dispositions’
(1996: xv). Curriculum always reflects decisions about what to include and exclude. With
reference to its selective tradition, Apple
(1999: 11) wrote that, ‘from the vast universe
of possible knowledge, only some knowledge
gets to be official knowledge’. Curriculum
reflects and in turn shapes perceptions of
ethnic identity, even if such reflections are
hidden below the surface of the content.
Because of its power to shape perceptions,
struggles over ethnicity and curriculum
reflect larger ethnic struggles in society.
This chapter reviews various approaches to
embedding ethnicity in curriculum. Scholars
in ethnic studies, multicultural education,
and curriculum theory have proposed various

models that fall between two poles on a
continuum (see Gay, 2004). One end, represented by Gay’s (1979) ‘integrative multicultural basic skills model’, begins with
core curriculum that is routinely taught, then
moves outward toward activities that engage
students, then to multiethnic resources that
can support students’ learning. The other end,
represented by Banks’ (1991) approach to
teaching ethnic studies, begins with core concepts, events, and experiences shared by multiple ethnic groups, and then moves outward
to the development of those concepts through
perspectives of specific ethnic groups, and
in relationship to academic knowledge. This
chapter includes examples from various
points on this continuum.
The chapter begins by focusing on ethnicity in curriculum within a historical context, with illustrations from three countries:
the US, Canada, and New Zealand. Next, it
offers a conceptual framework for differentiating between weak and strong versions of
ethnicity and curriculum. The chapter applies
that framework to discuss various approaches
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to embedding ethnicity in curriculum. It concludes with implications for future directions.

THREE HISTORICAL CONTEXTS
National political contexts matter for how ethnicity and curriculum are framed and who does
the framing. Who is involved, which groups
lead efforts, and who has power to shape curriculum? Globally there is considerable sharing
of frameworks and resources for working with
ethnicity in curriculum. But because national
contexts differ, terminologies and frames of
reference cannot simply be transported across
borders without attention to context. This section compares three countries – the US, New
Zealand, and Canada – with regard to origins
and political struggles around work reshaping
curriculum in relationship to ethnicity.
Subsequent examples in this chapter are drawn
mainly from these three countries.

United States
In the US, work with ethnicity in curriculum
has been led primarily by people of color.
This can be traced back to the intellectual
work of African American scholars such as
DuBois (1903/2012) and Woodson (1933),
who analyzed the impact of racism on
African Americans’ lives and consciousness.
Woodson was particularly influential for his
work promoting the teaching of Black history. Banks (1996) argues that over roughly
90 years, African American writers produced
a continuous body of scholarship that was
read and used primarily by African
Americans, but ignored by Whites, given the
highly segregated nature of schools.
The Brown v. Board of Education Supreme
Court decision in 1954 and the Civil Rights Act
of 1968 led to desegregation of schools and
other institutions ranging from jobs to housing. Tracing Black movements between 1945
and 1982, Marable (1984) argued that desegregation opened floodgates of suppressed hopes

and expectations. Acts of rebellion, many of
them violent, were ‘in a social and psychological sense a rejection of blacks’ “pernicious
self- and group-hatred” imposed by the white
society’ (1984: 103). African Americans, followed by Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans,
American Indians, and Asian Americans,
sought to redefine how race works, what it
means to be American, and what it means
to be a member of a group that experiences
oppression on the basis of race or ethnicity.
Curriculum was an important tool. In 1968 in
the San Francisco Bay area, the Third World
Liberation Front coalition was formed at the
San Francisco State University and University
of California, Berkeley campuses to demand
inclusion, access, democracy, and autonomy
for students and faculty of color as a step
toward a decolonizing education (Umemoto,
1989). This movement quickly spread across
California, and then the rest of the US.
The ethnic studies movement on university
campuses supported what became the multicultural education movement in elementary
and secondary schools. African American
parents and educators confronted massive
White resistance to school desegregation,
and also within desegregating schools in
additional forms of racism, such as White
educators’ perception of Black children as
culturally deprived and/or mentally retarded
and White-dominant curricula (Gay, 1983;
Kane, 1970). During the 1970s and early
1980s, in response to pressure and faced
with loss of major sales, textbook publishers
addressed the most glaring omissions and stereotypes, adding more people of color, especially African Americans. Sleeter and Grant’s
(1991) analysis of 47 elementary textbooks
published between 1980 and 1988 in social
studies, reading and language, arts, science,
and mathematics documented the slow and
limited changes textbook publishers made.
In the texts, Whites consistently received
the most attention, were shown in the widest variety of roles, and dominated storylines
and lists of accomplishments. Blacks, now
included more than in earlier decades, were
still shown in a limited range of roles and
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given only a sketchy account in history. Asian
Americans and Latinos continued to appear
mainly as figures on the landscape with virtually no history or contemporary ethnic
experience, and Native Americans were still
locked in the past and almost invisible.
As students from multiple communities of
color experienced overlapping forms of personal and institutional racism in school, multiple ethnic groups began to work collectively to
restructure education more holistically, which
became the multi-ethnic education movement (Banks, 1996; Gay, 1983). According to
Banks, subsequently ‘other groups who considered themselves on the margins of society
[particularly women and people with disabilities] began to demand that the school
curriculum – and later other aspects of the
school – be changed’ (1996: 40). This broader
reform umbrella became the multicultural education movement, a term that first appeared in
print in 1973 when the American Association of
Colleges of Teacher Education issued a report
entitled No One Model American: A Statement
on Multicultural Education (Commission on
Multicultural Education, 1973).
As this brief history shows, impetus in
the US for transforming curriculum in relationship to ethnicity emerged from political
movements led by people of color. Because
education is a responsibility of states and
local governments, the US has never had a
national policy related to ethnicity and curriculum. In Canada, on the other hand (as
well as many other countries), such struggles
were driven partially by national policy.

Canada
In Canada, Ethnic Studies was established in
1971 with the formation of the Canadian
Ethnic Studies Association/Société Canadienne
d’Études Ethniques. The same year, Canada
adopted its national Multicultural Policy,
designed to complement the 1969 Official
Languages Act, situating multiculturalism
within an English–French bilingual framework. Although purporting to affirm Canada’s
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multiculturalism, this framing elevated the
significance of two ‘founding races’ (English
and French), in the process marginalizing
other immigrant groups and Indigenous
nations, and denying the significance of race
and racism (Haque, 2014). James (2011)
argues that this framing constructed multicultural education as a way for White educators to
‘manage’ the ‘problems’ brought about by
ethnic minority students. From viewpoints of
Aboriginal Canadians, the policy ignored them
entirely, and particularly their efforts to control
their own education. From viewpoints of
Canadians of color, it ignored racism, constructing a myth of harmony. The 1985 Act
for the Preservation and Enhancement of
Multicultural Canada expanded who was
included in multiculturalism, but did not
change the cultural mosaic focus.
In response, beginning in the late 1970s and
drawing from the ethnic revival movement of
the US, communities with significant Black
populations began to celebrate Black History
month, and African–Canadian scholars began
to distinguish between multicultural and antiracist education. Anti-racist education, which
‘can be defined as an action-oriented strategy
for institutional, systemic change to address
racism and the interlocking systems of social
oppression’ (Dei, 1996: 25), grew from community activism. By the 1990s, James (2011),
Dei (1996), and others had articulated an antiracist framework that focused on dynamics of
power rather than cultural symbols, and that
supported African–Canadian parents’ advocacy for African-centered, rather than multicultural, education.

New Zealand
In New Zealand, Maori curricula grew from
work to decolonize education. Critiquing the
traditional schooling of Maori students,
Penetito (2010) explains that historically,
schooling [for Maori] seemed to be about a distant
promise that Pakeha [European New Zealand] kids
did not have difficulty perceiving and Maori kids
always did. That is why I found schooling remote,
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detached, separate and institutionalized: schools
were places set up for Pakeha kids while Maori
waited around for their turn to come. (Penetito,
2010: 29)

Reilly (2011) identified the first Maori
studies course being offered in 1952 in
Auckland University College’s Department
of Anthropology. Since that beginning, Maori
curricula have been increasingly anchored in
the Maori language (te reo), with coursework
in Maori culture often being taught in te reo.
The decade of 1984–94, following community activism that stressed ‘Maori solutions
for Maori problems’ (Reilly, 2011: 345),
bolstered efforts to build curriculum around
Maori knowledge. Te Kohanga Reo (total
immersion of Maori children in Maori language and culture) and Kura Kaupapa
(schools implementing Maori culture and
language immersion) were established in the
mid-1980s. In 1987, New Zealand’s courts
affirmed bicultural power sharing under the
1840 Treaty of Waitangi and ordered universities to deliver equity to Maori, which led to
considerable investment in expanding Maori
studies in higher education. As the ethnic
composition of New Zealand’s schools has
diversified in recent years due to immigration
primarily from Pacific Islander and Asian
countries, questions about how to address
ethnicity in curriculum have become increasingly complex, revolving around what this
means within New Zealand’s overarching
bi-cultural framework.

TYPOLOGIES OF ETHNICITY
AND CURRICULUM
As schools work with ethnicity in the curriculum, practitioners continually rearticulate
its meaning. Given that most teachers and
administrators are members of dominant
ethnic groups and have not participated
actively in social movements and theorybuilding, such rearticulations tend to disconnect multicultural education practice from
the struggles, viewpoints, theorizing, and

intellectual resources of marginalized racial
and ethnic groups (Gay, 1995). To distinguish weak from strong versions of ethnic or
multicultural curriculum, various theorists
have developed typologies. The next section
explains four complementary typologies that
are synthesized, from weak or conservative
to radical or transformative versions:
McLaren’s (1994) typology of ideologies of
multiculturalism; Banks’s (1999) typology of
multicultural curriculum; Sleeter and Grant’s
(2009) approaches to multicultural education; and Watkins’s (1993) typology of Black
curriculum orientations.

Weak Versions of Work with
Ethnicity and Curriculum
McLaren (1994) defines conservative (or
corporate) multiculturalism as having the
goal of assimilating everyone into a common
culture and language established by those in
power, and as embracing ‘standards of
achievement for all youth that are premised
on the cultural capital of the Anglo middle
class’ (1994: 49). With reference to the historical experience of Blacks, Watkins (1993)
described accommodationism as curriculum
designed to prepare Black youth for racially
subservient manual labor. To Sleeter and
Grant (2009), teaching the exceptional and
culturally different aims to assimilate students of color into the skills, concepts, language, and values of the dominant society,
and to remediate those whose achievement
levels lag through bridges between students
and the standard curriculum, such as inserting ethnic content or using cultural learning
styles. As McLaren points out, advocates
(mainly members of the dominant society)
assume that modifying traditional practices
somewhat will enable ‘every member of
every ethnic group [to] reap the economic
benefits’ of existing systems (1994: 49).
Liberal multiculturalism assumes that
existing institutions do not offer fair opportunities to all, but can be reformed to do
so, and schools can help (McLaren, 1994).
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According to Watkins (1993), historically for
Blacks, a liberal curriculum acknowledged
slavery rather than racism as a core impediment to Black progress and it attempted to
address racism by treating the learning ability
of Black students as equal to that of White
students, without significantly modifying the
curriculum. Banks (1999) describes a contributions approach as adding ethnic content
largely limited to holidays and heroes, and
an additive approach as adding concepts and
themes to otherwise traditional lessons, units,
and courses of study. Sleeter and Grant (2009)
describe human relations as aiming to engender positive feelings among diverse students,
a sense of pride among students of color,
and reduction in stereotyping and prejudice
through curricula that address individual differences and similarities, and include contributions of various ethnic groups. Although
these liberal approaches differ, they acknowledge the importance of discrimination underlying inequality, but include ethnicity in the
curriculum only minimally.
Classroom teachers, particularly from
dominant groups, commonly understand multicultural education as meaning these varied
weak approaches – the following three studies illustrate this. Schoorman and Bogotch
(2010) interviewed 27 US elementary teachers. Most described multicultural education
as ‘a positive concept, associated with words
and phrases such as “fairness”, “respect”,
“acceptance”,
[and]
“encouragement”’
(2010: 80), which they understood as strategies to deal with diversity in their classrooms,
particularly by adding reference to minority
groups into the curriculum, expanding students’ awareness of diverse groups and, for
some teachers, learning to be colorblind.
Alviar-Martin and Ho (2011) interviewed six
Singaporean secondary teachers. The contributions, or human relations, approach that
underlies Singapore’s multicultural policy
dominated how teachers described it. The
researchers also found that teachers who
were bicultural and who worked in culturally diverse, economically depressed communities suggested nuanced racial identities
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(such as bicultural identities) and questioned
the fairness of the system’s institutionalized
meritocracy. Maansika and Holm (2011)
interviewed 26 Swedish-speaking teachers
in Finland. They found teachers’ position as
speakers of a minority language prompted
their interest in multicultural education and
their tendency to see ethnically diverse students positively; however, most viewed the
purpose of schooling as assimilationist, and
colorblindness as a goal to strive for.
For groups that have been colonized, and/
or experienced systemic discrimination on
the basis of race and ethnicity, these versions
of ethnicity and curriculum (which often
reflect national policy statements) are frustratingly limited. In contrast, the following
versions share the assumption that systemic
racism (which many link with other systemic forms of oppression) must be directly
addressed, and that although cultural differences are important, culture itself is not the
primary cause of inequality.

Strong Versions of Work with
Ethnicity and Curriculum
Sleeter and Grant (2009) use the phrase
single-group studies as an umbrella term for
ethnic studies, women’s studies, disability
studies, and gay/lesbian studies. Single-group
studies view school knowledge as political
rather than neutral, presenting alternatives to
the Eurocentric, male-
dominant curriculum
and worldview. Ethnic studies reconstructs
curriculum across the disciplines through the
intellectual work of a marginalized ethnic or
racial group. Regardless of which group one
is referring to, ethnic studies center on ‘their
objective of systematically examining and
dismantling institutional racism’ (Hu-DeHart,
2004: 874). Black studies and Afrocentric
curricula, for example, which grew out of
Black Nationalism, provide ‘a vehicle through
which Black values can be imparted to young
learners’ (Watkins, 1993: 330).
How might one conceptualize curriculum
from vantage points of multiple marginalized
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groups? Banks describes a transformative
approach, which changes ‘the canon, paradigms, and basic assumptions of the curriculum and enables students to view concepts,
issues, themes, and problems from different perspectives and points of view’ (1999:
31). In other words, curriculum is built from
the scholarship and experiences of multiple
ethnic, racial, gender, and other groups, in
a way that not one perspective dominates.
According to Sleeter and Grant (2009), this
pluralist approach to curriculum is what most
serious multicultural education theorists
advocate.
McLaren’s (1994) distinction between leftliberal and critical (or resistance) multiculturalism is helpful because there are tensions
within both ethnic studies and transformative
approaches to curriculum. McLaren points
out that although both take race and racism
seriously, ‘those who work within [left-liberal
multiculturalism] have a tendency to essentialize cultural differences’ (1994: 52), assuming
for example that there is an authentic African
America or Latino culture or way of being. As
a result, a populist elite replaces the traditional
elite as members of marginalized communities jockey for the right to define what counts
as ‘the’ authentic experience and viewpoint of
the group.
In contrast, critical multiculturalism
‘stresses the central task of transforming
the social, cultural, and institutional relations within which meanings are generated’
(McLaren, 1994: 53). Culture is understood
not as a fixed entity but rather as constantly
in the process of being produced within specific contexts. Diversity itself is not the goal;
rather ‘diversity must be affirmed within a
politics of cultural criticism and a commitment to social justice’ (McLaren, 1994: 53).
Banks’s (1999) social action curriculum
connects transformative knowledge to community action, engaging students in projects that address issues they have studied.
Similarly, Sleeter and Grant (2009) advance
multicultural social justice education as preparing youth to take action using democratic
processes to make society better serve the

interests of all groups of people, especially
communities that are marginalized. A social
justice curriculum fosters students’ critical
consciousness (Freire, 1973) and ability to
work as allies in community-base struggles
for social justice. Discussing social reconstructionism, Watkins (1993) argues that this
orientation, which links racism with capitalism, has so far been underdeveloped by Black
curriculum theorists.
The sections that follow examine current
work involving ethnicity and curriculum, with
a focus on strong rather than weak versions.
Because the work of ethnic studies scholars
in higher education provides much of the content for ethnicity in the elementary and secondary school curriculum, we will review that
contribution briefly.

ETHNICITY IN HIGHER
EDUCATION CURRICULA
Ethnic studies programs contain much of the
work influencing curriculum and ethnicity.
Currently in the US, many higher education
institutions offer not only ethnic studies
classes, but also full degree programs from
bachelors through to doctoral levels. In a
study of US college campuses between 1975
and 2000, Brint et al. (2009) found 250 programs (specifically, African American studies, 114; Race and ethnic studies, 54;
Chicano, Hispanic studies, 41; American
Indian studies, 24; and Asian American studies, 17), a number that had more than doubled over the 25-year period, which the
authors saw as part of a larger ‘shift from
Western-oriented to global and socially
incorporative programs’ (2009: 170). As
ethnic studies matured, scholars have developed epistemologies around the most significant ways to understand and address concerns
of historically marginalized communities.
With reference to Chicana/o Studies, for
example, Macías explains that the issue is not
curricular separatism, but rather reorganizing
knowledge and research processes around
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questions that are central to the wellbeing of
communities of color:
We’re not talking about Chicana/o history, Chicano
sociology, Chicano education, Chicano political
science, Chicano literature, etc. We are talking
about different topical, thematic, problem, situational sets within the studies of Chicana/o studies
communities, in the United States and throughout
the Americas, that has to be driven by its own
visions, its own view of itself in the future, and its
own methodologies, including approaches to it to
scholarship. (Macías, cited in Rangel, 2007: 198)

Indigenous Studies is a form of ethnic studies
that has globalized mainly because of linked
efforts amongst Indigenous peoples across
several countries (including the US, Canada,
and New Zealand) to decolonize knowledge,
rebuild Indigenous communities, and include
Indigenous students in higher education.
Wananga in New Zealand (public tertiary
education institutions that are culturally
Maori and run by Maori) stand out for their
work in advancing Indigenous Studies.
Addressing an ongoing legacy of colonization, the central curricular problem that
Indigenous scholars confront is, ‘what constitutes truly indigenous knowledge?’
(Kidwell, 2009: 5) Decolonizing knowledge
‘involves reconceptualising, rewriting and
rethinking what our culture means, how it is
expressed, and who has right in determining
what Indigenous culture is’ (Dudgeon and
Fielder, 2006: 404). Indigenous Studies is
simultaneously interdisciplinary, global, and
tribe-specific. Nakata (2006) explains:
It draws concepts, analysis, theories and methodologies from the disciplines established by the
academy, other cross-disciplines, and also from
Maori Studies, Native American Studies and other
international Indigenous studies contexts. It also
inserts back into established disciplines knowledge
about Indigenous people and their realities drawn
from a range of other disciplines. (2006: 267)

The burgeoning scholarship in ethnic,
Indigenous, and women’s studies in the late
1980s and 1990s prompted efforts on many
US university campuses to transform curriculum across the disciplines. Women of Color
in the Curriculum was probably the largest
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project, having received considerable foundation and grant sponsorship (Butler and
Walter, 1991; Elenes, 1995). Ethnic and
women’s studies scholarship had strongly
critiqued the intellectual foundations of the
academic disciplines, re-theorizing them
from standpoints of historically marginalized
groups (Banks, 1993). Because of its grounding in this revisionist intellectual work, curriculum transformation projects have been
explicitly critical of additive or weak versions of curriculum change. Elenes (1995)
explains that in the transformed curriculum,
those who had been marginalized are central,
which changes traditional ideas about disciplinary knowledge construction. Drawing
from feminist theory, the focus of transformation projects is less on curriculum development strategies and more on epistemological
questions about what it means to know, who
can know, who can speak for another, and
how the identity and social positionality of
students and teacher matter. Ultimately, as
Butler and Walter (1991) point out, the task
is learning to work with ‘the overwhelming
amount of knowledge that has been lost
because of racism, ethnocentrism, sexism,
heterosexism, classism, colonialism, and
apartheid’ (1991: 327). Although during the
1980s and 1990s, much of the work focused
on whether to transform curriculum, today
discussion focuses more on how to do so
because much of the impetus, including for
transformation of math and science, now
comes from business and industry, where
graduates are needed who can work well in
multicultural contexts. Clark (2002) offers
the example of a molecular biologist whose
students work on real-world problems (such
as HIV) from the perspective of the
discipline.
There has been considerable research on
the impact of ethnic studies and diversity
coursework, prompted largely by efforts to
roll back affirmative action. Much of it is
framed in terms of development of democracy outcomes in students, which Gurin et al.
(2002) define as ‘commitment to promoting racial understanding, perspective taking,
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sense of commonality in values with students
from different racial/ethnic backgrounds,
agreement that diversity and democracy can
be congenial, involvement in political affairs
and community service during college as
well as commitment to civic affairs after college’ (2002: 25). The overwhelming and most
consistent finding is that such courses have a
positive impact on students’ development of
democracy outcomes, and that the impact is
considerably stronger when cross-group dialogue is included. Further, the positive impact
tends to be greater on White students than on
students of color, probably because exposure
to a systematic analysis of power and crossracial interaction is newer to White students
(see Sleeter, 2011).

ETHNICITY IN ELEMENTARY
AND SECONDARY SCHOOL AND
CLASSROOM CURRICULA
Curriculum transformation in elementary and
secondary schools draws upon work in higher
education, but faces its own set of constraints.
In many parts of the world, attention to ethnic
minority cultures in school curriculum is not
encouraged at all. For example, Bleszynka
(2011) explains that very little such work
occurs currently in post-communist countries
due to histories of religious conflict, a legacy
of social class conflict that silenced attention
to ethnicity, lack of knowledge about multicultural or intercultural education, and distrust of it as a Western idea.
Where there is interest, practice usually
focuses on assimilating immigrant students
and on the reduction of both prejudice and
stereotyping. Education policies prompted
by immigration tend to frame immigrant
students as problems in need of management, and native-born children as ‘normal’.
Writing with reference to Greece, Mitakidou
(2011) points out that the national law promoting cross-cultural education uses ‘vague
and elusive wording’ that allows for a wide
range of interpretations and that its focus on

‘groups with educational, social, cultural,
or instructional particularities’ normalizes
segregation and ‘obsession with cultural
differences’ (2011: 88). Teachers’ practical
concerns about helping students get along
in their classrooms also drives how ethnicity
in curriculum is approached. In Taiwan, for
example, Liu and Lin (2011: 170) see great
interest in multicultural education, but ‘the
overall trend…is to recognize difference and
reduce stereotypes’ – a useful but limited
conception. Pressures to follow curriculum
standards or mandated texts and tests, coupled with ideologies of most teachers, tend
to reinforce weak rather than strong work
with ethnicity in curriculum (AllemannGhionda, 2011; Crocco and Costigan, 2007).
Nonetheless, one can find occasional ethnic studies, transformative and social action
approaches to curriculum in elementary and
secondary schools.

Ethnic Studies Curriculum
Ethnic studies, although uncommon in elementary and secondary schools, has established a body of research showing its positive
impact on ethnic minority students. Sleeter
(2011) analyzed studies published in the US
that reported its impact on students of color
in classroom engagement, academic achievement (mainly on state tests), and sense of
personal empowerment. Fifteen out of the
sixteen reviewed projects reported a positive
impact, in varied curriculum areas (language
arts, social studies, math, and science). It is
important to understand that ethnic studies
curricula that serve students of color well
link students’ everyday community culture
with curriculum, and are taught by teachers
with high expectations for their learning and
ability to relate to them and their communities (Tintiangco-Cubales et al., 2015).
In the US, ethnic studies can be found at
the classroom, program, school, and school
district levels. Two eighth-grade examples
illustrate classroom-level practice. Brozo
and Valerio (1996) studied how Mexican
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American students responded as their
teacher introduced high quality literature by
Mexican American authors over the year. It
was ‘immediately apparent’ to the researchers that students connected with the literature
because formerly passive students become
highly engaged in reading. Lewis, Sullivan
and Bybee (2006) studied a one-semester
Life Skills course in a predominantly Black
inner-city public school. The experimental
version used an African American emancipatory curriculum, which included African
and African American history and culture,
African rituals and practices, building communalism, student leadership and activism,
and school–community partnerships. It gave
considerable attention to racism, oppression,
discrimination, White privilege, need for
Black empowerment, and self-reliance. Youth
in the experimental curriculum scored higher
than those in the control group on measures
such as communal orientation, school connectedness, and motivation to achieve.
Math in a Cultural Context (MCC) is an
example of a larger ethnic studies project.
MCC includes ten modules for use in elementary classrooms, connecting traditional
Alaskan Yup’ik knowledge with mathematics as outlined in the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics standards. The
module ‘Parkas and Patterns’ focuses on
geometry in relationship to traditional clothing designs, and the module ‘Building a Fish
Rack’ connects measurement, perimeter, and
area with the process of constructing a tool
used in the community. Experimental studies found that students in classrooms using
the MCC curriculum made more academic
progress toward the state mathematics standards than students in classrooms not using
it (Kisker et al., 2012; Lipka et al., 2005b).
In addition, the curriculum improved Yup’ik
teachers’ practice by encouraging them to
use what is culturally familiar to them (Lipka
et al., 2005a).
The Rough Rock English-Navajo
Language Arts Program was designed in the
1980s to develop biliteracy skills of K-6 students, the majority of whom spoke Navajo
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as their primary language. Because a written Navajo literacy curriculum did not exist,
the teachers developed materials written in
Navajo that were relevant to the lives of the
children. An example of a thematic unit was
Wind, ‘an ever-present force at Rough Rock’
(McCarty, 1993: 184). McCarty (1993)
reports that after 4 years in the program, students’ achievement on both locally developed
and standardized measures of comprehending spoken English and reading had increased
steadily, although students were still below
national norms. The program was disbanded,
however, when states pushed school districts
into following curriculum standards aligned
to mandated tests.
Tucson, Arizona had the only K-12 districtwide ethnic studies program in the US – the
Mexican American Studies program was its
largest. Between 1998 and 2012 the Mexican
American/Raza Studies Department worked
with schools to design a standards-aligned
ethnic studies curriculum that teachers could
use across grade levels and subject areas. The
Social Justice Education Project (SJEP), a
four-semester high school social studies and
literature curriculum, was based on a model of
‘critically conscious intellectualism’, which
includes (1) an academically rigorous curriculum that is culturally and historically relevant
to the students, focused on social justice issues
and aligned with state standards but designed
through Chicano intellectual knowledge,
(2) critical pedagogy in which students develop
critical thinking and critical consciousness,
creating rather than consuming knowledge,
and (3) authentic caring in which teachers
demonstrate deep respect for students as intellectual and full human beings (Cammarota
and Romero, 2009). The curriculum taught
about racial and economic issues, immersing
students in university-level theoretical readings. In community-based research projects,
students gathered data about local manifestations of racism and used social science theory
to analyze why patterns in the data existed and
how they might be challenged. Students then
formally presented their results to various
audiences. Considerable data were gathered
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on the program’s academic impact on students
(Cambium Learning and National Academic
Education Learning Partners, 2011). Cabrera
et al. (2014) compared achievement and
graduation rates of eleventh and twelfth
grade students who did and did not enroll
in Mexican American Studies courses. They
found that, although students in the program
began with lower average grade point averages and achievement test scores than control students, by twelfth grade they attained
significantly higher rates of passing the state
achievement tests and graduating than peers
not in the program.
New Zealand has a very active program of
Maori research and teaching. About 14 percent
of Maori students have access to education in
which at least 12 percent of the curriculum is
taught in te reo Maori. Maori-medium schools
(Kura Kaupapa Maori at the elementary level
and wharekura at the secondary level) weave
Maori knowledge into the curriculum across
the disciplines. For the most part, by the
time Maori students finish secondary school,
success of those from kura Kaupapa and
wharekura in the national assessment system is
considerably higher than those from Englishmedium schools (Alton-Lee et al., 2012). As
mentioned earlier, many Maori students also
have access to Maori higher education programs and institutions (wananga) all the way
through to doctoral level.
Making curriculum and assessment processes Maori goes well beyond translating the English curriculum into Maori. Rau
explains that Maori need to be able to control
curriculum content and its delivery as well
as define achievement on their own terms
(2005: 428). The complexity of working with
Maori knowledge shows up starkly in the
lower performance of Maori students in science. Stewart (2011) explains that one cannot
simply translate a Western science curriculum into Maori, or add some Maori concepts
here and there, and then expect students to
do well on tests designed around a Western
point of view. She argues that addressing
Maori knowledge in the science curriculum
will require educators who are well grounded

in both areas, understand the idea of cultural hybridity, and can work across multiple
perspectives.
In Toronto, Canada’s first Africentric alternative school opened in 2009, which came
about as a response to long struggles of the
African–Canadian community for an education that would reverse their children’s dismal
experiences in Toronto’s schools, and offer a
curriculum culturally relevant to them. The
school’s curriculum teaches the diverse histories, cultures, and experiences of people of
African descent in an effort to reverse Black
students’ failure in school (James, 2011;
Levine-Rasky, 2014).
Despite their successes with students,
however, ethnic and Indigenous studies programs are usually regarded by the dominant
society with deep suspicion and fear. One
commonly hears charges that they promote
separatism rather than integration, have lower
academic quality, expect the school to teach
what the family should be teaching, and substitute inferior cultural activities for content
that students need to master to become successful. This was certainly the case in Tucson
where White political figures passed a law
banning ethnic studies in Arizona. These
kinds of objections have also been prominent
in public responses to Toronto’s Africentric
alternative school (James, 2011), which,
Levine-Rasky (2014) argues, reflect a deeper
White fear of empowered Black youth who
have a detailed and radical understanding of
their own oppression. In addition, teachers
from dominant groups who do not have the
language or content background for ethnic
studies often oppose programs that they fear
will potentially displace them (Lomawaima
and McCarty, 2006).

Transformative and/or
Social Action Curriculum
Although multicultural education theorists
agree that transformative and/or social action
curricula should be developed at the school
level, most frameworks and tools
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(for example, Baker, 1983; Gay, 1979), case
studies, and first-person accounts focus on
the individual classroom. For example, to
assist teachers, theorists such as Howe and
Lisi (2014) and Grant and Sleeter (2009)
provide sample lesson plans with explanations regarding their development and use.
My multicultural curriculum design framework helps teachers identify central ideas in
their curriculum, and guides teachers in
using research to develop those ideas through
ethnic studies knowledge and through knowledge students bring from home and community. It also guides teachers in supporting
students to attain high levels of academic
rigor and assessing learning in culturally
relevant ways (Sleeter, 2005). The following
examples, two from the US and one from
Canada, illustrate transformative and social
action multicultural curriculum.
Mona, a fourth–fifth grade teacher in the
US, designed and taught an interdisciplinary language arts and science unit on the
solar system (Sleeter, 2005). About onethird of her students were English Language
Learners; there was no racial/ethnic group in
the majority. She designed the unit around
the central idea of what makes up the solar
system and how different cultural groups,
particularly various Native American tribes,
have understood the relationship between
humans and the sky. In cooperative groups,
students researched planets and each group
presented its research to the class. After reading children’s books such as Earth Namer
(Bernstein and Kobrin, 1974), a story from
Bungee Indian tradition in Canada; The
Lizard and the Sun (Ada, 1999), a bilingual
Mexican American story; and Ahaiyute and
Cloud Eater (Hulpach and Zwadsky, 1996),
a Zuni story, they wrote reports discussing,
comparing and contrasting stories. Linking
her science and language arts curriculum
enabled Mona to make the science standards
meaningful to her ethnically diverse students.
The Chicago Grassroots Curriculum Task
Force in the US is creating a series of toolkits
entitled A People’s History of Chicago: Our
Stories of Change and Struggle, which rests
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on four theoretical dimensions: critical pedagogy, youth participatory action research; cultural relevance and critical multiculturalism;
and grassroots curriculum. So teachers will
see it as relevant, the curriculum is mapped
against four sets of standards, including the
Common Core standards and the Illinois
Learning Goals. Urban renewal or urban
removal? (Chicago Grassroots Curriculum
Task Force, 2012) is the first toolkit in the
series. Its primary purpose is to empower
Chicago’s young people of color and/or from
poor communities – academically, personally, and politically – by engaging them in
developing a politically sophisticated analysis of Chicago from grassroots perspectives,
and by learning to use academic skills to
speak up for and work on behalf of their communities specifically, and social justice more
broadly. The text, written for students eighth
grade and up, provides a history of the movements, locations, relocations, and struggles
of peoples of Chicago, from First Nations
peoples through the recent foreclosure crisis
(Miglietta et al., 2012). Readings offer students a historic as well as contemporary analysis of why various communities live where
they do, how current patterns came to be,
systems of exploitation that Whites in power
used to displace and control communities
of color, and strategies that communities of
color and poor people used to fight back. The
accompanying Student Learning and Action
Journal, organized mainly by academic discipline, is packed with strategies, templates,
guides, activities, and projects that can be
readily connected with the text.
In Canada, Sensoy and colleagues (2010)
developed modules for critical multicultural
curriculum for grades 1, 4, 7, and 10 using
digitized resources in the Canadian Culture
Online Program. The challenge they confronted was how to create usable curriculum
for classroom teachers that helped students
grapple with issues of ethnicity, power, and
inequality using materials that have been organized by ethnic group, consequently lending
themselves to a ‘group of the month’ approach
to teaching. The authors organized the
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modules around three themes: Compassion;
Nationhood/Neighbourhood; and Who am I?
Teachers on the team became deeply engaged
with the research in their own classrooms as
they crossed the gap from additive to transformative multicultural education. Teachers
found this equity-oriented curriculum highly
engaging to students. For example, a fourthgrade teacher reported that her students dove
into analysis of why First Peoples are so
widely represented in texts and media as living only in the past.
There is less research on the impact of
transformative and/or social action curricula
on students than there is on the impact of ethnic studies curricula. Transformative curricula
work with multiple perspectives, and some
research finds that grappling with diverse
ethnic perspectives produces higher levels of
thinking and better student writing (Arkansas
Department of Education, 1992; Fashola and
Slavin, 1997). A meta-analysis of 21 studies, from kindergarten through twelfth grade,
found that multicultural curriculum improves
students’ racial attitudes, particularly amongst
older students and by reducing negative attitudes (Okoye-Johnson, 2011). Curriculum
organized through a transformative or antiracist approach, in contrast to an additive
approach, has been found to have a measurably more positive impact on racial attitudes
of children, probably because it provides
information about why some groups seem to
fare better than others, as well as examples of
steps taken toward building fairness (Bigler,
1999; Hughes and Bigler, 2007). Curricula
organized either as ethnic studies or transformative social action, when teaching students
how to engage in community-based social
change, increases the sense of empowerment
and efficacy of students of color (Avendaño,
2007; Ginwright and Cammarota, 2007).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
This chapter has focused mainly on curriculum content in relationship to ethnicity, but

content is only a portion of the classroom
experience. Equally important to students are
their relationships with the teacher (Bishop
et al., 2014), teaching processes that engage
them meaningfully (Tharp et al., 2000), and
feedback loops that enable teachers to assess
student learning in order to offer help and
support to students as needed. Indeed, projects that have shown greatest success with
students, such as Tucson’s Mexican American
Studies program, have given deliberate attention to this broader picture.
As educators continue to work with the
integration of ethnicity in curriculum, this
review suggests future directions. First, there
is a clear need for research on the impact of
such curriculum and pedagogy on students.
Multicultural and ethnic studies curricula, for
example, are often rejected because of inaccurate assumptions about its divisiveness and
lowering of expectations for student learning, when in fact the extant research finds
the opposite, particularly when attention is
given to active and engaging pedagogies,
high academic expectations, and affirming teacher–student relationships. Given the
rapid diversification of student populations
in schools around the world, it is crucial
that data are gathered on holistic curricular and pedagogical approaches to working
with ethnicity. In the absence of such data,
the already-institutionalized curriculum and
testing regimes that generally favor groups
with most power remain taken for granted as
normal, along with racialized gaps in student
achievement.
Second, much more attention is needed to
complexities of ethnic identities and experiences, and intersections between ethnicity
and other forms of difference and oppression.
Although, for example, a few scholars attend
to bi-ethnic identities in curriculum (for
example, Cruz-Jansen, 1999), and although
bi- and multi-ethnic identities are becoming
more common, curriculum rarely reflects
this complexity. In addition, although many
ethnic and women’s studies scholars theorize
intersections across race, gender, class, and
sexual orientation, school curriculum tends
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to paint ethnic experiences as fairly homogeneous. Further, which ethnic groups ‘count’
in curriculum revision needs to reflect rapid
global shifts in populations. For example,
although Arab Americans have historically
been marginalized in US ethnic studies, there
is a vibrant body of Arab America scholarship (Cable, 2013). This ‘compexifying’
of ethnicity cannot be left at a theoretical
level because children bring complex identities and experiences into the classroom the
moment they arrive.
Finally, there is a need for ongoing vigilance that works with ethnicity in curriculum to remain anchored in the experiences
of marginalized communities, and directed
toward human liberation. As ethnic studies
have been incorporated into universities, for
example, it has often lost its connection with
communities of color (Acuña, 2011; Rojas,
2010). As ethnic content is added to curriculum to engage students of color, it is often
stripped of its social critique when given to
teachers without professional development
around ethnic identity and community social
issues (Tintiangco-Cubales et al., 2015). The
power of dominant ideologies and of mainstream education institutions to rein in social
movement-based perspectives cannot be
underestimated and requires ongoing close
attention.
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16
Gender and the Curriculum
Jannette Elwood

INTRODUCTION
Curriculum resides in relationship with the
concept of gender in complex and multifaceted ways. Such a relationship also acknowledges the interconnectedness of curriculum,
with assessment and pedagogy as well as
with gender. It demands that we look beyond
gender as ‘sex-group differences’ to a deeper
understanding of this notion as a cultural
artefact, with more nuanced and complex
understandings of boys and girls and how
gender affects young people’s identities as
learners, as consumers of knowledge and
skills, as well as differentially mediating
their learning and ultimately their attainment.
Furthermore, a consideration of gender in a
cultural sense enables us to understand that
the curriculum as defined and taught is not
value-free and that subject-based curricula
have associated social and cultural scripts
that impact and interact with teachers’ views
of boys and girls as successful learners as
well as learners’ views of themselves and
their experiences of achievement.

This chapter will start with some definitions of gender and how considerations of
this term have generated over time and moved
from notions of ‘sex group’ (males compared
to females) to those of ‘gender’ that considers
the processes and influences of masculinities
and femininities as they are played out within
the educational and lived experiences of boys
and girls. The chapter will then consider in
more detail significant issues related to gender and its interaction with curriculum, which
includes notions of subjects, subject knowledge and pedagogy. Next, the significant
associated practice/product of assessment
and its interaction with gender, curriculum
and pedagogy is considered. The chapter
therefore explores how we have moved from
considerations of gender as a dichotomous
variable (male/female) against which curriculum and assessment outcomes can be
measured or evaluated, into considerations
of gender as a culturally fluid understanding
of how boys and girls identify as individuals
and as learners, and how they differentially
interact with subjects, subject knowledge
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and skills, as well as how these are taught
and assessed. The chapter will conclude with
some remarks that suggest how taking a more
nuanced, cultural position around gender, curriculum, pedagogy and assessment enables a
more humble approach to understanding boys
and girls in education and how they learn and
achieve within, and beyond, culturally diverse
and complex classrooms.

GENDER
Definitions of Gender
The underlying premise of this chapter is that
gender is a contested term and that across
varying theoretical, research and practice
domains there are differing interpretations of
‘gender’, what it means, how we study it and
how it mediates our understanding of the
world and our experiences of it. The contestations surrounding gender and how it is
defined are very clearly evident within the
world of education, especially within the
arenas of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy. Many years of scholarly work have
shown how researchers and theorists within
these settings have come to know and understand gender and how it interacts with the
structures and functions of schooling (what is
taught, what is learnt and how this is assessed)
from within very different and contrasting
theoretical positions (see Skelton et al., 2006
for a comprehensive review). However, what
is common across all this work is the problematizing of ‘gender’ (however defined)
within educational spheres and a search for
fuller understandings of how we come to
know how the lived educational experiences
of teachers and students are mediated by
gender and how this impacts on their practices and successes across different educational phases.
Francis (2006) discusses the ways in which
the concept of gender has been understood
within wider feminist studies arenas and also
within the field of education. She suggests

that the concept of gender is ‘a recent development in the study of people and society,
and has been contested from a variety of
quarters since inception’ (2006: 7). Much
of the early work that considered gender
and achievement in schools looked to the
organising categories of male/female in
order to understand differences in patterns
of behaviour and performance between
the sexes in educational achievements (for
example, Hyde, 1981; Licht and Dweck,
1984; Murphy, 1982). This tended to define
gender as ‘sex group’, which Ivinson (2014)
describes as ‘a form of labelling and categorising of persons as either male or female
with reference to biological classification(s)’
(2014: 160). Males and females are therefore
considered to have defining and associated
characteristics that are considered, by some
researchers, as fixed and unchanging, that
is, the ‘nature’ debate around differences in
performance between boys and girls. Francis
(2006) suggests that such positions prioritise
gender differences in behaviours as reflecting innate sex differences and that looking
into male or female biologies and brains
will provide explanations for differences in
educational achievements observed. Many
studies in the 1970s and 1980s used ‘sex’
as a variable for analysing human behaviours (Acker, 1981; Hammersley, 2001). In
the early studies that looked at inequalities
in provision of education and schooling, the
categorising of males and females in this
way played an important role in identifying
significant structural and institutional differences in the equality of opportunity for boys
and girls to avail of similar access to curriculum and assessment or qualifications provisions (see Arnot et al., 1996). Although many
researchers still adhere to the view that the
sexes are ‘just naturally different’ (Francis,
2006: 8) and continue to use sex group as an
unproblematic and straightforward categorising variable to understand differences in educational performances, many commentaries
have emerged about the limitations of such
a definition of gender. For example, Francis
(2006) reminds us that not everyone is clearly
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identifiable by sex or falls easily into the categories of ‘male’ or ‘female’ for a variety of
reasons. Furthermore, Ivinson (2014) warns
that the allocation of males and females to
these groups through, for example, selfreporting questionnaires or ticking a box on
a test paper, strengthens the possibility that
stereotypes are reinforced because of the use
of statistical inferences based on these categorisations to look for ‘causes’ of gender
differences.
In contrast to those views that see gender as sex group, there are researchers who
look to social and cultural realms of knowing
and understanding in order to define gender
(Ivinson and Murphy, 2007). Within these
considerations, gender is seen as a concept
that is socially constructed, and any differences in the behaviours observed by males
and females, girls and boys are created by
social and cultural practices and norms that
influence how men/boys and women/girls
come to be and act. Thus, any differences
observed in behaviours or practices associated with boys or girls are seen as being
ascribed to them within larger social understandings of what it means to be a boy or a
girl and not part of them, that is, they are not
innate or fixed but open to change in relationship to the social, cultural and historical contexts in which boys and girls live and
learn – the ‘nurture’ debate. Francis (2006)
suggests that such positions prioritise gender
relations and have replaced the terms ‘male’
and ‘female’ with masculinity and femininity in attempts to understand the processes of
gender interaction, as well as behaviours. In
advocating a more social understanding of
gender, Ivinson (2014: 160) argues that ‘we
cannot reduce gender to a factor or assume
sex group categories (boy, girl) correspond
to, or cause, socio-cultural gender norms or
masculinity and femininity’. Thus, social and
cultural theoretical positions around gender allow for more nuanced complexities to
emerge, as well as enabling considerations
of how gender interacts with other factors
of diversity such as ethnicity, social class,
disability, sexual identity and religion (see
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Chapter 15 in this volume for discussions
on the first of these equality dimensions).
Furthermore, this recognition of multiple
diversities and their impact on how young
people construct their identities of self and
of others has led many researchers to further
consider ‘“masculinities” and “femininities”
in plural in order to reflect the differing ways
in which masculinity and femininity are constructed and performed by different individuals’ (Francis, 2006: 12). Studies of gender
and education that prioritise a socio-cultural
definition of the concept tend to be mainly
qualitative (Ivinson, 2014; Lahelma, 2014)
because they focus on investigating how gender manifests itself in everyday classrooms
and schools (Murphy and Gipps, 1996), and
also in complex interactions between students and students, and teachers and students
(Gipps, 1999; Ivinson and Murphy, 2007).
Commonalities within these types of studies
emerge around understandings of the fluidity of gender and how ‘gender can act as a
socio-cultural resource that can be taken up
and used by students and teachers in interactions and practices’ (Ivinson, 2014: 160).
My position is that such definitions of gender, rather than seen as either/or, are better
understood as a continuum of understandings of the concept that reflect theoretical
differences, with the ‘sex-group’ definition
at one end and the cultural positioning of
gender at the other. Differing views of gender
can themselves be seen as fluid, so that they
allow researchers to understand various formulations of the term and its manifestations
within research outcomes and narratives. By
understanding the variations in how such
concepts as gender are understood, considered and used within theoretical, research and
practice spaces, we are better able to account
for the realities we investigate and the patterns of gendered learning and outcomes we
come across. Ultimately what is advocated in
this chapter is that positions that prioritise the
cultural and see gender as a social and cultural artefact, which interacts in complex and
detailed ways with how boys and girls experience education, schooling and learning, are
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those that provide better understandings of
the realities of students’ and teachers’ experiences. However, this chapter also recognises
the place and importance of early pioneering ‘sex-group’ studies that problematized
gender-based differences in outcomes and
experiences in the first place.

GENDER AND THE CURRICULUM
Not only is gender a contested term, so too is
‘curriculum’. As much of the research within
the field of curriculum studies shows (the
contributions in this collection included), the
term ‘curriculum’ is positioned differently
depending on the theoretical and ideological
leanings of the scholars working within the
field (Scott, 2001)1. A classic definition of
curriculum comes from Lawton (1975) who
argued that rather than it being ‘that which
is taught in classrooms’, curriculum is
‘essentially a selection from the culture of
society…certain aspects of our way of life,
certain kinds of knowledge, certain attitudes
and values are regarded as so important that
their transmission to the next generation is
not left to chance’ (1975: 6). Thus, across
many settings and societies, curriculum is
formed and informed by social and cultural
values, knowledge and skills that are deemed
necessary for young people to know to prepare them for future work and life (Riddell,
1992). Curriculum is therefore not a fixed
‘“thing” but a “dynamic identity”’ (Riddell,
1992: 1) that is continuously influenced by
the ideological positions of politicians and
policymakers, the changes in economies and
societies, as well as the beliefs, traditions
and values of those who teach and of those
who learn.
The turning point that starts to make
notions of curriculum contentious is Lawton’s
consideration of curriculum as being about
‘selection from the culture of society’ (1975:
6, emphasis added). It is in relation to ‘selection’ where those who have considered
gender and its interaction with curriculum

as problematic take issue, that is, that the
selection from the culture is not neutral and
is in fact dominated by particular powerful
groups who dictate what is taught, how it is
taught and also how it is assessed. Feminist
critiques of this ‘selection from the culture’
detail how traditional, hegemonic, gendered,
classed and socially elite influences of the
curriculum perpetuate, leaving the values,
experiences and influences of women and
people of lower social classes and different
ethnic backgrounds unselected and invisible (Apple, 1989; Gipps and Murphy, 1994;
Weiner, 1994). As Weiner (1994) has argued,
the curriculum is the site where the selection
from the culture is of crucial interest because
it highlights and problematizes taken-forgranted assumptions about knowledge, gender
and culture, and it also mediates these assumptions within educational institutions and
classrooms. Curriculum is therefore ‘socially
constructed and as such is both a reflection of
the dominant ideas and a place where these
ideas are played out or restricted through
practice…as well as implicated in the definition and construction of gendered relations’
(Weiner, 1994: 4), particularly in how curriculum reflects or promotes gender-appropriate
behaviour and perceptions about boys and
girls and how/what they should learn.

Subjects and Subject Choice
The main way in which young people experience the socially constructed curriculum in
schools is through subjects (Goodson, 1993);
the ‘selection from the culture’ is formulated
at policy level and implemented at school
level through subject disciplines. Whether
curriculum is nationally or locally determined, the subject-based curriculum normally and commonly reflects the main
received knowledge domains within the
spheres of the sciences, arts and humanities,
agreed upon by policymakers, subject experts
and learned societies – those deemed by society to have authority in these matters for
determining what is taught in schools. It is
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within those received knowledge domains
and their structure in relation to subjects
where Weiner’s (1994) site of curriculum
contestation mainly resides, as well as who is
powerful in the final decisions about what
should be taught and what is deemed appropriate curricula for schools. As Goodson
(1993) argued, even the notion of ‘subjects’
assumes an agreed consensus of what these
collections of intellectual ideas and knowledge should be. Furthermore, that subject
hierarchies exists to the extent that within
schools, subjects compete for status,
resources and even territory. Even with largescale curriculum changes across many
nations through the adoption of national curriculum systems, the content and form of
subjects within these systems are perpetually
contested, ideologically and politically reformulated, and continually struggled over as to
what constitutes valuable knowledge. What
has emerged from contexts of socially constructed curricula and subject knowledge are
notions of what constitutes an appropriate
education for boys and girls and what subjects are appropriate for them to study.
Although these considerations of subject
appropriateness may have differed over time
(Weiner, 1994), there continues to be deep
curriculum roots that underpin the problem
of gender and differential achievement –
where particular knowledge has historically
been, and continues to be, associated with
different groups (Murphy, 2008). The different discourses of particular disciplines
have signalled to learners their relevance and
legitimised learners’ choices of particular
subjects. Many studies have therefore shown
how subjects within the categorisations of
the sciences, mathematics and technologies
have long been considered more relevant and
legitimate for males as appropriate spheres
of learning, whereas subjects within the categorisations of languages (mother tongue
and foreign languages), humanities and arts
are considered more relevant and appropriate for girls (Elwood and Gipps, 1999).
Patterns of performance in international tests
and assessments, such as PISA (Programme
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for International Student Assessment) and
TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study), tend to reinforce these
messages (Hadjar et al., 2014; Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2015). In these international tests
of achievement, distinct patterns of performance for males and females across time
and across the subjects of language (native),
maths and science have been identified. For
example, in the assessment of English language, females tend to perform better than
males in all main aspects of the subject,
especially in reading and writing (Gipps and
Murphy, 1994; OECD, 2004, 2015). The gaps
in performance between males and females
tend to show themselves in the beginning of
primary school and continue to grow until
females perform better than males to a significant degree by the end of compulsory
schooling. In maths, international surveys
of achievement (Mullis et al., 2004; OECD,
2013, 2015) show that on average males and
females in the earlier stages of schooling perform similarly, but as age increases, males
generally tend to outperform females, and by
age 15/16, males achieve better performances
in virtually all aspects of mathematics tested.
In science, evidence from large-scale assessment programs at international level show
that males perform better than females in
science, but that the gaps in science are the
smallest across the three subject areas and
are tending to close (Neuschmidt et al., 2008;
OECD, 2013, 2015).
Early explanations for why such differences occur tended to reflect the above
premises that different subjects are naturally suited to boys and girls, and therefore
sex-group outcomes in achievement were,
if not expected, then not surprising (Gipps
and Murphy, 1994; Hyde, 2005; Willingham
and Cole, 1997). More detailed analyses that
have looked at boys’ and girls’ preferences
and choices within curriculum subjects have,
however, argued that perhaps the differences observed are more to do with access
to the range of curriculum subjects on offer,
as well as subject choices that interact with
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gender-identities and how these are played
out in school, rather than natural tendencies
within males and females to be better at certain subjects (Murphy and Gipps, 1996).
The propensity for subject choice to
become polarised is well known (Clark and
Millard, 1998; Elwood and Gipps, 1999) and
affects boys and girls. The gendered connotations associated with subjects outlined earlier
end up restricting individuals’ freedom of
choice. The ‘cafeteria style’ (Riddell, 1992:
8) selection of option choices offered to students at certain ages of their schooling (in the
UK at 14 years old) sees students selecting
curriculum subjects that show a ‘gendered
spectrum’ in subject choice (Riddell, 1992:
8), which continues to be extremely marked
and reflected in differential entry and performance outcomes across national assessment
systems (Elwood, 2005). Students, therefore,
tend to select subjects for which they have a
preference, and research has indicated that
these preferences become more gendered as
age increases (Colley and Comber, 2003).
Although many scholars looked with optimism to the introduction of national curricular systems to reduce gendered choices
and differential access to subjects through
the compulsory study of science, arts and
humanities for both boys and girls through to
school-leaving age (Paechter 2003), there is
still evidence that the gendered-spectrum of
subject choices continues to exist (Lahelma,
2014). This is because choices of subjects
by girls and boys are seen as reflecting more
than their preferences and are more likely
to be linked to broader and more prevailing
influences from society and how gender roles
and beliefs are seen as manifested within the
school curriculum. Riddell (1992) argued
that they reflect a complex mix of choice and
coercion because of the boundaries and constraints put on boys’ and girls’ option choices
by schools, as well as reflecting ongoing
processes of ‘identity construction’ involving boys and girls, their peer groups and their
social circles, to the ‘extent where personal
curriculum represent[s] a statement of their
gender identities’ (1992: 15).

Subjects, Pedagogical Values
and Cultural Legacies
Emerging socio-cultural perspectives in relation to gender, subject knowledge and choice
suggest that the deep curriculum roots to
gender and (under)achievement are more
affected by how gender values are privileged
in subject communities in schools and how
teachers mediate these gender values (often
unconsciously) through their own pedagogical subject knowledge and practice (Murphy,
2008). Socio-cultural understandings of
learning prioritise humans as social actors
who are continuously acting upon the world
and who learn and come to know in relationship with others; learning is between people
in activity, ‘in and arising from the socially
and culturally structured world’ (Lave and
Wenger, 1991: 51). Ivinson and Murphy
therefore suggest that gender in this context
is an ‘aspect of the social order, incorporated
within symbolic networks and a dimension
of social situations’ (2007: 7). They go on to
suggest that learners differentially interact
and relate to subjects and consequently
develop identities that are shaped by the subject settings they encounter, the different
positions within subjects afforded to them
depending on whether they are a boy or a girl,
and the gendered, cultural legacies associated
with subjects that are replicated and mediated
by both male and female teachers in the guise
of classic subject knowledge.
Ivinson and Murphy (2007: 82–83) discuss
in detail teachers’ reflections on their own
pedagogical practices having taught their subjects in single-sex classroom settings, which
were formulated as a way of tackling boys’
(perceived) underachievement. The teaching
of their subject to boys and girls separately
raised tensions for teachers that were linked
to their beliefs about which students legitimately belonged to their subject and how far
they felt the need to change (or not) their subject to accommodate boys or girls. In science,
one male teacher maintained the traditional
beliefs and pedagogical subject knowledge of
the power of scientific method and its links
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with a masculine idea of science. In promoting these practices, he tended to exclude
girls from his subject and aligned his subject with boys, thereby extending to girls an
identity of non-participation. Furthermore,
in English, one female teacher articulated
her subject’s knowledge-gender dynamic of
creative writing and novels being associated
with subjective-feminine knowledge, and
grammar, syntax and structure being associated with objective-masculine knowledge. In
aiming to include boys, in what she suggested
they perceived as a predominantly female subject, she emphasized the objective-masculine
knowledge within English and changed the
subject for boys, without reflecting on how
such changes again had gendered connotations of an homogenous learning preference
by all boys.
Even if girls and boys are creating personalized curricula and selecting and participating in subjects that are outside traditional
gendered choices, they are still exposed to
dominant gender narratives within subjects
that are drawn upon by teachers’ own pedagogical practices and discourses. Boys and girls
may therefore develop ‘different positional
identities in subject settings because they are
afforded different positions within them…
[which ultimately] mediates students’ experiences of agency, and of identification, and
therefore their potential to develop expertise”
(Ivinson and Murphy, 2007: 51). Therefore,
what we learn from cultural views of gender that prioritise the resources that masculinities and femininities present, as well as
socio-culturist views of learning, is that there
are more complex and nuanced understandings and experiences of curriculum, subjects,
pedagogy, gender and achievement that may
account for the differences in performance
that we find on national and international
assessments, as well as in school-based outcomes more generally. Another significant
aspect that can be added to this complex
mix is that of assessment and its interaction
with curriculum, gender and pedagogy; how
socially constructed subjects and learning are
assessed; and the extent to which assessment
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practices and structures, in their mediation with
gender, produce the differential performance
observed. It is to this aspect that I turn next.

GENDER AND ASSESSMENT
Gender and its interaction with assessment
practices and structures has a considerable
history as a focus of research (Elwood, 2010),
and it continues to be a popular area of debate
and tension. As outlined earlier, most international assessment systems and surveys continually promote comparisons between the
overall performances of boys and girls, and
many nations also publish national assessment results by gender, which become the
focus of various commentaries (media- and
policy-based) as to why such differences
(which are quite large in some subjects)
occur (Elwood, 2005; Lahelma, 2014; Mills
and Keddie, 2010). Our definitions and
understandings of achievement/underachievement and our knowledge as to whether
one gender is performing better or worse than
another therefore perpetually emerge from
the outcomes of large-scale assessment systems that end up providing powerful, symbolic messages to policymakers, schools,
teachers, students and parents that become
the perceived reality about what boys and
girls know, as well as the ‘truth’ as to who is
over/under achieving.
For example, in the jurisdictions in which
I research and work, the main national
assessment/examination systems at 16 and
18 years old are the General Certificate
of Secondary Education (GCSE) and the
General Certificate of Education Advanced
Level (A Level), respectively. These are
taken by young people across England,
Northern Ireland and Wales2 and the benchmark of success in these examinations is for
young people to obtain grades A*– C and
to do so in at least five subjects (including
English and Mathematics). If we take gender as a dichotomous variable and review
outcome data across all major examining
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organisations within these jurisdictions for
GCSEs and A Levels at these benchmarks,
then some significant patterns emerge. The
results for 2014 are as follows:
•• Slightly more females than males were entered
for GCSEs: 51 per cent of the entries for GCSE
were female.
–– Females obtained more GCSEs than males
at the benchmark level: 9.4 per cent more
females obtained GCSEs at grades A*– C
compared to males.
–– More females were entered for A Levels: 54 per
cent of A Level entrants were female.
•• Females obtained more A Levels than males at
the benchmark level: 4.9 per cent more females
obtained A Levels at grades A*– C compared to
males.

(Joint Council for General Qualifications
(JCGQ), 2014a; 2014b)
These figures are only for 2014 but patterns over time show that entry figures for
GCSEs have increased for males and females
generally, but the difference in the entry ratio
has remained relatively stable, with slightly
more girls being entered than boys even
though they make up a smaller percentage
than males of the 16-year-old cohort (Stobart
et al., 1992). The patterns of outcomes at this
level have also remained constant, with girls
achieving at least 8 or 9 per cent more GCSEs
at the higher levels than boys. Entry figures
for A Levels have changed dramatically over
the last 40 years or so. In 1970, only 30 per
cent of the entry for A Levels was female,
compared in 2014 with 54 per cent. Result
patterns have also changed, with females now
obtaining more A Levels at the benchmark
levels compared with their male counterparts,
who had been ahead in results in the 1980s
and 1990s (Elwood, 2005). When looking at
these types of overall statistics over time and
for present day, they present large differences
in entry and result patterns between the two
groups that might well be cause for concern.
Taken at face value, they suggest a number
of things: (1) that not all boys are performing
as well as all girls and may well be at a disadvantage when it comes to obtaining those

qualifications that are needed for career and
educational advancement; and (2) that girls
are obtaining more qualifications at the end of
compulsory and advanced stages of schooling
and may be advantaged by the examination
systems in obtaining more valuable qualifications that they can trade for university and
college places. However, as many of my own
and others’ analyses have shown (Connolly,
2006; Elwood, 1995, 2005; Strand, 2014),
such interpretations belie the complexities
of factors and processes going on behind
these statistics, which can impact on the differences observed. I have argued elsewhere
(Elwood, 1995, 2005; Elwood and Gipps,
1999; Elwood and Murphy, 2002; Stobart
et al., 1992), that much is hidden behind
these overall statistics and that more in-depth
investigations into these types of statistics
reveal very different patterns of results that
demand that we look into: the ‘types’ of girls
and boys that are entered (looking at higher
achieving students, plus their ethic and
social backgrounds) and indeed, not entered;
the patterns of results that occur within girl
groupings and within boy groupings across
class and ethnic minority categorisations
(which end up being of more significance);
what is going on at individual grade level;
and also the formats of assessment that are
being used within large-scale examination
systems that may well produce the differential achievement noted.
Responses to these perceived gender disparities in national assessment and qualifications, like those presented earlier, have been
policy and research agendas both nationally
and internationally that have focused on the
raising of boys’ achievements. Although
the rhetoric with regard to large- and smallscale educational innovations implemented
since the late 1990s has been about the raising of standards for all children, research has
shown that many innovations, across many
jurisdictions, have been primarily geared
towards solutions to boys’ underachievement (Younger et al., 2005). To accompany
these disparities in achievement that seem to
favour girls and disenfranchise boys, there
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have been associated discourses that created
new gender stereotypes in education. The
discourses surrounding boys suggest that
they are problem boys, poor boys, damaged
boys, boys at the mercy of feminist teachers and boys outperformed by girls (Epstein
et al., 1998; Ivinson, 2014; Lahelma, 2014;
Mills and Keddie, 2010). However, the discourses surrounding girls suggest that they
are overachieving winners in the qualifications market place, of excessive value to
schools in terms of raising examinations success, and the direct beneficiaries of the ‘girl
power’ movement with girls’ (perceived)
greater visibilities and freedoms (Ball and
Gewirtz, 1997; Elwood, 2005; Epstein et al.,
1998; Hadjar et al., 2014; Ringrose, 2007).
Rather than being helpful, however, these
types of discourses tend only to obscure the
more complex stories that lie behind them,
some of which have been outlined earlier in
terms of curriculum and its interaction with
gender. As the previous sections have indicated, many researchers have looked into
the complexities of curriculum and teaching,
as well as into boys and girls themselves in
terms of attitudes, perspectives and identities, to understand why these differences
in achievement exist (Zyngier, 2009). For
those of us who are interested in the field
of gender and assessment, there is considerable interest in how the assessment practices
and processes interact with boys’ and girls’
learning, identities and educational experiences, which may create the differences
observed.

Understandings of Assessment
Across the field of assessment there are differing understandings (old established ones
and new emerging ones) of what assessment
is, what it does and what its purposes should
be (Black, 1999). These differing understandings emerge from a range of theoretical
approaches that underpin the development of
assessment systems and which are aligned to
different views of what learning is, how it
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happens and how it should be assessed
(Murphy, 1999). In this way, considerations
of assessments are shifting and reflect reconsiderations within the fields of gender and/or
curriculum that have already been discussed.
A long-standing and historically predominant theoretical position within assessment is
the traditional psychometric model, with its
associated understandings of learning that
articulate the presence of underlying, fixed
psychological attributes, which can be
observed and evaluated through responses to
test items. Within this tradition, assessment is
considered something that is done to the individual to measure that individual’s learning
(the behaviourist approach) (Elwood, 2006;
James, 2006). This approach also assumes
that assessments are activities that take place
in isolation from the teacher and other learners, that assessment tasks are neutral and
stable across learners, and that the testing
system itself has no influence on the performances observed (Elwood and Murphy,
2015). Here the premise is that tests or
examinations are independently checking up
on a student’s ability – what students can do
on their own. The psychometric tradition is
still very powerful in the field of assessment
(Elwood and Murphy, 2015; Lemann, 2000)
with systems moving from nation-centric
affairs into the global enterprise of international
surveys and comparisons (such as PISA,
TIMMS and PIRLS (Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study)), with the associated influences of international bodies (such
as OECD) to determine almost all forms of
international assessments.
More recent considerations of assessment
reflect on it as a more social and cultural
construction. This is particularly observed
within the re-emerging debates that suggest
that more formative approaches to assessment will improve students’ learning (Black
and Wiliam 1998, 2005; Darling-Hammond
et al., 2013; Shepard, 2000). Within this
position, assessment (mostly formative
assessment carried out in classrooms, by
teachers, with and for students’ learning) is
promoted as something that will enhance
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student attainment and develop teachers’ own
assessment practice (the social constructivist approach) (Elwood, 2006; James, 2006).
Further debates within the field of assessment
place emphasis on the culturally mediated
nature of assessment (Cowie and Moreland,
2015; Hickey, 2015). Within this emerging position, assessment is seen as a process inherently facilitated by cultural actors,
where the complex interactions of assessment, curriculum and pedagogy are considered fundamental to understand how learning
happens and also to understand the cultural
and social contexts within which assessments
are prioritized (Fleer, 2015). Acknowledging
and understanding the relationships that
occur within cultural settings (for example,
classrooms) between teacher and student,
and between student and student, is key in
comprehending the mediation of learning in
such settings (the socio-cultural approach)
(Elwood, 2006; James, 2006; Willis, 2011).
These fluctuating views of assessment
and associated alternative views of learning
(Elwood, 2006) are aligned with the shifting views of gender and curriculum previously outlined. Within the psychometric
tradition, the notion of gender as ‘sex-group’
is dominant. Within the social constructivist tradition, gender, as well as assessment,
is considered as a social construct where
aspects of assessment techniques and structures interact with gender and impact on how
boys and girls understand what is necessary
from them for a successful response. From
the socio-cultural perspective, gender and
assessment are considered cultural artefacts
with more complex relationships in practice.
Such relationships show gender manifesting
itself in everyday classrooms in ways that
reflect how it is in the world more generally, how it is played out by boys and girls,
and how it impacts on their learning. The
educational experiences of boys and girls of
the subjects they study, the assessments they
encounter and the contexts in which all of this
happens, are therefore not gender neutral, but
are profoundly impacted upon by the social
roles and identities taken up by boys and girls

and by their teachers – all of which ultimately
has influence on educational success.

Sex-Group Differences Defining
Achievement
As previously outlined, early research into
differences between boys’ and girls’ achievements on tests and assessments considered the
sex-group of the candidate as a key variable in
helping to understand differential achievement and discrimination between learner
groups in education more generally (for comprehensive overviews, see Gipps and Murphy,
1994; Willingham and Cole, 1997). Analyses
of assessment outcomes in these studies used
the definition of gender as a static, fixed
dichotomous variable (male/female) against
which results could be analysed and reported.
Such analyses were helpful and valuable to
establish a field of research into differential
achievement, and to explore what was happening to boys’ and girls’ performances on
national and international tests, such as those
discussed earlier. Much of the drive for this
type of analysis emerged from early feminist
research that highlighted inequalities in many
areas of schooling, not least in terms of curriculum access and exposure (Epstein et al.,
1998), but also in terms of access to examinations and thus to successful, higher-level
qualifications on leaving school (Murphy and
Elwood, 1998; Stobart et al., 1992).
Such sex-group analyses from the UK
allowed those inequalities in entries for
examinations, as well as in final outcomes
outlined earlier, to be better investigated,
which suggested that unequal opportunities
for boys and girls perpetuated in terms of
curriculum exposure and teachers’ decisionmaking around access and entry to particular
subjects (Elwood, 1995; Stobart et al., 1992).
Research in the field of gender and assessment has greatly benefited from these types
of analyses, especially as much of the data
can now be disaggregated at a number of
levels – the test as a whole, the test papers
and other assessment components, and the
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test questions in terms of mode of response,
content and skills sampled from the domain.
Such analyses have enhanced our knowledge
of stable patterns of differences in performances between boys and girls. They have
also allowed us to monitor patterns of performance across different types of assessment and have enabled researchers to pursue
questions of fairness and equity at system and
policy levels.
Limitations of such approaches and analyses, however, have become more evident in
trying to understand why such patterns persist, and researchers who reject the more psychometric traditions with regard to views of
learning and assessment have been forced to
rethink their reliance on such analyses alone
(Elwood and Murphy, 2015). For example,
one major limitation is that such approaches
focus on differences between boys and girls
that are small or of little significance (in statistical terms). Differences between boys and
girls across many tests actually show an overlap on performance, and there are bigger differences occurring within female and within
male groupings (Hyde, 2005). Data analyses
by a dichotomous male/female variable can
only show us what is happening in relation to
differential performance across any one test
or set of tests, but cannot offer illuminative
reasons as to why such differences occur. It
becomes difficult to extract whether the differences observed are an artefact of the assessment itself or whether there is fundamentally
something more important interacting with
the assessment experiences of boys and girls
more generally. A further limitation is that
single variable analyses means that data are
being considered along one dimension only,
that is sex group. With the development of
more sophisticated, multidimensional analyses, it is the intersectionality of gender with
other social variables (such as ethnicity and
social class) that should be the focus of future
analyses in order that more profound presentations of differential achievement might
become the norm (Strand, 2014). Such analyses would enable multilayered questions to
be answered, such as why is it that boys and
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girls from similar social classes and/or ethnic
minority backgrounds perform so differently
on assessments of educational achievement;
and what are the factors that might lead to
children, even from the same families, to so
disparately achieve when their educational
circumstances (school attended, opportunities to learn, etc.) might be considered almost
identical.

Gender and Assessment:
As Social and Cultural
Concepts in Interaction
There is a considerable body of research in
the area of gender and assessment that has
taken seriously the limitations of the ‘gender
as sex-group variable’ approach and has
developed alternative frameworks within
which to consider the interaction of assessment and gender (Elwood, 2006). Within
these arenas, gender and assessment are positioned as socially and culturally constructed
and are in a more complicated relationship
to one another. Gender therefore interacts, not
only with assessment techniques, structures
and systems (at the summative level), but also
with assessment practice carried out between
the teacher and student and/or peer and also
with the context in which it occurs (at the
formative level) (Elwood, 2006; Elwood and
Murphy, 2015; Ivinson and Murphy, 2007;
Murphy, 1999, 2008).
In terms of summative assessment,
research has considered the social nature of
assessment structures and techniques to help
understand why differences between boys
and girls occur within assessment systems
(Elwood, 1995, 2005; Gipps and Murphy,
1994; Stobart et al., 1992; Willingham and
Cole, 1997). Factors identified from various research studies have shown that gender
interacts significantly and consistently with
aspects of assessment practices that show the
latter to be more socially fluid in reality. For
example, research has explored the interaction of gender with the mode of response
of test items (multiple-choice versus open
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ended responses; Beller and Gafni, 1996;
Murphy, 1982); the degree of students’ familiarity with the assessment items and tasks
(Willingham and Cole, 1997); the choice
of curriculum content selected from subject
domains to be assessed (White, 1996); the
use of context in assessment items and tasks
(Boaler, 1994); teacher-assessed components
of national assessment systems (also known
as coursework or school-based assessment;
Elwood, 2005); and the use of different levels of assessment with restricted grade ranges
within the same qualification (known as tiering or targeted assessment; Elwood, 1995;
Quingping et al., 2015; Stobart et al., 1992).
What is common from this body of research
is that not only do different assessment structures, components and techniques not operate
in practice in the same way for boys and as
they do for girls, but that boys and girls pay
very different attention to different assessment tasks and formats (Murphy and Elwood,
1998), with their preferences for dissimilar
types of assessment format impacting differentially on their achievements. Moreover,
teachers hold gendered perceptions of how
different types of assessment contribute to
the final success of boys and girls (Elwood,
2005; Gipps and Murphy, 1994). The validity
of the various assessment modes used to evaluate students’ learning therefore comes into
question if they interact differentially with
different groups of students. I have argued
elsewhere that the social consequences of differential validity are considerable backwash
effects on boys’ and girls’ curricula experiences, as well as on educational successes
(Elwood, 2010).
Similar investigations into the interactions of gender and formative assessment
are less common in the field because this
requires detailed explorations of classroom
settings, as well as research approaches that
investigate perspectives within teachers’ own
pedagogical practices, which are then made
problematic. Emerging interests in the field
of assessment, like those in curriculum outlined earlier, are considering socio-cultural
theoretical positions to better understand how

gender is integral to students’ learning experiences and embedded in assessment practices
and outcomes (Elwood and Murphy, 2015;
Ivinson and Murphy, 2007; Moss et al., 2008).
Views of assessment from socio-cultural perspectives suggest that it cannot be considered
in isolation from the social, historical and
cultural contexts in which it occurs (Fleer,
2015). Gender is part of these contexts and
presents itself as a socio-cultural resource
around a set of ideas, conventions and norms
that boys and girls can perform and through
which their social beings are created and
played out. The gendered lives of students
and their teachers are not left at the classroom
door, but are brought into these social situations where relationships interact significantly with those subject-based curriculum
cultural legacies that mediate what is taught,
how it is taught and how, ultimately, it is
equated with achievement. All these aspects
are seen to be important in comprehending
why boys and girls perform differently on
assessment tasks and tests.
For example, not only are boys and girls
bombarded within subject cultural legacies
with notions of belonging or not to subjects
(previously discussed), such legacies also
contain gendered messages about preferential ways of assessing the subject, about what
knowledge equates with success and who
is more likely to be successful using preferred assessment systems. Murphy (2008)
has argued that boys and girls interact with
these messages in different ways, in relation
to what they see as relevant to them and their
lives, what are gender-acceptable things to
know and to ‘be seen to know’ within their
own gendered, social identities and also what
they can, and choose, to then demonstrate
to know through assessment opportunities.
Murphy has further argued that how teachers view success in the community of the
subject, its conventions, forms, practices and
cultural settings can significantly influence
their judgments of boys’ and girls’ abilities
that are then manifested in teachers’ formative assessment outcomes (Elwood, 2006).
Students become agentive in how they view
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and seek success across subjects and associated assessment practices, which determine
their own evaluations of how to be successful
in both summative and formative assessment
situations. Definitions of under/over achievement are therefore entangled with teachers’
and students’ experiences of the curriculum,
learning and assessment. It is only by looking
into these experiences in detail that we can
obtain a fuller understanding of how the concept of gender plays out in the educational
lives of students and teachers.

CONCLUSION
This chapter explored the concepts of gender,
curriculum and assessment and attempted to
show how differing positions within each of
these areas offer a range of ways of thinking
about these concepts, as well as ways of
understanding more fully boys’ and girls’
relationships to learning identities, subject
cultural legacies, pedagogical practices and
assessment techniques as they manifest themselves in educational outcomes. The growth
in accountability mechanisms with associated
reporting and evaluating of performance of
students by male/female subgroups have
allowed more simple comparisons of boys’
and girls’ achievements to dominate the
debates and discourses in the area of (in)
equality and education (Ivinson, 2014;
Lahelma, 2014). Furthermore, such reporting
has led to headline figures that conceal real
stories of male and female achievements that
show increases in outcomes generally, yearon-year, for both groups, as well as varying
patterns of performance across subjects and
at individual grade level (Elwood, 2005;
Murphy, 2008). Thus those theoretical positions discussed earlier that see gender as
something fixed, and curriculum and assessment as systems and practices that are neutral
and uncontested, provide us with a limited
and ultimately distorted view of the educational experiences of boys and girls and suggest that solutions to any differential access,
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opportunities and/or achievements lie within
the deficiencies of boys and girls themselves.
Such understandings ‘reduce gender to a
matter of biology [and] sex groups are treated
as homogenous and within group diversity
is ignored’ (Murphy, 2008: 161). What is less
explored when gender is seen as a static variable is the unequal structure of schooling,
the culturally complex narrative of subjects
with associated hierarchies of position and
power within curricula, and national systems
of assessments that are socially and politically manipulated and promote techniques
that are differentially valid.
Taking the theoretical position discussed
earlier that sees the concepts of gender,
curriculum and assessment as culturally
constructed, fluid and complex allows for
more in-depth understandings and explorations of these ideas and how they are mediated, interrelated and changed in interaction
between learners’ own educational identities and teachers’ own views of their subject positions. Many researchers that locate
themselves within the field of gender and
curriculum and/or gender and assessment
are advocating such a position in order to
fully understand curriculum, assessment and
pedagogical systems as they play out in schooling arenas. Looking into post-
structuralist
ideas of masculinities/femininities, and socio-
cultural ideas of learning and being, will
allow for better curriculum, assessment and
pedagogical systems because they reflect
the true realities of gender and of boys’ and
girls’ educational experiences. The multifaceted nature of classrooms, the involved role
of subject cultural legacies, the gendered
nature of students’ and teachers’ lives, the
complex relations between these actors, as
well as the socially constructed nature of
assessment practice must all be recognised as
playing significant roles in the education systems we devise and support. Embedding such
perspectives in the future designs of curriculum, assessment and pedagogical systems
can only improve our knowledge of what we
are attempting to do when we aim to educate
boys and girls.
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NOTES
1 	 It is not possible in this chapter to include
arguments about the nature of curriculum that
other authors will have covered in their chapters
in this handbook, and so I will concentrate on
arguments that specifically relate to gender and
curriculum issues.
2 	 These are three of the four constituent countries
of the UK. The fourth is Scotland and it has a
different education and assessment/examining
system.
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Children’s Rights and Student
Voice: Their Intersections and
the Implications for Curriculum
and Pedagogy
Laura Lundy and Alison Cook-Sather

INTRODUCTION
The United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (CRC) (United Nations,
1989) is the international community’s most
recent and extensive agreement on a bespoke
set of human rights for children, articulating
what education should be aiming to achieve
(in Article 29) and the extent of children’s
entitlement to shape that (in Article 12).
Children were not involved in drafting the
CRC, however, leading Freeman (2000) to
observe that there is ‘not a little irony in
having a Convention which emphasizes participatory rights (in Article 12) whilst foreclosing the participation of children in the
formulation of the rights encoded’ (2000:
282). Similarly, there are both longstanding
(Dewey, 1902) and more current (Thompson,
2013) endorsements of child- or learner-
centred education, and yet children’s voices,
experiences and perspectives are rarely recognized as essential to the construction of
that education. This lack of recognition
prompted Cook-Sather’s (2002a: 3) comment

that ‘There is something fundamentally amiss
about building and rebuilding an entire
system without consulting at any point those
it is ostensibly designed to serve’. Recently,
Bron and Veugelers (2014) made the same
point about curriculum in particular.
We undertake the following discussion in
full acknowledgment of this wider reality:
that the rights that children have and the education that they experience are often areas
from which children’s own perspectives are
excluded (Lundy et al., 2015). In composing
this chapter, we draw upon many years of
research with students – as a lawyer whose
primary interests are in children’s rights to
education and to participate in decisionmaking (Lundy) and as an educationalist
whose primary interests are in student voice
and student empowerment (Cook-Sather).
We begin by describing the emergence of
the separate but related children’s rights
and student voice movements and offering a summary of curricular and pedagogical approaches consistent with the premises
of both movements. With this history and
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foundation established, we turn to making
links between children’s rights and student
voice and to a discussion of the potential of
the CRC to enhance student voice efforts.
Finally, we draw upon all of this analysis
to describe what rights-respecting curriculum and pedagogy would look like. We
argue that the foundation of a rights-based
approach – respect for the worth of the individual and entitlement to exercise influence
over his or her own life – is fundamental to
the effective and meaningful promotion of
student voice in relation to curriculum and
pedagogy.

THE ADVENT OF THE CRC AND
THE AIMS OF EDUCATION
The CRC was the most widely and rapidly
ratified human rights treaty in the world, and
yet its path to adoption by the United Nations
General Assembly in 1989 was neither
endorsed universally nor speedily (Kilbourne,
1998). Much of that delay can be attributed to
the discussion – theoretical and practical –
about the existence or extent of children’s
rights to autonomy and in particular to participate in the decision-making that impacts
their lives (Archard, 2004).
The drafting of the CRC provided an
opportunity for the international community
to discuss, describe and ultimately determine
its position in this contested debate, not only
providing a vision of a world in which children should grow and develop, but also defining children’s own role and entitlement to
influence those processes. Of most relevance
in this context is Article 12, one of the most
widely cited but misunderstood provisions of
the CRC (Lundy, 2007). The text of Article
12(1) is as follows:
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to
express those views freely in all matters affecting
the child, the views of the child being given due
weight in accordance with the age and maturity of
the child.

Freeman (1994: 319) argues that this provision is the lynchpin of the Convention
because it ‘recognises the child as a full
human being with integrity and personality
and with the ability to participate fully in
society’. Crucially, it underscores the fact
that children are not just able to express their
views but that they are entitled to do so in all
matters affecting them: ‘The practice of
actively involving pupils in decision making
should not be portrayed as an option which
is in the gift of adults but a legal imperative
which is the right of the child’ (Lundy, 2007:
931). The right extends to all matters affecting them, including all aspects of their
education. Not only does Article 12 establish
the entitlement of students to be heard, but
when read along with other key provisions of
the CRC, it also defines how this hearing
should be operationalized. In particular, it
places emphasis on the obligation of dutybearers (including educationalists) to ensure
that children’s engagement is actually
rights-respecting.
The Committee on the Rights of the Child
(‘the Committee’), the expert body that monitors the implementation of the Convention
and provides guidance on its use, has established nine core principles for children’s
participation (United Nations, 2009). For
example, these state that all processes in
which a child or children are heard and participate must be safe and voluntary, respectful and relevant. Perhaps the most distinctive
contribution of Article 12 is its emphasis
on children’s views being given due weight.
Although all human beings, adults and children alike, have the right to freedom of
expression, it is only children who are entitled
in human rights law to have their views given
due weight. As such, its implementation
involves a profound and radical reconsideration of the status of children in most societies
and the nature of adult–child relationships
(Lansdown, 2011).
One of the CRC’s other provisions, which
is important in the context of this discussion
yet not as well known or cited as Article 12,
even amongst those involved in education, is
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Article 29, which defines the aims of education. Article 29(1) of the CRC describes a
global vision of the purposes of education as
follows:
(a) Thedevelopmentofthechild’spersonality,talents
and mental and physical abilities to their fullest
potential;
(b) The development of respect for human rights
and fundamental freedoms, and for the principles enshrined in the Charter of the United
Nations;
(c) The development of respect for the child’s parents, his or her own cultural identity, language
and values, for the national values of the country
in which the child is living, the country from
which he or she may originate, and for civilizations different from his or her own;
(d) The preparation of the child for responsible life
in a free society, in the spirit of understanding,
peace, tolerance, equality of sexes, and friendship
among all peoples, ethnic, national and religious
groups and persons of indigenous origin;
(e) The development of respect for the natural
environment.

The Committee has said that Article 29 has ‘a
qualitative dimension which reflects the
rights and inherent dignity of the child…and
it highlights the need for educational processes to be based upon the very principles it
enunciates’ (United Nations, 2001: para 2).
The links between Article 12 and Article 29
are apparent on reading the text. The aims of
education, if realized, can help the child to
exercise his or her right to freedom of expression and vice versa. Article 29 supports the
development of the child’s personality and
abilities, human rights education and respect
for the child’s own values. The link between
the two articles is often emphasized by the
Committee, which has stressed that ‘[e]ducation should be child friendly, inspiring and
motivating the individual child’ (United
Nations, 2001: para 2). In practice, however,
when the Committee is reviewing states parties’ activity in this area, it comments mainly
on whether children are involved in school
councils, a regrettably narrow take on the
concept of the child’s right to be heard
(Lundy, 2012).
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One of the most influential relationships
that children have is the one with their teachers. Although children may be in a numerical
majority in school contexts, the adult–child
dynamic in this context has traditionally been
characterized by adult power and authority
(Burbules, 1986; Cook-Sather, 2006; Mann,
2008; Popkewitz and Brennan, 1998). At the
heart of the human rights agenda is the desire
to ensure that the state (and its agents) do not
exercise power in a way that undermines a
person’s right to be treated with dignity and
equality. Ensuring that those who do not hold
power may nonetheless exert influence over
their own lives is one important dimension
of this.
The Committee has emphasized ‘that the
type of teaching that is focused primarily
on the accumulation of knowledge, prompting competition and leading to an excessive
burden of work on children, may seriously
hamper the harmonious development of the
child to the fullest potential of his or her abilities and talents’ (United Nations, 2001: para
12). The Committee has criticized the content
of some national curricula and pedagogical
approaches in this respect (for example, Japan
and South Korea for placing too much emphasis on high academic attainment and causing
children’s mental stress), it rarely relates that
or its subsequent recommendations to a failure
to engage children in the decision-making
that led to the adverse experience of rights
(Lundy, 2012).

THE EMERGENCE OF STUDENT VOICE
Although students’ rights are often referenced
in discussions of student voice (Cook-Sather,
2006), there is not always specific reference
to the CRC. An ethical rather than a legal
mandate in many cases (particularly in the
US where the CRC has not been ratified), the
right of young people to have a voice and to
participate is sometimes evoked as a legal
responsibility but more often as a moral principle. Here we define ‘student voice’ and
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offer an overview of student voice work as it
has developed in a number of contexts.
The term ‘student voice’ (or ‘pupil voice’
in the UK and Australia) describes efforts
to create opportunities for students to speak
from their experiences and perspectives in
conversations about school and classroom
practices, collaborate with teachers to analyze and revise educational approaches,
and participate as legitimate informants
and active partners in educational research.
Not all theorists and educators committed to
these practices use ‘voice’ to describe their
efforts. Those who do use it argue for its
efficacy as a metaphor that signals students’
presence, participation and power in conversations about and revisions of educational practice (Cook-Sather, 2006). Those who employ
other terms seek to describe more literally the
relationships and processes in which students
are engaged, such as ‘pupil consultation’ and
‘pupil participation’ (Rudduck and McIntyre,
2007), ‘youth–adult partnership’ and ‘youth
or student participation’ (Mitra, 2011), and
‘democratic participation’ and ‘rights’ in
relation to the engagement of school-aged
young people (Holdsworth, 2012). For the
purposes of this discussion, we use the term
‘student voice’ to encompass all these commitments and efforts.
How student voice has been conceptualized, named and practised has depended upon
the context in which such work has been
undertaken. Typically, student voice initiatives have focused on school participation
and less on curriculum and pedagogy (Hulme
et al., 2011). Student voice work in elementary
and secondary schools, pioneered in England,
aimed to ‘take seriously’ what students tell us
about their experiences of being a learner in
school, specifically, ‘what gets in the way of
their learning and what helps them to learn’
(Rudduck and Flutter, 2004: 2). In Canada,
there have been efforts led by the Ministry of
Education in Manitoba (Levin, 2000) to put
student voices at the centre of school reform
and by the Ministry of Education in Ontario
through projects such as SpeakUp (Ontario
Ministry of Education, n.d.), through which

thousands of students in grades 7–12 have
actively led or participated in over 6,000
projects in hundreds of schools.
Australia is home to one of the longest
standing efforts to support and document student participation in conversations about and
approaches to education. Connect, a networking practice journal for teachers, parents,
administrators and others has been edited
and published entirely by Roger Holdsworth
since 1975. There is a growing emphasis in
New Zealand on student voice and active participation in their education. According to the
New Zealand Ministry of Education website,
‘The New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of
Education, 2007) articulates a shared vision
of “Young people who will be confident,
connected, actively involved, lifelong learners”’ (p. 8). The Curriculum calls for assessment that ‘involves students – they discuss,
clarify, and reflect on their goals, strategies, and progress with their teachers, their
parents, and one another. This develops students’ capacity for self- and peer assessment,
which lead in turn to increased self-direction’
(p. 40). Holdsworth (2012) emphasises democratic participation and rights in relation to
the engagement of school-aged young people, whereas the New Zealand curriculum
framework focuses more on student engagement and competencies.
In countries lacking national or more local
commitments to student voice within their
K-12 school contexts, efforts are individual.
In the US, there are classroom, school and
community efforts (Serriere and Mitra, 2012),
projects based in secondary teacher preparation programs (Cook-Sather, 2002b), and also
the occasional school- and district-wide effort
to amplify student voice in teacher learning
and educational reform (Beattie, 2012). In
Sweden, scholars elicit students’ perspectives
on how they wish to be treated (Bergmark,
2008). In the contexts of largely impoverished
communities in Ghana, Zimbabwe, Kenya
and South Africa, Kiragu et al. (2012) conducted research to access the perspectives of
young people on health and moral education
in schools. In Greece, one teacher research
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project highlighted students’ perspectives on
the importance of content connecting with students’ everyday lives, opportunities in lessons
for active involvement, and giving greater
responsibility for learning to the students. A
research project in a Lebanese school focused
on expanding students’ active participation
in school, casting teachers as co-learners and
facilitating student–teacher ‘border crossings’
and redistributing power among teachers and
students (Bahou, 2012).
All of these efforts take as premises that
young people have unique perspectives on
learning, teaching and schooling; that their
insights warrant not only the attention but
also the responses of adults, and that they
should be afforded opportunities to actively
shape their education (Cook-Sather, 2006) –
more of a moral argument than a legal one.
These efforts require critical reflection upon
one’s assumptions and practices as a teacher,
which can be destabilizing (McIntyre et al.,
2005) and complicate power dynamics, and
similar to children’s rights, they call for a radical reconsideration of the status of children
and of adult–child relationships (Lansdown,
2011). Scholars argue that it is critical to
analyze notions of ‘empowerment’ and ‘dialogue’ (Taylor and Robinson, 2009) and,
given traditional power dynamics inscribed
in classrooms and schools, it is all too easy
for teachers to ignore voices they do not want
to hear (Bragg, 2001; Johnston and Nicholls,
1995). Whose voice is invited and attended to
in what ways is a perennial issue (Bernstein,
2000; Howard, 2001).

CURRICULAR AND PEDAGOGICAL
APPROACHES CONSISTENT WITH
THE CRC AND STUDENT VOICE
Within education, curriculum and pedagogy
are the medium and mode of student and
teacher participation in learning processes. If
student voices are absent from these, or only
allowed in response to adult decisions and
directions, then students’ right to express
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their views freely in all matters affecting
them and their right to have those views be
given due weight, as specified in Article 12
of the CRC, are denied. Furthermore, students do not have the opportunity to develop
their personality, talents and mental and
physical abilities, as specified in Article 29
of the CRC. And finally, students’ presence,
participation and power, our operating definition of student voice, are disallowed.
Consistent with arguments for children’s
rights and student voice are notions and practices of curriculum and pedagogy that afford
children and young people an active role,
honouring their rights and preparing them for
respectful participation in the larger society.
These notions and practices are by no means
mainstream; their emphasis on student participation and empowerment are in fact countercultural in many countries and contexts.
We highlight them here to unearth their roots
and to affirm their potential to support and
foster student voice.
McLaren (1989: 160) has argued that curriculum ‘always represent[s] an introduction
to, preparation for, and legitimation of a particular form of life’, and Bernstein (2000) has
pointed out that power relations are inscribed
in formal mechanisms such as curriculum.
Who has what kind of power and is being prepared in what ways for participation in society are, therefore, key questions in relation
to curriculum. North American educational
philosopher John Dewey (1902, 1916, 1938)
was amongst the first to argue for curriculum
and instruction focused on the development
of the individual child through finding ways
to link the child’s experiences and interests with the subject matter under study. At
base, such a notion of curriculum focuses as
much on the development of the respected
and responsible self as on the development
of knowledge, both ongoing processes necessary for full participation in democratic
society. Working with similar notions in the
UK, Stenhouse (1975) developed a theory
of curriculum as process – as the interaction
of teachers, students and knowledge – with
learners not cast as objects, to be acted upon
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but rather positioned as those with a clear
voice in the way that the sessions evolve.
These notions of curriculum were further
expanded by work in Australia. Boomer’s
(1982) model of curriculum negotiation
makes the learners’ previous experiences,
aspirations, expectations and intentions
explicit and relates them to the intentions
of the teacher (Boomer, 1982; Cook, 1992).
Boomer frames this work in terms of student
engagement and investment rather than rights
but drawing on these models, on Lundy
(2007) and also on Cook-Sather (2006), Bron
and Veugelers (2014) offer five arguments
for student voice in education in general
and in curriculum development in particular.
These include what they call the normative
argument that ‘young people are entitled
to the right to have a voice in matters that
affect them’ (2014: 135) and what they call
the political argument that ‘inviting students
to participate in curriculum design changes
power relations, providing opportunities for
voices that are often marginalized to speak
and those who customarily hold positions of
power to listen and hear’ (2014: 135).
Curriculum theorists who argue for
dynamic, participatory models of curriculum
emphasize the reciprocal relation between
an individual child’s experiences and interests, on the one hand, and the preparation
for active, responsible engagement in society
on the other. As Pinar (2004) has explained
regarding his notion of currere, this is the
Latin infinitive form of curriculum, which
means to run the course or, in the gerund
form, the running of the course. He argued
that currere ‘reconceptualized curriculum from course objectives to complicated
conversation with oneself (as a “private”
intellectual)’ (2004: 37). Such a reconceptualization supports ‘an ongoing project of
self-
understanding in which one becomes
mobilized for engaged pedagogical action –
as a private-and-public intellectual – with
others in the social reconstruction of the
public sphere’ (2014: 37). This notion of curriculum is directly related to student voice:
‘To consider involving students in curriculum

design, we need to see the curriculum not as a
product or a fixed set of requirements, but as
a process wherein external aims give direction but also where teachers and students
influence what is actually experienced in
class’ (Bron and Veugelers, 2014: 134).
These models of curriculum are complemented by notions of pedagogy that also
position the learner as an active participant
in the educational process – an agent with
rights, a voice and power. Lusted (1986: 3)
argued that pedagogy can be understood
as ‘the intersection of three agencies: the
teacher, the learner, and the knowledge they
produce’. This notion of intersection is key
to definitions of curriculum that include the
rights, voice and active participation of learners. Critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970; Giroux,
1986; McLaren, 1989; Shor, 1987) and
postmodern feminist pedagogy (Ellsworth,
1989 Orner, 1992; Weiler, 1991) most expli
citly insist that questions of position, power
and agency be examined in relation to the
pedagogical encounter. Critical pedagogy
is founded on theories developed by Freire
(1970), who proposed that what he called
the ‘banking model’ of education, whereby
teachers hold all knowledge and deposit it in
the empty minds of students, be replaced by
a dynamic dialogical relationship between
teacher, student and society through which
awareness of everyone’s incompleteness is
fostered and everyone is supported in becoming more human. Through a critical analysis
of the relationship between oppressor and
oppressed and through a process of ‘conscien
tization’, education becomes a means of
shaping both individuals and the society of
which they are a part. This work is extended
in critiques of pedagogies that support neoliberal approaches to education (McMahon
and Portelli, 2004; Vibert and Shields, 2003).
When employed or practised in reductive
ways, argued Ellsworth (1989: 298), key concepts within ‘critical pedagogy, including,
“empowerment,” “student voice,” “dialogue,”
and even the term “critical,” are repressive
myths that perpetuate relations of domination’. When understood as contextualized
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efforts to work across differences, however,
such terms and practices can inform a pedagogy based on always-partial and incomplete
understandings and ongoing efforts to communicate and work across those differences
in an effort to ‘respect and care for’ (hooks,
1994: 13) diverse students (Ellsworth, 1989;
Jones, 1999). Pedagogy that is consistent
with children’s rights and student voice honours the rights of a diversity of students; it is
both culturally sustaining and constructively
critical (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Paris and
Alim, 2014).
Like scholars of postmodern feminist pedagogy, many scholars of student voice warn
against totalizing, undifferentiated notions
of and responses to oppressed, marginalized,
and/or disempowered individuals or groups
while sharing a commitment to the encouragement of critical analyses of existing social
conditions (within and beyond classrooms)
and the advocacy of changing dominant
arrangements of power and participation
(Arnot and Reay, 2007; Cook-Sather, 2007;
Fine, 1992). These warnings link directly to
children’s rights in that each young person
has the right, as an individual as well as a
member of various groups, to be respectfully
heard and to have his or her experience given
due weight.

CHILDREN’S RIGHTS AND STUDENT
VOICE: MAKING LINKS
The connections between student voice and
the children’s rights movements are both real
and apparent on paper, and yet have been
relatively uncommon in practice and scholarship. The field of children’s rights, although
open to inter-disciplinarity, is traditionally
dominated by lawyers (Lundy, 2013). Many
of these are interested in Article 12 and children’s right to participate; however, few have
education and schooling as their primary
focus. Academic lawyers with an interest in
education tend to be concerned with children’s participation in administrative and
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legal proceedings or issues of policy rather
than in day-to-day classroom interactions
(Harris, 2009). Few have considered the
implications of a rights-based approach for
curriculum and pedagogy, perhaps because
this takes them into foreign territory – the
professional world of the teacher (but see,
Emerson and Lundy, 2013). Likewise, those
interested in student voice hold various positions in the educational realm, from government posts (Courtney, 2014; Levin, 2000) to
administrative positions within schools
(Bragg, 2007; Evans, 2009) to classroom
teachers (Mitsoni, 2006; Smit, 2013), to educational scholars and researchers (Cammarota
and Fine, 2008; Fielding, 2004a). Very few, if
any, of these policymakers, scholars and
practitioners have training in the legal realm;
rather, their conceptual frameworks are
drawn from across the disciplines in academia, and their practices are grounded in
and often constrained by the educational,
political and social contexts within which
they work.
Our own work and respective trajectories
illustrate this conceptual overlap, but practical
and scholarly gap. Almost 10 years ago, we
wrote and published independent articles on
the concept of ‘voice’. Lundy’s (2007) ‘Voice
is not enough: conceptualizing Article 12 of
the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child’ provided a critique of the concept of ‘pupil voice’ from a children’s rights
perspective, pointing to some of the barriers
to the meaningful and effective implementation of children’s rights within education.
Based on a general study of children’s rights
for the Northern Ireland Commissioner for
Children and Young People, which asked over
1000 children about their enjoyment of rights,
Lundy’s paper argued that the use of the term
‘voice’ as a substitution for Article 12 of the
CRC was inadequate and potentially misleading and suggested that those wishing to
adopt a rights-based approach to children’s
engagement in school-decision-making might
find it helpful to think of that in terms of four
concepts – space, voice, audience and influence. It is apparent that the paper was written
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by a legal academic through the lens of the
CRC and with very little reference to the
wide field and rich literature on student voice
in education, and yet it provides a clarity
and commands an authority that, to CookSather’s reading of it years after it was published, is lacking in a more general discussion
of rights and respect within student voice. On
the other hand, Cook-Sather’s (2006) ‘Sound,
presence, and power: exploring “student
voice” in educational research and reform’
offered an analysis of the way in which key
premises of student voice, rights and respect,
had been used across student voice efforts.
The discussion, according to Lundy when
she read it years later, made rich and interesting points about rights and respect unshackled by legal ‘expertise’ or any formal rights
discourse.
Our point here is not only that both papers
have strengths and weaknesses, which they
certainly do; rather, it is that the scholarly
and practical realms within which each of
us labours provided different frames and
emphases, which are at once illuminating
on their own and richer for being brought
together. Both papers recognize the need to
advance understanding of the ways in which
children are engaged in their own learning,
both sought to illuminate and problematize the notion of student ‘voice’, and both
called for moving beyond current notions and
practices. Lundy’s paper purported to offer
a particular interpretation based on a legal
understanding of Article 12 of the CRC and
students’ own views on the extent to which
their rights were being realized. Cook-Sather
based her argument in a review of the ways in
which the concepts of rights and respect had
been viewed in the education literature and
suggested that the
assertion of students’ rights is a call for cultural
shift away from an adult-centric, infantilizing and
disempowering set of attitudes and practices
towards a culture that supports students as among
those with the right to take their place ‘in whatever discourse is essential to action’ and the right
to have their part matter (Heilbrun, 1988, p. 18).
(Cook-Sather, 2006: 370).

Crucial to both is a focus on the idea of
‘rights’ and what students themselves perceive
to be the barriers to its realization.
Working within the frame of children’s
rights, Lundy’s paper highlights the ways in
which children describe and name the barriers to the enjoyment of their rights. In the
study for the Northern Ireland Children’s
Commissioner, referred to by Lundy in her
paper, children were asked directly about
their experience of their rights. Many young
people referred to issues of participation,
including in relation to the curriculum and
pedagogy. Although Cook-Sather did not use
the frame or discourse of children’s rights,
some of the students in her article, and in
other publications, did imply an absence
of rights. For instance, one student wrote:
‘“Reach me with more than words from textbooks – but words from the soul and the mind
connected to the heart. What got you to teach
me? Wasn’t it to reach me? … Relate to me,
debate with me, respect me. Stop neglecting
me” (Strucker, Moise, Magee and Kreider,
2001, p. 162)’ (Cook-Sather, 2006: 374).
Here textbooks, so often the basis and even
map of the curriculum, stand for the disconnected experiences students have of curriculum when ‘the soul and the mind’ are left
out of the learning process. A rights-based,
learner-centred curriculum would invite the
learners’ previous experiences, aspirations,
expectations and intentions into relationship
with the intentions of the teacher, thereby
shifting from curriculum as a product or a
fixed set of requirements to curriculum as a
process co-created by students and teachers
(Boomer, 1982; Bron and Veugelers, 2014;
Pinar, 2004).
Thus, a key lesson for us personally and
in regard to making links between the United
Nations CRC and student voice is that our
disciplinary and professional frames both
afford and hinder particular insights and are
enhanced by being brought together in a single discussion of curriculum and pedagogy.
As in the realm of student voice, in which the
term ‘student voice’ itself may or may not
be used, in discussing their experiences of
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curriculum and pedagogy, students may not
use the term ‘rights’ explicitly, and yet they
raise many of the concept’s essential characteristics. It is perhaps not surprising that they
don’t use the term ‘rights’ because research
suggests that there is still low awareness of the
CRC amongst students, even in schools that
characterize themselves as rights-respecting
(Covell and Howe, 2007).
The fact that students do not articulate
their lack of influence over issues of curriculum and pedagogy in the express terms of a
breach of their rights is indicative of a breach
of the CRC itself because states are required
to ensure that its provisions are made widely
known to adults and children alike. However,
it also raises more fundamental questions
about the role that the CRC can or should
play in the quest for increased student voice
in educational contexts in general and regarding curriculum and pedagogy in particular.
In what ways can the CRC help to ensure
students’ right to express their views freely
and their right to have those views be given
due weight, as specified in Article 12, in
the development and enactment of curriculum and pedagogy? In what ways can the
CRC ensure that students have an opportunity to develop their personality, talents and
mental and physical abilities, as specified
in Article 29? In short, how can the CRC
ensure students’ presence, participation, and
power in the development of curriculum and
pedagogy?

THE POTENTIAL OF THE CRC TO
ENHANCE STUDENT VOICE EFFORTS
From a children’s rights perspective the
potential contributions of the CRC to student
voice are varied. First, the status of the CRC
as a legally binding human rights instrument
adds legal and moral force to the case for the
increased engagement of children as well as
avenues for advocacy for law and policy
reform. It remains the most comprehensive,
widely known and generally accepted
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articulation of school children’s rights across
the world. Those that have ratified it have
committed to taking all appropriate measures
to implement it in law and practice (Article 4
of the CRC). Many have incorporated its
principles, particularly Article 12, into
domestic law (Lundy et al., 2013). Where the
CRC has been implemented in law, a review
of the Committee’s reports over time suggests that policy and practice changes, even
where attitudes are initially hostile (Lundy,
2012). In countries where steps towards
implementation have not yet been taken, the
CRC provides those who wish to advocate
for change with national and international
fora to make the case for change (Freeman,
2000) and has, for instance, been cited
by teachers’ trades unions in the UK in
their arguments against student testing (see
Lundy, 2012).
Requirements for children’s participation
in all aspects of their schooling and education as well as the Convention’s underpinning approach to child-centred, respectful
and inclusive approaches to education all
give further impetus and direction in terms
of the understanding and practice of student voice, thus determining not just that it
is a requirement but expanding understanding of what that entails in practice. However,
most significant perhaps is the positioning
of children as rights-holders entitled (rather
than just able) to influence the matters that
affect them and the positioning of their educators as duty-bearers required (as opposed
to encouraged) to take active steps to enable
children to exert influence. Crosscutting all
of this are two concepts at the heart of human
rights discourse: empowerment and accountability. Although student voice has placed
considerable attention on the former, the latter is core to human rights, which, for many,
is characterized as the ability to prevent
abuses of state power in whatever form that
takes. Core to this commitment is the idea
that individuals can exercise autonomy and
self-determination about the matters in their
own lives. Empowerment and accountability
are not only about individual autonomy and
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self-determination, however, but also about
transforming people’s attitudes and behaviours
as part of broader societal changes. Individual
self-determination is contextualized in community accountability.
The recognition that these rights also
apply to children is one of the most powerful features of the CRC. Therefore, from the
perspective of existing student voice literature, some of this potential might be useful
in addressing several of the ongoing issues
that inhibit the acceptance or embrace of
student voice. Instead of making arguments
only from educational or even ethical foundations, advocates and practitioners of student voice could evoke the stronger language
of accountability used within the children’s
rights perspective. Within countries that have
ratified the CRC (the US is now the only
UN member state that has not), the legally
binding nature of the CRC could assist government officials, administrators and educators in overcoming both national and local
resistance to the notion of student voice.
The language of accountability could shift
from referring to the forms of engagement
expected of schools, teachers and students
based on compliance and acceptance, to
shared responsibility with students working
alongside teachers and administrators (CookSather, 2010). According students their right
to influence the matters that affect them
would allow students to take responsibility
for their own and others’ education – community accountability.
Equally, there are recognized limitations
in the adoption of rights-based approaches
both generally and for children in particular.
Foremost amongst these is a prevailing and
widespread view that adults are best placed to
make decisions for children and that affording children a legal right to be included in
decision-making is not possible as a right
and/or in children’s best interests. In the specific context of education, some argue that
the language of rights is one that can threaten
or actually undermine teacher authority.
Research has suggested that although such
an undermining effect is a widespread fear,

student voice has not been found to undermine
teacher authority (Arnot et al., 2004; Rudduck,
2007), although it can at once challenge and
affirm it (Bragg, 2001), particularly when
consideration is given to balancing teacher
and student authority. This corresponds with
an emerging consciousness that aligning the
rights of teachers and children can be in the
interests of both, and that children’s rights
are not a zero-sum game in which teachers
inevitably lose out (Lundy, 2012).
A further criticism goes to the heart of
human rights generally and is critical as to
whether the human rights agenda is truly
about the empowerment of the individual or
simply another instrument of state control.
This has been argued both in relation to child
participation and the identified aims of the
curriculum in Article 29. Similar criticisms
have been made in relation to the use and
value of student voice approaches (Fielding,
2004b; Lodge, 2005). However, this could be
seen as a matter of implementation rather than
intent – just because something is described
as rights-respecting doesn’t mean that it is
(Howe and Covell, 2010). Likewise, there
are many schools and teachers across the
world engaging in practices that meet all
of the standards of the CRC and yet are not
conceived that way. Nor has the legal obligation necessarily or even frequently been part
of the motivation. Rather, the impetus for the
approach is based on the educator’s inherent
respect for children and their ability to contribute meaningfully to the creation of structures for and approaches to learning within
classrooms as well as decisions in relation to
their own lives.

RIGHT-RESPECTING CURRICULUM
AND PEDAGOGY
The core premises of children’s rights and
student voice, respect for the child and ensured
opportunity for the child to influence matters
that affect him or her could inform the development of rights-respecting curriculum and
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pedagogy across contexts, even within educational settings that are constrained by various
other governmental or more local curricular
mandates.
A rights-respecting curriculum develops
Dewey’s notion of a respected and responsible self through a curriculum constituted
by the interaction of teachers, students and
knowledge (Stenhouse, 1975). Teachers can
invite and integrate learners’ previous experiences, aspirations, expectations and intentions into the planned curriculum (Boomer,
1982), thereby according students their right
‘to have a voice in matters that affect them’
and changing power relations such that ‘those
who customarily hold positions of power to
listen and hear’ (Bron and Veugelers, 2014:
135). Illustrating such an approach, one
deputy head of a school in England, Alison
Peacock, considered students’ views in curricular areas and gave them ‘control over
their own learning processes’ (Bragg, 2007:
659). For instance, one group of students
(aged 8 and 9) had input on what textbook
was used in their mathematics class, and
another group of older children planned and
ran small group sessions for younger children
in maths and geography. Peacock enacted
this same approach at another school, which
had been designated as failing when she took
leadership of it in 2003, and in 2007 was performing within the top 5 per cent of schools
nationally, which Peacock attributes to her
‘listening’ approach.
Students can co-create approaches to
learning as well as what is learned. A rightsrespecting pedagogy complements the curricular approach described earlier in its commitment
to ‘take seriously what students tell us about
their experiences of being a learner in school’
(Rudduck and Flutter, 2004: 2). Such a pedagogy embraces principles of universal design
and includes regular requests for input and feedback from students on what they already know,
what they want to know and what helps them
learn. A rights-respecting pedagogy is responsive to the diversity of students who populate
classrooms; it is at once culturally sustaining,
attentive to students’ particular experiences and
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interests, and constructively critical (LadsonBillings, 2014; Paris and Alim, 2014). Such an
approach changes dominant arrangements of
power and participation (Arnot and Reay, 2007).
When students become partners with teachers
in this way, their personalities, talents and mental and physical abilities develop through constant engagement, and students develop respect
for human rights and fundamental freedoms
because they experience them and extend them
to others in the learning environment.
Although rights-respecting approaches
can directly affect curriculum and pedagogy
within schools (Ferguson et al., 2011; Kane
and Maw, 2005; Mitsoni, 2006), they do not
replace curricular standards or teacher authority. Rather, they position students as partners in
the educational project (Cook-Sather, 2009),
affording them their right to contribute to and
actively participate in their own and others’
learning and the realization of their potential.

CONCLUSION
A review of both children’s rights in education
and the literature on student voice suggests
that core to the successful implementation of
both is the concept of respect for the child. In
human rights terms, respect is centred on
notions of dignity and equality and is ultimately what lies beneath all rights-based
approaches. Breaches of human rights are
inevitably instances where the duty-bearer
has failed to acknowledge the inherent worth
and dignity of the rights-holder. In the context of children’s participation in decisionmaking in contexts such as schools, children
should be seen as possessing rights, entitled
to be treated with respect and, therefore, able
to influence decisions about and approaches to
their learning. Respect within educational
contexts includes listening to and partnering
with students as legitimate informants and
collaborators in relation to their education.
In summary, the United Nations CRC is an
important global commitment that includes
children’s right to participate in the decisions
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that affect them in school, including those
relating to curriculum and pedagogy. It provides the legal impetus for ratifying states
to introduce measures in law and practice
to ensure that children’s rights are guaranteed. Core to achieving this is awareness of
what amounts to meaningful participation.
What that means in practice aligns with much
of the existing knowledge and understanding of those who embrace student voice.
Although the latter has evolved in ways that
are too diverse to generalize, the CRC, with
its emphasis on universality, has the potential to provide an overarching and unifying
framework and one that has the benefit, not
just of its legal status, but in its emphasis on
the ways in which children are perceived as
human beings and therefore worthy of and
entitled to respect. To address the diversity of
student voice efforts and the diversity of contexts in which they are undertaken, a rights
framework would have to be situated in and
sensitive to the cultural and community values in which it was implemented.
We conclude this discussion by reiterating that the core principles of both children’s
rights and student voice call for a kind of
respect and shared responsibility – a partnership, in essence – that the traditional hierarchies and power imbalances structured into
educational institutions do not easily allow
or support. In order to be able to fully enact
the principles articulated within the United
Nations CRC and student voice within formal
educational contexts, prevailing approaches
to curriculum and pedagogy would need to
be brought more in line with the notions of
curriculum and pedagogy that we reviewed
in this discussion: those that position students
as respected partners – agents with rights,
a voice and power alongside teachers and
others in the educational realm. To achieve
such alignment, those in government posts,
administrative positions, classrooms within
schools and in communities, together with
scholars and researchers, need to redefine
their roles and responsibilities through both
human rights education and professional
learning. For a right-based framework to be

taken up and not merely imposed, each differently positioned player within education, including students themselves, needs
to develop the dispositions, knowledge and
tools necessary to make this shift.
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and Researching Learning
Interactions
Vic Lally

INTRODUCTION
This chapter focuses on learning interactions
in informal settings. It is likely that most
learning by young people and adults, perhaps
even the majority, takes place in such settings. This learning therefore has potentially
enormous significance for learning in formal
settings. In order for educators and learners
to make the most of informal learning it
needs to be better understood. Many of the
settings of informal learning are remote from
school and relatively inaccessible to teachers
and researchers, particularly during learning
activities. For this reason there has been an
upsurge in interest among researchers in how
learning occurs in these settings. However,
despite the increasing understanding of its
significance, it is still under researched. The
work of Falk (1999) and others (for example,
Falk et al., 2007) in science learning is pioneering in this area. What it shows is that
informal learners draw upon many sources,
and that they exert much more choice about
what they learn than would be possible in

formal settings. There are many challenges
still to be faced. For example, some central
questions are: how might educators support
informal learning? How can researchers
investigate learning interactions in informal
settings? How can links be made between
informal learning and that taking place in
more formal settings? Beginning to find
answers to some of these questions is important if bridges are to be built between informal learning and the formal curriculum. This
is important at all levels of young people’s
development, particularly in the age of the
Internet. Furthermore, as technology has
enhanced and mobile learning becomes an
increasingly significant element of all learning, it will be important to understand how it
can be integrated with ‘place-based’ learning
in schools and universities.
One of the intriguing challenges of supporting and researching young people’s informal
learning is that some of its central elements
may be damaged if it is overtly ‘organised’ by
educators. For example, key aspects include
opportunities for creative self-organisation,
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personal choice, creative self-expression,
use of project methodologies, collaborative
group activity, choice of work timing, location and task. These opportunities cannot be
managed easily by educators while retaining
the informal aspects of learning.
The Inter-Life Project1 attempted to
research informal learning interactions in
order to address some of these questions. The
research team created an Internet ‘platform’
(InterLife Island) that was available internationally, allowing us to work with young
people throughout the world (for example,
in Trinidad and the UK, which is covered in
this chapter) in real-time learning activities.
In this space we supported the development
of a virtual research community (VRC) that
was designed to support creative aspects of
informal learning, as outlined earlier. The
platform also allowed us to study learning
interactions in this community.
Based upon this work, the argument developed in this chapter contains several key
ideas. The first is that young people’s creative
use of the Internet is under-researched and
under-evidenced. Furthermore, it is complex
and under-theorised. Second, we argue that
working with young people in informal learning communities requires taking account of
their need to find their own ‘voices’ in creative learning activities. Third, we believe
that they need opportunities to work reflexively to understand the power relations that
exist in their life-world settings and discuss
how the use of creative practices provides
one vehicle for these kinds of activities. We
point out that these ideas do not always sit
together coherently in a narrative account.
Activity Theory (AT) was used to assist
with the theorisation of learning interactions
in our work. This was mainly because it takes
into account many of the key elements of
young people’s learning interactions in ways
that assist their ‘researchability’ and connect
with other significant work in the field of
informal learning.
In the first section of this chapter we
elaborate on these ideas as they emerged in
the Inter-Life Project. In the second section
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we provide some evidence to support our
account of these ideas, and the argument that
they are significant for both researchers and
educators who wish to engage with informal
learning as part of their endeavours to support young people in educating themselves to
embrace their life challenges.
The Internet presents many opportunities
and challenges for educators and researchers in all phases of education. This chapter
uses evidence from the Inter-Life Project
(2008–2011/12) to illustrate how the Internet
can be used to create and sustain new kinds
of interactions, in particular a VRC of young
people and how this can support their educational endeavours. It draws extensively
upon research undertaken by the Inter-Life
Research Group (Lally and Sclater, 2012,
2013; Sclater and Lally, 2013a, 2013b;
Devlin et al., 2013a, 2013b).
Young people’s use of the Internet is
under-researched. In a review of media literacy, Buckingham et al. (2005) concluded
that there is little research about how young
people evaluate, interpret and respond to the
Internet. Social class and economic status
are identified as limiters to access, more so
than to other media, such as radio or television. Less is known about other barriers,
including the role of individual subjectivities
and motivations. Buckingham et al. (2005)
have argued that these barriers may affect the
quality of access, as well as the quantity, for
example in terms of the available functionality of the technology, the location and level
of support for use. The evidence analysed by
Buckingham et al. (2005) also suggested that
access to the Internet in schools was often
limited. Different social groups may have different orientations towards particular media –
or different forms of ‘cultural capital’ – and
this may also influence the nature and quality
of access (Furlong, 2011).
This contrasts with research relating to
young people’s ‘creative’ use of the Internet.
Here there has been less research relating to
‘older’ media, such as video and analogue
radio, than to the Internet. The evidence
suggested that there is potential for Internet
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media to be used for communication and
self-expression. Creative involvement in
media production in the context of education could make an important contribution
to the development of critical understanding.
Additionally, new media, for example the
virtual worlds employed in the Inter-Life
Project (reported in this chapter), may provide possibilities for new forms of interaction.

THE INTER-LIFE PROJECT
This chapter is based upon research for the
Inter-Life project between 2008 and 2012.
We argue that researching the relationships
between ‘Youth and New Technologies’
(particularly the Internet) is a complex of
challenges and opportunities. We reflect on
the ideas previously identified, as four key
themes that emerged during the Inter-Life
project. The work of the project is at the
intersection of these themes and they significantly impacted upon the research activities
of the project, and yet they were also sometimes discordant and incoherent in their relationships to each other. The ESRC/
EPSRC-funded Inter-Life Project2 (Sclater
and Lally, 2009) focused on the development
of an integrated community in a 3D platform
(Second Life™) in order to investigate how
young people can use this creatively to assist
in understanding and navigating key life transitions. The aim of Inter-Life was to create a
‘youth centre’ in a modern online environment where young people could pursue their
research agendas. The team worked with
virtual reality in a ‘virtual world’. Virtual
worlds are avatar-based and networked
social spaces. Avatars are animated graphic
representations of participants that they can
move around in the virtual world under their
own control. The world itself is constructed
and shaped by the participants. Avatars can
fly and ‘teleport’ from one part of the world
to another. They can communicate with one
another using gesture, text and real audio.
These features build upon the reality that is

familiar to all of us and they also extend it in
imaginative and highly engaging ways.
Thomas and Brown (2009) have called this
the ‘networked imagination’.
We attempted to work with young people
as participant ‘co-researchers’ in a VRC created in our virtual world InterLife Island 2
(ILI2). In this co-research, the adult research
team was encouraging the young people to
develop their own research agenda. In the
second section of this chapter we illustrate
the challenges of researching in this virtual
world and the lived experience and subjectivities of young people in it (who volunteered
to work with the Inter-Life Project). In doing
this we attempt to illuminate the complex
relationship between these themes and the
realities of working alongside young people
in a virtual world.
The Inter-Life Project needed to develop a
theoretical framework that would be powerful
enough to help us understand and analyse the
activities of the young people with whom we
worked. AT was identified using an approach
to theory selection developed by Halverson
(2002). It focuses on the influences on activity, and positions the participants and their
goals centrally in ‘systems of activity’. These
systems include tools used by young people,
their motivations and goals, ideas and values, the community context, and the artefacts
that they create. Within this framework, we
focused on creative practices as tools to support reflection on social justice issues, the use
of virtual worlds as a community context and
the development of young people’s voices
through creative practices as goals.

A COMPLEX OF CHALLENGES
AND OPPORTUNITIES
Researching the ‘Digital
Generation’
For just over a decade, working with young
people and Information and Communication
Technologies (ICT), other digital technologies
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and games has been in the shadow of what has
become known in Europe and the US as the
‘digital native’ literature. Selwyn (2009)
has argued that this is part of an enduring
phenomenon – according young people an
‘emblematic role’ in relation to the societal
challenges of new (and potentially threatening) technologies; this emblematic role has a
long history (Selwyn, 2009: 364). The digital
native phenomenon derives from the work of
Marc Prensky (Prensky, 2001a, 2001b, 2005,
2008, 2009, 2010) and others. Prensky’s work
has depicted young people as being immersed
in these ICTs and frames the nature of this
relationship as a ‘discontinuity’ (Prensky,
2001a: 1) with previous generations.
The digital native movement claims that
young people immersed in new technologies
are actually thinking and processing information differently, and that their experiences
have led to different brain structures. Prensky
implies that young people are now somehow
hard-wired with a propensity to use these
technologies as a result of their interactions
with them (Baird and Fisher, 2010). Selwyn
(2009: 366) has argued that these claims for
a distinctive new digital native culture and
brain chemistry – with neurological and
cognitive benefits (Small and Vorgan, 2009) –
have become influential within political and
popular discourse. He contests that much
of this plausible and common-sensical discourse is episodic, uncritical and disjointed,
and yet it is powerful because it has been
taken for granted (Ng, 1997, cited in Selwyn,
2009: 366).
Selwyn goes on to argue that the ‘reality’
of these digital dispositions (also referred to
as potential myths by Selwyn), which have
come to represent the ICT activities of youth
in this discourse, are poorly supported by
empirical research. Some of the features of
this discourse, including collaboration, communal creativity and personalisation are relevant to the argument of this chapter because
the aims of the TLRP/TEL programme, of
which Inter-Life was part, included these features. Technology-assisted flexibility and the
personalisation of learning events was part of
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the TLRP/TEL programme ethos. The possibility that these features of technology (in
virtual worlds in our case) might allow young
people to enhance control over what, where,
when and how they engage in creative activities is one of the key features of the digital
native claims that requires further and significant empirical work.
Some recent studies have begun to unravel
the underlying complexity of this debate in a
more rigorous and evidence-based way. The
work of Buckingham et al. (2005), for example,
extensively reviewed young people’s media
literacy, including the use of the Internet,
using a framework that considered access,
understanding and creativity. The review
considered barriers and enablers, identifying
gaps in the literature, as well as reporting on
methodologies used in studies. In terms of
young people’s understanding of the Internet,
they noted that there is a significant paucity
of research about how young people interpret,
evaluate and respond to the Internet. In comparison, there is much more relating to television, where young people do develop critical
understanding alongside aesthetic and emotional responses. Creativity has been much
more extensively researched in relation to the
Internet than older media. Here, the research
so far (up to the point of this review) revealed
that there is potential to make a contribution
to the development of critical understanding
through self-expression, although this is, as
yet, under developed. There is little research
into media education in the informal sector
that relates to creativity and understanding.
The authors of this chapter concluded that
creativity is poorly researched in relation to
new technologies. In terms of methodologies, it was clear that new approaches are
needed in relation to assessing effectiveness
of new media. The Inter-Life Project specifically focused on the use by young people
of a range of creative practices, including
filmmaking, avatar design and fashion, photography and artefact creation, for example
landscape design on the virtual island. These
were used to support emotional and critical
expression, multiple skills development, as
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well as engagement with issues of social justice
that were of concern in their lives.

The Challenges and Opportunities
of Research with Young People
Theorisation and Participation
In the introduction we suggested that investigating the relationship between youth and
new technologies presented challenges as
well as opportunities. Two of these emerged
as practical considerations during the InterLife Project. The first was to find a theoretical frame that would help to conceptualise
shared activity in a ‘network of others’ and
provide a focus for the analysis of this activity. The Inter-Life Project was investigating
the development of transition skills as a distributed group of young people and their
mentors engaged in creative practices in a
virtual world. The second challenge was to
engage with young people so that their
voices and activities could occupy a key role
in their own research process.

A Theoretical Frame for Analysis
Dwyer and Wyn (2001) have pointed out that
growing up in our post–industrial age is seriously under-researched. The conceptual
framework for understanding youth transition has been extensively debated, and one
of the tensions is between the ‘linear’ developmental/structural approach (Roberts,
2007) and the ‘social generation’ approach
that has been argued by Wyn and Woodman
(2006). They have further argued that the
‘subjectivities’ of youth, seen through the
lens of the concept of ‘social generation’,
help to provide deeper insights into their
participation and shaping of change, and
into their meaning-making than is possible
with a linear approach alone (Wyn and
Woodman, 2007). Furlong and Cartmel
(1997, 2006) have argued that the processes
of transition may yet remain highly structured, continuing to reproduce class-
determined, gendered and unequal life
chances. Ahier and Moore (1999) suggest,

however, that this focus on the family in its
traditional forms does not take account of
the complex forms of experiential, cultural
and economic assets that need to be managed as young people transition to adulthood. They argue that facilitating transitions
within a network of ‘others’ requires retheorising within a broader context – not
only within the immediate family. We argue
that AT may well provide a fruitful framework within which to conduct research
around the subjectivities of youth, including
the acquisition of skills that relate to experiential, cultural and economic assets within a
network of relationships. This is particularly
important given the increasing range and
complexity of processes in which young
people are engaged because the links
between school, family and work have weakened, alongside similar weakening in ‘traditional’ forms of authority (Beck, 1992;
Furlong and Cartmel, 1997, 2006).

Reflexivity and Participatory
Research
Mallan et al. (2010) have outlined some of
the central issues of working with young
people in the field in participatory research
mode. Initially, they observe that it:
…requires the development of a conceptual and
methodological framework that integrates the
everyday experiences of youth with the multiple
space-place connections facilitated by new media
and network ICT systems. (2010: 256)

We suggest here that it may be possible for
this issue to be addressed through the use of
AT where the activity system becomes the
unit of analysis. The identity, emotion, ethics
and morality, motivation, responsibility and
solidarity of young people are then brought
into focus as they work together, within or
between activity systems (on shared or partially shared runaway objects – see later).
Third generation AT (Engeström, 2009)
focuses on dialogue and the multiple perspectives of participants, which are central to
our research enquiry. The ILI2 virtual world
was designed as such a space where everyday
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experiences could be both shared and investigated or researched. Mallan et al. (2010)
highlight the importance of participant investigation, that is, reflexivity in work with
young people and ICTs. In particular they
adopt the concept of social reflexivity as a
conceptual ground. They are referring here to
a society where the conditions in which we
all live are increasingly a product of our own
actions and, conversely, our actions are
increasingly oriented towards managing and
challenging the risks and opportunities that
we ourselves have created (Giddens, 1998:
17). Mallan et al. (2010) also focus on some
of the perspectives of critical youth studies
that emerge from this orientation, and ‘challenge dominant developmental paradigms’,
namely ‘complexity of power and exploitation, empowering strategies for youth, a commitment to reflexivity (by researchers), and an
acknowledgement of young people as reflexive social agents…’ (Mallan et al., 2010: 256).
They further argue that conducting participatory research is one of the ‘unifying thread(s)’
where young people can be agents of knowledge about their own lives.
One of the aims of the Inter-Life Project
was to undertake co-design and participant
research with young people. The creation of a
virtual research community for and by young
people was a key part of the means by which
we attempted to realise this aim (Lally and
Sclater, 2012, 2013). As a part of this process the research team wanted to encourage
young people to express themselves in a variety of ways and develop their own ‘voices’
as part of their own research process. Part of
the ‘researchers’ challenge’ for us, however,
was that our own research agenda, funding
and ethical undertakings placed limits upon
us that required careful thinking about the
process by which we (as adult researchers)
engaged with our youth researchers. This led
in two directions: a search for an empowering strategy or practice that the young people
with whom we worked could control, and a
way of inducting the young people into their
own research agenda that was not unduly
limited by their own agenda and restrictions
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as researchers. We gradually moved towards
creative practices, including filmmaking,
photography, fashion and virtual artefact construction (see later) as research tools and also
as multi-faceted media for the expressions of
young people’s voices.
In her pioneering work, Jean Rudduck
(Fielding, 2007) established an important
research agenda around students’ voices in
educational settings. Going back to the mid1980s, Rudduck articulated central insights
(see, for example, Rudduck and Hopkins,
1984; McIntyre et al., 2005) that highlighted
the need for teachers (in our project called
‘mentors’) to gain access to students’ perspectives on teaching and learning as a ‘precondition for any development of new ways
of working’ (Fielding, 2007: 324). Rudduck
viewed the establishment of ‘genuine partnerships with young people’ as essential ‘if
exploratory forms of learning are to become
real, engaging and successful’ (Fielding,
2007: 324). In Inter-Life the use of creative
practices became a key vehicle for building
such partnerships with young people.
Rudduck’s work is a significant and pioneering strand in a movement that has begun
to articulate the roles of young people as
‘protagonists’ in their own lives and learning.
In developing approaches to the power relations that exist when adult researchers work
alongside young people engaged in research
activities, Rudduck proposed a ladder of participation (Rudduck, 2002) in which young
people gradually acquire a more sophisticated involvement with the research process.
This does not remove the dangers of participatory research, but it does codify a way of
working that acknowledges the importance
of gradually relinquishing adult control over
the process. However, if adult researchers use
the co-researcher process to re-enforce their
status quo, for example, then the transformational nature of the process may be damaged
(Fielding, 2010).
Burton et al. (2010: 92) argue that it may
never be possible to completely relinquish
control of the research process for two reasons: ethical responsibilities relating to pupil
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confidentiality and the challenge of handing
over control for research processes for which
young people do not yet have the prerequisite
skills. At the same time, she observed extensive skill development by her pupil researchers, including problem-solving, cooperation,
empathetic awareness of needs of other pupils
and the application of skills to real life issues.
Burton’s study also reported the development
of speaking and listening skills, computer
technology skills and improved confidence.

The Role of Creative Practices
and Virtual Spaces in Finding a
Voice and being a Researcher
In thinking about creative educational spaces,
Sagan (2008: 174) has highlighted the importance of the emotional and affective dimensions of learning. She argues that these aspects
are also co-present features of learning spaces
that can enable positive learning – or impede
it. Virtual worlds like Second Life™ (in which
Inter-Life’s ILI2 is constructed) offer many
possibilities for developing such creative
spaces. Within them, creative expression and
the development of creative practices (developed from Art and Design education) – from
the possibilities of changing one’s appearance, to the creation of sculpture, modification of landscape, flying, teleporting and
collaborative tools – are all possible (Doyle,
2010). Such spaces offer many possibilities
for the development of positive emotional
environments for learning.
In the Trinidad Virtual Research Community
(TVRC), we used photography and montage
based upon photographic work to help the
groups to cohere (based upon the pioneering
work of Sclater, 2007, 2011). Young people
were able to express themselves through
this creativity, share their worlds, enter the
worlds of others and discuss these experiences, which became part of the creative
expression in which they were engaged
together. Making digital documentary films
was also used by TVRC as a vehicle for
attempting to research ‘real life for teenagers

in Trinidad’. This kind of work has previously been undertaken in real-world informal
spaces with young people (Lin et al., 2011)
but not in a virtual world.
One of our initial conceptions for the
design of ILI2 was based upon the idea of
a transitional space (Winnicott, 1982), in
which aspects of the self can be created and
transformed in relationships with others in a
cultural setting. As we began to understand
the power of AT it became more evident that
a space such as ILI2, between the activity
systems of home and school, could be a runaway object (goal) of the project and, perhaps
eventually, a new activity system in itself. It
was therefore a transitional space that metamorphosed into a new space claimed and
developed by the young people.
There is also an increasing body of work
pointing to the power of creative practices and
spaces as vehicles to support the exploration
of social justice issues – particularly through
the development of pupil voice and exploration of visual culture. In the Inter-Life Project
the issues that emerged as significant for the
young people included having the power to
exert some control over their spaces (school
and ILI2 in particular), the use of their time in
the spaces, and the nature and purpose of their
activities. All these elements are illustrated in
the themed extracts in the second part of this
chapter. In her characterization of social justice education, Garber (2004: 6) argued that
it can be thought of as ‘guiding students to
know themselves and their worlds’. Darts
(2006) has argued that visual culture provides
an important locus where knowledge, beliefs
and attitudes are moulded, where ‘ideological struggles’ take place – often without conscious consideration. For this reason, Darts
argues, an important component of creative
practices is that they can enable young
people to probe and critique these ideological struggles, located in the commonplace.
Garber (2004: 6) regards such empowerment
as a process of ‘reclaiming a voice’ rather
than as a means of acquiring personal power
over others or objects. She argues that the act
of helping students to develop their ‘voice’
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actually requires educators to develop a deeper
understanding of the array of contexts that
young people find significant. This was with
one of the underlying considerations of the
Inter-Life team.

Theory and Virtual
Worlds Research
As we have already indicated, one of the key
issues we faced in the Inter-Life Project was
to find a framework that was sufficiently
comprehensive in its theoretical scope to take
account of the complexities in the processes
of transition skills acquisition among participants in the Inter-Life virtual island (ILI2).
In this context, the voices of the young
people, their motivations and goals were key
elements of the research. Understanding the
subjectivities of young people as they engaged
in building a community in which they were
key stakeholders and participants was the
central focus of our work.
AT as a theoretical framework to guide and
inform research in virtual worlds has, as yet,
been little used. The work of Jonassen and others has considered how it might be used in the
design of constructivist learning environments
(Jonassen and Rohrer-Murphy, 1999; Jonassen,
2000). However, only in the last 10 years has
research begun to emerge in which AT is considered as a way of framing analyses of communication and other aspects of activity in virtual
world settings, for example in Steinkuehler’s
investigations of Massive Multiplayer Online
Games (MMOGs) (Steinkuehler, 2006).
We think that the power of AT in virtual
worlds research is that it enables the systematic integration of the key components
of learning in settings such as tool development and mediation, internalisation of social
knowledge, and transformation of human
activities as they arise from learning and
development (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2006).
In his 2008 keynote address on the future of
AT, Engeström (2009) reminds us that, even
although there may still be too little attention
paid to the generality of studies undertaken
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within the AT framework, there is a significant
and ongoing increase in the use of the term,
and citation of key texts in the field continues
to rise. Engeström (2009) has outlined the
evolution of AT through three generations as
it seeks to develop its explanatory power. The
first generation focused on action mediated
by tools; the second focused on Leont’ev’s
notion of the ‘activity system’, and the third,
in the last 15 years, on multiple interacting
activity systems focused on partially shared
objects.
Of particular interest in the Inter-Life
Project has been what Roth (2009) has
called the ‘agentive aspects of activity’. By
this, he is referring to the development of
understanding of the activity system from
the inside, including identity, emotion, ethics
and morality, and derivative concepts, such
as motivation, responsibility and solidarity of the participants as they work together
within or between activity systems, on shared
or partially shared runaway objects. Third
generation AT (Engeström, 2009) also recognises the challenges of dialogue and the
multiple perspectives of participants as they
work to understand the complexity of interacting activity systems as those engaged in
joint projects seek to develop shared goals. In
Inter-Life, we worked in a VRC on ILI2 with
young people. Their aims (runaway objects in
AT terminology) were partly co-constructed
through negotiation with the research team.
To begin with, the VRC was a type of boundary space between the school activity system
and the home activity system. In this space,
a group formed that had not worked together
before. Some of the initial discussions around
ground rules began to explore the possibilities of the space. Initially the research team
members were dominant in these discussions. The identities of the young people,
mediated through avatars, began to emerge,
and new runaway objects (for example,
films) were discussed. These objects utilised
artefacts such as photographs and discussions
in the virtual community, as well as presentations and mini-biographies on the ILI2 interactive display boards. These explored young
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people’s concerns and began to speak to their
sense of justice in relation to personal issues,
community issues and areas of contestation
within the school. As the young people worked
on ILI2 it became a new activity system with
its own values and tools. It was a place that
began to open up new possibilities, expanding
the horizons of what might be possible. It was
both different from the home and school activity systems, partially in conflict with them –
and this conflict may have initiated creative
contributions to the films (runaway objects)
that were emerging.

THE TRINIDAD VIRTUAL
RESEARCH COMMUNITY
The workshop discussed briefly here was the
fifteenth in a series of over forty, and was one
of the busiest. It gives a sense of the dynamics
of these meetings. Five young people attended
this workshop. There were six mentors present from the research team. The mentors
planned the first phase of the meeting as a
‘new introductions’ activity. Continuity of
attendance was a recurring problem in the
group. Some students appeared occasionally,
and then disappeared. Others appeared regularly for only one sequence of activity, and
then disappeared again. Some students were
changing appearances on almost every visit.
There had been an increase in student numbers since Workshop 2. One of the students,
who attended only occasionally, had mastered
the art of scripting artefacts and customizing
his avatar appearance much more than the
other students. The workshops lasted for one
hour and tended to run to 500 lines of text.
In our research we ‘coded’ all of the utterances contributed to the activities. In this
workshop much of the social talk is coming from the mentors, who also contributed
70 per cent of the total utterances. However,
because of the uneven and varying attendance by young people and mentors across
the workshop series, it was difficult to see
any detailed trends. For example, in the next

workshop there were 557 utterances, 50 per
cent of which were contributed by young
people and 53 per cent of these were social.
In an early part of Workshop 15, as the
meeting started either Bute Lyros or Ben
Whirlwind (two of the young people) had
scripted a large gun that they were wielding.
Most of this phase was a social exchange,
consisting of greetings, but there were also
hints of gaining personal insight (GPI) beginning to emerge as a theme for these two
young people. Because these events were
happening in real time – and there is no
visual record of most of them, only the text
transcript – the exact details of the circumstances are not clear. Cool Dreamer, a member of the mentor team, had not noticed the
gun at all. Another mentor, General Ward,
asks, ‘Have you seen Bute’s gun?’. It is clear
that the young people are enjoying modifying their avatars and playing with some artefacts (musical instruments, the gun, many
other items on the island) that they have
created using the ILI2 scripting language.
The gun had been scripted prior to the meeting. There is also excitement around Melly
Covert’s new avatar ‘look’, and general confusion about where the other group members
are located on the ILI2 island (equivalent in
scale to several thousand square metres of
space and populated with hills, buildings and
trees). Bute’s exchange with General Ward
is coded as an early example of GPI because
they briefly reflect together on Bute’s new
appearance. Bute’s and Ben’s GPI utterances
in this workshop represented nearly 50 per
cent (23) of the total GPI utterances of all
attendees. Bute, in particular was reflective
and thoughtful about activities, and was also
the most expressive member of the group on
this occasion.
As the workshop progressed, a mentor appeared who had not visited ILI2 for a
while. Mountain Crease introduced herself
to the group. She had not experienced some
of the recent playfulness of the young people in the group, nor the earlier appearance of
Bute’s and Ben’s gun in the current workshop.
There was cross talk about the absent young
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people, the presence of the gun, the current size of the group and technical issues
about access to the ILI2 space. Part of the
cause of the constant changing of the composition of the group was the time difference between the UK (where the research
team were physically located) and Trinidad
(where the young people were physically
located). The mid-evening workshops (in UK
time) corresponded with the end of school in
Trinidad. This resulted in time conflicts, for
example relating to extra-curricular activities
in school. It meant that the size and composition of the group changed, and forward planning became challenging for everyone. At the
same time, however, the powerful immersive presence created by the virtual environment quickly led to emotional and cognitive
engagement amongst those who were present. For example, Mountain was quickly disturbed by Bute’s and Ben’s gun pointing at
her, and politely asked them to put it away –
even though this is a virtual environment. The
intentions of their playfulness were not yet
clear to her. Mentors Joseph Stellar and Cool
Dreamer had planned an introduction activity, but this was also affected by late arrivals.
Another important feature of this workshop
was that conflicts were beginning to emerge
in the group that appeared to be connected
to several creative events that occurred later
(coded CASC). Although 25 per cent of this
phase was social talk (SC), 69 per cent was
dedicated to finding solutions to problems
(FSP) connected with meetings and scheduling. The remaining 6 per cent was coded
for conflicts that may give rise to creative
activity (CASC). This coding refers to the
short section about Ben’s and Bute’s gun –
they had used the island’s scripting facility to
create the gun, and went on to script many
other animals, birds, cars, costumes for their
avatars, sometimes in creative response to
discussions and tensions that emerged as the
group continued to work.
As the workshop progressed the conversation themes became more interwoven and
disjointed. In the next phase (confusion, history, meetings), Frankie Highland had arrived
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as the introductions activity was beginning.
He expressed confusion just as Ben explained
(for the first time) that he shot the gun, and
Bute told Frankie to ‘go away’. Mentors
General Ward and Diamond Indeed started a
conversation about the gun incident, interpreting it as friendly, and related it to an earlier
episode in which another group member (in a
different group) ‘moved the landscape’ (that
is, re-scripted part of the island, changing its
appearance and terrain dramatically during a
workshop). Ben and Bute wanted to move the
conversation on from this (‘come sit; let’s just
type’). The conversation then moved to the
introductions, but at the same time someone
in the group started using audio to communicate. This was an ongoing significant point at
which the research agendas of the young people and the adult research team were in tension (Frankie Highland: Should we Skype?
Joseph Stellar: Is some one using audio?).
As part of research procedures, the project
needed to ensure that all text-based interactions were recorded by the content analysis
system on ILI2. Without this we would have
no record of these interactions for analysis.
The system could not record audio interactions, and the team therefore established the
rule that only text-based interaction was to be
used in the workshops. Some of the young
people appeared to use Skype as an alternative means of having audio communications
using Tools, Resources, Contexts, Networks
(TRCN). Some of the research team members also used this ‘back channel’ to reflect
during the workshops. This created many
tensions in the research team about the loss of
data. It also gave the young people an opportunity to pursue their own research agenda in
more privacy.

DISCUSSION
This chapter attempted to present and analyse two concerns. The first was to explore
the conceptual and theoretical challenges of
researching alongside virtual youth by

288

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

elaborating the key themes. These themes
informed the entire Inter-Life Project and
were also an area of contestation, discussion
and focus within the team – and the project.
The second concern was to provide some
evidence from the Inter-Life Project to
attempt to engage with and illustrate these
complexities, and the tensions and realities
with which they are inextricably linked.
Although discussing the second concern, we
have also attempted to provide some detail
of the activities and findings of the project.
We argue that using virtual worlds (via the
Internet) may be an important context for
research with young people and ICTs in
order to understand informal learning interactions. Young people’s use and understanding of the Internet is still poorly understood.
More specifically, for us, the development of
critical understanding by young people
through new forms of interaction, as well as
issues of expression, control, creativity, and
the development of voice, may all be areas
where such research could be valuable.
The potential for creative expression by
young people using the Internet is woefully
under-researched and underdeveloped. The
use of virtual worlds in such work is almost
entirely novel.
We have also argued that the ‘subjectivities’
(individual perspectives) of young people
may be an important element of understanding youth in the process of transition.
Understanding these subjectivities within
a wider framework than the family may be
enhanced, we think, through the use and
development of AT. We used it to focus on
activity in young people’s creative learning
spaces, and their interactions and motivations
(agentic elements) as they engaged in their
own research activity. Virtual worlds such as
Inter-Life may also offer young people opportunities to explore and develop networks of
support for the acquisition of transition skills
that can be also used in a wide range of realworld settings. This is evidenced in the workshop discussed in this chapter, and is also
clearly visible in other workshops reported
elsewhere (Lally and Sclater, 2012, 2013).

Another theme in our work has centred on
the challenges and opportunities for theorisation and participation in research by young
people in ICT settings. AT has, we think,
served as a rich theoretical resource for this
challenge. In part it points towards the use
and understanding of tools to mediate personal and collective goals during activity.
We used a wide range of creative practices
as tools – in the workshop example featured
in the chapter these were photography and
filmmaking. The young people used them as
tools for their own research investigations. As
we established a virtual research community
in Inter-Life (TVRC) a major challenge was
to facilitate the participation of the young
people with whom we worked in the development of their own research agenda and
its investigation. We have illustrated some
of the realities of this process. In the featured workshop we were at an early stage of
development of the community. Photography
was used creatively to share and understand
the world and cultural settings in which the
young people are living. It was also valuable to enable the community to ‘get started’.
However, many issues began to emerge as the
young people began to take control of their
own agenda. We attempted to steer this in a
staged way, as outlined by Rudduck’s ladder of engagement. However, development
was uneven, not least because the composition of the group was variable and to some
extent unstable.
It took a long time for any focus to emerge
in the group. This was often lost by changes
in group membership. The virtual world,
however, offered many creative possibilities and stimuli. Some of the young people
were very quick to learn the scripting language that allowed them to manipulate the
virtual world environment, appearance
and other aspects of the space in ways that
suited them and gave them a sense of control. For example, the power to change their
avatar appearance was very engaging for
young people and generated much collaborative activity and interaction. The virtual
world environment also stimulated a wide
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range of playful behaviours that created a
positive atmosphere in the group. As the
group matured some members became more
expressive and confident whilst others simply disappeared. Group members learned
important negotiation skills. These were
used to resolve conflicts of time and of value
as they acquired confidence with the virtual
world technology. As young people claimed
the VRC space they began to use scripting
and technology for their own purposes –
sometimes in conflict with or subverting the
agenda of the adult researchers. At the same
time, we began to see threads of creativity
emerging through the films and photographic
work as well as dialogue that were facilitated
by the creative practices that the research
team supported.

CONCLUSION
In conclusion, we think that virtual worlds
may offer very considerable opportunities for
adult researchers to work alongside young
people as participants in their own research
and each other’s agendas. We contest that
this work is at the intersection of a complex
of conceptual, theoretical and methodological issues. It is our intention to investigate
further how researching the subjectivities of
youth in ICT settings can inform the development of both policy and practice in relation to youth. Perhaps most significantly, this
research may provide some assistance to
educators in understanding both the challenges and opportunities of embracing informal learning interactions in thinking and
planning for young people’s learning in
formal settings.
We contest that the use of virtual worlds
and creative practices with young people is a
powerful combination in this work. Together
they provide a set of tools with which young
people can pursue their learning agendas and
adult researchers can understand the nature
of their learning interactions with each other
and with mentors and other educators.
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found in M. Sclater and V. Lally (2013) ‘The realities of researching alongside virtual youth in late
modernity: creative practices and activity theory’,
Journal of Youth Studies, 17(1): 1–25. Funded by
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2 	 TLRP/TEL Phase, 2008–2011. See http://www.tlrp.
org/tel/
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Curriculum and Teacher
Development
Jerry Rosiek and D. Jean Clandinin

The word ‘curriculum’ is a contested term.
It is less a word that refers to a single thing,
and more a textual Rorschach test upon
which teachers, policymakers and scholars
project their own values and ideologies.
Failure to acknowledge these differences in
definition account for the way people seem to
talk past one another in conversations about
appropriate educational goals and outcomes.
Some curriculum theorists focus on narrow
cognitive learning outcomes, others focus on
ethical and political lessons we teach children, still others focus on holistic habits of
being – personal, interpersonal, social, aesthetic, intellectual – that we instil in children.
Therefore, before we begin a discussion of
the parts that teachers play in the creation of
curriculum, we need to circumscribe what we
mean by the term ‘curriculum’.
‘Curriculum’ is most commonly used as a
noun signifying a course of study prescribed
through policy-making processes. Curriculum
in this sense is provided to teachers, who in
turn deliver it to students through a variety
of pedagogical methods. This view presumes

curriculum is a kind of object – either a set
of books, scope and sequence materials, or a
list of content standards. It also presumes a
hierarchical relation in which some external
authority (usually the state) establishes the
curriculum, teachers transmit it with minimal modification, and students are located as
passive recipients at the end of a curricular
delivery process. This sense of the term is so
pervasive it often functions as common sense,
making it difficult for listeners to hear ‘curriculum’ in other ways. Worse, it can function
as part of a hegemonic view of education, in
which other conceptions of curriculum are
ridiculed, deflected with awkward silence, or
actively suppressed as subversive.
In communities where more pluralistic
conceptions of curriculum are honoured
and discussed, this hierarchical view of curriculum is usually described as the mandated
curriculum. The addition of the adjective
‘mandated’ to the term curriculum serves an
important function. It rhetorically interrupts
the narrow constraints hegemonic ideologies
put on the concept by framing a common
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sense understanding of curriculum as one
of many ways of thinking about curricula.
In other words, it invites a conversation
about what other types of curriculum there
might be.

BEYOND MANDATED CURRICULUM
Once we begin looking beyond the mandated
curriculum – beyond textbooks and national,
state, and provincial standards – for things
that children are taught in schools, a myriad
of educational effects come into view. Ideas
about curriculum considered in this broader
sense are as numerous and varied as ideas
about the nature of human minds, society and
knowledge. Almost every academic discipline has made its influence felt in the
field of curriculum studies, from behaviourist
psychology to Marxist sociology, from
Aristotelian philosophy to functionalist
anthropology, from phenomenology to feminist ethics, from poststructuralist theories of
the subject to Critical Race theories about
voices from the margins, from STEM professors advocating for inquiry-based curriculum
to business leaders making arguments about
the importance of good education for economic competitiveness.
This literature provides a variety of other
adjectives to describe curriculum, each of
which opens up new regions of schooling
experience for inquiry and consideration by
scholars and policymakers. These include,
but are not limited to:
•• Planned Curriculum: the outcomes and understandings teachers explicitly seek to achieve with
students (Porter, 2006).
•• Enacted Curriculum: the outcomes and understandings that are enacted in classrooms (Snyder
et al., 1992).
•• Assessed Curriculum: the portion of the outcomes and understandings registered by learning
assessment practices (Porter, 2006).
•• Learned Curriculum: the portion of the planned
curriculum that students actually take away from
their educational experiences (Porter, 2006).

•• Lived Curriculum: the complicated and unexpected ways a planned curriculum unfolds in a
classroom (Aoki et al., 2005).
•• Hidden Curriculum: the implicit lessons taught
by the routines of school life, unacknowledged
assumptions organizing subject matter content,
tracking systems, and community discourse
about schools (Jackson, 1990; Willis, 1997).
•• Null Curriculum: the messages conveyed when
the explicit school curriculum is silent on a significant topic (Flinders et al., 1986).
•• Experienced Curriculum: the holistic learning
a student takes away from the events, people,
materials, institutional arrangements, social
interactions and emotional climate they experience in a course of study (Bobbit, 1918; Connelly
and Clandinin, 1988; Dewey, 1902, 1938).

In this chapter, we highlight understandings
of curriculum that help us identify the fullest
range of teachers’ contributions to children’s
education.
Teachers often begin with a mandated
curriculum. Local or federal policymakers
provide content standards in the mandated
subject matter areas, require the use of certain textbooks or course materials and implement mandatory standardized tests intended
to drive teacher curricular decisions. These
provide both the resources and constraints
within which teachers work. Working within
these parameters, however, teachers still
need to plan daily, monthly and yearly lessons. This planning process is one of the first
places that teachers work as co-creators/comakers of the curriculum. Dependent upon
teachers’ work contexts, they may regularly
decide what to emphasize, how to represent
the content to students, how much time to
dedicate to specific content, what activities
to set up and how to integrate content in one
area with content in another area. These decisions profoundly influence students’ experience of the curriculum.
A thoughtful teacher will also attend to
the hidden curriculum within the mandated
curricula. For example, a biology textbook
might describe sperm and egg cells with
gender stereotypical adjectives implying
that one is active and the other passive in the
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reproductive process. The teacher could plan
to highlight this bias for students, correct the
misrepresentation and use it as an opportunity to highlight how sexist assumptions can
get in the way of accurate scientific description. Thoughtful teachers will also plan to
address the null curriculum within state mandated curricula. For example, a social studies
textbook on civil rights struggles might leave
out the history of activism for Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transgender and Queer (LGBTQ)
rights in a nation. The teacher could plan to
include supplementary material on this topic.
She might also engage students in a discussion
of why this topic is excluded in the textbook
and state curricular standards. In this way, the
course materials become an illustration of the
need for continued struggle for justice and
inclusion in our communities.
Once a curriculum is planned, teachers
put it into practice and it becomes a lived
curriculum or experienced curriculum. It is
more accurate to refer to this as curricula
because each child and each teacher experiences or lives a different curriculum. Just
as the mandated curriculum cannot anticipate or prescribe all the things a teacher
needs to plan for a lesson, neither can a
teacher’s plan anticipate and predict everything that will happen with students in the
course of teaching a lesson. Unexpected student responses or other classroom or school
events can distract from teaching goals or
present opportunities for more profound
learning. These unexpected developments
require that teachers make improvisational
decisions that shape the lived curriculum in
their classrooms.
For example, a language arts lesson
involving writing about seasons could lead
to a question about why leaves change
colours. The teacher engages students in a
discussion about the possible reasons leaves
change colour in the autumn. She along with
several students believes this is triggered
by changes in temperature, but upon assigning a student the task of researching the
question, finds out that it is the shortening
length of the day that is the primary trigger
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for leaf change. In this way a writing lesson
evolved into a science lesson in an unplanned
way. It also provided the teacher with an
opportunity to change her mind based on the
evidence gathered by a student, thus modelling good scientific practice.
Teachers also make other less contentspecific contributions to the lived curriculum
or experienced curriculum (Connelly and
Clandinin, 1988). Teacher–student interactions provide opportunities for nuanced
influence on student learning. Choice of tone
in a response, the way praise is offered, or
deciding to withhold direct answers to questions so students can wrestle with uncertainty
about a topic, all substantively influence
what students learn. Providing scaffolding
that helps a student understand their uncertainty as natural, or strategically looking
away so a student experiences their inquiry
as their own, are also examples of the improvisational contributions teachers make to the
lived curriculum. To this we add the inclusion of humour in class, expressing concerns
about a sick parent, asking about a volleyball
game the previous evening – actions that
are not directly related to the planned curriculum but which build personal relationships with students which, in turn, colour the
entire experience of schooling for students.
The ways that teachers establish the physical
environment in the classroom by choices of
furniture arrangement and how each teacher
and students are positioned in the room relative to one another also creates or makes part
of the experienced curriculum (Connelly and
Clandinin, 1988).
Taken together, these more complex ideas
of curriculum make clear the inadequacy of
a view of curriculum as something fixed, that
is, a discrete object to be delivered by teachers and consumed by students. Curriculum,
considered through these multiple lenses,
is revealed as an experiential process. It is
made or co-constructed as teachers, learners,
subject matter and milieu interact in schools
and classrooms (Aoki, 1993; Clandinin and
Connelly, 1992; Connelly and Clandinin,
1988; Oyler, 2012).
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AN EPISTEMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY
OF CURRICULUM MAKING
Practitioners and scholars readily acknowledge that there is much more going on in
classrooms than is specified in mandated curricula; however, common sense ideas about
curriculum as a package that can be delivered
by teachers to their students like a bulk postal
mailing remain difficult to dispel. Common
sense ideas about the relationship between
knowledge, reality and the purpose of learning contribute to this difficulty; therefore,
developing educational policy and practice
that substantively addresses all levels of curricular content will require some reflection
on the epistemologies and ontologies underlying contemporary curricular debates.
Knowledge is framed in popular culture
(and in some academic disciplines) as a set
of exclusively accurate representations of
an independent reality. This conception of
knowledge is based on a dualistic ontology
that sees the world of objects and the world
of ideas as fundamentally separate. Learning,
consequently, is the process of sorting
through ideas to identify the ones that actually match the world of real objects. This, in
turn, informs a conception of education in
which teachers’ mediating activity and students’ interpretative activity are a means to
learning, but do not contribute to the content
of the curriculum. All that ultimately matters is the match between a child’s ideas and
an external objective world. This matching
process is assumed to be identical for all students, and this view implies nothing else of
significance is, or should be, learned in the
educational process.
It is this common sense conception of
knowledge and education that makes the use
of mandatory high stakes standardized testing as a primary driver of education practice
seem reasonable. If all students need to learn
the same things, then applying a standardized
assessment instrument to all students can let
us know if we are accomplishing our learning goals. If there is no other more contextdependent learning going on – no enacted,

lived, hidden, null or experienced curriculum –
then we need not worry about the unintended
consequences of the imposition of standardized tests on all schools.
This naïve epistemology and corresponding dualistic ontology, however, does not
stand up to critical scrutiny. Critiques of
such views by philosophers are myriad.
Hermeneuticists since Dilthey in the nineteenth century have argued that all knowledge
is context dependent (Dilthey and Rickman,
1979). Marxists and critical theorists for the
past 150 years have documented the way
economic interests distort claims of objectivity and empirical knowledge (Adorno,
2013; Horkheimer, 2012). Existentialists
like Heidegger (1977, 2008) historicize
the practice of treating knowledge as if it
is a picture of the world, identifying it as a
recent modern development that generates a
peculiar way of being in the world. Cultural
anthropologists have documented the way
‘knowledge’ is understood and operates differently across different cultures (Gross,
2014; Rabinow et al., 2008). Historians of
science have shown how even within the
same culture – in this case Western culture –
conceptions of what counts as scientific
knowledge have changed in response to
social and political contexts (Kuhn, 1970;
Livingstone, 2003). Sociologists of knowledge have documented how this happens in
contemporary disciplines, in macro social
and micro social ways (Foucault, 1982;
Latour, 2007). Post-structuralists have
raised profound questions about the semiotic processes involved in representations
of knowledge, highlighting how we never
have unmediated access to an independent
world (Butler, 2006, 2015; Lather, 2010).
Everything we experience is always already
mediated. Recently feminist materialists have
questioned the idea that we live in a passive
world awaiting a single perfect representation of it (Alaimo and Hekman, 2008; Barad,
2007). They offer instead that it is more accurate and ethically sound to think of ways of
knowing as the means by which we establish possible ontological intra-actions with
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a variety of non-human agents. Educational
scholars have taken up all of these philosophies and applied their angles of critique to
curriculum theorizing, which add to understandings of curriculum making.
For our purposes, classic and contemporary pragmatist philosophy provides the most
useful alternative framework for thinking
about teachers’ work as curriculum makers.
Pragmatism has features that make it particularly well suited for thinking about teachers’
contribution to curriculum making. First, it
affirms that ordinary experience – in this case
the ordinary experience of teachers – can be
an important source of unique knowledge
and insight. According to Dewey (1988),
the problem with academic claims to have a
monopoly on valid forms of knowledge ‘is
that in casting aspersion upon the events and
objects of experience, they deny the power
of common life to develop its own regulative methods and to furnish from within
itself adequate goals, ideals, and criteria’
(1988: 392). Applied to the field of curriculum theory, this view of knowledge implies
that curriculum scholars – whether they are
positivists producing curriculum knowledge based on experimental trials or critical
theorists producing curriculum knowledge
informed by ideological critique – do not
have a corner on important curricular insight.
It affirms the likelihood that there is content
in teaching experience that, if paid attention
to, could open unique possibilities of thought
and pedagogical action.
Second, pragmatism emphasizes the
inclusiveness and continuity of experience.
Experience is a fundamental non-
dualistic
ontological substance for pragmatists
(Sorrell, 2004). Experience includes objects
as well as our patterns of attention; it is all we
have. Epistemology for the pragmatist therefore becomes a form of ontology. Knowledge
is not a representation that stands apart from
our experience and needs to be matched to it;
instead, knowing or composing knowledge is
one more form of experience, a mode or habit
of being, integrated with other habits of being.
The merit of these habits cannot ultimately
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be measured by how well they conform to
some external standard, rather they must be
judged by the quality of the transformation
it works in the overall continuing stream of a
person’s experience.
Curriculum, according to this view, is far
more than a set of ideas that we pour into
students’ empty minds. Curriculum, instead,
involves assisting students to acquire new
habits of being in the world – not just what
we narrowly call knowledge, but also temperament, disposition, aesthetic appreciation,
enthusiasm for specific topics, emotional
intelligence, ethics, compassion, etc. Because
everything happening in students’ schooling
experience potentially contributes to their
habits of being, a school’s curriculum is
essentially everything that happens at school.
The ultimate measure of the value of this curriculum is the quality of the overall transformation it works in the life of each child.
Here we begin to see the necessity of
considering teachers as curriculum makers.
Teachers are in the best position to see the full
range of curricula that students experience
at school and to gauge their effects. Subject
matter experts operating outside classrooms
might be able to generate lists of concepts or
‘standards’ they would like to see included in
mandated curricula, but those lists can never
account for all, or even most, of the learning happening in schools. Accountability
policies, which treat everything not on these
lists of standards as distractions that can be
ignored, are enforcing a lack of accountability for the full range of learning that can and
does happen at schools. Taking responsibility for this full range of curricular effects
requires preparing, supporting and trusting
teachers as curriculum-constituting agents or,
in our terms, curriculum makers.
Third, pragmatism includes a politics
that is grounded in respecting and listening
to others as centres of experience (Dewey,
1916, 1988). To curriculum scholars whose
primary influences are critical theory or poststructuralist sociology, pragmatism’s emphasis on an ontology of experience may seem
to risk acquiescence to dangerous forms of
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provincialism (Rosiek, 2013). Ideologies and
discourses can operate at such a large scale
that we do not notice their influence on us;
therefore, the claim is made that there are no
resources within our experience that permit
us to recognize our own complicity with various systems of oppression. This concern is
particularly relevant to the practice of curriculum making, wherein educators’ cultural and
ideological limitations have inflicted all manner of violence on the students in their care
(Ferguson, 2001; Pascoe, 2011; Rosiek, 2015).
These risks, however, are an existentially inescapable condition for all human
inquiry according to pragmatists. Positivists,
Marxists and post-structuralists are not
exempt from the risk of ignoring salient
elements of the experience of others in the
pursuit of their favoured analytic approaches
(Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007). The most
serious obstruction to establishing just and
inclusive communities, according to the
pragmatist, is the delusion that we can escape
provincialism through some appeal to a single onto-epistemic practice of relation – be
it totalizing scientific knowledge, a totalizing
Marxist historical critique, or a universalized
postmodern irony – that transcends all time
and context. Any claim to have a transcendental vantage point that reveals what matters
most, be it critical or empirical, involves a
corresponding claim about whose experience
matters less. Such hubris was historically at
the heart of settler-society colonialism that
dismisses the experiences of indigenous peoples as morally and intellectually primitive,
white supremacy that dehumanizes everyone
by reducing them to racial signifiers, patriarchal oppression that dismisses the experience
of women as irrational and unintelligent, and
programs of liberation that ignore the concerns of those being liberated as the products
of false consciousness or internalized oppression. Avoiding these excesses, according to
pragmatists, requires recognizing that we
cannot escape our skins, our location, or our
contingent place in history. Such recognition
removes an enabling condition of patronizing foundationalism and gives us a chance

to begin the work of listening and building
community with others (McKenna and Pratt,
2015; West, 2000).
Once we relinquish the enlightenment
dream of a totalizing onto-epistemic practice
that will underwrite our construction of just
communities, what guidance is left for generous cooperation among people? According
to the pragmatist, the project of ameliorative
social transformation relies on a practice of
imagining real finite future possibilities. Our
inquiries are transactions between the present and these material futures always coming
into view. According to contemporary pragmatist Vincent Colapietro (2011):
’We do not use the present to control the future.
We use the foresight of the future to refine and
expand present activity’ (Dewey, 2008: 215). But
insofar as we do refine and enlarge such activity,
we ineluctably reshape the future. Thus, the most
compelling reason to imagine the future is to reimagine and, thereby, to mobilize the resources requisite for remaking the present (2011: 161).

Again, we see the pragmatic principle of the
continuity of experience at work. The effort
to work towards a better future always
involves acknowledging the history that
brought us to our present state of relations –
global, local and personal histories. It
involves creatively working to transform our
present relational habits, including epistemic
habits, that have a chance of carrying us to a
better future. Applied to processes of developing socially transformative curriculum,
this means it will not be enough to teach
students the general conceptual content of
history, or general principles of democratic
interaction, or even general mathematical or
scientific concepts. Students will need an
education that invites them to see the local
and personal implications of bodies of general knowledge, and an education that helps
establish habits of thought, feeling and sociality that permits amelioration of the conditions of living on this planet.
Making curriculum cannot be a generalized process because students come to
learning with different local and personal
histories. Although there are general patterns
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therein that must be addressed within the
learning process, students need to be guided
from where they are. They also need to be
educated to appreciate – not erase – the different histories and experiences of others in
the process of learning more general truths.
Otherwise, the hidden curriculum of schooling becomes one of suppressing and erasing
difference – usually the different histories
and ways of knowing of those already at the
receiving end of various forms of oppression
and erasure.
It is the teacher, if she/he is prepared to
listen, who is in the position to understand
the different histories that children bring into
the room, to see the possibilities latent in the
connections that can be made between those
personal histories, the local context, and
the global settings in which we live and learn.
The continuing challenge for the field of curriculum theory is to provide visions of what
such teacher preparation might look like.

THEORIZING TEACHERS AS
CURRICULUM MAKERS
The idea of seeing teachers as curriculum
makers began to enter the curriculum literature in the 1980s with the work of Snyder,
Bolin, Zumwalt, Aoki, Clandinin and
Connelly. With the inclusion of the concept
of teachers as curriculum makers in the 1992
Handbook of Research on Curriculum
(Jackson, 1992), the concept entered the curriculum studies canon and gained more scholarly recognition. The idea that teachers were
composers, creators or makers of curriculum
emerged from three different theory frameworks: curriculum-as-enacted, curriculum-aslived, and curriculum-as-experienced.
Those who worked with the idea of curriculum enactment (Snyder et al., 1992)
argued that curriculum materials may be
provided or even mandated, but teachers and
students inevitably adapt them to their needs
and context. This adaptation is intellectual
work and ultimately it is the enacted lessons

299

that constitute the curriculum that students
experience.
Similarly, Aoki (1993) explored ways of
thinking about curriculum as something made
and experienced in situations, in the negotiations between teachers and children. He focused
not only on adaptation of externally provided
materials, but also on the improvisational
moves teachers make in the spaces between
curriculum-as-planned and c urriculum-as-lived,
spaces between the teacher and each child,
spaces between the dominant institutional narratives shaping classrooms and school contexts
and the ‘everyday narratives’ lived and told by
teachers and children.
Connelly and Clandinin brought their
understandings of teachers’ knowledge as
embodied, temporal, relational, contextual,
and as shaped and reshaped in present situations by past experience and future plans
(Clandinin, 1985; Connelly and Clandinin,
1988) to a narrative exploration of a ‘curriculum of life’ as ‘something experienced
in situations’ (Connelly and Clandinin,
1988: 6), shaped by ‘teachers’ and students’
lives together in schools and classrooms’
(Clandinin and Connelly, 1992: 32). Naming
teachers as ‘curriculum makers’ and drawing on Schwab’s (1978) curriculum commonplaces – teacher, learner, subject matter,
milieu – they conceptualized curriculum as
experience, and curriculum making as the
meeting of the diverse lives of teachers, children and families.
In addition to adaptations of received curriculum materials, and in addition to the improvisational moves teachers make in the liminal
spaces of teaching, Connelly and Clandinin
(1988) drew attention to how teachers’ autobiographies and identities were always a
part of the context of teaching. Changing the
curriculum, therefore, was not just a technical, conceptual or ideological enterprise, it
also involved existential transformations of
teaching selves. These transformations could
be minor or grand, but the work of teaching
involved teachers as whole persons.
In these theories, we see the centrality of the inclusive ontological concept of
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experience – specifically the experience of
teachers and students – as the beginning and
ending point of curriculum inquiry. We also
see that teachers’ work of curriculum making
happens at many levels and draws upon many
resources.

RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS’
CURRICULUM MAKING
Given the wide variety of nested influences
on children’s educational experiences and the
fact that all of these influences contribute in
some way to what children learn, narrow
definitions of the term ‘curriculum’ only
serve as obstructions to clear dialogue about
curricular priorities. We offer, instead, that
the term ‘curriculum’ is best reserved to refer
to the full range of things learned by children
in schools and other educational settings. In
short, curriculum is the experienced curriculum, and each child experiences a different
curriculum, even though she/he may be in the
same classroom with the same resources at
the same time. Where finer grained distinctions are needed, the phrase ‘curriculum
resources’ is both more accurate and
appropriate.
Framed as such, teachers are the professionals in schools who are ultimately responsible for curriculum making. Teachers stand
at the intersection of all these curricular
influences and help guide students to productive engagements with the experienced
curriculum. All curricular input – from legis
lative committees, panels of subject matter
experts, publishers, student creativity, parent
advocacy, local experts, etc. – constitute different forms of ‘curricular resources’.
At their best, curricular resources are flexibly designed to help teachers in this work
of integrating with other kinds of influence on student learning. Fortunately, there
are many exceptionally well-designed curricular resources available to educators. At
their worst, however, curriculum resources
are marketed as panaceas and enforced as

procrustean displacements of all other influences on children’s experience.
To mistake a curricular resource for the
curriculum itself constitutes a retreat from
the reality of educational processes. The reality of the multiple contextual influences on
the content of learning is intrinsic to educational experience and cannot be erased. The
effort to do so does not bring improvement,
but instead results in deprofessionalization of
teaching and deracination of children’s educational experience.
Preparing teachers as curriculum makers
therefore requires preparing them to be improvisational thinkers, sensitized to the many
levels of nested influence on students’ experiences, and informed about the many curricular resources available to themselves and
students. These curricular resources include
(but are not limited to) the following areas.

Mandated Curriculum Resources
In contexts where there are mandated curricula, one of the sources that teachers look
to are the outcomes, aims, purposes and
approved materials, such as packaged curriculum materials, textbooks, lab guides,
novels, that are approved by the governing
bodies. Publishers’ materials provided by
school districts and schools or that teachers
acquire on their own are important resources
in the curriculum making processes.

Supplemental Curriculum
Resources
Another source of externally created curriculum materials are materials developed by
non-governmental, non-profit and for-profit
agencies, such as the Legacy of Hope materials developed by the Aboriginal Healing
Foundation in Canada, the Rethinking
Schools Publishing group, Teaching for
Tolerance, TeachersPayTeachers.com and various other issue-driven organizations that
produce documentaries, websites and paper
resources for teachers.
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Local Curriculum Resources
Another source are the materials that are
provided by local contexts, such as the local
geography, history and people who live in an
area. Some of these resources are available in
local museums and parks and are increasingly available through social media.

Children’s Input as Curriculum
Resources
Children’s experiences are also curriculum
resources when their place as co-constructors
of curriculum (that is, as curriculum makers)
is acknowledged (He et al., 2008; Huber et
al., 2005). Teachers invite children in more or
less central ways into classroom curriculum
making. We see this, for example, in Oyler’s
(2012) case studies and in other studies
where children and youth become centrally
involved in curriculum making.

Families’ Lives as Curriculum
Resources
Students’ families, defined broadly within
temporal span, geographic location and cultural diversity, offer rich sources of knowledge
as curriculum resources. When families’ lives
are brought into curriculum making, a richness
that spans intergenerational time, place and
relationships is made visible (Marsh, 2003;
Miller Marsh and Turner-Vorbeck, 2009).

Colleagues’ Input as Curriculum
Resources
Colleagues’ curriculum making in schools,
past and present, is an important curriculum
resource. In schools where there are teachers
committed to inquiry-based learning or attention to social justice practices, teachers shape
one another’s practices through their classroom visits, through the stories that shape the
knowledge landscape in a school or in the
stories that children and parents bring to each
teacher’s curriculum making. Extending this
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idea backward in time, a teacher’s memories
of past teaching experience influences their
current curriculum making.

Teacher’s Personal Practical
Knowledge as Curriculum Resource
The most important resource in understanding the experienced curricula in classrooms,
however, is the teachers’ personal practical
knowledge as she/he draws forward curriculum resources seen to be relevant. Teacher
knowledge, conceptualized as personal practical knowledge, is knowledge ‘imbued with
all the experiences that make up a person’s
being. Its meaning is derived from, and
understood in terms of a person’s experiential history, both professional and personal’
(Clandinin, 1985: 362). Teacher knowledge
is shaped by what Clandinin and Connelly
(1995) called a professional knowledge landscape, a way of thinking of school contexts in
order to attend to relationships amongst
people, places and things, and to both the
moral and intellectual qualities of school
contexts. A school’s professional knowledge
landscape is composed of in- and out-ofclassroom places and off-landscape places.
Places off the professional knowledge landscape are conceptualized as a personal
knowledge landscape (Clandinin et al.,
2014). Professional and personal knowledge
landscapes are always shifting and changing.
Within such a view it is possible to see that
each teacher’s experiential knowledge from
his/her own schooling, his/her life outside of
schools, experiences in his/her early life all
play a part in shaping how they compose curriculum in the classroom.

TEACHERS AS REMIXERS OF
CURRICULUM RESOURCES
What we have made explicit in this chapter is
a conception of curriculum that positions the
teacher in a central place in curriculum making.
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When we position the teacher as a maker
(and hence as a person with agency to draw
upon various resources), his/her teacher
knowledge is a central consideration
(Clandinin and Connelly, 1992).
Identifying the teacher as the central mediator of many different curriculum resources
brings to mind the image of a music producer
who remixes different digital audio files in
the process of composing music. Similarly,
a teacher draws from a multiplicity of curriculum resources and remixes them to make
curriculum in their classrooms. Choice of
resources, timing and levels of emphasis all
contribute to the overall curricular composition. Ultimately such curriculum remixing depends upon the teacher’s knowledge,
including what the teacher knows about a
particular subject matter, but also their personal experience with the subject matter,
their knowledge of the local area and their
knowledge of students. Take, for example,
the earlier example about the changing
colours of the leaves in the autumn. A teacher’s knowledge of photosynthetic chemistry
makes a difference, as does the availability
of curriculum materials on this topic and the
teacher’s knowledge about local flora. The
remixing might be quite different depending
upon the curricular resources that she/he has,
or is awake to having, available.
Teacher preparation for curriculum making, therefore, requires that careful attention
be paid to a teacher’s repertoire of curriculum resources. It is not enough to rely on
mandated curriculum or on personal experiences. Knowledge of local resources and
of the lives and of students’ experiences is
also essential, as is the understanding of the
contradictions that often exist between the
different curricular resources. For example,
when teaching a history lesson, it matters a
great deal whether a teacher draws upon local
curriculum resources, such as knowledge of
the particular history of a community or on
published materials about a particular cultural group. If the teacher relies on a multinational publisher’s kit on the history of
Aboriginal peoples in Canada, children are

invited into a certain kind of understanding
and relation to one another. However, if she/
he draws upon materials from the Legacy of
Hope materials made by an Aboriginal nonprofit organization, children are invited into a
very different kind of understanding and relation to one another. If she/he relies on her/
his own experiences of growing up in the late
1990s in western Canada, depending upon
her/his life stories, children are invited into
yet another very different kind of understanding and relation to one another. We can see
that a great deal is at stake in the processes of
remixing as the teacher weaves together curriculum resources in ways that make sense to
them. This example illustrates the way colonialist ideologies operate or are resisted at
many levels not only in curriculum resource
production, but also in classroom curriculum
making (Lessard, 2014).
Understanding curriculum making in this
way draws attention to the need for time and
support for teachers’ inquiries into multiple
ways of remixing curriculum resources. In
comparing various remixing strategies, teachers can become better at thinking through the
multiple implications of their curricular decisions. Without such future oriented thinking,
fostering respect for difference, social justice
and democratic ideals in their classrooms is
not substantively possible. This highlights the
need for reimagining teacher education, both
pre- and in-service, in ways that are seen less
as monitoring performance or outcomes and
more as creating inquiry spaces for teachers
(Zeichner, 2010).

CREATING CURRICULUM IN
A VARIETY OF CONTEXTS
We have highlighted the ways that teachers
draw forward different curriculum resources
and remix them in ways that are congruent
with each teacher’s knowledge. The picture
we created was one with a great deal of
teacher autonomy; however, we need to
make explicit that teachers do not work in
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isolation, nor do they work in contexts of
their own choosing.
The curriculum that is being made at the
intersection of children’s and teachers’ lives
in relation to subject matter is also influenced by the places within which curriculum
is made. What curriculum is made depends
upon the particular place nested within larger
places in which each teacher works. For
example, place would certainly make a difference for the curriculum making about the
civil rights struggle for LGBTQ rights in a
nation. Both time and place would influence
the likely reception of such lessons. Some
years ago in Canada and the US, most policymakers would not have seen the oppression
of LGBTQ persons and families as a civil
rights or human rights issue, which would
have made teaching such a lesson more difficult and even professionally risky; however,
LGBTQ rights are increasingly codified in
Canadian and US society. This normalizes
teaching about the subject, permitting more
informed and receptive discussions of the
topic. These differences in context influence
curriculum making in profound ways.
In an international handbook such as this
we need to be attentive to the complexity of
what we mean by place, that is, place in the
sense of particular geographies and natural
and man-made architectures but also place in
the sense of particular governments and policies. State education policies shape teacher
autonomy and professionalism almost everywhere that formal teaching is occurring.
National contexts, such as the one currently
shaping the curriculum making in Finland’s
schools, come to mind. In Finnish schools,
there is a great deal of respect for teachers as
curriculum makers. As the research literature
indicates (Sahlberg, 2011), curriculum making in Finland relies heavily upon teacher
knowledge because teachers come together
in collaborative ways to create curriculum
in schools. However, it is important to note
that even within a particular place, particular
knowledge landscapes also shape the curriculum making that occurs, that is, it matters
where the school is located (in urban, rural or
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suburban places) and whether the school is
in the north of Finland or in the more urban
south. It also matters what particular cultures
or narratives shape the knowledge landscapes
in particular schools. In other places, such
as the US, where there is less emphasis on
teacher autonomy and teacher professionalism, curriculum making occurs in different
ways because mandated curriculum with
attendant standardized testing shapes what
is possible for teachers to compose in their
classrooms with students.
Contexts also include the cultural values
and traditions that shape parent–teacher relationships. There are some places where there
are robust parent–teacher collaborative cultures, that is, places structured in ways that
see parents and teachers as engaging together
to create educative experiences for children.
In such places there is a sense that the voices
and experiences of both teachers and parents/
families are respected and heard. In other
places parents do not work from a position of
respecting teachers as holders of knowledge,
and teachers do not value and access parent
knowledge in their curriculum making. These
differences in context can easily change the
educational character of places to ones where
mutuality and respect are not visible (Ayers,
1989; Goldstein, 1998).
Other contextual influences include the
way schooling is shaped by stratified educational opportunity and oppressive hidden
curricula. In most schools some children
and families have access to more and richer
resources than are available to other children
and families. We see this in evidence in some
school settings where children are marked
as different either in intellectual and physical abilities, cultural and economic status,
or in other ways (Chan, 2006; Chang and
Rosiek, 2003; Goldstein, 1998; Rosiek and
Heffernan, 2014).
The important thing to acknowledge here
is that teachers are always making curriculum
with their students even when they work in
policy contexts that do not see them as curriculum makers. In such situations teachers often
have to work against dominant discourses
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that ignore or suppress their contributions to
curriculum making (Miller, 2005). For example, there are many contexts that are shaped
by nationalized curricular movements. These
nationalized curricular movements, such as
the math and science curricular reforms of
the 1960s in the US, strongly shaped teachers’ work. Mandated curriculum resources
were prescribed in order to increase students’
knowledge of mathematics and sciences.
There have been other nationalized curricular movements, such as the communicative
language mandates in China or the balanced
literacy movements in Canada.
In recent years we have noticed a wave of
mandated assessments being used to enforce
nationally mandated curricula in many countries. Pushed by concern about rankings on
the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) tests, many countries are
now developing their own testing regimes
in order to monitor how students and the
teachers of students perform on standardized
measures of learning. Many of these testing
programs are built using either an implicitly or explicitly teacher-proof view of curriculum, that is, the mandated resources are
designed to ensure teachers will deliver the
curriculum in a narrowly prescribed manner.
As we have seen, this is not an adequate view
of curriculum making that acknowledges
the complex processes of the experienced or
lived curriculum. Neither is it an adequate
view of assessment. Nonetheless, this narrow
view of teaching and learning is currently at
work in many schools in different nations.
Although contexts influence the possibilities of what curricula are made, it does not
change the fact that curricula are being made
and remade by teachers. Whether the teacher
works in a suburban context in Canada or the
US or in a rural context in China, the teacher
is a central actor in the curriculum making
process. Similarly whether the teacher is
teaching a prescribed curriculum resource
that is designed to be teacher proof or if she/
he is remixing curriculum materials from
the community, she/he is still a central actor
in the process. For us, what is of central

importance is that each teacher understands
and is critically reflective about who she/
he is as a curriculum maker (Connelly and
Clandinin, 1988).

HOW TO PREPARE TEACHERS
AS CURRICULUM MAKERS
Our starting point therefore as teacher educators is to work with teachers and prospective
teachers to help them recognize their role as
curricular agents. There are several possible
starting points to help them begin to see
themselves as central in curriculum making.
We can begin by engaging ourselves as
teacher educators and those who we teach in
autobiographical inquiry, such as described
by Connelly and Clandinin (1988), Grumet
(1987), Pinar (1994) and others. It is important that these inquiry processes begin not
with a narrow view of the teacher but with
understandings that we are in the processes
of becoming teachers and people, shaped by
multiple contexts over time, place and relationships, and that different situations draw
different responses from each of us. Context
does make a difference.
As we engage teachers in these autobiographical inquiries it is important that we
engage with them in multiple contexts, in
and out of schools, and that we ask them to
attend closely to what they learn about themselves as they engage with diverse children
and youth on a range of subject matters.
For example, we might ask them to work
with children and youth in urban communities in settings such as Boys and Girls clubs
(Desrochers, 2006) or in summer technology
education enrichment programs in wealthy
suburbs. These experiences, properly facilitated, can help them learn what such situations call forth from their personal history
and knowledge. Similarly, we can ask them
to inquire into what viewing books, movies
and other media and artworks demands from
them, not to engage in a therapeutic process
but to surface the multiplicity of stories they
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tell of who they are and who they are becoming (Seiki, 2014).
As teacher educators, part of the work
we engage in with teachers involves providing spaces where they can begin these
autobiographical inquiries that can enable
them to question, affirm and/or change how
they know and what they know. These autobiographical inquiries are starting points for
building an understanding of what curricular
resources we each draw upon and how we
remix them when we engage with children
and youth in curriculum making situations
(Gomez, 2014).
Our task as teacher educators is to help
prepare teachers to organize and select materials with attentiveness to the broad range of
learning they can foster through their remixing. We also need to help them prepare to
influence the contexts in which they work,
whether these contexts are at the school level,
the community level or the district and state/
provincial levels (Craig, 2012). In part this
requires encouraging teachers to see their
work as influencing not only the students in
their classrooms, but also understanding that
they are agents who can shape the broader
milieus or contexts within which they work
(Rodgers, 2002).
This work requires of teacher educators
what we ask of teachers: that we pay close
attention to teachers in their curriculum making process, working and thinking alongside
them, and helping them be awake to, but not
overwhelmed by, the responsibility they face.
As teacher educators, we have heard young
teachers who aspire to be curriculum makers describe themselves as failures because
they have found themselves using packaged
curricular materials. This either/or logic is
neither helpful nor is it accurate. It is based
on the oversimplified view that the published
form of curriculum, rather than curriculum experienced by students, is the crucial
issue. Packaged curriculum materials can
be of value, but only if we use the materials in ways that create educative situations
for the children and youth with whom we are
engaged. Of course some curricular materials
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have more curriculum potential (Ben-Peretz,
1990) than others.
Although teachers cannot always control the material and institutional context in
which they work, they can, to a great degree,
control the way they think about students
and imagine their possibilities. A sense of
responsibility for this, rather than curricular
form, is what teacher educators should foster. Teachers need to be attentive to how their
gaze constructs their students’ experienced
curriculum. For example, it is well established (Lessard et al., 2015) that if my gaze,
as a curriculum maker, on a child frames the
student in terms of their deficits as opposed
to their resiliency and strength, this harms
students. If my gaze as a curriculum maker
is only grounded in a particular disciplinary
knowledge without an understanding of the
life of a young person, it has profound impact
on the experienced curriculum of that child. If
my gaze as a curriculum maker fails to notice
and respond to students’ excitement about a
particular topic, opportunities are missed that
have a profound impact on the experienced
curriculum of that child or youth. As teacher
educators we need to find ways to ensure that
teachers understand the impact they have on
the curriculum that they are making with children and youth. Without that starting point,
curriculum is reduced to the unmanaged consequence of students encountering resource
materials. All the learning made possible by
thoughtful teacher mediation of those materials is lost.

CONCLUSION
Our task as teacher educators is to work in
experiential ways with teachers and prospective teachers to help them claim their places
as curriculum makers with children and
families. Greene (1993) reminds us to work
alongside teachers as curriculum makers to
awaken them to ‘the contradictions, the
instances of savagery, the neglect, and the
possibility of care’ (1993: 220) that we meet
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in classrooms. We must work alongside
teachers to face ourselves, and how we – and
they – are complicit in curriculum making.
Our task is not only one of showing them what
is, but also to help them imagine otherwise –
to be wide awake enough to sense when they
could work with children to co-construct curricula of possibility, curricula that are not yet
but which could be. Our work as teacher
educators is to ignite imaginative possibilities (Eisner, 1985). Being able to imagine
otherwise is one of the most important skills
that we can develop in ourselves as curriculum makers and in the teachers with whom
we work.
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Curriculum and Pedagogy: The
Future of Teacher Professional
Learning and the Development
of Adaptive Expertise
Deidre Le Fevre, Helen Timperley and Fiona Ell

INTRODUCTION
In many countries new curricula are being
developed in ways that complement more
traditional views of subject-based curricula
with themes of learners as autonomous, reflective, active agents in their education, developing competencies that will lead them to
lifelong learning (Deakin-Crick and Wilson,
2005; Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development, OECD, 2005; Reeves,
2013; Sinnema and Aitken, 2013). Sinnema
and Aitken (2013) observe commonalities in
recent revisions of Anglophone curricula: they
contain competencies as well as knowledge
and skills; see pedagogy as part of curriculum;
integrate values; promote agency and emphasize community partnerships. Competencies
are seen as a way to ensure a future-focus for
learning, providing the skills and dispositions
necessary to respond flexibly to unknowable
future challenges (Hipkins and McDowall,
2013; OECD, 2005).
There is a need to design and create teacher
professional learning opportunities that

parallel important ideas in new curricula for
students and which are consistent with what
we know from the learning sciences about
how teachers learn. Traditional notions of
development from novice to expert in which
teachers master particular skills and routines
with greater proficiency and efficiency over
time (Dall’Alba and Sandberg, 2006; Dreyfus
and Dreyfus, 1986) are no longer adequate.
Rather, we argue that teachers need to see
themselves as adaptive experts, which in
essence means having the capability to use
deep conceptual knowledge to understand and
work effectively to problem solve in novel situations (Hatano and Inagaki, 1986). Problems
specific to teaching are those directly related
to promoting student learning, particularly the
learning of those vulnerable students who are
not currently well served by our education systems. Although these problems are not novel,
their solutions must be if we are to solve them.
We begin this chapter by examining the
teachers’ role in enacting and creating curricula through their everyday practice. Next we
identify the importance of developing adaptive
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expertise and its implications for professional
learning given the nature of new directions in
curriculum and pedagogy and the persistent
and widespread problems of promoting the
learning of students currently not succeeding in our education systems. After defining
adaptive expertise, we describe the nature
of professional learning that has the capacity to help teachers approach the curriculum
in ways that are consistent with developing
adaptive expertise and provide a framework
and illustrative case to inform professional
learning that is adaptive and responsive to
teacher and student learning.

CURRICULUM AND
THE ROLE OF TEACHERS
Teachers have multiple roles in relation to
curriculum, for example, as curriculum enactors, creators and activists. Teachers’ everyday practice may incorporate one, some, or all
of these different relationships to curriculum.

Teachers as Curriculum Enactors
Perhaps most commonly, teachers are viewed
as enacting curriculum that is provided,
whether it is externally mandated or involving a more bottom–up development process.
This enactment is effective to varying degrees
depending on a number of things, including
the role of their existing theories, skills, and
knowledge about learning, teaching and curriculum and the alignment of these with curriculum expectations. Although curriculum
may be interpreted in multiple ways, teachers
are often positioned to enact curriculum in an
unquestioning way (Sachs, 2001). If teachers
are to enact a curriculum that enables the
learning of their students, they need to adopt
an inquiry stance that enables them to identify effective and problematic elements of
curriculum, and to critique and change it
when necessary. Professional learning opportunities are needed that support teachers in

making informed decisions regarding curriculum enactment that can benefit their learners.

Teachers as Curriculum Creators
Teachers are curriculum creators because
they design and enact learning intentions for
their students within their classrooms and
schools. As curriculum makers (Clandinin
and Connelly, 1992), teachers have efficacy
and agency in their classroom in their professional decision-making about curriculum
priorities. Understanding teachers as curriculum makers highlights the significant role of
teacher knowledge. Rather than being perceived as devoid of agency and purely implementers of others’ reforms (Craig and Ross,
2008), teachers are both users and producers
of knowledge. Teachers can be self-directed
in terms of negotiating curriculum with their
students in order to address their needs as
learners. Professional learning needs to build
on the agency teachers have in curricular
processes (Craig and Ross, 2008), creating
awareness of the knowledge and assumptions
that drive their practice and enabling them to
continually assess their effectiveness.

Teachers as Curriculum Activists
Internationally, there is considerable variation in the way curriculum is conceived and
enacted. Curriculum development is often
misaligned with current learning theory and
does not meet the needs of the most disadvantaged communities (Ayers et al., 2008). This
creates another role for teachers because they
need to be liberatory curriculum activists
(Ayers et al., 2008) in responding to these curriculum demands. For curriculum improvement to be possible, problems with narrowly
defined, standardised, mandated curricula
or a ‘teacher-proof’ curriculum requires that
teachers do more than resist within their
personal classroom. Teachers have critical
roles as curriculum activists to challenge
problematic policy and create a curriculum
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that meets the needs of their students and
communities. For this reason teachers need
professional learning opportunities that provide them with the capacity to be change
agents and activists.

THE COMPLEXITY OF TEACHING
AND ADAPTIVE EXPERTISE
The complex relationship between teachers
and the curriculum means that teachers are
constantly solving curriculum-related problems as they decide what is important to
teach, what emphasis to give to any one
area, and when to teach it. Indeed, the nature
of subject matter itself is becoming increasingly uncertain. Curriculum-related decisions, however, are just one aspect of the
complexity of teaching. Introduce the students with their diverse current understandings and misconceptions and the teacher
has, what McDonald (1992: 13) describes
as, ‘the wildly uncertain triangle defined by
the teacher’s own ambivalent self, that bunch
of unpredictable kids and the always slippery subject’.
Uncertainty also permeates the outcomes of teaching. Teaching is a practice
that involves human improvement, and as
such it brings practitioners face-to-face with
large and significant questions such as the
meaning of progress, the means of achieving it and the difficulties of knowing what
has been achieved (Cohen, 1988). Complex
demands on teachers occur not only sequentially, but also simultaneously. For example,
during a class discussion, teachers monitor
the pace of interaction, the sequence of student responses, the fair inclusion of individuals, the quality and relevance of responses,
and the logic and accuracy of content all at
the same time (Doyle, 1977). These often
conflicting demands can mean teachers
are in a constant state of dilemma management as they prioritise and attend to simultaneous and sometimes incompatible needs
(Lampert, 1985).
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SOLUTIONS TO COMPLEXITY
With complexity, uncertainty and unpredictability endemic to teaching, how is it best
managed? One approach popular in the
1970s was to try to simplify the notion of
teaching, to create a teacher-proof curriculum and pedagogy that provided clear guidelines and practices for teachers to employ. It
was thought teachers simply needed to learn
specified scripts in a given situation to
become more effective. Although this
approach has largely been discredited
(because students do not arrive on a given
day with the same knowledge and skills as
each other or respond in the same way to
particular instructional practices), similar
ideas have been revived more recently in
another form with recent efforts to codify the
knowledge, dispositions, competencies and
skills required for effective teaching (MET
Project, 2013). The implication for professional learning is that teachers simply need to
learn how to enact these practices to improve
student outcomes within our education systems. Although not dismissing advancements
in knowledge about the effectiveness of particular teaching practices or the importance
of the knowledge base for teaching (CochranSmith et al., 2015), there have still been
considerable difficulties in attempting to
encapsulate teaching within a generic set of
standards or teaching practices that apply
across contexts.
There is concern that attempts to codify
teaching will develop into a ‘technicist’
vision of effective teaching. Such a vision
may quickly lead to lists of essential capabilities and competences to be developed
through professional development that do
not take into consideration the overarching
need of teachers to be able to be responsive
to the needs of diverse students in complex
and uncertain contexts. Of particular concern is responsiveness to those who are our
most vulnerable student learners. There is
little evidence that professional development focused on these kinds of competencies
actually has the desired impact on student
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learning (Timperley and Alton-Lee, 2008).
Indeed some of the most powerful teaching
practices require teachers to inquire deeply
with students into students’ current understandings and misconceptions, and to draw
flexibly on a range of strategies to promote
a particular student’s learning at that particular time (Earl and Timperley, 2014; Wiliam,
2010). Although it is possible to specify principles and processes in such an approach, it
is difficult to specify universal prescriptions
for particular teaching practices because it
depends on what students need to learn at that
particular time and how they best respond to
particular approaches to learning it.
Identifying and naming specific sets of
knowledge or competencies independently of
a diagnosis of the learning needs of a given
teacher’s students runs the risk of reinforcing
a vision of teacher professionalism that does
not acknowledge the complexity of effective
teaching and does not recognise that particular teaching practices should be motivated by
the desire to solve challenging teaching and
learning problems as they arise.
An alternative to these more technicist
views of professionalism is one of adaptive
expertise (Bransford et al., 2009; Hatano and
Inagaki, 1986; Soslau, 2012). We argue that
teachers, to make well-informed decisions,
need to fully understand the knowledge
base for teaching, and which practices under
which circumstances are likely to be more
effective than others. At the same time, they
need to shape the curriculum in ways that
meet the needs of diverse learners in complex
settings. They also need the disposition to
question whether their efforts are leading to
the desired improvements in student learning, and the skills to monitor the effectiveness of their efforts. As adaptive experts, they
embrace the complexity of students, curricula and potential pedagogical approaches
as they repeatedly try to solve the challenges
presented by students and their learning of
the curriculum. What we mean by this idea
of ‘adaptive expertise’ and how to promote
it through professional learning forms the
remainder of this chapter.

DEFINING ADAPTIVE EXPERTISE
Seminal research identified a qualitative difference between adaptive and routine expertise
(Hatano and Inagaki, 1986) and the types of
environments in which each is appropriate.
Stable environments provide opportunities for
routine expertise in which people can be highly
efficient without needing deep conceptual
understanding about what they are doing and
constantly testing its effectiveness. Standard
operating procedures work for the most part.
In contrast, environments that experience constant change and complexity often demand that
people are able to develop adaptive expertise.
Adaptive expertise involves the capability to use knowledge to understand and
work effectively to problem solve in novel
situations. In contrast to ‘routine expertise’,
adaptive expertise demands that one acquires
deep conceptual understanding to enable the
creation of new solutions to existing problems and innovative solutions to new ones
(Hatano and Inagaki, 1986). Adaptive expertise demands ‘flexible knowledge and performance’ in order to respond effectively and
efficiently in novel situations. The qualities
of adaptive expertise that distinguish it from
routine expertise include being able to verbalise the principles underlying one’s skills,
and the capacity to modify ways of working
to address specific needs and constraints in a
task (Hatano and Inagaki, 1986).
Routine expertise encompasses how individuals and organisations have set ways of
responding to problems and standard ways
of approaching new tasks. However, there
is a danger of setting up a false dichotomy
when making a distinction between adaptive
and routine expertise because routine expertise usually involves adaptations in response
to situational demands and adaptive expertise
requires the mastery of particular routines.
Without routines, cognitive overload is likely
with less-than-effective responses resulting.
The essential difference between a primarily
routine response and a primarily adaptive one
is that, within an adaptive approach, the suitability of the routine response is constantly
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evaluated and not just assumed to be appropriate unless proven otherwise. Monitoring
of one’s assumptions and practices for their
effectiveness in achieving desired outcomes
is essential to adaptive expertise. If a routine
response is effective, then it is considered
appropriate. If it is not, then a different
approach is needed. In this way, adaptive
experts move in and out of the space of routine and innovative responses.
Earl and Timperley (2014) provide a rich
example of the difference in a description of
the practices of two mathematics teachers
who had participated in professional development in assessment for learning. When
reporting to their colleagues on the changes
they had made, one teacher, coming from a
routine expertise perspective, described how
he had introduced what he believed to be the
important strategies (or routines) of assessment for learning. He described what he had
retained of his current practice, such as letting
students know about the learning outcomes
and success criteria for each lesson. He had
also introduced some new practices, including giving the students a schedule for the
year’s topics so they had more information
and introducing new topics by providing the
criteria so the students knew how he would
be marking their work at the end of the unit.
He introduced quizzes at the beginning of
each new unit and at the end of most lessons
and was very positive about the changes.
In contrast, the second teacher, who took an
approach more consistent with adaptive expertise, described her first step as approaching her
colleagues for further clarification about what
assessment for learning really meant. Their
discussion resulted in them seeking further
assistance from the professional development
consultant. They were surprised that the consultant began by asking them to consider the
conceptual underpinnings of the curriculum.
Through this exercise they came to realise that
this understanding was essential to preparing
any assessments or planning any units. The
consultant then challenged them to work with
students to find out the misconceptions they
held about the particular mathematics topic.
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The teacher described how challenging they
had found this because it involved a fundamental shift in their thinking from how they
teach to how students learn. She went on
to describe routines similar to those of her
colleague, such as the introduction of quizzes and providing the students with clearer
criteria based on their deeper understanding
of the curriculum and their students’ knowledge. This came from a different conceptual
knowledge base from that of her colleague
referred to previously. Another difference
was her description of the stops and starts
they had experienced as they monitored their
students in relation to whether a particular
practice helped to address the students’ misconceptions and enhance their understanding
of the mathematics concept.
Developing adaptive expertise involves
challenging many traditional mindsets and
associated skill sets when it comes to teaching. One concern is having a generative
improvement orientation. This orientation
demands engagement in ongoing learning
and the development of innovative solutions
for the moral imperative of improving outcomes for students (Bransford et al., 2009;
Fullan, 2003). Another demands considering
things holistically (Bransford et al., 2009)
and checking whether something is working within this larger frame. Students may be
compliant and completing work, for example, but an adaptive expert will also check
whether they are learning the knowledge and
skills important for them to succeed in the
longer term.
Adaptive expertise also demands high
levels of metacognition: being aware of

both the cognitive and affective aspects
of 
decisions and continual engagement in
cycles of inquiry to improve them. It involves
being open to critical feedback about one’s
decisions, and seeking this from students,
colleagues or others.
Although individual teachers can develop
adaptive expertise, in reality the environment in
which they work strongly influences how they
learn (Putman and Borko, 2000) – adaptive
expertise can therefore exist at individual,
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organisational, community and even national
levels (Bransford et al., 2009). The notion
of ‘distributed adaptive expertise’ within
‘complex adaptive systems’ emphasises the
potential for adaptive expertise to bring about
transformational change when it is distributed
throughout a system, rather than existing as
isolated pockets of expertise (Bransford et al.,
2009). The implication for professional learning is that its effectiveness may depend on the
extent to which teacher learning is embedded
in schools and systems that function in ways
that are consistent with developing adaptive
expertise. Education systems cannot improve
on the basis of isolated pockets of brilliance.
We have brought together these various ideas
related to adaptive expertise and now present a
definition that encompasses them. This definition provides a basis for understanding how we
need to approach professional learning if we
are to develop teachers, leaders, schools and
systems that respond flexibility and appropriately to the enduring educational challenges
most of our systems face.
Adaptive expertise is a way of working in complex
environments that focuses on learning and change
for the purpose of improving valued outcomes.
Adaptive expertise draws on deep conceptual knowledge and a well-honed skill set. It is driven by a
holistic inquiry mindset, underpinned by curiosity,
responsiveness and willingness to learn and change.
Adaptive expertise is highly metacognitive and
involves self- and co-regulated learning through continuous cycles of action and deliberate reflection.
Individuals, organisations and larger systems can
demonstrate adaptive expertise in the way they
respond to evidence about outcomes, and create
new understandings and ways of working in their
attempts to improve them for learners. Adaptive
expertise involves seeking transformative and sustainable improvement at all levels of the system.
Policymakers, leaders, teachers and young people all
benefit from development of their adaptive expertise.

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING TO
PROMOTE ADAPTIVE EXPERTISE
As approaches to developing the knowledge
and skills of students alter with curriculum
change, so does the need to change the

approaches to the development of teachers in
order to allow them to teach students in these
new ways. The demand for students to
acquire deep conceptual knowledge that integrates the development of new skills, the
requirement for flexibility in how it is taught,
as well as monitoring to find out if those who
most need to learn actually do so, requires
new approaches to teacher learning
(Timperley, 2011).
In order to help teachers approach new
curricula with adaptive expertise, the construction of professional learning opportunities must also be adaptive and responsive.
Professional learning, which provides teachers with sets of strategies and practices independently of deep conceptual understanding
or ways to effectiveness, does not build adaptive expertise.
There has been a tradition of teachers
being perceived as the ‘recipients’ of professional development (Guskey, 2000). This
has been characterised by professional development that is ‘done to’ rather than ‘with’
teachers. This professional development has
typically been planned by people other than
teachers, and brought to teachers with the
implicit agenda that their teaching needs to be
improved. Although we note some important
shifts in this approach with the advent of professional learning communities and collaborative teacher inquiry, there still remains an
overall sense that professional development
is a process that is not co-constructed with
teachers. The problem with such approaches
is that they rarely lead to lasting change, let
alone transformation of learning and teaching in ways that improve outcomes for learners who are poorly served by our education
systems (Fink and Stoll, 2005; Timperley and
Alton-Lee, 2008).
In contrast, professional learning that develops adaptive expertise is contextualised and
responsive. It moves teachers from the more
passive ‘recipient’ role to giving them more
control over what and how they learn in ways
that are informed by the needs of their students. In our discussion of adaptive expertise,
we identified three key attributes: generative
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improvement orientation; metacognition and
cycles of inquiry; and distribution of expertise across education systems. Professional
learning must mirror these attributes in its
design and conduct. This means more than
modelling being an adaptive expert; it means
immersing leaders and teachers in new ways
of thinking about teaching and learning and
what it means to be a teacher.
We have identified six characteristics of
professional learning environments that turn
the attributes of adaptive expertise into considerations for the design of professional
learning. They shift the emphasis from giving
out knowledge and ideas to co-constructing
knowledge through an evidence-inquiry process that is focused on improving outcomes for
student learning. There is expanding research
evidence that such learning environments
accelerate the progress of students, whether in
primary schools (Lai et al., 2009; Timperley,
2011), secondary schools (McNaughton et al.,
2013) or in tertiary institutions (Bryk et al.,
2015). These characteristics are first summarised and then described in greater depth
later. In summary, they are:
•• Responsive to the particular needs of students
and then, as a consequence, responsive to teachers’ needs in relation to their students’ needs.
•• Driven by curiosity and an inquiry mindset that
poses questions, recognises and checks hunches
and seeks to deeply understand student and
teacher learning-related challenges.
•• Based on evidence of student, teacher and leader
learning throughout the process.
•• Grounded in research theory and evidence as
sources of information to diagnose learningrelated challenges and identify possible solutions.
•• A collaboration between teams of people, including those with specialist expertise who work
alongside teachers, leaders, parents and students.
•• Seeking transformative and sustainable change,
rather than ‘adding on’ to practice or temporarily
changing how things are done.

The first characteristic of responsiveness
means that, rather than building teacher
knowledge and skills for their own sake, professional learning begins with an analysis of
the learning of students for whom the teachers
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have responsibility. The process builds teachers’ knowledge and skills to address identified learning challenges in context. In this
way responsive practice is modelled with the
professional learning experience directly
addressing real problems. Responsiveness
means that the focus of what is to be learned
by the teachers will differ according to the
challenges presented in that context. Some
student learning challenges are common, but
their causes may differ in different contexts,
and deep inquiry into those causes and learning how to address them makes the learning
for both teachers and students deeply responsive. This contrasts with approaches where
professional developers deliver a particular
programme to groups of teachers in the same
way across different contexts, and without
connection to a given teacher’s student learning challenges.
Underpinning adaptive expertise is a
mindset of curiosity and inquiry, the second characteristic we identified. Curiosity
and questioning are encouraged by creating
space for wondering and challenging in an
atmosphere of trust and recognition of the
role of emotion in learning. Those working
with teachers need also to bring this mindset to their own work; bringing openness
and curiosity to understanding how those
they work with are developing their adaptive
expertise. Posing questions, being curious
and wondering also has a strong metacognitive element as those involved become aware
of the need to question their assumptions,
test the veracity of them and change them
when necessary.
These two processes need to be strongly
grounded in evidence (our third characteristic) if responsiveness to students is to go
beyond weakly theorised personal beliefs,
with curiosity more than individual musings.
Professional learning that develops adaptive
expertise makes use of a range of evidence
as the basis of complex decision-making processes. Evidence related directly to the context is fuel for new thinking about teaching
and learning and provides feedback on our
efforts to improve.

316

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

The emphasis on responsiveness to context could mistakenly be interpreted that the
focus is only on evidence from that context.
However, the development of deep conceptual knowledge requires drawing on research
theory and evidence, which forms our fourth
characteristic. In teaching, this evidence base
includes (among others) knowledge of students; how they learn; their conceptions and
misconceptions; their emotions; and effective
approaches to teaching them. An important
attribute of adaptive expertise is to be able
to draw on what is known from this research
and to transfer and apply it to their situation.
Deep knowledge is transferrable knowledge
(Pellegrino and Hilton, 2012).
In more traditional professional learning
models, professional developers are ‘outsiders’ to the context in which they work. They
bring expert knowledge, ideas or materials
from elsewhere, and those involved accept
or reject their offerings by their subsequent
actions (Wilson and Berne, 1999). In professional learning centred on adaptive expertise,
those with specific expertise become members
of a collaborative team who come together to
address a particular student learning challenge.
This ‘inquiry team’ might include parents,
students and community members who work
alongside teachers and leaders. Teamwork
in the service of an identified problem harnesses the knowledge of the collective and
builds the trust needed to share issues and
ideas. Those with specialist expertise contribute their knowledge alongside other team
members to build solutions, rather than being
the only ‘expert’ in the room. This way of
working gives agency to the school community
and is much more likely to lead to sustainable
change (Slavit et al., 2009; Timperley, 2011).
The final characteristic we have identified of helping people to develop adaptive
expertise is about creating transformative
rather than incremental change. The aim
is to make an irreversible shift in thinking
that will change teacher and student learners’ approaches to all future problems, rather
than giving them activities or techniques that
solve a single immediate issue. Although

working on one problem, those responsible
for promoting professional learning need
to be explicit about how a given solution
might apply to new problems and encourage
mindset changes in thinking about practice.
Transformation of an individual’s practice is
much more likely to happen when supported
by an organisational environment that is also
seeking to transform itself.

THE CONTRIBUTION OF
THE LEARNING SCIENCES
Although most of the learning sciences are
grounded in research on student learners,
they apply equally to those responsible for
teaching them (Bransford et al., 2000).
Recent syntheses of what we know about
learning largely explain why traditional
approaches to professional development
rarely result in sustainable change. Next we
briefly highlight some of the underlying principles from the learning sciences for each of
the characteristics we have identified.
Responsiveness is grounded in the principle
that all learning needs to put learners at the
centre in ways that respond to their individual
differences and needs (Istance and Dumont,
2010) and draws on their prior knowledge,
experience, conceptions and misconceptions (Bransford et al., 2000). Engaging prior
knowledge is a requirement for promoting conceptual change (Vosnaidou, 2007). Bypassing
current conceptions typically results in problems of over-assimilation (Hammerness et al.,
2005) where teachers believe they are doing
something new but, in reality, it is little different from what they have done before.
Being driven by curiosity and an inquiry
mindset recognises the importance of motivation and emotion in learning and the
development of self-regulated learning and
meta-cognition as learners come to understand
themselves as learners (Boekaerts, 2010; De
Corte, 2010; Lucas and Claxton, 2010).
Basing professional learning on evidence
of student, teacher and leader learning brings
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a systematic evidence-base to being responsive, and provides feedback that is fundamental to self-regulated learning (Lucas
and Claxton, 2010). Grounding learning in
research theory and evidence is underpinned
by the attention given by Bransford et al.
(2000) to building deep conceptual knowledge
within holistic frameworks. The challenge
to transfer that knowledge to other contexts
forms the essence of Pellegrino and Hilton’s
(2012) definition of ‘deep knowledge’.
People influence one another’s cognition.
Both individual and collective knowledge
construction occurs through processes of
interaction, negotiation and cognition (De
Corte, 2010) and builds horizontal connections across areas of knowledge and different contexts (Dumont et al., 2010). Seeking
transformative and sustainable change draws
on the importance of building connections
between areas of knowledge, different contexts (Istance and Dumont, 2010) and challenging existing cognitive structures to create
conceptual change (Vosnaidou, 2007).
Professional learning that embodies these
characteristics and learning principles will
necessarily look very different in different
contexts. To be true to the idea of adaptive
expertise we must accept that professional
learning will unfold in a variety of ways and
that we need to look below the surface features
of a given context and seek to understand how
it does or does not account for the considerations presented here. It is useful, however, to
have an example of how the approach might
look in order to understand how the design of
professional learning is affected by the challenge to develop adaptive expertise.

BRINGING IT TOGETHER – THE
SPIRAL OF INQUIRY, LEARNING
AND ACTION
‘Adaptive expertise is not something that
can be trained or taught but rather something
that has to be promoted or cultivated’
(Verschaffel et al., 2009: 348). What this
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implies for professional learning is that a
one-day workshop on adaptive expertise is
not going to be effective; rather, it requires
that professional learning approaches engage
teachers and leaders in ways that are consistent with the development of adaptive expertise. Timperley et al. (2014) provide a ‘spiral
of inquiry, learning and action’ as a framework for transforming learning for students,
teachers and leaders in schools. The spiral
encapsulates the six characteristics of professional learning environments we identified
earlier and is consistent with the research on
the learning sciences (Bransford et al., 2000;
Dumont et al., 2010; Lucas and Claxton,
2010; Pellegrino and Hilton, 2012; Vosnaidou,
2007).
The spiral of inquiry is a learning process
driven by a mindset of curiosity. It opens up a
new space for professional learning by beginning with learning challenges that the students
are experiencing. Adaptive expertise is developed in this space as challenges are jointly
defined and solution paths proposed and
tested. The process is practical and grounded
in real challenges arising from the students
whom the teachers are responsible for teaching. It is also intrinsically theoretical because
it requires the development of hypotheses,
examination of assumptions and personal
practical theories together with the application of theory and evidence from research.
Working through the inquiry spiral builds
adaptive expertise because it is grounded in
noticing what is going on, thinking creatively
about what can be done, deliberately selecting actions to take, and evaluating those
actions in terms of students’ experiences.
Using this spiral supports the development
of metacognition about professional and
student learning and how to approach teaching. Figure 20.1 shows the spiral of inquiry
diagrammatically. Although portrayed as a
series of stages, in reality they are more iterative and often overlap. ‘What’s going on for
learners?’ and ‘how do we know?’ are the
two key questions that underpin and drive all
phases of the spiral of inquiry. The first question ensures that the process is responsive to
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Figure 20.1
action
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Spiral of inquiry, learning and

Source: Timperley, Kaser and Halbert, 2014

learners, and the second ensures it is based
on evidence.
The professional learning process begins
with ‘scanning’. Scanning is a broad look at
what is happening for learners that includes
both the academic curriculum and personal
competencies. Scanning leads to focusing –
choosing where to begin taking action. There
may be many interesting possibilities but
what is chosen will depend on a number of
factors: what is manageable, what will leverage change the most, and what are the most
urgent priorities. The aim of focusing is to
select a narrow area and to inquire deeply
into it, with all inquiries firmly rooted in
evidence from students. Focusing seeks to
reduce complexity whilst engaging in the
new learning. Figure 20.2 illustrates how this
narrow and deep inquiry affects learning at
all levels. Teachers focus on what they need
to learn to promote the learning of their students. Leaders focus on what they need to
learn to promote the learning of the teachers. Ideally, those responsible for policy also
focus on how their policies might be helping
or hindering learning throughout the layers.
The narrowness of the focus is accompanied
by intentional actions that promote transfer
of the learning to other areas once learning
in the ‘wedge’ is mastered, thus increasing

complexity in a manageable way. Transfer is
indicated by the white arrows in Figure 20.2.
The deep nature of focusing will probably
mean that more information needs to be gathered to ensure the process is responsiveness
to students’ needs in relation to the selected
focus area. It is driven by the two key questions: ‘what is going on for our learners?’ and
‘how do we know?’
Once a clearer idea of the student learning
challenge is established, those involved can
start to think about what they believe might
be contributing to the situation: what are the
hunches the team have about why things are
as they are? Exploring hunches is a chance to
surface underlying beliefs and ideas about how
things work in relation to the learning challenge. These hunches are expressions of people’s beliefs and theories about the situation.
Practice is unlikely to change unless hunches
are understood and addressed. Central to developing hunches is facing the question ‘how are
we contributing to the situation?’ Investigating
this question is essential to developing adaptive expertise in that it requires agency, a sense
that one can make a difference to the situation.
At this point it will become clear that new
learning is necessary. Without new learning,
teachers and leaders are unlikely to change,
and outcomes will remain the same. This is
the space in which activities might look more
like traditional professional development with
reference to relevant research, with one important caveat – these activities are tailored to the
learning needs of the teachers and leaders in
relation to the identified student learning focus.
Professional learning without action is pointless. Things must be done, and done differently
from the past if changes in student experiences
are to eventuate. The distinction between learning something new about a situation or problem, and taking action to address it is slippery
because changing practice promotes deeper
learning as ideas are revisited in context.
The checking phase is about evaluating
progress. In reality, checking occurs throughout because this is what constitutes a curiosity
mindset. The checking phase, however, is the
time to take stock together. It involves looking
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Figure 20.2
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Narrow and deep inquiry for transfer

broadly across students, school communities
and teachers for evidence of impact, perhaps
returning to some of the initial scanning and
focusing activities. Checking does not signal
the end of the process; the nature of the spiral
is that new significant questions and insights
will arise from checking and lead into further
spirals of inquiry and become the basis of
transformative and sustainable change.

EXEMPLIFICATION OF THE SPIRAL
In order to ground this description of the
spiral, we have illustrated what the inquiry

process looks like through a case study
(Timperley et al., 2009). The school in this
case had participated in a professional learning project involving over 300 schools in
cohorts of approximately 100 for 2 years
each (Parr and Timperley, 2010). The project
was funded by the New Zealand Ministry of
Education. Responsibility for working with
the schools was contracted to a national
organisation that employed facilitators to
visit schools on a regular basis. In all schools
the process began with an inquiry into what
was going on for learners through the analysis of student-related data and interactions
between teachers and students (Timperley
and Parr, 2009). Students in schools focusing
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on writing progressed 2.9 to 3.5 times faster
than those in the normative national sample.
For students attending schools focusing on
reading, progress was 1.4 to 1.6 times greater
than expected nationally. In both writing and
reading, the gains were greatest for students
starting in the lowest 20 per cent of the
cohort. Three-year monitoring of a sample of
schools showed that the learning gains were
sustained with new cohorts of students in all
but two schools. In the ‘case’ school,
improvement in student learning was rapid,
with gains in the 4-month period equivalent
to more than twice the expected national gain
for a whole year.
The ‘case’ school was relatively small
(96 students) and located in a community
of average socio-economic status. Prior to
the research, staff had engaged in extensive
scanning processes and were aware that the
students’ writing was well below expected
levels with poor engagement and high levels of off-task behaviour. The teachers had
engaged a professional development consultant with expertise in writing to help them
address the problem. The consultant had
promoted process-focused teaching strategies and provided details of model lessons,
but neither students’ engagement nor their
achievement had improved. In terms of the
spiral of inquiry, learning and action, they
had jumped from scanning to professional
learning, omitting the phases of focusing and
developing a hunch.
In the new approach, these two phases
occurred largely together. A different professional learning facilitator and researcher
observed teacher–learner interactions during a writing lesson that involved recounting
a past event. Towards the end of the lesson
they interviewed six students selected by
the teacher to represent a range of writing
abilities.
The first hunch that the teachers were
unable to undertake a detailed assessment
of students’ writing skills was quickly
confirmed, and the initial focus therefore
addressed this issue. Another hunch that
arose from the observations was that the

lessons were teacher-focused rather than
learner-focused. The interviews with learners revealed they did not understand the
learning purposes of the lesson nor could
they identify the success criteria for effective
writing of recounts. These student responses
came as a surprise to the teachers. A third
hunch was that the process-focus on writing had omitted any emphasis on learning
skills to meet the communicative purposes of
writing across the curriculum. Students were
unable to nominate whom they were writing for beyond compliance to the teacher’s
instruction.
Although the researcher and professional
learning facilitator initially formulated these
two later hunches, from this point onwards,
teachers became very engaged in the analysis of their own needs. At a staff meeting,
the professional learning facilitator summarised the observed teaching practices and
the teachers agreed that these practices were
representative of those they used to teach
writing. They were then asked what beliefs
(theories of practice) had led them to teach in
these ways. The purpose was to give teachers
conceptual tools to enable them to compare
their theories of practice with the alternative
practices being promoted by the facilitator,
address potential issues of over-assimilation
(Hammerness et al., 2005) and promote
conceptual change (Vosnaidou, 2007). Not
surprisingly, the articulated beliefs were primarily about the need to motivate students to
write and to generate a context to write about,
rather than specific skills or communicative
purposes.
In the phase of the cycle about identifying
hunches, a key question participants need to
ask themselves is how they might be contributing to the existing situation. The teachers were asked to identify the consequences
of their approach, which they did readily: low writing achievement with limited
understanding from the learners about what
they were supposed to be learning or the
intended communicative purpose. Teachers
were very motivated to engage in focused
professional learning in writing in ways
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that put learners at the centre and gave the
teachers greater agency. The parallel professional learning process was the need to put
them, as professional learners, at the centre
of the learning process and to give them
agency about their own learning processes
(Timperley, 2011). The teachers were aware
that they needed to deepen their content
knowledge of writing and appropriate strategies to teach it (Bransford et al., 2000). At
their request, the facilitator assisted them to
identify appropriate resources and worked
with them to develop classroom observation
protocols so they were able to observe and
learn from one another as they tried out the
new approaches.
Taking action was built into the learning process, as was a new responsiveness to
their student learners. Six weeks later, teachers reported on the progress they had made.
Teachers had taken the initiative to interview
their students about their understanding of
particular lessons as a way of gathering feedback about their effectiveness, which is fundamental to self-regulated learning. Initially
the students continued to be unclear about
what they were learning and why, and so the
teachers became even more explicit. Curiosity
mindsets and self-regulated learning were
firmly in place. This checking process for
each lesson was extended to a more formal
check about whether their efforts were making a difference to students’ writing achievement by re-administering the initial writing
assessment 4 months after they started.
With encouraging results, the teachers then
transferred what they had learned to a new
writing purpose and worked through another
spiral of inquiry. It is through this kind of
engagement over repeated spirals of inquiry
that sustainable change is established.

CONCLUSIONS
Teachers have multiple roles in relation to
curriculum, for example being curriculum
enactors, creators and activists. Each of these
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roles can be supported through professional
learning; however, traditional notions of professional learning wherein teachers are
viewed as moving from novice to expert as a
result of learning specific skills and routines
are no longer adequate. We suggest professional learning might better be conceptualised and practiced in terms of developing
adaptive expertise both within individuals
and throughout education systems.
Educating young people is a complex process, as recent developments in curriculum
and the learning sciences reveal. Processes
of professional development to support
teacher learning and practice need to reflect
this complexity. Adaptive expertise demands
the capability to use deep conceptual knowledge to work effectively and problem solve in
novel, complex and uncertain situations. The
uncertainty of learning and teaching and the
changing nature of knowledge make adaptive expertise important for effective teaching,
teacher learning and student learning.
Adaptive expertise involves being responsive to learner needs. We claim that professional learning that develops adaptive
expertise needs to be driven by curiosity
and an inquiry mindset that poses the difficult questions, particularly about why some
students are not successful in our education systems. The process encourages those
involved to seek creative answers that are, at
the same time, grounded in what we know
about learning and the curriculum. Adaptive
expertise develops deep conceptual and practical knowledge as those involved search
the research for likely solutions. It is highly
metacognitive because professionals seek
evidence about what is happening for student
learners; how they, as professionals, might
be contributing to a particular situation; and
whether their efforts to change outcomes are
any more effective than what they did before.
Systematic and focused inquiry such as that
promoted by the spiral of inquiry, and defined
and illustrated through the analysis of the case
in this chapter, is central to adaptive expertise.
Recent developments in the learning sciences apply equally to teachers and to the
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students they teach. Teachers do not passively
enact a received curriculum, rather they construct and enact the curriculum according to
their own understandings, create it as they
design learning environments for their students, and at times become activists when they
disagree with what it promotes and constrains.
The challenges of curriculum and pedagogical improvement across systems demand
professional learning that harnesses the power
of what we know about the development of
expertise and the way people (teachers as
well as students) learn. Long-term, sustained
improvement can be driven by professional
learning that gives teachers agency and
responsibility for their own learning, engages
their underlying theories and beliefs about
learning and teaching, and enables them to be
in control of their own learning and improvement through attention to evidence and theory. Further research is needed to identify the
processes and conditions that optimise professional learning driven by a vision of professionalism as adaptive expertise.
When professional learning of this type
is engaged in by groups of educators, the
capacity of the wider education system to
impact student learning grows. Knowledge
from research combines with knowledge
from practice to address enduring educational challenges. Collective engagement in
evidence-based inquiry, centred on student
learning, is needed to create change across
education systems. When professional learning is promoted in these ways, the learning of
young people is likely to be accelerated.
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Pedagogy and Curriculum –
Teachers as Learners
Kay Livingston

INTRODUCTION
The focus of this chapter concerns how complex relationships are understood in changing
contexts between teachers and their pupils,
and curriculum, assessment and pedagogy.
The chapter is organised into four main sections that reflect the importance of teachers
recognising themselves as learners throughout their career. The sections draw from different theoretical perspectives and from
empirical research. The first section explores
shifts in educational reforms that have
resulted in a growing emphasis on teacher
quality and learning. The second section considers the influences of teachers’ own personal pedagogical beliefs and experiences on
their classroom pedagogies. The third section
explores the ways teachers’ beliefs about
knowledge interact with the curriculum and
pupils’ learning and influence their pedagogical approaches. It also discusses some of
the conceptual difficulties and ambiguities
that can lead to conflicting views. The fourth
section concerns teachers as learners and

reflects on some of the changing perspectives
in teachers’ professional learning to support
development of their understanding of the
inter-relationship between pedagogy and
curriculum and improving pupils’ learning.
This section concludes by considering future
directions for teachers as learners including
discussion of some of the beliefs or experiences that may enable or limit change.

SHIFTS IN EDUCATIONAL REFORM
With a focus on the ‘knowledge economy’
policymakers across the world have viewed
reforming school curricula as a central pillar
of their agendas (Rizvi and Lingard, 2009).
However, there is now evidence to suggest
that there is growing recognition that curriculum reforms alone are not sufficient to improve
the learning outcomes of children and young
people, and attention has increasingly focused
on the quality of teachers and teaching.
Stenhouse’s maxim (1980) that there can be
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no curriculum development without teacher
development (Moon, 1995) has echoes in
recent research. Kooy and van Veen in their
book Teacher Learning that Matters (2012)
point to the exponential growth of studies of
teacher learning and development which,
they say, can be attributed in significant part
to ongoing reforms and changes characterising educational contexts around the world.
Impositions of mandates, policies and programs
have cleared the way to recognising the key role
of teachers, regardless of national context and
education system, in implementing and instantiating reforms and changes. (Kooy and van Veen,
2012: xvii)

Although for many teachers and researchers
the argument is not new, the intensified spotlight on what teachers do has come from
growing claims, which now include policymakers, that curriculum is brought to life and
changed by specific individuals in particular
classrooms (Ayers et al., 2008). The international comparative studies, particularly the
Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA), have significantly raised
the temperature of political debate in relation
to implementation of educational reforms. In
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) report, Teachers
Matter: Attracting, Developing and Retaining
Effective Teachers (2005), the emphasis is
firmly on the importance of high quality
teachers in improving student learning. The
authors draw on the results of studies of
teacher policy in collaboration with 25 countries, saying that improving the efficiency
and equity of schooling largely depends on
ensuring that competent people want to work
as teachers, that their teaching is of high
quality and that all pupils have access to high
quality teaching (OECD, 2005). After years
of school reform when the emphasis was on
changing the curriculum, recognition is
building that the quality of schools depends
on what teachers do in their classrooms in
implementing the reforms and in their interactions with pupils. Policy as text does not
bring about reform, it is the nuances and

subtleties of the context in which the curriculum is implemented that give the text meaning and significance (Rizvi et al., 1997). As
Feiman-Nemser puts it ‘policy-makers and
educators are coming to see that what pupils
learn is directly related to what and how
teachers teach; and what and how teachers
teach depends on the knowledge, skills and
commitments they bring to their teaching
and the opportunities they have to continue
learning in and from their practice’. (FeimanNemser 2001: 1013)
This is not to claim that teachers alone can
make a difference to improving pupil learning. John Hattie, in his book Visible Learning
(2009), makes clear that while he focuses on
the practices that schools and teachers can
have effects on, other external factors, such
as socio-economic circumstances, might
well have greater effect. In the OECD report
(2005) it is acknowledged that pupil learning
is influenced by many factors (such as their
abilities and attitudes, and family and community background) but it is suggested that
factors to do with teachers and teaching have
important influences on pupil learning. The
authors of the report even say, ‘The broad consensus is that “teacher quality” is the single
most important school variable influencing
student achievement’ (OECD, 2005: 2).
Just as the focus on curriculum reforms
alone is not sufficient, moving the focus to
what teachers do is not sufficient either without consideration of the relationship between
curriculum reforms, teachers’ pedagogical
approaches, pupil learning needs and the many
other factors. Reforms that view change in an
one-dimensional way – moving the emphasis
from one key area of the education process to
another (such as from curriculum reform to
school effectiveness to assessment processes
to teacher development often with a significant
time lag between each reform) – fail to recognise the complexity of the inter-relationship
of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy in
the classroom. A review of teacher learning
to improve policy and practice for UNESCO
carried out by Schwille and Dembélé (2007),
emphasised that from a global perspective
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policy reforms focusing on one area of
reform for cost-efficiency reasons, would not
lead to the improvement in educational outcomes that policymakers are seeking without
taking account of the key role that teachers
play in implementing reforms. The acknowledgement of teachers in the reform process
also means that greater recognition is needed
of the importance of teacher learning and
development, which enables them to reflect
on, and in many cases alter, their previous
beliefs about practice.
The teacher acts as a mediator, and the effectiveness of innovations very much depends on the
teacher making proper use of them. The teacher is
at the epicentre of the learning process; and learning therefore depends first and foremost on the
quality of the teacher. (Schwille and Dembélé,
2007: 15)

This leads to the question, what is meant by
‘teacher quality’? The conflation of successful learning (that is, what adds value to pupil
learning) with quality teaching is a feature of
current policy internationally (Conway et al.,
2009: xvi). The contentious nature of the
indicators of teacher quality is raised in the
OECD (2005) report. It is stated in the report
that the research that explores the relationship between teacher quality and pupil
improvement most commonly uses standardised test scores as measures of pupil performance, and that the measure of teachers’
characteristics are qualifications, teaching
experience and indicators of academic ability
or subject-matter knowledge. Importantly, a
point of agreement amongst the various studies is identified in the report, which suggests
there are many aspects of teacher quality that
are not captured by the commonly used indicators. The point is well made that teacher
‘characteristics’ that are harder to measure,
but which can be crucial to pupil learning,
include ‘the ability to convey ideas in clear
and convincing ways; to create effective
learning environments for different types of
pupils; to foster productive teacher-student
relationships; to be enthusiastic and creative;
and to work effectively with colleagues and
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parents’ (OECD, 2005: 2). This suggests an
increased understanding that it is not just
what teachers know that matters but how
they make decisions about what they do in
relation to their pupils and the contexts in
which they teach. It also highlights the complexity of teaching and learning, particularly in
the constantly changing globalised society that
our children and young people are growing up
in where contexts and demands on teachers
change constantly. ‘The reality of professional
practice is complex, changeable and cannot
be accurately predicted in advance by general academic knowledge. As a consequence,
practitioners constantly have to face the
question: What in the given circumstances is
the best way to act, in order to achieve what
is important at this moment?’ (Ponte and Ax,
2009: 325).

INFLUENCES OF TEACHERS’
PEDAGOGICAL BELIEFS AND
EXPERIENCES ON CLASSROOM
PRACTICE
Challenges of Understanding
Teachers’ Beliefs
In everyday classroom life, teachers are faced with
a multitude of complex tasks and decisions. How
they carry out these tasks not only depends on
their professional knowledge about didactics and/
or the subjects they teach, but also on their teaching decisions and behaviours as well. After all,
these are influenced by a teacher’s attitudes and
beliefs towards knowledge and knowledge acquisition, or in other words by her/his epistemic
beliefs. (Rebmann et al., 2015).

The challenging and changing contexts have
created the need for new knowledge, skills
and values, and different patterns of life and
work (Livingston, 2012). Knowledge about
what and how people learn is continually
developing, and more diverse populations of
learners with changing learning needs add
new challenges for teachers in their decisions
about pedagogical approaches. Teachers are
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encouraged to respond to individual learners
and learning inside and outside the school, as
well as within the family and community. In
addition, inter-connected learning communities mean teachers work with a wider number
of professionals in their own classrooms and
in the education system generally. These
complex challenges mean that there are constant pressures for teachers to adapt and
develop their knowledge, skills and values
about what is to be taught, as well as their
learning and teaching approaches. It also
means that teachers need to recognise themselves as learners not just during their initial
teacher education courses but throughout
their career (Livingston and Shiach, 2010).
Characteristics for adaptive, flexible teachers
contrast sharply with views of teachers as
technicians who have a set of competences
that are used to implement policy and deliver
the curriculum. Cochran-Smith and Lytle
(2009) recognise the challenges around different views of teachers and teaching, and
that although recognition that teachers are
critical to educational change is an ‘idea
whose time has come’, underlying assumptions remain about teachers as deliverers of
the curriculum where ‘subject matter is more
or less a static object to be transmitted from
teachers to students’ (2009: 1). In this scenario, the perspective of teachers as learners
is a narrow one where ‘the goal of teacher
learning initiatives is to make teachers more
faithful transmitters of curriculum reforms’
(2009: 2). Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s point
demonstrates how beliefs about teaching as
curriculum delivery can have a negative
impact on views about what ‘teachers as
learners’ mean and about the types of professional development opportunities available
for teachers.
It is not only policymakers’ assumptions
about what and how teachers teach and learn
that create different beliefs and represent a
challenge to change, teachers’ own beliefs
about learning and teaching and their personal
experiences have been shown by researchers to have an impact on what they do in the
classroom (see, for example, Brownlee et al.,

1998; Brownlee, 2003; Rodriguez and Cano,
2006; Chai et al., 2009; Cheng et al., 2009).
These studies explore questions concerning
the extent to which teachers’ beliefs about
knowledge, learning and teaching impact
on their classroom practice. They vary in
the extent to which the focus rests on the
impact on practice of teachers’ epistemological beliefs in particular, or on a combination of beliefs about knowledge, learning
and teaching. Exploring views about beliefs
is challenging, not least because, as Hofer
and Pintrich (1997: 112) point out, ‘beliefs’
is a slippery concept to grasp. Research about
teachers’ epistemological beliefs and the
nature of learning and teaching is increasing
(see, for example, Richardson and Placier,
2001; Schommer-Aikins, 2004; Brownlee,
2004; Chai et al., 2009; Cheng et al., 2009),
but the extent to which epistemological
beliefs and beliefs about learning and teaching interact is contested. Making sense of the
ways different beliefs influence classroom
practice is far from being straightforward.
Hofer and Pintrich’s (1997) review, entitled
‘The development of epistemological theories: beliefs about knowledge and knowing
and their relation to learning’, highlights the
difficulties associated around claims of interrelationship. Epistemology concerns the
nature of knowledge and processes of knowing but there is a lack of conceptual clarity
that causes difficulties in understanding the
impact on classroom pedagogies. Hofer and
Pintrich (1997) emphasise the scale of the
difficulties of defining epistemology, saying
that across the various models concerning
what individuals think that knowledge is and
how one comes to know, there are numerous
theoretical and methodological issues.
Defining the construct based on existing research
is problematic, as there are discrepancies in naming
the construct as well as in defining the construct,
to the extent that it is sometimes unclear to what
degree researchers are discussing the same intellectual territory. There are three general issues
regarding the definition of the construct. First,
there are differences in the labelling of the construct that reflect different theoretical assumptions
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about the nature of the construct. Second, there
are disagreements about the boundaries of the
construct in terms of what is included or excluded
as part of the construct. Finally, the nature of the
relations between epistemological thinking and
general thinking and reasoning varies in the different models. (Hofer and Pintrich, 1997: 111)

When teachers’ epistemological beliefs are
considered alongside their beliefs about
learning and teaching, understanding the
impact of personal beliefs and experiences
on pedagogical approaches becomes even
more problematic. Hofer and Pintrich say
that there is less agreement in the existing
literature on whether beliefs about learning
and teaching are part of the terrain of epistemological beliefs. They themselves wrestle
with the relationship through their review of
different epistemological models. However,
they propose that:
…the content of the construct of epistemological
beliefs be limited to individuals’ beliefs about the
nature of knowledge and the processes of knowing. We recognize that beliefs about learning,
intelligence, and teaching are related to epistemological beliefs and that general thinking and reasoning processes are also related to epistemological
thinking. (Hofer and Pintrich, 1997: 117)

To add further to the complexity, Munby et al.,
(2001) identify the considerable tension
around how teachers’ knowledge is conceptualised, mainly because of the stark differences
surrounding what knowledge is and what
counts as knowledge (Loughran, 2012).
Fenstermacher (1994: 4) considers the epistemological character of what is and can be
known by and about teachers and teaching,
and describes the difficulties of gaining a
better understanding of teachers’ knowledge.
He found a wide range of terms given to
teacher knowledge in the literature including,
‘strategic knowledge, propositional knowledge, relational knowledge, craft knowledge,
local knowledge, case knowledge, situated
knowledge, tacit knowledge, personal knowledge’ (Fenstermacher, 1994: 6). Fenstermacher
categorised two types of knowledge: formal
and practical knowledge. He describes formal
knowledge as a type of knowledge developed
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through conventional science research and
practical knowledge as knowledge developed
by teachers based on their experiences of
classroom teaching. The categorisation of different forms and types of knowledge is evident in the literature, often creating polarisation
of views, which is a theme that is returned to
in this chapter. Loughran (2012) suggests that
formal knowledge may provide teachers with
knowledge about general aspects of teaching
and learning, but it falters in its impact under
the pressure of day-to-day realities of teaching. He says, ‘As teaching is problematic, it is
commonly the case that the subtleties and
idiosyncrasies of the practice setting call for
pedagogic responses that are embedded in
teachers’ experiences of practice rather than
on generalized rules, propositions or procedures’ (Loughran, 2012: 47). This underlines
the impact that teachers’ practical experiences
have in making decisions about pedagogical
approaches and it demonstrates the ongoing
challenge of understanding what influences
teachers’ decisions in such nuanced and
changing circumstances.
The next section concerns conceptions of
knowledge, learning and teaching, focusing on exploring the different theoretical
perspectives of learning and teaching that
may underpin teachers’ prior beliefs and
experiences.

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT
OF TEACHERS’ BELIEFS AND
EXPERIENCES ON PEDAGOGY
AND CURRICULUM
What does Pedagogy Mean?
Part of the challenge of gaining a better understanding of the relationship between teachers’
personal pedagogical beliefs and experiences
and their classroom pedagogies is the differences in theoretical perspectives and the ambiguity around definitions of pedagogy. Before
exploring the influences of teachers’ personal
beliefs on classroom practice through the
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lens of teachers as learners, some possible
meanings of pedagogy offered in the literature are reviewed.
Simon’s (1981) critical paper entitled,
‘Why no pedagogy in England?’ expressed
concern about narrow understandings of pedagogy as a method and teaching as instruction. He believed that pedagogy is the act and
discourse of teaching and argued for a pedagogy that recognises both the power of education to affect human development and the
need for the systematisation and structuring
of the child’s experiences in the educational
process (Alexander, 2004). Similarly, pedagogy according to Olson should ‘not offer
methodology; rather it should offer a scientific basis for timely, informed decisions by
professionals about balancing the welfare of
the individual with the demands of society’
(Olson, 2003: 210). Ponte and Ax (2009)
also argue for understanding pedagogy as
a human science. In their view pedagogical
praxis concerns the practice of upbringing
and that every pedagogical relationship has
mores that are culturally, socially and materially determined (Ponte and Ax, 2009). They
say ‘it can be assumed that teachers shape
their relationships with pupils from different perspectives, and that these different perspectives are connected with their explicit
or implicit outlook on what kind of human
beings children should become and how they
can be raised toward becoming such human
beings’ (Ponte and Ax, 2009: 334). Bernstein
(2000) also emphasises the cultural–social
dimensions of pedagogy. He viewed ‘pedagogic practice as a fundamental social
context through which cultural r eproduction–
production takes place’ (Bernstein, 2000:
3). In looking at the forms of control that
regulate and legitimate communication in
pedagogic relations, Bernstein proposed the
principle of ‘framing’, which he suggests is
concerned with ‘how meanings are to be put
together, the forms by which they are to be
made public, and the nature of the social relationships that go with it’ (Bernstein, 2000:
12). In Bernstein’s definition, depending on
whether framing is strong or weak the teacher

may have more or less control over the way
their own beliefs and experiences can influence their curricular decisions and classroom
pedagogies.
What Alexander (2004) calls an ‘alternative definition’ is particularly helpful in
illustrating the all-encompassing nature of
pedagogy and demonstrating that teachers
cannot consider curriculum or pedagogy or
assessment in isolation in relation to improving pupil learning. He suggests that teachers
need to engage, as a matter of necessity, with
a number of distinct but related domains of
ideas and values, including
children: their characteristics, development and
upbringing; learning: how it can best be motivated, achieved, identified, assessed and built on;
teaching: its planning, execution and evaluation;
and curriculum: the various ways of knowing,
understanding, doing, creating, investigating and
making sense of what it is desirable for children to
encounter, and how these are most appropriately
translated and structured for teaching. (Alexander,
2004: 11)

This definition suggests that pedagogy is the
overarching concept that interacts with and
draws together beliefs about the learners and
learning, the teacher and teaching, and the
curriculum. It also includes consideration of
the context in which learning and teaching
takes place. Context includes the ‘school as a
formal institution, a microculture and a conveyor of pedagogical messages over and
above those of the classroom’ (Alexander,
2004: 12). This indicates the layers of complexity and inter-relationships that need to be
considered by teachers in making pedagogical decisions. Kemmis (2012), drawing from
an international research collaboration entitled ‘Pedagogy, education and praxis’, also
describes the complexity of the contextual
influences on pedagogy. He says, ‘practice
architectures’ encompass ‘the cultural–
discursive, material–economic and social–
political arrangements that prefigure and shape
the conduct of practice, that is, that shape the
distinctive “sayings”, “doings’ and “relatings”
characteristic of a particular practice’
(Kemmis, 2012: 886). The teacher needs to
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reflect on and consider all the various factors
and make decisions about what the pupils
need to learn, the curriculum and their classroom pedagogies within specific contexts.
Alexander (2004) includes the influences of
the local and national policy context, which
he argues enables or inhibits what is taught
and how. The increasing influence of the
international context on national and local
educational policy, driven by the results of
international surveys such as PISA, need to be
added to Alexander’s domains of pedagogy.
In many countries, the PISA results have
impacted significantly on teachers’ focus on
certain curriculum areas (for example, literacy, numeracy and science) and on particular
pedagogical approaches (Livingston, 2003).
The importance of cultural and historical
influences alongside personal influences is
included in Alexander’s pedagogical domains.
He emphasises that schools and policies have
their larger context and they, and teaching, are
informed by purposes and values.
Culture: the web of values, ideas, institutions and
processes which inform, shape and explain a society’s views of education, teaching and learning
and which throw up a complex burden of choices
and dilemmas for those whose job it is to translate these into a practical pedagogy. (Alexander,
2004: 12)

Undoubtedly the influences of teachers’ personal pedagogical beliefs and experiences on
their classroom pedagogies are shaped by a
complex web of multiple and related influences. Teachers must make sense of this
array of influencing factors in order to make
decisions about learning and teaching. The
complexity and the number of changing
dimensions reinforce the importance of providing ongoing opportunities for teachers’
professional learning to support and challenge the pedagogical decisions they take.
Curricular reforms and changing contexts
mean that teachers continually need to
explore the way that curriculum, assessment
and pedagogy interact and how they can revision, adapt and develop their pedagogical
approaches to improve pupil learning.
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Ways that Different Beliefs
and Experiences Impact on
Teachers’ Practice
This section considers some empirical studies that explore how different pedagogical
beliefs have been linked to different theoretical perspectives of teaching and learning.
Research (Brownlee et al., 1998, Brownlee,
2003, Chai et al., 2009; Cheng et al., 2009)
suggests that teachers’ own beliefs and experiences may have led them to have a narrow
view of pedagogy as instruction, or a view
that encompasses a more dynamic relationship between the teacher, child, curriculum,
assessment and the context in which learning
takes place. Cheng et al. (2009) suggest that
traditional and constructivist views provide
a contrast of conceptions of learning and
teaching that lie at either ends of a continuum
with varying conceptual understandings in
between. Supporters of a traditional conception may hold a narrow view rooted, for
example, in a belief that their main focus is
on the delivery of subject knowledge to their
pupils within the parameters set by a local or
national curriculum. They may believe that
engaging in knowledge transmission is the
most effective way to teach – the teacher as
the knowledgeable expert delivers the curriculum content that has to be covered with
the pupils. The supporters of constructivism
may believe that knowledge is created from
and by interaction between pupils, or between
pupils and teachers (Cheng et al., 2009).
They may have a broader view of pedagogy
that recognises the complexity of interrelated factors influencing pedagogical
decisions. These views may stem from, for
example, beliefs about the teacher’s role in
addressing the individual learning needs of
the pupils, supporting them to engage in their
own learning and construct meaning of the
curriculum for themselves. In both perspectives, pedagogical and curriculum decisions
may also be influenced by what teachers
think the expectations and requirements of
policymakers, headteachers, parents and/or
pupils are, or they may be influenced by
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beliefs about pupils’ ability to learn, how
they learn and/or what makes for effective
teaching.
These views are often perceived as polar
opposites, where teachers who hold traditional
beliefs adopt ‘teacher-centred’ approaches
in the classroom, in contrast to those that
hold constructivist views who adopt ‘pupil-
centred’ approaches to learning and teaching.
Beliefs have also been categorised as naïve
or sophisticated (Schommer, 1990; Brownlee
et al., 1998; Cheng et al., 2009), which provides another example of polarised theoretical positions. Brownlee et al. (1998) define
naïve beliefs as those that represent little or
no evidence of a theoretical knowledge base/
or represent a lack of relational understanding of a theoretical concept; sophisticated
beliefs are considered to reflect a theoretical
knowledge base and a relational understanding of concepts.
While the distinction between ‘traditional’ and
‘constructivist’, or ‘teacher-centred’ and ‘studentcentered’ approaches serves as a useful analytical
tool for our understanding of classroom practices
at the conceptual level, it is acknowledged that
intermingling of the conceptions ‘traditional’ and
‘constructivist’, or ‘teacher-centered’ and ‘studentcentered’, exist in classroom practices. (Cheng et al.,
2009: 320)

This distinction between theoretical conceptions and practice has similarities to
Fenstermacher’s (1994) view about the
importance of recognising differences in
formal and practical knowledge about learning and teaching. However, because of the
diversity of learners’ needs and the changing
contextual influences, teachers’ beliefs and
experiences about learning and teaching are
unlikely to fit consistently into neat conceptual categories. In the reality of practice, it is
much more likely that they are more conceptually mixed, for example when teachers
provide opportunities for pupils to interact,
investigate and construct their own learning
with teacher-led teaching included as appropriate to provide pupils with new knowledge
or knowledge to help clarify areas of confusion in their learning. Polarising views in

ways that suggest that beliefs are formulated
in terms of ‘either/or’ (Dewey, 1938 reprinted
1997) is unhelpful in supporting teachers in
developing their understanding of the complex
inter-relationship of pedagogy, curriculum
and pupils’ learning.
Schommer (1990) challenged the notion
of beliefs as one-dimensional. In relation to
epistemological beliefs, she proposed that
beliefs are conceived as a system of more-orless independent beliefs whereby individuals
may be sophisticated in some beliefs, but not
necessarily in others. In two separate studies
investigating pre-service teachers’ epistemological beliefs and beliefs about learning and
teaching, Cheng et al. (2009) and Chai et al.
(2009) found evidence to support Schommer’s
view. Their findings suggest that the student
teachers’ beliefs about learning and teaching
changed according to the particular experience
and context they were in. Cheng et al. (2009)
found that a small number of the student
teachers out of their sample of 228 students
held a mix of sophisticated and naïve beliefs,
mixed both constructivist and traditional conceptions of teaching, and employed teachercentred and pupil-centred teaching strategies
to suit pupils’ different learning needs.
…sometimes, a didactic approach was believed to
be the best choice for teaching some subjects, or
thought to be more suitable for some learners
who were less capable. (Cheng et al., 2009: 324).

In Chai et al.’s (2009) study, despite the student teachers developing a growing understanding of constructivist approaches to
learning and teaching in their course, when
faced with the uncertainties of their new role
as teachers on practicum they reverted to more
traditional teaching approaches. In explaining
their findings Chai and colleagues suggest that
different contextual conditions may evoke different epistemological resources and that the
student teachers may have multiple epistemological outlooks that are activated by different
contextual cues (Rosenberg et al., 2006).
It could be argued that this suggests that
student teachers are developing an understanding of the inter-relationship between
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curriculum and pedagogical approaches, pupil
learning needs and the context. Alternatively,
student teachers may have selected the pedagogical approaches they believe are expected
of them in certain circumstances/contexts,
even though they do not align with their own
personal beliefs. Although teachers’ personal
beliefs and experiences are only one of the
influences impacting on their classroom
practices, they may be an important factor
that acts as a lens through which the other
factors are perceived and shaped.
Cheng et al. (2009) emphasise that the
literature is divided in terms of whether is it
possible to change beliefs about learning and
teaching, particularly in relation to pre-service
teacher beliefs. Brownlee (2001) suggests
that a possible explanation for inconsistencies between epistemological beliefs and
conceptions of teaching, in relation to student
teachers, is that they are still in a transition
stage of changing from naïve to sophisticated
beliefs. In such circumstances, they suggest
that student teachers may experience some
confusion and disequilibrium when they
are encouraged to reflect on their existing
beliefs, and they may be struggling with discrepancies between pre-existing beliefs and
new information (Cheng et al., 2009). These
comments suggest a developmental view of
teachers’ beliefs – that over time they develop
and change from naïve to sophisticated
beliefs. This may well be the case in some
circumstances, but it should not be assumed
to always be the case. Polarising, naïve and
sophisticated, traditional and constructivist
and teacher-centred and pupil-centred beliefs
may lead to simplistic interpretations of the
way teachers’ beliefs and experiences influence their pedagogical approaches. This may
result in flawed notions that development in
professional practice means moving from
teacher-centred teaching to pupil-centred
or constructivist approaches in all circumstances without reflection on what is appropriate in terms of curriculum, pedagogy, the
pupils’ learning needs and the context in
which learning and teaching is taking place.
Alexander’s (2004) domains of pedagogy
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highlight the inter-relating factors that are all
at play. As Wyse et al. (2012, cited in Menter
and Hulme, 2013: 178) argue, ‘prospects for
teacher development are diminished when
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are
only weakly or mal-aligned’.
Teachers need to be supported as learners to consider curriculum, assessment and
pedagogy and the pupils’ learning needs in a
fluid and dynamic way. The starting point for
decision-making and the choice of classroom
pedagogies changes according to the context prevailing, including specific curricular
and pupil learning needs. On the one hand,
teachers have to consider what pupils already
know in relation to subject knowledge or
curricular areas, and what their next steps in
learning should be. To do this assessment,
information is needed not only to indicate to
the pupils what they know but also to guide
teachers in making decisions about their next
steps in teaching. This emphasises the interrelationship between learning–teaching and
teaching–learning, which can on occasions
go unnoticed by some teachers, particularly
when the focus is on delivering a syllabus
of content within a specific timescale. On
the other hand, the curriculum (whether it is
a framework for guidance or mandated and
prescribed) must also be considered – what
form or type of knowledge has to be learned;
what is the most appropriate way to structure
learning and teaching of the new knowledge;
and what are the over-arching educational
aims to be achieved? This illustrates the
‘intimate link between knowledge form and
curriculum organisation’ (Young and Muller,
2010: 16). In the teachers’ selection of classroom pedagogies, consideration needs to be
given to the conditions under which specific
knowledge forms are acquired and produced
and how that knowledge form interacts with
pedagogy. Teachers need to be able to manage the different types of knowledge in a way
that matches both the needs of the subject
and the learning needs of the pupils (Winch,
2013). Different types of knowledge require
teachers to make different pedagogical
choices. Young and Muller (2010) emphasise
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the importance of recognising the ‘differentiatedness’ of knowledge, pointing out that
some disciplines:
have long sequences of hierarchically-related concepts. For students, getting stuck at any rung of
the hierarchy usually means that conceptual learning stops. Other disciplines tend towards advance
through variation or diversification of concepts;
this, however, is less about concepts than it is
about different contents or content-clusters,
although there is usually a macro-conceptual
organizing principle (the ‘past’ for History and
‘space’ for Geography for example) involved. Still
others develop practically, by developing new skills
and ways of doing things. (…) Concepts, content,
and skills are embedded in each discipline, but
their relative salience is what differentiates them.
(Young and Muller, 2010: 21)

Teachers need to consider the relationship
between the different knowledge forms, the
pupils’ learning and the decisions they make
about their classroom pedagogies. For example, when propositional knowledge (‘knowledge that’) is the focus for pupils’ learning, it
may be that teacher-led instruction is appropriate. Learners cannot construct understanding
without some foundational knowledge, which
means teachers cannot always be in a facilitator role (Young and Muller, 2010). However, it
is unlikely that an instructional approach alone
will enable pupils to make sense of what is
taught, make connections to what they already
know and understand how new knowledge
relates to everyday life (‘knowing how’). In
other words, transmission of knowledge on its
own is unlikely to lead to transformation of
pupils’ understanding. As Shulman (1986)
argues, subject content is necessary but teachers also need to know their subjects from a
pedagogical perspective. It is necessary to
support pupils’ development of their own
understanding of what is taught, address misconceptions, offer alternative ways of understanding and provide new knowledge when
required. Different combinations of pedagogical approaches including instruction, facilitation or co-construction are needed – moving
between approaches as appropriate to pupils’
learning needs and the different forms of
knowledge being taught. It is in this process of

selecting classroom pedagogies that teachers
may be influenced by their beliefs about what
types of knowledge are important, how pupils
learn best and what makes for effective teaching in a particular situation. To uncover,
engage with, reflect upon and change these
beliefs, teachers need ongoing ‘opportunities
to interactively examine practice in new
ways and share practice expertise and dilemmas with peers in a community of learners’
(Conway et al., 2009: xxix).

CHANGING PERSPECTIVES IN
TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING
Recognising Teachers as
Career-Long Learners
Teachers have different personal experiences
and cannot be considered a homogenous group
when it comes to personal beliefs about knowledge, learning and teaching. The challenge for
those supporting teachers’ professional development is to understand them as individual
learners. Events and conferences, which are
mainly delivery-type sessions, do not take
account of the views that teachers already have
or the implications of those views on potential
interpretation and application of new information. Insufficient attention is given to understanding teachers as learners, particularly in
recognising that they are adult learners with
their own individual biographies, formed by
the beliefs and experiences that are personal to
them. In Mezirow’s (1997) view it is important
to recognise that adult learners are caught in
their own history and re-living it. This history,
according to him, influences the way they see
themselves, their relationships and the way
they pattern their lives – their personal theories
or frames of reference guide their action.
’Frames of reference’ are structures of assumptions
through which we understand our experiences.
They selectively shape and delimit expectations,
perceptions, cognitions and feelings. They set ‘our
line of action’. (Mezirow, 1997: 5)
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Mezirow refers to this personal paradigm as
‘meaning perspectives’ and argues that, once
set, adults have a strong tendency to reject
ideas that fail to fit preconceptions. This
highlights the need to understand teachers’
beliefs about educational aims and about
learning and teaching and engage explicitly
with them about what underpins the beliefs
they hold. According to Feiman-Nemser
(2001), a focus on teachers as learners needs
to begin with recognition that student teachers come to teacher education with beliefs
that they have developed through many years
of exposure to educational practices as a
pupil in school. She argues that student
teachers do not approach their professional
education feeling unprepared, and that takenfor-granted beliefs may mislead prospective
teachers into thinking that they know more
about teaching than they actually do.
However, these student teachers’ beliefs may
be based on simplistic views of learning and
teaching gained only from a pupil’s perspective. Yet Pajares’ research (1992), suggests
that these experiences of education can result
in deeply rooted views about learning and
teaching that can inhibit change. Pajares
research is not new, but supporting teachers
as learners to confront their prior beliefs and
experiences and reflect on their impact on
learning and teaching is seldom an integral
element of professional development opportunities. Account is not taken sufficiently of
Mezirow’s (1997) recommendation that adult
learners need to be critically aware of the
assumptions that influence the way they see
the world and act in it – familiar assumptions
have to be challenged in order for new directions to be taken. Timperley et al.’s (2007)
synthesis of best evidence of teachers’ professional learning showed that effective professional development recognises (rather
than ignores) the theories that teachers bring
with them.
Teachers cannot be expected to explore
possible alternatives to their thinking and
ways of being and acting in the classroom
on their own. Any consideration of teachers as learners needs structural and cultural
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changes to support teachers’ reflection on
their beliefs and their impact on practice.
This shift in culture needs to begin in initial
teacher education. This requires clearly identified and ongoing opportunities for student
teachers and teacher educators to explore and
share their own personal beliefs and experiences of learning and teaching together. The
struggle for sense-making of possible alternatives to learning and teaching challenges
teachers and teacher educators’ thinking and
puts the focus firmly on searching for understanding through critical enquiry (Livingston
and Shiach, 2010). This demands personal
and professional changes from everyone.
Feiman-Nemser (2001) is critical of preservice programmes, suggesting that they do
not do enough to engage with student teachers’ prior views. She puts it bluntly, saying
that typical pre-service programmes are weak
interventions compared with the influence
of student teachers’ own schooling. Like
Mezirow, her view is that student teachers’
images and beliefs serve as filters for making sense of the knowledge and experiences
they encounter, and they can function as barriers hindering change. These views have roots
in Dewey’s theory of experience (1938: 27),
which suggests that everything depends on
the quality of previous experience. According
to Dewey ‘the principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both takes
up something from those which have gone
before and modifies in some way the quality
of those which come after’ (1938: 35), and
‘a given experience may increase a person’s
automatic skill in a particular direction and yet
tend to land him in a groove or a rut; the effect
(…) is to narrow the field of further experience’ (1938: 26). Without engaging explicitly
with deeply embedded beliefs and challenging them during initial teacher education
they can continue to influence what teachers
do in the classroom (Darling-Hammond and
MacDonald, 2000; Feiman-Nemser, 2001;
Livingston and Shiach, 2010).
The Teaching and Learning International
Survey (TALIS), (OECD, 2014) is a large-scale
international survey involving 34 countries
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and the results suggest that the influence of
teachers’ established beliefs about knowledge and about learning and teaching is an
issue that is not limited to a small number of
education systems. The findings concur with
research concerning the impact of teachers’
own pedagogical experiences, and it demonstrates the importance of recognising teachers as learners not only in initial teacher
education but also throughout their careers.
It cannot be assumed that teachers’ beliefs
and experiences will change over time without support to enable them to engage with
their beliefs and experiences in an explicit
way. Rebmann et al. (2015) argue that developmental models of epistemic beliefs act on
the assumption that with ongoing experience
teachers gradually develop epistemic beliefs
that are conducive to teaching (Brownlee,
2004; Topcu, 2011). However, as MorineDershimer and Corrigan (1997) say:
The strength of traditional prior beliefs, reinforced
by experiences as students and teachers, makes
real change extremely difficult. Teachers implementing mandated changes interpret those mandates through the screen of their prior beliefs,
modifying…desired reform strategies. New practices require new beliefs. (…) In changing beliefs,
individuals must reconcile or realign other related
beliefs to resolve conflicts and contradictions, and
come to terms with what actions guided by previous beliefs meant. Such cognitive reorganization is
not easily or quickly accomplished. (MorineDershimer and Corrigan, 1997: 308)

Recognition that confronting beliefs and
experiences is not an issue that is only relevant to student teachers is challenging for
teachers. It requires ongoing opportunities
and structured support to develop teachers’
capacity to learn from their practice and from
each other. If educational change depends on
teachers, and effective teacher learning leads
to improved knowledge and skill, then it is
crucial to develop sustained teacher learning
as a portal through which change and education reforms can be realised (Kooy and van
Veen, 2012). Student teachers and teachers
need to come to understand that their learning
is an integral part of teaching (Feiman-Nemser,

2001; Livingston and Shiach, 2010). However,
identifying themselves as learners is likely to
be uncomfortable for many teachers, particularly for experienced teachers whose identity
is one of an expert in their subject area or
stage of education. A deeper understanding of
teachers as learners and of the practices necessary to support and challenge their learning
can only be achieved by exploring their
beliefs and experiences through dialogue. As
Bernstein suggests, ‘If we want to understand
how pedagogic processes shape consciousness differentially, I do not see how this can
be done without some means of analysing the
forms of communication which bring this
about’ (2000: 4).

Professional Learning to
Support and Challenge
Teachers as Learners
Future Directions
Teacher learning is based on the powerful idea
that teachers are not just teachers, but also learners. In preparing to teach; in interacting with students, colleagues and other professionals; and in
the act of teaching, teachers are engaged in learning to build their professional knowledge. (Wallace
and Mulholland, 2012: 64)

The development of a continuum of careerlong teacher education has become a key
focus of policymakers (Livingston, 2012).
This is evident in the proliferation of reports
focusing on teacher education over the professional lifecycle (Conway et al., 2009). These
policies recognise that teachers’ learning
needs to continually change over time for a
wide range of reasons, including their individual circumstances, the pupils they teach,
the curriculum and the context in which they
work. However, policies that recognise the
need for career-long professional learning
are not sufficient in enabling meaningful
professional learning to become a reality for
teachers, particularly in coming to new understandings of the inter-relationship of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy through
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dialogue with their peers. It is necessary to
re-vision teachers’ professional learning to
give greater recognition to ongoing in-school
support for teachers. This requires teacher
reflection and dialogue to be recognised as a
valuable and a legitimate form of professional
learning by teachers and school leaders.
…if we want schools to produce more powerful
learning on the part of students, we have to offer
more powerful learning opportunities to teachers’
(Feiman-Nemser 2001: 1014)

As Conway et al. (2009) point out, the development of teachers as learners needs teachers
who have a disposition to learning, as well as a
supportive learning climate in school. Mentors
have increasingly been identified as central to
supporting new teachers’ learning (Hobson
et al., 2009; Livingston et al., 2011) and a
growing number of studies (Orland-Barak,
2001; Livingston and Shiach, 2013a, 2013b)
indicate that the positive outcomes of quality
mentoring extend beyond newly qualified
teachers. However, greater understanding of
what ‘quality mentoring’ in the context of
career-long professional learning means is
essential. Too often mentoring programmes
are not founded on a depth of understanding
of the meaning or the processes of effective
mentoring (Livingston and Shiach, 2014).
Attempting to implement mentoring without
training for mentors and without considering
the conditions needed in school to support
the mentors and teachers as learners could
be counterproductive. Teachers cannot be
expected to be able to take up the role of a
peer-mentor without ongoing training and a
supportive learning environment. Livingston
and Shiach (2014) found that the development
of trust between colleagues was essential and
that the mentors had to be recognised by their
peers as having credibility. However, the teachers in their study had different views about
what constituted credibility, suggesting that
different mentors were required according to
the teachers’ specific learning needs. The mentors highlighted the importance of training to
develop a language of learning to support and
challenge adult learners, to increase their own
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understanding of the inter-relationship of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy and to
explore different ways to build trusting relationships with their peers.
According to Hobson et al., (2009) mentoring is more likely to be successful when it takes
place in schools characterised by collegial
learning cultures. This means greater attention
needs to be given to the learning environment
and leadership of teacher learning in schools.
School structures need to provide dedicated
time to enable teachers to reflect upon their
pedagogical beliefs and experiences through
structured conversations with their peers,
which explore ‘the what, why and how’ of
what teachers do, and the possible alternative ways of acting and being (Livingston
and Shiach, 2013a, 2013b, 2014). The focus
of these mentoring conversations should be
grounded in the reality of the teacher’s own
practice with recognisable benefits for the
teacher’s and mentor’s professional learning and their pupils’ learning. This requires
a collaborative enquiry approach to explore
problematic issues in learning and teaching,
uncover assumptions and misconceptions,
explore possible alternatives and identify
practical next steps; however, as van Veen et
al. (2012) argue, schools are set up for pupil
learning not teacher learning. They emphasise,
‘teacher learning requires a different design,
culturally and structurally’ to pupil learning
(2012: 16). Enabling teachers to confront their
beliefs and experiences and to identify the
impact they have on their classroom pedagogies requires not only well-trained mentors but
also strong support from the school leadership
to create and maintain a cultural environment
for teacher learning. Crucially, it also requires
teachers to recognise themselves as learners
throughout their careers.
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Visual Art
Richard Hickman and Rebecca Heaton

INTRODUCTION
In the twenty-first century we live in a
society where art is a central component to
our everyday existence (Duncum, 2001).
Distinguishing art or identifying art as
knowledge (Eisner, 2008) that is our new
challenge. We know that art in our society
means something unique to every individual
(Hickman, 2005) and we know that art as a
concept undergoes change, particularly in
this globalised economy (Grierson, 2011).
With this in mind, it is imperative to reflect
on the art education which our current and
future generations of young people encounter, to ensure they receive an art education
that is creative, expressive and purposeful.
All people in society have an entitlement
to an education in art; Article 1 of the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization’s declaration (UNESCO, 1990)
asserts that ‘Every person – child, youth and
adult – shall be able to benefit from educational opportunities designed to meet their
basic learning needs’. We need to ask ‘what

are basic learning needs’? They are often,
at least in the UK, listed as the three Rs of
‘reading, ‘riting and ‘rithmatic’. An alternative interpretation of the three Rs, supported
by Professor Bruce Archer is ‘reading and
writing; reckoning and figuring; wroughting
and wrighting’ – the final pair referring to
making in various forms (Archer, 1979: 19).
Making is a central component to the generation of meaning in art (Sullivan, 1993). The
United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC, 1989a, 1989b) contains
at least two articles that refer to the necessity
of artistic activity: Article 13 refers to the fact
that freedom of expression includes the right
to share information in any way they choose,
including by talking, drawing or writing;
Article 31, concerned with leisure, play and
culture, asserts that children have the right to
relax and play, and to participate in a wide
range of cultural, artistic and recreational
activities. In the current practice of art education parallels exist with these values, and
research suggests (Grubbs, 2012; Heaton,
2014a) that art education should help children
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to understand their own knowledge creation.
Art should provide a platform to contextualize ideas, give learners a voice, enable
critique, enhance skills in visual literacy and
align with changes in popular culture.
In this chapter, we therefore advocate a
learner-centred view of education in art and
note that learners’ needs vary over time. We
recognise that these needs are in keeping
with contemporary notions of human ‘nature’
and support progress in our understanding
of human development. Moving forward
we present a developmental account of art
learning and put forward a model for teaching and learning that reflects the ideologies
and rationales (Eisner, 1986, 2002; Sullivan,
1993; Duncum, 2004; Steers, 2011, 2014) of
a contemporary art education. In doing so we
focus fundamental questions on the role of
assessment in art and question some of the
controversies and approaches to assessment
in art, which are pertinent in an age where
performance in all areas of the curriculum is
closely monitored and quantified (Leong and
Qui, 2013). We question not only how we can
provide a contemporary art education, but
also how we can assess one.
It is our view that art making (and aesthetic
appreciation) is not only a human right, but
also an innate human need. To avoid getting
entangled in arguments about the nature of
art, which is a social construct, we use the
term ‘creating and conferring aesthetic significance’ to cover the range of activities that
relate to art making and art appreciation. We
believe that a lack of opportunity to engage
in creating aesthetic significance leads to an
unhealthy and essentially unfulfilled life. Art
enables people to access ‘voice’, be it visual,
auditory or kinaesthetic through expression in
their artwork or through their own cognition
(Heaton, 2014b). Voice enables communication and this communication can engender
change. Engagement in art empowers cognition (Sullivan, 2005; Tavin, 2010), contributing to both personal and social development
in society.
Young children experiment with mark
making and this develops into different but

vital semiotic systems. Nelson Goodman’s
ideas, especially his work in aesthetics, such
as Languages of Art (1968), have drawn
attention to the notion of art as a symbol system; this raises the issue of art making as a crucial and innate human capacity. We begin with
a short overview of some recent art education
history to give a context and provide a background for our overview of the nature of art
in schools, in particular the balance between
declarative and procedural knowledge in art –
that is, ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’.
We then give a critical account of trends in
assessment and examination in art education.

‘KNOWING THAT’ AND ‘KNOWING
HOW’ IN SCHOOL ART – SOME
HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Debates in art education during the past century have been concerned with the apparently
opposing educational philosophies of subjectcentred and student-centred approaches.
Read (1943), in a pioneering and influential
book, referred to the former as being concerned with ‘didacticism’ (that is, concerned
with instruction based on the transmission of
knowledge and skills) and the latter as ‘originating activity’ (that is, concerned with facilitating creative expression). Read advocated
a synthesis of these two approaches in the
teaching of art. In a similar way, Lowenfeld
(1947) referred to the need to cater to the
artistic predilections of both the visual child
who strives towards naturalism in representation and the haptic child who interprets the
world in an expressive way. The work of
Lowenfeld was very influential in the UK
and the US in advocating a child-centred,
process-based approach to art education.
Lowenfeld emphasized the importance of the
growth and development of the child as a
primary goal for art education, an approach
that characterised much of art education until
relatively recently.
Field (1970) noted the beginning of a
change in emphasis in the late 1960s, arguing
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for a more balanced art education that is
concerned with both ‘the integrity of children and the integrity of art’ (1970: 55). In
doing so, Field advocated a move towards a
subject-centred approach, asserting that the
art teacher ‘must move with some freedom
through the realms of philosophy, criticism,
history’ (1970: 122). In the UK, this heralded
the start of a fundamental change in art education. The past 30-plus years have seen a
shift of emphasis away from child-centred
art education towards a more subject-centred
approach, with an attendant emphasis upon
assessable activities. An exception to this,
however, is in early childhood education,
where the child has remained central; learning in or through art is led by the child’s
inquisitiveness and an expectation is placed
on the facilitator to develop learning in this
creative way (Tutchell, 2014).
The theoretical foundations for the development of subject-centred curricula for art in
the US were laid at a seminar in art education
research and curriculum development at the
Pennsylvania State University in 1966. In particular, a paper by Barkan (1962), ‘Transition
in art education’, based on Bruner’s (1960)
conception of the structure of a discipline,
presented the concept that art curriculum
development should be derived from its disciplinary sources: the artist, art historian, art
critic and the aesthetician.
This approach was adopted by Eisner
(1968) in his influential curriculum development study known as the ‘Stanford Kettering
Project’, but it was not until its endorsement
by the Getty Centre for Education in the Visual
Arts that the subject- or discipline-
centred
approach to art education came of age. Greer
(1984) coined the phrase 
‘discipline-based
art education’ (DBAE), characterising it as
drawing form and content from four professional roles – artist, art historian, art critic
and aesthetician.
In the UK, Allison (1982) presented an argument for a re-evaluation of the purpose and
content of art and design curricula, stressing the
need for learning in art to be cumulative and
systematic, covering four inter-related areas
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or ‘domains’: the Expressive/Productive
Domain; the Perceptual Domain; the
Analytical/Critical Domain; and the
Historical/Cultural Domain. This model,
which emphasises the need for a balance
between cognitive and affective aspects of
art, helped to establish an analytical, critical and historical dimension to art in UK
schools. Prior to this there was also a significant change in attitudes during the late
1970s, particularly in England, which moved
towards a greater concern for assessment and
accountability, culminating in the Education
Reform Act. After the Education Reform Act
in 1988, when a National Curriculum for art
and design was put in place, this dimension
became enshrined in most British schools;
it was known in the first instance as ‘knowledge and understanding’. Some arts educators, notably Malcolm Ross, then Chair of
the National Association for Education in the
Arts, protested strongly against the notion of
increased assessment in the arts; he saw it as
undermining the very essence of what makes
arts subjects worthwhile (Ross et al., 1993).
The value, necessity and type of assessment
used in art still remain areas of deliberation
(Hope and Wait, 2013), and yet feedback is
accepted as crucial (Andrade et al., 2014).
Feedback allows learners to take ownership
for their learning in art, through methods
such as self-teaching and self-assessment,
suggesting that perhaps it is the notion of
assessment that needs reconceptualising
(Andrade et al., 2014).

ASSESSMENT IN ART
There is a history of antipathy towards assessment in the arts in general, although protagonists are not necessarily against assessment,
but against examining. The difference is that
assessment can be formative, aiding the development of learners; whilst examining requires
artwork to be judged in response to a set of
preconceived criteria. Although Ross (1986a)
asserts that examination in the arts is both
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impracticable and undesirable, Eisner (1974)
affirms that it is ‘educationally irresponsible’
for a teacher not to evaluate artwork and that
‘as teachers we are concerned not simply with
bringing about change, but with bringing
about desirable change’ (1974: 13). However,
we should point out that the important word
here is ‘evaluate’ – not examine. We owe it to
our students to give them feedback on their
performance and, of course, to effect ‘desirable
change’ by helping develop young people’s
knowledge, skills and understanding with
regard to art.
We are grateful to Ross (1986b) for articulating a lucid argument against examinations.
He highlights several undesirable aspects, the
most important of which is their partiality –
they can only examine the examinable. Ross
(1986b) also asserts that the inherently competitive nature of examinations is anathema
to creative practice; experimentation by
students could be discouraged as could curriculum innovation. It has to be said that the
notion that ‘competition’ is an inherently bad
thing seems somewhat naïve, even in the arts.
The partiality of formal assessment processes,
such as examinations, is perhaps the most
important negative trait and this remains, as
does the fact that ‘direct art experience’ (socalled by Ross) cannot be assessed in any
meaningful way. Some teachers also worry
that assessment can introduce elements of
judgment or criticism, which can inhibit the
creative, supportive relationship needed with
students – there is indeed a tension between
support and criticism. In a subject area where
personal response is valued highly, feedback
needs to be done empathetically and sensitively. When done well, assessment in Art &
Design involves the judgment of a process
or a product within a framework of shared
values – personal ideas that are shared through
negotiation (Lindström, 2012; Schönau, 2012).
In addition, it is important to understand
that the status of art and design education
relies to some extent upon its accountability.
Assessing students’ achievement in art and
design within the context of an internationally recognised examination is seen to give

the subject credibility in the eyes of those
who would otherwise see it as a fringe activity
(Graham and Sims-Gunzenhauser, 2009).
The value of learning through art, as
opposed to learning about art, is also becoming increasingly common in pre-adolescent
schooling (Souto-Manning and James, 2008),
that is, in elementary or primary school, and
also in post-adolescent practice because of its
value of enhancing development across the
curriculum (Lindström, 2012). We do recognise, however, that internationally the extent
to which this practice is being implemented
is changeable. There is often (or should be) a
greater emphasis on creating an atmosphere of
play and experimentation – learning through
discovery, particularly in pre-adolescent and
early education.
We would suggest that assessment in this
context is entirely inappropriate, unless it is
based upon comparing an individual child’s
present performance with past performances.
Even then, however, we must ask ourselves
‘What are we looking for in a child’s artwork?’ Is it technical skill? Creativity?
Neatness? Whatever it is, we think that we
should look for evidence of conceptual development because it relates to visual form – this
includes evidence of an appreciation of art
and design work from other cultures, in addition to one’s own. Referring here to culture
in its broadest form, as identified by Taylor
(2001), definitions of the term ‘culture’ are
changeable. Culture is a developing facet and
possesses its own chronology, one that both
pupils and teachers navigate through their
engagement with art. Nevertheless, there are
many things in art that are ‘un-assessable’,
and those things should perhaps remain
‘un-assessed’. For example, metaphors – an
artist may make a conscious decision not to
expose an element of their artwork to the
viewer or they may disguise it in an alternative form. Does this require assessment?
Assessment, in all of its various forms, is
said to help make clear the teacher’s aims and
recognise students’ achievement(s), enabling
reflection. However, the climate of performativity that appears to pervade education in
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many countries is characterised by an undue
emphasis on measurement and accountability (Davis-Soylu et al., 2011; Gruber, 2008).
The preferred model for teaching and learning amongst those who effect educational
policy continues to be based on an ‘objectives’ model, for the simple reason that it is
the most convenient way to ascertain whether
a required piece of learning has been taught
with efficiency. Eisner (2002) reminds us of
the connotations of ‘efficiency’,
Efficiency is largely a virtue for the tasks we don’t
like to do; few of us like to eat a great meal efficiently or to participate in a wonderful conversation efficiently. What we enjoy the most we linger
over. A school system designed with an overriding
commitment to efficiency may produce outcomes
that have little enduring quality (2002: xiii).

Such a system inevitably drains the joy out of
learning. Finney (2002), in writing about
what is important in assessing aesthetic
learning, comments that learning needs to be
experiential, physical, sensory, eventful,
memorable and engage the whole personality
of the learner. It needs to embrace the mysterious creative personality of the learner in
making sense of feelings, attitudes, values
and dispositions. If this is the case then
clearly, it is not appropriate to decide in
advance what precisely will be learnt (Finney,
2002: 9). Finney here is referring to the pervasiveness of the approach to teaching and
learning that pre-specifies what is to be
learnt, along with criteria for assessment that
are linked directly to the pre-specified goals.
Finney’s opinion aligns more effectively with
the current research that argues for the art
experience to be experimental (Lindström,
2012; Tutchell, 2014) and the assessment to
be learner-centred (Andrade et al., 2014).
Art as a subject requires the adoption of a
progressive dynamic between the teacher and
student in order to generate ongoing assessment discourse. Sensitive dialogue between
teacher and learner can be generated here, and
this use of continuous negotiated assessment
can support learning progression. This recognition of the symbiotic process of art making
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by both parties mirrors the nature of art making itself. Both making and responding are
integral to the creative process – a painter,
sculptor or performer makes a mark, move
or gesture; steps back; analyses the result
and then proceeds with a judgment about
the next move. The creation and appraisal
become inseparable components and, as suggested by Duncum (2002) and Payne (2012),
it is this coalition that leads to the generation
of understanding. This process of reflective
appraisal may, however, be experienced as a
seamless intuitive process that is free, spontaneous and tacit. It could occur both in the
moment of production but also as a thought
external to the event of making.
A gradual move away from nurturing
young people seems to have occurred in art
education in many countries, despite research
into its success (Nevanen et al., 2014; Philips
et al., 2010). The artwork that school students
are expected to produce is increasingly in danger of being work that conforms to a system
that values work that is deemed assessable,
and so the partiality of assessment becomes
an even more significant issue. If the notions
of risk, change and experimentation that
enable artistic development to occur become
obsolete in our assessment experience, we
could be faced with a stagnant art education.
Examinations can have the effect of perpetuating orthodoxies. There is a suspicion that
examination boards reward ‘safe work’, but
more troubling to some is the notion that teaching at the younger age levels is affected by the
requirements of examinations. This notion has
been examined in detail by Mason et al. (2005)
in a systematic review. They reviewed eight
empirical research studies on the use of assessment in art education and found little evidence
to support the idea that curricula in art is determined by examination requirements.
We distinguish between assessing the products of learning from school art lessons from
the kind of objects produced by artists, objects
that would normally draw upon aesthetic criteria to determine their value. Assessment of
these products, produced in former school art
lessons, is assessment of items that look like
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art objects, but are more accurately described
as physical evidence of learning and are not
examples of unsophisticated art. However,
any assessment procedure has the potential to
reduce learning in art to activities that have
little to do with things that many associate
with the subject, such as intuition, expression,
vision and experimentation – the very things
that in our view ought to remain un-assessed,
yet still acknowledged. If aesthetic learning
is to have any real value in an individual’s
educational life, it must include learning
how to enjoy making and experimenting,
with its attendant necessity of being free to
fail, and learning how to become positively
affected towards a range of cultural artefacts.
We must ask ourselves, therefore, whether
the enhanced status given to art by formal
assessment procedures is worth the loss of
that which gives the subject its character. We
assert that assessment should be characterised by its focus upon individuals’ personal
progress, comparing present performance
with previous performance. To do this in any
meaningful way, it should be portfolio-based
and take the form of a negotiated dialogue
between the teacher and the student (Andrade
et al., 2014; Lindström, 2012; Schönau,
2012). We maintain that it is not the nature of
assessment that is the problem; it is the value
that is given to it – and we need to demote the
status of it. In art, this would entail celebrating the essential qualities of aesthetic making and the activities that make art teaching
worthwhile, including the freedom to fail and
the security of knowing that what is personal,
idiosyncratic and challenging of convention
will not be judged against some remote and
impersonal standard.

DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY
AND ART EDUCATION
Hickey (1975) studied intellectual factors
in art appreciation through an analysis of
the development of 26 critical abilities.
She established a matrix of perceptual and

cognitive abilities for art criticism based on
developmental stages of cognitive growth.
Ninety ‘elementary and middle school’ children from an American urban school were
asked to respond to artworks using Feldman’s
(1970) strategy for art criticism, which is
based around the four student activities of
Description, Formal Analysis, Interpretation
and Evaluation. Hickey equated emphasis on
each of these activities with stages of development originally identified by Piaget
(1952). Thus Description was related to critical abilities associated with observation;
Formal Analysis was related to concrete
operations, and Interpretation and Evaluation
were related to the development of interpretive and judgmental skills at the stage of
formal operations. Hickey’s study indicated
that intellectual development determined
development in art critical abilities.
A project that has focused more particularly on developmental psychology and its
role in art education is Harvard’s Project Zero,
informed by Nelson Goodman’s philosophy
and overseen initially by Howard Gardner.
Gardner has published extensively in this area
(see, for example, 1973, 1980, 1982, 1990;
Gardner and Perkins, 1989), investigating
the relationship between children’s affective
and cognitive development in art and stages
of intellectual development. According to
Gardner, artistic development can occur outside the processes of formal operations, and
by the age of 7, children’s symbol systems
will have become increasingly identified
with cultural conventions. In other words,
there is a movement from the private to the
public domain. Development after this age is
said to be a process of refinement, building
upon existing skills and understandings. This
does not necessarily contradict the findings
of Hickey (1975) nor the subsequent work of
Stuart (1989) because their work was concerned with language-based critical development (which could be said to be associated
with Bruner’s ‘Symbolic’ phase (Bruner,
1960) rather than with the development of the
process of art making. Elsewhere, however,
Gardner and co-workers have investigated
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children’s responses to artworks from a
developmental perspective (for example,
Gardner et al., 1975).
The study reported by Gardner et al.
(1975) focused on a group of 121 4–16-yearolds and revealed that children’s levels of
response to artworks could be associated
with three age bands. The subjects’ responses
were grouped initially by age of the respondents as well as by level of maturity reflected
in their responses. There was such an overlap between chronological age and what
might be termed ‘developmental stage’ that
the two groupings were collapsed together.
‘Immature’ response were mainly found, not
surprisingly, amongst the 54 4–7-year-olds;
‘Intermediate’ or ‘Transitional’ responses
were generally found amongst the 51
8–12-year-olds; and ‘Mature’ responses were
typically found amongst the 16 14–16-yearolds. An open-ended ‘clinical’ procedure was
employed by the researchers, which allowed
freedom to probe and follow up responses.
The interviewees were shown various works
of art and asked questions about them, such
as ‘where did it come from?’ and ‘could you
make it too?’
Typically, the youngest subjects revealed
the most basic misconceptions about the
nature of art, for example a reported type
of response suggested that paintings simply come into being by arising out of the
paper. The middle ‘Transitional’ group gave
a ‘mixture of mature and immature views’,
but certain characteristics were evident,
such as a rather rigidly held view of art as
striving towards realism. Additionally, the
subjects’ responses to questions were seen
to be extremely literal, with no generalised
interpretation of the questions asked, and
the responses given were based on the most
concrete interpretations. The rigid views of
the Transitional group were replaced in the
oldest group by a tolerance of diverse artistic judgments, in some cases to the point
where almost anything was acceptable as art.
Although the oldest respondents appeared
to hold a more complex and sophisticated
view of art, they were reported to have little
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awareness of the formal requirements of a
work and had not completely broken away
from a view of art as a mechanical process or
at an attempt at literal realism (Gardner et al.,
1975: 65). This observation calls into question the designation of ‘Mature’ as applied to
this group of adolescents. It seems reasonable
to assume that between the ages of 11 and
16, there exists a wider range of understandings of art and art concepts, including more
sophisticated notions as to the nature of art,
and that the designation ‘Mature’ would be
more appropriately applied to a more sophisticated type of response.
Gardner et al. (1975) also reported that artworks were not ‘universally’ seen as essentially related to aspects of human cognition
(rather than, for example, motor skills) until
adolescence. Many of the respondents in the
14–16-year-old group revealed an appreciation of expressive and personal aspects of
art. With respect to the formal properties of
artwork, there was apparently less evidence
of development across age. Regarding the
question of when a work is finished, it was
reported that ‘subjects of the older groups
did not reveal appreciably greater sophistication’ than younger respondents. There
appeared to be a lack of understanding of
aesthetic criteria, as evidenced in the typical
response ‘when the canvas is covered’. Very
few subjects gave what Gardner et al. (1975:
62) considered to be the ‘intuitively correct
response’ that a painting is finished when it
‘seems right’.
Wolf (1988) (who was also associated with
Project Zero) conducted research that identified three developmental phases with regard
to art, each with its own distinctive way of
inquiring, observing and making. The first
phase, from 4 to 7 years of age, is characterised by judgement criteria being based upon
rudimentary preferences – children in this
phase can ‘decode pictures’ and can interpret
to some extent, but their interpretations are
limited by a relative inability to distinguish
between pictures and the objects that they
represent. During Wolf’s second phase, from
8 to 12 years of age, the effect of conventional
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education (particularly the learning of visual
conventions and culturally specific rules
for image making) brings an intolerance of
artworks that break such rules. The third of
Wolf’s phases is associated with the 13–18
years age range. During this phase, according
to Wolf, adolescents become more sensitive
to the work of mature artists and can see the
relationship between form and content; older
adolescents can begin to distinguish between
technical and expressive skills and can begin
to see the difference between what they like
and what is considered by others to be good.
It should be emphasised, however, that only
those who have received appropriate tuition
reach the more sophisticated levels of this
third phase. This is recognised by Wolf and is
in keeping with Feldman’s (1980) theory of
‘non-universal’ cognitive development.
Parsons (1987) undertook a long-term
study examining children’s and adults’
responses to art in the light of his understanding of developmental psychology. He formulated a series of five developmental stages that
related to different levels of response to artworks, focusing on four areas. Three of these
areas are aspects of artworks: subject matter,
emotional expression and medium form and
style. The fourth area, which was termed by
Parsons as ‘the nature of judgment’, became
most important at what Parsons termed ‘level
five’ – the highest level. Parsons’ five stages
are described briefly as follows:
Stage 1 is characterised by a sensuous
response to paintings. Where subject matter
is discernable, it is responded to according
to its associations: ‘I like it because of the
dog. We’ve got a dog and its name is Toby’
(Parsons, 1987: 22). At this stage, paintings
are judged on the basis of their association
with other experiences – and liking a painting is the same as judging it.
Stage 2 is characterised by the emphasis on
the importance of representation. Aesthetic
judgment is on the basis of the extent to
which recognisable things are realistically
depicted. The depiction of beautiful or
attractive subject matter makes the painting

better: ‘You expect something beautiful,
like a lady in a boat, or two deer in the
mountains’ (Parsons, 1987: 22).
Stage 3 is characterised by a concern for the
expressive and emotional aspects of art,
often to the exclusion of other considerations: ‘You’ve got to have a gut feeling for
it. It doesn’t matter what the critics say
about form and technique’ (Parsons, 1987:
23). The Emotionalist criteria of originality
and depth of feeling are used as yardsticks
at Stage 3. Parsons noted that there is ‘skepticism’ about the possibility of objective
judgments about art and about the value of
talking about painting.
Stage 4 is characterised by an awareness of
painting as a social phenomenon, existing
within a historical and cultural tradition.
There is a concern for and awareness of
style and form, and because art is seen as
belonging to the public domain, reference
is made to the views of others.
Stage 5 is characterised by an ability to play
with and reconstruct the meanings associated with artworks through appraising
critically the values that underpin meaning. Within the frame of social discourse
this judgment is seen as an individual
responsibility.
It can be seen from these descriptions of
the five stages that there are parallels with
Kohlberg’s (1981) stages of moral development. This is to be expected because Parsons
acknowledges the influence of Kohlberg upon
his own theoretical framework. However, the
adoption by Parsons of Kohlberg’s work as
the model for his developmental theory has
been criticised by Goldsmith and Feldman
(1988: 86), who felt that the model ‘leads
to a confusion of moral, social, and cultural forces in the development of aesthetic
judgment’. Goldsmith and Feldman state
that Kohlberg’s theory does not offer a sufficiently broad account of cognitive development, noting that the highest level of
moral development is not acquired without
‘sustained instructional effort’ and is therefore not universally achieved (although the
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sequence of acquisition is, like other stage
theories, universally invariant and inviolate).
Goldsmith and Feldman’s (1988) principal
criticism of Parsons’ work is his omission of
any reference to the distinction between universal and non-universal cognitive domains,
an area in which Feldman has published
extensively (for example, Feldman, 1980).
By this, they imply that because not everyone
is engaged in art activities, any development
in the artistic domain is going to be nonuniversal, that is, restricted. Parsons (1987),
however, claims that the aesthetic domain (if
not the artistic) is universal, at least at the less
sophisticated levels of achievement, and that
mastery in any domain, including Piaget’s
stage of Formal Operations, is dependent to
a greater or lesser extent upon instruction.
More serious criticism concerns Parsons’
methodology, in particular his sample of
interviewees who ‘do not represent a careful
sample of any population’ (Parsons, 1987:
18), and his choice of artworks, which consisted of a set of eight reproductions. Parsons
based his stage theory for aesthetic development on interviews of ‘over’ 300 people
of various ages, conducted over a period of
‘almost’ 10 years. Despite the time frame
for this investigation, it is not a longitudinal
study, and each respondent appears to have
been interviewed only once, with the interview consisting of an hour’s ‘gentle questioning’ (1987: 11). The material used to elicit
responses were all reproductions of Western
paintings that were produced between 1820
and 1936 (including two by Picasso, painted
in the same year). There are several problems
associated with the use of this stimulus material: first, reproductions of artworks are not
artworks, and give no indication of actual size
(for example, Picasso’s Guernica used in the
study is over 25-feet long), nor do they give
sufficient indication of the originals’ surface
qualities. Second, the reproductions were all
of paintings, and so any conclusions drawn
from responses to them would refer only to
paintings, not art in general. Third, most of
the paintings referred to were well known
and there would therefore be a possibility
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that responses to them would be ‘text-book’
type responses. Moreover, their visual power
could have been reduced as a result of over
exposure. Fourth, the eight paintings chosen
were limited to a narrow geographical and
chronological range, reflecting Parsons’s bias
towards work of a highly expressive nature.
This last point is particularly important
because it relates to Parsons’s overall view of
the nature of art and therefore to his theory
about ‘how we understand art’. It could be
said that the ‘we’ in the title of his book refers
only to himself and some of ‘the ordinary
people living in and around Salt Lake City’
(1987: 18). However, the relevant literature
seems to indicate that the development of
artistic understanding is related to general
maturation, although it is dependent, particularly at the more sophisticated levels, upon
environmental factors such as instruction.

A PROPOSED MODEL FOR
UNDERSTANDING ART
A fundamental question is what distinguishes
levels (of knowledge and understanding) that
are acquired ‘naturally’, that is, through natural development, from levels that can only be
attained through instruction? The answer to
this lies to some extent in defining the nature
of instruction. It is likely that very little learning would occur naturally in the absence of
appropriate stimuli. However, most Western
adolescents are exposed to an extremely wide
range of powerful stimuli – unknown before
the age of mass communication – that exert a
strong influence as well as complementing
(rather than conflicting with) formal
schooling.
Novice–expert approaches to teaching and learning in art can be criticised for
being prescriptive in that they impose adult
standards onto children; however, by examining the nature of the differences in understanding between novices and experts, it is
possible to determine how learners become
more sophisticated. One important constraint
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to concept learning in art, as with other subject areas, is that existing knowledge is often
compartmentalised, and concepts are often
introduced to students only in relation to, for
example, studio practice. Moreover, learners’
understanding of concepts might remain at a
naïve level when learning is associated only
with specific contexts. Teachers will therefore need to introduce students to concepts in
a variety of different contexts so that knowledge can be organised around a wide range
of experiences.
A dynamic inter-relation between ‘learning about’ and ‘making’ art is, we maintain, a
balanced and educationally sound approach.
Whether one teaches principally about art or
facilitates art making is perhaps unimportant;
it is likely that most art teachers would say
that they do both. This, however, raises many
more questions about the nature of the art
(the canon and its related orthodoxies) to
which students are exposed. We have, for
example, the ‘DAMP HEMs’ (Hickman,
2014) syndrome – the ubiquity of Dead
Artists, Mainly Painters, Heterosexual,
European and Male – in far too many art
lessons, at the expense of artists who have
not been ‘canonised’ or promoted by the art
establishment and the concerns of capital.
Nevertheless, what is variously known as
‘critical and contextual studies’, ‘art appreciation’ or ‘art criticism’ (Hickman, 2005;
Taylor, 1986) within art education is probably here to stay and is an integral feature of
art lessons in many countries.
Assuming that a balanced art curriculum
will attend to response as well as production, it is clearly necessary to consider the
kind of art to which students will respond.
Hamblen (1991) considers the issue of allowing students to choose their own art objects
for critical appraisal (as opposed to the
teacher choosing art objects that have status
only in the ‘art world’). Fundamental to this
issue is that art should be made meaningful to students; to do this it is necessary to
shift the focus of art criticism and aesthetic
response back towards the student. The art
viewing strategy that has been suggested

by Feldman (1970) could be described as a
subject-
centred approach to responding to
art objects; subsequent approaches to understanding art in the classroom have been
formulated that have refined and developed
Feldman’s suggested approach (for example,
Feinstein, 1989), but they have tended to
be rather complex and dependent upon students’ verbal skills.
A more sophisticated approach was formulated by Eisner (1972), who proposed a
model for art criticism that was comprised
of six ‘dimensions’ of critical judgments.
The first of Eisner’s categories was termed
the ‘experiential dimension’, referring to
how the artwork affects the observer – what
a pupil experiences when face-to-face with
art. The second category was termed the
‘formal dimension’. An observer operating within this category would focus on the
formal structure of the artwork, attending
to the visual elements (colour, texture, line,
etc.) and the principles of composition (symmetry, direction, weight, etc.) which bring
them together. The ‘symbolic dimension’
was Eisner’s third category and refers to the
meanings that may be attributed to the various images – the symbols and metaphors that
may be present in the artwork. The fourth category was termed the ‘thematic dimension’
and is concerned with the general meaning
underlying the work. The fifth category, the
‘material dimension’, is concerned with the
way in which the artist uses media and materials in order to achieve certain effects and
the constraints implicit in the use of such
techniques. The last of Eisner’s six categories of critical judgment was the ‘contextual
dimension’. This dimension refers to the
need to be aware of the artwork’s relationship to its historical context. This dimension,
to which might be added cultural, social and
technological contexts, has become increasingly important in art education, hence the
term ‘critical and contextual studies’, which
has largely, in one form or another, supplanted ‘art appreciation’ in schools (Bolin
and Blandy, 2003; Duncum, 2001). Prior to
these works, approaches to art criticism in
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education generally tended to focus on the
art rather than the student acting as critic (or
aesthetician).
The work of Rod Taylor offers a somewhat
different approach in this respect. Taylor
has done much to promote critical studies in
art education and has produced some influential publications arising from his work in
Wigan, England (for example, Taylor, 1986).
He describes an approach to looking at artworks that encapsulates many of the elements described earlier, but with a different
kind of emphasis. He suggested that there are
four fundamental standpoints from which art
objects can be approached: Content, Form,
Process and Mood.
If a more student-centred approach to
understanding art is adopted, that is, by starting with students’ initial reactions to a given
artwork, then one is of necessity operating at
a particular developmental level. It is likely
that some concepts, particularly those relating to abstract art and to art–historical interpretation, cannot be understood by students at
the younger age levels because they are more
abstract and complex. However, we are not
suggesting this is not possible – we are aware
that young pupils can interact with, make
comment about or interpret these seemingly
more complex art forms. Sometimes young
pupils’ interpretation and understanding of
art concepts, for example ‘visual culture’,
can exceed that of their teachers (Heaton,
2014a). These same concepts can be understood at different levels of abstractness and
complexity. Moreover, by starting with the
students’ own initial understanding, the problem of inappropriately pitched teaching does
not arise. Both pupil and teacher can actually
be in a position where they are learning and
developing their understanding of a concept
concurrently.
Parsons and Blocker (1993) refer to three
levels of experience in dealing with art: the
direct perceptual experience of the art object,
the interpretation of artworks and the level at
which one reflects upon the implications of
these interpretations. These levels of experience, according to Parsons and Blocker,
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‘interpenetrate and affect each other’. They
go on to say,
The creation of a work may express some prior
feelings and ideas; its critical interpretation may
illuminate our actual experience and response to it;
a philosophical analysis may clarify the ideas used
in the interpretation; and this in turn may enrich
our subsequent attempts at creation. There are
multiple connections between the levels and disciplines, and we move back and forth among them,
often without noticing, whether in the studio, the
gallery or the study. (Parsons and Blocker, 1993: 23)

What is implicit within this description of
learning in art is the movement between the
public and private, or outer and inner, domains.
This distinction between the public and private
and the movement between the two is reflected
in their description of two levels of thought: the
first level is related to the art object itself and
the actual experience of it, whilst the second
level is the reflection upon that experience.
An overall general strategy for facilitating
meaningful responses to art should be a synthesis of student-centred and subject-centred
approaches. Such a strategy is presented
here based on four areas of activity: reacting, researching, reflecting and responding.
These areas can inform a curricular framework within which students can operate in a
structured way and also a pedagogical strategy. Characteristics of these four areas are:
REACT – an initial affective response to
artwork.
RESEARCH – a systematic inquiry, beginning with the artwork itself and then moving on to an examination of the contexts of
its production.
REFLECT – an opportunity to think over and
contemplate the meaning and nature of the
artwork in light of the research, an internalising of the information found from
systematic inquiry.
RESPOND – a considered response based on
what has been discovered through systematic inquiry.
If this framework is presented as a spiral
model (as in Figure 22.1), the relationships
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Figure 22.1 A model showing developmental
learning in understanding art

between students’ private understandings
and public discourse can be seen.
The insertion of ‘reflect’ after the
‘research’ component, in addition to its position after ‘respond’, is in keeping with the
underlying notion that learning is continuous and that reflection (whether conscious
or not) upon previous learning is integral to
it. The spiral is wider at the top to indicate
the broader, more complex understandings
that characterise sophisticated learning and
response.
The theoretical underpinning of this is
related to developmental psychology in that
there is an assumption that children’s learning
progresses from the concrete to the abstract
and from the simple to the complex, building upon existing conceptual understandings.
However, this is not to diminish the inherent
aesthetic qualities of ‘naïve’ art, nor the value
attached to the simple joy of expression and
appreciation of aesthetic forms.
The inside of the model can be associated
more with private, individual understandings;
the move from naïve to sophisticated levels
tends to be personal and idiosyncratic but
informed by the public domain. The public
domain can be associated more with the outside of the spiral band and can refer to the
different levels at which concepts are generally understood. This is the domain where
shared understandings at different levels give
rise to an associated concern for assessing

learners’ abilities. It is characterised by the
communicative aspect of learning, where
dialogue and discourse are essential elements
and where concept labels are tried and tested.
It is this dimension that is the domain of both
informal and formal learning, where students
are coached, and conceptual development is
facilitated.
‘Reflect’, located on the inner band of
the spiral, indicates the essentially personal
and ‘inner’ nature of reflective activity. This
aspect is particularly important because it
highlights the process of internalising information and building upon learners’ existing
understandings. The learner’s conceptual
framework is revised and developed, and the
nature of the understanding moves from the
concrete to the abstract.
The ‘research’ component allows for
investigations to be undertaken that are
appropriate to pupils’ abilities, needs and
aptitudes. Additionally, structured teaching and learning based on, for example, the
Feldman (1970) model may take place within
the overall pupil-centred framework. Two
foci for students’ research are suggested:
(1) within the artwork: examining the formal
elements, the artwork’s content, and the processes that the artist went through in order
to arrive at the product under scrutiny; and
(2) inquiry without the artwork: investigating
the artist’s intention; looking at the relationships between the content and process and
the social/historical/cultural and technological contexts in which it was produced; and
considering the theoretical and philosophical issues which may have influenced it. It
is necessary for students to begin with the
artwork itself because not only is this the reason for and focus of investigation, but it is
also a concrete, observable phenomenon that
can exemplify, in concrete terms, core art and
design concepts.
The model described here acknowledges the
validity of students’ reactions and responses,
and yet can provide a strategy for both
structured teaching and heuristic learning.
The ‘respond’ stage can be compared with
the ‘react’ stage to help monitor students’
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learning and to determine the extent of the
development, from naïve to sophisticated, of
students’ dialogue with and about art.

LOOKING AHEAD
Swift and Steers (1999) published a forwardlooking ‘manifesto’ that promoted risk,
enquiry into one’s self, creative thought and
the necessity of action. They focused particularly upon the need for learners to be empowered and given opportunities to work within
a range of media, with the general aim of
raising awareness and understanding of current personal and social issues. They assert
that the values implicit in assessment practices should be reconsidered with reference
to whom the results of such practices are
addressed and for what purpose, and their
respective usefulness (Swift and Steers,
1999: 12–13). To address this, we advocate
the use of ipsative portfolio assessment, done
orally and recorded by the student/pupil.
In terms of curriculum, art in schools is
well placed to make creative use of new and
emerging technologies – we have trialled and
seen evidence of this in classrooms around the
world. Through engagement with multimedia
technologies in art, learners have access to
collaborative ways of learning, in their own
classroom communities and through those
across the globe. Using online tools, such
as blogs, wikis and social networks, enables
learners to collaborate, peer review and analytically question their own and others’ cultures. This can enable the symbiotic process
of learning in art to advance. Undoubtedly
this has both benefits and limitations to
learning. Sharing ideas digitally facilitates a
greater understanding of and access to crosscultural experience (Cifuentes et al., 2006),
facilitating the creation of new knowledge
both digitally (Starkey, 2012) and artistically. The value of art in heritage cultures
may, however, be hindered by internet accessibility (Hu, 2006), and thus the navigation
between imagery in high and low culture can
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elevate issues concerning quality, appropriateness and value (Huerta, 2011). Although
problematic, issues of this kind are the very
controversies that give learners a rounded
and analytical experience of art in our society. Failure to study this could be detrimental
to learners’ global understanding, especially
when art and culture is a common semantic.
The symbiotic nature of artistic exploration and production involving technology in
art education can be demonstrated through
a diverse range of projects, for example the
use of online photo galleries (Cifuentes et
al, 2006), digital storytelling (Chung, 2007),
digital swap boxes (Shin, 2010) the generation of art maps (Sinker et al., 2013) and
films in response to social issues (Heaton,
2014b). Projects of this type demonstrate
how technologic and artistic study in education continues to evolve, aligned to change
in contemporary society. This advancement
should and will continue, not rendering these
projects out-dated but positioning them as
responsive to their time, as a building block
for the new pathway ahead in the same way
as any piece of art produced to date. How
pupils access emerging technology in their
art education is of concern, and learning
could be accessed through the use of emerging digital tools, creation of their own content and through formed responses to their
own or others visual environment. Through
their digital art education learners should be
able to look, interact with and question all
of these experiences analytically, instead of
just existing in a world saturated by multisensory stimuli. We note also that traditional
art-based activities across all phases of education, from pre-school to higher education,
can facilitate cross-curricular learning and,
through studio-based teaching, can help
develop creative dialogue, promoting ‘practical sagacity’ (Hickman, 2013). These are
areas that we consider to be central to the
evolution of teaching and learning.
In 2011 Addison and Burgess reminded
us of the need to develop criticality in our art
educational practice and engage with contemporary issues in art education through both
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teaching and learning. They brought to the
fore pertinent debates in art education with
respect to policy, partnership and globalisation
corroborating the values that art education
contributes to twenty-first-century curriculum
(Addison and Burgess, 2011). Art in schools
and visual culture education in general has
the capacity to be a leading factor in cross-
curricular and interdisciplinary work and
should make a crucial contribution to contemporary learning needs in a developing society.
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The Performing Arts in Learning,
Curriculum and Culture
Anton Franks

Art is the social technique of emotion, a tool of
society which brings the most intimate and personal aspects of our being into the circle of social
life. (Vygotsky, 1971, p. 249)

INTRODUCTION
The Performing Arts as
Culture and Education
The performing arts of music, drama and
dance in their many and various forms are
prominent in local and global cultures, both
currently and throughout history. With the
burgeoning of digital and broadcast media,
music forms the soundtrack to our personal
and collective lives, particularly for young
people, and drama is part of the everyday
fabric of culture. Contemporary practice in
the performing arts rests on and draws from
a rich and varied heritage, traditions of performance that are shared on the global stage
alongside those that are deeply woven into
national and regional cultures. On a view that

skates across contemporary culture, the scene
is kaleidoscopic – intricately patterned, interconnected, constantly shifting and
developing.
Overall, however, it is clear that there are
deeply embedded motivations towards the
production and distribution of the performing arts in and across culture. The realisation of the performing arts is social as well
as individual, intellectual as well as affective, expressive of abstract ideas and feelings as well as being materialised in physical
action, and involves both the individual and
social bodies of participants and spectators.
In other words, the performing arts represent
and communicate aspects of whole people
and are strongly implicated in the formation
of individual and social senses of identity.
In aesthetic, philosophical terms, the arts,
including the performing arts, represent ways
of knowing about and being in the world,
and modes and methods of understanding
and communicating that serve as necessary
complements to more logico-rational and
scientific ways of seeing and thinking about

360

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

human existence. Indeed, the performing arts
encompass disciplinary knowledge and skills
that are not reducible to what might be seen as
more conventional, scientific ways of knowing (see Greene, 1995, 2001; Langer, 1953).
In the field of education and in the practices of schooling, it might be said that there
are three pertinent and deeply interrelated
notional aspects of learning and the performing arts. First, there is learning in the performing arts, the immersion in the experience of
performance as participants or as spectators.
Second, there is learning about the performing arts, which encompasses understandings
of their histories, their manifestations in and
across cultures, their various disciplinary
techniques, structures, forms, and so forth.
Finally, there is learning through the performing arts in which they are seen as mediums or modes of learning, and by drawing on
the forms and techniques of the arts, people
can develop insights into a whole range of
human knowledge and experiences.
The perspective on the performing arts in
this chapter attempts a ‘binocular’, threedimensional view of the place of the performing arts in education and schooling in relation
to the ways in which various forms of music,
drama and dance are represented in wider
cultural domains. The first task is to define,
in general terms, the area of the performing
arts as a subset of the field of the arts, and
to give some sense of their position in the
curriculum. This is followed by an indicative
survey of the range of approaches to teaching and learning in the performing arts. How
much the approaches to teaching are developed in relation to research and how much
they arise out of teachers’ intuitive dispositions, or from a version of the ways in which
they were taught (what Jerome Bruner (2006)
has referred to as ‘folk pedagogies’), is likely
to remain a matter of conjecture.
Research into the pedagogy of the performing arts and its outcomes has gathered
momentum in recent years. A range of international reviews of research into the arts will
assist greatly in sketching the field. The field
of the performing arts in education is wide

and there are depths that can only be briefly
plumbed, and so this chapter is therefore a
particular, situated and somewhat partial view.

APPROACHES TO THE PERFORMING
ARTS AS ‘ORDINARY’ OR ‘HIGH’
CULTURE
Characterising the place of the performing
arts in culture, in their many forms and
genres, is a complex and somewhat fraught
task, dealing with a range of somewhat competing views and values. The cultural theorist
Raymond Williams (1958/2014) wanted to
emphasize that ‘culture is ordinary’ and is
part of everyone’s everyday lives – a medium
of enrichment, expression, human growth
and flourishing. In an essay in which he compares the historical emergence of the arts as a
separate and specialised sphere of activity in
Western culture to the place of the arts in
smaller scale societies around the world, the
anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1993) makes
a strong argument for viewing ‘art as a cultural system’ that constitutes an intrinsic part
of all cultures. Seen from different standpoints, both Geertz and Williams promulgate
a view of the ordinariness of culture in which
the arts represent particular modes of being,
representation and expression on the spectrum of cultural activity. In developing a full
sense of the concept of culture, implicit in
Geertz’s argument is the notion that the arts
constitute mediums of individual and social
growth and development and, in this way,
serve broadly educational purposes. For
Williams (1968), the arts hold intrinsic educative value, even if more widespread and
popular forms of ordinary culture are less
likely to be valorised in terms of school curricula and pedagogy.
There are canonical perspectives on culture, and music and drama, within which
popular forms of music (for example, ‘mainstream’ pop) and drama (for example, soaps,
musicals or action movies) are viewed as
having little – if any – aesthetic or educative
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value, are seen as being only forms of entertainment. When referring to culture in this
more conventional sense, particularly in the
(now somewhat clichéd) Arnoldian sense of
the ‘best which has been thought and said
in the world’ (Arnold, 2006: 5), productions
that are valued as great works of music and
drama play are often ascribed a key role in
the ‘civilising process’. Reviewing the history of arts education, Geoffrey Bantock
(1986) confirms the persistent view that the
main purpose of the arts in the curriculum
is to provide an education of the emotions
in the enculturation of human sensibilities.
A recent review of cultural education in the
UK by Darren Henley (2012) follows this
conventional view of the importance of the
traditional performing arts in education and
seeks to add extra significance and credibility
to the area of arts education by promoting the
performing arts as commodities and as artefacts that accrue substantial economic value
in the global market place.
That the processes and products of the
‘creative cultural sector’ contribute to economic as well as cultural trade and exchange
is clear. Although the authors of a seminal
review and report on the place of creativity
in education in England and Wales emphasized that creativity was key across the
range of human activity, including the sciences and engineering, and that creativity
is not confined to arts activity, the role of
the arts, including the performing arts, play
an important part in promoting creativity
(National Advisory Committee on Creative
and Cultural Education (NACCCE), 1999).
In a recently broadcast radio interview, Ken
Robinson, one of the NACCCE report’s
main authors, opined that children should
have as many dance lessons as maths lessons because ‘Children, like you and me, are
not brains on a stick, we are embodied…you
live in your body all day long … Our physical condition, how we relate to ourselves
physically, is of fundamental importance
to our sense of self’.1 Not that he thought
that dance is more important than maths, but
he was keen to emphasize that it is equally

361

important and, moreover, that everything
is interconnected. In the current model of
schooling, children are held in ‘enforced passivity’ in which children’s ‘minds run ahead
of their bodies’.

PERFORMING ARTS EDUCATION
AND CURRICULAR VALUE
Despite the prominence of the performing
arts in and across cultures, the position of the
performing arts in curricula and in schooling
across the world is uneven and unsettled. In
principle, many might agree that the performing arts are an important part of a
rounded education for the personal, social
and cultural development of children and
young people. Yet, the struggle to implement
ever increasing levels of academic attainment, particularly in times of financial constraint and in the face of comparative league
tables of educational attainment, pressures
are put on curriculum time that put a squeeze
on the place of the arts as curricular subjects.
The introduction to a recent report from the
National Endowment for the Arts (NAE) in
the US puts the problem thus:
…in the field of arts education there are two overall trends, both powerful and yet contradictory. On
the one hand, arts educators are struggling to
maintain their tenuous foothold in the classroom
in the wake of the movement for higher academic
standards in other subjects, testing requirements,
and budget cuts. On the other hand, there is a
growing and compelling body of research illustrating the benefits of arts education for students and
schools. (NAE, 2014: 3)

Other issues besides financial constraints and
increasing anxieties about attainment in core
curricular subjects (for example, national
languages, mathematics, science and technologies) have a bearing on the performing
arts in curricular terms. The field of the arts
in education can tend to be somewhat hierarchical in that some arts subjects have accrued
more status in the curriculum than others.
There is, for example, a longer tradition of
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including music and the visual arts as curricular subjects than there is for drama or
dance (Abbs, 1987; Fleming, 2012; Robinson
et al., 1982). There are also regional and cultural variations for what counts as art worthy
of inclusion in the school curriculum; for
example, in Senegal hair styling is regarded
as a curricular art form and, in Barbados, so
is stilt-walking (Ewing, 2010: 12).
Questions of the value of the performing arts persist in other ways. The debate
continues about whether inclusion of the
performing arts in curriculum is because of
their intrinsic worth, or whether learning in
performing arts have effects that transfer to
other areas of the curriculum, or whether the
pedagogic practices and methods of the performing arts might be harnessed in the teaching of other subjects (Abbs, 1987; Fleming,
2012). This is not to say that these perspectives and purposes need to be seen as mutually exclusive, and these are the questions
that arise about the purpose of a performing arts curriculum – in prepositional terms,
whether one teaches in, through or about the
performing arts.
For Joe Winston (2010), in an argument
for the promotion of the concept and value
of beauty in education, such questions come
down to distinctions between instrumental
or utilitarian and facilitative perspectives on
the purposes of education. Is work in music,
drama and dance mostly to develop teamworking skills, generic problem-solving, or
to develop the range of possible means of
communication, to foster well-being and
self-esteem, and so forth? Or should it be to
foster greater appreciation of and participation in cultural activity? Given that any area
of human endeavour involves creativity, could
it be possible that the performing arts are particularly good at fostering creativity or particular kinds of creativity? Or, possibly, could
the work in performing arts in schooling do
all these things? Finally, how is it possible
to know what the effects and purposes of the
performing arts are in the curriculum, in other
words what is the research mentioned in the
NEA report (2014) and how was it conducted?

What methods of research are appropriate,
how are they given credibility and by whom?

DEFINING THE PERFORMING ARTS
AS A SUBSET OF THE ARTS
The category of the arts as a clearly defined
field of social, cultural and historical field of
activity is problematic. When the arts are
spoken of in informal conversation, it is
likely that interlocutors will share some generalised conception of the field of the arts,
and yet in everyday discourse, in print and
broadcast media, it becomes apparent that
what people define under the category of the
arts is contended. In a report on arts education in Iceland, Anne Bamford (2009) presents the contributions of members of a focus
group who observe that official definitions of
the arts in the curriculum are too ‘reductionist’ and ‘static’, that contemporary arts practice is much more fluid and dynamic than is
suggested by educational policymakers and
that, indeed, dynamism is characteristic of
the arts in culture (2009: 13). Such a dynamic
view of the development of the performing
arts is reflected in my use of the kaleidoscope
metaphor – one that sees culture at a general
level not simply as a set of objects, artefacts
or performances, but as a process.
There may be ways, however, to define
and distinguish the performing arts as a subset of the arts, albeit broadly. Music, drama
and dance are generally acknowledged to
fall under the label of the performing arts.
Conventionally, the performing arts are
seen as temporal forms and distinguished
from visual, plastic forms of art. The bodily
engagement of practitioners of music, drama
and dance is another defining feature of the
performing arts. In certain forms and genres
(musical theatre and opera, for example, or
music and drama’s relationship to dance),
one can observe how the particular modes of
drama, music and dance combine and connect
with each other. At the same time, it is apparent that there are clearly defined differences
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evident in terms of specific techniques, forms
and modes of communication with audiences
in the disciplines of music, dance and drama.
The criterion of ‘liveness’ in which performers and the audience or spectators are
co-present in the same space might also be
applied, although with the growth of media
arts in various forms, the criterion of live
performance and its relation to the media
arts appears no longer to be clear-cut (see, for
example, Auslander, 1999). Similarly, with the
emergence of ‘performance art’ in galleries,
the boundary between the performing and
visual arts is blurred.

Performing Arts as
a Curriculum Area
According to a survey published in the UK
by the National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER) on curriculum and progression in the arts across the globe, 11 of the
21 countries and states surveyed offered the
arts as a discrete and compulsory category in
the curriculum in some phase of schooling
(Taggart et al., 2004). All countries claimed
to offer visual art and music as compulsory.
Around half the countries surveyed offered
music and drama as compulsory subjects in
primary and lower secondary, with a patchier
picture for dance, and the same number
offered the performing arts as an examination subject up to the age of 16. When the
arts were a mandated part of the curriculum,
dance and drama were offered as separate
subjects along with music, but in countries
that taught the arts as discrete subjects, dance
was often incorporated into physical education, and drama was included as part of
teaching the national language.
Writing on the arts in education, Michael
Fleming (2012: 2) observed that there is ‘no
obvious consensus’ on what constitutes the
field of the arts in education – should, for example, literature, film and television be admitted
under the heading of the arts? Such indeterminacy extends further in schooling depending on
the ways in which performing arts subjects are
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grouped in schools. In primary or elementary
schooling, the performing arts are most likely
to be ungrouped and, if taught at all, either
allotted particular periods or, as for drama in
particular, they may be integrated into English,
literacy or language arts programmes. In secondary schooling, there may be faculties or
departments of performing or creative arts that
might include physical education, and dance
might be counted as part of physical education
because it appears in public 16+ examinations
for the subject in the UK. The last 20 years or
so in the UK has seen schools (mostly secondary, but some primary) adopt ‘specialist status’
and be designated as arts, performing arts or
media arts specialists. Taken all together, the
‘performing arts’ as a discrete curriculum area
is, in Basil Bernstein’s (1971) term, weakly
classified in that its boundaries are not clearly
maintained, and weakly framed in that pedagogical practices which instantiate the subject
area are widely various. Ultimately, in many
instances, education in the performing arts has
a tendency to take place outside lessons and
the legislated curricula, mainly in drama and
dance clubs, school productions, school bands
and orchestras and individual music tuition
(Harland et al., 1995; Harland et al., 2000;
McGregor et al., 1977; Robinson et al., 1982;
Swanwick, 1999).

Performing Arts in
Theories of Learning
The arts (including the performing arts), as
embedded and important aspects of culture,
are a social and technical means of representing the emotional side of human life and they
serve as a stimulus for thinking about the
place of the performing arts in theories of
learning. This chapter’s epigraph is taken
from what is understood to be Vygotsky’s
(1971) first published work, The Psychology
of Art, which was based on his doctoral thesis
and published in the first part of the twentieth
century. Starting out as a literary scholar, he
was interested and involved in thinking about
the dramatic arts, with a substantial section
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of his thesis and subsequent book devoted to
a study of Hamlet (van der Veer and Valsiner,
1991; Veresov, 1999). The idea of the arts as
‘social techniques’ and ‘tools’ is useful when
considering the role of the performing arts in
the curriculum because of the emphasis that
these terms place on the arts as being an
essentially collective endeavour, generated
out of socially organised activity and producing artistic artefacts and events. The techniques, the craft-forms of the performing
arts, involve the use of cultural forms – forms
that, in Vygotskian terms, can be seen as
‘tools’. The tools for art-making emerge and
have developed through history, they preexist any individual, and are repurposed in a
conventional or unconventional way to shape
the material made available through social
and cultural life.
Vygotsky’s emphasis on the emotional
content of art is significant because, as is
indicated in the epigraph, emotions are generally associated with subjective and internalised feeling, but Vygotsky was pointing
to the manner in which the arts externalise
and objectify emotion. The performing arts
of music, drama and dance are perhaps peculiarly implicated in the physicalized representation and evocation of emotion. Music and
dance are often seen as pre-eminent in the
communication of emotional meanings (for
music, see Juslin and Sloboda, 2010). This
is not to say, however, that the performing
arts are devoid of intellectual content. In an
ostensibly similar vein to Vygotsky, Geertz
(1993) writing on ‘art as a cultural system’,
maintained that the arts ‘materialize a way of
experiencing, bring a particular cast of mind
out into the world of objects, where men [sic]
can look at it’ (1993: 99). In the choice of the
word ‘mind’, Geertz is perhaps pointing to
the ways that the arts communicate through
the interdependence of intellect and emotion.
In common with Vygotsky, Geertz as an ethnographer tends to emphasize the materiality
of the arts – how artistic representation objectifies thoughts and feelings that might, in the
making and at the moment of performance,
become shared experience.

Turning to focus on ‘the social’, the ‘artist’
in society is often regarded as a distinctively
individual producer – at an extreme, as a lone
genius – and yet the performing artist often
works as a member of team, and the nature
of physical performance always requires the
simultaneous presence of an audience. In this
light, the performing arts have to be seen as
essentially and intrinsically social and, in
the context of schooling and its curricula,
the learning and teaching of the performing
arts should be viewed as inescapably social
activities. Here ‘the social’ is not an abstract
concept but a substantial one in that the performing arts are inescapably populated forms
of making meaning, requiring the physical
presence and co-presence of socially organised individuals.
Two major implications for learning in the
performing arts fall from Vygotsky’s view on
the essentially social nature of learning and
development. First is the much-promoted
concept of the ‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD). The zone is defined by the
‘discrepancy between a child’s actual mental
age and the level he reaches solving problems
with assistance’ from more experienced others (Vygotsky, 1986: 187), through which
children can do more than they can do alone.
Second, it is not only the assistance of others
in direct contact with the child that may activate learning in the ZPD, but also that culturally available structures and forms (referred
to earlier as ‘cultural tools’) mediate perception, activate learning and lead development.
In looking at the role of imaginative play of
pre-school children that leads development,
for example, Vygotsky observes that ‘strict
subordination to rules is quite impossible in
life, but in play becomes possible; thus, play
creates a zone of proximal development of
the child’ (1978: 102).
Extrapolating from the play of young
children, especially given that Vygotsky
notes a psychological kinship between play
and art, it can reasonably be postulated that
music, dance and drama provide structures
that mediate learning and lead development. Through students’ participation in the
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processes of making and being audiences
to performance pieces, the performing arts
provide distinctive resources for extending
capacities for making meaning, learning and
development complementary to other modes
of learning in school. At the same time, the
performing arts as part of curriculum can be
seen to develop understanding and appreciation of the performing arts in wider culture.
In specific reference to the performing arts
in another work on the development of creativity and imagination of children, Vygotsky
comments on the role of drama and theatre
in school learning, stating that, ‘The dramatic
form expresses with greatest clarity the full
cycle of imagination…the image that the
imagination has created from real elements
of reality is embodied and realized again in
reality” (1967/2004: 70). He sees drama as
‘closely and directly linked to play, which
is the root of all creativity in children’ and
that ‘drama is the most syncretic mode of
creation’ that ‘provides the pretext and material for the most diverse forms of creativity
on the part of children’ (1967/2004: 71). In
this article, as is common across much of
his work, Vygotsky focuses mainly on the
verbal arts of literature and drama (although
there is a short section on children’s drawing). However, it is frequently observed that
because play is a combinatory mode of activity (referred to as a ‘syncretic mode of creation’), the play of small children will often
involve spontaneous, improvised expressions
in the form of song and dance integrated into
verbal and physical action. Speech is seen as a
pre-eminent mode not just of expression and
communication, but also as the foundation of
abstract thinking. The music, movement and
dance of small children might be seen not as
simply outward expressions of internal affective states, but also as having communicative and conceptual content, directed towards
others and giving form to ways of thinking
beyond the purely verbal.
Alternative perspectives to learning and
development in the performing arts can be
set alongside the cultural psychological
approach developed from Vygotsky’s work.
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For example, Bruner’s work developed out of
a tradition of experimental cognitive psychology largely predicated on Piaget’s approach to
learning, and it came under Vygotsky’s influence when, in the early 1960s, Vygotsky’s
work was first translated into English. Over
the course of the next 20 years, Bruner developed his theories of cognition, identifying
two fundamental modes of thought or ‘cognitive functioning’ that, although complementary, are ‘irreducible to one another’ – the
‘narrative’ and the ‘paradigmatic’ (Bruner,
1986: 11–14). The paradigmatic is described
as the ‘logico-scientific’ mode and is ‘driven
by principled hypotheses’ generated out of
the paradigmatic imagination and uses ‘procedures to assure verifiable reference’ testing for empirical truths. On the other hand,
the ‘imaginative application of the narrative mode leads to…good stories, gripping
drama’ and so forth, locating experience in
time and space (Bruner, 1986: 11–14).
As in much of Vygotsky’s work, Bruner’s
concentration is on the role of language and
its role in learning, as is evident in the labelling of the alternative to paradigmatic, logico-
scientific modes of thinking – the narrative
mode. Although certain aspects of narrative
structure may well touch forms of dance and
music, the modes and genres in which dance
and music communicate meaning are not
bound by the structures of narrative. In fact,
although they may draw on narrative structures
to some extent, both music and dance have the
capacity to offer a release from narrative ways
of thinking and communicating. Musical and
choreographic forms offer different materials
and structures for making and communicating meaning. In short, forms of dance, music
and particular forms of abstract drama offer
complementary but alternative ways of meaning making for participants and spectators.
The performing arts, as a subcategory of the
arts, does not have exclusive claim to the
development of imagination and – through
imagining – creativity. They clearly have contributions to make toward a rounded education
in the ‘forum’ of schooling, to navigate areas
of, as Bruner would have it, possible worlds.
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If Bruner could be said to occupy ground
somewhere between cultural and experimental approaches to the psychology (albeit, in
his later years, more towards the cultural),
then the work of Howard Gardner and Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi, who were both interested
and involved in the psychology of the arts,
tend more toward the positivistic, experimental end of the spectrum. Gardner, along with
arts educator Elliot Eisner, has been centrally
involved in the work of Project Zero based at
Harvard University, focusing on children and
young people’s art and development attached.
He has become well known in the field of
creativity in education and for his work on
styles of learning, or cognitive styles, among
which he identifies kinaesthetic, auditory,
visual, musical and verbal forms of intelligence that relate specifically to learning and
development in the field of performing arts
in education (Gardner, 1993, 1999; Gardner
and Perkins, 1989). Specific modes of intelligence in Gardner’s scheme are not interactive and are neurologically tightly bounded,
an argument he derives from his exploration
of cases of head injury to specific parts of the
brain. His theories percolated into schools,
particularly in the UK, in the early part of
this century and, for a time at least, lent support to thoughts that learning in the performing arts is legitimate and has the potential for
application to (and, perhaps, transfer into)
other curriculum areas. In some instances,
however, Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory led to an effect in schooling of labelling
students as being particular kinds of learners,
reduced to visual, auditory and kinaesthetic
(known as VAK), rather than being different
modes of learning that individuals may have
access to (see, for example, Roper and Davis,
2000; White, 2005). Notwithstanding this (for
some, unfortunate) tendency, the application
of his theory did have the effect of acknowledging that there are different styles of learning that go beyond, or sit beside, the verbal
mode that still tends to dominate education.
Interested in the neuropsychology of
accomplished artists, particularly musicians,
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1997) work elaborates

on the concept of ‘flow’ as a psychic process
in practiced performers, the phenomenon of
complete immersion and focused concentration that appears to transcend and transform
states of consciousness. For Csikszentmihalyi,
there appears to be two aspects of ‘flow’ relevant to the performing arts in education.
First, immersion in the flow of making music,
dance or drama does not come about arbitrarily or instantly; rather it is a state achieved
through the hours of practise required to gain
technical mastery. In the case of the performing arts, the second aspect goes beyond the
individual because social modes of making
meaning, the ensemble aspects of music making, drama and dance, involve – in the best of
circumstances – an immersion in the flow of
the work of the group. The ensemble aspects
of the performing arts involve an almost intuitive responsiveness to others in the group, listening, watching and reacting as a reflexive
part of involvement in concerted activity. As
Richard Sennett (2012), a sociologist and a
former professional musician, has pointed out,
such flows between individuals that make up
a musical ensemble do not necessarily imply
easy or smooth relationships, but the differences within the group contribute both to the
flow and creativity of musical performance.
In the area of music, there is a large and varied body of work on approaches to learning.
Susan Hallam has developed research into
the effects of learning music, largely from a
cognitive psychology perspective. She deals
specifically with the development of musical
capacities in terms of cognitive development
and with its wider effects, for example looking at its effects in personal and social development (Hallam, 2001a, 2001b, 2010). Keith
Swanwick’s (1994) work, although apparently rooted in Piagetian principles of cognition and learning, goes further. His research
on the learning of musical knowledge in
school draws from and explores the ways in
which intuition and analysis pertain to learning in music. Swanwick’s work is centred
on the traditions of instruction in music that
includes the Western classical heritage and
branches out to include contemporary forms
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of music within and across cultures. In later
work, he explores the ways in which music
can be seen as a form of communication
and, drawing from Gunther Kress’s work,
as a form of multimodal discourse that has
affordances for communication that is different from, but complementary to, written and
spoken modes of discourse (Kress and van
Leeuwen, 2001; Swanwick, 1999).
Lucy Green’s (2001) work, on the other
hand, although rooted in traditions of learning
and teaching music, developed into exploring
how popular musicians learn through listening, copying, repetition, improvising, and so
forth. Practices in popular forms of music rely
strongly on identifying with and developing a
sense of how musicians form particular kinds
of communities in which ‘feeling’ plays
a prominent part in the learning processes
(Green, 2001). Green’s approach articulates
with sociocultural approaches to learning.
Social aspects of learning music, the development of ensemble playing, the emergence
of a sense of musical form, engagement with
different cultural forms of music and the ways
in which these contribute to students’ cultural
repertoire, their ability to participate as players and as listeners to music, are cross-cutting
themes in Green’s and Swanwick’s work.
More can be said about learning in and
through music, of course, particularly (but
not exclusively) about ways in which the
effects of musical learning might spill over
into other aspects of psychological development. Some aspects of the wider benefits
of learning in and through the performing
arts will be picked up in the later section on
research into performing arts education and
learning because there is a reciprocal relationship between research and the development of theories of learning.
To summarize this section, when examining cultural and cognitive psychology,
as well as the field of cognitive neuroscience, there are significant features of learning that emerge to bolster the argument for
the performing arts in the curriculum. First,
there is a concentration on holistic or whole
body learning that involves joint action and
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interaction with others, namely the importance of the social that is intrinsic to learning in the area of the performing arts. There
is also the emphasis on the development of
different ways of learning, understanding and
knowing that move beyond a conventional
default to word still prevalent in schooling
and education in general. In increasingly
multi-mediated and multimodal global cultures, the facility offered by different ways of
knowing need not be an adjunct to education
but should be central to making and taking
meaning from the cultural world (Cazden
et al., 1996; Kress, 2001, 2003, 2010; Kress and
van Leeuwen, 2001).
Deep implications emerge for the development and harnessing of creative facilities in
students learning in, through and about the
performing arts. Issues connected with the disciplines of the performing arts, and the development and mastery of the technical aspects
of performing arts offers the prospect of an
engagement and immersion in learning activities to learners and teachers that supersede the
mostly sedentary requirements of contemporary schooling. The sense of ideas and insight
connected to our feelings and physical being
which is communicated to audiences in many
modes and through various media is clearly a
requisite for contributing to contemporary
social and cultural life.
A commitment to whole person, socially
engaged learning, drawing from the cultural,
social and historical approaches derived from
the work of Vygotsky and his elaborators,
underpins my own approach to learning in the
performing arts. Within this perspective, the
social organisation of learning in the performing arts is important, as is the way in which
they provide a distinctive range of resources for
making meaning and mediating learning that
complement and extend communicative capacities. It is a view that emphasizes the agency of
learners, and their ability to engage with teachers and fellow learners in processes of production and also to engage in making performance
arts pieces that draw from and make a contribution to the cultural life of a school and a local
community. A focus on processes of learning
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is significant, but so too is how students can
make performances that communicate to audiences as part of that process.

SURVEYING AND RESEARCHING
PERFORMING ARTS ON THE
CURRICULUM
Research into the performing arts on the curriculum has proliferated, particularly over the
last 20 years. Within the confines of a single
chapter, the following survey will necessarily
be somewhat sketchy. Indicative of the growth
of research into performing arts education has
been the emergence of academic research
journals in the area. The Journal of Aesthetic
Education and Journal of Research in Music
Education are long established in the US.
Emerging out of the UK, but with international reach, the last 20 years have seen the
founding of journals dedicated to research
into the performing arts in education, for
example Research in Dance Education,
Research in Drama Education: the Journal of
Applied Theatre and Performance, and Music
Education Research.
First, it is important to recognize that
there are competing definitions encompassed
within different, and sometimes seemingly
irreconcilable, paradigms of research in the
area of the performing arts. It would be fair
to characterise research into the performing
arts as hitherto having been mostly qualitative and interpretive in nature, drawing on
ethnographic and aesthetic traditions of interpretation and valorisation. Such qualitative
research into the performing arts employs a
range of methods of generating data, including case studies, observations, interviews and
attitudinal surveys. Much of my own work
has been in this area, most recently researching into the effects of the Royal Shakespeare
Company’s work in the area of developing
teachers’ pedagogy in teaching and learning
Shakespeare (Franks et al., 2014; Thomson
et al., 2010) and also in music education where
I studied the effects of an orchestra working

with school students to compose and perform
an orchestral work (Franks, 2014).
In this work, we have attempted to understand how arts practices relate to pedagogy.
We have found how teachers’ experience has
impacted on teaching and affected their practice beyond their teaching of performing arts.
We have also noted how effects have rippled
out, affecting their colleagues’ practice in
developing active and creative approaches to
engaging learners in other areas of the curriculum. For students and learners, engaging
in performing arts practices has been shown
to develop understanding, technical skills
and practical abilities, but has also had an
affective impact in the development of selfesteem, confidence and sense of empathy.
It is qualitative work on pedagogic effects
that is difficult to quantify, either in terms of
learning in the moment, or in how learning
is developed and sustained over time beyond
engagement in particular projects.
Such a situated and qualitative approach,
using particular cases heuristically is in contrast to an increasing emphasis on positivistic approaches in educational research to
uncover what and how learning works. These
approaches are derived from a paradigm that
applies experimental and comparative methods, which may be underpinned by randomized control trials. The turn towards such
empirical methods is influenced by imperatives in educational policy across the world
of formal education to demonstrate validity
and transferability. The sources of funding
for research are deeply implicated in the turn
towards positivistic methods in education.
In England, for example, funding bodies for
research such as the Educational Endowment
Foundation2 and New Philanthropy Capital3
prefer empirical, positivistic and quantitative research to prove what and how the arts
enhance student attainment.
At the turn of this century, a special double issue volume of The Journal of Aesthetic
Education published comprehensive reviews
of currently available research evidence,
largely positivistic in character, of the effects
of arts education (Winner and Cooper, 2000).
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The lead article is entitled ‘Mute those
claims’. More recently, the same researchers
published a follow-up of this comprehensive
survey, commissioned by the Organisation
of Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), in which the themes of the special
issue were pursued and updated (Winner et al.,
2013). The authors of the report and journal
editors were looking for positive evidence of
the effects of the arts and the potential for
transfer of learning across curriculum.
The findings of these comprehensive
reviews of empirical, mostly positivistic,
research were mixed. The commonly held
view that education in music enhances mathematical ability was debunked. According
to the authors of both the report and journal
articles, although there was some marginal
evidence that there appeared to be higher
attainment in mathematics attributable to
students of music, the attribution was not
proven to be music education per se. Students
involved in learning music, either in individual instrumental tuition or as a member
of a musical ensemble, were likely to come
from more educated, higher income families
and so the effect could not be isolated or controlled as being as a result of music education.
Learning in dance was, not surprisingly, found
to enhance motor-spatial abilities, bodily control and working collaboratively. In drama
education, however, drama interventions in
the teaching of younger children were found
to have effects both for oral articulacy and in
literacy development (Podlozny, 2000).
Focusing on more qualitative and attitudinal
surveys in England and Wales, the National
Foundation for Educational Research (NFER)
published comprehensive surveys of students’, teachers’ and parents’ perceptions of
the benefits of involvement in the performing arts (Harland et al., 1995; Harland et al.,
2000). Significant findings from these surveys
included the perceived benefits from involvement across the performing arts in enhancing
communication skills, and disciplined and collaborative ways of working, as well as benefits
to participants and schools as organisations
that accrued for participation in community
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activities, drawing on parental involvement
and raising the profile of the schools within
their localities. Across Europe, research
reports have been compiled on the position
and effects of the arts as a whole (Education,
Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency
(EACEA) et al., 2009), as well as for drama
and theatre in particular (Drama Improves
Lisbon Key Competences in Education
(DICE), 2008, 2010). Australia has seen the
commissioning and funding of inquiries into
the educational benefits of the arts as a whole
(Ewing, 2011) and also drama and theatre in
particular (TheatreSpace, 2012).
One possible interpretation for the burgeoning of reports into the effects of the arts is a
concern about a narrowing of vision in educational policy that has resulted in a focus on
instrumental and utilitarian aspects of education, the core curricular subjects that deal with
literacy, numeracy and the development of
scientific knowledge. Although the OECDsponsored tests (Programme for International
Student Assessment, PISA) also attempt to
take account of creative approaches and problem solving, the arts and the performing arts
are not encompassed in their chosen form of
assessment and analysis. Their choices are
subject to critique because some see these
measures and the ways in which results are
interpreted as flawed in method (Peters and
Oliver, 2009; Riley and Torrance, 2003). The
arts, for their expressive and expansive potential, and the performing arts, especially in their
collaborative, holistic approaches to affective,
intellectual and physical aspects of learning
and educational performance, can be seen as
countervailing the somewhat arid utilitarian
perspective on the purposes of education.

ADVOCACY FOR THE PERFORMING
ARTS IN EDUCATION AND LEARNING
In the UK in the early 1980s, the Calouste
Gulbenkian Foundation commissioned a
review (Robinson et al., 1982) of the arts in
schools, drawing on available data and on
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first-hand testimonies of individuals presenting to the inquiry. Its impetus came out of a
growing awareness of profound and epochal
changes in the nature of employment and
globalisation articulated with the rapidly
increasing development of multicultural
societies. In summary, the report was advocating a comprehensive and inclusive view
of the role of the arts in schools – one that
promotes social and cultural cohesion and
fosters creativity (Robinson et al., 1982).
Around the same time, some education academics attempted to grapple with the philosophical implications of the notional divide
between the traditional and the popular arts.
On the one hand, educational academics such
as Peter Abbs were keen to engage with a
debate about aesthetics and, in particular,
issues of aesthetic value. Briefly, Abbs (Abbs,
1984, 1989/2012) and colleagues were keen to
promote deep and critical engagements with
questions of aesthetic value, that is, to induct
students into the intrinsic qualities of the arts.
Within this orientation, it is the intrinsic, aesthetic qualities of music and drama that are promoted over their potential for expressiveness.
Such a stance can be seen as a reaction against
critical, sociologically oriented approaches to
the arts in education and against progressive,
child-centred views on the expressive value of
‘child art’ that they saw as rooted in romantic views of child development derived from
the enlightenment thinking. Conversely, there
were those who were promoting the benefits
of the expressive and developmental aspects
of educational engagement with the arts, particularly the participatory potential for arts for
expression and identity formation as a component of a liberal and inclusive view of the arts
(for example, Ross, 1983, 1986).

CONCLUSION
There have, as indicated from the beginning,
been particular emphases I have wanted to
make about the role and value of the performing arts of music, drama and dance in

the curriculum in terms of pedagogic implications. A major emphasis has been on how
the performing arts are distinctive in their
mobilisation of whole person learning and
involve the individual and social bodies of
learners and their teachers. The performing
arts are intrinsically social accomplishments,
which is to say that forms, genres and processes of music, drama and dance require the
collective efforts of groups of students in
communicating meaning to their peers and
wider audiences. It is apparent, if only on an
intuitive or anecdotal level, that involvement
in learning the performing arts promotes
empathy and sympathy, the inter- and intrasubjective understandings of and between
students and wider social groups.
Processes of communication through the
arts are creative in that they draw from available resources, the materials, traditions and
disciplines of the performing arts and recombine them in new ways to make meanings
that are pertinent to particular learners at specific points. As forms of communication, the
performing arts draw on means that extend
beyond language, affording the potential to
communicate not just ideas but as a means of
exploring the affective dimensions of human
social life and culture. Through immersion in
the disciplines of the performing arts, different modes of thinking and feeling are propagated in both mind and body.
In the transglobal society and multimodal
culture that we increasingly inhabit in the
digitized world, the performing arts promote
the values of face-to-face, whole person learning and development that mediate the ways
in which we live together. It is of key importance that the performing arts of drama, music
and dance maintain their places on the school
curriculum. They offer unique ways of communicating and representing the world and
afford distinctive modes of thinking, feeling
and learning. As part of a curriculum, dance,
music and drama enhance students’ capacities
for participating fully in culture, both as makers of and audience to performance pieces. It
is participation in cultural activity of all kinds
that makes us truly human.

PERFORMING ARTS IN LEARNING, CURRICULUM AND CULTURE

NOTES
1 	 First broadcast on ‘The Educators’, 09.00 and
21.30 on 13 August 2014, accessed October 2014 http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
b04d4nvv (accessed October 2014).
2 	 http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/
(accessed November 2014)
3 	 http://www.thinknpc.org/ (accessed November
2014)

REFERENCES
Abbs, P. (ed.) (1987) Living Powers: The Arts in
Education. Brighton, UK: Falmer Press.
Abbs, P. (1989/2012) A is for Aesthetic: Essays
on Creative and Aesthetic Education.
London: Routledge.
Arnold, M. (2005). Culture and Anarchy.
Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press.
Auslander, P. (1999) Liveness: Performances in
a Mediatized Culture. London: Routledge.
Bamford, A. (2009) Arts and Cultural Education
in Iceland. Reykjavík, Iceland: Ministry of
Education, Science and Culture.
Bantock, G. H. (1986) ‘Educating the emotions:
an historical perspective’, British Journal of
Educational Studies, 34: 122–41.
Bernstein, B. (1971) Class, Codes and Control.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
Bruner, J. S. (1986) Actual Minds, Possible
Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.
Bruner, J. S. (2006) ‘Folk pedagogy’, in J. S.
Bruner (ed.), In Search of Pedagogy Volume
II: The Selected Works of Jerome S. Bruner.
London: Routledge. pp. 160–71.
Cazden, C., Cope, B., Fairclough, N., Gee, J.,
Kalantzis, M., Kress, G., Luke, A., Luke, C.,
Michaels, S. and Nakata, M. (1996) ‘A pedagogy of multiliteracies: designing social futures’,
Harvard Educational Review, 66: 60–93.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1997) Creativity: Flow
and the Psychology of Discovery and
Invention, New York NY: HarperPerennial.
Drama Improves Lisbon Key Competences in
Education (DICE) (2010) The DICE has been
Cast:
Research
Findings
and
Recommendations on Educational Theatre
and Drama. Available from http://www.dramanetwork.eu/ (accessed November 2014).

371

Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive
Agency (EACEA) (2009) Arts and Cultural
Education at School in Europe. Brussels:
EACEA/European Commission.
Ewing, R. (2011) The Arts and Australian
Education: Realising Potential. Available
from http://research.acer.edu.au/aer/11/
(accessed July 2015).
Fleming, M. (2012) The Arts in Education: An
Introduction to Aesthetics, Theory and
Pedagogy. Abingdon, UK: Routledge.
Franks, A. (2014) Sinfonia Viva Moon: A Research
Report. Available from http://www.vivaorch.
co.uk/files/1413/9893/3587/Moon_Report_-_
Anton_Franks.pdf (accessed July 2014).
Franks, A., Thomson, P., Hall, C. and Jones, K.
(2014) ‘Teachers, arts practice and pedagogy’, Changing English, 21: 171–81.
Gardner, H. (1993) Frames of Mind: The Theory
of Multiple Intelligences. London: Fontana.
Gardner, H. (1999) Intelligence Reframed:
Multiple Intelligences for the 21st Century.
New York, NY: Basic Books.
Gardner, H. and Perkins, D. N. (1989) Art,
Mind, and Education: Research from Project
Zero. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press.
Geertz, C. (1993) ‘Art as a cultural system’, in
C. Geertz (ed.), Local Knowledge: Further
Essays In Interpretive Anthropology. London:
Fontana. pp. 94–120.
Green, L. (2001) How Popular Musicians Learn:
A Way Ahead for Music Education. Aldershot,
UK: Ashgate.
Greene, M. (1995) Releasing the Imagination:
Essays on Education, the Arts and Social
Change. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Greene, M. (2001) Variations on a Blue Guitar:
The Lincoln Center Institute Lectures on
Aesthetic Education. New York, NY; London:
Teachers College Press.
Hallam, S. (2001a) ‘The development of expertise in young musicians: strategy use, knowledge acquisition and individual diversity’,
Music Education Research, 3: 7–23.
Hallam, S. (2001b) ‘The development of metacognition in musicians: implications for education’, British Journal of Music Education,
18: 27–39.
Hallam, S. (2010) ‘The power of music: its
impact on the intellectual, social and personal development of children and young
people’, International Journal of Music
Education, 28: 269–89.

372

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

Harland, J., Kinder, K. and Hartley, K. (1995)
Arts in Their View. Slough, UK: National
Foundation for Educational Research.
Harland, J., Kinder, K., Lord, P., Stott, A.,
Schagen, I. and Haynes, J. (2000) Arts
Education in Secondary Schools: Effects and
Effectiveness. Slough, UK: National
Foundation for Educational Research.
Henley, D. (2012) Cultural Education in England.
London: Department for Education and
Department for Culture, Media & Sport.
Juslin, P. N. and Sloboda, J. A. (eds.) (2010)
Handbook of Music and Emotion: Theory,
Research, Applications. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Kress, G. (2003) Literacy in the New Media
Age. London: Routledge.
Kress, G. R. (2001) ‘“You’ve just got to learn
how to see”: curriculum subjects, young
people and schooled engagement with the
world’, Linguistics and Education, 11: 401–15.
Kress, G. R. (2010) Multimodality: A Social
Semiotic Approach to Contemporary
Communication. London: Routledge.
Kress, G. R. and van Leeuwen, T. (2001)
Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and
Media of Contemporary Communication.
London: Arnold.
Langer, S. K. K. (1953) Feeling and Form: A
Theory of Art Developed from Philosophy in a
New Key. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.
McGregor, L., Tate, M. and Robinson, K. (1977)
Learning Through Drama: Report of the
Schools Council Drama Teaching Project
(10–16), Goldsmiths’ College, University of
London. London: Heinemann Educational
Books for the Schools Council.
National Advisory Committee On Creative And
Cultural Education (NACCCE) and Robinson,
K. (1999) All our Futures: Creativity, Culture
and Education: Report to the Secretary of
State for Education and Employment [and]
the Secretary of State for Culture, Media &
Sport. London: Department for Education
and Employment.
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) (2014)
Education Leaders Institute Alumni Summit
Report.
Washington,
DC:
National
Endowment for the Arts.
Peters, S. and Oliver, L. (2009) ‘Achieving quality and equity through inclusive education in
an era of high-stakes testing’, PROSPECTS,
39: 265–79.

Podlozny, A. (2000) ‘Strengthening verbal skills
through the use of classroom drama: a clear
link’, Journal of Aesthetic Education, 34:
239–75.
Riley, K. and Torrance, H. (2003) ‘Big change
question: As national policy-makers seek to
find solutions to national education issues,
do international comparisons such as TIMMS
and PISA create a wider understanding, or
do they serve to promote the orthodoxies of
international agencies?’, Journal of
Educational Change, 4: 419–25.
Robinson, K., Aspin, D., Allen, J., Underwood,
N. and Brinson, P. (1982) The Arts in
Schools. London: Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation.
Roper, B. and Davis, D. (2000) ‘Howard
Gardner: knowledge, learning and development in drama and arts education’, Research
in Drama Education, 5: 217–33.
Ross, M. (1983) The Arts: A Way of Knowing.
Oxford: Pergamon.
Ross, M. (ed.) (1986) Assessment In Arts
Education: A Necessary Discipline or a Loss
of Happiness? Oxford: Pergamon.
Sennett, R. (2012) Together: The Rituals,
Pleasures & Politics of Cooperation. London:
Penguin.
Swanwick, K. (1994) Musical Knowledge:
Intuition, Analysis, and Music Education.
London: Routledge.
Swanwick, K. (1999) Teaching Music Musically.
London: Routledge.
Taggart, J., Whitby, K. and Sharp, C. (2004)
Curriculum and Progression in the Arts: an
International Study. Final Report. London:
National Foundation for Educational
Research (NFER) and Qualifications and
Curriculum Agency (QCA).
TheatreSpace (2012) Theatre Space: Accessing
the Cultural Conversation. Brisbane: Griffith
University and the TheatreSpace Team.
Thomson, P., Hall, C., Jones, K. and SeftonGreen, J. (2012) The Signature Pedagogies
Project: Final Report. Available from http://
www.signaturepedagogies.org.uk/resources
(accessed 20 July 2015).
Thomson, P., Hall, C., Thomas, D., Jones, K.
and Franks, A. (2010) A study of the
Learning Performance Network: an education programme of the Royal Shakespeare
Company. Available from http://www.
creativitycultureeducation.org/research-impact/

PERFORMING ARTS IN LEARNING, CURRICULUM AND CULTURE

exploreresearch/a-study-of-the-learning-
p e r f o r m a n c e - n e t w o r k - a n - e d u c a t i o n -
programme-of-the-royal-shakespearecompany,90,RAR.html (accessed 20 July 2015).
van der Veer, R. and Valsiner, J. (1991)
Understanding Vygotsky: A Quest for
Synthesis. Oxford: Blackwell.
Veresov, N. (1999) Undiscovered Vygotsky:
Etudes on the Pre-History of Cultural–
Historical Psychology. Frankfurt am Main,
Germany: Peter Lang.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1967/2004) ‘Imagination and
creativity in childhood’, Journal of Russian
and East European Pschology, 42: 7–97.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1971) The Psychology of Art.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978) ‘The role of play in development’, in M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S.
Scribner and E. Souberman (eds.), Mind in
Society: The Development of Higher
Psychological Processes. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.
Vygotsky, L. S. (1986) Thought and Language.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

373

White, J. (2005) Howard Gardner: The Myth of
Multiple Intelligences. London: Institute of
Education University of London.
Williams, R. (1958/2014) ‘Culture is ordinary’,
in J. McGuigan (ed.), Raymond Williams on
Culture and Society: Essential Writings.
London: Sage Publications. pp. 1–18.
Williams, R. (1968) Communications.
Harmondsworth, UK: Penguin Books.
Winner, E. and Cooper, M. (2000) ‘Mute those
claims: no evidence (yet) for a causal link
between arts study and academic achievement’, Journal of Aesthetic Education, 34:
11–75.
Winner, E., Goldstein, T. R. and Vincent-Lancrin,
S. (2013) ‘Art for art’s sake? The impact of
arts education’, Educational Research and
Innovation [online]. Available: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1787/9789264180789-en (accessed
November 2014).
Winston, J. (2010) Beauty and Education.
Abingdon, UK: Routledge.

24
The ‘Value’ of Computers
and Computing: Toward
a New Axiology of
Educational Technology
Mark Evan Nelson

INTRODUCTION
This chapter examines the ever more salient,
consequential, and complicated relationship
of computers and computing to theoretical
and methodological aspects of education. As
will become apparent, even defining ‘computers’ and ‘computing’ is, and should be, a
highly complex, inherently problematic
undertaking; nonetheless, as necessarily
rough-hewn definitional prototypes, my tentative proposals are as follows. With the term
‘computer’, I refer for the present to all electronic devices invented and used for purposes
of numerical and logical calculation; information storage and retrieval; digitally mediated
communication; modeling of and interaction
with systems and structures providing simulated experience of various kinds; and regulation or automation of so-called ‘real-world’ or
‘offline’ systems and structures. My baseline
definition of ‘computing’ will be direct participation in any or all of these computermediated activities, along with engagement
and development of the physical, intellectual,

and emotional capacities and competences1
for employing these tools and functions to
productive, creative and fulfilling effects. I
would emphasize once more, though, that the
seeming tidiness of these definitions is deceptive, belying the difficulty of answering the
most fundamental, unsettled questions of
what, how and why these necessary capacities, competences and desired effects might
be, now and into the future. Obviously, these
questions, however bedeviling, are of utmost
pedagogical concern. This chapter, therefore,
is focused less on accounting for the practical
and functional potentials of computing in
education than on clarifying the pedagogical
import of knowing what computers and computing can and do mean, i.e. their personal
and social significances, their values, within
contemporary human lives.
Ultimately, I will recommend that the most
useful disposition toward integrating digital
technologies and practices into education – as
tools, content, and contexts for learning – is to
prioritize awareness on the parts of students
and all other stakeholders of the underlying
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semiotic entailments, personal and social
values, ethical and aesthetic implications,
and creative possibilities that attend electronically mediated experience. I tentatively
describe this perspective as ‘axiological’,
that is, organized around the philosophical
and semiotic constructs of ‘value’, especially compared with persistently influential
‘objectivist’ and ‘constructivist’ approaches.
Here at the outset, therefore, it is appropriate
to lay some general groundwork for understanding what such an axiological perspective might involve.

NAILING DOWN DIGITAL
PEDAGOGIES – WHAT DOES
AND DOES NOT COMPUTE?
Despite the foregoing definitional caveats,
my reader may be forgiven for persisting in
the belief that what a computer is and does is
rather less problematic than I have suggested.
In fact, a great many so-called ‘educational
technologists’ and other such experts, the
extent of whose technological knowledge
and expertise far outstrips my own, continue
to labor under that same apprehension. ‘Why
exaggerate? Plainly, computers are devices
that enable and/or facilitate a range activities
and functions, as you have said’, one might
say. My aim in this section is to argue that
this apprehension is, in a vital sense, a mis
apprehension, one that unfortunately contributes to fragmented discussion and obfuscation
of the roles and importance of computers in
education. My further contention will be that
the less certain or determinate one is in their
thinking about educational technologies, the
more coherent and pedagogically relevant
their approach is liable to become; I beg my
reader’s indulgence in accepting this seeming paradox for the time being. As a preliminary to supporting these assertions, I will
revisit and aim to complicate the definitions
provisionally set out in the Introduction.
The working definitions of ‘computer’
and ‘computing’ just supplied are not only
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bounded by the practicalities of what can
be meaningfully covered within the word
limit of this chapter. Nor are they in any
way objectively, comprehensively, or universally true. What I can and will say with
confidence about these definitions is that
they are directly, significantly reflective of
my own subjective experience of computers
and computing, which terms still curiously
evoke for me – as a middle-aged, middleclass American male, among other pertinent
descriptors – an enduring image, if I am to
be honest, of that cream-colored, pebbletextured monitor of yesteryear, the one with
the distended posterior of a 
vacuum-tube
TV and a clackety keyboard and other hardwired accouterments tethered to it. No, that
description does not fit the desktop computer
in my office at present, nor does it accurately
characterize the Macbook I am using at this
moment of writing. Still, the term ‘computer’ compels me to imagine a Jungian
archetype (Jung, 1958/1980) of sorts, which
poorly resembles the actual exemplars that
I now most frequently encounter. With continued candor, I must say that this chimerical
concept–word–image of ‘computer’ (pic
ture, perhaps, an anthropomorphized clipart version with a smiling cartoon face on
its display) still sometimes arouses in me –
a self-professed old-school artist (oil paint
and charcoal most preferred), codex-fancier,
and Facebook-phobe – a semi-conscious
suspicion and resentment toward the digital
devices and practices that define and constrain my everyday activities, despite (and
maybe also because of) the vast amounts of
time and energy I devote to working with and
thinking about these devices and practices in
the performance of my teaching and research.
I sympathetically recall Sven Birkerts’
(1994) less-than-sanguine appraisal of what
we now commonly call Information and
Communications Technologies (ICT) as ‘a
soft and pliable mesh woven from invisible
threads [that] has fallen over everything’,
the consequence of which being that ‘[t]he
so-called natural world, the place we used to
live, which served us so long as the yardstick
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for all measurements, can now only be perceived through a scrim. Nature was then;
this is now’ (1994: 120). Whether or not we
are inclined to agree, Birkerts’ metaphor, as
far as it goes, is entirely apt and unarguably
admissible according to Birkerts’ own worldview, that is, his personal sense of what is
good, fair, pleasing, and important.
My contention here, again, is that for
myself – as for Birkerts and for every other
thinking, feeling, remembering subject – what
a computer is and does depends centrally, perhaps even wholly, upon what I believe and can
imagine it to be and do, that is, upon the meanings, values, metaphors, and mythologies2
(Barthes, 1972) that computers and computing
call forth for me. Surveying the literature and
landscape around computers and education,
one should notice that the theoretical principles, practical approaches, policy decisions,
etc. marking the development of this field, or
cluster of related fields, are underwritten by a
limited (and limiting) array of generic images,
metaphorical tropes, and figurative impressions to the general neglect of subjective and
social (intersubjective) experiences and meanings (see Selwyn, 2010). As follows I examine
and highlight some of these competing perspectives and associated metaphors, toward
an operationalizable definition of educational
computing as value-based, subjectively meaningful, open-ended, and dynamically creative,
rather than objectively relevant to or circumscribed by fixed, presumptive notions of what
computers are and do.
Although the age of computers is commonly thought to have begun in the middle of
the twentieth century, in a vitally important
regard, relationships between the intellectual development of people and their ‘thinking devices’ have evolved over millennia. In
perhaps the earliest instance, ‘bullae’, hollow
ball-like clay envelopes, emerged at least five
thousand years ago, in the area of present day
Iraq and/or Turkey, as material, technological appliances that enabled an early form of
accounting (Schmandt-Besserat, 1978, 1980;
c.f Ong, 1982). Differently shaped dried clay
tokens were pressed into the still-soft surface

of a bulla, and afterwards sealed inside the
ball, which was then allowed to dry. Each
token of a particular form represented an
equivalent number or amount of goods that
would have been bought or sold, for example
a sheaf of wheat or a goat. This revolutionary technology was improved when its users
recognized at some point the futility of actually sealing the tokens inside the bulla, when
the external impressions themselves served
equally well as records of accounts. More,
eliminating the unneeded ‘container’ function permitted the recording of marks on a
more economical flattened surface, enabling
better ‘usability’, that is, easier storage of
and access to the device and the information
contained on it. This ‘second-order symbolism’ (Vygotsky, 1978) is believed to be the
foundation for writing itself, in that inscribed
marks had come to directly, abstractly represent objects in the world, bypassing the
mediational role of the clay tokens. As systems of marks were elaborated over time,
writing gained the capacity to communicate
complicated, connected ideas formerly conveyed only through speech.
This co-emergence of written language
and ICT deserves special attention, I submit, because these entities were not merely
co-emergent, but also co-constitutive. The
invention of artificially recorded ‘memory’,
first symbolically encoded and impressed in
clay, established core conceptual and metaphorical underpinnings of computing in education, basic assumptions that endure to this
day. Perhaps foremost among these assumptions is the equation of written words and
texts with information per se. The second
critical assumption, a direct corollary of the
first, is that information is essentially, necessarily stable and durable, unfettered and unaltered by temporal and spatial circumstance.
The third assumption, enabling and enabled
by the former two, is that information can be
stored and retrieved for later use. It is interesting to note that these three assumptions
have the distinct ring of common sense even
now, applying equally well to bullae, scrolls,
books, laptops, and tablet devices.
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Still, internally persuasive though these
notions may seem, their apparent logic
belies a deeper authoritative discourse, in a
Bakhtinian manner of phrasing (Bakhtin,
1981), an implicitly ‘structural’ metaphorical framing3 (Fauconnier and Turner, 2003;
Lakoff, 1990; Lakoff and Johnson, 2003) of
information, computing technologies, and
how these are related. If, for example, information, knowledge and other instantiations
of human thought and experience are conceptualized and represented as ‘things’, like
goats, which can be abstracted from context,
named, preserved, easily re-identified and
recontextualized, etc., then it would seem
unproblematic, within the limits of that metaphor, to count these things, ascribe numerical
values to them, as one might do with any other
discrete object or token. Postman (1993), in
an influential volume entitled Technopoly:
The Surrender of Culture to Technology,
explains that in 1792, William Farish, a tutor
at Cambridge University first suggested that
numerical grades could be assigned to capture the quality (and qualities) of his students’ ideas and educational achievements.
Postman writes,
If a number can be given to the quality of thought,
then a number can be given to the qualities of
mercy, love, hate, beauty, creativity, intelligence,
and even sanity itself…Our psychologists, sociologists, and educators find it quite impossible to do
their work without numbers. They believe that
without numbers they cannot acquire or express
authentic knowledge. (1993: 13).

Postman goes on to suggest that such quantitative measurements ‘would have sounded
like gibberish to Galileo, or Shakespeare, or
Thomas Jefferson’ (1993: 13). Nonetheless,
to say that the general acceptance of and
preferences for quantitative assessment in
education have intensified in the centuries
since its inception is to gravely understate the
matter. Even though we extol the efflorescent
creative genius of Shakespeare and Jefferson
and others, our educational systems and the
ICTs developed to support education, in the
main, have developed so as to accord with
and promote a view of knowledge as
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determinate (or non-contingent), permanent,
and information-based.
My likening of the bulla to a contemporary computer, at least in its data storage and
retrieval aspects, is deliberate, of course, and
a similar case could be made for other early
thinking tools and machines, the abacus perhaps being one example. I adopt the bulla,
arguably the earliest technological integration of information and communication, as a
prototype and touchstone of sorts for demonstrating what may or may not be different in
the ways we have lived, learned, and taught
with computers over time. Over the past several decades, both in scholarly circles and in
the popular imagination, much attention has
been paid to the so-called ‘digital revolution’
(Lanham, 1989; c.f. Landow, 1992; Prensky,
2001, 2005; Tapscott, 1998, 2009), and just
as much enthusiasm, confusion, skepticism,
and even ‘moral panic’ (Bennett and Maton;
2010; Bennett et al., 2008) have been variously expressed over its purported implications, especially where youth, the Internet,
and education have been concerned. Still,
as Bolter and Grusin (2000) remind us, notwithstanding some significant particularities
in the material and semiotic ‘affordances’
(see Gibson, 1977) of respectively different
technologies, ‘a defining characteristic of the
new digital media is remediation’, by which
these authors mean ‘the representation of
one medium in another’ (Bolter and Grusin,
2000: 45, emphasis added). Rehearsing the
words of pioneering media theorist Marshall
McLuhan, Bolter and Grusin add, ‘the content
of any medium is always another medium.
The content of writing is speech, just as the
written word is the content of print, and print
is the content of the telegraph’ (McLuhan,
1964: 23–24, cited in Bolter and Grusin,
2000: 45). On the basis of her own studies of
the ‘materiality of literacy’, Haas (1996: 219)
concurs, explaining that
Computer literacy technologies are built on top of,
and are inherently dependent on, other, earlier
technologies, including print. They are built
on layers and layers of other technologies – not
only solid-state physics and digital logic and mass
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production – but other literacy technologies as
well. The older, other technologies on which computer literacy technologies are built include writing
itself.

Haas specifically cites the QWERTY keyboard layout and vertical scrolling interface
as two other examples of earlier literacy
technologies still materially, functionally,
and conceptually embedded in today’s digital
computing. To the present point, Bolter and
Grusin’s and Haas’s work should persuade us
that it is not only the history behind the contemporary use of computers in education that
is of special concern, but also the ‘historicity’: the authentic residual evidence of innovations past in the forms and functions of the
digital tools and practices of today (c.f.
Latour 1994, 1999).
What we recognize as ‘modern’ computing,
of the electronically supported sort described
in the working definitions I proposed in the
Introduction, was first seen in classrooms on
elite American university campuses from the
middle 1940s; the IBM ‘ASCC’ (Automatic
Sequence Controlled Calculator) machine,
alternatively referred to as ‘Harvard MARK
1’, was rolled out at Harvard University in
1944, and the University of Pennsylvania
completed the development of its proprietary
ENIAC (Electronic Numerical Integrator
and Computer) machine in 1946 (Molnar,
1997). This preliminary type of educational
computer – composed of many thousands
of interconnected vacuum tubes, switches,
relays, and other components – was, according to Molnar (1997: 2), principally used ‘in
mathematics, science and engineering as a
mathematical problem-solving tool, replacing the slide rule and thus permitting students to deal more directly with problems of
a type and size most likely to be encountered
in the real world’. Finding no fault with the
general veracity of this statement, I think it
is productive and necessary to examine at
a deeper level what its entailments may be.
Exactly what, we may ask, are these purported ‘real-world problems’? What is their
‘type and size’? Notably, as has been the

case with other technological innovations
applied to modern education (c.f. Cuban,
2001a), both the ASCC and the ENIAC were
developed under governmental authority and
with the involvement and support of the US
military. What reasonable assumptions might
one make about the kinds of real-world problems that these machines, and the educational
practices and objectives constructed around
them, were intended to address? From whose
vantage were these problems ascertained,
and for what purposes? Consider (only in the
abstract, please) the traumatic occurrence of
a loved one’s sudden passing, or a crisis in
religious faith experienced by an erstwhile
devout believer. Both of these theoretical
scenarios involve real-world problems that
are potentially great in scope and impact;
however, clearly such problems are neither
the type nor the size that these early computers were designed to elucidate and mitigate.
As with the bulla, and with the technologies
of writing and print that it precipitated, the
modern computer was developed according to narrower priorities and conceptions of
what it is to know, learn, and progress. Again,
the bulla was conceived as a technology for
extending and improving trade in livestock,
agricultural products, etc., and the computer
has retained much of that same DNA, insofar
as its most primary function has been to facilitate and expand the ‘husbandry’ of information itself.
Many will recall the enduring adage that
declares, ‘When all that one has is a hammer, everything looks like a nail’. Unpacked
a bit, this analogy might further suggest
that, within such allegorical circumstances,
the disposition toward ‘hammering’ implies
more than a simple practical accommodation
or a response to material scarcity; it evokes
a weltanschauung (Humboldt, 1999; Kant,
2001; c.f. Naugle, 2002; Underhill, 2013), an
epistemological worldview usefully defined
by Lind (2011: n.p.) as ‘a more or less coherent understanding of the nature of reality,
which permits its holders to interpret new
information in light of their preconceptions’.
Substituting the hammer with the bulla, along
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with succeeding numeracy- and literacy-
supported innovations, we may recognize
that over the centuries, as people increasingly
depended on these technologies to enable the
permanent identification, quantification, and
communication of important details in their
workaday lives, discretely visible and countable data were more and more associated and
equated with knowledge itself. A striking,
if not also startling testament to the persistence and pervasiveness of this equation is
work currently underway at Google on the
‘Knowledge Vault’, a massively ambitious
algorithm-driven system that has automatically collected, and assessed for their ‘confidence’ value, nearly two billion isolated
‘facts’ to date. According to a recent article
in New Scientist, Knowledge Vault ‘promises
to let Google answer questions like an oracle rather than a search engine, and even to
turn a new lens on human history’ (Hodson,
2014: n.p., emphasis added). Succinctly put,
when all you have is information-based technologies and practices, everything looks like
information. And this notion may well summarize one of the dominant weltanschauungen to have influenced the use of computers
in education, especially prior to the turn of
this century: objectivism.

OBJECTIVIST PERSPECTIVES ON
EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY
I use the term ‘objectivism’ here with some
caution because of the risk of confusion with
the objectivism framework proposed by novelist and philosopher Ayn Rand, whose definition, although similar in a number of
respects, conveys markedly different ethical,
social, and economic implications to the
notion of education inflected with ‘scientific
objectivity’ that I discuss here (for example,
see Rand, 1964, 1967). In general terms,
‘scientific objectivity’ may be defined as ‘a
characteristic of scientific claims, methods
and results [that] expresses the idea that the
claims, methods and results of science are
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not, or should not be influenced by particular
perspectives, value commitments, community biases or personal interests, to name a
few relevant factors’ (Reiss and Sprenger,
2014: n.p.). In other words, objectivism, in
this sense, posits a view of knowledge that is
objectively discernible, neutral, and external
to the knower. When applied to education
and educational computing, objectivism
encircles several related principles and
approaches (Roblyer and Doering, 2010).
One such related perspective is ‘behaviorism’, most notably associated with the work
of Pavlov (2012), Skinner (1938/1991), and
Watson (1922/1930). Behaviorism’s central
tenet is the modification or ‘conditioning’
of behavior as the main factor in reorganizing thought and driving intellectual development. On the basis of his early experiments
with pigeons and other laboratory animals,
Skinner (1938/1991), perhaps the best known
contributor to work on behaviorism, argued
that systematic learning occurred through
repeated cycles of stimulus and response,
where target behaviors (that is, those consistent with given learning objectives) were
reinforced through reward or punishment. For
Skinner and like-minded behaviorists, learning was (and is) sequential, predictable, and
inferable on the basis of observed behavior.
Other work exhibiting a decidedly objectivist
orientation is that of psychologist Robert M.
Gagné, promulgator of the notion that education can and should be organized according to a set of universally relevant stages
and conditions for optimal learning. Gagné’s
(1970) ‘Conditions of Learning’ sequence
includes: gaining attention (reception);
informing learners of the objective (expectancy); stimulating recall of prior learning
(retrieval); presenting the stimulus (selective perception); providing learning guidance
(semantic encoding); eliciting performance
(responding); providing feedback (reinforcement); assessing performance (retrieval);
and enhancing retention and transfer (generalization). Other objectivist perspectives
theorize learning as ‘information processing’ (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968), inviting
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conceptions of ‘human as computer’ (see also
Johnson-Laird, 1988; Newell and Simon,
1972). As these phrasings suggest, this is an
educational orientation grounded in the presumption that there is a natural, operational
parallel between the ways that people and
computers think, where learning is a function
of taking in, storing, aggregating and operating on packets of information. Proof of the
widespread influence of this general perspective, which finds support in empiricist philosophy, evolutionary psychology and related
fields, can be seen in the ubiquitous, unconscious use among educators of terms like
‘input and output’, ‘long-term’, ‘short-term’,
and ‘working’ types of memory, and ‘information processing’ to characterize what we
and our students do in the course of our work.
Taking these perspectives together, one
sees that education and intellectual growth
from an objectivist viewpoint are, at root,
functions of adapting to ideally sequenced
and structured situational demands, through
sensory recognition and short-term retention of various environmental stimuli (that is,
input into short-term memory), active integration of input with mental representations
already processed and stored (the function of
working memory), and cognitive re-cataloging
and storage of all represented information
for later access and use (long-term memory). Upon careful consideration of all this,
I am unsure where the line between man and
machine is to be drawn. Are we conceived
to be imitating the machines, or do they take
after us?
Of course, one would be hard-pressed, I
hope, to find any reasonable philosopher,
psychologist, or educator who contended that
the human mind and artificially engineered
computers are the same in any precise, concrete sense. After all, it is only a metaphor,
isn’t it? Yes it is, but perhaps not only that. As
I have expressed earlier and elsewhere, echoing the cognitive metaphor theory referenced
previously, even ‘in concrete social realities,
metaphors do matter’ (Nelson, 2012: 37).
Digital RAM (Random-Access Memory)
and ROM (Read-Only Memory) bear an

eerie resemblance, I just now realized, to my
own long- and short-term memory centers.
Likewise, many of the ways computers have
been integrated into our educational practices
and policies evidence not only objectivist
leanings but, at a deeper level, an uncritically
accepted melding of them (the computers)
and their ‘needs’ with us and ours.
A seemingly rational use of educational
technologies based on objectivist principles,
might involve a discretionary approach such
as Robyler and Doering (2010) recommend:
in circumstances where learning objectives
are mainly skills-based, concrete, and strictly
defined, so-called ‘drill and practice’ applications, online tutorials and similar resources
can be usefully recruited. Maollem (2001),
based on his research into the application of
different learning theories in the design and
implementation of web-based instruction,
also concluded that ‘a combination of structured, self-paced, individualized instruction
along with a problem-based, collaborative
learning environment’ was the most efficacious tack, citing the special importance of
such a hybrid approach in accommodating a
diversity of student needs and learning preferences. Yet, as logically appealing as these
prescriptions may seem on the surface, these
authors may have it the wrong way round. I
submit that it is only an objectivist worldview
that permits learning objectives to be mainly
skills-based, concrete, and strictly defined.
Perceptions as to the appropriateness of an
objectivist approach are determined a priori by implicit, metaphorically structured
beliefs about how students think, what students need, and what really counts as knowledge. If the bulla and succeeding educational
technologies recast knowledge as information, as I have suggested, then that premium
placed on information seems to have recast
human beings – through the metaphorizing,
‘mythologizing’ power of our shared social
imaginary – as computers. My reader may
be relieved to learn, however, that the Borglike assimilation depicted on Star Trek is not
a fait accompli of humankind, nor is it part
and parcel of educational computing, as the
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comparatively creative, agentive disposition
of ‘constructivist’ approaches would attest.

EDUCATIONAL COMPUTING AND THE
CONSTRUCTIVIST WORLDVIEW(S)
Loosely assembled under the banner of ‘constructivism’ are a number of theories and
approaches that see learning and intellectual
growth as ongoing processes of creating or
‘constructing’ knowledge for oneself, though
certainly without ignoring the educational
importance of social interaction and collaboration. Ostensibly, this general orientation
stands in rather stark contrast to objectivist
commitments to learning as behaviorally
conditioned, universally ordered and
sequence-able, and it was in direct response
to such objectivist principles that constructivist theories and approaches were developed. Although objectivist and constructivist
viewpoints are commonly regarded as diametrically opposed, it is probably more
useful to conceptualize each of these as consisting of numerous versions represented
along a continuum (Vrasidas, 2000), according to salient similarities as well as differences in these perspectives and to the diverse,
sometimes divergent interpretations made
within each larger framework.
Among those scholars most closely associated with Constructivism are psychologists Jean Piaget (1970) and L. S. Vygotsky
(1978, 1986), whose works especially form
the respective cores of intra-mental (or ‘personal’; see also von Glasersfeld, 1989) and
inter-mental (or ‘social’ or ‘sociocultural’;
see also Bruner, 1966; Kuhn, 1996) aspects
of constructivist theories of knowledge.
Vrasidas (2000: 7), also synthesizing the
work of Cobb (1994), Jonassen (1992), and
Phillips (1995), summarizes ‘the major philosophical and epistemological assumptions
of constructivism’ as follows:
•• There is a real world that sets boundaries to what
we can experience. However, reality is local and
there are multiple realities.
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•• The structure of the world is created in the mind
through interaction with the world and is based
on interpretation. Symbols are products of culture and they are used to construct reality.
•• The mind creates symbols by perceiving and
interpreting the world.
•• Human thought is imaginative and develops out
of perception, sensory experiences, and social
interaction.
•• Meaning is a result of an interpretive process
and it depends on the knowers’ experiences and
understanding.

Another cornerstone of this constructivist
worldview, especially its so-called ‘progressivist’ aspects, is the writings of John Dewey
(1916/2012, 1976), who formulated an
approach to education based on democratic
principles, individual and social empowerment, and learning as an inherently, necessarily inquiry- and discovery-oriented process.
In connection with, but also apart from, the
multi-faceted, internally diverse framework
of constructivism, the kindred ‘constructionist’ approach also deserves some explicit
attention for its particular relevance to educational technology and computing. Conceived
and promulgated by Seymour Papert (1980),
Mitchel Resnick (1997) and their colleagues
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s
renowned Media Lab and elsewhere,
Constructionism ‘asserts that learning is an
active process, in which people actively construct knowledge from their experiences in
the world’, a premise based on and consistent
with the Piagetian foundations of constructivism, acknowledges Resnick (1997: 24). But
constructionism is to be distinguished from its
forebear, Resnick continues, by its addition of
the idea that people construct new knowledge
with particular effectiveness when they are
engaged in constructing products that are personally meaningful. They might be constructing sand
castles, LEGO machines, or computer programs.
What’s important is that they are actively engaged
in creating something that is meaningful to themselves or to others around them. (1997: 25)

Among the most critical technological developments to support constructionist pedagogies
was Logo, a highly modular, relatively
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intuitive programming language created in the
late 1960s by Papert and colleagues, and
greatly refined and widely elaborated since
(Logo Foundation, 2011). One notable
education-oriented outgrowth of Logo is

LEGO Mindstorms, an integrated designbased learning system, composed of LEGO
blocks, mechanical and electronic components, and software, allowing learners to
invent, build, and program robotic machines of
all sorts. Another innovative tool developed
for constructionist educational computing is
Scratch, a graphics-oriented modular programming language created by Resnick’s Lifelong
Kindergarten research and design group and
first released in 2003. The Scratch interface,
now used in schools and in out-of-school settings the world over, engages learners in
exploration of the nature and potentials of
computing through creating animated stories
and other digital products.4
Depending on one’s particular beliefs and
biases, when examined side-by-side either of
these conceptual frameworks – objectivism
or constructivism/constructionism – could
seem overwhelmingly preferable, the other
almost relegated to strawman-like status. An
orthodox objectivist might ask, how could
instruction and learning be anything but
meaningfully (read ‘objectively’) sequenced
and tightly structured? For her part, a dyed-inthe-wool constructivist might question how
ideals of human dignity and liberty could ever
peacefully coexist with the notion that people
are, in any important sense, ‘machine-like’.
Undeniably, though, both positions are at
least arguable, and perhaps even compelling,
according to their respective logics, which
goes directly to my larger point in this chapter. Yes, for myself (as for other art school
graduates-cum-literacies educators, I would
venture to guess), the constructivist position
is rather more attractive – and I employ the
word ‘attractive’ here quite deliberately. No
less than objectivism, constructivism, as I
have suggested, also represents a worldview
(or a collection of related worldviews), complete with its own governing, constraining
metaphors. Re-engaging my earlier process

of introspection, I must recognize and confess
that the stronger attraction I feel toward constructivist principles is primarily motivated
not by an exhaustive, conclusive review of
brain-based research or the like, but more by
my own sense of what constructivist pedagogies mean and how these meanings articulate
with the values I attach to digital technologies
and their use. Differently put, my reasons are
less logical (in the non-technical sense) than
axiological, and recognizing this allows me
to usefully problematize my instinctual preference for constructivism over objectivism,
to ask critical, somewhat discomfiting questions about exactly what it means to ‘build’
or ‘construct knowledge’ and ‘make progress’. Is the teleological necessity of completion an expected entailment of construction,
for example? Is progress categorically preferable to stasis or equilibrium? Is the coherence
of any pedagogical approach to educational
technology contingent upon consistent agreement with its organizing metaphors and their
entailments (see Lakoff and Turner’s (1989)
‘invariance principle’ of metaphoric coherence)? The purpose of posing and pursuing
these questions, of course, is not to ultimately
make the best-informed, most rational choice
of approach to thereafter follow. It is rather to
realize that no such choice should or can be
made in categorical terms. A general, critical
disposition toward the meanings and values
of technologies in education, I am persuaded,
must itself be placed at the center, both epistemologically and pedagogically.

AXIOLOGY, VALUE, AND
EDUCATIONAL TECHNOLOGIES
In the simplest terms, axiology refers primarily to philosophical concerns of ‘classifying
what things are good, and how good they are’
(Schroeder, 2012: n.p.). Axiological questions are situated within the larger philosophical area of ‘value theory’, which
broadly conceptualizes goodness and value
in all of their aspects. In the particular sense
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that I intend here, an axiological approach to
educational technologies is one centered
upon continual, contextually situated analysis of the goodness and value, defined in
principally ethical and aesthetic terms, of
digital technologies within the ever-changing
ecologies of personal and social life-worlds.
The semantic ambiguity of the terms ‘goodness’ and ‘value’ is fortuitous and vitally
important. Consider that it is equally valid for
qualities of goodness or value to be defined,
and ascribed in moral, ethical, aesthetic, and/
or practical terms. What one holds to be good
and valuable might be assessed as such on
the basis of propriety, power, prestige, virtue,
utility, and/or beauty, among myriad other
possible dimensions. More, what one knows,
does, and learns is fundamentally directed by
one’s own (socially shaped) sense of what is
right, fair, important, praiseworthy, sublime,
‘cool’, etc. But the ‘values of these values’
must be examined, consciously and carefully,
for so-called ‘deep learning’ (see Fullan and
Langworthy, 2014) to authentically occur.
‘Value’, as I apply the concept, is not only
a correlate of goodness; it is a theoretical tool
for thinking and talking about the definitions
and meanings of things. Seminal linguist and
‘semiologist’ Ferdinand de Saussure (1927)
conceptualized ‘value’ (or valeur, his original French-language term) as referring to the
meaningful qualities of a word that are determined through its opposition and juxtaposition to other signs within the language system.
For a simple example, one may know and can
say what a ‘laptop’ is in part because the existence and conventional significances of terms
like ‘iMac’ and ‘tablet’ (along with their realworld referents) contribute to one’s understanding of what a laptop computer is not. For
Saussure, words and language were the focal,
prototypical forms and system of representation, but the general principle applies just as
well to all meaning-making activity: value, in
all its senses, is necessarily relational and contingent. An axiological approach, therefore, is
also necessarily a ‘meta-semiotic’ one.
Semiotics, to briefly rehearse what my
reader may already well know, is the study
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of signs, symbols, and representation, that is
the cognitive, social, and material processes
by which meaning is attached to form and to
what effects (roughly and reductively put).
Meta-semiosis is about conscious awareness
and explicit understanding of the processes
by which prior meaning making becomes
the basis for newer more complex signs and
symbols, extending into unending ‘chains of
signification’; on this view, any act of meaning making is ultimately incomplete, only a
momentary, temporary accomplishment insomuch as the meaning of a sign – let us call it
‘Sign Q’ – is partly also defined and redefined
ex post facto by the succeeding signs (Signs
R, S, T, U…) that it (Sign Q) may evoke
(Derrida, 1978; c.f. the notions of ‘floating
chain of signifieds’ (Barthes, 1978) and ‘infinite semiosis’ or ‘unlimited semiosis’ (Eco,
1976)). By implication, the answers to questions of what anything is and means, or can
potentially be or mean, are constantly under
negotiation, and are always re-imagined and
revised, which is precisely the focus of the
axiological perspective proposed here. Still,
how exactly, one could reasonably ask, does
this relate to computers and education? By
way of illustration, I hark back once more to
the ancient, unassuming bulla.
Try the following meta-semiotic thought
exercise: consider the bulla not only as a
technological innovation, but as a valueladen representation. What the bulla was, its
value, may be circumscribed according to
what it was and was not created to do: imaginably, its ‘goodness’ lay mainly in its utility
as an appliance for objectification, abstraction, and quantification, and these aspects
of value formed links in a semiotic chain
stretching even into the present and presumable future, shaping largely unconscious perceptions as to what is important, valuable,
and good in the communication technologies
we use in our lives and work today, including
the technology of alphabetic writing itself. If
the values and aesthetics of accountancy had
not been such a formative influence on the
development of information and communications technologies, one can only wonder what
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the technological landscape might look like
today. What if, those thousands of years ago,
prevailing social and economic conditions
had been such that the preservation and dissemination of folktales or some other cultural
feature had been so prioritized as to inspire
the earliest ICTs? What inheritance of technological and cultural resources might be
available today?
This is not at all to suggest that computers and other digital technologies cannot be
defined and used in ways that represent and
promote other very different aspects of ethical, aesthetic, and social value. Obviously,
they can be, and are, used in innumerable
ethically and aesthetically sensitive ways, but
the greatest range of potential uses and potential values are available to those who are alert
to what technologies can mean as the main
determiner of what they can and should do.
This alertness is located and developed within
the space of connotation, myth, and metaphor.
Attention to ‘meaning making’ has become
an increasingly important pedagogical concern in recent years, resonating closely with
the axiological perspective on computers in
education that I sketch here. In fact, much
of the literature on constructivism and constructionism explicitly identifies meaning
making and semiotic exploration as vital to
learning (for example, see Resnick, 1997).
However, I see the centrality within constructivist pedagogy of designing texts, building
things, etc. as privileging the material, functional, and productive dimensions of learning
over the semiotic, ethical, and aesthetic. The
making of meaning seems facilitative of, but
ultimately ancillary to, the making of texts
and objects, ironically echoing objectivism
to some extent in that making, building, and
constructing are assumed from the outset to
be ‘good’.
‘Multiliteracies’, a term coined in 1994 at
a now-famous convocation of scholars known
as the New London Group (1996), is perhaps
the most notably semiotically alert among
contemporary pedagogical approaches,
centering on ‘design’ as the key facilitative
process of learning. From a multiliteracies

standpoint, design is a process of purposeful or ‘interested’ (Bezemer, 2012; Kress,
2003, 2010) selection and transformation of
‘available resources’ (for example pencils,
paper, pixels, iPads, ideas, memories, feelings, friendships, genre conventions) in order
to fulfill personal and social needs and wants.
Although the material technological aspects
of design are certainly salient, the primary
object and product of design within a multiliteracies worldview is meaning itself, which
is certainly consonant with an axiological
view. Integral as well to multiliteracies pedagogy is the concept of ‘multimodality’, thus
explained by Bezemer (2012):
[M]ultimodality assumes that representation and
communication always draw on a multiplicity of
modes, all of which contribute to meaning. It
focuses on analyzing and describing the full repertoire of meaning-making resources that people use
(visual, spoken, gestural, written, three-dimensional,
and others, depending on the domain of representation) in different contexts, and on developing
means that show how these are organized to
make meaning…multimodality assumes that
resources are socially shaped over time to become
meaning making resources that articulate the
(social, individual/affective) meanings demanded
by the requirements of different communities…In
order for something to ‘be a mode’ there needs to
be a shared cultural sense within a community of
a set of resources and how these can be organized
to realize meaning. (2012: n.p.)

Also on an axiological view, meaning design
and multimodality are crucial elements.
Without critical awareness and analysis of the
semiotic affordances and historicities of the
texts, artifacts, concepts, and other meaningmaking resources one may have available,
especially in various combinations and contexts, useful understandings of how and why
technologies may articulate with and codefine pedagogical processes cannot develop.
However, the undergirding, overriding commitment within multiliteracies to meaning
making as, first and foremost, a ‘social semiotic’ process (see Halliday, 1978; Hodge and
Kress, 1988; Jewitt, 2008; van Leeuwen,
2005), I believe, foregrounds and prioritizes
an assumedly systemic, socio-functional
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view of what communication is, and what the
technologies that support it are. The risk
associated with such assumptions – again,
from the axiological standpoint that I propose –
is de-emphasizing or perhaps denying what
linguist Roy Harris (1998, 2009) has called
the ‘radically indeterminate’ nature of meaning, that is, the unlimitedly creative, emergent, aesthetic potentials for representing
lived human experience. Just as uttering the
word ‘pineapple’ could imaginably constitute
an unforgivable insult under certain circumstances, a computer in a classroom can be a
merely decorative piece, or fill the technological function of a coat rack, to which
Larry Cuban’s (2001b) landmark volume
Underused and Oversold: Computers in the
Classroom, as an example, attested. By the
same token, an actual coat rack could be
imaginatively transformed into a potently
instructive, vastly magnified molecule of
some inorganic compound or a minuscule
model of a Sequoia redwood or a magical
inter-dimensional portal, among countless
other possibilities. Although the notion that
anything could, in theory, be seen as or mean
anything else may not sit comfortably with
those attempting to create pedagogical order
out of chaos, confining meaning making and
learning within a particular worldview should
be harder to accept in that it pre-emptively
closes possible doors to deeper sensing, feeling, understanding, and knowing.
Not to be misconstrued, I fully acknowledge
the special importance of past and present theoretical and practical work in the areas of multiliteracies and multimodality, which has been
a central inspiration to me in my own teaching and research (for example, see Hull and
Nelson, 2005, 2009; Nelson, 2006; Nelson and
Johnson, 2014a, 2014b; Nelson et al., 2015).
I have also appreciated and learned from the
work of similarly inspired colleagues whose
critical research has contributed vitally to
understandings of, for instance, how digitally
mediated experience may uniquely shape
awareness of who people are and what they
may achieve (for example, Hull and Katz,
2006; Vasudevan et al., 2014); what it means
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to live, communicate, and learn as a globally networked social being (for example,
Black, 2009; Lam, 2009; Zacher Pandya and
Pagdilao, 2015), and how ostensibly informal
computer-based activities, like video games,
can precipitate serious, consequential forms
of personal and intellectual development (for
example, Gee, 2003; Steinkuehler, 2008).
I also acknowledge the continued influence
and presence of identifiably objectivist and
constructivist principles and practices in my
own instructional designs and teaching. It is
no contradiction of what I have argued so far
to state here that all of this work adds ‘value’
to our collective understanding of what educational technologies are and do – which,
again, is precisely my point. Every use of
educational technologies is an opportunity
to examine, redefine, and enlarge notions
of what educational technologies can be
and mean, as instruments of immediate and
potential value.
Tugging once again on the reflexive thread
woven through this piece, I would here relate
a brief qualitative vignette from my own past
work5 to illustrate this point. This example
centers on events that transpired in November
of 2008 in a village in South Africa’s Western
Cape and on the case of ‘Layla’, then a
13-year-old girl.6 Layla and other students
of similar age at her small rural school were
newly engaged in creative literacies activities
and multimodal interactions in and around
a purpose-built social network for youth,
shared at that time by other young people in
California, India, and Norway. As a kind of
digital self-introduction to the other network
members, each participant was encouraged
to compose a digital story – a personal multimedia narrative, integrating still and moving imagery, recorded voice, written text, and
music in whichever ways the student saw fit.
Then co-principal investigator on the project, I was onsite in South Africa at the time
when Layla and her classmates were finishing up their stories and sharing them on the
network. One important research-related task
was to interview each participant about their
story and the process of creating it. During
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Layla’s interview, I was honestly stunned
by her uncommonly keen awareness of how
to identify and harness a diversity of digital
resources (images sourced on the Internet, her
own digitized photos, video editing effects
and transitions) in the service of expressing
her intended meanings. For example, Layla
recognized that a multicolored strobe effect
(a standard feature of Windows MovieMaker
video editing software) could be applied to an
image of herself to simultaneously visually
reinforce her explanation in recorded speech
of herself as ‘proudly South African’, by virtue of the resemblance of the effect’s various
flashing colors to the six colors of the South
African flag.
Even more fascinating, however, was
Layla’s decision to appropriate an illustration of singer Christina Aguilera, suggestively posed and clad in a risqué caricature
of a nurse’s uniform, about to administer
an oversized injection to another version of
herself, Christina Aguilera-as-patient, sitting beside her. Layla excitedly seized upon
the image, actually a shoe advertisement,
because it represented for her a uniquely
potent visual amalgam of the two future goals
she had set for herself, and that she had previously described in her written story script:
to become a model and a nurse. To me also,
there on the ground and understanding the
semiotic feat that Layla had accomplished,
this choice of image seemed wonderfully
apt, thoroughly impressive – so much so, I
am a bit abashed to admit that I was blinded
to the possibility that others on the network,
in their respective contexts, might find the
image inappropriate or objectionable. And,
yes, they did, at least until I shared what I had
come to know.
Even seven years on, Layla’s work often
springs to mind as somehow emblematic of
the larger questions surrounding educational
technology that I examine in this piece.
As educators involved with and invested in
educational technologies, how might we reconcile the observations that Layla’s almost
epiphanic semiotic discovery and others’
(well meaning) denunciation of it (and me,

perhaps deserved) were precipitated by her
use of one and the same machine, within a
matter of days. What, then, is that technology,
and what does it mean to use it, and to be a
user of it? Moreover, if one believes, as I certainly do, that the kind of thinking, meaning
making, and computer-enabled composing
that Layla exhibited is not merely praiseworthy but critically important – a powerful
twenty-first-century capacity to be discussed
and developed and shared – how is that to
be managed from the standpoint of syllabus
and curriculum planning? How are instructional designs for learning about and with
computers going to accommodate outcomes
that are necessarily defined by contingency,
emergence, and impermanence? I have no
finely articulated, systematic, programmatic
answers to these questions; in truth, I suspect that there are no such answers. Recent
constrictive educational policy trends to the
contrary – a renewed tolerance of ambiguity and reinvigorated faith in the generative,
combinative power of human experience,
intelligence, curiosity, imagination and emotion are sorely needed in all educational
domains, at all levels. For the moment,
though, we would do well to focus on the
good. Ultimately, in Layla’s case it was not a
programmatic prescription, but rather examination and understanding of differing values –
semiotic, ethical and aesthetic – that permitted all involved to recognize and agree upon
what the computer and its uses should and
could be and mean in that instance.

CONCLUSION
Axiology and Promoting the
Technological Imagination
Anthropologist Alfred Kroeber (1963)
observed in different cultures that what
looked at first like an axe, an ostensibly
simple and straightforward object, was in
time revealed as not only a vocational tool,
but a weapon, an instrument of execution, a
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talisman of economic power, and a symbol of
divinity, among other things (1963: 112–13).
Likewise, as I draw this chapter to a close, I
recognize that the humble bulla, to which I
have attributed responsibility for catalyzing
technologically supported literate communication, has emerged as much more, if only to
my mind. Over the course of planning and
writing this piece, I have, in a sense, reinvented the bulla, or my image of it, as a lens,
a lever, a map, applied for purposes of seeing
and understanding from whence we have
come, where we are, and why. Objectively,
the bulla is only what it has ever been; the
innovation, my invention, is the metaphor –
the re-signification of that ancient ball of
mud with new value, new qualities of goodness perhaps heretofore unseen. At this point
I hope that the reasons for the relative inscrutability of computers and computing asserted
in my Introduction have become clear.
Educational technologies are so difficult to
define because it is the defining of educational technologies as such that actually
makes them that – which actually makes
them good. An axiological perspective therefore cannot be regarded as a pedagogical
method or curricular approach per se. Rather,
it is a disposition or attitude, one that challenges and enables learners and teachers, and
all stakeholders in education, to continually
invent and reinvent educational technologies
for themselves – not only or necessarily
according to physical, technical form or
function, but in the carefully considered
image of what is good, right, and beautiful.

NOTES
1 	 Widdowson (1983), with particular regard to education in languages and communication, draws a
useful pedagogical distinction between ‘competence’ and ‘capacity’, where competence is
gained through mastering conventional skills and
knowledge and capacity is an emergent, expanding ‘force for continuing creativity’ (p. 27).
2 	 Roland Barthes advanced his influential concept
of ‘mythology’ to account for the additional layer

3 	

4 	

5 	

6 	
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of connotative, ideologically loaded meaning that
words, images, and other forms of representation
may evoke, for example, the sense of ‘Italianicity’
(and all that may entail) that the image of a red-andwhite checkered table cloth may inspire for many.
Cognitive metaphor theorists, notably including George Lakoff, Mark Johnson, Mark Turner,
and Gilles Fauconnier, assert that metaphor is
not merely a literary device or exceptional use of
language, but rather a fundamental mechanism
of human cognition, whereby abstract, complex
ideas and aspects of human experience (‘target
domains’) are understood as equated with or
‘mapped’ onto more concrete elements (‘source
domains’); ‘life is a journey’ is just one example of
these pervasive structural metaphors.
For a fuller explanation of Scratch and examples
of projects, see http://scratch.mit.edu/ (accessed
24 January 2015)
The research and ongoing pedagogical intervention discussed here was conducted in collaboration with colleagues at the University of
California, Berkeley and the University of Western
Cape and local educators as part of a larger youth
social networking project entitled Space2Cre8,
directed by Professor Glynda A. Hull and funded
in large part by the Western Cape government,
the Spencer Foundation, and UC Links.
For a fuller analysis and explanation, see Hull and
Nelson (2009).
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Geography
David Lambert

INTRODUCTION
One of the difficulties arising from writing
about the importance of subject knowledge
in schools, particularly a subject like geography which has been taught in elementary
schools since the nineteenth century in
England and in secondary schools since the
inception of state-funded secondary education at the beginning of the twentieth century,
is that it often attracts the label of ‘traditionalist’. Traditional approaches are often considered inadequate to contemporary
educational needs, especially if one is concerned with some of the big challenges to
arise from global citizenship or education for
sustainable development. Thus, typically,
Gilbert writes ‘How much of what goes on in
schools is the development of children’s own
thinking – ‘education’ – and how much of it
is training them to think our thoughts…?’
(2011: 3). However, Ben Major (2010) in
responding to Gilbert’s book has written:
(Whilst) a conservative sees tradition as an inheritance…a radical conception of tradition sees it in a

very different light. Here, tradition is something
produced through a critical or deconstructive
engagement with that inheritance. If we adopt this
radical sense of tradition as an educator, we still,
like the conservative, recognise the need for an
inheritance of knowledge that helps us to make
sense of the world, but rather than accepting it
with blind faith, this sort of tradition calls for an
attitude of critical engagement, a sifting through,
or a recovery of sorts. As Critchley notes, ‘what
this radical idea of tradition is trying to recover is
something missing, forgotten or repressed in contemporary life’ (Critchley, 2010: 32). The radical
traditionalist understands that we have to sometimes look back in order to go forward. Engaging
with tradition in this way might help us to avoid a
situation in which education is reduced to a concern only with themes of contemporary relevance,
and with preparing young people for the 21st
century. (Major, 2010 [n. p.])

In this chapter, which concerns the geography curriculum in schools, I wish to argue
that genuine educational encounters must
look to tradition as well as to the present and
future, and that geography is a disciplinary
resource that helps teachers do this. In so
doing I hope to make a radical, rather than
conservative, case for a knowledge-led
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geography curriculum (Young and Muller,
2010; Young and Lambert, 2014). This
requires teachers who have a wide appreciation and understanding of their subject discipline and who will be well equipped to
engage their students critically with the various forms of human knowledge that is their
inheritance. It requires teachers to be active
‘curriculum makers’ (Lambert and Biddulph,
2015; Mitchell and Lambert, 2015). This
means an enormous investment in teacher
preparation, but not in a way that overturns
everything. We should do this in a way that
works with and builds on rich disciplinary
traditions.
But primarily, this chapter is concerned
with developing a progressive ‘knowledgeled’ geography curriculum. By ‘progressive’ I mean to signal an essential thread of
my argument which is to stress the emancipatory power and purpose of education
in initiating all young people into forms
and fields of specialised knowledge and
powerful thought – without which they are
deprived and restricted in their personal and
intellectual growth to become fully capable
adults: this is the underlying principle of the
GeoCapabilities project (www.geocapabilities.org), an EU-funded project (2013–16)
on knowledge-led curriculum leadership in
schools (see also Lambert and Morgan, 2010:
chapter 4; Lambert, 2011a).

GEOCAPABILITIES: FRAMING
THE GEOGRAPHY CURRICULUM
In his final volume of work Basil Bernstein
(2000) argued for the ‘pedagogic rights’ of
young people to individual enhancement,
social inclusion and political participation
(see also McClean et al., 2013). These
‘rights’ are expressed as outcomes of educational processes and are strikingly similar to
the notion of ‘capabilities’ as developed in
the GeoCapabilities project (Solem et al.,
2013; Lambert et al., 2015). For Bernstein,
access to knowledge is the key educational

contribution to fighting the inequalities of
educational outcomes, or as we argue here, in
preventing capabilities deprivation. It is for
this reason that Michael Young’s development of the helpful concept of ‘powerful
knowledge’ (Young, 2008; Young and
Lambert, 2014) has been conceptually significant in the GeoCapabilities project. In
direct opposition to those who urge a skillsbased curriculum based on imparting generic
‘competences’ (often deemed especially
appropriate to ‘less academic’ students),
Young and colleagues argue that it is a matter
of social equity that all young people have
the right to be introduced to powerful – or
disciplinary – knowledge, for this provides
the building blocks for a high quality general
education. Young has developed a social realist position, usefully discussed by Roger
Firth in the context of the geography curriculum in English schools (Firth, 2011, 2013;
see also Morgan 2014), which counters both
the extreme relativist positioning of much
‘progressive’ skills-led thought in education
and those who propose ultra ‘traditionalist’
knowledge-led perspectives, who see the
contents of the school curriculum as a fairly
fixed selection or canon of ‘core knowledge’
(Hirsch, 1987, 2007).
In an attempt to rescue the idea of a radical,
or progressive, knowledge-led curriculum,
Young and Muller (2010) have introduced
an extremely useful ‘Three Futures’ heuristic, which has been developed further in
Young and Lambert (2014) and which we
discuss later in this chapter. Future 3 (F3),
which is underpinned by powerful disciplinary knowledge, has become a key element
in the GeoCapabilities project, to an extent
that the project could be said to offer a forum
for the realisation of an F3 geography curriculum. An essential element to the realisation of an F3 curriculum, and the debate that
a capabilities perspective opens up, is to clarify ways in which geographical knowledge
in the curriculum can be considered to be
‘powerful’ knowledge. Putting the ‘geo’ into
GeoCapabilities is concerned with specifying
the essential contribution that geographical

Geography

knowledge makes to the education of all
young people. Or put another way, it is concerned with the ways that weak and/or badly
taught geographical knowledge (or even its
complete absence in the school curriculum)
may contribute in particular ways to the
‘capabilities deprivation’ of young people.

SOME ISSUES WITH THE ‘GEO’
The emergence of the capabilities approach
in geography education, leading to the notion
of ‘GeoCapabilities’, has garnered interest
internationally partly because it offers a
response to some significant and widely
experienced curriculum pressures. Apart
from the widely acknowledged unevenness
in the school curriculum that results from
established curriculum hierarchies (whereby,
for example, in some jurisdictions geography
is subsumed in social studies and has very
little specified curriculum time in relation to
say mathematics, science or history), geography itself faces some issues to do with what
we might call curriculum ‘legibility’ arising
from its immense breadth and lack of
hard edges (summed up by the famous but
useless definition of geography: ‘geography
is what geographers do’). In Bernsteinian
terms, geography is weakly framed and
lacks the strong ‘verticality’ of some subjects like physics or chemistry. Indeed as a
leading geographical figure has recently
remarked:
I share Carl Sauer’s view that ‘an interest in geography is immemorial and universal’ (quoted in
Haggett, 1990, p. xvi). It began with and remains
a basic curiosity to know what lies over the next
hill and to understand the Earth as the habitat
within which we live. Geography does not depend
on a small cadre of professional geographers; if we
disappeared, the subject area would still remain.
(Haggett, 2015: 8)

Thus, everyone has a geographical existence
and everyday experiences from which to
draw that have geographical dimensions:
they live somewhere, have relatives and
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friends who live elsewhere, they shop, work,
holiday and socially interact on a number of
scales from the very local to the global. The
temptation available to teachers is therefore
to exploit with students the relevance and
immediacy of the everyday dressed up as
developing or extending students’ pre-existing
‘geographical imaginations’. And geography
is indeed part of the popular imaginary, from
quiz shows, to travel programmes and TV
documentaries on extreme weather and so
on. This all makes it quite challenging to
figure out the contents of geographical curricula at school, and it makes geography as
a discrete subject on the school curriculum
extremely vulnerable to integration (within
the humanities, social studies, world studies, development education, citizenship
education or in a few cases ‘education for
sustainable development’), and even annihilation. Furthermore, the widespread international trend towards outcomes-based and
competence-led curricula also tends to undermine weakly framed subjects like geography.
As with the much-lauded Opening Minds
curriculum promoted by the RSA (Royal
Society for the Encouragement of Arts,
Manufactures and Commerce) in England
(http://www.rsaopeningminds.org.uk/), the
school subjects that get sacrificed to make
room for such innovative curriculum initiatives are rarely mathematics, science or languages. It is the arts and the humanities, and
frequently geography, that are deemed suitable for experimentation.
As we noted at the very start of this chapter, it is remarkably difficult to resist the various threats to geographical knowledge on the
school curriculum without being dismissed as
a ‘traditionalist’. But as we also noted, there
are progressive forms of tradition that include
the critique and deconstruction of disciplinary knowledge. Disciplines do not simply
manufacture facts, a number of which are
then selected and transmitted to unsuspecting
school children. In progressive traditions there
are stories to be told about how state-of-theart, or better, knowledge is created, contested
and adjudicated. Understanding such stories,
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such as the establishment of theories of continental drift, theories of development or
demographic change, of landscape change
or of urbanisation, takes us into the world of
ideas. This usually requires us to make generalisations and to think in abstract ways, often
with the help of models – for example, with
reference to some of these topics, we could
cite Rostow’s ‘stages of growth’; the classic
‘demographic transition’ model; Davisian
cycles of erosion; or a variety of land use
models of cities. Some of these ideas are a
century old and are said by some to be discredited (a point Rawding (2013) likes to
stress). But even though deconstruction,
and in some cases re-construction, of these
models has occurred they can still provide
the entry point for teachers to take students
into an inferentialist ‘space of reasons’
(Backhurst, 2011; see also Derry (2013: 141)
for a contextualised, brief account of inferentialism). It is by taking students into this
world of ideas and the disciplined creation
of powerful geographical knowledge that
enables them to acquire insights and understandings that are beyond their everyday
experience. Powerful disciplinary knowledge
(not selections of ‘given’ facts; or crucially,
models such as the demographic transition model taught as ‘fact’) is what underscores the F3 curriculum sought through the
GeoCapabilities project. In the terminology
adopted by the project, such a curriculum
equips students with knowledge and a capacity to think, which enhances their capabilities to function as autonomous, informed and
productive citizens.
In promoting geography in school, therefore, we are mindful of the fundamental challenge of how to ‘recontextualize’ disciplinary
knowledge, part of what Bernstein called the
‘pedagogic device’. As Singh writes,
Through recontextualization a discourse is moved
from its original site of production to another site
where it is altered as it is related to other discourses. The recontextualized discourse no longer
resembles the original because it has been pedagogised or converted into pedagogic discourse.
(Singh, 2002: 573)

I go on to argue in this chapter that teachers of
geography play a key role in the recontextualization process. They are not alone, to be sure,
for there are agencies of the system who are
also involved, such as appointed examination
boards and curriculum authorities, as well as
those who produce classroom materials such as
textbook writers (roughly these are what
Bernstein referred to as the Official and
Pedagogic Recontextualisation Fields – the
ORF and PRF, respectively). But teachers also
carry responsibility in pedagogising the subject
matter (or ‘discourse’). For although teachers
no longer see themselves as unfettered free
agents behind their classroom doors, they
nevertheless inevitably interpret subject matters
individually, through the emphasis they give to
certain ideas, their selection of artefacts with
which to teach, the quality of their task design,
and through decisions they make on sequencing
and so on (Rosiek and Clandinin, Chapter 19,
this volume). My argument is that this aspect of
teachers’ work is best understood as part of the
curriculum process, what we call ‘curriculum
making’ (see Lambert and Morgan, 2010: 50;
Lambert and Biddulph, 2015), where in effect
the conceptually distinct domains of curriculum and pedagogic thought are merged.
Curriculum making, as explored in this
chapter (see Figure 25.1), is arguably an idea
that has a specific geography origin. Although
there are doubtless self-evidently generic
qualities to this aspect of teachers’ work, it is
perhaps pertinent to note that it is geography’s
nature that has given rise to particular formulation known as curriculum making. The
multiple ‘everyday geographies’ that exist,
including those inside students’ heads, the
presence of a strong common-sense concept
of geography in the popular imagination and
the emergence (during the mid-twentieth century in the UK context) of a strong and confident research discipline stretching across the
physical and social sciences in universities – if
all these dimensions are to be taken seriously,
then geography teachers have quite a balancing act to perform in enacting a ‘knowledgeled’ curriculum. Thus, for example, as the
UK geography educationist Margaret Roberts
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Source: Lambert and Morgan 2010; Lambert and Biddulph 2015

has argued (in offering a sceptical voice to
Young’s ‘powerful knowledge’) teachers need
to take seriously the notion of young people’s
everyday geography (Roberts, 2014). But she
is equally clear that geography lessons need
distinctive geographical contents (Roberts,
2010). That a leading commentator on geography education needs to make such an obvious
point is remarkable.
Thus, before examining curriculum making in geography in more detail, and therefore delving more deeply into notions of
powerful knowledge and curriculum futures,
there is further ground clearing to be done.
Not least, we should take care to locate the
emergence of curriculum thinking in geography (for a recent account in the context of
primary geography, see Catling, 2013).

THE TROUBLESOME IDEA
OF ‘CURRICULUM’
In the UK at least, curriculum thinking in
schools is a relatively recent phenomenon.

Although geography has been taught in primary schools since the nineteenth century,
and became embedded in secondary schools
from the beginning of the twentieth century
when state-funded secondary education for
all was introduced, there was virtually no
curriculum thinking as we would understand
the term today (see Walford, 2001). Indeed,
the idea of ‘curriculum’ is arguably one of
very few powerful concepts genuinely to
have emerged from the practice and study of
education in modern times. What I mean by
this is that although it may be common sense
that a ‘course of study’ – or curriculum –
would always need to be identified and then
followed in formal schooling, theorising the
idea of curriculum has ‘followed’ the practice of teaching. In this sense, the very purpose of curriculum thinking has been to
unsettle common sense and perhaps habitual
traditional practices.
Norman Graves, one of the most influential
voices in UK geography education in the last
quarter of the twentieth century, introduced
the idea of rational curriculum planning into
professional discourse (Graves, 1974) and
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helped theorise what is sometimes referred to
as the golden age of curriculum development
in the 1970s and 1980s (see Rawling, 2001).
He openly acknowledged that earlier in his
career the curriculum problem (in short,
the question of what should be taught) was
rarely discussed. It was assumed that what
was to be taught in schools was merely
the selection of geographical knowledge
provided by the examination boards and/
or authoritative textbook writers. The purpose of this was unquestionably to provide
an account to children of how people lived
around the world. There were debates about
how to teach this, but a regional approach to
grasping areal differentiation was assumed,
for both practical and conceptual reasons, to
be appropriate to the task.
Drawing from emerging theories in educational studies both in the UK and elsewhere,
Graves sought to discuss the curriculum
problem and the process of curriculum planning (Graves, 1974, 1979). In essence, using
the language of aims and objectives and educational perspectives far beyond merely the
coverage of ‘given’ (and uncontested) geographical knowledge, he was able to show
a much fuller and more complicated picture
of rational curriculum planning. Thus, for
instance, the changing nature of geography
itself had become a variable: if school geography were to reflect a selection of the best
geographical knowledge available, then there
were alternatives emerging in the 1970s to
the regional paradigm (see Haggett, 2015)
for an engaging, reflective account of this).
Similarly, the cognitive and intellectual
‘development’ of young people (more than
the imparting of factual knowledge into their
heads) was seen as a vital part of the modernisation of society in the context of the then
nascent (but soon to become rampant) era of
neo-liberal globalization. The pioneer modernizers such as Chorley and Haggett (1967),
and at school level Bradford and Kent (1977)
or primary school level Cole and Beynon
(1969), asserted that if geography were to
contribute meaningfully to the modern world
then it needed to become more analytical and

reduce its default to repetitive and descriptive
regional coverage. Finally, and especially
with the raising of the school leaving age in
England to 16 years in 1974 (and now from
2015, to 18 years), the purposes of schooling
came to be questioned, not least in the context
of a range of social, economic and environmental challenges: if school geography was to
be seen as ‘relevant’, then it should not be posited as an end in itself, but as a means to serve
wider aims – including what Bill Marsden
later described, not entirely in a positive light,
as ‘good causes’ (Marsden, 1997).
This mixture of internal (geographical) and
external (social and economic) factors resulted
in a breakdown of consensus about what
should be taught in school geography, in the
context of profound economic change, political dispute and cultural fragmentation – and
the widespread impacts of the post-modern
turn in society and academia. The salient
point for us here is that Graves’ importation
of curriculum thinking into geography education was more than a little timely: it was
perhaps inevitable that attempts were made
to systematize efforts to select and organise
the contents of the geography curriculum
in a manner that was more sympathetic to a
changing educational context.
However, the perspective afforded by the
intervening years has begun to show the relative impotence of such thinking, especially
in the face of the increased politicization of
curriculum debates in the UK since the introduction of a national curriculum in 1988
and the tightening grip of performance-led
accountability of teachers and schools. The
idea of examiners, schoolteachers or text
book authors freely selecting the contents of
geographical education using a framework of
‘rational planning’ principles (which although
debated, can be agreed) does not so readily
apply in schools today. Curriculum thinking,
as distinct from ‘pedagogic practice’, is once
again not at all prominent in teachers’ minds
(Young, 2013). This is partly because it is
assumed (since the national curriculum was
introduced in 1988) that ‘curriculum thinking’ is something that is done elsewhere. It is
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also assumed, for example, that the curriculum is devised and laid down in law by the
government and/or its agencies: the teacher’s
job is to ‘deliver’ it as effectively as possible.
What should be taught has taken an almost
taken for granted status, or as we noted earlier
in this essay, is considered to be unimportant.
Underlying the apparent oversights
implied in the previous paragraph (undermining what we are here calling curriculum thinking/making) has been the impact
of what Moore (2006: 97) refers to as the
‘Bourdieusean arbitrary’, that is, the widely
communicated and now well entrenched
view that curriculum selections are ‘not universal, “natural” or “God-given”…they are
culturally, historically and socially produced’
(2006: 98). Such a position is entirely consistent with the post-modernism of the late
twentieth century. Furthermore, the idea
that the contents of schooling are arbitrary
is beguilingly helpful and attractive because
it apparently frees teachers (and policymakers) from some of the hard thinking that otherwise must follow any attempt to seriously
address the fundamental curriculum problem
of deciding what to teach. As we have reason
to note again later in this essay, it lets us off
the hook – if subjects and the knowledge contents of education have no rationale because
they are arbitrary, then we teach what we
want – or more likely what we perceive to
be of interest to the children. The contents
of lessons cannot really be judged better or
worse, and the focus is averted to matters of
process (that is, pedagogy, not curriculum).
Thus, during the last two decades in the
UK, and across many parts of the world, the
undermining of knowledge-led curriculum
thinking in geography has opened the door to
flexible, skills-led solutions often following a
competency model of education built on the
beguiling generic idea of ‘learning to learn’
and ‘twenty-first-century skills’.
We will discuss this a little more when
we come to examine alternative curriculum
futures for geography. But for now I simply note that in England the apotheosis of
skills-led curriculum was the 2008 national
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curriculum reform which, although retaining named subjects including geography (for
these have been enshrined in law since 1988),
submerged the diminished subject specific
programmes of study under a complex superstructure of themes, dimensions and skills
known as the curriculum ‘big picture’. This
was guided by three prominent curriculum
aims1 that were imprecise and agreeable, but
weak in terms of guiding content selection.
They were, as stated at the time (Rawling,
2007: 10), little help in guiding localized
curriculum making by teachers, and yet the
question of what to teach in geography had
now, paradoxically, become a significant
issue since much of the formerly prescribed
content had been stripped away from the
programme of study. The curriculum ‘big
picture’ was in some ways the ultimate ‘rational curriculum plan’ but had become so far
removed from the knowledge contents of
school that for some (such as Whelan, 2007)
it risked undermining the purpose of schooling altogether: it was a ‘corruption’ of the
curriculum:
Contemporary pedagogy has lost faith in the
importance of knowledge and the search for
truth…(This) has profound implications for the
way that the curriculum is perceived. If the meaning of the truth and the status of knowledge are
negotiable, then so is the curriculum. Studying a
subject or body of knowledge is (now) rarely perceived as a good thing in itself. (Furedi, 2007)

I am not tempted to travel all the way to
Furedi’s supposed self-evident truth that subjects are by definition good curriculum
organisers. Although I am prepared to say,
especially in the company of geographers,
that the study of geographical knowledge is a
good thing in itself, I am also aware that a
simple statement of faith in the subject does
not trouble teachers and policymakers
enough. I am aware that subject allegiance –
even passion – can lead to complacency, to
an extent that if the children are bored, disconnected and uninterested in lessons it is
deemed to be their fault and, as we know, for
many children schooling is indeed an exercise in ‘deferred gratification’. A given and
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fixed selection of knowledge transmitted
from teacher to pupils is not necessarily ‘a
good thing in itself’: what is taught can
become stuck and dull, and fail to connect
with students. Students are not introduced to
the disputes and debates within specialized
knowledge domains nor are they engaged
with the excitement of discovering new ways
of seeing. Even if Furedi does not intend to
evoke this redundant model of education, it is
what can happen if we settle only on his final
sentence.
His opening sentence is far more pertinent.
Furedi is correct to point to the way knowledge has been leached out of contemporary
pedagogy: contemporary aims-led curriculum thinking has undermined the teacher’s
concern to introduce and engage children
with the notion of better knowledge (and
a ‘search for truth’). The idea of ‘better’
knowledge is of enormous importance in the
digital age when it is often falsely assumed
that knowledge is ubiquitous and obtained
at the click of a mouse or computer screen.
Better knowledge (like all knowledge) is a
human, or more correctly, ‘social’ creation,
meaning that it is conditioned by disciplined
argument and constructed procedures. Young
people need to be introduced to the subject
disciplines because the social construction of
disciplinary knowledge happens outside the
direct experience of the student – and indeed
the teacher. Enquiry-based classrooms, such
as advocated by Roberts (2013), are essential to enable and deepen students’ meaning
making; however, it is a mistake to think that
all the knowledge encountered by children
in a course of study has to be constructed by
them, in situ.
To conclude, this section makes the observation that curriculum thinking is complex
and its emergence in the last quarter of the
twentieth century in England may have had
some unintended consequences in geography in the sense that the relationship
between geography as a knowledge domain
and pedagogic concerns has become unclear
or confused. This realisation has been the
motive behind renewed interest in knowledge

questions in geography, and engagement
in what has been called a ‘knowledge turn’
(Lambert, 2011b) and the possibilities following national curriculum and examinations
reform in England from 2014 (Lambert and
Hopkin, 2014). This is not to disregard curriculum thinking. On the contrary, I am arguing that ‘curriculum making’ is an essential
element of teachers’ work.

GEOGRAPHICAL KNOWLEDGE
AND THE CURRICULUM
Young people who do not have access to
disciplinary knowledge and/or who are
deemed to lack the intellectual capacities
required are, according to the capabilities
approach outlined earlier in this chapter,
deprived or diminished in certain aspects of
their human potential. It is on this basis that
the international GeoCapabilities project
has turned to Michael Young and others
(Young, 2008; Young and Muller, 2010;
Young and Lambert, 2014) who argue that
access to knowledge is ultimately a matter
of social justice. GeoCapabilities argues
that to deprive children access to powerful
disciplinary knowledge (probably children
considered to be ‘less academic’) undermines their capabilities as citizens and as
human beings.
If this sounds like an overreaching claim,
then compare for a moment with the case
of Jeanne described touchingly in Sebastian
Faulks’ 2012 novel A Possible Life. Set in
post-revolutionary France, she is introduced
to us as ‘the most ignorant person in the
Limousin village where she had lived most
of her life’ (Faulks, 2013: 170). She is honest, warm-hearted and hard-working, but
nevertheless the butt of jokes and unkindnesses, partly as a result of her lack of learning, for born into poverty and an orphan she
had never been to school. It is interesting how
Faulks depicts the deficiencies brought about
by these circumstances on Jeanne’s capacity to understand anything beyond her daily
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routine and encounters: ‘She made no judgement on what she had seen in her life, but
each experience affected her idea of what the
world was’ (Faulks, 2013: 192). Even in those
days, 200 years ago, education was seen as
more than merely access to learning how to
read and write. Jeanne could do neither, but
also we learn that she ‘… lived her life from
one minute to the next, with no plan for
the future and no sense that she would one
day grow old or weak…Her time at the
orphanage had given her a fierce sense of
the supernatural…She understood so little of
the material world – how water boiled, why
a walnut fell from a tree – that she had had
to take almost everything on trust’. (Faulks,
2013: 175–6).
In the twenty-first century, we might argue
that the conditions of ignorance that condemned Jeanne to such a closed existence –
and prey to those who would exploit her overdependence on the supernatural to explain
her world – no longer exist. Although we
should not underestimate how many millions
of people world-wide are still condemned
in his way, the real point I wish to stress is
that the capable citizen is not simply a person armed with information and a marketable skill-set. After all, we could argue that
even Jeanne possessed such basic attributes
as these: she had a job and did it competently.
What Faulks pointed to was Jeanne’s lack of
knowledge beyond her everyday life – that is,
‘powerful knowledge’ that is derived from
the disciplines (Young, 2008; Young and
Lambert, 2014). It is therefore specialized
knowledge and it exists beyond the everyday experience of people, it is often abstract,
being theoretical or conceptual, and it is
enabling. In the twenty-first century, I would
argue, for example, that a crucial aspect of
powerful knowledge is to provide young
people access to what the geographer Doreen
Massey (2014) calls a ‘sense of the global’,
not just in the everyday sense of mediated
images through film, music and fashion but
in the counterintuitive sense of the planet
as a place, with all the physical and human
interdependencies that make it so. A sense
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of the global is derived from powerful geographical knowledge that is available to all –
if there are teachers equipped and available
to teach it.
Figure 25.2 provides another, more specific example of how to interpret powerful
disciplinary knowledge in geography: I have
deliberately selected what some readers may
feel is an obscure aspect of ‘pure’ physical
geography in the hope that perversely this
may help illustrate the point. In both cases –
whether grand as in ‘a sense of the global’ or
less grand as in ‘the significance of boulder
clay’ – the key is to grasp the geographical
perspective, or what it means to ‘think geographically’ about (in these examples) the
planet or landscape processes. Both instances
show very clearly that we are not concerned
here with the transmission of facts. Equally
clear is that the demands on teachers to
enable students to acquire and develop powerful disciplinary knowledge are considerable. As we saw in the previous section, the
demands are not just pedagogic, but relate to
what I call the ‘curriculum making’ function
of specialist teachers.
We could say that without the engagement of specialist geography teachers in
the process of curriculum making, powerful
disciplinary knowledge may remain remote
from many students. We can readily imagine an enacted school geography curriculum
based upon the 2014 National Curriculum
in England (see Figure 25.3) becoming inert
and remaining as dry as dust. Disciplineinformed curriculum making is able to transform the words on the page (for example,
‘soil’) into a meaningful and intellectually
honest and challenging curriculum. On the
other hand, the ‘delivery’ of this ‘requirement’ by a teacher who has no means to
grasp the possible significance of soils to
young teenagers growing up today may simply alienate students (or worse, teach them
that soils are ‘boring’).
Thus, if a knowledge-led curriculum as
advocated here has any single metaphorical tone it is engagement, not delivery. The
key outcome, therefore, is not to transfer
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DESCRIPTION

My Year 10 class (15 year olds) know that ‘the Holderness coastline (on the east coast of
England) is made from boulder clay’.
This is not everyday knowledge. But is it ‘powerful knowledge’? I would argue it is not, on its
own, powerful knowledge. It is just a more or less correct ‘fact’.
However, ‘boulder clay’ (or more precisely glacial till) could be conceptualised in a number of
ways by different academic disciplines – chemists would be interested in its chemical composition, physicists might look at its tensile strength and the way it behaves under different
stress and pressures. Geographers could look at it in a number of ways: for example, geomorphologists would develop their knowledge of boulder clay in terms of its physical properties
of permeability, its tendency to slump and move under gravity and how it affects and is
affected by its environmental context. To fully understand boulder clay geographically it needs
to be placed within the context of its origins (from glacial deposition some 10–20,000 years
ago) and its surroundings, which in the case of the clay on the Holderness coastline includes
its location next to the sea. The actions of the sea (which also can be conceptualised in a
number of ways) are of importance to understand the significance of the boulder clay as the
wave action undercuts the clay cliffs to cause rapid cliff retreat.
DISCUSSION

Our knowledge of ‘boulder clay’ (or glacial till) is shaped by the way it is conceptualised in the
discipline of geography. For instance, we do not fully comprehend the significance of this phenomenon without knowledge of its origins, composition and location. It is this that makes it
‘powerful’. It is almost the ‘back story’ of boulder clay – the way boulder clay is understood –
that is indicative of the way geographers identify and describe it, and its significance.
Figure 25.2

Powerful knowledge in geography: an example from physical geography

Source: Thanks to Richard Bustin, City of London Freeman’s School

into the heads of young people a list of facts
(or indeed theories or models presented and
learned as if they were ‘facts’). Likewise, the
key attribute of an educated person in this
day and age is not to recall such facts accurately in a quiz or test, for although this may
well denote an impressive ability it does
not necessarily provide much evidence of
a person’s capacity to think or reason. The
knowledge-led curriculum proposed here
is therefore not to be confused with some
versions of knowledge orientation such as
Hirsch’s (2007) well-known and influential
promotion of ‘core knowledge’, which does
indeed seem to reduce geography to a list of
‘essential facts’.

Just as we have to be careful not to confuse
a knowledge-led curriculum with the delivery
of predetermined facts, we also have to exercise some care with the idea of engagement.
‘Learning by doing’ has had a long history
of thought and practice in Western education
systems and, although clearly very difficult
to implement meaningfully, has reached the
point of general orthodoxy at least amongst
teacher educators and policymakers. Today in
the UK, teachers (who are under scrutiny as
never before) are now castigated for talking
too much in class; they are told that classrooms
should be ‘active’ instead. What is assumed to
be best practice pedagogic technique is sought
in classroom observations – to the extent to
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Locational knowledge

Africa, Russia, Asia (including China and India) and Middle East (environmental regions, physical and human characteristics, countries)
Place knowledge

Geographic similarities and differences through (intensive) study of two regions (in Africa and
Asia respectively)
Physical and human geography

Geological timescales, tectonic, rocks and soils, glaciation, hydrology and coasts, weather
climate (and climate change)
Population and settlement, international development, economic activity, management and
use of natural resources
Geographical skills

Using maps and globes, aerial photos and images, GIS, fieldwork
Figure 25.3 Geography programme of study (11–14 year olds): summary national curriculum
2014 (England)

which the curriculum problem (what shall we
teach?) can appear almost to have become
totally disregarded. Pedagogy (how shall we
teach this?) is therefore privileged to a degree
that places it in an inappropriate relationship
to curriculum, so that questions of ‘fitness for
purpose’ don’t even get asked. This is the apotheosis of ‘learnification’ (Biesta, 2012, 2013)
where the acquisition of the predominantly
soft skills of ‘learning to learn’ become the
vague and inadequate justification for sending children to school. As we noted earlier,
the privileging of pedagogic over curriculum
thinking lets us off the hook, allowing us to
avert our gaze from the truly difficult but profoundly important question of what to teach
children in school.
My use of ‘engagement’ therefore is not
meant to conjure images simply of busy classrooms. We need to ask, engagement of whom
with whom, with what and for what purpose.
A knowledge-led ‘curriculum of engagement’
is one in which both teachers and students
are interested (perhaps for different reasons)

in notions of better knowledge. To create better knowledge is what the disciplines are for,
and in saying this we can quickly acknowledge that such knowledge is always open to
contest, being contingent on new findings or
fresh theoretical developments. Better knowledge is clearly always in a state of becoming;
it is developing and dynamic, and for this reason teachers and their students need in some
way to be engaged with it.

GEOGRAPHY AND THE FUTURE
CURRICULUM
If we refer back to Faulks’ (2012) fictional
character, Jeanne, we can see she was, as a
result of her lack of education, condemned to
live life entirely in the existential present.
She was also prey to superstition, rumour and
hearsay. We can see that the Jeannes of this
world not only have little chance to contribute to society’s thinking but they also stand
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little chance of even understanding some of
the conundrums and challenges that people
face, or any of the potential solutions that
may be found to address these. In this sense
we can see that the acquisition of powerful
knowledge is not just a matter of passing
examinations in high status subjects and thus
gaining access to good universities and the
professions as may be supposed. It is also a
matter of ensuring maximum opportunities
for people to participate in society and its
processes, including democratic processes
that demand autonomous capacity to deliberate and reason. In a world facing pressing
issues of food, energy and water security
related to intense population pressures,
extreme wealth inequalities and the localised
impacts of global climate change, we may
agree that there is an urgent need for people,
including the Jeannes of this world, to have
full and proper educational opportunities:
this means access to the powerful knowledge
produced by the sciences, arts and humanities. As I have argued, to disagree with such
a sentiment, which is to condemn (at least
some) people to ignorance and thus deny
their full human potential, is tantamount to a
form of capabilities deprivation.

I acknowledge that a capabilities approach
may not at first glance suggest a knowledgeled curriculum (although GeoCapabilities
bends over backwards to privilege geographical knowledge). This is where Young
and Muller’s ‘Three Futures’ framework
(see Figure 25.4) is helpful in making some
distinctions that not only show the place of
knowledge, but the nature of knowledge in a
progressive curriculum of engagement. This
is one reason why it has been taken up by
the GeoCapabilities project as a framework
to support curriculum leadership in school
geography internationally. It attempts to do
this not by writing some kind of international
charter or laying down an ideal curriculum,
but by offering a framework to enable teachers to think about their work in enacting the
curriculum, or as we have named it here, their
curriculum making.
As we have seen, statements about educational outcomes are frequently made in
generic terms. Aims-led ‘grand designs’ of
the curriculum often encourage this, thus promoting an F2 curriculum (see Figure 25.4). Of
course, such curriculum thinking was and is
a response to the widely acknowledged deficiencies of F1. It is, however, an inadequate

F1 S
 ubject ‘delivery’: this curriculum consists of knowledge for its own sake. It is organised by
traditional subjects – as stable, enduring and ‘given’ bodies of core knowledge. This is under-socialised
knowledge. It characterises ‘schooling’ in the popular imaginary and is indeed what many experience
around the world to this day.
F2

 kills, competences and ‘learning to learn’: this curriculum considers knowledge as
S
constructed and traditional subject divisions to be artificial and arbitrary; integrated themes and
or ‘issues’ are preferred content. This is experiential and over-socialised knowledge. This is frequently the contemporary vision of progressive education promoted by OECD, the EU and many
national governments.

F3 
Engagement with powerful knowledge: A Future 3 approach agrees that subjects are
not ‘given’ (as in F1), but that they are not arbitrary either (as in F2) – knowledge development
is led by the epistemic rules of specialist communities, to provide better ways to understand the
world and to take pupils beyond their everyday experience. Excellent specialist teachers may have
always achieved this. The capabilities approach may help to articulate a F3 curriculum by noting the
significance of disciplinary knowledge in achieving laudable curriculum aims.

Figure 25.4 The place of knowledge and three alternative curriculum ‘futures’
Source: Adapted from Young and Muller 2010; see also Young et al., 2014.
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response because of its careless disregard for
knowledge as the foundational curriculum
principle: akin to ‘throwing the baby out with
the bathwater’. This section attempts to show
briefly how a capabilities approach to curriculum thinking has the potential to help ‘bring
knowledge back in’ (Young, 2008) and to
develop a genuinely F3 curriculum future.
Capabilities are not the same as general
competences or free-floating critical thinking skills. Recent writing on the transformative potential of a university education,
for example, has shown that this is based on
the individual’s acquisition of disciplinary
knowledge: there is some empirical evidence
to indicate that students value greatly the
way such knowledge development enables
them to think more broadly about the world
(McLean et al., 2011). Furthermore, induction into a disciplinary knowledge may provide aspects of what Martha Nussbaum calls
the capability of ‘affiliation’. It is, according
to Nussbaum (2000: 82), to ‘behave in an
incompletely human way’ if a person thinks
about the world and their place in it as if only
their views and experience mattered: disciplines provide a way to enter complex forms
of discourse and perspectives that have arisen
in communities using procedures of argument and contestation. This includes abstract
and theoretical knowledge, which by definition is beyond the experience of the everyday.
As we are initiated into disciplines we gain
access to some of the excitement – and the
significance – of knowledge creation. We can
become deeply committed to what it means
to be, or to think like, a historian, scientist,
musician, or a geographer. Such initiation
into disciplinary thought is of great value
and, as we argued in the previous section,
should be available to all young people (and
not only those who go to university): all have
the right to the capabilities offered through
such ‘epistemic ascent’ (Winch, 2013).
In the European project we explore the
potential of the capabilities approach to
express the ‘power’ of geography as a school
subject (Lambert et al., 2015). In doing this
we hope to provide a deeper theoretical basis
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for teachers’ curriculum making, and the part
curriculum making should play in teachers’
work. Following Walker and Boni (2013), the
project argues that the capabilities approach
can expand and deepen the conceptual language of teaching and curriculum at high
school level. In our study, we show that the
notion of ‘geo-capabilities’ helps connect a
progressive form of discipline-oriented geography teaching to the context of broad educational aims, and in so doing it enables an F3
curriculum.
As we saw earlier, the prominent geographer Doreen Massey recently argued that
geography is a discipline that helps us ‘take on
the world’ (2014: 202) by revealing the concept of the planet as a whole and the realization that every locality on Earth is connected
to global processes. In a different way and in
the context of understanding cities, Andrew
Kirby (2014) has made a different case for
geography as powerful knowledge, this time
based on an ideographic understanding of
place contexts (in preference to the roughshod
application of nomothetic principles and processes), a point also made by Richard Bustin
in his ‘boulder clay’ vignette (see Figure
25.2). The two approaches are reconcilable
and the relational understanding that results
forms a substantial element of what it means
to ‘think geographically’. Thus, powerful
knowledge in geography (as in any subject)
cannot be itemised in Hirschian lists, which
sometimes claim to embrace the geography
that children ‘need to know’. Although a summary of powerful knowledge in geography
may legitimately reference the importance of
geographical ‘facts’ (referred to metaphorically by the Geographical Association as the
subject’s ‘vocabulary’; see Lambert, 2011b:
251), it should mainly emphasize the acquisition and development of systematic conceptual knowledge that informs geography’s
‘relational understanding’ – that is, metaphorically, the subject’s ‘grammar’. Here
we are referring to what is sometimes called
geography’s ‘big ideas’ or ‘key concepts’
rather than a long list of substantive concepts
such as city, river, industrial location, etc.
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How geographers argue about what these are!
(for example, see Brooks (2013) for an introduction from an educationist’s standpoint; or
Cresswell (2013) for a fuller academic discussion). Even so, there is some international
stability and agreement that geography is
concerned principally with place, space and
environment (occasionally scale is added) –
and these are complex and dynamic ideas that
have evolved markedly with the development
of geography as a discipline, and which will
continue to do so.
In addition ‘powerful knowledge’ should
(crucially) include a third element, which we
could refer to as ‘procedural knowledge’. This
may include a range of skills used widely in
geography, such as how to analyse spatially
referenced data using maps and GIS. Such
skills (which of course are not unique to geography) are not to be taught as ends in themselves: they are to be used self-consciously
and critically, and within the intellectual
context of searching for meaningful distinctions and applying defensible conclusions
to geographical enquiries in real world contexts. Expressed like this, ‘procedural knowledge’ assumes particular significance, even
providing a glimpse of how geographical
knowledge has been (and continues to be)
produced. One can imagine the power of
introducing students – even young students –
to disciplinary narratives, for example of
how the idea of continental drift was established; how environmental determinism was
roundly rejected; how (and why) urban land
use models have been produced; the attraction (and dangers) of simple demographic
transition models or push-and-pull theories
of migration, of stages-of-growth approaches
to development – we could go on. But the
general point to emphasize is that geography pulls on its ‘vocabulary and grammar’
alluded to in the previous paragraph in order
to make provisional and contingent sense of
the world. This almost inevitably includes a
futures dimension – a consideration of how
the world may become (Lambert, 2013).
Thus, in the terms I have outlined here,
teaching geography well (in an F3 curriculum)

is a demanding task and requires highly developed curriculum making abilities. Effective
curriculum making depends on a range of
professional knowledge as we have seen, but
especially a grasp on how geography can be
thought of as powerful knowledge. Drawing
from the previous two paragraphs, it may be
helpful to summarise powerful knowledge in
geography as consisting of:
•• The acquisition and development of deep descriptive and explanatory ‘world knowledge’; this may
include (for example) countries, capitals, rivers
and mountains; also world wind patterns, distribution of population and energy sources. The
precise constituents and range of this substantive
knowledge is delineated locally, influenced by
national and regional cultural contexts.
•• The development of the relational thinking that
underpins geographical thought (Jackson, 2006);
this includes place and space (for example, the
local and the global), the human and the physical
and notions of environmental interdependence
and interaction. This knowledge component is
arguably more independent of local circumstances and influences, being derived from the
discipline: concepts like place, space and environment are complex, evolving and contested and,
referring back to our earlier metaphor, can be
thought of as fundamental components of geography’s syntax. They are sometimes referred to as
geography’s ‘big ideas’, ‘key concepts’ or ‘second
order’ concepts (see Brooks (2013) who refers to
Taylor’s (2008) ground-clearing work on concepts
in school geography).
•• A propensity to apply the analysis of alternative
social, economic and environmental futures to
particular place contexts; this draws on a range of
skills developed through appropriate pedagogic
approaches such as decision making exercises;
in addition to intellectual skills such as analysis
and evaluation this also encourages speculation,
imagination and argument. If we accept that it is
what students are able to do (including, to think
in new ways) that gives geographical knowledge
its ‘power’, then this category of what we might
think of as ‘applied geography’ is crucial.
(Adapted and developed from Lambert,
2011a, 2011b; Solem et al., 2013)

Understanding geography in this way is not
straightforward and it is not easily derived

Geography

from everyday experience and popular images
of what is meant by the geographical. It
requires specialist curriculum leadership,
which is why we need specialist teachers
who are engaged with geographic disciplinary thought and knowledge.

CONCLUSION
Young’s proposition of powerful knowledge
underpins an F3 knowledge-led curriculum
for all (Young and Lambert, 2014). This is a
curriculum of engagement that requires a particular form of curriculum thinking that a
capabilities approach can help underwrite: this
is manifest through what we refer to as the
practice of curriculum making. An F3 curriculum in geography is more readily achievable
with the curriculum leadership that the capabilities heuristic both encourages and helps
provide. What I hope this chapter has begun to
show is that we can use the capabilities
approach to connect the tight requirements of
a specialized disciplinary knowledge-led curriculum with the broader and more permissive
notions of aims-led curricula.
Asking how geographical knowledge contributes to the educated (capable) person is
a good test. For policymakers, it a test that
addresses how we justify what we teach in
school. For curriculum theorists, the question
provokes the re-opening of arguments for the
place of so-called traditional subjects in the
curriculum – in a way that does not simply
treat these as given and indisputable. For
teachers, the test goes to the heart of what
kind of teacher we aspire to be: capabilities
certainly requires teachers to take examination outcomes seriously on behalf of their
students – but much more besides. The capabilities approach – manifest though balanced
curriculum making – encourages teachers to focus hard on the tough professional
knowledge that lies behind any high status
profession. Curriculum making as exhibited
in Figure 25.1 takes place within the context of the disciplinary knowledge domain.
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It relies on expert professional judgement
that balances several competing priorities,
but always driven by the sense of taking the
student beyond what they already ‘know’.
This statement is not as banal as it may first
appear because the geography curriculum
maker knows the value and significance of
powerful disciplinary knowledge. This is the
geography teacher who knows what she is
attempting to achieve and why she is striving
to do this.

NOTE
1 	 The three aims were to produce confident individuals, successful learners and responsible citizens.
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26
History Curriculum:
A Transatlantic Analysis
Tim Keirn

In all subjects, modern school curriculum is
a mediator between the knowledge created
within scholarly professional disciplines and
that to be disseminated to the public.
Curriculum in essence is a translation of
discipline-based research for schoolteachers
and students. For the most part, university
learning has framed the possibilities of what
is taught in schools rather than the other way
round. The creators of curriculum arbitrate
between aspects of disciplinary knowledge
and they make choices concerning curricular
significance that are informed not only by
what is behaviorally, cognitively, and pedagogically appropriate at specific age levels,
but also in terms of choices that are historically conditioned by structures of spatially
specific political, cultural, and social agency.
The modern university emerged in
Germany in the nineteenth century with three
essential functions: (1) as an organization to
structure, categorize, and preserve knowledge; (2) as a research institution to construct
and publicize new knowledge; and (3) as a
place of training, learning and socialization

for those who completed compulsory school
education. In the late nineteenth century, the
modern research university spread initially
from Germany to France and Switzerland,
and other European nations followed suit
(Anderson, 2004; Osterhammel, 2014). The
cultural and political hegemony of Cambridge
and Oxford, and the decentralized nature of
higher education in England, meant that in
the UK the modern research university took
longer to take root and was eventually marked
by the establishment of the London School
of Economics and Political Science and the
Imperial College prior to World War I. The
modernization of Oxford and Cambridge
took place later in the interwar period.
The global spread of the European modern research university was aligned with both
the expansive economic globalization associated with the Second Industrial Revolution
and also the greatest geographic extent of
Western imperialism in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. The first modern research university in the US was established as Johns Hopkins University (1876)
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and new industrial wealth endowed and
financed the modernization of private and
public US higher educational institutions
alike (Thelin, 2011). In Japan, China, and
India, hybrid forms of the Western research
university were established by the early
twentieth century. A focus upon research in
the sciences was characteristic of the modern
university, and the cultural authority of science on the eve of the First World War was a
major motivation for the global spread of the
model of the Western university (Ballantyne
and Burton, 2012; Bartholomew, 1993;
Prakash, 1999; Rosenberg, 2014).
The rise and global spread of the modern
university in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was also associated with
the formation of disciplines and the professionalization of scholarly communities. This
process was associated with the importance of
the PhD degree as means for entry into these
scholarly communities and was also marked by
the formation of discipline-based professional
organizations and scholarly journals (Menard,
2010). All of these trajectories of disciplinarity, which have continued to the present day,
were first initiated in fields related to the life
and physical sciences. By the turn of the twentieth century, the professionalization and institutional expansion of disciplines also applied
to the humanities and social sciences – terms
popularized in the late nineteenth century. In
the US and the UK, the professionalization
of history was marked not only by the conferring of the PhD in History, but also by the
creation of professional organizations such as
the Royal Historical Association in 1864 and
the American Historical Association (AHA) in
1884 (Woolf, 2011).
Parallel with the sciences, in the newly recognized discipline of education, there were
institutional developments to systematize a
distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ learning and research. As distinct from normal
schools and teacher training colleges tasked
with teacher preparation, research was the
focus of colleges and departments of education
in modern universities. In 1907, the Institute
of Education was established within the
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University of London. In 1893, the Teachers
College at Columbia University conferred the
first PhD in Education and Harvard University
awarded the first EdD in 1921 (Goldstein,
2014; Keating and Sheldon, 2011).
In most places, the reorganization of the
university and its role in the creation and dissemination of knowledge for the most part
predated the systematic shaping and formation of curriculum and learning in schools.
As Jürgen Osterhammel recently argued, in
the realms of primary and secondary schooling ‘educational systems were dynamized
from the top down’ (Osterhammel, 2014:
798). To some extent, the global diffusion of
the Western university model, and the top–
down relationship between scholarly knowledge and its translation into curriculum, has
meant that for some disciplines – particularly
in the sciences – patterns and characteristics
of school curriculums are remarkably similar when examined globally and internationally (Mayer, 2002). This cannot be said for
the discipline and curriculum of history.
Although history curriculum in schools bears
some relationship to changes in the scholarly historiography, it is uniquely informed
by political, cultural, and social agendas
concretely related to specific temporal and
spatial contexts. The creation of national
historical narratives and their dissemination
through the teaching of history in schools
is part of the historical process of state- and
nation-building (Anderson, 2006; McNeill,
1986). History curriculum in schools also
carries with it the obligation of addressing
and representing heritage as well as, in many
cases, imparting civic knowledge, dispositions, and values (Barton and Levstik, 2004;
Lowenthal, 1998). Hence, although shifting
global and international frameworks of historiography and historical scholarship can be
represented with some coherence across time
and space, school history curriculum has not
only changed over time, but also demonstrates tremendous variability between and
across nations and the localities within them.
Given the difficulty of creating a coherent
global analysis of history curriculum, what
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is attempted here is a transatlantic one that
seeks to both compare and connect developments in history curricula in England and the
US. Over the past century, Anglo–American
political and cultural connections have been
reflected in transatlantic scholarly encounters
and exchanges in both the development of the
scholarship of history (that is, the historiography of the discipline) and history education. What follows is an analysis of the past
and contemporary ‘history’ of American and
English history curriculum with particular
focus upon transatlantic convergences and
divergences in the promotion and sustainability of teaching history that surfaces and privileges the nation state and global history within
the historical narrative. It will be argued here
that history as a subject of study in schools
was revived in both England and the US in
the 1980s; however, when compared, there
has also been considerable divergence in that
history has become more firmly established
in the primary curriculum in England and as
opposed to that within the secondary curriculum in the US. Moreover, with the revival of
history education in schools there has been a
movement toward the school study of world
or global history at the expense of the study
of the nation – this is especially notable, and
appears sustainable, in the United States.

TRANSATLANTIC HISTORY
OF HISTORY CURRICULUM
Despite its significance, history education in
schools has been poorly served in the modern
historiography of both the UK and the US.
To some extent this is a consequence of the
field being occupied by scholars in departments and colleges of education who were
drawn to the subject by interests in pedagogy
and professional practice, and who had the
expertise to understand the fragmented regulatory apparatus and systems of governance
that inform the teaching of history in schools
(Reese, 2010). For example, the membership
of the History of Education Societies,

established in both the UK and the US in the
1960s, are made up almost entirely of faculty
in departments and colleges of education.
Until recent times, academic snobbery may
also be at play where historians have felt that
history in schools is beneath them. The lowly
status of teaching and the feminization of the
teaching workforce also contributed to historians ignoring the history of history teaching
in schools (Albisetti, 1993; Sugg, 1978).
Much current history of education is aligned
with the ‘cultural turn’ in historical studies
and addresses cultural representations of
schools, teaching and teachers (Larson, 2011;
Zimmerman, 2009). The emergence of curricular history as a research field in the late
1960s, with considerable focus upon the study
of history curricula, has also remained largely
segregated within the field of the history of
education (Franklin, 2012). Surprisingly, the
recent burgeoning and intertwined work by
historians on historical memory and commemoration, and public history, has had much
to say about the role of museums and monuments, but little to contribute in regards to the
history of history education (Bodnar, 1993;
Lowenthal, 1999; Qureshi, 2011; Rozenzweig
and Thelin, 2000).
Inspired by contemporary political and
public controversies about the importance
of history education in schools, history
educators in both the UK and the US have
attempted to discover a golden age of history
education. They have come up empty handed.
Most if not all of the issues of apprehension
in history education today – the marginalization of the subject, the dichotomous focus
upon content or skill, the representativeness
and relevance of the content in the curriculum, the significance of civic education –
have been discovered to have been a concern
at one time or another since the late nineteenth century (Barton and Levstik, 2004;
Counsell, 2000; Lee and Shemilt, 2007;
Sipress and Voelkner, 2011). Similarly, prior
to the late twentieth century, history teaching
in English and American schools was highly
decentralized and disaggregated. Curricular
decisions concerning history education were
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considered largely at local (even individual)
levels as opposed to county/state or national
mandates. History teachers had considerable
latitude in terms of what and how they taught.
This was partly a consequence of history not
being seen as an important subject relative
to others (Cannadine et al., 2012; Drake and
Nelson, 2005).
When primary education became compulsory in England in 1870, history education was
limited in scope and geography – the ‘imperial science’ – was far more likely to be taught
(Lewis and Wigen, 1997; Walford, 2005).
However, by the time secondary education
became compulsory through age 14 in 1918,
history curriculum was found in virtually all
primary schools where it has maintained its
position as a core subject of instruction to
the present day. Throughout the early twentieth century, the English Board of Education
published Suggestions to Teachers promoting history education as a means to promote
the ‘establishment of character’ (Keating and
Sheldon, 2011). Through to the Second World
War, English primary pupils studied the history of the English nation (with particular
emphasis on kings and queens) and the origins
of the British Empire. Although the Board
of Education promoted the study of world
history – defined in terms of the origins of
modern (that is, Western) 
civilization – in
primary schools between the wars, this
appeared only in a minority of school syllabi.
Geography survived as a separate subject of
study (Lambert, this volume).
After 1918, teachers had significant autonomy in terms of what history to teach, most
followed government guidelines that promoted the teaching of English history with
an emphasis still on chronology and period
ization associated with monarchial reigns.
Although promoted in primary schools, history was in many ways a marginal subject
and normally studied no more than a couple
of lessons each week. History was not an
examined subject before age 14. For students who stayed in secondary school for
school certificate examinations at age 16
and 18 – anticipating the ‘O’ and ‘A’ level
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exams introduced in 1951 – the vast majority
selected an examination in history. Secondary
history syllabi after age 14 were more likely
to address European and Modern English history, especially those preparing students aged
18 for various university examination boards
(Keating and Sheldon, 2011). Rab Butler’s
Education Act in 1944 raised the school leaving age to 15. Converging with the American
experience, students in new technical and
secondary modern schools were increasingly
taught a non-examined social studies curriculum where history was integrated and taught
with other disciplines such as geography and
religious studies. A pure history curriculum
in secondary schooling was increasingly
reserved for students in grammar schools and
those relatively few in modern schools taking ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examinations. This secondary history curriculum still focused upon
European and English national history organized by chronology, although new courses
and papers, paralleling shifts in the historiography, such as economic and social history,
broadened the curriculum beyond traditional
political history. History at both ‘O’ and ‘A’
level was a relatively popular subject and
behind only English language and literature,
mathematics, and geography in the numbers
of examinations taken. With the demographic
expansion of the post-war decades, the
numbers of students in history instruction
increased significantly, although due to institutional hierarchies within the secondary education system only about one-sixth of English
school children had history education after the
age of 14 (Cannadine et al., 2012).
In the context of public anxiety about ‘a
nation in decline’, in 1965 Labour Prime
Minister Harold Wilson established secondary comprehensive schools as a modernizing
measure. Along with the introduction in the
same year of the Certificate of Secondary
Education (CSE) exams, and the eventual
raising of the school leaving age to 16, secondary education in England became more
similar to public high school education in
Canada and the US (Addison, 2010; Harrison,
2010). In the expanding comprehensive
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schools, approximately 20 percent of students took ‘O’ level exams, and 40 percent
took the new CSE exam between 1965 and
1988 – when both were combined into the
General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) examination system. Initially the
CSE ensured that a larger number of English
students experienced history education in
secondary school. In the late 1960s, approximately 40 percent of those taking the CSE
did so in history. Although history at ‘O’
level remained preoccupied with English
and European history, at the level of the CSE
there was significant diversity and originality
of approach in terms of content that included
curriculum on very different scales from
local to imperial to world historical study.
However, by the 1980s, while the number of
students taking history in secondary school
continued to grow as a consequence of larger
numbers of students in schools through the
age of 16, the percentage of exam takers in
‘O’ level history fell from 55 to 25 percent,
and in CSE history fell from 40 percent to 30
percent. Correspondingly, the number of history examinations taken in ‘A’ level fell from
20 percent to close to ten percent. In the main,
this was a consequence of the expansion of
students enrolled in other courses associated
with the social sciences – a trend that was paralleled in the US. Throughout the late 1960s
and 1970s in England, there was considerable
anxiety of history being in danger of disappearing from the curriculum, especially after
age 14 (Moore, 1975; Price, 1968).
Given that American education prior to
the 1960s was entirely under the jurisdiction of local or state government, as was the
case in the UK, generalizations about history education and history curricula are difficult to make. By the end of the First World
War, each state had imposed compulsory
secondary schooling with school leaving
ages varying between 15 and 18. Divergent
with the case of the UK, history instruction
in American elementary schools was limited in the first half of the twentieth century.
With origins in geographic and citizenship
education in the nineteenth century that was

deemed necessary for a democratic society, an
‘expanding environment’ curriculum became
well established in American elementary
schools by the 1930s. Popularized by Paul R.
Hanna through a series of influential elementary textbooks, the expanding environment
approach argued that young children learned
through a widening geography of experience
from the local to the national. The expanding
environment curriculum was a social studies
curriculum that integrated multiple disciplines that included economics, geography,
political science (that is, civics), sociology
and history (Barton, 2008; LeRiche, 1987;
Schwartz, 2002). It was associated with
notions that success in history, and the learning and retention of facts, was more appropriate for older learners – notions that were
articulated in the UK as well in the 1930s but
without altering a history-centered primary
school curriculum. The expanding environment curriculum established the significance
of state history in American schools, but history was rarely taught in the early elementary
grades. The vast majority of states still have
elementary curriculums that vary little from
the expanding environment model (Brophy
et al., 2009; Martin et al., 2011; Wade, 2002).
Although the curricular foundations established in the first half of the twentieth century for English and American primary and
elementary schools present history in starkly
differing degrees of emphasis, similarly the
curricula of both have remained remarkably
unchanged many decades later.
With the proliferation of states requiring
compulsory secondary education in the late
nineteenth century, history initially established
itself as a core discipline in most of the US.
In 1893, the National Education Association
(NEA) formed the Committee of Ten to suggest a high school curriculum for social education. Dominated by academic historians,
the Committee of Ten essentially promoted
a form of history teaching in schools that
was national and patriotic, and that mirrored
the teaching of history in universities with a
focus upon the reading of foundational documents and texts in American history. In 1899,
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the AHA, at the urging of the NEA, created
a Committee of Seven that was influential in
promoting a 4-year secondary history curriculum that was organized in four blocks starting
with ancient history, followed by European
and English history, and concluding with a
year of American history and civil government. Fearing that students lacked an understanding of historical context, the Committee
of Seven abandoned a focus upon reading
primary sources and foundation documents
and argued for a narrative and textbook-driven
approach to history that focused upon a ‘story
well told’. This curriculum was highly influential in the first two decades of the twentieth century (Drake and Nelson, 2005; Evans,
2004). The primacy of history in American
social education in the early twentieth century
was a result of the early professionalization of
the discipline of history relative to others in
the social sciences and humanities, and also
reflected the interest of a generation of historians who often had been schooled within liberal education curriculums that predominated
earlier in the nineteenth century (and where
history was perceived as a core and ‘civilizing’ subject).
The primacy of history in American secondary schools was challenged in the interwar years by advocates for a ‘social studies’
curriculum in which history was one of a
number of subjects taught that included
geography, civics, sociology, and eventually
economics. Social studies advocates came
from a variety of social and political constituencies, but generally were associated
with the Progressives who painted history
as an inherently conservative discipline that
focused upon the past as opposed to training
citizens to solve the problems of the present.
By the 1920s, a new generation of American
historians was much more interested in
research than the role of history in schools. In
1921, the AHA supported the creation of the
National Council for Social Studies (NCSS)
as a professional body for the teaching of
history and social studies in schools. Soon,
however, NCSS proved to be an important
organization for the promotion of a social
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studies curriculum at the expense of one
centered upon history. From the late 1920s
through the 1970s, most states and local
school districts adopted a secondary social
studies curriculum rather than one centered
upon history. This trajectory was accelerated
during the turbulent 1930s and 1960s when
a presentist and problem-solving curriculum
was attractive (Evans, 2004).
The teaching of history in secondary
schools – especially American history –
did not disappear with the prevalence of a
social studies curriculum in the middle of
the twentieth century. Indeed, the so-called
‘culture wars’ concerning the representation of American history had their origins
in the 1920s, and although fluctuating in the
intensity of public interest, have continued
virtually unabated to today’s controversies
concerning the recent Texas state history
standards and the redesign of the Advanced
Placement United States History (APUS)
course (Erekson, 2012; White, 2014). Prior
to the creation of state curricular frameworks
and standards in the late twentieth century,
much of the controversy about ‘whose history’ was embedded in conflicts over the
selection of American history textbooks marketed and deployed across district and state
boundaries. In this sense, and going back to
the Committee of Seven, textbooks defined
and drove the history curriculum. In the well
publicized ‘textbook trial’ in Chicago in 1927
convened by Mayor ‘Big Bill’ Thompson
against the school superintendent for using
‘un-American’ textbooks, lines were drawn
between Anglo-Saxon nativists and those
like the mayor who sought to surface the
patriotic contributions of (White) immigrant
groups such as the Irish, Germans, Italians,
and Poles. The conflict was inspired by contemporary events such as the recognition of
Eiré, and was also in response to the academic
revisionist ‘New History’ that addressed
social and economic factors in explaining,
for example, the American Revolution relative to narratives of tyrannical British malfeasance and heroic American resistance. The
victory of Thompson promoted textbooks
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that now exalted the historical status of Leif
Erickson and Christopher Columbus, transformed English Pilgrims into Dutch, and
made Casimir Pulaski a hero of the American
Revolution. Americanization incorporated
cultural pluralism. By 1930, the majority
of state legislatures had passed measures to
regulate and systematize the adoption of history textbooks. This regulatory intervention
of the history taught in public schools was an
important consequence of the culture wars in
1920s (Zimmerman, 2002).
Like those in social studies, and mirroring
the politics of the New Deal, American history
textbooks in the 1930s were preoccupied with
issues of class (and immigrants) as opposed to
race (Gerstle, 1994; Kliebard, 1995). In northern states, some African Americans, entered
into history textbooks and curriculum, and
Black activists were to some extent successful
in getting racial slurs and stereotypes removed
from school history books (Homel, 1984).
But in southern states, neo-Confederate history textbooks were published for segregated
White schools. In southern Black schools, following the initiative of W. E. B. DuBois and
Carter G. Woodson, textbooks for a ‘Negro
History’ curriculum were developed and published such that completely distinct histories
were taught in racially segregated schools
(Goggin, 1993; Homel, 1984; Meier and
Rudwick, 1986). In many ways, these distinct
history textbooks and curriculums – Black
and White, North and South – were reinforced
by American conservatism in the early Cold
War when anxiety about collectivism and
communism surfaced more general support
for southern White textbooks and curricula
that were perceived to support free enterprise
and patriotism whilst rejecting racial integration (Zimmerman, 2002).
To a greater extent than in England, the
1960s and 1970s were an important turning
point in the development of American history
curriculum. The preoccupation with contemporary issues such as the Vietnam War, the
Civil Rights Movement, and the economic
and social transformations engendered by
challenges to American industrial supremacy,

meant that the majority of states maintained
social studies as opposed to history-centered
curriculum. The so-called ‘new’ social studies of the 1960s and 1970s was characterized
by an ‘issues-orientated’ curriculum and a
focus upon discipline-based social scientific
study, and yet American history remained a
core subject in all states (Evans, 2004). The
rise of Afrocentric movements reinforced
the teaching of Black history and established
Black History month in 1976. Inspired by the
civil rights movement, and the Immigration
Act of 1965, histories of people of color
were also integrated into most textbooks and
curriculum. By the 1970s, textbooks had
expanded in size to include multicultural
heroes of American history from Frederick
Douglass to Sitting Bull to Cesar Chavez.
However, these multicultural heroes were
incorporated into textbooks and curriculum
in ways that reinforced, as opposed to challenged, a progress narrative of American history and liberty. Martin Luther King Jr. and
Jackie Robinson predominated in mainstream
integrated textbooks rather than Nat Turner
and Malcolm X who were found in those
of Black history. Students with integrated
textbooks and curriculums were asked to
consider what the achievements of King demonstrated about American history and society
as opposed to asking the same question about
slavery or doctrines of separate but equal.
Although Black history courses increasingly
lost ground to integrated American history
courses in public schools, the representation
of minorities – and gender issues – in textbooks and curriculum was still encapsulated
in separate sections or lessons and detached
from the main narrative of American historical development (Zimmerman, 2002).

THE REVIVAL OF HISTORY
EDUCATION IN THE 1980S
IN THE UK AND THE US
In the 1980s, the conservatism of Margaret
Thatcher’s UK and Ronald Reagan’s US
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informed a significant curricular pivot toward
history instruction in both primary and secondary education. This shift was also influenced by educational reforms associated
with the difficult transition from industrial to
post-industrial economies that created considerable public anxiety about ‘competitiveness’. Politicians and policymakers became
increasingly focused on developing a bettereducated workforce on both sides of the
Atlantic. Both nations were notable amongst
developed nations for not having a national
curriculum. In the UK, the high water mark
of educational reform was The ‘Great’
Education Reform Act of 1988 that introduced the National Curriculum for England
and Wales in 1990. Although Prime Minister
Thatcher initially envisioned only a core curriculum of English, mathematics, and science, the final statute also created seven
additional (mandatory) foundational subjects
that included geography and history through
age 16. In addition to the GCSE, the National
Curriculum also brought nationwide testing
and other accountability measures at age 7,
11 and 14 for the core and foundational subjects. The National Curriculum for History
(NCH) that was implemented in 1991 initially resulted in significantly greater instructional time appropriated to history in primary
school and, for the first time, the provision of
history instruction for all students through
age 16. However, within a year, in response
to the perceived heavily mandated curriculum load, students were to choose between
history and geography post-14, and by the
end of the decade both subjects were optional
at GCSE. Currently, although the percentage
of history examination takers at ‘A’ level has
risen somewhat over the past two decades,
the percentage of those testing in history at
GCSE has continued to fall quite significantly when compared with the percentage of
students who took either the GSE or ‘O’ level
at age 16 in the 1980s or the mandated history curriculum in the early 1990s (Cannadine
et al., 2012). In terms of instructional priority, therefore, the National Curriculum has
increased attention to history through age 14,
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but its status amongst older students continues, as has been the case historically in
England, to be relatively marginal and disproportionately associated with the education of
students who are university bound.
In terms of content, the NCH has brought
about greater consistency in terms of what is
taught in England through age 14. The curriculum was organized chronologically and
the vast majority of topics covered British
history with attention to cultural, economic,
and social developments as well as political
events. There was emphasis on chronological understanding and historical knowledge
as a means for demonstrating common cultural values and a national historical narrative
that resonated with conservative reactions to
an increasingly multicultural Britain. Indeed,
the creation of the NCH initiated for the first
time in England much public discussion of
‘whose history’ that has characterized public curricular discourse in the US since the
1920s (Elwyn Jones, 2000; Little, 1990).
Since its implementation, the NCH has been
reviewed, revised, and modified five times –
most recently in 2014. Each time, there has
been considerable debate about the centrality of English and British history and identity
within the curriculum, as well as concerns
about the under-representation of women
and multi-culturalism (Pearson, 2012). In
terms of the disciplinary temporal scales
of study, history curriculum in England has
always maintained a chronological terminus
many decades prior to contemporary times.
This is in contrast to the US where modern
world and US history courses cover historical developments into present or nearly present times. The rapid expansion of Britain as
a multi-ethnic and multi-racial society is, for
the most part, a post-colonial phenomena,
and much of Asian and Black British history is situated within the more contemporary and beyond what has been considered
in curricular terms ‘historical’ – generally
through the 1960s – in the NCH (Gilroy,
2002; Grosvenor, 1999; Lyndon, 2006).
Moreover, given the chronological design of
the original curriculum, twentieth-century
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history was awkwardly incorporated into
Key Stage 3 (age 11–14) when history after
age 14 was no longer required. In the 2014
revision, the chronology of history coverage at Key Stage 3 encompassed a millennium of mainly British history since 1066,
and the late twentieth century gets very little
coverage (Haydn, 2011). The incorporation
of recent immigrants within the curriculum,
like in the US, has also been very politicized.
For example, under a Labour government,
revisions in 2007 made the teaching of the
Atlantic slave trade and abolition a mandatory topic. Under a Conservative government,
the revisions in 2014 made the same topic an
optional illustrative example. In general, the
history of the Black and Asian British experience is restricted to some – mainly urban –
GCSE courses (Whitburn and Yemoh, 2012).
In addition, Key Stage 1 (age 7) in the NCH,
to some extent, with its focus upon learning history through local examples, shares
a growing similarity to the ‘expanding horizons’ of early primary instruction in the US.
In doing so, in urban and diverse regions
in England, the history of Black and Asian
Britons is taught through the lens of local history (Guyver, 2011).
In the US, history also made a significant
revival in the 1980s that has continued to the
present. Led by history educators such as
Diane Ravitch, and states such as California
that began to create statewide curriculum
in response to perceived failures in student
performance and concerns about curricular
coherence for large numbers of students who
moved across school district jurisdictions,
history made significant inroads in both the
primary and secondary curriculum at the
expense of social studies. History-centered
curricular reform was also associated with
the ‘back-to-basics’ movements that became
influential in the late twentieth century, as
well as the growing critique of the perceived
repetitiveness of the ‘expanding horizons’
curriculum in primary education with social
studies courses in secondary learning. The
1987 Bradley Commission on History in the
schools – that became the now influential

National Council for History Education –
made the case for teaching history through
narratives and themes and also as a way to
engage primary students in the study of the
past and not just the familiarity of the local
present (Drake and Nelson, 2005; Evans,
2004). The publication and implementation
of the History–Social Science Framework
for California Public Schools in 1988 was
influential in that other states created similar history-centered curriculums and major
educational publishers created textbooks
aligned with it. The California framework –
little changed since 1988 – provides a history
curriculum for Grades 4 through 8, and 10
and 11, and mandates that civics and economics be taught in the final year of secondary
school. An optional geography curriculum
was created for Grade 9, and the social studies
curriculum essentially survived in the early
primary grades through Grade 3 (Fogo, 2011;
LaSpina, 2009).
Similar to the UK in the 1980s, American
anxieties about global competitiveness led to
the influential publication of A Nation at Risk:
The Imperative for Educational Reform by
the Reagan Administration in 1983. Followed
by federal educational program goals such as
‘America 2000’ in 1991, and ‘Goals 2000’ in
1994, the 1990s witnessed a funded cooperative effort of national and state governments
to create curricular standards and accountability measures to evaluate student learning.
In the 1990s, while the NCSS continued to
define social studies as an integrated field
drawing from different disciplines to promote civic competence, the federal government recognized history, geography, and
civics (government) as distinct subjects, and
in 1989 provided funding to create national
standards for each to serve as guidelines for
the states. National standards were published
for geography (1994) and civics (1995) with
little public fanfare; however, those created
for history – and in particular those for US
history – by the National Center for History
in the Schools (at the University of California
at Los Angeles) – created another revival of
the ‘culture wars’ over ‘whose history’ was
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to be represented in schools. Representing
the currency of historical scholarship on race,
gender, culture, and class, the national US history standards inspired much public criticism
for failing to focus upon the core (political)
developments, achievements, and figures of
American history. In 1995, the national history standards were abolished by a vote of 99
to one in the US Senate – ending not only
the creation of national standards in history,
but also permanently diminishing political
enthusiasm for creating a national curriculum
in general (Nash et al., 2000; Symcox, 2002).
Despite the defeat of the national history
standards, the movement to create state level
history–social science curriculum and standards has continued unabated to the present.
This trend was further exacerbated by the
passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
(2001) that tied federal educational spending to state testing of articulated learning
standards. Currently, only Iowa has refrained
from creating state curriculum and standards
in history–social science. While only ten
states specify ‘history’ in the title of their
documents, the majority of courses taught
in history–social science in American public
schools are now in history, and half the states
require a minimum of 4 years of state and US
history from Grade 4 onwards. Reflecting a
move from a general social studies requirement to one centered on history or individual
disciplines, approximately 40 states now
mandate American history as a graduation
requirement – a figure that has risen sharply
over the last decade. Although in some flux
due to budgetary restraints and the implementation of the Common Core State Standards,
currently about half of all states engage in
mandated testing of history in secondary
schools (Martin et al., 2011). Demonstrating
this trend in the growth of secondary history instruction, the expansion of test-takers
in Advance Placement US History has more
than doubled since 2000. In the early twentyfirst century, the teaching of American history in schools also received federal support
of close to US$200 million in Teaching
American History grants (Ragland and
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Woestman, 2009). In contrast to the trend in
England, the number of American secondary
students taking history courses has increased
markedly since the 1980s. However, also in
contrast to England, the number of American
students receiving history education in primary schools has not expanded very much – if
at all – as a consequence of both the rigidity of
the commitment to ‘expanding environments’
in early elementary schools as well as the
significant impact of math and language arts
directives that have taken instructional time
away from history–social science (Hutton
and Burstein, 2008; Lintner, 2006).
In terms of content, when examining the
variety of state curriculums created at the
turn of the twenty-first century, the teaching of American history has little changed
since the ‘integration’ of textbooks and curriculum in the 1970s. Parallel to shifts in the
academic discipline of history, the focus of
school instruction is no longer solely upon
the political history of the nation state, and
yet although the historical representation
and contributions of women and peoples of
color has expanded, the progress narrative
of American history remains mainly unchallenged in state curriculums. The impact of
this curriculum, now established for half a
century, is reflected in a recent representative survey of public attitudes about ‘famous
Americans’ (who were not Presidents) – the
four most popular entries were Martin Luther
King Jr., Rosa Parks, Harriet Tubman, and
Susan B. Anthony (Wineburg and MonteSano, 2008). As is the case of the school teaching of national history in most countries, the
promotion of national identity and heritage,
and a ‘memory-history’ remains dominant
(Lévesque, 2008). To some extent this has
been accelerated not only by conservatism,
but also as a consequence of the expansion of
history within curriculums relative to social
studies, whereby the obligations associated
with a citizenship agenda has been increasingly foisted upon the teaching of American
history. This is demonstrated in the current
claims in some states of ‘anti-Americanism’
and resistance to the redesigned narrative of
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the APUS course in 2014–15 – where challenges to the progress narrative are relatively
minimal when compared with the more
extensive interventions in the national standards in the 1990s (College Board, 2015;
The Guardian, 2015; White, 2014). Although
the progress narrative remains a dominant
paradigm in the school teaching of American
history, the NCLB focus upon the testing of
discreet factual knowledge has meant that
few students remember this narrative on
entry into university (Calder, 2013).

TEACHING FROM A GLOBAL
PERSPECTIVE
One major recent shift in the history curriculum of what is taught in American schools is
the rapid expansion of the teaching of world
history. World history is a relatively new field
within the discipline of history. In the decades
following the Second World War, scholars
such as William McNeill and Leften Stavrianos
first initiated a world history researched and
written by professional historians in American
universities. From its genesis, and unlike any
other field of history, writing and research in
world history developed in synergy with the
teaching of the subject. As a curriculum,
world history developed initially as a history
survey course at the university level. The
development of the university-level history
survey course in the early twentieth century
was uniquely American as the classical liberal
arts college curriculum was diminished by
research disciplinarity and the creation of academic majors and general education curriculum within 4-year degree programs. First-year
history survey courses became (and remain)
firmly embedded within the general education
curriculum and were designed to teach
American history (and after the First World
War, Western Civilization) to large numbers of
non-history majors (Allardyce, 1982; Sipress
and Voelkner, 2011). McNeill questioned the
utility of teaching Western civilization to
undergraduates at the University of Chicago in

a time when the decisions of American citizens had global significance within the context and tension of the Cold War. His The Rise
of the West (1963) magisterially examined
and traced the history of the rise of the West
in global context and in doing so represented
a scale of historical investigation that went
beyond a focus upon the nation, region, and
civilization. Notably, The Rise of the West
was a book designed not only to be read but
also to be taught (McNeill, 1963; Stavrianos,
1966). The world civilization course that
McNeill initiated – now generally known as
world ‘history’ rather than ‘civilization’ – is
firmly established within the American university general education curriculum
(Alladyce, 1982, 1990; Fuchs, 2006; Geyer
and Bright, 1995).
Into the 1980s, most of the writing and
research associated with world history was
still preoccupied with addressing the origins,
timing and consequences of the rise of the
West. Even the influential world-
systems
scholarship associated with the work of
Immanuel Wallerstein in the 1970s, while
demonstrating the historical development of
an integrated ‘world’ system, did so through
the lens of commercial and industrial capitalism and the agency of the West (Wallerstein,
1974). Hence in the 1980s, when California
was initiating a state K-12 curricular framework that was unique in not only requiring
world history, but also at three grade levels,
the representation within the curriculum was
to some extent one of ‘the west in the world’
and deviated only slightly from the accepted
narrative of Western civilization courses.
Many teachers, however, advocated against a
Eurocentric version of world history. Inspired
by multi-culturalism and the daily recognition that a Eurocentric world history did not
align with the increasingly diverse heritage
of students in California public schools,
there was considerable energy to construct a
more inclusive world history curriculum that
represented more of the heritage, culture,
and history of non-Western societies (Dunn,
2008; LaSpina, 2009). When the California
History–Social Science Framework was
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implemented in 1988, the curriculum blended
what Ross Dunn called ‘Western Heritage’
and ‘Different Cultures’ models of world history. As such, the California state curriculum
added important ‘non-Western’ content in
separate units of world history instruction,
but the West remained at the center of the
study of global development from ancient to
modern times (Dunn, 2000; Keirn, 2014).
The content of the California state world
history curriculum has changed only marginally since 1988. The scholarship of world
history, however, has been radically transformed over the past two decades as historians responded to the intensification of
globalization and the resurgence of China at
the end of the twentieth century by investigating and surfacing the ‘connectedness’ of
historical development across large spaces,
and within pre-modern times, and in doing
so diminishing the agency of the West
relative to that of the East (Bentley, 1997;
Subrahmanyam, 1997). Often regarded as the
‘New World History’, this approach argues
that world history should be represented and
taught on large spatial scales that transcend
the nation, region, and civilization (Bentley,
2002; Dunn, 2010). In doing so, the integration of the contemporary world is not represented as a new and unique phenomena but
instead as one with origins and antecedents
throughout world history. To discover this,
it is argued that scholars and students must
move the West from the center of the world
historical narrative (Gunder Frank, 1998;
Marks, 2006). The ‘New World History’
with its attentiveness to large spatial scales
is also associated with a commitment to
comparative forms of historical analysis and
inquiry (Bain, 1997; Weisner-Hanks, 2007).
The ‘global turn’ in historical scholarship
at the turn of the twenty-first century has
also informed the study of American history
where scholars are increasingly focused on
the ‘US in the World’ (Bender, 2006; Tyrell,
2007). However, beyond the introduction of
some modest global perspective in the redesigned APUS course, this scholarship has
so far had little impact upon state American
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history curriculums (College Board, 2015;
Reichard and Dickson, 2008; Symcox, 2009).
Since the introduction of the California
state framework in 1988, the implementation
of world history in state curriculums has been
rapid. Currently, 44 states have world history
curriculum, and like in California, 25 states
begin the teaching of world history at Grade
6. Half of all states now require world history
for high school graduation. Well over 75 percent of America students take a secondary
course in world history – an increase of over
125 percent since the 1980s. The teaching of
Western civilization virtually disappeared with
the creation of state history-social science standards and curriculum (Bain, 2012; Martin et
al., 2011); however, scholars have shown that
the curriculum of world history in virtually
all states fails to be framed within the global
perspective of current world historical scholarship. Once curriculums were created, they
have proven difficult – and expensive – to
shift (Bain, 2012; Bain and Shreiner, 2006;
Dunn, 2008). One significant exception is
the Advanced Placement World History
(APWH) course that was created and first
taught in 2002. Prominent world historians
and history educators such as Jerry Bentley,
Peter Stearns, and Robert Bain were directly
involved in the creation and design of the curriculum, ensuring that it was truly transnational and comparative in approach (Bain and
Shreiner, 2006). APWH has been the fastest
growing course ever offered by the College
Board and just over 265,000 students took
the exam in 2015.
The ‘global turn’ in historical scholarship
had its origins in the American academy but
its recent diffusion to the UK, Europe and
Asia is notable (Manning, 2003). The publication and success of the Journal of Global
History at the University of London in 2006 is
an important marker of this change (O’Brien,
2006; Sachsenmaier, 2011). However, unlike
in the US, global or world history has had
relatively little traction within the curriculum
of English schools. Periodically, initiatives
to expand the curriculum to include ‘world
history’ were notable in the interwar period,
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and especially in the 1960s and 1970s as the
UK’s place in the world was altered with the
end of empire. In many cases, the teaching of
world history was inseparable from that of
teaching the history of empire. In other cases,
the teaching of ‘world history’ was simply the
teaching of the history of places and regions
outside of the UK and its empire. The introduction of the NCH included a number of
discrete world historical topics but without a
coherent global conceptual framework. The
2014 revisions to NCH made the Key Stage
3 curriculum less global, as mandatory world
history topics were removed or made into
illustrative examples. Modern world history
courses have begun to proliferate at GCSE,
but are still preoccupied with a periodization
and focus upon Western history.
In conclusion, although history has been
revived in one shape or another in the schools
of both England and the US, the history curriculum is still dominated by a commitment
to national history and a version of world
history for most students that is largely
Western and Eurocentric. Only in the US
does there appear to be some momentum for
teaching history from a global perspective –
most notably with the success of the APWH
curriculum – that is aligned with trends in the
historiography of the discipline.
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World Languages Curriculum
Amàlia Llombart-Huesca

INTRODUCTION
Outside the language arts arena, languages
are generally studied from three different but
related perspectives: foreign, second, or heritage languages. From the point of view of the
learner, a foreign or second language is a
language that is not their first language or a
language acquired at home. What distinguishes a second language from a foreign
language is the setting in which it is learned:
in the foreign language setting, students’ only
contact with the language is in the classroom.
That is the case of English household students learning Spanish, German, or Korean.
In a second language setting, students are
also exposed to the language outside the
classroom because the second language is the
majority or societal language. This is the case
when Spanish-, German- or Korean-speaking
students learn English in the US. Finally, a
heritage language is the language in which
the student has been raised at home, but
which is not the majority/societal language.
This is the case of Spanish-, German- or

Korean-speaking students who study that
language in the US. This chapter focuses on
the teaching of language as a foreign language, as well as the teaching of heritage
languages. Some of the proposals made for
foreign language teaching have their origins
in the English as a second language field. On
the other hand, as we will see, the study of
heritage languages, although a field in its
own, also draws on findings in second and
foreign language acquisition, and shares
some characteristics of the study of languages in the language arts setting.
The first section of this chapter introduces
the three cornerstones of the current world language curriculum scenario in the US: communicative language teaching (from an academic
perspective) and the American Council on
the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
Proficiency Guidelines and the National
Standards (from an institutional one). This is
followed by current issues in foreign language
curriculum design. The last section provides
an overview of the heritage language teaching
field. Although the perspective of this chapter
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is grounded in the US, it makes links with
concurrent developments around the world.

THE WORLD LANGUAGE
CURRICULUM SCENARIO
Communicative Language
Teaching
The teaching of foreign languages has seen
a myriad of methods, which differed not only
by the strategies proposed as the best to learn
a language, but also, crucially, on their
understanding of what a language is.
Structuralism, which defined language as a
formal system of signs governed by grammatical rules, led to two methods in the
1960s – Audiolingual Method and Cognitive
Approach – which, although based on different psychological approaches, aimed at the
learning of the rules of languages. From a shift
in the definition of ‘linguistic knowledge’ in
the 1970s in Europe and the US, there emerged
a different approach to teaching foreign languages, known as Communicative Language
Teaching (CLT). In Europe, Halliday’s
(1978) systemic functional linguistics was
concerned with the role that the context of
communication has on interpreting meaning.
Functional linguistics influenced the Council
of Europe, which commissioned the development of a new language syllabus to help the
growing immigrant population to learn the
European languages based on their specific
real-life communicational needs. Van Ek and
Alexander (1980) and Wilkins (1976) delineated a model based on the concept of language ability as a skill rather than a
knowledge. In the US, Chomsky’s (1965)
concept of ‘linguistic competence’ – the
‘speaker’s knowledge of his language’ – was
broadened, and yielded the concept of ‘communicative competence’ – the ability to produce utterances that are not only grammatical,
but also contextually appropriate (Campbell
and Wales, 1970; Hymes, 1972). The concept
of communicative competence arrived in the
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teaching arena from the hand of Savignon,
who used this term to refer to the ‘ability to
function in a truly communicative setting –
that is, in a dynamic exchange in which linguistic competence must adapt itself to the
total informational input, both linguistic and
paralinguistic, of one or more interlocutors’
(Savignon, 1972: 8). The next decade witnessed the exploration of these ‘paralinguistic’
or contextual variables that influence communication in order to help define communicative
competence. For example, for Canale and
Swain (1980), communicative competence
integrates grammatical competence, sociocultural and discursive appropriateness, and
strategic competence.
CLT is a term that has been used to refer
to the goal of foreign language instruction
and to the methodology used to achieve that
goal. From the teaching methodology perspective, Richards and Rogers (2001[1986])
describe CLT as a learner-centered approach
that promotes communicative competence
by engaging learners in activities that involve
communication, completion of real-world
tasks, and the use of meaningful and authentic language. In addition, CLT, although not a
curriculum per se, also had decisive curricular
implications, as we will see in the next section.

Proficiency Guidelines
In 1982, based on work previously undertaken
by the Foreign Service Institute and the
Educational Testing Service, the ACTFL
developed their Provisional Proficiency
Guidelines, which were designed ‘to guide
curriculum and materials development as
well as to provide a graduated sequence of
learning goals for teachers and students’
(ACTFL Provisional Proficiency Guidelines,
1982). The CLT momentum in the research
and educational arenas facilitated the positive reception of the ACTFL Provisional
Guidelines, a project that reflects the ‘convergence of the governmental work and academic educational sectors’ (Liskin-Gasparro,
1984: 22). First, the guidelines’ emphasis on
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communicative proficiency was in line with
the CLT principles and allowed educators
and curriculum developers to shift from a
grammar-based
curriculum
to
a
proficiency-oriented one, which would be
organized according to the uses of language
and present the grammar in real, meaningful
contexts (Liskin-Gasparro, 1984). But another
crucial aspect that contributed to the positive
reception of the guidelines was a generalized
criticism of what Higgs (1984: 4) called a
‘Holy Grailism’ in the post-audiolingual
methods. Instead of ‘the perfect method’, the
proficiency guidelines were seen as an ‘organizing principle’ or a ‘blueprint’ (Higgs, 1984;
Medley, 1985; Omaggio-Hadley, 1983) in
which different teaching methods, materials,
and curricula would have a place in the goal of
developing communicative competence.
The ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines was
published in 1986, and subsequently revised in
1999, 2001, and 2012. The guidelines describe
what language learners should be able to do
with the language in the four skills (speaking,
listening, reading, and writing) in a spontaneous context and real-life situations at five
major levels of performance: Distinguished,
Superior, Advanced, Intermediate, and
Novice. These last three levels are subdivided
into High, Mid, and Low sublevels. The guidelines describe each of these levels with respect
to the functions, content, context, accuracy,
and discourse types that learners can handle.
Although the guidelines were developed as an
instrument of evaluation and assessment, they
have been crucial in the creation of national,
state, and district-level curricula and articulation. Currently, most states’ and school districts’ performance standards are aligned with
the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines, and many
language courses’ syllabi specify the ACTFL
level they target.

National Standards
The third cornerstone of the current curriculum scenario in the US was the creation of
national content standards, a project funded

as part of Goals 2000: Educate America Act.
In 1996, the Standards for Foreign Language
Learning: Preparing for the 21st Century
(SFFLL) was published with the collaboration of ACTFL and three other national associations of language teachers (National
Standards in Foreign Language Education
Project, 1996). After subsequent editions in
1999 and 2006, the fourth and current edition
was published in 2015, renamed as WorldReadiness Standards for Learning Languages
(W-RSLL) to ‘provide the framework for a
curriculum with the richness and depth to
provide a broad range of communicative
experiences and content knowledge’
(National Standards Collaborative Board,
2015: 7). This last edition includes generic
standards as well as language-specific standards for fourteen languages. There are eleven
standards, organized around five interconnected goal areas (the 5 Cs), each of them
containing two to three standards:
Communication, Cultures, Connections
(with other disciplines), Comparisons (with
one’s language and culture), and Communities
(home and abroad).
The ‘Standards’ is not a stand-alone document. While the national standards are content standards (what learners will be able to
do), the states and school districts are responsible to determine performance standards for
their students. Most state and local districts
develop curricula and assessment practices
based on the national standards, and different states have aligned their standards with
the national ones (Phillips, 1999; Phillips
and Abbot, 2011). Moreover, the national
standards are intended to be used in conjunction with the ACTFL proficiency guidelines.
While the standards are intended to ‘serve as a
gauge for excellence’, the guidelines ‘provide
a common metric against which to measure
performance’ in a second language (National
Standards Collaborative Board, 2015: 9).
Contrary to the guidelines, in the standards
framework, communication is not defined in
terms of skills (speaking, listening, reading,
and writing), but rather in terms of communication modes: (1) interpersonal (two-way oral
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or written communication); (2) interpretive
(listening and reading, as receptive abilities),
and (3) presentational (speaking and writing,
as productive abilities). According to Philips
(1999), this shift in the conceptualization of
communication in terms of modes might be
the one that causes most difficulty for teachers, who are more accustomed to talk about
communication in terms of the four skills.
The 2012 version of the ACTFL guidelines,
although still based on performance across
the four skills, include a reference to the three
modes of communication, in order to ease
the combined use of these two documents.
The ACTFL Performance Descriptors for
Language Learners (ACTFL, 2012) further
facilitates their reciprocal mapping.
The development of national standards
has had a deep effect in the foreign language field. Although the standards project
was funded as a K-12 initiative, the interest in the standards has also reached higher
education research (Phillips and Abbot,
2011). However, the actual impact in the
curriculum has been more uneven and slow
in this sector (Kadish, 2000; Phillips, 1999;
Terry, 2009.)

ISSUES IN CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT
The fact that CLT, the guidelines, and the
standards emerged as an ‘approach’ with
pedagogical and curricular implications, and
not a methodology or a curriculum per se,
was cause for enthusiasm for many, but also
raised some theoretical and pragmatic concerns about their application in curriculum
design and actual implementation (Byrnes,
1984, 2001; Chastain, 1989; Schulz, 1986).
Crucial to CLT is conceiving languages not
only as systems of signs but also as tools of
communication and self-expression; transmitters and manifestations of culture; and
emblems of our personal, communal, ethnic,
and national identities. Also crucial is the fact
that these dimensions of languages are
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manifested in an integrated manner. This
multidimensional and integrative nature of
language is reflected in the five interconnected goals (5 Cs) of the national standards.
This section presents a discussion of the two
most debated areas of the ‘communicative
turn’, which are also those with the greatest
curricular impact: (1) culture in foreign
language teaching, and (2) integrative

approaches to the teaching of grammar and
content. Finally, it discusses the increased
role CLT gives to teachers, especially in the
area of curriculum design.

Culture in the Foreign Language
Curriculum and Intercultural
Competence
CLT and the proficiency movement brought
the recognition that cultural knowledge is
instrumental in attaining L2 proficiency
(Kramsch, 1993). Since attaining communicative competence was the new goal of foreign
language education, the previous emphasis on
‘Olympian culture’ (in Brooks’s (1971) terms)
– that is, great music, literature, and art – was
replaced by an approach that incorporated the
‘little c culture’. However, exactly what elements of the ‘little c culture’ were relevant to
communicative ability remained to be decided.
For example, Kramsch (1991) and Lange
(1999), among others, criticized the superficial approach to culture in the foreign language classroom of the 1980s and 1990s,
which Galloway (1985) (cited in OmaggioHadley, 2001: 348–349) characterized as: (a)
the ‘Frankenstein Approach’ (‘A taco from
here, a flamenco dancer from there’, …), (b)
the ‘4-F Approach: Folk dances, festivals,
fairs, and food’; (c) the ‘Tour-Guide Approach’,
and (d) the ‘“By-the-Way” Approach’ of
teaching sporadic cultural tidbits.
As an alternative to these narrow and
superficial views of culture, new proposals emphasized the understanding of behaviors and patterns of everyday life (Brooks,
1968). These proposals increasingly included
understanding the socio-cultural variables
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that affect these behaviors, an awareness of
cultural differences, and the development of
intellectual curiosity and empathy toward
other people (Fantini, 1997; Nostrand, 1974;
Seelye, 1993). This development is reflected
in the national standards, in which culture
constitutes one of the five goal areas, aiming
to attain an understanding of the relationship
between the practices, products, and perspectives of the cultures studied.
Deciding what culture is relevant to foreign
language learners intrinsically relates to the
issue of why culture is relevant in the foreign
language classroom. While much attention
was paid to the role of culture in attaining
communicative competence, Byram (1989,
1997) argued for an opposite direction and saw
the study of a foreign language as an opportunity to understand ‘otherness’ and develop
Intercultural Communicative Competence
(ICC). Within the ICC framework, culture is
not ‘a “content” in the syllabus, but a higher
order educational goal which redefines the
roles of communicative and cultural competences’ (Borghetti, 2013: 255). This shifting
of the place of culture has deep implications
for the language curriculum, because achieving this wider goal makes the acquisition of
native-like competences obsolete. In this line,
the Council of Europe (2001:135) proposes
that ‘partial competence can…contribute to the
establishment or reinforcement of a plurilingual and pluricultural competence’. A similar
view is presented in the Modern Language
Association (MLA) 2007 Report, which proposes to ‘situate language study in cultural,
historical, geographic, and cross-cultural
frames’ (5) that aim to form ‘educated speakers who have deep translingual and transcultural competence’(3) that enables them
to ‘operate between languages’ rather than
‘to replicate the competence of an educated
native speaker’(pp. 3–4).
The current debate in ICC development
is how to translate these theoretical considerations into curriculum practices, with a
main concern on how communicative and
cultural objectives might coexist in the foreign language curriculum. For example,

Borghetti (2013) proposes curricular links
between different phases of ICC (comparative, self-reflective, and problem-solving)
and specific teaching units. The 2010 volume
of the Journal of the American Association
of University Supervisors and Coordinators
(AAUSC) was devoted to the challenges
and proposals for the implementation of
ICC in the language curriculum, such as the
inclusion of hermeneutics, literature, and
pragmatics. Another line of research in ICC
development explores the role of computermediated intercultural foreign language
education, specifically the role of online communication and telecollaboration (see the
2005 volume of the Journal of the American
Association of University Supervisors and
Coordinators – AAUSC). Finally, an emerging course of action links language and culture together with the less explored of the
standards’ five Cs – communities – through
the incorporation of a service learning component in the language curricula (Hellebrandt
and Varona, 1999).

Integrative Curriculum Models
Although CLT shifted the attention from
grammar toward the other elements that play
a role in achieving communicative competence, the role of grammar and linguistic
form is still recognized. In fact, a crucial
issue in foreign language research is to
determine the specific place of grammar in
the communicative foreign language curriculum. In a weak version of CLT, the communicative
activities
support
a
language-driven curriculum and aim to provide learners with opportunities to use the
foreign language for communication in the
classroom. A strong version of CLT involves
a stronger overhaul of the curriculum, which
is designed around the communicative activities, thus integrating grammar and communication at the curricular level. The two
major integrative curricular models are taskbased and content-based models, which are
discussed next.
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Task-Based Instruction
One approach to integration in the foreign
language curriculum is seen in Task-Based
Instruction (TBI), which considers tasks as the
units of curriculum design. Tasks are activities
that require the use of language to be carried
out and in which the learner is primarily concerned with the conveyance of meaning, with
a peripheral attention to linguistic form1.
Heidi Byrnes might be the one who most
enthusiastically advocated for bringing TBI
from its English as Second Language (ESL)
origins to the foreign language sector, and
for connecting TBI with proficiency guidelines and national standards. Based on Long
and Crookes (1992), Byrnes (2001) proposes
that tasks can be translated into curriculum
design by identifying real-world target-tasks
that learners need to carry out, and by creating pedagogical tasks that are ‘increasingly
complex approximations to the target tasks’
(Long and Crookes, 1992: 44).

Content-Based Instruction
Content-Based Instruction (CBI) (known as
‘content-based language teaching’ in the US
and ‘content and language integrated learning’ (CLIL) in Europe) is an umbrella term
used to designate a framework of curriculum
models that aim to facilitate language learning through the teaching of other subjects.
CBI is founded on the principle that language
learning takes place when learners are
engaged in learning subject content (Snow
and Brinton, 1997; Stoller, 2004). From the
student perspective, CBI entails a shift ‘from
the learning of language per se to the learning of language through the study of subject
matter’ (Stryker and Leaver, 1997: 5). From
the curriculum designer’s perspective, however, the course content must be compatible
with the language objectives. A wide variety
of CBI curricular models have been proposed, differing in the level of attention given
to linguistic form, which positions the syllabus on a continuum of the relative role of
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content and language, from total immersion
to more language-driven programs.2
The immersion model is found at the highest levels of content-driven models because
students receive their regular school content
in the target language. Immersion programs
have different aims: ‘transitional/assimilation programs’ aim to immerse children from
a minority language household into the dominant majority language to the detriment of
their own language; ‘maintenance programs’
on the other hand promote bilingualism in
both the minority and the majority languages.
Finally ‘enrichment programs’ are created to
promote a foreign language in students from
majority language households. In ‘one-way
immersion’ programs all children have the
same native language, while in ‘dual (or
two-way) immersion’, language-minority
and language-majority students receive content instruction in both languages. Not all
types of immersion are equally successful.
Immersion programs have seen most success with majority-language children learning a foreign language through immersion;
however, they have not been very successful
for minority-language children immersed in
the dominant language with a lack of support for first language development (Brinton
et al., 2003[1989]: 8). In addition to respect
and support for the learner’s first language,
successful immersion programs require
competent bilingual teachers qualified both
in content and language; long-term stable
programs and teachers; parents’ support;
cooperation and leadership of educational
authorities, administrators and teachers; high
teaching expectations and standards; access
to quality materials; and properly implemented CBI methodology (Navés, 2009: 36).
The immersion model is highly impacted
by the country’s linguistic policies and, in
turn, has great potential for socio-political
impact. For example, in Canada, where
English and French are official languages,
immersion programs promoting bilingual
citizens have soared since the first immersion program in 1965 in Montreal (Swain,
2000; Swain and Lapkin, 1982). In Europe,
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where national bilingual programs are still
emerging, the most successful and established programs are found in bilingual areas,
such as Catalonia and the Basque Country,
which aim at the revitalization and maintenance of their own language and culture
(Catalan and Basque, respectively), in contact with Spanish as a majority language
(Artigal, 1993). In South America, in addition to immersion programs that promote the
learning of major international languages,
many bilingual projects aim at maintaining
and reviving the use of native Amerindian
languages, such as Quechua, Kaxinawá, and
Ika, as well as the different national Sign
Languages of the South American Deaf communities (de Mejía, 2005: vii). In the US, the
history of bilingual education has been tied to
a tug-of-war between immigrants’ civil rights
and assimilationist policies.3 However, the
number of maintenance and enrichment programs has been steadily growing since the first
language immersion program in Culver City,
California, in 1972 (Cohen, 1974). According
to the Center for Applied Linguistics (2011)
database, in April 2015 there were 591 foreign
language immersion programs (PK-12) and
450 two-way immersion programs in the US.4
Immersion programs are closely tied to
early language learning, which, in turn, has
been mostly researched in immersion settings. Research has shown that early language
learning does not detract from learning other
school content and has great benefits in L2
language final attainment, openness to other
cultures, and general cognitive development
(Caccavale, 2007; Kennedy et al., 2000). The
European Commission (2011) has encouraged the implementation of early language
learning as a way to enhance the child’s individual and social development, their cognitive and communicative competence, as
well as awareness of cultural diversity and
their own identity. In the US, despite the
efforts from the National Network for Early
Language Learning and ACTFL, as well as
the recommendations of Goals 2000: Educate
America Act (1994), the development and
implementation of language programs in K-8,

while vigorous in some schools, is inconsistent and unsustainable in others (Donato and
Tucker, 2010).
Other CBI models, such as Foreign
Languages across the Curriculum (FLAC)
and Language for Specific Purposes (LSP),
are based in an interdisciplinary view of language study. FLAC follows the principles of
the ‘Language across the Curriculum’ movement in England in 1970, for which reading
and writing were central components of all
content areas, and which is seen now in the
‘Writing across the Curriculum’ movement
and the Common Core State Standards in
the US grounded on similar principles. LSP
courses prepare students who need to develop
communicative competence in a specific professional field, such as defense, government,
economics, law, or health care (see the 2012
Focus Issue of Modern Language Journal
devoted to LSP). Another innovative integrative model is the Flagship Program, which
aims to develop highly advanced language
programs in less commonly taught languages
through intensive language and culture
instruction that includes immersion abroad
and integration with an academic major
(Bourgerie, 2010; Spring, 2012).5
Despite the popularity and success of
content-based models, CBI courses present
some challenges. First, the language-content
interface can cause frustration when students
do not possess the language ability to fully
understand the content, or when content is
so demanding that students cannot pay attention to language (Brinton et al., 2003[1989];
Mohan, 1986), a problem particularly critical
in secondary and postsecondary levels, where
content and language are both more complex
(Wesche and Skehan, 2002). In addition, some
research has shown that even years of CBI do
not yield the desired acquisition of communicative competence in learners, especially
in production skills (Harley, 1989; Swain,
1985, 2001). This recognition has led to the
examination of instructional strategies that
incorporate a focus on linguistic form into
the content-based classroom (Doughty and
Williams, 1998; Long, 1991; Swain 2001).6
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The integrative approach to content and language has also received institutional encouragement. For example, the national standards
encourage the redesign of the higher education
curriculum in innovative ways to include integrative courses, such as full-fledged ‘Content
Courses’ taught in the target language, and
subject-related ‘Bridge Courses’ at the end of
the lower division language sequence, as well
as the development of dual-degree programs.
The MLA 2007 report denounced the traditional two-tiered curriculum separating the
language and literature content sequences in
BA programs, and called for the development
of a ‘unified language-and-content curriculum across the four-year college or university
sequence’ in which language, culture, and
other disciplines are taught ‘as a continuous
whole’ (p. 3). Such curricular models should
also include interdisciplinary efforts across
the university, an initiative already advised by
Branan (1998: 5), who called for collaboration ‘as equal partners’ between foreign language departments and departments of other
disciplines.
The MLA 2007 report caused a stir in academia and has been heavily discussed in foreign language meetings and conferences. The
journal Hispania dedicated its March 2010
issue to responses to the report, including
descriptions of new programs that followed
the MLA recommendations. Some foreign
language programs have started developing
cross-curricular ties with other departments,
which at times can be a sticky endeavor
because of the departments’ reluctance to
hand over control of their courses. This hesitation might not be completely unfounded.
Brinton et al. (2003[1989]) explain that when
CBI courses are the sole responsibility of language programs, the integrity of the content
is likely to diminish, although, on the other
hand, language goals are more likely to be
protected than when the course is offered only
in the discipline’s department.
A movement toward integrative models
is also seen in Europe, where the European
Commission is encouraging the development
of CBI programs in order to promote the
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ability to speak foreign languages as ‘a factor
for competitiveness’ and to increase ‘levels
of employability and mobility of young people’ (European Commission 2012). (See, for
example, Eurydice (2006) and Ruiz de Zarobe
and Jiménez Catalán (2009) for an account of
some theoretical and implementation issues,
as well as an overview of current empirical
research and initiatives on CBI (or CLIL) in
Europe).

THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER IN THE
FOREIGN LANGUAGE CURRICULUM
Whereas the pre-CLT methods were usually
highly structured, the ‘communicative turn’
gave teachers a greater role in making decisions in foreign language education and curriculum design (Freeman, 1989; Medley,
1985; Pica 1998), which was taken as a positive result by some and as a negative one by
others. For example, in the emerging proficiency movement, Medley (1985: 14) stated
that ‘curriculum design should become the
province of the faculty and staff who are
familiar with the variables unique to the
institution and the students’, and that teachers must be willing to evaluate and modify
the course outline to meet the students’
needs. The role of teachers as needs analysts
in curriculum design is, indeed, a crucial one
in foreign language education (Savignon,
1983, 2002) and particularly relevant in LSP
courses, which are grounded in a commitment to assessing and responding to learners’
needs (Dudley-Evans and St John, 1998).
However, for others, the increased role of
teachers laid the challenges of the proficiency movement because teachers were
unwilling or unprepared to change their traditional model of grammar teaching
(Chastain, 1989; Schulz, 1986).
Teachers also respond differently to CLT
depending on their training and experience.
While some welcome opportunities to create
and select their own materials and activities,
others find the lack of directives a cause of
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frustration (Savignon, 2002). Another cause
of frustration in some teachers is the fact that,
contrary to what happens when teaching discrete grammar units, the acquisition of communicative competence has its own path, and
teachers have a limited role in aiding acquisition (Ellis, 1985; Savignon, 2002).
Teachers’ beliefs have a powerful influence on classroom practices and learning.
Instructional practices are not only based
on foreign language theories and research.
Teachers’ contextual factors, training, and
experiences shape their beliefs about CLT,
which, in turn, affect their classroom practices
(Borg, 2003). Beliefs and values on teaching
and learning held by teachers prior to training
serve as a filter during this training (Lidstone
and Hollingsworth, 1992). Finally, teachers’
beliefs and practices are also influenced by
learners’ beliefs (Yang, 1999), a potential
obstacle for CLT implementation because
students favor grammar instruction (Schulz,
1996). Vélez-Rendón (2002) describes a
reflective approach that engages teacher
candidates in self-awareness and continuous
improvement of classroom practices. Such
approach includes instruments such as data
collection (journal writing, peer observation,
and lesson video recording) for developing
self-awareness and critical skills; meaningful
and effective field experiences, such as class
observations; and action research – teacherinitiated research projects on key topics to
examine the teacher’s own beliefs.
Teachers should also be encouraged,
motivated, and prepared to embrace the
role of curriculum designers by assessing
students’ needs, designing and/or selecting adequate communicative activities, and
finding the right balance between a focus
on form and content. In fact, the MLA 2007
report called for a greater participation of
language instructors in the new languagecontent integrated curriculum design process.
However, Zannirato (2015: 167–8) explains
that ‘despite the recognition that the twotiered system is unfair, ineffective, and inadequate…few departments have experienced a
major structural reorganization’ and proposes

that faculty empowerment requires implementing both structural and process-oriented
interventions to improve beliefs, roles, and
interpersonal dynamics.

HERITAGE LANGUAGE CURRICULA
An increasing area of interest in the teaching
and curriculum of modern languages in the
US is that of Heritage Language (HL) speakers, both in the research and teaching arenas,
although perhaps not as much from an institutional setting. For a long time, HL speakers
were automatically enrolled in beginning
courses tailored for non-native speakers, a
situation that was detrimental for both groups
of students, as well as for their instructors,
whose training in foreign language methodologies did not necessarily prepare them to
teach the language to HL learners. Valdés
(2005: 410) proposed a ‘reconceptualization
and expansion of the field of second language acquisition (SLA)’ that incorporates
the area of teaching heritage languages, and
some studies have investigated the possible
relevance of findings in the SLA field in HL
education research. In the teaching sector, we
have seen an increase in the number of HL
courses, especially in Spanish, as the result
of an increase in the number of Latinos (the
largest community of speakers of languages
other than English in the US) in higher education, as well as a result of a rising awareness of the fact that HL and foreign language
learners have different language skills, associated with different needs and pedagogical
approaches.
An HL learner is ‘a language student who
is raised in a home where a non-English
language is spoken, who speaks or at least
understands the language, and who is to
some degree bilingual in that language and
in English’ (Valdés, 2001: 38). The linguistic characteristics of HL learners have been
widely investigated, usually in comparison
with the linguistic characteristics of monolinguals (see Montrul, 2010, for a summary of
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this research). HL learners typically possess a
good phonology, although they might display
some non-native phonological features, and
their vocabulary is typically restricted to the
domains in which the HL is spoken, such as
the house, family, and childhood. The grammar of HL learners usually differs from that
of monolingual native speakers, especially
in semantically complex features (Montrul,
2006; Polinsky, 2008; Silva-Corvalán, 1994a,
1994b). This is partly because HL acquisition
is typically interrupted when the child begins
schooling in English, which usually also
results in attrition of already acquired features.7 In addition, the fact that HL learners
have developed their literacy skills in English
typically results in an underdeveloped academic register in the HL.8 In view of these
characteristics, some of the goals that have
been proposed for HL education are the (re)
acquisition of grammatical features; development of discourse skills, formal registers and
literacy; expansion of receptive proficiencies into productive grammars; and language
maintenance (Valdés, 1997, 2005).
The effects of formal instruction on the
(re)acquisition of incompletely acquired
(or forgotten) grammatical features have
only started to be investigated recently. For
example, Fairclough (2005) and Montrul
and Bowles (2009) conclude that instruction
helps to amend an incomplete system, and
Potowski et al. (2009) show a modest linguistic improvement, although smaller than
in foreign language learners.
The acquisition of standard linguistic
forms and formal registers is inevitably tied to
a discussion of language ideologies (Leeman,
2012). HL learners check all the boxes to be
the target of language prejudice: they speak a
‘minority’ language, which is considered less
prestigious than English in the US, and they
usually speak a language variety that differs
from those spoken by monolingual speakers
outside the US, which are considered more
prestigious. Consequently, throughout the literature on HL education we find the concern
that the attention to academic register and
standard linguistic forms might be interpreted
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as a disdain for the students’ own variety,
and create feelings of linguistic inadequacy
(Hidalgo, 1987; Villa, 1996, 2009). Some
approaches propose presenting the standard variety in a rich sociolinguistic framework that values the student’s own linguistic
variety and helps HL learners ‘to develop a
complex theoretical understanding’ of the
‘experiential understanding’ that they bring
into the classroom (Martínez, 2003: 4).9
Because language ideologies are deeply
embedded in our social systems and in our
own individual attitudes, teacher education
is extremely important to avoid teachers
bringing negative and harmful attitudes into
the classroom. For example, Sánchez (1981)
noted that many teachers believed HL learners to be verbally deficient and, 30 years later,
Correa (2010: 225) still finds a ‘poor understanding on the part of their teachers of what
it means to be an HL learner and what the
learning objectives should be for this population’. In this regard, Potowski (2003) offers
some suggestions for training graduate teaching assistants who work with HL students,
both in Spanish for HL learners and Spanish
as a foreign language courses.
With respect to the curricular model to be
implemented in the HL classroom, the proposals on HL courses show a marked preference for content-based models (Carreira and
Kagan, 2011; UCLA’s NEH Focus Group
Report, 2003; Lynch, 2003). The preference
for a content-based curriculum is strongly
supported by the research in the secondary
language/foreign language fields, as reviewed
earlier. In addition, content-based courses are
potentially more respectful to the linguistic
skills of HL learners because students use
the language to access content, as students
usually do in their native language. In addition, this content, if selected according to the
students’ interests and motivations, can be
very beneficial to students’ intellectual and
individual development and may help students develop confidence in their linguistic
skills and further appreciation of their culture.
However, with respect to the goal of acquiring
specific grammatical features, content-based
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courses may have their limitations. For example, in the second/foreign language field, it
is well known that learners who are very
good at using communication strategies to
overcome linguistic problems are those most
likely to fail to incorporate new grammatical features into their interlanguage (Skehan,
1998). In fact, a defining characteristic of HL
speakers is the use of ‘avoiding’ strategies,
which aim ‘at lightening the cognitive load
of having to remember and use two different
linguistic systems’ (Silva-Corvalán, 1994a:
207). This avoidance has also been observed
in the HL classroom setting, where HL learners often succeed in ‘conveying the message
and producing grammatical utterances while
avoiding the complex structures’ (Fairclough,
2005: 105). Therefore, a teaching approach
solely based on acting upon communicative
situations might have a limited impact at the
morphosyntactic level because most students
are perfectly able to communicate using the
linguistic repertoire they already possess
(Llombart-Huesca, 2012).
The implementation of a content-based curricular model is also relevant to the acquisition
of a standard variety and an academic register. In a content-based curriculum, students
can be exposed to a standard variety through
the content materials used in the classroom.
However, Acevedo (2003) warns that simply
exposing the student to a formal written register is not sufficient and that a critical analysis
is required. Also, acquiring a standard variety
is most successful in programs that use contrastive techniques that require students to
attend to the differences between their speech
and the standard (Fairclough, 2005; Siegel,
1999).
Finally, one of the least researched areas
in HL education is the role of HL courses
in fostering language maintenance, a pressing goal considering that most non-Englishspeaking immigrants in the US lose their HL
within two or three generations. According to
Rivera-Mills (2012), the few existing studies on language maintenance still need to
be integrated into the discussion of HL curriculum construction. One line of research

on the contribution of HL education to language maintenance is the mediation of identity and the establishment of models that
connect the classroom with the community
(Leeman, 2015; Leeman et al., 2011; Rabin
and Leeman, 2015).
The development of an HL curriculum
has so far followed an experiential model
based on an ongoing assessment of students’
sociolinguistic and cultural needs and with
little institutional attention. Some national
initiatives are found in the Center for Applied
Linguistics, the National Foreign Language
Center, and the Alliance for the Advancement
of Heritage languages. Potowski and Carreira
(2004) explain that the national standards for
foreign languages (referring to the 1999 edition of the standards) fail to address the affective, social, academic, and linguistic needs of
HL learners. These authors suggest that the
English Language Arts standards align better with the needs of Spanish HL learners.
There have also been some state-level initiatives, such as that described by Potowski et al.
(2008) for a K-8 HL curriculum that combines
English Language Arts standards, Foreign
Language Arts standards, and Content Area
standards.
The recently published edition of the
national standards – the W-RSLL – pays overdue attention to the needs of HL, more than
the previous editions (National Standards
Collaborative Board, 2015). W-RSLL
describes the ways in which the five goal
areas (the 5 Cs) can be applicable to HL learners’ goals and needs by helping students to
(1) expand their communicative abilities;
(2) gain knowledge of the cultures and groups
that speak their HL; (3) use the HL in an academic context to access new information and
knowledge; (4) bring the views and perspectives of the two worlds with which they interact to the level of awareness; and (5) expand
their ability to participate in multilingual
communities in the US and abroad.
Although it is undeniable that the national
standards have come a long way from the
first edition in 1996, the reception of its latest edition in the HL research sector and its
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implementation in HL programs still remains
to be seen at the time when this chapter was
written. However, the incorporation in this
document of concrete ways in which the
national standards can be applicable to HL
education opens up the possibility of finding
common pathways for the teaching of world
languages that meet the needs of different
students. Another example of this possible
common pathway is found in recent proposals for a curriculum for mixed-classes of
foreign language and HL learners (Bowles,
2011; Carreira, 2007), which Potowski and
Carreira (2004: 435) predict to be the ‘de
facto mode of instruction in schools throughout the country’. Similarly, the UCLA’s NEH
Focus Group Report (2003) has expressed
the need for a HL curriculum ‘that can be
used whether they are in heritage classes or
share classes with foreign language students’
(n.p.). The next few years will tell us what
role the World-Readiness National Standards
for Learning Languages will play in the
development of mixed-classroom curricula
and world languages programs that address
the needs of students with a diverse linguistic
background.
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module), in which no integration between content and form is predetermined at the curriculum
level.
7 	 The ‘incomplete acquisition’ hypothesis is controversial because it implies a comparison with an
‘ideal’ monolingual norm. Pascual y Cabo and
Rothman (2012) argue that the input to which HL
learners are exposed is different from the input to
which monolinguals are exposed, which makes
HL competence ‘complete, yet simply different’.
8 	 See Carreira and Kagan (2011) for the self-rated
literacy skills of speakers of different HLs, and
Zentella (2005) for literacy practices in Spanishspeaking homes. See Colombi and Schleppegrell
(2002) for a discussion of the issues involved in
the development of advanced literacy in students
from diverse linguistic and social backgrounds.
9 	 Although the inclusion of sociolinguistic elements in the language curriculum should not be
exclusive of HL, it typically constitutes a greater
concern in the teaching of minority languages.
For example, the Catalan language curriculum in
Catalonia, published by the Department of Education of the Catalan Government (Departament
d’Ensenyament. Generalitat de Catalunya), refers
to the ‘knowledge of the internal diversity of the
language, as a basic element of respect’ (69), as
well as ‘the avoidance of linguistic prejudice’ and
the development of ‘a critical attitude towards
this prejudice’ (73) [my translation].
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Physical Education
Mike Jess and Malcolm Thorburn

INTRODUCTION
Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, physical education appears to have been
experiencing somewhat of a revival in many
Western countries (for example, Culpan and
Galvan, 2012). Global concerns about childhood obesity (James et al., 2001) and inactivity levels (Brunton et al., 2003) have helped
raise the public and political profile of both
physical activity and physical education
(Thorburn et al., 2011). In the case of physical education, regular calls for more curriculum time and a higher quality of learning
experiences have become common in government documentation (for example,
Scottish Government, 2009). Although this
increase in fortune may be good news for the
physical education profession, and may
secure the subject’s long term position in
many school curricula around the world,
physical education now finds itself positioned in a crowded and contested policy
space in which health and sport agendas are
increasingly manoeuvring to influence

curriculum direction (Petrie and Hunter,
2011). These agendas have reignited the
long-held fears in the profession about physical education being employed for a more
narrowly conceived instrumental role and
thus diminishing the educational contribution
the subject may make to the lives of children
and young people (McCullick, 2014).
Therefore, although physical education may
currently find itself in a relatively positive
position, there are also fears about the path it
may need to travel to secure its future as part
of the school curriculum.
It is with this background in mind that this
chapter seeks to explore how physical education has ended up in this current situation. To
do this, we discuss how, for most of the twentieth century, the physical education profession found itself in a position that enabled
it to develop the subject area with limited
government input. However, this proved to
be a difficult task for the profession and its
curriculum development efforts led to numerous internal fall-outs and a lack of agreement
on the most suitable focus for the physical
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education curriculum. Subsequently, as governments began to take a greater interest in
the curriculum development process towards
the end of the century, the lack of clarity portrayed by the physical education profession
impacted negatively on its capacity to influence the national policy direction in most
countries (Evans, 2013). Building on this historical situation, the chapter then considers
how the physical education profession, since
the start of the twenty-first century, has started
to shift its thinking about physical education
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in the
direction of more contemporary and holistic
educational agendas that extend beyond the
more traditional focus solely on the physical domain. As these seemingly encouraging developments begin to build momentum,
we recognise some tension with the emerging neo-liberal policies being adopted by
an increasing number of governments, particularly those focused on specific sport and
health agendas. We conclude by suggesting
how physical education futures are likely to
be governed by the profession’s ability to create robust but flexible curriculum and pedagogy structures that have the capacity to cope
with, negotiate and influence these changing
policy landscapes.

PHYSICAL EDUCATION THROUGHOUT
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY
Although observations about physical culture
appear in literature in Ancient Greek, Roman
and Medieval Times (Nixon and Cozens,
1959), it was not until the second half of the
nineteenth century with the introduction of
mass schooling that physical education
emerged as the ‘school subject’ it is today
(Kirk, 1992). This introduction to the curriculum came about as a result of concerns
about the poor physical health and fitness
levels of military personnel and less from any
perceived educational benefits (Kirk, 1992).
Consequently, during the first half of the
twentieth century, the physical education

curriculum was focused predominantly on
the drill and regimented exercises of Swedish
and German gymnastics (Kirk, 2001),
although some evidence of the more traditional team game approach based on the curriculum in UK public schools was apparent
in some parts of the world (Jewett and Bain,
1985). In line with the cultural norms of the
time, the profession was largely dominated
by females (Nixon and Cozens, 1959). From
this modest beginning, physical education
has remained largely on the margins of the
school curriculum, and has often been
equated with games, sport and play and as a
break from the more demanding and serious
activities of the classroom (Kirk, 2013). The
introduction of mass secondary schooling
following World War II, however, was to
have an impact on the ongoing evolution of
the subject area. As the age range of pupils
increased, male teachers entered the profession in large numbers for the first time and
sustained efforts were now being made to
extend the focus of the curriculum beyond
the dominant drill and regimented exercise
culture. Governments took a minimal role in
this process at this time and the physical education profession was offered considerable
autonomy in its efforts to reorient the
curriculum.
This curriculum change process, however,
was to cause considerable disagreement as
different individuals and groups attempted
to position the subject in line with different,
sometimes opposing, interests. With the initial teacher training programmes for males
and females based in separate institutions,
a gender-based split appeared. Articulating
with the more dominant modernist worldview
of the time, the male side of the profession
concentrated its efforts on a scientifically
oriented movement skill-based approach
to physical education that focused on the
more traditional games and sports of the UK
independent school system (Whitson and
Macintosh, 1990). Conversely, the females
favoured a more progressive movement education approach based on an aesthetic and creative rationale (Laban and Lawrence, 1947)
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that concentrated on inventive movement and
creative dance (for example, North, 1973).
By the 1970s, this more skill-based
approach, later to be termed the multi-activity
approach (Siedentop, 1982), was to dominate
the curriculum and was viewed initially with
some optimism in terms of its educational
potential (Kirk, 2013). This multi-activity
approach focused on specific physical activities that were delivered in short 6–8-week
lesson ‘blocks’ and concentrated on the
technical performance of the specific movement skills related to each activity (Jewett
and Bain, 1985). Behaviourist teaching
approaches tended to be the normal mode
of teacher delivery, although the range of
teaching styles was extended from the 1960s
onward with the introduction of Musska
Mosston’s Teaching Styles (Mosston, 1966).
The Teaching Styles approach proved to be
particularly popular in North America and
it was to dominate most Physical Education
Teacher Education (PETE) programmes for
many decades. Initially dominated by team
games, the multi-activity approach gradually
extended its range to include different physical activities, namely gymnastics, dance,
games, aquatics, outdoor activities, athletics
and fitness (Jewett and Bain, 1985).
Although these moves to compulsory secondary schooling created a gender balance
in the physical education profession, it also
led to a focus on the secondary school years
(Kirk, 1992). As initial teacher training programmes focused on the specialist training
for the secondary years, developments across
the primary school years began to receive
considerably less attention (Williams, 1989).
Concerns about the nature and the quality of primary physical education were to
become a regular feature of literature across
the world as fears grew that many children
would enter secondary school lacking the
foundation needed to participate successfully in their secondary school physical education programmes (Graham et al., 1980;
Warburton, 1989). These concerns were to be
compounded as reports regularly highlighted
a paucity of specialist input into primary
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school (Physical Education Association,
1987), poor quality teaching by class teachers (Graber et al., 2008), limited initial
teacher training and ongoing continuing professional development (CPD) for class teachers (Kerr and Rodgers, 1981), and an overall
lack of confidence in teaching physical education (Faucette et al., 2002). Whilst internal
debates about the nature of the secondary
curriculum continued to take place, concerns
were noted constantly about the state and status of primary physical education in many
parts of the world.
As this internal turmoil continued, a key
event in the 1960s, external to the physical
education profession, further impacted on the
precarious position of the subject area in the
school curriculum. With the low status and
marginal nature of physical education a longstanding concern for the profession (Jewett
and Bain, 1985), a highly influential educational philosopher of the time, Richard Peters
(1966), presented an analytical treatise that
contained adverse comments about physical education. Peters (1966: 159) considered
games to be non-serious and morally unimportant and lacking in ‘a wide ranging cognitive content’ because they are based on mere
‘know-how’. Sporting success on these terms
(for example, becoming a scratch golfer)
would result in a cul-de-sac of boredom as
the basic know-how skills would have been
mastered. These sorts of difficulties would be
inconceivable ‘in the same sort of way with
science or philosophy’ because these disciplines contain limitless potential for increasing knowledge and for making discerning
judgments (Peters, 1966: 158). Although
Peters (1983) was to amend his views and
acknowledge practical activities were of
some value, his initial writing was to have an
impact on the physical education profession
for many years and has led to many writers
seeking to articulate different ways that physical education could be considered as part of
the school curriculum (Reid, 1996; Ozolinš
and Stolz, 2013). For example, during the
1970s and 1980s, in an effort to raise the subject’s academic profile, attempts were made
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in a small number of countries to include
physical education as part of the high-stakes
assessment programmes in the senior phase
of secondary schools (for example, in the UK,
Australia and New Zealand). Although these
efforts proved to be successful and have seen
physical education remain a feature of the
high-stakes programmes, the physical education profession has consistently found it difficult to integrate the physical and cognitive
elements of the assessment process expected
at this stage of the school system (Thorburn,
2007).
Having initially found itself on the margins
of the school curriculum in the early part of
the twentieth century, events in the decades
following World War II resulted in the physical education profession continuing to find
itself in an included, but nonetheless marginal, position. Internally, there was a lack of
clarity and agreement about the actual nature
of the physical education curriculum and,
externally, there was some doubt about the
subject’s contribution to the school curriculum. However, as the profession moved into
the last two decades of the century, a number
of internal and external developments were
to impact the direction of the physical education curriculum.

THE 1980S ONWARDS
Government Intervention
and Internal Change
From the 1980s, persisting until the present
day, governments started to take a more
noticeable role in the curriculum development and implementation processes (Ball,
2008). This interventionist role, however, has
tended to create tensions in most countries
because governments have generally sought
to employ neo-liberal, market-oriented principles to bring about educational reform
whilst the education profession has increasingly moved towards more inclusive agendas
informed by constructivist learning theories.

Central to constructivist thinking (for example, Bruner, 1968) is a clear shift away from
long-held behaviourist practices in which
knowledge and skills are simply transmitted
from external sources towards a belief that
our experiences, reflections and interactions
help us construct knowledge, understanding
and meaning. Initial constructivist ideas were
then extended to acknowledge both a social
and situated perspective in which individuals
interact with their environment (Vygotsky,
1978) and recognise the importance of the
situated and authentic nature of the context in
which learning takes place (Lave and Wenger,
1991). Therefore, although more scientifically oriented behaviourist approaches had
dominated education for many years, from
the 1980s we have seen the emergence of
constructivism as an alternative way to
understand the learning process. As educationists began to explore the possibilities of
these constructivist notions of learning, however, government moves towards more neoliberal ways of thinking resulted in
performativity agendas soon impacting on
the practices within the education systems
(Ball, 2008). Raising standards, teacher
accountability and economic competitiveness (Lingard et al., 1998) were to compromise the social justice agenda that had
previously been a key feature of many education systems (Hartley, 1987). Therefore,
since the 1980s onwards, as we now discuss,
the physical education profession has found
itself in an increasingly complex situation as
it continues to make efforts to justify its place
within the educational community whilst
also working to negotiate with ever-changing
groups of policymakers and stakeholders.

INTERNAL CHANGES TO THINKING
In the early 1980s the study of the physical
education curriculum was still in its relative
infancy and any significant progress to move
beyond the multi-activity approach had been
limited with the result that ‘sports, dance and
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gymnastics units…dominated the pages of
curriculum guides’ (Jewett and Bain, 1985:
32–3). Although change processes started to
emerge, there was a distinct paucity of comprehensive or competing curriculum frameworks for physical education. For
primary physical education, the 1980s saw
programmes informed by developmentally
appropriate principles beginning to influence
physical education practices, particularly in
North America (National Association of
Sport and Physical Education, 1992). Generic
curriculum models focused on developmental movement (Gallahue, 1982), and movement
skill themes were introduced in North American
countries (Graham et al., 1980). In addition,
health-related physical activity programmes
were introduced (for example, Kirk, 1986) and
led to a number of daily physical education
programmes being introduced in various
countries, including Australia (Dwyer et al.,
1983), Canada (Martens, 1982) and Scotland
(Pollatschek, 1987). However, although these
daily programmes were to attract attention,
financial constraints usually impacted on the
lifespan of the projects and the focus largely
remained on the secondary years with primary
physical education continuing to be positioned
on the margins (Warburton, 1989).
Around this time, two curriculum models
were introduced in response to perceived limitations of the traditional secondary school
multi-activity approach – Sport Education
(Siedentop, 1982) and Teaching Games for
Understanding (TGfU) (Bunker and Thorpe,
1982). Although neither model was developed to replace the physical education curriculum in its entirety, both set out to create
more holistic learning experiences by moving
beyond the narrow physical and behaviourist focus of the multi-activity approach. With
four broad game categories – invasion, central
net, striking and fielding, and target – TGfU
was designed to help learners become more
effective decision makers as they engaged
with the different games, tactics and movement skills within each of these different
contexts. As such, TGfU focused on the
integration of physical, cognitive, social and
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emotional learning outcomes. Sport education, in a similar vein, was developed in
response to the perceived limitations of the
way sport was normally depicted within the
traditional physical education curriculum
(Siedentop, 1994). Specifically, sport education set out to offer learners more authentic
learning experiences that could be related to,
and integrated with, the learners’ ‘real life’
situations beyond school. Remaining part
of the same team for a ‘season’, rather than
for a single lesson, learners were offered
the opportunity to be active participants in
their own sporting experiences by taking on
various roles (for example, captains, coaches
and officials), developing affiliation through
cooperative and competitive activities and
also through the creation of team names and
strips. Again, the goals of sport education
were more holistic in nature because they
focused on developing competent, literate
and enthusiastic players who developed the
appropriate skill, knowledge and attitudes
to take part effectively in sport (Siedentop,
1994). These two curriculum models slowly
impacted upon the nature of physical education in Australia, New Zealand, the US and
other countries (Alexander, 1994; Griffin
et al., 1997; Pope and Grant, 1996) and, as
will be discussed next, remain a key element
in contemporary developments in today’s
physical education.
Progress towards new curriculum
approaches was generally slow, however, and
it was apparent that existing curriculum models were particularly ‘resistant to change’
(Penney, 2006). There was a growing consensus that something was needed to move
physical education forward and the challenge
was to construct new approaches to curriculum that were robust and relevant within contemporary school cultures (Macdonald and
Brooker, 1997). At the end of the twentieth
century, it was apparent that physical education needed to find a way to re-orient its aspirations for the new century.
As this new century beckoned, post-modern
thinking and constructivist learning perspectives soon began to influence much of the
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writing in physical education and the profession began to seriously question its long-term
connections with modernist and behaviourist
practices (for example, Azzarito and Ennis,
2003; Sparkes, 1992). Thinking from interpretive (Pope, 2006), socially critical (Tinning and
Glasby, 2002), feminist (Scraton and Flintoff,
1992) and post-structuralist (FernandezBalboa, 1997) perspectives, as well as contemporary learning theories (for example,
Rovegno and Bandhauer, 1997) all began to
influence the debates about the future of physical education curriculum. Central to this new
thinking was the belief that physical education
knowledge and practices are not stable or fixed
entities and there is a need to develop curriculum and pedagogy approaches that would help
learners negotiate the unpredictable, contradictory and non-linear nature of their learning experiences (Jess et al., 2011). Therefore,
although the traditional multi-activity approach
still dominated many curricula around the
world (Kirk, 2010), its restricted offering of a
‘one-size-fits-all’ learning experience increasingly resulted in criticisms of the approach
for being little more than a sampling exercise
(Cothran, 2001), failing to facilitate transfer of
learning across different contexts (Thorburn
et al., 2009) and generally offering fragmented
and de-contextualized experiences (Siedentop,
1994). As a result, calls for more relevant,
robust and flexible curriculum and pedagogy
models have become a regular feature of the
physical education literature (Ovens et al.,
2013).
Consequently, as we begin to move through
the century, there is a growing body of literature supporting curriculum developments
from more contemporary perspectives that
include constructivist (Azzarito and Ennis,
2003), situated (Kirk and Kinchin, 2004),
critical (Sicilia-Camacho and Brown, 2007),
ecological (Hastie and Siedentop, 2006),
dynamical systems (Chow et al., 2007) and
complexity (Ovens et al., 2013) perspectives. As TGfU and Sport Education continue to grow in popularity across the world,
they have acquired considerable research
support (Butler and Griffin, 2010; Hastie,

2012), been increasingly connected with
constructivist, situated and complex learning
theories (for example, Jess et al., 2011) and
have also been the forerunners of numerous
new curriculum models. At various stages
in their development, these more contemporary curriculum models include cooperative learning (Dyson and Casey, 2012),
outdoor and adventure activities (Brown,
2006), Health Optimizing Physical Education
(HOPE) (Sallis et al., 2012), Taking Personal
and Social Responsibility (TPSR) (Hellison
and Martinek, 2006) and physical literacy
(Whitehead, 2010). Although they may have
different specific foci, each of the models are
informed by contemporary views of learning
and the need to integrate physical, cognitive, social and emotional learning intentions
within a more holistic vision of physical education (Bailey et al., 2009). Accordingly, as
with many other subject areas, physical education curriculum and pedagogy initiatives
are increasingly focusing on the more active,
interactive and authentic learning experiences discussed earlier in the chapter.
As this range of curriculum models continues to evolve and extend, efforts are now
being made to create overarching curriculum
frameworks that are more integrated, robust
and flexible in nature. With an acknowledgment that physical education ‘…is such a
large, rich and complex field of practice that
it can legitimately aspire to achieve a wide
range of educational outcomes for schoolage children and youth’ (Kirk, 2013: 983),
we are now seeing genuine efforts to extend
the curriculum beyond the narrow focus of
the multi-activity approach. Currently, two
of these overarching curriculum frameworks
focusing on the holistic educational outcomes that act as a catalyst for participation
across different contexts are receiving attention: models-based practice and a connective
specialism.
Building on the work of Jewett and Bain
(1985), models-based practice is founded
on the notion that physical education is not
one specific entity but has a number of different forms (Casey, 2012). It is therefore
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proposed that a range of these contemporary
curriculum models should be employed to
collectively construct an overarching curriculum framework that seeks to achieve the
range of holistic educational outcomes (Kirk,
2013). Teachers and schools need to not only
develop the knowledge, understanding and
flexibility but also have the autonomy to pick
appropriate curriculum models based on the
attributes of the learners, the local context
and the learning aspirations of the teachers and/or school. Quay and Peters (2008)
in Australia have explored the possibilities
of this framework by focusing on primary
school children’s skill and fitness, personal
and social development and physical activity
learning by integrating their physical education programme using fundamental motor
skills, creative games making, TGfU, sport
education and Hellison’s TPSR.
An alternative overarching framework proposes that the physical education curriculum
could be developed as a connective specialism (Penney, 2008). Stemming from the work
of Michael Young (1975), this connective
concept proposes that the curriculum should
focus on the core knowledge and skills that
act as the catalyst or foundation to support
participation in physical activity across a
range of different contexts (Macdonald,
2015). As such, the connected curriculum
acts as a ‘hub’ to integrate learners’ holistic
learning in school settings with the authentic
lived experiences in their ‘real life’ contexts
(Rovegno, 2006). The connected curriculum
has also been directed towards lifelong and
life-wide learning agendas (West, 2004) by
not only seeking to support learners’ lifelong
physical activity efforts (Corbin, 2002) but
also their critical engagement with health,
performance, recreation and functional activity dimensions in both the present and the
future (Penney and Jess, 2004). It has been
argued, however, that the complex nature of
these lifelong perspectives will need to be
recognised and explored as a regular point
of reference for curriculum developments in
both primary and secondary school settings
(Penney et al., 2006). This undoubtedly has
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implications for the nature of future learning
in physical education because it will move
the focus beyond the school curriculum and
the school gates (O’Connor and Alfrey, 2013).
Although efforts to develop a connected curriculum have been attempted in primary school
settings (Jess, 2012), the transition between
primary and secondary schools and the dominance of the multi-activity approach have
made developments of this nature more difficult in the secondary school (Penney, 2013).
Whilst physical education curriculum and
pedagogy begin to connect more closely with
wider educational agendas, developments
in assessment have tended to be less in evidence (Hay, 2006). Some authors have suggested that this may be because of physical
education’s relatively low status resulting
in ‘a lack of official assessment’ (Hardman
and Marshall, 2000: 15), and others have
proffered that high quality assessment can
only be realised in relation to quality curriculum and pedagogy (Penney et al., 2008).
Consequently, assessment in physical education has traditionally been characterised as
‘overly narrow, typically focussing on either
individual execution of skills (both process
and products) and/or the strategic awareness
of students in performance/games contexts’
(Hay and Penney, 2009: 390). With more
contemporary curriculum and pedagogy
approaches emerging, however, proposals
for more integrated assessment approaches
concentrating on assessment for learning,
authentic assessment and more socially just
assessment are increasingly being discussed
(Hay and Penney, 2009). Although these
new approaches may have some way to go
before they are embedded in practice, there
is encouraging evidence that contemporary
assessment practices are slowly becoming a
feature of the physical education landscape
(Hay and Penney, 2013).
Since the early 1980s, there has been a
growing body of literature to suggest that
physical education is in the middle of a paradigm shift from its earlier modernist leanings
towards curriculum and pedagogy frameworks informed by post-modernist thinking
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and constructivist learning. Although the
initial curriculum innovations emerged as a
reaction to the perceived limitations of the
multi-activity approach, these contemporary perspectives have driven recent efforts.
Consequently, although the Sport Education
and TGfU models remain the key drivers
for this change agenda, a range of contemporary curriculum, pedagogy and assessment approaches are currently in the process
of being developed and are likely to set the
foundation for more robust, flexible and
holistic frameworks for the future.

EXTERNAL INPUTS SINCE THE 1980S
The period from 1980s onwards has been a
watershed for curriculum reform as governments, for the first time, began to take an
increasingly proactive role in shaping the
curriculum (Ball, 2008), with the result that
teachers play a more limited role in curriculum development. With a focus increasingly
on neo-liberal agendas, these educational
reforms have tended towards raising attainment and teacher accountability and have
made it more difficult to incorporate longheld social justice principles within school
curricula (Hartley, 1987). In many countries,
educational policy has become an important
feature in the drive for economic competitiveness (Lingard et al., 1998), although there
have been ongoing efforts in others to balance performativity and social responsibility
agendas in various parts of the world, for
example in Scandinavia (Mordal-Moen and
Green, 2014). However, as the physical education profession has increasingly moved
towards more contemporary approaches to
curriculum and learning, it has found itself in
a constant struggle with governments over
the control of the physical education curriculum, usually with limited success (Evans and
Davies, 2015). In many cases, as governments started to push on with their political
agendas, the physical education profession
found itself to be of limited interest to the

policymakers (Houlihan and Green, 2006).
For example, during the 1990s in the UK, the
government took the view that physical education should be connected to a traditional
sporting agenda in which competitive team
games would represent the core element of
the curriculum (Department of National
Heritage, 1995). The physical education profession was reluctant to support such narrow
sporting priorities and found itself excluded
from policy discussions and replaced by a
new organisation, the Youth Sport Trust
(YST), which was created with the aim of
developing and implementing physical education and sport programmes for young
people. Subsequently, with government
intervention of this nature becoming more
widespread, the physical education profession found itself not only involved in its own
internal debates but also on the margins of a
much wider, and increasingly crowded,
policy arena (Penney, 2006).
By the end of the century, with external
agents now driving the direction of physical
education in many countries, a World Summit
in Physical Education was held in Berlin
to explore the global concerns that were
increasingly being voiced. From the findings
of a world-wide survey specifically commissioned for the Summit, it was reported that
the physical education profession was finding it difficult to make any significant impact
on national developments within this new
policy context and that it was ‘…suffering
from decreasing curriculum time allocation,
budgetary controls with inadequate financial,
material and personnel resources, low subject status and esteem and is being even more
marginalised and undervalued by authorities’ (Hardman and Marshall, 2000: 34). As
the new century approached, the manner in
which these barriers to progress would be
approached was likely to have an important
impact on how the profession would achieve
recognition of its future legitimacy within
and beyond education.
However, as was noted in the introduction to the chapter, global concerns about
obesity and physical inactivity at the start
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of the twenty-first century initiated a revival
in fortunes for physical education in many
countries (Thorburn et al., 2011). Although
this was welcomed in many quarters, the
contexts in which new developments took
place were much more complex because
key stakeholders from the education, health
and sport sectors created a crowded and
contested policy space (Evans and Davies,
2015). It was soon apparent that these different stakeholders were often engaged in a
political marketplace created by neo-liberal
governments in which marketization, performativity and outsourcing all became key
drivers (Evans, 2013). Physical education
began to find itself in a more secure position
as part of the school curriculum (Thorburn
et al., 2009), but the profession was conscious that this prominence arose from its
engagement with the additional political
agendas pursued in schools (Penney, 2006)
and not necessarily educational agendas. For
example, it has been health agendas that have
driven developments in some countries (see
Scottish Government, 2009), whereas sport
agendas remain a key influence in others
(see Houlihan and Green, 2006; Puhse and
Gerber, 2005). Consequently, although this
multi-faceted vision of physical education
has resulted in more government funding
opportunities being made available for physical education projects, much of the funding
has come from health and/or sport budgets
(Evans and Davies, 2015). While funding
opportunities are to be welcomed, however,
there now appears to be less input from government education departments in the development, support and evaluation of physical
education projects (Evans, 2004).
As governments continue to influence the
direction of physical education, the input of
these different stakeholders, the change in
funding streams and the more limited input
by education departments continue to highlight the ambiguous nature of the physical
education curriculum. Some of these changes
have re-ignited long-standing concerns about
physical education’s status in the curriculum
(McCullick, 2014) and have raised questions
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about the potential of creating a physical education profession that is ‘positioned instrumentally as cure-alls for a range of social
and private ills’ (Burrows and Ross, 2003:
15). Further, with governments increasingly
adopting neoliberal agendas to cope with the
impact of the economic recession (Rizvi and
Lingard, 2009), there has been a re-focusing
on the instrumental goals of education with
the result that performativity agendas are
becoming more common (Macdonald, 2014).
Pressure to produce evidence of raised standards to meet performance outcomes has been
increasing (Montague, 2012) and there is
some concern that more specific, skill-based
and biomedical approaches to sport and/
or health agendas may be introduced to the
physical education curriculum at the expense
of the more holistic and constructivist models currently being developed. Consequently,
given the physical education profession’s
limited engagement with holistic assessment processes over the years (Penney et al.,
2008), apprehension has been voiced about
future curriculum and assessment models
that may focus on the measurement of body
mass index, the identification of talented performers and the use of pedagogies that create cost-effective curriculum models (Gard,
2008). While these concerns may be valid in
some countries, it is important to acknowledge the more encouraging signs in countries
where governments continue to make efforts
to balance economic and social justice objectives within their education systems, such
as Sweden (Annerstedt, 2008) and Scotland
(Scottish Government, 2009). In these countries, health, sport and physical education
tend to be viewed from a more holistic and
transformative perspective and, as such, there
is a smoother synergy with the contemporary
curriculum initiatives being developed by the
physical education profession.
A further consequence of the neo-liberal
agenda has seen new forms of funding and
governance that have enabled the private sector to become more involved in the provision
of public service activities (Ball, 2012). Profit
and non-profit-making entrepreneurs and
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organisations have become more involved in
the delivery of education services in terms
of children’s school experiences (Griggs,
2008) and the initial training and continuing
professional development of teachers (Harris
et al., 2011; Pope, 2012). As the physical
education curriculum increasingly takes its
place in this open market context, teachers no longer become the sole providers of
physical education (Petrie and Hunter, 2011).
Outsourcing has become a regular feature of
the school physical education curriculum as
sports coaches and other professionals are
increasingly offered the opportunity to teach
physical education within curriculum time
(Williams et al., 2011). This is particularly
prevalent in the primary sector where classroom teachers still report some uncertainty
about what they are doing (DeCorby et al.,
2005) and a lack of confidence in teaching
physical education (Morgan and Bourke,
2008). Consequently, outsourcing opportunities have become an attractive solution
to combat many of these ongoing barriers
to the delivery of quality learning experiences in primary physical education (Griggs,
2008). However, as outsourcing of this nature
becomes more common in both primary and
secondary schools, Macdonald (2011) warns
us of the long-term de-professionalisation of
the physical education profession.
With governments taking a more proactive role in the curriculum development
process since the early 1980s, the physical
education profession has therefore found it
a challenge to make a consistent and robust
contribution to the direction of the physical education curriculum. Nevertheless, in
terms of curriculum presence, physical education is currently going through a positive
period, largely because of the support from
strong health and sport lobbies. Neo-liberal
agendas are influencing the governance,
organisation and delivery of physical education, and there are suggestions that we are
already seeing a significant shift in the nature
of children and young people’s physical education experiences in school settings (Evans,
2013). Subsequently, with more stakeholders

currently involved in school physical education, it has become increasingly important
that the physical education profession is
able to make a more significant contribution
within this crowded and contested policy
space; however, this presents challenges for
the type of stance the profession will take
in relation to shifting delivery mechanisms
and for the control of the key debates around
physical education (Macdonald, 2011).

CONCLUSION
Although physical education has tended to
have ‘a shadowy, marginal existence in education’ (Ozolinš and Stolz, 2013), it has been
able to retain its place in the curriculum in
most education systems around the world.
With contemporary views of learning moving
beyond modernist and dualist perspectives to
acknowledge the complex and situated nature
of the learning process, physical education is
currently being recognised for its contribution to a more holistic range of educational,
health and sport-related objectives. As a
consequence, physical education is experiencing one of its more fruitful periods; however, for this revival to continue in the long
term, we suggest it is critical that theoretically robust but flexible curriculum frameworks are developed to combat the limitations
of the dominant multi-activity approach and
the reported failings of primary physical
education. Recent developments in curriculum and pedagogy are encouraging on this
front because they demonstrate how these
more contemporary views of knowledge and
learning are beginning to inform initiatives
that are integrated, connected and related to
lifelong learning agendas. As these developments evolve, however, it is important to also
recognise that the physical education profession now shares a crowded and contested
policy space in which stakeholders from
education, health and sport are all key participants. While the debates across this extended
policy arena may have helped raise the profile
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of physical education in many countries, they
have also raised questions about the long-term
ownership and control of the physical education curriculum amidst reports of limited
involvement by the education sector and the
ongoing
outsourcing
of
provision.
Subsequently, although some progress has
been made, a particular challenge for the
physical education profession in the future
will be its ability to engage effectively with
the complexities of the ever-changing policy
context.
For this to happen, we suggest that the collective input from two key groups is critical
in creating a shared and articulate vision for
the future: the professional associations and
the universities. From the perspective of the
physical education curriculum, we agree
with Kirk (2010) in his assertion that the
higher education sector has a key role to play
because it offers the space to engage in the
intellectual activity needed to instigate curriculum, pedagogy and assessment initiatives
that will inform future practices in the field.
These initiatives cannot be developed in a
vacuum and it is critical that universities seek
to develop the partnerships and networks that
will support the enactment of these new ideas
in schools and communities. Further, we
believe that strong physical education professional associations also have a critical role by
representing the profession in the crowded
policy arena (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009).
Working closely with teachers and universities, it is only the professional associations
who have the capacity to present a shared
vision for physical education and, subsequently, who have the potential to increase
credibility and transparency amongst the
public and the policy stakeholders. Although
we acknowledge that developing an integrated approach of this nature is a complex
undertaking, we also suggest that recent curriculum progress has the potential to act as an
important catalyst to kick-start this important
capacity building process. Given the subject
area’s historical journey to date, the next hundred years may make even more interesting
reading.
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Religious Education
Leonard Franchi, James Conroy
and Stephen McKinney

Legitimate questions over the place of religion in the public square lead, inevitably it
seems, to the questioning of the place of
religious ways of thinking in the school. In
particular, this position often ends in confusion over the status, scope and conceptual
framework of religious education (henceforth RE) and also the motives of those who
wish to see a robust RE syllabus at the heart
of the modern school curriculum.
This chapter recognizes the unique position in which advocates of RE often find
themselves: that of justifying their subject’s
place in the school curriculum. Whilst other
subject specialists might have to fight to
gain recognition of the value of a particular
subject in a crowded and disconnected curriculum, teachers of RE often have to defend
their subject’s actual right to exist. This
debate takes place against the backdrop of
hostile arguments, which regard any defence
of religiously inspired social practices and
school-based RE, no matter how broadly
conceived, as less than satisfactory reminders
of pre-Enlightenment ways of thinking.

In this ever-changing context, this chapter, whilst acknowledging the ‘status anxiety’ emergent from the implicit and explicit
hostility often found towards the subject,
presupposes the right of RE to make a valid
contribution to the contemporary school curriculum. It offers a broad view of the aims
and scope of RE in the school as a subject
that allows individual religious educators the
freedom to explore particular channels of
thought located within the varied intellectual
traditions that have been inherited.
In recognition of this ‘status anxiety’,
the chapter begins with a discussion of two
contemporary challenges to the continued
existence of RE in the contemporary school
curriculum. This initial section highlights
how phenomenological approaches to RE
and a coupling of ‘religion’ with ‘ethics’
have played no small part in creating the
‘status anxiety’ alluded to earlier. Following
this, there is an exploration of the emergence
of RE as a distinct curricular subject in the
modern school curriculum. We take as our
starting point the late nineteenth century,
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although it is worth bearing in mind that the
relationship between religion and education
has a much longer pedigree – a discussion
of this important story is beyond the scope
of this chapter. There follows an overview of
some pedagogical matters pertinent to contemporary RE. We also look at epistemic
issues and adopt a tripartite division of learning from/about/in religion before discussing
how RE continues to be seen as a means of
formation in a particular religious faith. The
final section explores issues arising from the
relationship between the secular state schools
and faith schools, with a focus on the nature
of assessment in RE.

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES
TO RELIGIOUS EDUCATION
Phenomenology
Phenomenology as a method of research and
of pedagogy gained substantial traction in
RE circles in the early 1970s, pre-eminently
in the UK, but subsequently it influenced the
conceptual discourse underpinning the subject more widely in Europe. However, phenomenology is, like most philosophical
traditions, no single thing but a basket of
associated and loosely connected intellectual
traditions. In the particular case of RE, there
are two main movements. The first movement, shaped by the philosopher Edmund
Husserl (amongst others), promoted the idea
that in order to understand the religious,
stripped of all its cultural layers, it was necessary to go through an internal process of
reflection – what Ignatius of Loyola (the
founder of the Jesuits in the sixteenth century) might have considered ‘discernment’.
This required that one look inwards with a
critical eye and, in doing so, it would be possible to expose the contents of one’s consciousness (the cogitationes) and the cogito
itself (the processes of thinking). In this way
it would be possible to understand how we as
humans sediment the pure-thing-in-itself
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(das ding an sich as Immanuel Kant would
have it). In stripping away the sedimented
layers of meaning, we may end up peeling
successive layers to find that there is no core –
that all is in the layers. Consequently, religion as an object of consciousness may lie in
the process of thought – the apperceiving
cogito rather than in some publicly discernible object or objects.
The second movement, led by scholars
such as Mircea Eliade, considered religion
to be concerned with absolute worth and
that the way to understand it was through
the systematic analysis of historical realities:
methodologically one could do this through
the creation of morphological or classificatory comparisons. We therefore end up with
scholars such as Ninian Smart suggesting that
Maoist communism is a religion (or at least a
quasi-religion) on the basis not of any particular teleological claims but merely because
it embodied certain kinds of social practices
that appear similar to social practices of
religion (Smart, 1974). One such example
would be that of the liturgical dimension
of religion. For example, in the Christian
Eucharist we encounter a theological device
to place the worshipper in the time frame of
the salvific act of Christ to, so to speak, be
at one with the moment. Similarly, in Maoist
China, The Long March provides a site for
re-enactment through subsequent Red Guard
long marches, which would enable those
born outwith the first generation memory to
be at one with the sacrifice and privations
of the original Long Marchers. Of course
the difficulty here is that although Maoism
may appear prima facie to have a religious
shape, this might be considered as largely
a simulacrum that depends on ultimately
reducing all transcendent claims to immanent ones – a point to which we will return. In
any event, this second form of phenomenology has come to dominate much of the study
of religion in Europe – and RE embraces it
largely because it is easier, at least superficially, to get students to make comparisons
between observable phenomena than it is to
invite them to reflect inwards on their own
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belief systems and the forms of thought that
produce it. The result is that RE becomes
increasingly dominated by sociological comparisons at the expense of structural or theological understanding. In the rush to counter
accusations of either indoctrination or irrelevance in a pluralist, multi-faith world, religious educators attached themselves to these
morphological strategies. We wish to suggest
that this turn, with its focus on the ‘other’,
has been unhelpful in developing an education where one authentically understands
the ‘other’ partly because a comprehensive
understanding of the ‘other’ requires clarity
about the self and one’s own beliefs.
As suggested earlier, phenomenology
has been unsuccessful largely because it
lends itself to the production and reproduction in the classroom of an entirely immanent account of the religious impulse and
its characteristic expressions. Not only does
Maoism become a surrogate religion but,
perhaps more interestingly, in the context of
RE in liberal democracies, humanism also
becomes a cognate. Arguably, this means that
all religion is somehow to be characterized as
humanist given that humanism is to be construed as one amongst a number of life forms,
all of which carry equivalence. To argue that
this may then confuse what it is to claim to be
religious is not to suggest that forms of life
that have no transcendent quality or make no
transcendent claims are self-evidently inferior (inferiority and superiority in such matters should be a function of rational debate
and argument). In the rather more prosaic
entailments of the classroom, the consequence is that the descriptive boundaries of
religion become increasingly porous and friable and the content and focus of the subject
can dissolve into a wide variety of social
practices and concerns related to everyday
civic, cultural and personal life. This, in turn,
reinforces the impulse to provide morphological comparisons – what would a Muslim
do in X circumstance? What would a Hindu
do… and so forth. All of this may conduce
religious tolerance, although the evidence is
ambiguous, but whether it is successful in the

cultivation of religious literacy is rather more
clear cut.
Of course, there are those who have recognized some of the infelicities attached to
these forms of phenomenological excurses
and attempted to modify them with recourse
to a more subtle account of the anthropological and ethnographic in religions as a
basis for RE (Jackson, 1997). It is certainly
the case that the focus on the lived experience of religious people adds significantly
to the classroom discourse on RE. Here, the
focus is not only on the formal structures of
the subject but also on the local, communal
expressions and practices that accompany
and modify our understanding, offering to RE
a more subtle account of how religion is and
how believers relate to such matters as doctrine, ritual and morality. It is much less clear,
however, to what extent it improves religious
literacy – and religious literacy is critical to
the whole enterprise. After all, whether it be
Mathematics or English literature the purpose
of education is the cultivation of forms of literacy, and what is clear is that on the Right
and the Left, in countries such as the UK and
the US (and no doubt much of Europe and
elsewhere), levels of religious literacy are
poor (Conroy and Davis, 2008).

Religion and Ethics
Arguably the porosity of definition as to
what constitutes religion is welcomed
because it allows RE to engage with a wide
range of social and ethical practices. This
would appear to be reasonable – after all, it
could be argued that religion always has an
ethical dimension and that, in a complex
world, helping students see the complex
interface between religion and ethics can
only be a good thing. In Scotland at least, the
subject in non-denominational schools is
labelled as Religious and Moral Education
(Conroy, 2014). In Catholic schools in
Scotland (which are also state schools), the
official RE curriculum, This is Our Faith, is
much more aligned to explicit faith nurture
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approaches (Franchi, 2013). It might be the
case that the growing import of the ethical
can be deemed as progress, if it were not for
some complicating issues. First, it is common
for personal and social education to be
lumped together with ethics and religion,
both of which overloads RE with a burden
that it is unable to bear given the often sparse
resources RE receives and therefore both
‘ethics’ and ‘religion’ are diminished
(Conroy et al., 2013). Second, there is an
increasing tendency in a number of schools,
in the UK at least, to supplant teaching about
the claims of the theological or religious on
the ethical in favour of philosophical ethics.
This approach depends on seeing ethical conversation not as an expression of religious
commitment but as an extension of liberal
humanist rationality. Although this might
indeed support students in thinking about
how civic societies work, how individual
decisions are made, how moral choices are
theoretically, philosophically or culturally
grounded, it may not help to improve religious literacy that is concerned with cultic
practice, teleology, the relationship between
the living and the dead and so forth. One only
has to look at the way in which the teleological suspension of the ethical is manifest in
the actions of a broad range of religious fundamentalists and tacitly supported by others
to recognize how important it is to understand religious rather than ethico-rational
reasons for action.
Given the nature of the suspicion towards
religiously inspired ways of thinking in liberal
democracies, it is obvious that any approach
to curricular RE will be open to challenge
from both determined secularists and people
of firm religious commitment. This dialogic
tension at its best can be a source of creativity
and forward thinking. It is essential to have
a firm understanding of the many factors at
play in the development of RE curricula. The
following section traces how the ‘subject’ of
RE emerged in the nineteenth century in the
context of Christian religious thinking as a way
to make the teaching of RE an academically
respectable enterprise.
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THE EMERGENCE OF RELIGIOUS
EDUCATION AS A SCHOOL SUBJECT
Contemporary practices in RE are informed,
as we have seen, by a host of religious and
socio-cultural factors. Within this ample
framework we can discern two distinct thematic developments which, taken together,
had a lasting influence on the development of
the subject: the formation of the Religious
Education Association (REA) and the wider
reform movements in Catholic Christianity,
which had a major effect on the school-based
catechesis of the time. Both movements
emerged around the beginning of the twentieth century and their influence on practice
continues today.
‘Religious Education’ as the title of a
defined subject in the school curriculum harks
back to the formation in 1903 of the REA. This
influential American movement, the seedbed
of the renowned academic journal, Religious
Education, sought to construct a fresh way of
understanding the value of serious study of
religion whilst avoiding too close an attachment to so-called ‘faith-nurture approaches’
to RE, wherein the child would be encouraged
(nurtured) towards making a commitment to
the Christian faith (Coe, 1903; Dewey, 1903).
The REA sought, as discussed later, to find
a way to encourage religious ways of thinking without explicitly promoting attachment
to Christianity. Although some might find
the juxtaposition between ‘study of religion’
and ‘faith-nurture’ as unnecessarily blunt, the
REA was adamant that a new relationship
between religion and education was needed
in order for the former to be taken seriously
in an educational climate that regarded any
tendencies to use the ‘school’ for evangelical purposes with suspicion. In other words, a
new school subject emergent from religion’s
encounter with the newly emerging educational theories of the time (late ninetenth
and early twentieth century) was necessary
(Rainey Harper, 1903).
Nonetheless, it is important to bear in mind
that the REA was not hostile to Christianity
(Boys, 1981). On the contrary, it was given
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energy by Protestant Christians eager to find
a vehicle that would accommodate ‘liberal
theology, the social gospel and progressive education’ (Scott, 1982: 590). It was
therefore a marker of a particular kind of
Christianity, which, arguably, was not fully
in sympathy with the overt Christian nurture approaches made famous by the theologian and Congregationalist minister, Horace
Bushnell (1802–1876) in Discourses on
Christian Nurture (1861).
Bushnell, to be clear, was no advocate
of Revivalism. In broad terms, Revivalism
stressed the alleged ‘depravity’ of the child
before he/she had made a decision for Christ.
Bushnell emphasized the role of the parents
and wider family in the nurturing of good disposition in the child by stressing the power
of example and gentle encouragement to virtue against overt doctrinal instruction, and
yet it is not to hard to see some links, however faint, between Bushnell’s child-centred
approach and the liberal views fostered in the
early years of the REA. Indeed, Boardman
Kathan has gone as far as to suggest that
Bushnell is the ‘father’ of the REA (2013).
Whatever the truth of this interpretation, the
debate over the role of faith-nurture in RE
had now been given a fresh impetus in the
American Protestant tradition.
Around the time of the emergence of the
REA and the related debates on the purpose of RE within Protestant Christianity,
Catholic Christianity was undergoing its own
internal debate fuelled by a desire to respond
creatively to many challenges from wider
cultural and intellectual forces. Elements
as diverse as urbanization and industrialization, allied to radical movements in scripture
scholarship and other forms of theological
enquiry, created a socio-political climate
seemingly hostile to a Church that had been,
and wanted to remain, a major player in the
political landscape of Europe (Bowen, 1981).
This was an era in which there began some
significant reforms in Catholic Christianity,
especially in the area of catechetics – the
theory of catechesis – where there was an
increasing awareness of the need to reform

traditional forms of doctrinal transmission.
The methods used at that time were mainly
derived from the Roman Catechism of the
sixteenth century. The Roman Catechism
(also known as the Catechism of the Council
of Trent) was the Catholic Church’s published doctrinal response to the theological challenges presented by the Protestant
reformers in sixteenth-century Europe. The
Roman Catechism clearly set out the central
doctrinal features of the Catholic tradition.
Interestingly, it was aimed at parish priests as
a guide to help them teach doctrine to their
parishioners. We are not too far off the mark
if we say that the Roman Catechism was one
of the first comprehensive teacher training
handbooks in history.
Like the pioneers of the REA, the catechetical
reform movement sought new ways to incorporate the insights of scholarship in theology and the social sciences into the Church’s
established teaching traditions. This was a
reaction to the predominance of Scholastic
methods in catechesis. Scholasticism was
the term used to describe the critical methods employed by the ‘school men’ working
in the early European universities. In brief,
the ‘scholastic method’ used inference and
deductive reasoning in order to demonstrate
the truth of a particular theological proposition. Among this group is St Thomas Aquinas
(1225–1274) whose Summa Theologica is
a fine example of this particular method of
teaching and learning.
This catechetical reform came in two parts.
First, a reform of method was designed to
bolster the place of the school in the wider
faith-formation of the pupils. In particular,
this aspect of the reform was influenced by
the work of the educational theorist, Johann
Herbart (1776–1841). In his work, Herbart
had emphasized the need for lessons to be
planned according to the stages of perception, understanding and practice. The result
of the dialogue between Herbartian ideas and
Catholic doctrine was the ‘lesson plan’ in RE,
where the teacher set out how the mind of the
child was to be shaped by inherited knowledge
and community traditions (Bowen, 1981).
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The second part of the catechetical reform
focused on reform of content. Drawing from
the wider reform movements in Catholic
Christianity, emphasis was placed on the
recovery of ‘joy’: if the Gospel was deemed
to be ‘good news’, then it seemed essential
that this joy be evident in the content of catechesis. The reform of content was therefore a reaction against a perceived overly
‘Scholastic’ approach to catechesis (see earlier) where too much attention was paid to the
dissection of doctrinal formulae without due
recognition of the important place of liturgical and scriptural traditions in the faith life of
the child.
The key figure in the catechetical
reform was the Austrian Jesuit priest, Josef
Jungmann (1889–1995). The Good News
and Our Proclamation of Faith, published
in the late 1930s, expressed a profound dissatisfaction with those who sought a reform
of method without a concomitant rediscovery
of the ‘Good News’ of the Christian Gospel
(Jungmann, 1962, 1965). Jungmann looked
to the early Church (up to the seventh century) for inspiration because he believed this
period in history offered multiple examples
of the freshness and energy that he deemed
necessary for a renewed catechesis in the
twentieth century. In so doing he, perhaps
unwittingly, cast a shadow over the developments in education and catechesis that had
arisen in the post-Reformation period and
that had had such a profound influence on the
school-based catechesis model of RE.
What unites the REA and the reform movements in Catholic Christianity is the need to
develop models of RE that recognize and
respond to changing social, cultural and educational landscapes. It was not deemed sufficient to isolate the Christian mind from new
thinking in these important fields of knowledge. It followed, therefore, that educational
methods suitable for particular points in history might need refreshing in light of new
insights from a range of disciplines. What is
clear to the contemporary student of RE is the
fertile interplay between Christian theology
and emerging secular theories of education.
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Until the 1960s, the field of RE, certainly
in the Anglophone world, was seeded with
Christian ideas that exhibited various shades
of ‘faith-nurture’. There was no firm movement to include any meaningful study of other
religious traditions. The history of the REA
itself shows how the Christian worldview
was a guiding principle of the REA in its initial stages. The complexion of the REA has
evolved to include scholars and RE practitioners from a wider range of religious traditions
(Archibald, 2003).
A major shift in the understanding of RE as
a school subject in the UK began in the late
1960s, fostered in part by mass migrations of
peoples, largely from former colonial outposts,
who brought with them different religious and
cultural traditions. Subsequently this had significant influence on other national debates on
RE, including those in North American associations, such as the REA, as well as European,
Australasian and African associations.
Traditional forms of Christian RE would no
longer suffice to serve the needs of an increasingly diverse population – what had been considered as normative was now seen as, at least
potentially, indoctrinatory. This concern to not
appear illiberal and indoctrinatory gave rise to
new ways of thinking about religion and religious education, fuelled by complementary, if
somewhat different, strands of British analytic
philosophy and continental phenomenology.
In the British tradition, there was increasing
philosophical scepticism about the verisimilitude of the propositional claims of religious
traditions such that even those who considered religion to be important and valuable, for
example Braithwaite, did so on the basis that
it functioned as a metaphor or placeholder for
the ethical impulse (Braithwaite, 1971). On
the Continent, there was a growing impulse to
consider that what we had historically deemed
to be real (in common sense) may be little
more than sets of layered cultural accretions
and that the task of philosophy was to strip
away our common or garden assumptions
about the real. As we have seen, the influence
of phenomenology on RE cannot be overestimated because it offered a considerable
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amount of intellectual support to those who
saw value in widening the scope of RE to
include the study of ‘non-Christian’ religions
and, consequently, to be seen to be responding to a felt need in a liberal state. What is
of particular interest is that the influence that
phenomenology has exercised in the field
has transcended the binary divide between
RE in the Common schools and Religious
(largely, it must be admitted, Christian)
schools. Historically focused on catechesis,
RE in Christian denominational schools in a
number of polities increasingly offers a somewhat confused amalgam of confessional and
phenomenological approaches (Baumfield
et al., 2012). This conflation continues to be
a source of some tension in a number of polities, especially those (for example, Northern
Ireland) where traditional religious affiliation
retains considerable cultural power (Yohanis,
2015). In any event, the tensions associated
with the complex interplay between various
approaches to RE illustrate that, despite tales
of its demise and irrelevance, RE retains the
power to evoke visceral reactions.
Phenomenology as an intellectual idea
was an attempt to understand the essence, or
inscape, of things (Conroy and McKinney,
2010). It sought to distinguish between what
we could know (phenomena) and those things
about which we could have no knowledge
(noumena). Liam Gearon has developed this
distinction as ‘an attempt to uncover the laws
of consciousness itself: if we can know only
the phenomenal world and not the noumenal,
how is it possible to know even phenomena,
the things in themselves’ (Gearon, 2013: 102,
emphasis original). What the popularity of
this intellectual idea meant for pedagogy in
RE will be explored next.

THE EPISTEMIC DEBATE
Learning from/about/in Religion
Central to the development of syllabi for RE
and the broader goal of religious literacy, is

what we will call the ‘epistemic debate’:
(1) what is the ultimate purpose of the subject and (2) whether the pupils relate to the
material as ‘insiders’ or ‘outsiders’. Despite
the limitations of such a binary standpoint,
the question of positionality refers a fortiori
to teachers because they are in a position to
shape material in a way suitable to the pupil
audience. To simplify matters of epistemology, we will use three terms to frame the
discussion: learning ‘from’ religion, learning
‘about’ religion and learning ‘in’ religion.
This tripartite division is not absolute and, as
we will see, each lens is informed by and
contributes to the others.
Learning ‘from’ religion suggests that
religious ways of thinking have a valid place
in the school curriculum and contribute to a
solid, well-rounded education relevance to
the current age. Furthermore, it recognizes
that the high-octane debates on the validity of the religious experience are products
chiefly of late modernity. The chronology
of the development of educational systems
is incomprehensible without a firm recognition of the influence of religion, particularly
the Christian traditions. Any ‘history of education’ that marginalizes these factors is not
giving the reader the full picture. In this configuration of RE, theology and philosophy,
for example, are studied through a range of
critical lenses. The impact of religion on society is investigated from a detached or ‘outsider’ standpoint that seeks a broader vision.
Learning ‘from’ religion is therefore not just
about cherry-picking the most historically
significant moments from history but it must
also embrace a thorough exploration of those
moments when religions did not contribute
in a positive manner to human flourishing.
We include here the religious impulse behind
many expansionist wars and interpretations
of religious dogmas that emphasized human
authority, clericalism and a wanton lust for
power.
Learning ‘about’ religion has similar connotations to learning ‘from’ religion, but
applies a more academic nuance with distinct
roots in the phenomenological approach to
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RE pioneered by Ninian Smart (see earlier).
Learning ‘about’ religion develops the learning ‘from’ religion approach in the proposal
that common features of religions – beliefs,
rites of worship, social practices – are a valid
focus of study. The difference between these
approaches lies chiefly in the encouragement
given to students to place themselves outwith
their own religious traditions in order to gain
some form of understanding of the essence,
teachings and cultural identity of the major
religions. This allows for a comparison of
common features and an appreciation of the
substantial divergences of thought found
therein. It is in this domain that we find the
area known as religious studies and other
forms of study that complement theological
and philosophical approaches with insights
from anthropology and sociology.
Learning ‘in’ religion moves the debate
into another territory in which some form of
commitment to a named religious tradition
is deemed a good thing. This approach is
common, unsurprisingly, in religiously
denominated schools and in other forms of
education used beyond the classroom. In
brief, learning ‘in’ religion assumes the pupil
is part of the religious tradition that has ‘ownership’ of the school and that the purpose of
RE is to encourage the pupil to make a commitment to said tradition. Such an approach
was common in the West until the 1960s with
the named faith being one of the Christian
traditions. We will expand on this important
issue later.

Religious Education as Formation
in Religious Faith
The conceptual tensions around the formation of the REA in the early twentieth century were partly of a wider theological debate
in Protestant Christianity in the US.
Nonetheless, there was still a commitment to
placing the study of Christianity at the core
of the syllabus. The tensions in this area can
be illustrated by examining the development
of RE in Catholic Christianity.
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In the Catholic tradition, until the later
years of the twentieth century, the purpose of
RE was rooted in the explicit ‘faith-nurture’
approach. In effect, it was a school-based
catechesis inspired by the Council of Trent’s
reforms and designed to maintain doctrinal
purity in a social climate influenced by the
rise of forces deemed hostile to Catholicism
(cf. Carter, 2012; Kehoe, 2010). Documents
of the Magisterium (the highest teaching
authority) of the Catholic Church from the
early twentieth century reveal a mindset that
acknowledges the need to engage in dialogue
with other ways of thinking, and yet it seeks
to retain its inherited doctrinal and cultural
traditions (cf. Pope Leo XIII, 1891; Pope
Pius X, 1905).
The Second Vatican Council (1962–1965)
was a landmark moment in the history of
Catholic Christianity. It was not the intention of Pope John XXIII, who convened
the Council, to change radically the basic
doctrines of Christianity; his stated intention was to reform the Church in order to
address the challenges to religious faith
presented by modernity (Pope John XXIII,
1962). The following years saw major developments in catechesis, but little by way of
reform in the understanding of the Catholic
school and the shape of RE therein. The
General Catechetical Directory, published
by the Congregation for the Clergy in 1971,
offered a platform for some new thinking in
catechesis. The influence of ‘progressive’
educational thought on this important document cannot be understated. The General
Catechetical Directory said practically nothing about the shape and content of RE syllabi
in the Catholic school, although it did note
that in the traditionally Catholic countries
(Italy, Spain and Latin America) ‘catechesis
often takes the form of religious instruction
imparted to children or adolescents in school
or outside of school’ (Congregation for the
Clergy, 1971: para 9).
A change of mood appeared in the 1980s.
Some Catholic educationalists, notably
the Australian Graeme Rossiter, proposed a
clear distinction between RE and catechesis.
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In effect, Rossiter’s work resurrected the
issues surrounding the rise of the REA as discussed earlier. Rossiter’s key point was that
a more academically demanding approach to
RE in the Catholic school would complement
and strengthen the Catholic identity of the
school (Rossiter, 1982).
Interestingly, in 1988 the Congregation for
Catholic Education shifted Church teaching
towards a new accommodation between catechesis and RE as adumbrated by Rossiter,
although the influence of Rossiter was never
officially acknowledged. In The Religious
Dimension of Education in the Catholic
School, published by the Congregation for
Catholic Education in 1988, we find the following position statement (paragraph 67):
There is a close connection, and at the same time a
clear distinction, between religious instruction and
catechesis, or the handing on of the Gospel message. The close connection makes it possible for a
school to remain a school and still integrate culture
with the message of Christianity. The distinction
comes from the fact that, unlike religious instruction, catechesis presupposes that the hearer is
receiving the Christian message as a salvific reality.

It is important not to underestimate the radical nature of this position, which has since
been developed in subsequent Magisterial
documents on catechesis and education. It is
worth noting that the Church’s only recent
Magisterial document dedicated to RE,
issued in 2009, emphasized the distinction in
similarly blunt terms (Congregation for
Catholic Education, 2009). Given the radical
nature of this shift in understanding, there is
still some work to be done in convincing
policymakers in Catholic education of how
this conceptual distinction can be applied
profitably and with appropriate levels of
nuance in syllabi and programmes of work.
We should also not ignore the possible tensions arising between the Catholic school as
a place of evangelization and RE as a space
where knowledge is deemed of higher value
than the need for faith formation. Such
binary distinctions might work in theory, but
they need careful handling in the daily life of
the school.

To conclude this section, RE is the meeting point for many educational aspirations.
Explicitly faith-formational aims, however,
seem to be problematic in the context of the
common school but some recognition has to
be made of the need for a solid knowledge
base in the subject. RE at its best is not, and
cannot be, solely an expression of what is
known as ‘therapeutic education’ but should
be rooted in a robust and knowledge-rich
curriculum embracing the best of what has
been thought and said in the fields of philosophy and theology. The difficulties arising from the encounter between ‘knowledge
of religious traditions’ and ‘the impulse to
faith-commitment’ are not, and never will be,
absent from denominational schools.
The Catholic Church, the largest provider
of faith-based schools in the world, has
increasingly recognized the plural nature of
all its schools. A commitment to intercultural
dialogue is now seen as a touchstone of a
Catholic school’s mission (Congregation for
Catholic Education, 2013). RE in Catholic
schools is now in a privileged position as
the subject where a more explicit focus on
knowledge of the Church’s traditions and
worldview provides a basis for dialogue with
the ‘other’ whilst simultaneously offering the
opportunity for more solid faith formation to
those who seek it.
Religiously denominated schools across
the world, whatever the context in which
they operate, clearly cannot live in isolation
from decisions made by state policymakers,
the influence of wider educational theory and
the reach of various instruments of performativity, especially the configuration of assessment models. How these have an impact on
contemporary RE will be explored next.

STATE PROVISION, FAITH SCHOOLS
AND THE QUESTION OF ASSESSMENT
It is difficult to discuss the full range and complexity of faith schooling and the associated
models of RE available to us. Faith schools,
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whether state funded, partially state funded
or independently funded, are established
to help with the education or nurturing of
children and young people in a religious
faith – usually within a particular religious
denomination. The children and young
people are considered to be entitled to this
education, as a right, because of their membership in the community of the particular
faith (Cohn-Sherbok, 2003). Their parents
are regarded as the first educators in the faith
and the community supports the parents. The
faith schools are expected to further support
the work of the parents and the community,
although in practice they can sometimes be
the primary or sole source of education in the
faith. In North America, for example, some
of the Jewish parents who send their children
to Jewish schools lack confidence in their
own knowledge and understanding of Jewish
beliefs and practices (Pomson and Schnoor,
2013). The parents delegate much of the
responsibility to the Jewish schools and
expect the Jewish schools to provide a significant amount of the formation in the
Jewish faith.
This education in the faith in the ‘faith
school’ is often conceived and practised in a
number of ways (McKinney, 2011). There is
a rationale or mission statement that indicates
the aims and shared values of the faith education, often a synthesis of faith-nurture aims
and general educational aims that are coherent
with the educational aims of the other schools
within the state or country. This coherence
is common for those faith schools that are
state funded or partially funded (for example,
Catholic schools in Scotland; and Catholic,
Anglican and Jewish schools in England).
The faith school will often have a spiritual
programme or dimension that will include
prayer and worship. Faith schools will generally devote some time to RE with a strong
focus on the teaching of beliefs and practices
of their own religious denomination or faith.
There may be teaching of other religions but
the aim remains to retain this strong focus.
There is often a faith formational aspect to
this RE – the learning ‘in’ religious education

465

mentioned earlier. All of these aspects of the
faith school make the school attractive to
many members of the religious denominations and, increasingly in many contexts such
as Spain, France, the US, Canada, to families
of other faiths and those without any faith.
O’Keefe and Scheopner (2007), for example,
point out that the percentage of children who
are not Catholic (primarily Baptists and some
from other Protestant traditions) in some
urban American Catholic elementary schools
is 44 per cent.
There are a number of examples of statefunded, partially state-funded or privately
funded faith schools providing this education
in faith and RE that are very attractive to parents who have no connection with the religious denomination. The faith schools in the
UK are obvious choices, but two good examples are France and the US where there is a
clear conception of the distinct and separate
position of religion, including faith schools,
from the secular state. In France, the independently funded Catholic schools constitute 95
per cent of all independently funded schools
(Deer, 2005). These schools can enter a simple contractual agreement with the state that
will provide some funding for overheads and
salaries. The Catholic schools are expected to
adopt aspects of the common school syllabus
as part of this contract. The Catholic schools
are perceived to be good schools that have
good results, a good ethos and provide a very
viable choice. As a result, they have become
increasingly attractive to parents outside the
Catholic community. This is also happening
in Catholic schools in Spain as greater numbers of non-Catholic parents opt for Catholic
schools (del Mar Griera, 2007).
The other example is the US where more
than four million children are educated in
faith schools. Similar to France, the vast
majority of these faith schools are Catholic
schools. The Catholic schools have a long
history of serving deprived inner city areas,
although many schools struggle with funding
for capital expenses and salaries. The Catholic
schools historically educated the children of
the Catholic families who had migrated from
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Ireland, Poland, Italy and Germany. As these
groups moved from inner city areas to the
suburbs, other groups (African American
and Hispanic) began to access the inner city
Catholic schools (Vitteriti, 2010). Catholic
schools have helped to bridge the racial
divide in places like Memphis, where many
of the families accessing Catholic schools are
below the poverty line (McDonald, 2010).
These two examples raise questions about
why the parents who have no connection to
the faith of the faith schools are prepared to
allow their children to engage in the educational process of a faith school and, importantly, the associated religious education.
This is also a challenge for Catholic schools
in Canada. Mulligan (2007) cites testimonies from teachers in Ontario and Toronto
expressing anxiety about the increasing
numbers of non-Catholic children creating
compromises in the religious identity and
religious education in the schools. The inclusion of increasing numbers of children outside the faith (or any faith) can place pressure
on the aims and focus of RE in faith schools.
On the one hand, the faith school may have to
ensure that the children from the associated
faith backgrounds have a firm knowledge
and understanding of beliefs and practices
and opportunities to participate in spiritual
activities. On the other hand, the faith school
may have to balance this with the inclusion
of greater numbers of children from different
faith backgrounds (and none). This creates
tensions for the faith school because it balances the integrity of the faith identity of the
school and inclusion.
The issue of assessment in RE is, in the
first instance, very closely related to the distinction that has been drawn between learning
‘from’ religion, learning ‘about’ religion and
learning ‘in’ religion. If RE is perceived to be
a subject in the curriculum (learning from and
about religion), then assessment is concerned
with measuring progress and achievement in
the knowledge, understanding and evaluation
of the topics that have been taught (RE online,
2015). This assessment generally draws upon
the principles and strategies of assessment that

are prevalent for all areas of the curriculum,
for example formative and summative assessment and self-assessment (Rudge, 2013).
There can, however, be some nuances in the
use of these principles. Brooks and Fancourt
(2012), for example, state that RE is multidimensional and deals with a range of deep
issues associated with the nature and meaning of life. As such, they argue that reflexive
self-assessment, a variant of self-assessment,
is more relevant to RE. Assessment, however,
becomes more problematic when RE is perceived to be either partially or completely
learning ‘in’ religion. The assessment in the
learning from and about religion contexts
(faith schools) is usually focused exclusively on the knowledge, understanding and
evaluation aspects of RE, and this is clearly
distinguished from any progress in faith
development. If the assessment in learning in
RE becomes focused on the development of
faith, then this form of RE has moved towards
a ‘faith-nurture’ (or catechetical) approach.

CONCLUSION
A demographic study by the Pew Research
Centre (Religion and Public Life) Forum
(2015) shows that religious belief, rather than
being on the wane, is gaining in strength
across the world. A finely grained analysis of
the data presented is beyond the scope of this
chapter, but the information available allows
us to say with some certainty that the purpose
of RE will continue to be a major element in
debates on education for some time to come.
Given the continued attraction of religion
evidenced by the data generated by the Pew
Research Centre (2015), it seems to us that the
key questions for RE in the years to come are:
1 How do we conceptualise an RE syllabus for
schools with an institutional attachment to a religious tradition but which has a substantial pupil
population which is not part of this tradition?
2 How do we conceptualise an RE syllabus for
schools that are secular in nature but whose
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pupil population reflects varying degrees of
attachment to one or more religious faiths?
3 What should be the proper relationship between
a liberal democracy and adherents to religious
worldviews, which offer a challenge to the ‘settled
mindset’ of the secular educational establishment?

We have moved beyond the time when teaching about religions other than Christianity
was seen as an encounter with the ‘exotic’.
Owing to mass immigration, globalization
and the rise of social media, such conceptions of the ‘other’ no longer have currency.
Those who were the ‘other’ are now our
neighbours.
A possible response to these questions is
found in the title of a recent document from
the Congregation for Catholic Education in
Rome. Educating to Intercultural Dialogue
in Catholic Schools: Living in Harmony for
a Civilisation of Love (2013). The title of
the document is irenic both in tone and substance. It sets out a course of action in which
diversity in the contemporary school is seen
as strength and makes the case that schools
must be places where people of different cultures and worldviews can come together in
respectful search for what unites, as opposed
to what divides. In this reading of affairs, the
school can be an antidote to cultural suspicion
and mindsets formed by impending clashes
of civilization (see Huntingdon, 1996).
Looking ahead, we argue that RE, at its
best, is a solid academic study of religious
ways of thinking. In the faith school, the pedagogy is inflected substantially to reflect the
theological worldview of the underpinning
religion whilst giving due consideration to
the insights and traditions of other religious
faiths. This substantial pedagogical commitment cannot be done without due consideration of the source material to be studied as
part of the syllabus. The rise of pedagogies
rooted in a social constructivist mindset has
presented no small challenge to advocates
of RE as academic study. An initial step forward would be a commitment to make substantial use of ‘primary’ religious texts in
our work with pupils (Conroy et al., 2013).
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In the Christian tradition, for example, it is
necessary to allow pupils direct access to
the Scriptures and the writings of selected
Church Fathers as part of their course of
studies in RE. A second step forward would
be a recognition of the need for specialized
knowledge on the part of the RE teacher. It
remains unclear just how many teachers of
RE have academic qualifications suitable for
this demanding subject.
Schools today have many demands upon
them. Although this can cause teachers to
wilt under the burden of such multiple expectations, it also recognizes the importance of
the school for human flourishing. Within the
school, RE is also the site of many varying
demands. It is our contention in this chapter
that a first-class RE syllabus is a manifestation of a pedagogy that marks the school as
a place of knowledge-rich dialogue between
and across the generations.
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Science Education and Economic
Growth: Some Implications
for Curriculum, Pedagogy and
Assessment
Derek Bell and Petra Skiebe-Corrette

The first decade of the twenty-first century
saw a flurry of reports (European Commission,
2004; National Academy of Sciences USA,
2006; Roberts, 2002; Sainsbury of Turville,
2007) from across the world all arguing that
‘the nations that can thrive in a highly competitive global economy will be those that can
compete on high technology and intellectual
strength’ (Her Majesty’s Treasury, Department
for Education and Skills, and Department for
Trade and Industry, 2004: 1). In addition to
the need for increasing investment in research
and development, a central strand in the arguments for strengthening economic growth and
competiveness is the need to improve the
quality of education for all. In particular these
publications argue that ‘education must lay
the foundation for developing a workforce
that is literate in mathematics and science,
among other subjects’ because it is ‘the creative intellectual energy of our workforce that
will drive successful innovation and create
jobs for all citizens’ (National Academy of
Sciences USA, 2006: 112).

The intensity with which nations focus on
the need for science, mathematics, engineering and technology to lead economic development continues to have a major influence on
science education across the world. Against
this background, this chapter:
•• examines the perception that young people’s
success in science and mathematics is a fundamental component of future economic success
and an important contribution towards meeting
the global challenges of the twenty-first century;
•• reflects on how science education has developed
in response to the increased scrutiny it has experienced; and
•• explores some of the future challenges and implications for science education.

SCIENCE EDUCATION, ECONOMIC
STATUS AND GLOBAL CHALLENGES
It is obvious that there is a link between education and successful economic development.
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Globally there is a divide between those
nations that are ‘developed’ and those that
are ‘developing’; almost without exception
the former have strong education systems
and have a high proportion of citizens who
are literate and numerate. For many of the
‘developed’ nations much of their prosperity
arose during the industrial developments of
the nineteenth century, which also saw the
beginnings of universal schooling. Based on
their analysis, Fadel and Miller argue that
‘the specific cognitive, behavioural and
social knowledge, that is the basic result of a
specific form of schooling introduced in the
nineteenth century, played and continues to
play a crucial role in spectacular feats of
industrial development’ (2007: 2). The progress of developing countries, particularly in
the latter part of the twentieth century and the
opening years of twenty-first century, has
also been paralleled by the growth of education and schooling of an increasing proportion of their population. Despite the obvious
link between economic development and
education it remains difficult to determine
which one is the driver. To debate the intricacies of the arguments is well beyond the
scope of this chapter; suffice to say that there
is widespread agreement that education is, at
the very least, an essential ingredient in the
development of a successful and sustainable
economy (Hanushek and Woessmann, 2007).
The industrialisation during the nineteenth
century and its wealth-generating potential
began to forge the way in which science and,
in turn, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) have become so tied up with
economic prosperity. The relationship was
further strengthened by the fear in the US
resulting from the ‘Sputnik crisis’ and Cold
War in the late 1950s and 1960s (Wissehr
et al., 2011) and has intensified ever since. It
should be no surprise, therefore, that the place
of science in national education systems has
come under the spotlight. This is not new:
the Devonshire Royal Commission in the
UK, for example, as long ago as 1875 stated
‘…the present state of scientific instruction
in our schools is extremely unsatisfactory’
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(quoted in House of Commons Science and
Technology Committee, 2002: 8). Since
then similar statements have been made with
increasing frequency and, almost without
exception, they assert a link between the quality of science education and economic prosperity. This relationship is discussed broadly
from two perspectives: first, the rewards for
individuals and second, the productivity of
regional and national economies.

Science Education and Personal
Economic Benefits
Over the past 30 years, studies have uniformly shown that more schooling is associated with higher individual earnings; most
estimates suggest that an increase of 10 per
cent in earnings might be expected for every
additional year of schooling (Hanushek and
Woessmann, 2007). Inevitably, there is variation within populations and between countries, for example returns appear higher for
low income countries, for lower levels of
schooling and, frequently, for women
(Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004).
Hanushek and Woessmann (2007: 76) conclude that the ‘accumulated evidence from
analyses of economic outcomes is that the
quality of education – measured on an outcome basis of cognitive skills – has powerful
effects’ and that ‘individual earnings are systematically related to cognitive skills’. Their
analysis also shows that, although individual
benefits vary, they can be identified across
many developed or developing countries.
Most analyses have examined the relationship between overall education and individual rewards but there are increasing claims
that achievement in science and mathematics provides a further earnings premium for
individuals. In addition to the actual benefits
in terms of earnings, individuals with science
qualifications make attractive employees.
For example, a survey conducted in the UK
indicated that 50 per cent of employers would
favour a science graduate over others for jobs
that were subject neutral (Confederation
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of British Industry (CBI), 2012). In their
work force analysis in the US, Carnevale
et al. (2011) also recognised that individuals trained in STEM subjects are attractive
to employers in non-STEM sectors because
of the increasing value of the competencies,
work interests and work values associated
with STEM disciplines. Such analyses suggest that training in STEM disciplines not
only offers benefits to individuals regardless of their career path but also that education in these areas contributes more widely
to economic success than simply providing a
workforce for STEM related industries. Such
findings prompted the United States–Mexico
Foundation for Science to create INNOVEC
(Innovation in Science Education), a program that has trained 30,000 primary school
teachers and reaches nearly 400,000 primary
school students annually in various Mexican
states (INNOVEC, 2004).

Science Education
and the Economy
Drori (2000: 28) examined ‘the assumptions
that drive this international fascination with
the economic benefits of science education
achievements’. She identified 1980, which
was designated the Year of Science for
Development, as a turning point. The international focus given to advances in the use of
science and technology during that year subsequently led to science and mathematics
education having a higher priority in the curriculum. The expansion of these subjects, as
more countries promoted them and increased
the time spent on them across all phases of
education, was supported by many national
and international organisations (including
UNESCO, World Bank, non-governmental
organisations and industry) all emphasizing
the link between science education and economic growth. Fundamental to past and present efforts to raise the profile of science
education is the view that it is preparing
children to take their place in a prosperous,
knowledge- and technology-based, globally

integrated, national economy. More starkly,
policymakers globally adopt the pipeline
model and regard economic growth to be
dependent on the scientific and technological
capabilities of the labour force, which are in
turn dependent on the foundations provided
by science education in primary and secondary schools.
Together these trends underpin what Drori
termed ‘the science education for development’ (2000: 32) model in which ‘science
education initiatives are justified by their
contributions to future economic prosperity
and re-assessed by such future effects’ (2000:
36). She goes on to argue that the case for the
link between science education and economic
growth was not proven because there were
few studies available, different measures and
forms of analysis were used, data sets were
limited and the outcomes were inconsistent.
Other factors, such as the impact of local
economic conditions and cultural norms, the
effects of globalisation pressures for progress
and the potential bias resulting from outliers
in the analysis were too often overlooked.
Although methodological shortcomings
and research quality can be improved, Drori
expressed a more fundamental concern: most
of the studies adopt a human capital imperative perspective and they accept, almost
without question, the ‘science education for
development’ model. Too often interpretation of the findings were addressed from this
perspective and only used to support existing
assumptions. As Drori argued, education is a
social phenomenon and the behaviours and
cultural patterns that it embraces are major
motivating factors in its institutionalisation
across the world; science education is part of
this and so should also reflect wider cultural
factors that go beyond the need for economic
success.
Since 2000, the focus on the ‘science education for development’ has, if anything, become
more stark, not least because of the flurry of
reports referred to previously in this chapter.
Based on an analysis of 50 countries using
PISA (Programme for International Student
Assessment) data gathered over 40 years,
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Hanushek et al. (2008: 66) demonstrated that
‘the impact of improved cognitive skills, as
measured by the performance of students
on math and science tests, is considerably
larger [than that measured simply by years of
schooling]’ and, more tentatively, that countries need to ensure that almost all students
achieve at basic levels as well as produce high
achieving students. Hawkes and Ugur (2012)
demonstrated the importance of education
for lower income countries in their metaanalysis, but, in common with other authors,
they found gaps in the research. In particular,
studies are too often hampered by the measurements used to assess levels of education
and skills; the data used are based largely on
availability rather than validity. For example,
engagement of students is often measured
by enrolment rates rather than parameters
that demonstrate learning more specifically.
These findings highlight the gap that exists
between researchers and policymakers in
developing programmes and actions that are
required in order to maximise the benefits of
education – an issue particularly relevant if
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
and their successors are to be met.
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The agreement of the MDGs indicated a shift
away from economic growth as the main (or
only) indicator of progress, and in the twentyfirst century global development policy has
focused on meeting basic needs (Adams,
2012). If the MDGs are to be achieved,
improving education is clearly a key ingredient in both the aspiration and implementation
of the goals. Similarly, there is a key role for
better use of science and technology in meeting many of the challenges but this requires
massive social investments in education and
‘a special global effort to build scientific and
technological capacities in the poorest countries’ (Sachs and McArthur, 2005: 351).
Although some significant progress has been
made, greater efforts are required, beyond
2015, in terms of investment, political commitment and large-scale implementation if
the gap between the developed and developing countries is to be reduced. Whatever the
successors of the MDGs are, there is clearly
a role for science education, but understanding how that role might be fulfilled is another
major challenge to be addressed.

Science Education and STEM
Science Education and
Development Goals
At its Millennium Summit in 2000 the United
Nations (UN) adopted the eight MDGs,
which, in summary, are to:
•• reduce extreme poverty and hunger by half relative to 1990;
•• achieve universal primary education;
•• promote gender equality and empowerment of
women;
•• reduce child mortality by two-thirds relative to 1990;
•• improve maternal health, including reducing
maternal mortality by three-quarters relative to
1990;
•• prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and
other diseases;
•• ensure environmental sustainability;
•• develop a global partnership for development
(United Nations, 2006).

Gomez-Zwiep (Chapter 41, this handbook)
explores the history and curricular implications of STEM in some detail, but it is important to note here that the emphasis on STEM
as an economic driver has re-enforced the
assumed link between science education and
economic growth. There is no consistent definition of STEM, which may refer to core
STEM (engineering, life science, physical sciences, computer and information technology,
mathematics and statistics), healthcare STEM
and other STEM (architecture, social science,
psychology, STEM teaching) (Government
Accounting Office (GAO), 2014). It is therefore difficult to make direct links with the
school curriculum. This is not surprising
when, as shown in Figure 30.1, the profile of
the different core STEM elements differs significantly between the context of the school
curriculum and what is experienced in wider
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STEM in school

STEM beyond school

ST M

STEM

E

Figure 30.1 Representation of the relative emphasis on STEM disciplines in school and
beyond school

society and industry. In the former, the focus is
on science, commonly taught as the separate
subjects of biology, chemistry and physics,
and mathematics. In contrast, in everyday life
and the environment in which we live it is
technology and engineering that are prominent. In order to inform teachers and school
students about the T and E in STEM many
initiatives have been started by industry. One
example is ‘think-ING’ from the German
Gesamtmetall, which is the federation of
employers’ associations of the German metal
and electrical engineering industries, which
funds projects in STEM education as well as
running the website (Gesamtmetall, 2014).

international tests (for example, TIMSS
(Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study), PISA, PIRLS (Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study))
became more important as governments
reacted strongly to the results and their position in the league tables that inevitably
appear. Changes in science education broadly
mirror these phases but, in the context of
our discussion, three intertwined issues that
have become of increasing concern will be
highlighted: who controls science education,
who owns the curriculum and who is science
education for?

Who Controls Science Education?
THE EVOLUTION OF CURRICULA
AND STANDARDS
Education has changed in structure, content
and philosophy over the last 50 years throughout the world. Hargreaves and Goodson
(2006), studying long-term change in the US
and Canada, suggested there have been three
phases. The first, up to the late 1970s, was
characterised by optimism and innovation,
with growing student numbers and economic
growth from many nations especially in the
developed world. The second phase, from late
1970s to mid-1990s, which they termed the
age of complexity and contradiction, saw
increasing intervention from the centre but
also increasing recognition of the importance
of education for all. Standardisation and marketisation have been the defining characteristics of the third phase from the mid-1990s
onwards, during which the outcomes of

Over the last 50 years, more and more jurisdictions have focused on science as a key, if
not essential and compulsory part of education. Whereas in the mid-twentieth century
what was covered in the curriculum was
largely left to the schools, increasingly it has
become more and more prescribed. Much of
the fundamental content has not varied
greatly but there does appear to have been
shifts in terms of how it is perceived. When
written into a national curriculum or standards, it can be argued that the content no
longer belongs to ‘science’ but it is something to be done ‘because it is part of the
curriculum/standards’. In other words, there
is a perceived shift in control that is compounded further by external testing regimes,
including TIMSS and PISA, the results of
which are then used as performance measures for both schools and teachers. The reactions of governments to the outcomes
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ultimately impact on the behaviour of schools
and teachers, who feel they are no longer in
control, regardless of whether the directives
are statutory requirements or not.
Despite criticism of authorities as they have
taken more control, directly or indirectly, over
the curriculum and assessment, the effects
have not been completely negative. For example, members of a seminar on the twenty-first
anniversary of the introduction of the National
Curriculum in England and Wales reached a
consensus that it had brought about significant improvements, including ‘the first ever
national entitlement to science education for
all students from five to 16’ (The Wellcome
Trust, 2009: 2). Increased centralisation has
advantages such as improving accessiblity to
different areas of the curriculum; however,
when centralistion results in actual or perceived controls that constrain teachers to the
extent that they are simply delivering the prescribed curriculum rather than teaching their
subject to their students, it negatively impacts
on the learning experiences of both students
and teachers.

Who Owns the Curriculum?
For most of the twentieth century, the curriculum for the majority of students in many
countries was determined at school level in
primary years and in the early years of secondary school. As older students prepared for
external examinations, the ‘content’ was
determined by the examination syllabus, but
teachers had freedom to teach it as they
saw fit. Many of the large-scale curriculum
development projects were undertaken by
teachers, many of whom worked above and
beyond their ‘normal’ teaching (Bybee,
1995; Nuffield Foundation, 2012). This is not
to say that science organisations and businesses did not contribute to some developments, but in general they were passive in
their support. With the increasing focus on
economic growth, however, more and more
organisations let it be known what they
thought the education system should do in
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general and for science in particular. Opening
up consultations on curriculum proposals to
more interested parties increased the pressure on governments to provide a curriculum
that met different needs: for businesses – the
types of employee they wanted; for the
research community – the next generation of
scientists, and so on. Calls from the majority
of these organisations were based on the
assumption that improvements were needed
in science education in order to secure future
economic growth and competitiveness. In
addition, the poor literacy, numeracy and
‘employability skills’ in young people were
criticised (CBI, 2012).
The increased involvement of industry,
learned societies and professional bodies
in science education does not stop at their
attempts to influence policy; many take
more direct action in order to make their
contribution to the science education of
young people. For example, academies of
science around the world working with science educators have initiated inquiry-based
science education programs in a number of
counties: Académie des sciences France, La
main à la pâte; the Royal Swedish Academy
of Sciences, Science and Technology for all;
the Australian Academy of Science, Primary
Connections; Berlin–Brandenburg Academy
of Sciences and Humanities, TuWaS!
Technology and Science at Schools; for more
examples see Dobson (2013). The American
Academies of Science and Engineering and
the Smithsonian Institution founded the
National Science Resources Center (now
called the Smithsonian Science Education
Center) to develop teaching resources. The
support provided, whether through sponsorship of existing projects, the initiation of
new projects, the development of resources
or the promotion of awards, is broadly welcomed with benefits for schools, teachers
and, importantly, for young people (Burge
et al., 2012). Although such involvement
makes the marketplace very crowded, adding
to the competing demands made on science
education, it recognises that ownership of the
curriculum is a shared enterprise.

476

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

Who is Science Education for?
In many developed countries pre-1970, the
emphasis in science education was on the
academic courses usually taken by the most
able students. This model was transported to
developing countries through various forms of
aid in setting up education programmes and
the introduction of examination syllabuses.
The realisation that education is an entitlement for all students, regardless of background, and that science has a contribution to
make to the education of all young people
gained pace in the 1980s. Such a shift, as
Millar and Osborne argued, requires a change
in the curriculum because:
the current curriculum retains its past, mid-twentiethcentury emphasis, presenting science as a body of
knowledge which is value free, objective and
detached – a succession of ‘facts’ to be learnt,
with insufficient indication of any overarching
coherence and a lack of contextual relevance to
the future needs of young people. The result is a
growing tension between school science and contemporary science as portrayed in the media,
between the needs of future specialists and the
needs of young people in the workplace and as
informed citizens. (1998: 4)

Developing science education for all students
raises the question to what extent are young
people interested and consider it of relevance
to them. Many early studies and reports on
the extent to which young people are interested in science came to the conclusion that
most young people have little interest in science (Osborne and Collins, 2000, 2001;
Osborne et al., 2003). Other research suggested that this dissatisfaction with science
sets in at a fairly young age (between 8–11
years) and declines further in the early years
of secondary education (11–15 years) (Reiss,
2004). More recent work has suggested the
situation is not black and white, as illustrated
by the ROSE (Relevance of Science
Education) Project (Sjøberg and Schreiner,
2010). This was a cooperative study with a
wide international participation that addressed
the affective dimensions of how young learners relate to science and technology. Although
it revealed variation between countries, the

overall picture from the ROSE Project is
slightly surprising in that attitudes to science
and technology amongst adults and young
people were mainly positive, a finding that
has been backed up by more recent studies
(for example, DeWitt et. al., 2013). However,
in the richest areas (Northern Europe and
Japan) young people are more ambivalent and
sceptical than the adult population and there
is a growing gender difference, with girls,
particularly in the richest countries, being
more negative than boys. Despite the positive
attitudes towards science in general, school
science was seen to be lacking in interest and
relevance. The findings showed a very strong
negative correlation (R = –0.85) between
interest in school science and the human
development index, suggesting a marked difference between developed and developing
countries, but, as the ROSE team point out,
interpretation of such findings must be undertaken with care.
Other studies tend to come to similar
conclusions, emphasizing the gender differences and calling for an approach to science
and technology that has greater emphasis
on showing it to be part of human history
and culture, forming the basis of our current
way of life relevant to everyone and not just
those who work in jobs that require science
knowledge. Addressing this challenge has
been a major thrust, especially in developed
countries, for the last two decades or more
and has influenced curriculum development
(see, for example, England – Twenty First
Century Science; Scotland – Curriculum for
Excellence; Australia – Primary Connections)
that has been introduced with varying degrees
of success. However, there is a long way to go.

IMPLICATIONS FOR CURRICULUM,
PEDAGOGY, ASSESSMENT AND
ACCOUNTABILITY
Alongside literacy and numeracy, science education receives high levels of attention from
individuals, and organisations worldwide.
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The wide range of interests represented mean
that reviewing the place and role of science
education today and in the future is extremely
complex. What is clear, however, is that the
economic imperative is a key driver in terms
of reforms regardless of jurisdiction whether
they are classed as developed or developing.
Carter (2005: 563) questions the degree to
which ‘science education improvement discourses are the consequences of quality
research into science teaching and learning’
as opposed to national and local responses to
global economic restructuring and the priorities of multi-national organisations beyond
the control of science education. Similar concerns have been raised about the curriculum
more widely (Wyse et al., 2014). Although, as
suggested previously in this chapter, the
impact of the economic imperative is not all
negative, but concerns must be addressed,
starting with a greater shared understanding
of the purpose of science education.

Clarity of Purpose in Science
Education: Towards Scientific
Literacy?
The question ‘why study science’ has been
asked many times and will continue to be
asked because without clarity of the purpose
of education in general and science education
in particular, other questions such as ‘what is
to be included’ and ‘how it is to be taught and
assessed’ are without foundation. There are
four main arguments for justifying science as
part of the curriculum (Osborne 2010):
•• The utilitarian argument that learning science
will help young people in a practical sense in
their daily lives, for example from being able
to wire a plug correctly to being able to apply
the process of scientific reasoning to everyday
problems.
•• The economic argument that puts science education as a form of pre-professional training and
selection process for the minority of students
who will go on to do academic science and
become scientists, technologists and engineers.
This argument fails to recognise that although it
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may hold for a minority of young people, such a
form does not necessarily hold for the majority.
•• The cultural argument that maintains science
is part of ‘the shared heritage that forms the
backdrop to the language and discourse that
permeate our media, conversation and daily life’
(Osborne, 2010: 52). It is worth noting here that
too often this justification is promoted in terms
of Western society with little attention given to
science in other cultures.
•• The democratic argument that many of the issues
facing our society are of a socio-economic nature
and are likely to be the moral and political dilemmas posed by the expansion of scientific knowledge. This, as Millar (2006) points out, implies
that citizens need to become critical consumers
of scientific knowledge.

Inevitably, the justification for science in the
curriculum does not rest on any one of these
arguments; rather it is dependent on all four.
The pressures from the competing communities such as academia, industry, professional
bodies, educators and governments contrive to
pull science education in different directions
but discussions rarely explore whether there is
a shared clarity of purpose. In particular,
Carter (2005: 573) argued that, ‘science education principally inhabits a realistic paradigm
that tends to be interested in its traditional
areas rather than contemporary social and
cultural issues’, which are more often incorporated in the concept of scientific literacy.
If the wider view of science taken by scientific literacy is regarded as a universal goal of
science education, then it is essential that the
various communities come to a more widely
shared understanding of what it means.
DeBoer (2000) identified nine different definitions of scientific literacy, which, for the
PISA 2015 tests, the proposed definition is:
the ability to engage with science-related issues,
and with the ideas of science, as a reflective citizen. A scientifically literate person, therefore, is
willing to engage in reasoned discourse about
science and technology which requires the competencies to: 1. Explain phenomena scientifically.
2. Evaluate and design scientific enquiry [and]
3. Interpret data and evidence scientifically.
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), 2013: 7)
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As a result of the efforts to be able to assess
the level of young people’s scientific literacy
over time, the PISA definition has become
narrowed in contrast to approaches taken by
others, for example van Eijck and Roth (2010:
184) who addressed scientific literacy, ‘in the
wild’, that is, ‘in the everyday world that we
share with others (as opposed to testing situations in classrooms and laboratories)’. These
are but two perspectives on the problem.
Given that scientific literacy is now globally
referred to as a common goal, if not the
common goal of science education, then there
is an urgent need to work towards greater clarity as to what this means because the way in
which it is interpreted has significant influence on the curriculum, pedagogy, assessment
and accountability for science education.

Context and Content
The rate at which changes to science curricula
occur seem to be increasing, with the reforms
often being stimulated by national concerns
about the economic prosperity and competitiveness, and yet economic development ‘is not
necessarily the “be all and end all” of educational reforms’ (Coll and Taylor, 2012: 775).

Rather, curriculum development should be
needs-led for individuals and the wider society
so, for example, there might be a greater focus
on health-related matters in countries in Africa
struggling to tackle the effects of HIV/AIDS or
the Ebola virus, or on waterborne diseases in
India and Pakistan (Coll and Taylor, 2012).
A needs-based approach does not reject
the importance of content, rather it emphasizes the value of context. As Coll and Taylor
(2008, 2012) highlight ‘… curriculum development in so-called developing countries …
often involves external “experts” in imposing Western curricula in educational contexts
that are very different in economic, political
and cultural terms’ (Coll and Taylor, 2012:
771). It is also our experience that the understanding of local contexts is frequently lacking within countries or even from one school
to another. Context and need are crucial but
if education is an entitlement and the curriculum one way of providing that entitlement, then there are sound arguments for a
core to the curriculum that could be defined
in terms of scientific literacy rather than lists
of content knowledge and for sustainability
rather than just economic growth. Five shifts
in emphasis (See Figure 30.2) that contribute
towards such a curriculum are discussed next.

Science learning as a series of
‘factual’ encounters

Science learning as an
appreciation and understanding
of the ‘big ideas’ of science

Science learning in isolation

Science learning in the context
of STEM

Science learning for future jobs
and careers

Science learning for future life
and learning

Science learning only in the
classroom

Science learning beyond the
classroom

Science learning to learn
‘science’

Science learning as part of a
holistic education

Figure 30.2 Towards a curriculum for scientific literacy and sustainability
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A Move from a Series of ‘Factual’
Encounters to an Appreciation of
the ‘Big Ideas’ of Science

A Move from Science for a Future
Career to Science for Future Life
and Learning

Too often traditional school science is perceived by young people to be of little relevance to them and simply a series of unrelated
facts and abstract ideas. In part, the tendency
to be content heavy is because competing parties argue for the inclusion of ‘their bit’ of
science. Harlen (2010) and colleagues argue
that part of the solution to these problems is to
conceive the goals of science education as ‘a
progression towards key ideas which together
enable understanding of events and phenomena of relevance to students’ lives during and
beyond their school years. We describe these
as “big ideas” in science’ (2010: 2). Obviously
adopting such an approach to science education has implications for the structure and
content of the curriculum, the pedagogy
adopted and types of assessment employed,
but more fundamentally, it sets the challenge
designing science education programmes in
which the big ideas are made explicit and in
which a rationale for the inclusion of topics
and types of study in the science education is
provided (Harlen, 2015).

Despite calls for curriculum reform in science education to meet the need for a scientifically literate population, the emphasis
mainly comes back to the demand for more
scientists. In many Western countries this has
led to calls for increases and improvements
in careers advice and guidance in schools,
but too often it presents a restricted view of
the options open to young people; emphasis
is on the requirements of the job not on the
needs of the individual. As demonstrated by
the inGenious project (2011), quality partnerships between schools and industry offer
excellent opportunities to provide young
people with direct experience of STEM
beyond school. Getting an appropriate balance requires a wider view of ‘careers advice
and guidance’ in order to help young people
appreciate how science as part of their education can benefit them in a wider range of
careers, as well as other areas of their lives
(Archer et al., 2014).

A Move from Science in Isolation
to Science in the Context of STEM
The close relationship between the STEM
disciplines, especially as they are used in
industry and wider society, has been increasingly highlighted in reports on future growth
and development, in order to meet economic
goals, the MDG targets and their successors,
and yet, with few exceptions, establishing the
links in school in any meaningful way is, at
best, in its infancy and not without its challenges (Peters-Burton et al., 2014; Sanders,
2009; Straw et al., 2012; Springate et al.,
2009; see also Gomez-Zwiep, Chapter 41,
this handbook). Exploring the potential of
interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary
approaches to problems is increasingly
important for all young people if they are to
appreciate how science relates to technology,
engineering and mathematics.

A Move from Science only in
the Classroom to Science
beyond the Classroom
Many programmes that already exist take
young people out of the classroom to enrich
and enhance their learning in science and
STEM, providing exciting and stimulating
experiences for young people. One example
is the 320 informal science laboratories in
Germany (German: Schülerlabore) where
school students perform experiments in an
authentic environment, and which are mainly
located at universities and research institutions, but also in science centres, museums or
industry (Haupt et al., 2013). However, it is
only relatively recently that the importance
of learning beyond the classroom, both formally and informally, has been recognised
and studied systematically (Falk et. al., 2012;
Fenichel and Schweingruber, 2010; Rennie
and Stocklmayer, 2003). It has been calculated (LIFE Center, 2005) that during their
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years of schooling (grades 1–12) young
people spend only 18.5 per cent of their
waking time in formal or informal learning
settings, at other times of their lives it is considerably less. Recognising this raises questions such as ‘what do young people learn in
the other parts of their lives’ and ‘to what
extent can out-of-school learning be used to
complement in-school learning’. The field
needs more practical and philosophical discussions about these questions with regard to
education in general and science education in
particular, where curricula need to become
more outward-looking rather than continually refocusing on factual content.

A Move from Science to Learn
‘Science’ to the Study of Science
as Part of a Holistic Education
Especially in secondary education, little
attention is given to how science contributes
to the wider education of young people –
science as a discipline is not alone in this.
The expectation that young people are able to
make links between subject areas is too often
taken for granted and little attention is given
to the relationships between ideas. Situating
science in historical and geographical contexts, for example, or using scientific ideas
and experiences to stimulate imagination for
art, music and drama projects can only be to
the benefit of those involved – students and
teachers alike. Sharing perspectives on topics
and phenomena literally add new dimensions
to the way in which they might be perceived
and understood.
More fundamentally, science, as a discipline, uses language and mathematics in
ways and contexts that young people rarely
encounter in other areas of their learning, and
it challenges students to think in different
ways. Furthermore, depending on the pedagogical approaches used, science, like other
subjects, has opportunities through which
young people can develop a wider range of
practical, presentational and personal skills,
all of which are highly desired by employers (CBI, 2012). If a goal of science education is to enable young people to become

citizens who can ‘take an informed part in
decisions, and to take appropriate actions,
that affect their own wellbeing and the wellbeing of society and the environment’ (Harlen,
2010: 7), then science must be part of a more
holistic education in which young people can
benefit from what science education can contribute beyond just ‘the science’.

Inquiry and Argumentation
A holistic curriculum requires a holistic
approach to pedagogy, one which respects
the importance of fundamental knowledge
that has stood the test of time and one that
values the need to explore understandings
that are new and meaningful to the students.
Tytler (2007) highlights the changing conditions that are part of the challenge for science
education including the changing practices
of science, the knowledge explosion and
the changing population of students. In order
to respond to these changes the pedagogy
of science education must also change.
McWilliam et al. (2008: 226) argue for science becoming a discipline in which ‘traditional forms of academic knowledge must
come together with new forms of thinking
and doing, not as separate bits of a program
but as dynamic and integrated components,
just as they are in ‘real life’ science’. Efforts
to enhance pedagogy in science education
should pay particular attention to building
capacity in creativity – little ‘c’ – as part
of learning communities of teachers and
learners – something that is possible at all
ages. For example, the Creative Little
Scientists Project combines practices of science and mathematics learning with creativity
in pre-school and the early years of primary
education (Creative Little Scientists, 2012).
The two related pedagogical approaches
discussed next not only have the potential for
improving students’ understanding of science
but, together, they can also cultivate the wider
skills, behaviours and attitudes that will help
to sustain young people in future careers and
as members of their communities.
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Inquiry-Based Science Education
Inquiry is certainly not unique to science, but
it is at the heart of scientific endeavour and
so it is not surprising that many influential
non-governmental organisations that are part
of the wider scientific community have taken
inquiry-based approaches forward in various
ways. The Rocard Report (2007), for example, stimulated by concern that ‘Europe’s
future is at stake’, argued strongly for
inquiry-based approaches in schools and was
highly influential in the funding of significant programmes in Europe focusing on
inquiry-based science education (IBSE). In
2010, as part of its science education programme, the InterAcademies Panel (IAP),
the global network of science academies with
107 members from 97 countries, proposed
the following definition:
IBSE means students progressively developing key
scientific ideas through learning how to investigate
and build their knowledge and understanding of
the world around. They use skills employed by
scientists such as raising questions, collecting data,
reasoning and reviewing evidence in the light of
what is already known, drawing conclusions and
discussing results. This learning process is all supported by an inquiry-based pedagogy, where pedagogy is taken to mean not only the act of
teaching but also its underpinning justifications.
(IAP, 2010: 18)

Such a definition fits well with Minner et al.,
(2010) who identified three characteristics of
inquiry-based approaches: (1) the presence of
science content, (2) student engagement with
science content and (3) students taking
responsibility for their learning. Although
they concluded that the evidence for inquirybased instruction was not overwhelming,
Minner et. al. (2010: 20) concluded that, consistent with constructivist learning theories,
an ‘emphasis on student active thinking or
responsibility for learning, has been associated with improved student content learning,
especially learning scientific concepts’. Such
findings are not surprising because learning
through inquiry is a complex process requiring teachers to modify or even fundamentally
re-appraise their views of teaching
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and learning. Therefore, if IBSE is to be
implemented effectively in classrooms across
the world, it will be necessary to work with
teachers in order to examine their beliefs and
modify their practices.

Argumentation in
Science Education
Too many students complete their school
science with the impression that science is
about establishing facts that are absolute and
that there is certainty about the phenomena
being investigated (Driver et al., 1996).
Although there are many examples of scientific explanations that have stood the test of
time and might be considered to be fact,
there are many more that have changed or
been discarded completely when new evidence has come to light. Scientific knowledge has always been contested – new ideas
are not readily accepted and proponents
have had to argue their case using evidence
that is not only consistent with their own
explanation but that cannot be refuted by the
evidence of others.
Argumentation is an integral part of scientific inquiry because students review the
evidence and data they have gathered during
their inquiry and engage in dialogue with
their peers, teachers and others in order to
interpret it in terms of their hypotheses and
in light of their existing knowledge. Such a
process of generating explanations, which
are then adapted, reorganised and, at times,
abandoned, involves students in coming to
appreciate not only ‘what we know’, but
‘how we know’. More specifically, JiménezAleixandre and Erduran (2007) propose that
argumentation contributes to scientific literacy by supporting:
•• access to the cognitive and metacognitive processes characterising expert performance and
enabling modelling for students;
•• development of communicative competences
and particularly critical thinking;
•• achievement of scientific literacy and empowering of students to talk and to write the languages
of science;
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•• enculturation into the practices of the scientific
culture and the development of epistemic criteria
for knowledge evaluation; and
•• development of reasoning, particularly the choice
of theories or positions based on rational criteria.
(2007: 5)

They also remind us that many curricula
include statements that would appear to
encourage implementation of argumentation
more widely. Current debates highlighting
the use of evidence-based policy and practice also contribute to providing opportunities for improving the situation in the future.
It is worth noting, however, that ‘an exclusive focus on argument, which separates
science from its social and cultural dimension, serves to reinforce for students the
exclusory nature of science’ but ‘possibilities for hybridity offered through the use of
narrative provide greater possibilities for
students to see science as part of their lives
and therefore a role for them in science’
(Milne, 2012: 964).

Science Education Assessment
and Accountability
Assessment is a vexing question that is
widely debated across the whole curriculum
and is the focus of several chapters in this
handbook (see Part V of this volume). All
forms of assessment (formative and summative) should ultimately contribute towards
improvements in students’ learning and
should not be developed in isolation from the
overall purpose of the curriculum and its
content or the pedagogical approaches used.
Assessment in science, particularly summative, has traditionally been paper-based (with
few exceptions) focusing on recall of content. Even when there are practical tests,
these tend to relate to previously performed
experiments, the outcome of which is almost
predetermined. In short, assessment of students’ learning in science is restricted and
does not provide information on students’
abilities in relation to the wider range of
skills, capabilities and knowledge that match

the goals of scientific literacy based on a
curriculum underpinned by ‘big ideas’ or a
pedagogy of inquiry.
Although written assessments, including
international tests such as TIMSS and PISA,
do involve inquiry-based items, the language
demands and the need to engage with scenarios described are potential barriers to
students demonstrating their abilities in science. Dolin and Krogh (2010) highlighted
the potential impact of this when they compared a group of Danish students’ scores on
the written PISA tests in science with their
performance when they responded to the
questions orally and when they conducted
the investigation in pairs that was described
in the PISA item. When allowed to express
their knowledge in a socio-culturally orientated test format, students’ performance
increased by 25 per cent. Such findings also
suggest that when students are assessed in a
context more closely aligned to their learning experiences they are able to demonstrate
their capabilities more fully than when tested
in the more detached manner of external
examinations.
Although written tests do have a place
in science assessment, a wider range of
approaches for both formative and summative
purposes is required but these take time and
can be demanding of resources. In her consideration of the challenges of assessment in
relation to inquiry-based science education,
Harlen (2013) highlighted the role of teacher
assessment, which can provide more holistic
and valid judgements of students’ capabilities, but the reliability of these assessments
are more open to question and therefore
require clear processes for both internal and
external moderation. This in turn demands
investment in professional development of
teachers.
As jurisdictions have increased their focus
on science education and their economic success, the outcomes of summative assessments
have become more and more intertwined
with accountability measures. At the global
level, as noted previously in this chapter, governments react to the international test results
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calling for reforms and setting their own
accountability measures accordingly. Such
measures have limited value – at best they are
indicators of how well a system is doing in
one or more aspects but provide little information of the overall quality of education of
individual students. Just as there is a need
for greater clarity of the purpose of science
education, so too is there a need for a clearer
distinction between the purposes of the measures used for accountability and those for
the assessment of students.

CONCLUSION
Without doubt, there is a strong perception
and some evidence that science is linked to
economic success and that this has driven
many reforms in science education; however,
as outlined earlier, there are other perspectives that need to be considered if science
education is to meet the needs of all young
people in order for them to take their place in
society. Despite all the initiatives, there
remains a lack of understanding of the true
effects of changes that have already been
introduced, partly because of the rapidity
with which governments across the world
want to bring about the improvements they
desire. Effective curriculum development
and implementation take time. Rogan (2007),
in grappling with this issue in South Africa,
talks of ‘a zone of feasible innovation’ and
relates this to Vygotsky’s zone of proximal
development (Vygotsky, 1978), arguing that
genuine advances need to be made but only
at a pace that stakeholders can cope with – a
key message for science education.
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Assessing Pre-College Engineering
Education Curricula: A Holistic and
Practice-Oriented Perspective
J a m e s Te s l o w , Y a n S u n a n d J o h a n n e s S t r o b e l

INTRODUCTION
The importance of strengthening pre-college
STEM (science, technology, engineering,
mathematics) education to provide productive
workforce pathways, innovation capacity, and
economic growth has long been acknowledged nationally in the US (Jobs for the
Future, 2007; National Governors Association
(NGA) Reports, 2007; Nugent et al., 2010)
and internationally (Wall, 2010 and OECD,
2015); however, the weight that each of the
four disciplines carries in pre-college schools
differs greatly. Not a discipline traditionally
taught in primary/elementary and secondary
classrooms, engineering is the newest and
least developed component in the STEM
quartet, especially compared to mathematics
and science (see Gomez-Zwiep, Chapter 41,
this handbook, on STEM as a curricular area).
The past 15 years have witnessed the most of
growth in efforts to teach engineering to K-12
students, with a number of engineeringfocused curricula being designed and offered
in school districts in the US (Honey et al.,

2014; National Academy of Engineering
(NAE), 2009) and several million K-12 students having experienced some formal engineering education (NAE, 2009). In other
countries, however, informal campaigns and
web sites with resources seem to dominate the
curricula, for example see the MakeIt campaign in the UK and the MINT projects in
Germany (Anger et al., 2015). Developing and
implementing an engineering curriculum does
not guarantee that a pre-college engineering
education will be successful. Despite the
number of engineering curricula developed
and students impacted over the past 15 years,
it is necessary and timely to rethink what precollege engineering curriculum can and should
be like if we want pre-college engineering
education to achieve such desired outcomes as
promoting interest in pursuing engineering as
a career, and improving student learning and
achievement in the intersection of integrated
STEM disciplines.
As an effort to help guide future precollege engineering curriculum design and
development efforts, this chapter provides a
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review of engineering education and major
engineering curricula originating from the
US, and proposes a framework specifying
knowledge areas, abilities, and ways of working that are essential for practicing engineers
and can be used by pre-college engineering
curriculum developers to decide the scope
and focus of their curriculum.

WHAT IS ENGINEERING: A PRACTICE
APPROACH
Compared with other STEM disciplines,
engineering is still making its way into the
pre-college landscape. Although mathematics and science have become fixtures of precollege curriculum, we still need to help our
teachers and students develop ideas and
competencies of what engineering is.
Because of the nature of engineering, we
propose that a practice approach be adopted
to allow students to understand and experience what practicing engineers are doing on
a daily basis. This, however, would be a
daunting task given the prevailing stereotypes about engineering and engineers.

STEREOTYPES ABOUT ENGINEERING
AND ENGINEERS
Kazerounian and Foley (2007: 761) provide
the following definition of engineering representative for many existing definitions: ‘A
process in which knowledge of the mathematical and natural sciences converged with
the skills of critical judgment and creativity,
an understanding of economics, the adoption
of iterative processes that embrace failure,
and the desire to create technological miracles’. The definition highlights several
important key features: (1) the relationship to
mathematics and science is addressed by
highlighting that engineering brings both
together; (2) the growing emphasis of process skills such as creativity and judgment;

(3) the notion of engineering as an iterative
process embracing failure; and (4) the affective and motivational components.
Engineers and their work affect almost all
aspects of our modern society and our daily
life. From the clean water we drink, electrical devices we use, vehicles we drive, to
roads and bridges we travel on, there is engineering. The ubiquity of engineering in our
modern society places a high demand on the
education and training of future engineers.
According the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(BLS, 2013), the US alone had an engineering workforce of 1,589,600 people in 2012.
It was projected that engineering workforce
will reach 1,726,100 with an increase of
about 8.6 percent. Similar trends and needs
are documented for many other countries (see
OECD, 2015). However, despite the pervasiveness of engineering and the high demand
for engineers, stereotypes about engineering
and engineers persist among pre-college students and general interest levels in learning
about engineering and to engineer are low.
Educational research (for example,
Cunningham et al., 2005; Gibbons et al.,
2004; Hirsch et al., 2003; Knight and
Cunningham, 2004) has shown that pre-
college students show little knowledge about
engineering careers and have poor understandings of what engineers do. Viewing
engineering as purely a technical job prevails
and it is most often believed that engineers
are people who fix objects or build structures. Images, such as train conductors, car
mechanics, and construction workers, are
associated with engineers by pre-college students, especially those at lower grade levels.
A typical stereotype of engineers is that engineers are nerds who are smart, but inflexible
and dull. According to Hirsch et al. (2011),
this stereotypical engineer fits the image of
Dilbert, a cartoon character who is a corporate cubicle-bound engineer solving really
long math problems.
On a practical level, students who associate engineering with driving cars or repairing
car engines or who have other stereotypes of
engineers are unlikely to consider studying
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engineering and pursuing it as a career (NAE,
2009). Even positive stereotypes of engineers,
such as engineers have to be geniuses (Hirsch
et al., 2003), scare students away from pursuing engineering because such stereotypes
leave a strong impression that engineering is
not for everyone and requires very special and
rare skills. This conforms to Super’s (1953)
self-concept theory that argues that individuals will not be attracted to a particular career
unless they perceive themselves as similar to
the kind of persons in the career. Stereotypes
about engineering such as ‘engineering is a
man’s profession’, are reinforced by reality partially explaining why women are not
attracted to and are disproportionally underrepresented in engineering professions.
To strengthen existing and provide new
pathways into the engineering workforce and
to attract more female students into engineering professions, stereotypes of engineering
and engineers need to be corrected among
pre-college students. This calls for pre-college
engineering curriculum portraying engineering as inclusive, diverse and authentic to help
students get a more nuanced image and more
desirable image of engineering.

AUTHENTICITY OF PRE-COLLEGE
ENGINEERING CURRICULUM
The meaning of adopting a practice approach
in K-12 engineering curriculum does not
simply lie in helping correct students’ stereotypes about engineering and engineers. The
essence of a practice approach in pre-college
engineering curriculum is about offering
authentic engineering practice and learning
experiences so that students develop understanding of and interest in engineering, and
to develop knowledge and skills that will
prepare them for studying engineering in college and pursuing engineering as a career.
Grounded in Deweyian pragmatism, authenticity became the ‘desideratum of the
American educational system’ (Petraglia,
1998: 10) and researchers and curriculum
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designers in engineering education embraces
the three tenets of (1) knowledge construction, (2) disciplined inquiry, and (3) value
beyond school (Newmann et al., 1996).
Strobel et al. (2013) explored authenticity in
the context of engineering education and
developed a domain-specific model that
identifies four types of authenticity: (1) context authenticity, (2) task authenticity, (3)
impact authenticity, and (4) personal/value
authenticity.
Each of the four types answers a different
question with different focuses: (1) Context
Authenticity focuses on authentic contexts
that resembles daily life experiences; (2)
Task Authenticity focuses on learning environments in which students are engaged in
similar tasks as professionals in the field;
(3) Impact Authenticity focuses on how the
product of students is relevant outside the
classroom walls and impacts communities
and problems existing outside the school;
(4) Personal/Value Authenticity focuses on
actions that make an experience authentic on
a personal level for students and addresses
questions of their own value and needs.
These four types of authenticity provide a framework to be used by curriculum
designers to ensure that the content in the
curriculum is actually authentic. Looking at
pre-college engineering curriculum through
the lenses of the four types of authenticity, we would understand that, to introduce
authentic engineering learning to pre-college
students, a curriculum has to be developed in
a context where the real-world engineering
workplace components can find an echo with
our pre-college students. To ensure Context
Authenticity and Task Authenticity, pre-
college engineering curricula should consider
embracing the comprehensive set of knowledge, skills, and attributes that engineers
need to function on a daily basis, and also
engage students in learning activities simulating problems that engineers have to solve
in the workplace, such as decision making
under less than optimal data situations, tradeoffs between multiple valuable and desirable
outcomes, and the intense and prolonged
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communication with team members and
stakeholders. To ensure Impact Authenticity
and Personal/Value Authenticity, an engineering curriculum needs to allow students to
understand the relevance and impact of engineering at a personal level and to expand the
possibility for pre-college students to identify
personal potential of becoming an engineer.

ENGINEERING AS A WIDE-FACETED
DISCIPLINE
To offer authentic engineering learning experience to students, the concept that engineering is a wide-faceted discipline embracing a
wide range of knowledge, skills, and abilities
has to be conveyed. However, many pre-college
initiatives aimed at incorporating more engineering into the curriculum rely heavily on
‘design’ activities or teaching the ‘design
cycle’ to produce a physical artifact (Brophy
et al., 2013; Grasso and Brown Burkins,
2010). In fact, we postulate that we have not
moved very far from the classic ‘egg-drop
challenge’ that has been a standard in science
instruction for many years, where students
are asked to design a container that will keep
a raw egg from cracking when dropped.
Although hands-on design activities are laudable, and do reflect a crucial element of engineering practice, they are just one aspect of a
multifaceted, complex career field. A recent
job requisition from Boeing Corporation’s
online carrier website may provide a behindthe-scenes look at what industry is actually
looking for when hiring engineers. The skills
requirements for a Systems Engineer on the
Payloads Core Interior Certification
Integration Team were listed as follows:
Must have strong interpersonal skills and ability to
lead without authority. Strong verbal/written communication skills (both in-person and virtual), organizational skills, and persuasion skills. Demonstrable
creativity and strategic thinking, and have high tolerance for ambiguity. Ability to work within a team
setting, ask questions, listen and learn from others.
Knowledge of airplane certification preferred, but
not required. (Boeing Company, 2014)

It is interesting to note that the background
for a new member of Boeing’s Certification
Integration Team does not include requisite
technical certification experience; this apparently can be taught on-the-job. What the
hiring manager wants are ‘soft’ or ‘process
skills’ – those non-technical abilities and
attributes that are typically not associated
with engineers. In fact, many engineering
graduates are lacking in these practical skills
(Sripala and Praveen, 2011). Employer surveys have indicated disappointment with the
extent to which these skills are fostered in
schools (Harvey et al., 1997). Schools counter by highlighting the difficulty involved;
namely, that the wide range of attributes
included in ‘process skills’ can only be
assessed subjectively. There are no objective
tests for interpersonal, organizational, or
management skills (Chamorro-Premuzic et
al., 2010). In this chapter, we propose that
simply providing students opportunities to
practice these skills will go a long way
toward improving the situation.
Given the gap between what we require
of students and what occurs in the world of
work, it is no wonder that participants in a
study with practicing engineers (Jonassen
et al., 2006: 146) believed ‘graduates don’t
really learn how to be an engineer until they
complete their first year or two on the job’.
How can we ameliorate the preparation of
engineers, and can we start an improved
process even as early as kindergarten?
The discussion in this chapter suggests that
the development of more ‘authentic’ workplace engineering skills and attributes should
be incorporated into curricula (Strobel
et al., 2013), and that this development
should begin early. We agree with Dertouzos
(1997), who proposes a gentle slope (early,
continuous, and incremental exposure to
learning effort) versus the impossible cliff
(sudden learning effort). That off-putting
cliff often confronts freshmen majoring
in engineering at university, resulting in
retention problems, and its reputation can
cause college-bound students to forego engineering careers altogether.
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THE THREE PILLARS OF
ENGINEERING PRACTICE
If our administrative curricular challenge is
to incorporate engineering in pre-college
education in order to produce more and
better engineers, the first task should be to
ask, ‘what makes a good engineer?’. To help
answer this question we were inspired by the
educational lens provided by Purdue
University’s Engineer of 2020 Initiative. The
Three Pillars of the Purdue Engineering
Undergraduate Education was used to identify target attributes in three areas (abilities,
knowledge areas, and qualities) that are
desirable in engineering students (Hunt Tally,
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2007–8). Our Three Pillars of Engineering
Practice uses a similar framework to organize
and present the crucial fundamentals and
attributes of engineering practice from a
workplace perspective. Figure 31.1 resulted
from an extensive review of engineering education literature and interviews of academic
and practicing engineers. We found that
anyone who examined the ‘pillars’ was influenced by their particular field, their experience, and whether they were inside or outside
academia. We continually honed our entries
and realized that there will always be arguments about what should be included or left
out. We feel that what is presented here adequately serves the purpose of this chapter,

Figure 31.1 The three pillars of engineering practice
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and we will use it as a springboard for further
discussion.
There are three pillars: Knowledge,
Abilities, and Ways of Working. Many of
the Knowledge entries would be recognized by any pre-college STEM educator
as traditionally accepted prerequisites for a
career in engineering (for example, Design
Cycle and the Foundations section). Those
aiming for university engineering programs need to be well-grounded in basic
mathematics and science (NAE, 2004: 49).
Easily recognizable entries in the Abilities
pillar include Teamwork, Leadership, and
Technical Writing. The components of Ways
of Working that are familiar to pre-college
education practitioners include the terms
Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, and
Creative Thinking. We acknowledge that
many of the specialized skills and attributes
are inculcated outside of the classroom, postgraduate, or on-the-job. They are included
for completeness, but will not be discussed
at length in this curriculum-oriented chapter.

SIMILAR STUDIES OF
ENGINEERING ATTRIBUTES
Some of our components coincide with
aspects from other useful sources and similar
efforts, for example the following ABET
(Accreditation Board for Engineering and
Technology – the engineering accreditation
body in the US) (2013) student outcomes for
undergraduate engineering programs:
1 An ability to apply knowledge of mathematics,
science, and engineering
2 An ability to design and conduct experiments, as
well as to analyze and interpret data
3 An ability to design a system, component, or
process to meet desired needs within realistic
constraints such as economic, environmental,
social, political, ethical, health and safety, manufacturability, and sustainability
4 An ability to function on multidisciplinary teams
5 An ability to identify, formulate, and solve engineering problems

6 An understanding of professional and ethical
responsibility
7 An ability to communicate effectively
8 The broad education necessary to understand
the impact of engineering solutions in a global,
economic, environmental, and societal context
9 A recognition of the need for, and an ability to
engage in life-long learning
10 A knowledge of contemporary issues
11 An ability to use the techniques, skills, and
modern engineering tools necessary for engineering practice (ABET, 2013: 3)

Another source is the National Academy of
Engineering (NAE) study, The Engineer of
2020: Visions of Engineering in the New
Century (2004). The NAE calls for grounding in the basics of mathematics, science, the
humanities, social sciences, and economics,
and emphasizes leadership in the development, regulation, and application of nextgeneration technologies, and showing
openness to interdisciplinary efforts with
non-engineering and under-represented
groups. Adherence to quality and ethical
principles; good teamwork skills; thinking
outside the box; attention to economic, legal,
and political constraints; ability to continuously learn new things and apply knowledge
to new problems in new contexts; and the
ability to communicate convincingly to shape
the opinions and attitudes of others are all
NAE aspirations for the engineer of 2020
(NAE, 2004).
To address perceived shortcomings of these
two mentioned models (ABET and Engineer
of 2020), several initiatives added additional
attributes because both existing models seem
to ‘fail to emphasize key skills such as leadership, innovation, entrepreneurship, and managing change’ (Purdue University College
of Engineering, 2014). Our model therefore
includes Purdue’s Abilities pillar with the
following attributes: ‘leadership; teamwork;
communication; decision-making; recognize and manage change; work effectively
in diverse and multicultural environments;
work effectively in the global engineering
profession; and synthesize engineering, business, and societal perspectives’ (Hunt Tally,
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2007–8: 13). The Knowledge Areas pillar
provided us with additional entries: ‘science
and math; engineering fundamentals; analytical skills; open-ended design and problem solving skills; multidisciplinarity within
and beyond engineering; integration of analytical, problem solving, and design skills’
(Hunt Tally, 2007–8: 13). The Qualities pillar
provided: ‘innovative; strong work ethic; ethically responsible in a global, social, intellectual, and technological context; adaptable in
a changing environment, entrepreneurial and
intrapreneurial; curious and persistent continuous learners” (Hunt Tally, 2007–8: 13).
The American Society of Civil Engineers’
(ASCE) (2008) publication, Civil Engineering
Body of Knowledge for the 21st Century:
Preparing the Civil Engineer for the Future,
provides additional guidance. This work
states that:
Within the scope of their practice civil engineers
prepare and/or use calculations, spreadsheets, equations, computer models, graphics, and drawings –
all of which are integral to a typically complex
analysis and design process. The ability to draw
sketches by hand and via computer-aided drafting
and design (CADD) software is important as is the
ability to organize and deliver effective verbal,
written, virtual, and graphical communications
(ASCE, 2008: 139).

ASCE also emphasizes foundations in mathematics, natural sciences, materials science,
and
mechanics
(statics/dynamics).
Prescriptions for specific skills include the
ability to conduct field and laboratory studies, gather data, create numerical simulations
and other models, and then analyze and interpret the results. Professional outcomes
include leadership, teamwork, positive attitudes, lifelong learning, ethical responsibility, and critical thinking.
The American Society for Engineering
Education (2013) workshop ‘Transforming
Undergraduate Education in Engineering’
brought together representatives from industry
and academia to explore knowledge, skills, and
abilities (KSAs) needed in coming years. Their
report provides yet another source of attributes
that supports our Three Pillars components.
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They seek ‘an engineering graduate who
brings broad knowledge across domains and
the ability to collaborate within a diverse
workforce as well as deep expertise within
a single domain” (American Society for
Engineering Education, 2013: 2). Their foundation for broad knowledge includes programming, systems thinking, ability to use
relevant tools, good communication skills,
persistence, curious learning capability, drive
and motivation, economics and business acumen, high ethical standards, critical thinking,
and willingness to take calculated risks.

THE THREE PILLARS EXPLAINED
For the Knowledge pillar in Figure 31.1, the
Engineering Fundamentals section includes
subjects that are typical of core freshman and
sophomore university engineering program
curricula. Coding (computer programming)
is a powerful and essential tool for modern
engineers. Of special interest is the entry
Drawings. The technical drawing is the backbone of engineering. It is a graphical language that allows effective, standardized,
official communication amongst engineers
and between engineering and manufacturing
departments. The paper or electronic drawing is sometimes referred to as the engineering and is the legal instrument that records
the design and change process (Bertoline,
2009). The System of Systems section represents the engineering approach to dealing
with complexity. The traditional systems
engineering approach optimizes a product
for the customer through requirements definition, design reviews (stakeholder consensus), and testing (verifying that the design
meets the requirements). Modern engineering
challenges involve multiple, interacting systems, subsystems, and components with complex interfaces. It is the Systems Engineering
department that basically runs the show, and
the entries in the section tell the story. The
Design Cycle, which defines the problem,
plans solutions, makes a prototype, tests,
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redesigns, and builds is facilitated by the
systems team. They host meetings, interface
with the customer, and write specifications.
A specification is a document full of requirements. A requirement is a single statement of
something the product or system must do.
Verification/validation (of requirement
achievement) is the test portion of the design
cycle. Configuration control, Interface control, and Integration deal with installed parts
records, subsystem-to-subsystem connections, and multiple contractor coordination,
respectively. Drawing control and Change
Process inform Configuration control. The
Specialization section example entries are
included for completeness, but these universitylevel and workplace areas of expertise are
beyond the scope of our pre-college discussion.
The Abilities pillar represents specifics for the soft skills mentioned earlier. The
Social and Communication Skills sections
are self-explanatory, and such constructs are
termed habits of mind by the NAE (2009).
Perceptions of engineers are shifting from
object-oriented workers to individuals who
are strong collaborators and communicators, are ethically responsible, are able to
adapt to change, and are entrepreneurial
(Hess et al., 2012). Niewoehner and Steidle
(2009) suggest that habits of mind may be
understood as certain intellectual virtues,
including humility, courage, empathy, integrity, perseverance, confidence, autonomy,
fair-mindedness, and curiosity. In an extensive review of engineering literature Hess
et al. (2012) found the following list of action
words that they posit represent care and
empathy throughout the discipline: users’
need, trust-building, compassion, helping
profession, community involvement, and
safety. This indicates a societal perspective
that has always been a foundation of engineering, but the general public may not be
aware of it. Whether in the private, government, or consulting sectors, engineers work
for customers. In addition to significant influence on manufacturing quality control, W.
Edwards Deming was instrumental in setting
the foundation for customer focus and ethical

behavior by management and all employees
in an organization (Stimson, 2005). Many of
the components of the Business Sense pillar
are job-specific and beyond our pre-college
curricula topic; however, they are included
to remind the reader that most practicing
engineers work in a market-driven, complex,
competitive, real world environment that
requires this pillar’s social and communication skills for survival. Indeed, it is argued
that an engineer is hired for technical skills,
fired for poor people skills, and promoted
for leadership skills (Russell and Yao, 1996).
In fact, the NAE (2004) has big aspirations
for engineer-leaders. It aspires that, by 2020,
engineers will ‘assume leadership positions
from which they can serve as positive influences in the making of public policy and in
the administration of government and industry’ (NAE, 2004: 50).
The Ways of Working pillar represents
engineering workplace idiosyncrasies and
best practices. One rarely discussed feature
of engineering practice is macro versus micro
specialization. Before an engineering student
enters the university they should be aware
that there is a natural split in most engineering workplaces. Teslow (1997) points out that
there are engineers who prefer zoomed-out
work (for example, systems engineers, distribution engineers, system architects, system
integrators), and those that prefer zoomedin work (for example, component design
engineers, analytical engineers, mechanism/
machine/tool designers, weights engineers).
Many engineering companies offer new college hires job-rotation schemes so that such
natural affinities can be discovered. As the
years go by an engineer transitions from novice to expert where engineering judgment
and estimation skills grow out of familiarity
with a specialized area. Case similarity provides comparisons that may alert the engineer
that something is not quite right with current
design parameters or test results. These are
attributes that make good engineers great.
Use of knowledge in the surround refers to
something unique to engineering (and perhaps health care). There is so much at stake
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in engineering projects (for example, public
safety, war fighter effectiveness and protection, market success, company reputation)
that the practicing engineer rarely relies on
memory (Wilson et al., 1993). Engineers are
surrounded with handbooks, monographs,
tables, guides, a network of colleagues, and
personal information collections. This what
Pea (1993) refers to as distributed intelligence and Perkins (1993) refers to as ‘person
plus surround’. When an engineer leaves the
university with their degree, learning has just
begun. Lifelong learning is essential if the
practicing engineer is to keep up with rapidly
changing technologies and techniques.
Of course ‘problem solving’ is the engineer’s stock-in-trade. Engineers identify
problems and find elegant solutions. The
modern engineering workplace is actually
more social than might be expected. As indicated by the previous discussion of systems
engineering and the design cycle, ‘multidisciplinary teams’ share inputs and outputs,
meet, schedule, debate, revise, and celebrate
success. Within a group, seasoned engineers
pass on their expertise and tricks-of-the-trade
to younger members. Management ‘critical
thinking’ and decision-making is aided by
‘trade studies’ and ‘analyses’ that provide
options and recommendations. ‘Creative
thinking’ is a critical skill in the engineering
workplace. Entrepreneur Peter Thiel (2014)
warns that the US is looking at years of stagnation if it does not start innovating more. Sir
Ken Robinson (2011) defines creativity as
the process of having original ideas that have
value. He posits that we are educated out of
our creative capacity because mistakes are
stigmatized. Khan (2012) believes that the
traditional P12 model penalizes experimentation and failure. Students and practicing engineers need to be prepared to be wrong (and
learn from it), not to be afraid to be wrong to
the point that innovation suffers.
Many engineers work on multiple projects
simultaneously. Engineering work needs to
be accurate, but poor ‘time management’ that
adversely affects the timeliness of a product
release or design milestone are detrimental
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for engineering work success. The ‘specialized tools’ are included for completeness and
to illustrate advanced skills; however, they are
beyond the scope of the current discussion.

ENGINEERING IN PRE-COLLEGE
CURRICULUM
What is Present and What
is Missing in Pre-College
Engineering Curriculum
With the intention to provide a vision of what
pre-college engineering in the US might look
like, the committee on pre-college engineering education commissioned by the US
National Academy of Engineering set forth
three general principles (Katehi et al., 2009;
NAE, 2009). The first principle states that
pre-college engineering education should
emphasize engineering design. It seems that
most pre-college engineering curricula in the
US so far have adopted this general principle.
The NAE (2009) report on pre-college engineering education pointed out:
The iterative, open-ended, problem-solving
method known as engineering design is the central
activity of engineers. For this reason, a good deal
of K-12 [US acronym for pre-college education;
annotated by author], as well as post-secondary,
engineering education is spent on developing students’ understanding and capabilities in this area
(NAE: 2009: 56–7).

It is typical for a pre-college engineering curriculum to focus on engineering design activities to engage students on solving problems
or challenges. Previous studies (for example,
Hill and Smith, 1998; Penner et al., 1997;
Ressler and Ressler, 2004; Seiler et al., 2001)
have shown that the pre-college engineering
design version as a problem-solving process is
not teaching pre-college students engineering
design as practiced by engineers: systems
thinking, the concept of optimization and
trade-offs, analysis, and modeling are not
well-represented. This explains why we find
that when pre-college students work
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on engineering design problems, they use
trial-and-error methods instead of a systematic approach, spend too much time learning
the design cycle (particularly on defining
design problems), have difficulty in understanding the idea of constraints, and are not
able to use modeling in a way that reflects
engineering practice (Boots et al., 2012).
Admittedly, engineering design is the central activity of engineering; however, involving students in engineering design activities
does not guarantee that they know what
engineers do and how engineers do it. Some
important concepts in engineering have to
be additionally implanted into pre-college
engineering curriculum. The context of engineering is one dominated by systems and the
practice of engineering is typically directed
towards design of engineering systems, ranging from small- to large-scale and even complex systems of systems (Jain, Sheppard,
McGrath, and Gallois, 2008). Systems thinking is therefore essential for engineers in order
for them to have a good grasp of how systems
work and the factors influencing the function
of the system (NAE, 2009). In addition, engineers need to solve complex problems and
make decisions with incomplete information
resources (Ayyub and Klir, 2006) and the
ability to model and analyze uncertainty are,
therefore, two central features of engineering. In engineering design, engineers have to
understand the specifications or constraints
of particular designs and go through the process of optimization to determine an optimal
design solution amongst all possible ones
within criteria of success and constraints of
the design.
These important features of engineers’ work
require that the pre-college engineering curriculum go beyond just familiarizing students
with the design cycle and involving them in
hands-on activities. Instead, activities in precollege engineering curriculum that are serving
as a stimulus to systems thinking, modeling,
analysis, and optimization thinking, addressing not only competencies and knowledge
but also pre-college engineering education,
should promote engineering ‘habits of mind’

(Katehi et al., 2009; NAE, 2009). According
to the committee on pre-college engineering
education (NAE, 2009), engineering ‘habits
of mind’ align with some essential skills for
citizens in the twenty-first century, such as
systems thinking, creativity, optimism, collaboration, communication, and attention to
ethical considerations. Unfortunately, this
principle of promoting engineering ‘habits of
mind’ is ‘aspirational rather than a reflection
of current pre-college engineering education,
or even post-secondary engineering education’ (Katehi et al., 2009: 6), suggesting that
there is still a long way to go for pre-college
engineering education to offer an authentic
engineering learning experience or, in other
words, to present engineering as practiced by
engineers to pre-college students.

ENGINEERING IN PRE-COLLEGE
LEARNING STANDARDS
Compared to science, mathematics, and technology education, all of which have their
established pre-college learning standards,
engineering does not have its own standards
at the pre-college level (NAE, 2009) and
debate continues as to whether such standards are even desired (Carr et al., 2012). The
NAE report on engineering standards
(Committee on Standards for K-12
Engineering Education, 2010) recommended
integrating engineering content into other
existing academic standards instead of establishing stand-alone national engineering
standards. Such a recommendation was
based on the following concerns: (1) limited
experience with pre-college engineering in
elementary and secondary schools; (2) lack
of a pre-college engineering teaching force
who are willing and able to deliver engineering education; (3) inadequate knowledge
about teaching and learning of engineering at
pre-college to develop credible standards;
and (4) significant barriers to introducing
stand-alone engineering standards, such as
the lack of national or state-level assessments
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of engineering to incentivize teachers to teach
engineering, and the pre-college curriculum
being already overfilled.
Although there are still no stand-alone
engineering standards, engineering has made
its appearance in pre-college learning standards. The results from a study conducting a
content analysis of 50 US states’ academic
standards indicate that 41 states have engineering and technology design-related standards (Carr et al., 2012). In these 41 states,
although most engineering-related standard
items were found in either science or technology and vocational standards, engineering
was found in one state’s math standards. In
addition to individual states’ academic standards, engineering has also been integrated
into learning standards resulting from collaborative efforts across different stakeholder
groups in the US commonly known as the
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS).
The NGSS is committed to integrating
‘engineering design into the structure of
science education by raising engineering
design to the same level as scientific inquiry
when teaching science disciplines at all
levels, from kindergarten to grade 12’ (NGSS
Release, 2013a: 1). The NGSS, therefore,
has engineering design standards as part of
science standards for each grade level. The
blueprint for developing the NGSS is derived
from A Science Framework for K-12 Science
Education (NGSS Release, 2013b). The
Framework was produced in collaboration
with 26 US states and leading organizations
of science education in the US, including the
National Research Council, National Science
Teachers Association and the American
Association for the Advancement of Science
coordinated by Achieve, a not-for-profit
organization. The Framework identifies eight
practices of science and engineering that
are essential for all students to learn (NGSS
Release, 2013b): (1) asking questions (for
science) and defining problems (for engineering); (2) developing and using models;
(3) planning and carrying out investigations;
(4) analyzing and interpreting data; (5) using
mathematics and computational thinking;
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(6) constructing explanations (for science)
and designing solutions (for engineering);
(7) engaging in argument from evidence; and
(8) obtaining, evaluating, and communicating
information. The Framework uses the term
‘practices’ instead of a term such as ‘skills’ to
emphasize that engaging in scientific investigation requires not only skill but also knowledge that is specific to each practice (National
Research Council (NRC), 2012: 30). These
practices in the framework correspond to certain abilities and knowledge of engineering
practice illustrated in Figure 31.1, but unfortunately, as discussed earlier, these abilities and
knowledge are not well represented in existing pre-college curricula.

THREE MODELS OF PRE-COLLEGE
ENGINEERING CURRICULA
Engineering-related learning standards provide us with rich information on how engineering could be integrated into pre-college
curriculum across the nation. The landscape
of how engineering is integrated, however, is
quite varied. There have been previous efforts
to review pre-college engineering curricula,
for example the work of the committee on
pre-college engineering education established by the US National Academy of
Engineering (NAE, 2009). In this effort, a
total of 34 pre-college curricula were
reviewed with 15 in-depth content analyses
and descriptive summaries of the remaining
curricula. The review approached the selected
pre-college curricula through four threads –
the mathematics, science, technology, and
design threads – to reveal core concepts and
basic skills imparted by the curricula.
To offer a new perspective towards precollege engineering curricula and to supplement previous review efforts, we approached
engineering curricula by looking at their
purposes, their relation to learning standards, and the way they are implemented.
Our review revealed three models that give a
general view of existing engineering curricula
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with regards to these three aspects. We present the three models each with a specific
example.

Model 1: Career Technical
Education (or Vocational)
Standards-Based and Stand-Alone
pre-engineering Curriculum
The characteristic of pre-college engineering
curriculum based on this model is that curriculum is based on career technical education (CTE) standards and the purpose of such
curriculum is to help develop technical and
fundamental problem-solving and criticalthinking skills taught in traditional career and
technical education. CTE standards in the US
are traditionally designed to provide noncollege track secondary students with relevant work force skills to allow for easier
transition into the workforce (Gordon, 2014).
Pre-college engineering curricula based on
Model 1 are stand alone and separate from
pre-college curriculum of subjects traditionally taught in schools. A good example of
this type of curriculum is the Project
Lead the Way’s (PLTW) pathway to engineering curriculum for high school students
(PLTW, 2009).
PLTW’s pathway to engineering curriculum falls within the traditional CTE framework and it is based on technical standards of
CTE, although PLTW at the same time integrates national mathematics and science standards. The PLTW’s pathway to e ngineering
curriculum is adopted by hundreds of
high schools across the US (NAE, 2009;
PLTW, 2009). The PLTW’s pathway to
engineering curriculum consists of three foundation courses (Introduction to Engineering
Design, Principles of Engineering, and
Digital Electronics), four specialization courses (Aerospace Engineering,
Biotechnical Engineering, Civil Engineering
& Architecture, and Computer Integrated
Manufacturing), and one capstone course
(Engineering Design and Development).
School districts that elect to implement the

high school program are required to offer
students a minimum of four courses within
a period of four school years and the four
courses are to include these foundation
courses (PLTW, 2009).
High schools usually offer the courses of
the PLTW’s pathway engineering curriculum separately within the school’s CTE programs, and in many school districts, the CTE
coordinator also serves as the PLTW school
district delegate as the liaison between PLTW
and the entire district (PLTW, 2009). The
PLTW’s pathway to engineering curriculum
was referred to by US Secretary of Education
Arne Duncan as one of the ‘great models of
the new CTE succeeding all across the country’ (US Department of Education, 2011) and
was cited by the Harvard Graduate School of
Education as a ‘model for 21st century career
and technical education’ (Symonds et al.,
2011).

Model 2: Academic Standards
Connected and Integrated PreCollege Engineering Curriculum
A pre-college engineering curriculum based
on Model 2 is tied with grade-level-specific
STEM academic standards and aims to
deliver grade-level appropriate engineering
content to pre-college students. Anchored in
STEM academic standards, Model 2 engineering curriculum is designed and developed in a way that allows the curriculum to
be integrated into the instruction of mathematics and science. Characteristic of this
type of engineering curricula is that they
allow students to experience engineering
whilst enabling them to see, through
engineering, the real world applications of
mathematics and science. An example of a
Model 2 curriculum is the Hands on
Standards (HOS) STEM in Action set of
learning modules co-developed by Purdue
INSPIRE and Texas A&M University in collaboration with ETA hand2mind, an instructional materials developer (ETA hand2mind,
2014).
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The HOS STEM in Action curriculum
consists of a standard set of instructional
engineering learning modules for each
grade level. These learning modules address
national and state standards in Science, Math,
and English Language Arts (ELA). Teachers
can integrate the learning modules into the
instruction of science or mathematics content
to allow their students to investigate math and
science concepts and to apply these concepts
to an authentic engineering design challenge
(Gajdzik et al., 2014). In addition, the integrated, standards-aligned STEM modules in
the HOS STEM in Action curriculum enable
teachers to make the most of instruction
time and to efficiently incorporate multiple
domains to help students make real-world
connections.
Both Models 1 and 2 are primarily
located in regular school curriculum time;
however, assessments are not adequate.
Although the US has introduced Technology
and Engineering Literacy (TEL) assessment through the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) in 2014,
international assessment, such as Trends
in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) and TIMSS Advanced, articulate the need for assessing engineering and
technology, yet, subsume engineering under
mathematics or science not providing sufficient attention to engineering specific assessment (Martin et al., 2015)

Model 3: Loose Pre-College
Engineering Curriculum
We use the word ‘loose’ to describe the third
type of engineering curriculum because such
curriculum does not seek to align with academic standards and is typically implemented in informal learning situations such
as after school programs. In contrast to
Model 1 and Model 2 curricula, curricula
based on Model 3 do not include assessment
of student learning performance and results.
An example of this type of pre-college engineering curriculum is the Engineering
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Projects in Community Service (EPICS)
High founded by Purdue University. The
purpose of EPICS High is to allow high
school students to connect engineering and
computing design with people and local
community needs.
The EPICS High relies on partnerships for
its community service programs. Although
community partners serve as the customers, corporate and higher education partners
serve as mentors to the students. In EPICS
High programs, students work in team and
partner with a not-for-profit organization in
the community to design projects to meet
the needs of the community organization
enabling them to better serve residents in
the local community. A typical scenario in
EPICS programs might look like the following: a group of students decides on a nonprofit organization they would like to work
with, they set up a meeting with members
of that organization to discuss what they can
design to help the organization run better
or to do things it cannot do, and then they
identify a problem, research it, see what has
been done, come up with solutions, settle on
a design, build it, test it, and deliver it to the
organization (NAE, 2009).

PRE-COLLEGE CURRICULAR
PRESCRIPTIONS FOR KEY
ENGINEERING PRACTICE
SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES
Chapter length requirements will not allow a
curriculum diagnosis for all the entries in the
Three Pillars of Engineering Practice, so a
sample of practicing and retired engineers
was asked to choose their top ten components from Figure 31.1. The components that
received the most votes were used to compile
suggestions for pre-college curricula. Table
31.1 presents prescriptions for crucial and
unique engineering components as well as
essential components shared with other disciplines including competencies and traits.
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Unique and shared components of engineering competencies

Coding. The goal is to introduce and build proficiency in computer programming as a tool for solving problems.
Dan Cobley, a director at Google, points out that, ‘Learning to code will be vital for the jobs of the future, it
makes you better at problem solving and logical thinking, and most of all it is great fun’ (2014). In the lower
grades LOGO control of a Turtle is the simplest form of coding. This can be followed by making computer
animations and games with ScratchJr. Middle grades can continue this using Scratch, learn the basics of webpage
development using HTML, and write apps for their own smart phones and tablets using LiveCode (which uses
plain English commands) and Python. Projects such as NASA’s Zero Robotics Challenge teach middle school
students how to control a device in zero-g via coding. Upper grades should concentrate on familiarization with
programming languages and computational tools they will use in college-level engineering problem solving or
device control (e.g., C++, MatLab, LabView). In all grades students should be encouraged to join after-school
code clubs, such as Black Girls Code. Resources for teaching K-12 students to code are available at code.org and
bluesofamedia.com.
Drawings, Dimensional Analysis. The goal is to introduce engineering drawings, and the concepts of measurement,
units, and the balancing of units in equations. Teachers should understand that sketching and drawing are important
to engineering. This ranges from rough sketches to detailed, dimensioned parts manufacturing drawings, to computeraided drawings (CAD). Traditional green tint engineer’s quadrille paper is designed primarily for sketching ideas to
scale. As students in all grades proceed through the initial phases of the design cycle, they should be encouraged to
draw visual representations of their projects, including dimension and material call-outs. Pencil, T-square, and triangle
drafting techniques have been replaced with CAD software such as SketchUp, Shapesmith, 3dTin, and Autodesk
123D that are free or affordable for K-12 schools. Students can now convert their CAD files to standard tessellation
language (STL) files using computer aided manufacturing (CAM) software so that a prototype of their design product
can be produced with a 3D printer (Martinez & Stager, 2013). Dimensions and measurement are ubiquitous features
of authentic engineering. Lower grades can be introduced to these concepts through food recipes, measuring physical
spaces, and examining containers. Middle grades can learn about unit conversions and scientific measurements.
Upper level students can practice unit manipulations in equations. An engineer might agonize for days over a complex
equation where the units do not balance (i.e., after all the cancelling and conversions on both sides of the equal
sign, the units should be the same on both sides). Prior to college, students should learn this fundamental exercise in
persistence and accuracy.
Requirements, Validation & Verification. The goal is to convert the current K-12 design cycle language and
conceptualization of ‘constraints and testing’ to authentic engineering systems thinking. For all grades it should
be made clear that engineers work for customers who levy requirements for the products they want designed.
These requirements traditionally use the word ‘shall’ (e.g., the widget shall weigh between 1.5 and 1.7 lb). Several
iterations of the design cycle may be needed to satisfy all the requirements in the product specification (collection of
requirements). Each individual requirement requires a verification or validation that it has been met, and evidence of
this is provided to the customer. Satisfying customer needs is a concept that is key. Middle and upper grade students
working on design cycle projects can practice writing requirements and corresponding test plans that will verify that
the requirements are met.
Statistics. Mathematician Arthur Benjamin (2009) has said, ‘The world has changed from analog to digital, and it
is time for mathematics curriculum to change from analog to digital – from classical continuous math to modern
discrete math – the math of uncertainty, randomness, and data’. Influential industrial statistician W. Edwards Deming
stressed the importance of studying variability in process and systems over time. His work inspired the Japanese
manufacturing miracle in the 1950s, and the six-sigma and lean process discipline that enterprises embrace today
to continuously improve their supply chains, manage variation, eliminate defects and waste, and optimize resources.
Engineers today are steeped in statistics and probability. Benjamin (2009) posits that this is as important as calculus
for engineers and scientists. Franklin & Mewborn (2008) outline a four-step statistical problem solving process:
formulate a question that can be addressed with data, collect data to address the question, analyze the data, and
interpret the results. In lower grades they advise exposing students to categorical or quantitative questions that can
be answered by using whole numbers to count. Middle grade students should develop an interpretation of average,
explore variability in data, and understand the role of probability in decision making. Upper grade students should
become familiar with experimental methods, the role of probability in inferential statistics, statistical tests, and
analysis software tools.
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(Continued)

Communication Skills. Students in all grades should be presented with opportunities to work on their verbal, written, and
electronic communication skills. Encouragement and feedback should come from parents, peers, and K-12 educators. If
there is one fault that engineers exhibit in the workplace above all else, it is failure to communicate effectively with nonengineer stakeholders (American Society for Engineering Education, 2013). Debate practice helps develop confidence in
public speaking, as well as skills such as understanding your audience, deconstructing complexity, and persuasiveness.
Other popular skill improvement activities include science and interdisciplinary communication contests, such as Famelab
USA, ChemChamps, and Three Minute Thesis (3MT) that stress the delivery of an engaging talk in three minutes. The
challenge for college- and industry-level contestants is to present a reasonably rigorous, jargon-free, academic justification
for their work to non-specialists, while conveying the excitement of doing it. Importantly, after each presentation,
judges critique the talk and give advice on what the contestant can improve (Shaikh-Lesko, 2014). Similar short oral
presentations in a supportive peer teaching context can be useful in K-12 settings for increasing student confidence
and presentation skills. Written communication between departments in the engineering workplace takes place via the
memorandum. It also serves as a legal record of information or data transfer, work that has been accomplished or revised,
and schedule/cost notifications. Anomaly reports, end-of-project summaries, and letters to customers are all common
engineering products. All these authentic practices can be utilized in K-12 environments during interdisciplinary, multistage design projects or workplace simulations. Of course, e-communications are now ubiquitous features of all business
and academic environments. K-12 students need to be encouraged in this area as long as it is not disruptive.
Confident, Persistent. It is no wonder that our sample of practicing and retired engineers picked these components
as crucial traits. In a challenging field that embraces failure, confidence that a solution will eventually be found and
persistence to not give up are mandatory. Thompson (2014) provides several strategies for developing persistent and
confident learners. In all grades students are more likely to persist in facing learning challenges if teachers connect new
learning with prior knowledge. Begin with easy work and gradually increase difficulty to help students gain confidence.
Use manageable assignments, so students are not overwhelmed with a long task. Design activities that generate
positive feelings of success through a pattern of small accomplishments. Help students set reasonable personal goals
and schedules so they have a vested interest in the work. Use formative assessment to make sure students know how to
proceed toward success. Use frequent praise and encouragement. Carefully monitor students so that roadblocks do not
erode confidence. Of course parents have tremendous influence in building confidence and persistence in their children.
Teachers should watch for signs that a child’s confidence and persistence are negatively impacted by home life, and
involve councilors if necessary. Sports coaches are also sources of influence in the building of confidence and persistence.
English Grammar. Yesterday I couldn’t spell engineer, now I are one. This venerable old chestnut illustrates the
engineer’s reputation for weakness in liberal arts, especially verbal and written grammatical skills. Actually,
communication is so vital to the modern engineering workplace that engineers are held to very high standards. In
addition to expectations for grammatically correct written work and presentations, engineers have the additional
burden of incorporating tables, figures, equations, and technical language in their communications. They need to be
confident and highly skilled in clear, precise e-communication. If an engineer depends on a supervisor to continually
correct their poor grammar, their career will be in jeopardy. Many times teachers might think, ‘Well, she’s destined to
be an engineer, not a playwright, so let’s ease up on the grammar.’ In all grades technically-oriented students should
be given opportunities for the same rigorous training and practice in English grammar as any other student. Special
help should be provide to students where English is their second language (ESL). K-12 mathematics, science, and
engineering courses should set high assessment standards for written and oral products.
Creative Thinking. Diefes-Dux (2014) points out that teachers need to understand that ‘failure is an expected and
educational part of engineering’ (p. 244). In all grades curricula should provide opportunities that embrace failure,
using it as teaching tactic and redefining it as a natural step in the creative process. ‘Learning how something does
NOT work offers insights into how it MIGHT work. Educators who allow this temporary failure practically encourage
innovative solutions by students’ (Kazerounian & Foley, 2007, p. 764). Curricula for all grades needs to allow
adequate time for Wallas’ (1926) four stages of the creative process: preparation (problem is investigated with a
wealth of information), incubation (unconscious processing), illumination (unforced discovery of working solutions),
and verification (deliberate testing of ideas). The curricula should encourage use of brainstorming sessions, where the
aim is to collect creative ideas from all participants without criticism or judgment. This is an authentic engineering
practice that is used extensively in initial phases of the design cycle and during continuous improvement (Kaizen)
sessions. Finally, students should be encouraged to take risks. ‘Promoting risk guides students through an open and
encouraging learning process’ (Kazerounian & Foley, 2007, p. 766).
Note: Lower grades are K-5, middle grades are K-6–9, upper grades are K-10–12

502

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

CONCLUSION
During the twenty-first century, societal needs
regarding energy resources, transportation,
housing, materials recycling, health, and nutrition will only escalate. We need to encourage
students to enter the engineering profession by
giving them opportunities to experience authentic aspects of it at earlier ages before negative
perceptions of the field take hold. To offer
authentic engineering learning experience to
pre-college students, we propose that a holistic,
practice approach be adopted by pre-college
engineering curricula to present engineering as a
discipline requiring a wide variety of knowledge, abilities, and skills. Our chapter made an
attempt to give a general description of the
attributes that engineers need to function on a
daily basis. However, the complex and diversified landscape of the pre-college system excludes
the possibility that there will be one-fits-all solution of weaving these attributes into engineering
curriculum. We therefore provided a review of
pre-college engineering curriculum regarding
ways that engineering is represented in pre-
college academic standards, things presented
and missing in existing engineering curricula,
and models upon which existing engineering
curricula are developed and implemented. It is
hoped that the review will be a useful resource
that can help future pre-college engineering curriculum developers optimize the authentic engineering learning space to prepare students for
engineering study in college and career practice.
Engineering is indeed working its way into curricula. However, if we are to contribute to the
health of the engineering profession, a multidimensional, expanded view of necessary skills
and attributes is needed. In this chapter we have
attempted to present insight into the world of
engineering practice, and identify critical and
essential attributes and skills that should receive
more attention in pre-college curricula.

REFERENCES
Accreditation Board for Engineering and
Technology (ABET) (2013) Criteria for

Accrediting Engineering Programs 2014–15.
Accreditation Board for Engineering and
Technology.
American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE)
(2008) Civil Engineering Body of Knowledge
for the 21st Century: Preparing the Civil
Engineer for the Future. Reston, VA:
American Society of Civil Engineers.
American Society for Engineering Education
(2013)
Transforming
Undergraduate
Education in Engineering, Phase I: Synthesizing
and Integrating Industry Perspectives.
Workshop Report. Washington, DC: American
Society for Engineering Education.
Anger, C., Koppel, O. and Plünnecke, A. (2015)
MINT–Frühjahrsreport 2015. Institut der
deutschen Wirtschaft. Köln. Available from
http://www.iwkoeln.de/en/studien/gutachten/
beitrag/226208 (accessed June 1, 2015).
Ayyub, B. M. and Klir, G. J. (2006) Uncertainty
Modeling and Analysis in Engineering and
the Sciences. Boca Raton, FL: Chapman and
Hall/CRC.
Benjamin, A. (2009, February) Teach Statistics
Before Calculus. Available from http://www.
ted.com/talks/arthur_benjamin_s_formula_
for_changing_math_education?language=en
(accessed ??).
Bertoline, G. R. (2009) Introduction to Graphics
Communications For Engineers. 4th edn.
New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
Boeing Company (2014) Careers. June 11,
2014. Available from http://jobs-boeing.com
(accessed 19 September 2015).
Boots, N., Tafur, M., Kim, W., Carr, R.L., Luo, Y.,
Sun, Y., Yuksel, T., Weber, N.R., Dyehouse,
M. and Strobel, J. (2012) ‘Design fixation
and cooperative learning strategies in elementary engineering education’, in Online
Repository of the Annual Meeting of the
American Educational Research Association,
Vancouver, BC, Canada, April 13–17.
Brophy, S., Klein, S., Portsmore, M. and Rogers,
C. (2013) ‘Advancing engineering education
in K-12 classrooms’, Journal of Engineering
Education, 97(3): 372.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) (2013)
Employment by Detailed Occupation, 2012
and Projected 2022. Available from http://
w w w. b l s . g o v / e m p / e p _ t a b l e _ 1 0 2 . h t m
(accessed 19 September 2015).
Carr, R. L., Bennett, L. D. and Strobel, J. (2012)
‘Engineering in the K-12 STEM standards of
the 50 US states: an analysis of presence and

PRE-COLLEGE ENGINEERING EDUCATION CURRICULA

extent’, Journal of Engineering Education,
101: 539–64.
Chamorro-Premuzic, T., Arteche, A., Bremner,
A. J., Greven, C. and Furnham, A. (2010)
‘Soft skills in higher education: Importance
and improvement ratings as a function of
individual differences and academic performance’, Educational Psychology, 30(2): 221–
41.
Committee on Standards for K-12 Engineering
Education (2010) Standards for K-12
Engineering Education. Washington, DC:
National Academy Press.
Cunningham, C. M., Lachapelle, C. P. and
Lindgren-Streicher, A. (2005) ‘Assessing elementary school students’ conceptions of
engineering and technology’, paper presented at the ASEE Annual Conference and
Exposition, Portland, OR.
Dertouzos, M. (1997) ‘Creating the people’s
computer’, Technology Review, 100(3): 20–8.
Diefes-Dux, H. A. (2014) ‘In-service teacher
professional development in engineering
education: early years’, in S. Purzer, J. Strobel
and M. E. Cardella (eds.), Engineering in
Pre-College Settings: Synthesizing Research,
Policy, and Practices. West Lafayette, IN:
Purdue University Press. pp. 233–57.
ETA hand2mind (2014) Hands-on Standards
STEM in Action [Learning Modules]. Vernon
Hills, IL: ETA hand2mind.
Franklin, C. A. and Mewborn, D. S. (2008)
‘Statistics in the elementary grades: exploring distributions of data’, Teaching Children
Mathematics, 15(1): 10–16.
Gibbons, S. J., Hirsch, L. S., Kimmel, H.,
Rockland, R. and Bloom, J. (2004) ‘Middle
school students’ attitudes to and knowledge
about engineering’, paper presented at
International Conference on Engineering
Education, October 16–21, Gainesville,
Florida.
Gordon, H. R. (2014) The History and Growth
of Career and Technical Education in
America. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press.
Grasso, D. and Brown Burkins, M. E. (2010)
Holistic Engineering Education: Beyond
Technology. New York, NY: Springer.
Harvey, L., Moon, S. and Gheall, V. (1997) The
Graduates Work: Organizational Change and
Students Attributes. Birmingham, UK: Center
for Research into Quality, University of Central
England.

503

Hess, J. L., Sprowl, J. E., Pan, R., Dyehouse, M.,
Wachter Morris, C. A. and Strobel, J. (2012)
‘Empathy and caring as conceptualized
inside and outside of engineering: extensive
literature review and faculty focus group
analyses’, paper presented at the American
Society for Engineering Education Annual
Conference and Exposition, San Antonio
June 10–13.
Hill, A. M. and Smith, H. A. (1998) ‘Practice
Meets Theory in Technology Education: A
Case of Authentic Learning in the High
School Setting’, Journal of Technology
Education, 9(2): 29–46.
Hirsch, L. S., Gibbons, S. J., Kimmel, H.,
Rockland, R. and Bloom, J. (2003) ‘High
school students’ attitudes to and knowledge
about engineering’, Proceedings of 33rd
ASEE/IEEE Frontiers in Education Conference.
Hirsch, L. S., Berliner-Heyman, S., Cano, R.,
Kimmel, H., & Carpinelli, J. (2011). Middle
school girls’ perceptions of engineers before
and after a female only summer enrichment
program. In Frontiers in Education
Conference (FIE), 2011 (pp. S2D-1). IEEE.
Honey, M., Pearson, G. and Schweingruber, H.
(eds.) (2014) STEM Integration in K-12
Education: Status, Prospects, and an Agenda
for Research. Washington, DC: The National
Academies Press.
Hunt Tally, L. (2007–8) Remaking Engineering
Education: How to Educate Purdue’s
Engineer of 2020 – The View from Inside a
Paradigm Shift. Purdue Engineering Impact.
West Lafayette, IN: Purdue University.
Jain, R., Sheppard, K., McGrath, E. and Gallois,
B. (2008) ‘Promoting Systems Thinking in
Engineering and Pre-Engineering Students’,
Conference Proceedings, West Point, NY:
American Society for Engineering Education
Zone 1.
Jobs for the Future (2007) The STEM Workforce
Challenge: the Role of the Public Workforce
System in a National Solution for a Competitive
Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Mathematics (STEM) Workforce. Washington,
DC: Employment and Training Administration,
US Department of Labor. Available from
http://www.doleta.gov/Youth_services/pdf/
STEM_Report_4%2007.pdf (accessed 19
September 2015).
Jonassen, D., Strobel, J. and Lee, C. B. (2006)
‘Everyday problem solving in engineering:

504

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

lessons for engineering educators’, Journal
of Engineering Education, 95(2): 139–51.
Katehi, L., Pearson, G. and Feder, M. (2009)
‘The status and nature of K-12 engineering
education in the United States’, The Bridge,
39(3): 5–10.
Kazerounian, K. and Foley, S. (2007) ‘Barriers to
creativity in engineering education: a study
of instructors and students perceptions’,
Journal of Mechanical Design, 129(7): 761–8.
Khan, S. (2012) The One World School House:
Education Reimagined. London: Hodder and
Stoughton.
Knight, M. and Cunningham, C. (2004) ‘Draw an
Engineer Test (DAET): development of a tool to
investigate students’ ideas about engineers
and engineering’, paper presented at the
American Society of Engineering Educators.
Martin, M., Mullis, I. V. and Foy, P. (2013) ‘TIMSS
2015 Assessment Design’, in I. V. S. Mullis and
M. O. Martin, (eds.), TIMSS 2015 Assessment
Frameworks. Chestnut Hill, MA: TIMSS & PIRLS
International Study Center, Boston College.
pp. 85–99.
Martinez, S. L. and Stager, G. (2013) Invent to
Learn: Making, Tinkering, and Engineering in
the Classroom. Torrance, CA: Constructing
Modern Knowledge Press.
National Academy of Engineering (NAE) (2004)
The Engineer of 2020: Visions of Engineering
in the New Century. Washington, DC:
National Academies Press.
National Academy of Engineering (NAE) (2009)
Engineering in K-12 Education: Understanding
the Status and Improving the Prospects.
Washington, DC: National Academies Press.
National Governors Association (NGA) Reports
(2007) Building a Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math Agenda. Washington,
DC: National Governors’ Association.
National Research Council (NRC) (2012) A
Framework for K-12 Science Education:
Practices, Crosscutting Concepts, and Core
Ideas. Committee on a Conceptual
Framework for New K-12 Science Education
Standards. Board on Science Education,
Division of Behavioral and Social Sciences
and Education. Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press.
Newmann, F. M., Marks, H. M. and Gamoran,
A. (1996) ‘Authentic pedagogy and student
performance’, American Journal of
Education, 104(4): 280–312.

Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS)
Release (2013a) Engineering Design in the
NGSS. Available from http://www.nextgenscience.org/sites/ngss/files/Appendix%20F%20
%20Science%20and%20Engineering%20
Practices%20in%20the%20NGSS%20-%20
FINAL%20060513.pdf (accessed 19 September
2015).
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS)
Release (2013b) Science and Engineering
Practices in the NGSS. Available from http://
www.nextgenscience.org/sites/ngss/files/
Appendix%20F%20%20Science%20
and%20Engineering%20Practices%20
in%20the%20NGSS%20-%20FINAL%20
060513.pdf (accessed 19 September 2015).
Niewoehner, R. J. and Steidle, C. E. (2009) ‘The
loss of the space shuttle Columbia: portaging leadership lessons with a critical thinking
model’, Engineering Management Journal,
21(1): 9–18.
Nugent, G., Kunz, G., Rillet, L. and Jones, E.
(2010) ‘Extending engineering education to
K–12’, The Technology Teacher, 69(7): 14–19.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (2015) OECD Skills
Outlook 2015: Youth, Skills and Employability.
Paris: OECD. Available from http://dx.doi.
org/10.1787/9789264234178-en (accessed 19
September 2015).
Pea, R. D. (1993) ‘Practices of distributed intelligence and designs for education’, in
G. Salomon (ed.), Distributed Cognitions:
Psychological and Educational Considerations.
New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
pp. 47–87.
Penner, D. E., Giles, N. D., Lehrer, R. and
Schauble, L. (1997) ‘Building Functional
Models’, Journal of Research in Science
Teaching, 34(2): 125–143.
Perkins, D. N. (1993) ‘Person-plus: a distributed
view of thinking and learning’, in G. Salomon
(ed.), Distributed Cognitions: Psychological
and Educational Considerations. New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press. pp. 88–110.
Petraglia, J. (1998) Reality by Design: The
Rhetoric and Technology of Authenticity in
Education. London: Routledge.
Project Lead the Way (PLTW) (2009) High School
Pathway to Engineering: Getting Started.
Available from http://doe.sd.gov/octe/
documents/PLTW_Engn.pdf (accessed 19
September 2015).

PRE-COLLEGE ENGINEERING EDUCATION CURRICULA

Purdue University College of Engineering
(2014) Engineer of 2020 Initiative. Available
from https://engineering.purdue.edu/Engr/
Academics/Engineer2020 (accessed 19
September 2015).
Ressler, S. J. and Ressler, E. K. (2004) ‘Using a
Nationwide Internet‐Based Bridge Design
Contest as a Vehicle for Engineering
Outreach’, Journal of Engineering Education,
93(2): 117–128.
Robinson, K. (2011) Out of Our Minds.
Chichester, UK: Capstone Publishing.
Russell, J. S. and Yao, J. T. P. (1996) ‘Education
conference delivers initiatives’, Journal of
Management in Engineering, American
Society of Civil Engineers, 12(6): 17–26.
Seiler, G., Tobin, K. & Sokolic, J. (2001) ‘Design,
Technology and Science: Sites for Learning,
Resistance, and Social Reproduction in Urban
Schools’, Journal of Research in Science
Teaching, 38(7): 746–767.
Shaikh-Lesko, R. (2014) ‘Science speak’, The
Scientist. Available from http://www.the-
scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/40572/
title/Science-Speak/ (accessed 19 September
2015).
Sripala, B. B. and Praveen, G. V. (2011) ‘Soft
skills in engineering education: industry perspective’, Language in India, 11(10): 277–83.
Stimson, W. A. (2005) ‘A Deming inspired
management code of ethics’, Quality
Progress, 38(2): 67–75.
Strobel, J., Wang, J., Weber, N. R. and
Dyehouse, M. (2013) ‘The role of authenticity in design-based learning environments:
the case of engineering education’,
Computers and Education, 64: 143–52.
Super, D. E. (1953) ‘A theory of vocational
development’, American Psychologist, 8(5):
185.

505

Symonds, W. C., Schwartz, R. and Ferguson, R.
F. (2011) Pathways to Prosperity: Meeting
the Challenge of Preparing Young Americans
for the 21st Century. Cambridge, MA:
Pathways to Prosperity Project, Harvard
University Graduate School of Education.
Teslow, J. L. (1997) ‘Production of instructional
multimedia: an engineering perspective’,
paper presented at the Annual Convention
of the Association for Educational
Communications
and
Technology,
Albuquerque, November 11–14.
Thiel, P. and Masters, B. (2014) Zero to One:
Notes on Startups, or How to Build the
Future. New York, NY: Crown Business.
Thompson, J. G. (2014) ‘28 ways to build persistent and confident students’, Teaching
Community. Available from http://teaching.
monster.com/benefits/articles/10348-28ways-to-build-persistent-confident-students
(accessed 19 September 2015).
US Department of Education (2011) The New
CTE: Secretary Duncan’s Remarks on Career
and Technical Education. Available from
http://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/new-ctesecretary-duncans-remarks-career-and-
technical-education (accessed 19 September
2015).
Wall, K. (2010). UNESCO Report: Engineering:
Issues, Challenges and Opportunities for
Development. UNESCO Publishing, France.
Wallas, G. (1926) The Art of Thought. New
York, NY: Harcourt Brace.
Wilson, B. G., Teslow, J. L. and Taylor, L. (1993)
‘Instructional design perspectives on mathematics education with reference to Vygotsky’s
theory of social cognition’, FOCUS on Learning
Problems in Mathematics, 15(2, 3): 65–86.

32
Environmental and Sustainability
Education: A Fragile History
of the Present
Margaret Somerville

INTRODUCTION
The terms Environmental Education and
Sustainability Education are both used in
this chapter to acknowledge the historical
origins of the field and its current practices.
Environmental Education was first described
as a disciplinary entity in 1969 with the inauguration of Environmental Education, the
field’s longest standing journal. The term
Sustainability gained fluency later in The
World Conservation Strategy (1980) in order
to reconcile economic development and environmental conservation (Tilbury, 1995: 197).
The formal move from using the term
Environmental Education to Education for
Sustainable Development emerged internationally with the Brundtland Report (1987)
from which arose the Decade of Education
for Sustainable Development (2005–14). The
field continues to be characterised by the use
of the three terms – Environmental Education,
Education for Sustainability and Education
for Sustainable Development – depending on
the geographical location of the writer and

their ideological and political affiliations.
These debates and their time/space/place
dimensions are a continuing thread throughout
the chapter.
International debates have continued to
influence the field of Environmental and
Sustainability Education producing a unique
site in curriculum studies because of its historical origins in international policy. Since
the world’s first intergovernmental conference on environmental education produced
the Tbilisi Declaration (UNESCO–United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP),
1977), many international agencies formed by
the United Nations, such as the International
Environmental Education Program, have continued to influence the field. The International
Environmental Education Program was established in 1974 to develop an overview of global
environmental issues. Because of the nature
of the United Nations and its commitment to
international representation, all nations participate in the discussions, which continue to
be referred back for verification. This has led
to robust debate between international policy
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agreements and local practice as one of the
enduring issues in the field.
The framework of environmental science that informed the development of
Environmental Education has been critiqued
for its Western domination. In his seminal
contribution to Pinar’s 2003 International
Handbook of Curriculum Research, Noel
Gough argued that ‘we have never thought
globally’ and that Western science is best
understood and appreciated as a local
practice (Gough, 2003: 54). It is argued
that embedded within Western science
are assumptions about the universality of
Western epistemologies and their particular
understandings of the relationship between
the human species and the natural world
(Gough, 2003). This is particularly so in
relation to Indigenous knowledge frameworks, where many researchers and theorists note that Indigenous societies all over
the world have evolved within interdependent relations between human and natural
systems (Shiva, 1989). Indigenous knowledges and languages are increasingly threatened by escalating planetary problems that
are predominantly caused by Western affluence (Pretty et al., 2009). This attention to
the responsibilities of the First World in
relation to environmental and sustainability
issues is another continuing thread throughout the chapter.
The chapter is framed within considerations of the epistemological basis of environmental and sustainability education that
raise fundamental issues of authority and
authorship. The perspective presented here
can only be the perspective of Western privilege, written by an academic located within
a Western-oriented university system. This
perspective is important because of the
responsibility of the West for human impacts
on global planetary systems. It is equally
important, however, to make space for other
voices and to include contributions from different cultural and linguistic orientations. A
limitation on this inclusion is that they can
only be published contributions written in
the English language. A counterpoint to this
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limitation is my own intellectual origins in
long-term collaborations with Australian
Aboriginal peoples beginning with a period
of time living in remote communities in the
Tanamai desert of Central Australia. This
experience eventually grew into long-term
nationally funded collaborative projects with
Aboriginal people and communities that have
continued until the present time (for example,
Somerville and Perkins, 2010; Somerville,
2013a). It is from this standpoint that I write
this chapter. The chapter is presented in four
sections: historical overview, major issues
and debates in the field, case studies of practice and future directions.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW
Genesis of Environmental
Education
Although all cultures and societies have processes through which the crucial learning
about people’s relationship with the natural
world takes place, the formal origin of these
in the school curriculum is located in the
promotion of nature study, following the
publication of Wilbur Jackman’s Nature
Study for the Common Schools in the US in
1891 (Stevenson, 2007: 140). The primary
purpose of nature study was to develop an
understanding and appreciation of the natural environment through first-hand observations. The conservation movement was
simultaneously gaining momentum in taking
action for the preservation of species and
areas of natural significance. Scottish-born
naturalist John Muir (1838–1914), widely
recognised as the father of the concept of
National Parks, successfully petitioned the
US Congress to establish the Yosemite and
Sequoia National Parks in 1890. His published essays include his well-known nature
writing The Yosemite, published in 1912.
Other key texts of this period, which remain
influential today, include Leopold’s Sand
County Almanac (1949) and The Land Ethic
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(1948), and Thoreau’s Walden (1854). Both
the nature study and conservation movements were rooted in liberal progressive
educational philosophies of the US. They
reflected middle-class Western democratic
traditions that dominated Western capitalist
societies first alerted to ecological disaster
with the publication of Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring in 1962. The term Environ
mental Education is claimed to have had its
first usage in 1966, but it was not until the
concept was identified in an article published
in the first issue of the Journal of
Environmental Education (Stapp, 1969, cited
in Gough, 1997: 44) through a series of
international events that environmental education became the subject of global concerns
by the early 1970s.

Landmark Events in the
International Policy Arena
The Tbilisi Declaration
The world’s first intergovernmental conference on environmental education, organised
by two agencies of the United Nations, produced the Tbilisi Declaration in 1977.
Differing from the Declaration of the United
Nations Conference on the Human
Environment (UNEP, 1972), the Tbilisi
Declaration is the precursor to contemporary
environmental and sustainability education.
Its explicit inclusion of the natural and built
environment marked a move away from
nature study. As well as identifying the goals
of environmental education, educational processes were specified as needing to make a
closer link to ‘real life, building its activities
around the environmental problems that are
faced by particular communities’ (UNESCO
1977: 25–26). An interdisciplinary approach
was recommended, thus breaking the ties to
the study of environmental science. In
naming the necessary inclusion of biological,
physical, social, economic and cultural
domains, the Tbilisi Declaration paved the
way for the transformational changes articulated in the Brundtland report.

The Brundtland Report
The Brundtland Report (1987), initiated by the
United Nations World Commission on
Environment and Development, marked a pivotal turning point in the history of environmental education. Although the nomenclature
of environmental education continues today in
many arenas, the introduction of ‘Education
for Sustainable Development’ transformed the
discourses and debates in the field. Entitled
Our Common Future, the report focused on
intergenerational equity, with sustainable
development defined as ‘development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs’ (Brundtland, 1987:
16). Education for sustainable development
was defined as embracing ‘the triple bottom
line’ of social, economic and environmental
domains. More interestingly, and much less
quoted, the report defined the environment as
‘where we live’, and development as ‘what
we all do in attempting to improve our lot
within that abode’ (Brundtland, 1987: ix).
Environmental education would no longer
focus on the objective study of a pure natural
world but would turn its attention towards the
everyday worlds of local places. This move
generated intense debate focusing on the perceived differences between environmental
education and education for sustainable development, which was a much more political,
complex and contested terrain. Framed in
Chapter 7 of the Brundtland Report, climate
change appeared on the agenda as an increasing global concern, echoed in the formation of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) just a year later. The IPCC
(1988–2014) has been influential on the curriculum of environmental and sustainability
education because it has drawn attention to the
increasing urgency to address global warming
at international, national and local levels.

The Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development
In 2002 the United Nations General Assembly
proclaimed the UN Decade of Education
for Sustainable Development (2005–14),

ENVIRONMENTAL AND SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION

emphasizing the significance of education as
a global strategy for mutually constitutive
environmental and social problems. The
United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) was designated as the lead agency to promote and
implement the Decade. One of the key initiatives of the Decade was the formation of
Regional Centres of Expertise (RCE) in
Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) on a global scale. Emerging from the
local place-based focus underpinning the
Brundtland Report, the aim of the RCEs was
to link local initiatives across a region to gain
greater momentum for transformational
change. Over 100 RCEs were established
globally linked through the United Nations
University in Japan. At the end of the Decade,
the collective of RCEs and the United Nations
University established the UN Global Action
Program on ESD in 2014 with five priority
areas: (1) strengthen education in sustainable
development policy and sustainable development in education policy, (2) transform learning and training environments, (3) build
capacity of educators and trainers, (4) empower
and mobilise youth and (5) accelerate sustainable solutions at the local level (United Nations
University, 2014).

National Policy Frameworks
The first decade of the twenty-first century
saw the increasing appearance of national
curriculum frameworks with environmental
and sustainability education being incorporated into national curricula. Generally,
nations with a strong British colonial influence such as Singapore, India and Kenya,
adopted a more typical Western approach to
environmental and sustainability education.
Other nations, such as China, continued to
focus on cultural traditions, as discussed
later. Nations such as Canada, Australia and
New Zealand, where Indigenous peoples
have been colonised by new settler societies,
are influenced by indigenous frameworks in
their curriculum policy documents.
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A UK National Curriculum was introduced
into England, Wales and Northern Ireland as
a nationwide curriculum for primary and secondary state schools following the Education
Reform Act of 1988. The contested negotiations around the content of the national
curriculum can be seen in the translation of
Sterling’s (2005) representations to the House
of Commons into the final document. His
representations referred to the seven content
principles outlined within the Sustainable
Development Education Panel report of 1998
and proposed adding ‘climate change, sustainable consumption and production, ecological
footprints and environmental limits, ecological design, ecological economics, sustainable communities, futures studies’ (Sterling,
2005: 3). The final outcome, however, was that
the primary curriculum included ‘education
for sustainable development’ as one of five
non-statutory cross-curricular elements. The
secondary curriculum included ‘global dimension and sustainable development’ as one of
seven non-statutory cross-curricular elements.
The term ‘Environmental Education’ was
not mentioned in the document (House of
Commons, 2008–9). From 2005–2012, India,
Singapore, Indonesia, Jamaica and Kenya
introduced national curriculum frameworks
incorporating environmental and sustainability education following the Western-oriented
approach of the UK model.
The current Chinese curriculum is an
example of the inclusion of traditional cultural concepts alongside the globally accepted
idea of sustainability. The Chinese curriculum
has evolved through several historical phases,
initially influenced by the US and Russia,
before the resurgence of Chinese tradition
with the National People’s Congress. From
2001, China adopted a new curriculum with
many schools choosing to embed the core values of ESD programs across the curriculum.
In China these core values are known as the
Four Respects: Respect for All, Respect for
Cultural Diversity, Respect for Nature and
Respect for Science (UNESCO Beijing, 2009:
72). Chinese understanding of curriculum
originates in the word ‘ke-cheng’ (课程) as it
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was used in the Tang dynasty. Ke-cheng means
‘temple’ signifying ‘great cause’ or ‘great contribution’, notions shaped by Confucianism,
Taoism and Buddhism as the three main traditions of curriculum wisdom (Hua and Gao,
2014: 118). Curriculum wisdom is understood as ‘being-in-the-world’ and its locality
is seen as crucial. An example of its application can be seen in a case study that argues
that the Chinese value of ‘he’ (和), harmony,
can contribute to understanding sustainable
development. The concept encompasses the
relationships between human and nature (ecological sustainability) and between human and
human (social and economic sustainability), a
notion of interconnectedness that has its historical roots in ancient Chinese philosophy
(Chan et al., 2009).
The new K-12 Australian Curriculum is an
example of a settler colonial curriculum with
both ‘Sustainability’ and ‘Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander histories and cultures’
nominated as cross-curriculum priority areas
(Australian Curriculum and Assessment
Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2012). The
Sustainability priority is described as ‘futuresoriented, focusing on protecting environments and creating a more ecologically and
socially just world through informed action’
(n.p.). The action plan is framed within the
four pillars of sustainability – environmental,
social, cultural and economic systems and
their interdependence. The curriculum adopts
an ecosystems approach to the well-being of
all life and values diversity, social justice and
equity across generations. (ACARA, 2012).
The ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
histories and cultures’ cross curriculum priority is designed to provide ‘opportunities
for all learners to deepen their knowledge of
Australia by engaging with the world’s oldest continuous living cultures’ (n.p.). Despite
the fact that the organising ideas recognise
that ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities maintain a special connection to and responsibility for Country/Place
throughout all of Australia’ (n.p.), there is
no cross referencing between these two priority areas. This is related to their different

historical frameworks and is a loss to both
areas. In contrast to this, the New Zealand
treaty-based bi-cultural early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, has generated educational practice in early years learning that is
informed by both Maori indigenous concepts
of the interdependence of human and natural
systems and also by contemporary Western
ecological frameworks (Duhn, 2012).

MAJOR DEBATES AND ISSUES
IN ENVIRONMENTAL AND
SUSTAINABILITY EDUCATION
Naming the Field
One of the major overarching issues that continues to haunt the field is the confusion of
nomenclature between Environmental
Education, Education for Sustainable
Development and Education for Sustainability.
Environmental Education was commonly
regarded as having been superseded by the
more contemporary and relevant terms that
incorporate change for sustainability (Malone
et al., 2004); however, the key international
journals in the field, including the Journal of
Environmental Education (1969–present) and
the Journal of Environmental Education
Research (1995–present), continue to define
the field by titles that date to the time of their
establishment. The change of terms divided
the field into those who have long claimed
that environmental education must examine
issues related to social, cultural and economic
aspects, whilst others argued that environmental education was a well-established field
that already examined the issues of education
for sustainable development (Jickling and
Wals, 2008: 4). Detractors of the new terminology noted that in the United Nations resolution declaring the Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development, there was no reference to ‘environment’, ‘environmental’,
‘ecology’, or ‘ecological’ (Jickling and Wals,
2008: 4). Summarising their objections,
Jickling and Wals identified the core issue of
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their concern as the underlying all pervasive
neo-liberal agenda inherent in the notion of
‘sustainable development’.

economic development should be understood
as the special projects of modern Western
patriarchy rather than universal categories.

Dominance of Western
Knowledge Frameworks

Globalisation and Local Places

Even under its new nomenclature, the field
continued to be dominated by the English
language and Western cultural frameworks.
According to Gough (1997), from very early
in its history some authors have questioned
the colonial domination of environmental education (for example, Fensham, 1976; Chiappo,
1978; Vidart, 1978). As early as 1978, Chiappo
asked whether the inhabitants of the needy
South can accept the framing by the superindustrialised wealthy North, arguing that the
essential difference is an economic one: ‘The
present crisis is not due to lack of resources,
but to the unjust exploitation and distribution
of resources. It is the result of wastage and
profit-seeking. The industrial mentality is
what must be challenged’ (Chiappo, 1978:
457, cited in Gough, 1997).
According to Bowers (cited in Gruenewald,
2003a: 6), cultural practices are perpetuated
and stem from ‘root metaphors’ or ‘metaschema’ encoded in the thought and language
of a cultural group. Bowers has repeatedly
asserted that core expressions of culture in
Western, industrialised countries are based on
the root metaphors of anthropocentrism, individualism and progress (as well as derivations
of these). As they are manifested in thought,
language and action through several generations, these metaphors work to naturalise
an attitude towards cultural practices that
disqualifies the significance of non-human
nature, take for granted the individual as the
basic social unit, and assume that historical
change is on a linear path of constant progress.
Long-term environmental activist Vandana
Shiva identified the underlying epistemological differences at the heart of this debate as
‘Enlightenment theories of progress’ (Shiva,
cited in Gough, 1997: 52). Such theories
that exalt modern scientific knowledge and

The globalising political program of Education
for Sustainable Development is criticised
because important local practices and environmental knowledge are erased when Education
for Sustainable Development is regarded as ‘a
necessity that has to be “generalized”, “universalized”, and locally adopted and adapted
everywhere’ (Sauvé et al., 2005: 279). The
problem of the relationship of locally situated
contextualised knowledge to universal, generalised knowledge has emerged as a key knowledge problem in Western thought (Haraway,
1991; Connell, 2007). Intensified under conditions of contemporary globalisation, this is
articulated as ‘the problem of the local’
(Appadurai, 1996: 188), or alternatively as the
problem of the global (Gough, 2003), depending on the perspective of the theorist. Although
globalisation scholars have pronounced the
end of the local, abstract notions of globalisation focusing on globally networked forms of
social life overlook the complex ways in
which people continue to live locally (Escobar,
2001; Massey, 2005). The global reach of
European imperialism gives Western science
the appearance of universal truth and rationality and many people assume it lacks the
cultural fingerprints more obvious in knowledge systems that retain their ties to particular localities (Gough, 2003: 59).
Alternative place-based approaches are frequently cited as fundamental to sustainability
education (Gruenewald, 2003a; 2003b; Smith
and Gruenewald, 2007). The central tenet of
place-based approaches is that education and
knowledge construction processes and pedagogies should be firmly oriented towards the
subtle contingencies and qualities of particular local places. They provide a corrective to
decontextualised, universalising and techno–
scientific knowledge particularly, as noted by
Noel Gough (2003) and others. Defined as
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‘the pedagogy of community…and the restoration of the essential links between a person
and place’ (Lane-Zucker, cited in Sobel, 2004:
ii), place-based education has been described
as a global social movement (McInerney
et al., 2011). The liberal humanist origins of
place-based education in the US were criticised by Gruenewald as apolitical and atheoretical (Gruenewald, 2003a). ‘Decolonization’
and ‘reinhabitation’ were proposed as parallel objectives of a critical pedagogy of place
to deconstruct practices that damage places
and ecosystems and retrieve or recreate new
ways of living in places (Gruenewald, 2003a,
2003b). Gruenewald’s critical pedagogy of
place has been expanded to include postcolonial and gender approaches (Somerville,
2010; Mackenzie and Tuck, 2014). In contemporary place-based approaches, local places
are regarded as always global, acknowledging
critiques that early place-based approaches
failed to account for the connections between
global and local phenomena (Nespor, 2008).

The Nature of Schooling,
Paradigm and Pedagogical Issues
Many environmental education and sustainability theorists argue that the goal of education for sustainability cannot be realised
using the ontologies and epistemologies from
which we currently operate. They maintain
that a new paradigm is needed, a fundamental
re-orientation of education systems (Tilbury
and Wortman, 2004; Sterling, 2005, 2010;
Nolet, 2009). Sterling (2010: 217) proposes
that sustainability education implies four
descriptors of educational thinking and practice: sustaining, tenable, healthy and durable.
He argues that this type of learning entails an
extended and participatory epistemology, a
connective ontology and an integrative praxis,
affording a deeply relational sense of what it
is to be human at this most challenging of
times (Sterling, 2010: 218). Gruenewald
(2004: 95) suggests a return to the Earth
Charter (2002) in order to articulate an alternative vision for education and society. With

its commitment to respect and care for the
community of life, ecological integrity and
social and economic justice, it challenges
educators to re-examine the purpose, context
and scope of their work. Kagawa and Selby
(2010: 240) believe that ‘in the face of runaway climate change nothing short of a lived
paradigm shift is needed’ in which interdisciplinary approaches enable a reclaiming of
local, everyday and indigenous knowledges.
The nature of education systems, and
schooling in particular, has been recognised by
many as inimical to education for sustainability (for example, Sterling, 2005; Stevenson,
2007). Introducing environmental education
into a school challenges the dominant conception of the organisation and transmission
of knowledge, creating a conflict in sustainability education for the majority of teachers
(Stevenson, 2007: 151). This is increasingly
so with the expansion of standardised testing and subjection of school-age children to
international league tables. Teachers cite the
focus on performance outcomes in basic literacy and numeracy as one of the main reasons
that integrating sustainability into their classrooms is so difficult (Green and Somerville,
2014). The problem is that, in general, education and the cultural practices it supports
makes environmental education seem somewhat irrelevant. Paradoxically, if our education and social systems are leading us deeper
into a variety of local and global crises, we
will need to develop educational frameworks
that are able to negotiate the complex ecological interactions between science, politics
and culture, between social and ecological
systems, and also their impact on human and
non-human life (Gruenewald, 2004: 94).

CASE STUDIES OF PRACTICE
Sustainability Education
in Early Childhood
The number of case studies based on empirical research in early childhood education has
doubled since it was described ‘as a black
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hole’ (Davis, 2009; Somerville and Williams,
2015). In a 2015 review, articles were categorised according to an adaptation of Lather’s
typology of research methodologies (Lather,
2007: 164 as cited in Somerville and Williams,
2015). This includes positivist/quantitative,
interpretive, critical and post-structural/
post-human, with the last only discussed in
the section on Future Directions. Attention to
the methodological orientation is informative
about the underpinning ontological and epistemological beliefs about human relations
with the world around them.
The positivist/empirical studies consisted
of a range of pre- and post-test methods,
questionnaires and rating scales. They are
characterized by research that is designed
to measure attitudes to the environment or
outcomes of environmental education. An
example that highlights the potential of this
methodology compares two pedagogical
approaches to teaching young children about
the value of trees, prompted after massive
forest fires in Greece (Hadzigeourgiou et al.,
2011). The study found by careful comparative testing that a storytelling approach was a
more effective means of educating children
in this context than the transmission of direct
information. Another example introduced
concepts related to soil conservation to preschool children between 5 and 6 years of age
in Turkey, motivated by Turkey’s enduring
problems of soil erosion (Ogelman, 2012).
The study compared learning outcomes with
a control group, finding that soil-related
knowledge scores of children in the experimental group increased in a statistically significant way compared to those of children in
the control group. These studies offer largescale and quantitative information about children’s relationship to an environment seen as
external and educational outcomes as quantifiable and measurable.
The studies categorised as interpretive
research are generally informed by one or
both of two dominant theoretical discourses in
the field: ‘connection to nature’ and ‘human/
children’s rights’. Notable in this category is a
large multi-site study of children’s play, which
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examines educators’ attitudes to the content knowledge being learned (Edwards and
Cutter-Mackenzie, 2011; Cutter-Mackenzie
and Edwards, 2013). The study found that
educators use open-ended play, modelled
play and purposefully framed play, and they
consider the relations between them. The
researchers propose a model for integrating
these approaches, with the content of environmental education, drawing on the ideas
of concept formation and sustained shared
thinking (Siraj-Blatchford, 2007; Fleer,
2011). A Swedish interpretive study framed
within child rights discourse examines preschool children’s agency in scientific learning for sustainable development (Caiman and
Lundegård, 2014). The findings show the
significance of aesthetic relations and agency
in young children’s participation in meaningmaking for sustainability. Interpretive studies offer in-depth insights into the ways that
young children and their educators construct
meaning in relation to sustainability in their
everyday learning environments.
The aim of critical paradigm research in
sustainability education is transformational
change and these studies employ participatory research methodologies that involve participants in collaboration. The purpose of a
large project generated by the United Nations
World Organization for Early Childhood
Education (OMEP) was to re-orient education
for young children towards the environment
(Engdahl and Rabusicová, 2011). This study
of 9142 children from 28 countries gathered
comments about a painting of a globe showing children doing things to the world.
‘Children interpret the drawing of the
Globe in many different ways. Most common is the answer that the children are cleaning the globe because it is dirty. But many
children also thought that the children on the
picture were painting the globe’ (Engdahl
and Rabusicová, 2011: 153).
Most country reports highlighted the fact
that young children do not recognise the
concept sustainable development but they
do have knowledge about the environment,
thoughts about environmental issues and
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ideas about what to do. A small localised
study in Australia focused on how to teach
young children to actively promote the conservation of the endangered bilby (Gambino
et al., 2009). The study found that the curriculum and pedagogical features that supported
these young children’s learning included
active engagement in a natural environment, learning through curriculum integration at home and at school, anthropomorphic
representations of natural elements, making connections with cultural practices, and
intergenerational learning. These critical paradigm studies focused on producing change
on large and small scales through influencing
global policy and local practices.

Sustainability Education
in Primary Schools
There are relatively few empirical studies of
sustainability education in primary schools and
the following includes a summary of recent
articles mainly appearing in key journals such
as Environmental Education Research, the
Australian Journal of Environmental Education
and the Canadian Journal of Environmental
Education.
The
positivist/quantitative
paradigm
included four studies that similarly aimed to
measure children’s attitudes to the environment, or changes in attitudes in response to
environmental education. One large-scale
study analysed the variables related to environmental knowledge and behaviour in 1140
Turkish elementary school children. The
study found that the main impact factor for
students’ environmental knowledge was the
education level of fathers and that girls had
more favourable attitudes to the environment
than boys (Alp et al., 2008). Two studies used
different validated instruments to measure
changes in children’s attitudes to the environment in response to environmental education
programs. A study of 385 North American
children found that the amount of time they
spent in nature, and their age, predicted their
connectedness to nature (Ernst and Theimer,

2011). Another US study used Bogner and
Wiseman’s Model of Ecological Values to
measure the impact of an earth education program on 729 upper elementary children’s environmental perceptions (Johnson and Manoli,
2008). Both of these studies found, not surprisingly, that children’s attitudes changed in
a positive direction as a result of participating
in environmental education programs.
Most of the interpretive studies included
collecting and analysing children’s representations of their experience of the natural
world. Two studies asked children to draw a
picture of ‘nature’. A Turkish study found that
children drew nature in a stylised way with a
range of mountains in the background, a sun,
a couple of clouds and a river rising from
the mountains (Ulker, 2012), whilst a Czech
study, following on from this one, found that
Czech children’s drawings of nature were not
universal but focused on the particularities
of their places (Yilmaz et al., 2012). A study
using a draw-and-write method exploring US
children’s relationship with the natural world
offered considerably more detail about how
children understood their everyday worlds
(Kalvaitis and Monhardt, 2012). Children in
the highly urbanised city of Seoul were asked
to draw and write their perception of social
and environmental development in South
Korea (Kim, 2011). The study found that the
students’ views were grounded in optimistic and positive expectations and visions of
science and technology, even as some of the
children show awareness and concern about
environmental destruction. Innovative methods of visual and spatial analysis in studies
of children’s drawings and maps offer indepth insights into how children understand
their relations with the world around them
(Kalvaitis and Monhardt, 2012; Somerville,
2013b).
Studies within the critical paradigm in
primary school education are fewer. A New
Zealand study of 11–12-year-olds sought
to empower students by explicitly teaching
environmental and social knowledge and
action skills to advocate for the sustainability of a lake’s ecosystem (Birdsall, 2010).
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The outcome of the study was a three-part
model proposed for students to learn about
the nature of action enabling them to work
towards potential solutions for complex environmental issues. Another action research
study with participatory planning methods
with Greek children aged 9–12 used storytelling, photography and environmental drama
methods (Tseverini, 2011). The children
developed planning visions to take action
at local government level. Finally, a New
Zealand study engaged students, staff and
community members (including professional
practitioners) in an architectural co-design
project that resulted, after 4 years, in a built
classroom (Wake and Eames, 2013). The
researchers collected children’s participatory
and co-design examples and found that sustainability co-design projects with children
led to improved processes for all participants,
as well as promoting authentic and relevant
sustainability learning.

Sustainability Education
in Secondary Schools
A key study set within the critical paradigm
frames the issues for the integration of environmental and sustainability education into
secondary school curriculum (Barratt
Hacking et al., 2007). It is based on a study
that takes place in a school for 11–19-yearolds serving an urban community on the edge
of a large conurbation in southwest England
with ‘the sorts of social, economic, environmental and educational challenges that many
urban areas in developed economies now
face’ (Barratt Hacking et al., 2007: 227). In
using Stevenson’s (1987) seven characteristics that illustrate the disjunction between the
goals of environmental education and the
practices of schooling, the authors identify
the problem that environmental education no
longer exists in the curriculum, being
replaced by sustainability education, which
they believe does not focus on local engagement and action. The authors propose that
schools are committed to a discipline-based
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approach with emphasis on abstract theoretical problems, whereas environmental education requires an interdisciplinary approach
with a focus on real-life practical problems.
Using this case study and its positioning of
the field as a guide, the case studies are
explored to examine the ways that environmental and sustainability education is
included in secondary schools.

Extra-Curricular Sustainability
Education
Three papers describe the inclusion of sustainability education through extra-curricular
activities. The first case study conceptualises
the change process in facilitating youth to
take sustainability actions, and explores the
benefits, dynamics and challenges of peer
education as a strategy in facilitating change
(de Vreede et al., 2014). It assesses the learning of youth leaders of the MindShift program and the extent to which they took
action. The most influential elements of the
peer education approach were peer support,
meaningful contribution, teaching/leadership
role and student ownership. The second case
study examines how energy conservation
efforts in one public high school contributed
to both sustainability education and the adoption of sustainable behaviour within educational and organizational practice (Schelly
et al., 2012). This study found that conservation efforts, when modelled successfully in a
public school setting, can simultaneously and
synergistically meet the goals of conservation and sustainability education. The third
case study assesses the changes in 63 disruptive and low-performance secondary school
students who were integrated into a 2-year
garden-based learning program, which took
place in south-eastern Spain (Ruiz-Gallardo
et al., 2013). Results show that school failure
decreased substantially and the dropout rate
was reduced from an initial 30 per cent to
zero in some years. Disruptive episode control improved significantly in the classroom,
where teachers observed a decided improvement in students’ skills, self-esteem, and
self-confidence.
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Individual Subject Areas
Interestingly, despite the rhetoric in favour of
integrated curriculum, the inclusion of environmental and sustainability education
within individual subject areas reveals significant potential for innovation. In a study of
environmentally themed (green) hip-hop to
stimulate learning in an environmental science classroom, students were challenged to
compose their own green hip-hop lyrics that
were critical of ecological literacy (Cermak,
2012). This meant contextualising these concepts in struggles for environmental justice,
where race and social class were the stratifying variables. An analysis of more than 200
creative pieces collected from eight cycles of
this curriculum over 4 years showed that
Critical Ecological Literacy can be used as a
guiding concept for the creation of curriculum targeting urban areas and racially diverse
learners. Another study at a public high
school in north-east US of how environmental
science impacted on students’ identities
(Blatt, 2014) observed changes in students’
environmentally related behaviours through
local, real-world interactions that were an
engaging way for students to learn and experience a sense of place. Similarly, a study of UK
secondary students’ environmental learning in
Geography also argued that the role of the
learner as an active agent in environmental
education is equally important to the formal
curriculum in what constitutes an environmental learning experience, or when environmental experiences occur (Hopwood, 2007).

Integrated Curriculum
Only one study (in a Russian Mission School)
of the integration of place-based sustainability education demonstrated integration across
different subject areas (Takano et al., 2009).
The initiative placed the community’s subsistence activities at the centre of the school
curriculum, including their Yup’ik epistemological beliefs. The science of subsistence
integrated traditional wisdom and modern
technology. Studying the traditional and
current uses of subsistence resources in their
village integrated the community’s cultural

values and activities into the school curriculum. It involved students in the practical
application of sociology and mathematics
and literacy. The introduction of place-based
sustainability education was found to raise
pupils’ academic skills and confidence, and
served to bridge the gap of distrust between
the school and community.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The concept of the Anthropocene has come
to represent a global movement that seeks to
address escalating planetary problems rooted
in the nature/culture binary that remains
entrenched in Western language and thought.
Described as ‘a new phase in the history of
both humankind and of the Earth, when natural forces and human forces became intertwined, so that the fate of one determines the
fate of the other’ (Zalasiewicz et al., 2010:
2231), the Anthropocene highlights rapidly
increasing human impact on planetary processes. In the face of the enormity of planetary crises, the focus on the Anthropocene
is a tool for innovation and imagination
to generate emergent constellations of life
and knowledge because ‘we cannot solve
problems using the same kind of thinking
that created them’ (Einstein, cited by
Nordic Environmental Social Science
Conference, 2013).
New post-human frameworks draw upon
contemporary philosophy to dismantle the
separation of nature and culture (for example, Barad, 2007; Haraway, 2008; Colebrook,
2010). Post-human frameworks developed
within the context of the Anthropocene are
concerned with re-thinking human relationship with the more-than-human world. Rather
than imagine a future beyond the human,
they seek to re-imagine the human from the
perspective of their embeddedness in interdependent social/ecological systems. These
philosophers echo the continuing concern
of environmental and sustainability curriculum theorists that a new paradigm is needed.
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Colebrook, for example, argues ‘climate
change is not only a change of the climate
but a change in the very way in which we
think’ requiring us to develop ‘new concepts
of the human, new figures of life, and new
understandings of what counts as thinking’
(Colebrook, 2010: 15). The underlying purpose of this reframing is ‘to make it possible
for others (humans and non-humans) to live
differently in realities yet to come’ (Hultman
and Lenz Taguchi, 2010: 540).
Early childhood researchers are leading the
application of these methods in educational
research and practice because early childhood education as a sector of education is
less constrained by disciplinary pressures and
standardised testing that characterise later
schooling. In Scandinavia, new materialist
methods have been developed using Barad’s
(2007) concept of intra-action (for example,
Hultman and Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Rautio,
2013). The Early Childhood Common Worlds
Collective, a collaboration between Australia
and Canada, extends Haraway’s (2008) concept of common worlds in early childhood
practice and research. Drawing on Latour
and Haraway, common worlds is another
way of addressing the intransigent nature/
culture binary in Western thought. ‘Instead
of rehearsing the nature/culture binary…
the notion of common worlds encourages
us to move towards an active understanding of and curiosity about the unfolding and
entangled worlds we share with a host of
human and more-than-human others’ (Taylor
and Guigni, 2012: 111; Taylor, 2013). Only
one paper specifically addresses the connection between place, ecological sustainability
and post-human frameworks. Influenced by
Maori indigenous concepts in the bi-cultural
early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki, the
category of ‘child’ arising within these multiple ecologies of place makes new ways of
understanding the pedagogies of young children’s learning visible (Duhn, 2012: 102).
It opens new possibilities for the integration
of Indigenous and post-human frameworks
in future curriculum of environmental and
sustainability education.

517

CONCLUSION
The overview of Environmental Education,
Education for Sustainable Development and
Education for Sustainability gives an insight
into the ways that human relations with the
world around them have been understood
over time as the object of curriculum and
pedagogy. The many strands woven into this
framing from the intensely local, to regional,
national and global concerns reveal the
nature of the negotiations to frame and reframe environmental issues at different scales
of time and space/place. Continuing debates
in the field are a signal of its aliveness, an
essential aliveness to being-in-the world.
The latest research drawing on post-human
frameworks signals another era of curriculum
and pedagogies for environmental education
that is, in some senses, a return to its origins
in the nature study and conservation movements that preceded its formation as a distinct disciplinary subject. A return, however,
is never a return to the same place, and new
post-human approaches seek to de-centre the
human in recognition of human entanglement in the fate of the planet. This is not to
erase human presence but to undertake the
necessary and difficult work of developing
new onto-epistemologies that recognise the
agency of the world as much as the agency of
human species.
In reflecting on all of this, I have personally come to the belief that the field needs
to advocate strongly for a disciplinary presence in all international and national curricula because disciplines have power. I would
recommend a distinct disciplinary area
called ‘Ecological Education’ rather than
Environmental Education, to underline the
significance of the ontological move. In addition, I believe we should further enhance the
integration of Education for Sustainability
across all disciplinary areas and in interdisciplinary learning. It is only through these
combined approaches that our curriculum
and pedagogies will be adequate for preparing learners for the increasingly precarious
world of the future.
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PART IV

Areas of the Curriculum

33
Transdisciplinarity in Curricular
Theory and Practice
James Albright

Transdisciplinarity may be understood as one
of a number of related challenges to what is
a shared characterization of narrow disciplinary approaches to curriculum theorizing
and development. Although notions of interdisciplinarity are likely to be more familiar to
students of curriculum theory, transdisciplinarity shares long-established and often
well-rehearsed critiques of disciplinary
approaches to curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment. Transdisciplinary discourse participates in ongoing curriculum theorizing
debates, which argue that disciplinary
approaches promote curriculum proliferation, a contestation about what is to be valued
within the curriculum, an elision of the interdisciplinary nature of most school subjects,
and an inability to address complex scientific
and social problems (Tanner, 1971).
Throughout this debate, cognitivist, and
problem-solving approaches have been allied
to interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
challenges to curricular disciplinarity (Tanner
and Tanner, 1990). Consequently, an outline

of the various emergent conceptions of transdisciplinarity’s stances toward notions of
disciplinarity is important to understanding
its viability in curriculum theorizing and
development. Similarly, any analysis of
transdisciplarity within curriculum theorizing and development requires some discussion of its theoretical and pragmatic relations
to contending inter-, cross-, and multi-disciplinary approaches to knowledge production
and transfer (Klein, 2006). But, as Julie
Thompson Klein, one of the foremost scholars on the subject, notes, ‘Clearly, transdisciplinarity means more than one thing. It is
perceived as a vision of knowledge, a particular theory or concept, a particular method,
and an essential strategy for addressing complex problems of the contemporary world’
(Klein cited in Lattanzi, 1998: 59).
This chapter begins by tracing transdisciplinarity’s origins as an epistemology of
knowledge production ‘beyond the disciplines’. The translation of Transdisciplinarity
into the fields of scientific research, tertiary
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education, and, ultimately, schooling are also
discussed. Along the way, confounding shifts
in meaning and relation to other overlapping
curricular discourses (Klein, 2014) and practices are noted.

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AS
EPISTEMOLOGICAL STANDPOINT
As with many innovations in curriculum
theorizing, transdisciplinarity is derivative
from discourses outside the field. It arose in
debates primarily focused on the future of
research. For curriculum theorists in the
Anglosphere, it is important to note that the
origins of transdisciplinary theorizing and
much of its current applications in research
and education, especially in universities, are
European. Jean Piaget (1896–1980) is often
attributed with coining the term ‘transdisciplinarity’ at the international workshop
‘Interdisciplinarity: Teaching and Research
Problems in Universities’, which was organized by the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) in
collaboration with the French Ministry of
National Education and the University of
Nice in 1970. Austrian astrophysicist, Erich
Jantsch was another early proponent of
transdisciplinarity (Jantsch, 1972), but the
Romanian/French theoretical physicist,
Basarab Nicolescu, author of transdisciplinarity’s manifesto (2000) and co-author of
its charter (1994), is most frequently associated with transdisciplinary theorizing, particularly as an epistemological concept. He
is the founder (1987) and director of the
International Center for Transdisciplinary
Research and Studies (CIRET, http://cirettransdisciplinarity.org/index.php). Aligned
with UNESCO, CIRET promotes transdisciplinary theorizing and adoption through
conferences and publishing. By the end of
the century, transdisciplinarity, as a philosophical and epistemological concept and
understood as a space beyond disciplines,
posited an understanding of the fundamental

unity of knowledge, and held currency with
important international sponsors, such as
UNESCO.
Early definitions of transdisciplinarity
attempted to make a distinction from interdisciplinarity as a move from the ‘interaction of two or more disciplines [to] a more
comprehensive and systematic integration’
(Klein, 2002a: 49). An early defining tension
arose on how knowledge production might
be integrated and what distinctions could be
made in the substitution of the prefixes (inter/
multi/cross/trans) as they relate to the base
(disciplinarity).
Interdisciplinarity has a longer history in
curriculum theorizing. Dewey (1938) argued
that the structure of the disciplines should
not dictate curriculum and that learning
should be experiential. Interdisciplinarity
was also a hallmark of early progressive curricular reforms, such as Kilpatrick’s (1918)
‘Project Method’. There is a legitimate worry
that, as with interdisciplinary approaches,
unfamiliarity with discipline-centered discourses in transdisciplinary education may
share the same problem:
What tends to happen with such curricula is that
disciplines become storehouses containing topics
for classroom activities; typically, however, only
one part of the disciplinary storehouse is raided
while another is systematically ignored…. [T]he
‘disciplined’ part of the disciplinary tends to fall
away, leaving a body of information without the
tools for evaluating its quality or warrant.
(Wineburg and Grossman, 2000: 13)

This is the ‘disciplinary paradox’ (Klein,
1990), ‘on the one hand, the fragmentation
of knowledge into the disciplines leads to the
necessity for interdisciplinary approaches,
yet, on the other hand, interdisciplinary
approaches to knowledge can only receive an
epistemic justification for knowledge claims’
(Petrie, 1992: 305). Interdisciplinarity faces
the ‘burden of comprehension’, with the disciplines marshaled to study a particular phenomena and the additional responsibility of
maintaining intra- and inter-disciplinary
standards and confidence (Klein, 1990).
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From its inception, two discursive warrants emerged in transdisciplinarity theorizing, ‘one highlighting epistemological
transcendence and the other problem solving’ (Klein, 2014: 69). Commenting on these
early attempts to define this new approach
to knowledge, Nicolescu notes that Piaget
retained only the meanings ‘across’ and
‘between’ disciplines to distinguish transdisciplinarity from interdisciplinarity, and proposed the inclusion of the meaning ‘beyond
disciplines’ (Nicolescu, 2010: 18).
This tension between the prepositional
metaphors of ‘across’ and ‘above’ plays
though the transcripts of international proceedings; however, both transdisciplinary
positions – ‘across’ or ‘above’ narrow
disciplinarity – promise to ‘transcend’ the
disciplines ‘while at the same time maintaining the advantages of creativity and initiative
peculiar to each specific field of knowledge’
(Lattanzi, 1998: 13).
As a vision of knowledge, a clear line of
argument regarding transcendent transdisciplinarity emerged and is evident in the
literature since its inception (Klein, 2014).
Nicolescu defined epistemological transdisciplinarity as a holistic conceptual framework that transcends the narrow scope of
disciplinary worldviews that ‘… metaphorically encompass parts of the material fields
that disciplines usually handle separately’
(Miller, 1982, cited in Klein, 2002a: 50).
Following CIRET’s manifesto and charter,
UNESCO’s 1998 symposium positioned
transdisciplinarity as a redirection of the
object of scientific study ‘within the framework of the fundamental unity underlying
all forms of knowledge’ (Lattanzi, 1998: iv).
Less metaphysically, other orientations to
transdisciplinarity, framed as a concept
or method and focused on collaborative
knowledge integration as an approach to
problem solving, enjoyed considerable currency at these meetings. In 1997, Yersu Kim,
UNESCO’s Director Division of Philosophy
and Ethics, characterized transdisciplinarity as a happy meeting point of people and
minds, an ‘“intellectual space” where the
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concrete daily work of UNESCO has to be
rethought in a dimension of “synergy” and
“integration” of efforts’ (Lattanzi, 1998: iv).
Since its inception, proponents of both
warrants have contended that transdisciplinary collaboration is different and more
revolutionarily hopeful than interdisciplinary
cooperation, arguing that interdisciplinarity is weak in face of the strong institutional
pull of disciplinary structures in research and
teaching. Transdisciplinary theorists posit
that, ‘Nearly nothing is known about the
question if, how and why interdisciplinary
knowledge and competencies are superior to
disciplinary knowledge and competencies,
be that in understanding the social worlds
and/or to act successfully and responsibility
in them’ (Hedtke, 2006: 3). Such arguments
are supported by contentions that disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity produce a lack of
coherence and fragmentation of understanding of complex scientific and social problems. Consequently,
The difference between an interdisciplinary and a
transdisciplinary approach is as follows: in the
former, disciplines offer a parallel analysis of problems (…); in the latter, disciplines offer their specific approaches and even basic assumptions, to a
dialogue, in order to address complex issues
together. In the case of transdisciplinarity,
approaches and even methods are developed in a
joint effort, something, which is indeed difficult in
complex societies, but very necessary. (Masini,
Pontificia Universita Gregoriana, Italy, cited in
Lattanzi, 1998: 33)

The holistic epistemological conceptualization of some proponents of the transdisci
plinary project is open to critique.
Transdisciplinary theorizing in its contestation with disciplinarity and, to some extent,
interdisciplinarity posits that narrow disciplinarity is unable to address complex contemporary scientific and social problems, ‘whose
solution would at once necessitate and provide a better understanding of reality’
(Lattanzi, 1998: 15). The transdisciplinary
hope is ‘a quest for a wider and deeper
knowledge of a compound reality’ (Lattanzi,
1998: 15). This transcendental premise that
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‘a discipline is not constitutive but just
instrumental’ (Lattanzi, 1998: 15) can be
questioned. Transdisciplinary theorizing and,
by implication, transdisciplinary curriculum
theory and development are rehearsals of
classic debates concerning epistemological
and ontological holisms. Just as in debates
about disciplinarity within curriculum theorizing during this period, transdisciplinarity’s
holistic transcendental promise is seen by
critics as ‘utopian’ and ‘contradictory’ (Janz,
2006: 2). Even sympathetic chroniclers of
transdisciplinarity note that, ‘Campaigns for
unified knowledge, transdisciplinary
schemes, and holistic thought promote a
metaphysical model that is an interrelated
conception of the world. Ironically, though,
holisms have proved contradictory both
within and among themselves…’ (Klein,
cited in Lattanzi, 1998: 60). The mystical
tone and ideological claims within some
transdisciplinary theorizing (Janz, 2006:
5–6) have been questioned.
The epistemological status of transdisciplinarity theorists’ desire for new forms of
collaboration have led its critics to see contradictions in establishing parameters of dialogue and ground rules on which dialogue
beyond disciplines should take place. Such
conversations are:
[A]lways rooted in a life-world, and its terms spring
from that world. It is not necessarily a negotiation
prior to meaningful conversation, but the meaning
shows itself forth in the discussion of difference
and similarity. It seems that in giving a description
of the attitude of transdisciplinarity before the
fact, the writers have tried to circumscribe the
conversation and, ironically, distance the program
from any discussion. (Janz, 2006: 7)

Two contending positions about the perceived unity of knowledge: ontologically
transcendental discovery of a common unity
in the order of being versus subjective construction of unified subject can be posited
(Hadorn, 2002). Consequently, transdisciplinarity can only be entered into by those predisposed to participate in research founded
on either claim. This condition of entry
implies the adoption of one of two normative

claims or hard and soft epistemological
conceptions.

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY AS A
CONCEPT AND METHOD FOR
COLLABORATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING
IN RESEARCH
Advocates who foreground problem solving
over more transcendent transdisciplinary
warrants implicitly draw on social epistemology (Fuller, 1988) and the sociology of late
modernity, which describes how knowledge
production has changed and is facilitated by
new institutional structures that have developed in response to the increasing hybridity
and complexity of social life at the beginning
of the third millennia (Gibbons et al., 1994).
Problem-solving orientated transdisciplinarity theorizing shares concerns about the
number of specialized knowledge fields and
sub-fields that have proliferated in late
modernity (Crane and Small, 1992), especially because traditional disciplinary forms
of knowledge production have lost market
value and pragmatic research focusing on
utility and commercial benefit is now encouraged within neoliberal oriented research
institutions (Gibbons et al., 1994). Given the
complexity of contemporary life, they argue
that the problems facing humanity ‘such as
water, forced migrations, poverty, environmental crises, violence, terrorism, neoimperialism, destruction of social fabric’ can
only be adequately addressed by transdisciplinary approaches to research and education
(Max-Neef, 2005). They contend that
although technical problems may be solved
within disciplines, contemporary social problems require a transdisciplinary approach
(Ravetz, 1971).
Transdisciplinarity’s advocates (Doty,
1994; Klein and Newell, 1997) argue that
the history of interdisciplinarity research
teaches that it is crucial to create a ‘transdisciplinary attitude’ or ‘gaze’ capable of developing its own modes to enable researchers
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from different fields to collaborate together
to develop new concepts, theories, and methods to solve complex problems. In an effort
to facilitate transdisciplinary collaborations,
Klein (2008b) suggests an evaluative framework: (1) variability of goals; (2) variability
of criteria and indicators; (3) leveraging of
integration; (4) interaction of social and cognitive factors in collaboration; (5) management, leadership, and coaching; (6) iteration
in a comprehensive and transparent system;
and (7) effectiveness and impact. This notion
of a transdisciplinary ‘common dialogue’,
based on shared approaches and methods to
understand complex systems and problems,
emerged at the UNESCO’S 1998 symposium. Again, Klein observes that ‘a “transdisciplinary” research team participates in
more thorough assimilation of knowledge.
[Team members] work together, rather than
in a sequential separation, to assimilate their
knowledge and perspectives…’ (Klein, cited
in Lattanzi, 1998: 18).
One response to the pragmatic needs
to develop transdisciplinary collaborations for problem solving that is exemplary of the growth in transdisciplinary
research and development is the Handbook
of Transdisciplinary Research (HoffmannRiem et al., 2008). Reflecting the European
leadership within transdisciplinarity theorizing, this project grew out of the Swiss
Academies of Arts and Sciences’ capacitybuilding initiatives over a 40-year period.
The handbook provides examples of transdisciplinary research with the aim of identifying some cross-cutting issues around:
(1) problem identification and structuring;
(2) problem analysis; and (3) bringing results
to fruition. The handbook’s editors are aware
of implicit tension within their project of presenting transdisciplinary research in a paradigmatic manner.
Many reflections on recent transdisciplinary research literature (Lang et al., 2012;
Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn, 2008) demonstrate
this tension. In illustrating the ‘challenges
of problem identification, problem structuring, problem analysis’ in order to produce
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productive solutions, the authors hope to
provide grounds for ‘systematisation and
formalisation’ of transdisciplinary research
practices (Hoffmann-Riem et al., 2008: 23).
These efforts to establish concepts, methods,
tools, and standards for research, as well as
building a transdisciplinary scientific community and institutions, have the potential
to create a new discipline – transdisciplinary
studies, which is housed in new transdisciplinary institutions (Whittington, 2011);
however, it may be that the centrifugal forces
of late modernity will prevent this from
happening.
This brief account of transdisciplinarity’s origins and definitional tensions may
appear somewhat removed from the field
of curriculum theorizing. The predominant
concerns of transdisciplinarity’s proponents,
since its inception, were and remain about
research. In the intervening years since the
1970s, transdisciplinary research has grown
to include emerging social concerns. The
breadth of these problems includes climate
change and sustainability (Huutoniemi and
Tapio, 2014), health sciences (The Third
Revolution, 2011), design (Doucet and
Janssens, 2011), and human rights and development (Baxi, 2000). Additionally, those
engaged in transdisciplinary research are
beginning to publish comparative methodological studies in knowledge integration.
For example, researchers from the Institute
for Social-Ecological Research in Frankfurt,
Germany (Bergmann et al., 2012; Jahn et al.,
2012), have published accounts of the generative and recursive process of transdisciplinary ‘methods, instruments, tools, and
strategies that includes hypothesis and model
building, integrative assessment procedures,
boundary objects and concepts, heuristics,
research questions, artifacts, and products,
mutual learning, and stakeholder participation’ (Klein, 2014).
Philosophers of transdisciplinarity and
transdisciplinary researchers were also aware
of the connection of research to education,
most specifically at the tertiary level. CIRET
has proposed ‘a new universality of thought
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and type of education informed by a worldview of complexity in science’ (Klein, 2014:
70). Researchers concerned with developing
methods to identify and structure problems
about transdisciplinary tertiary education
suggest a transdisciplinary curriculum where
complex problems frame learning, knowledge is unknown or uncertain, the curriculum
is set in real world context, it is contested,
and there are consequences for learners. They
argue for a problem-oriented curriculum
where students conceptually, empirically,
methodologically and collaboratively engage
with and are open to any potentially relevant
domain of human knowledge (HoffmannRiem et al., 2008). Augsburg nominates what
may be termed the curricular attributes of
the transdisciplinary student: an orientation
to multiple realties and views, risk-taking,
transgressive, and creative (Augsburg, 2014).

CONCEPTUALIZING
TRANSDISCIPLINARITY IN
EDUCATION
Curriculum theorizing has little verticality
(pace Pinar, 2007), as Bernstein’s sociology of
knowledge would suggest. As we have seen,
derived from philosophical, ethical, and pragmatic concerns about the production and
transfer of knowledge in late modernity, the
idea of transdisciplinarity arose at international venues addressing the future of knowledge production in the face of increasing
complexity and challenge, especially when
institutionally located in universities. As transdisciplinary thinking emerged in curriculum
theorizing, definitional tensions developed in
its relation to disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity. Consequently, it is no surprise that
much transdisciplinary curriculum theorizing
arose in tertiary education. As noted, early
promoters of transdisciplinarity research were
also concerned about education in late modernity (Jantsch, 1970, 1972). Since the 1970s,
CIRET and UNESCO have collaborated and
initiated several forums en
couraging new

models of university education and training;
however, Klein observes that,
[E]xplicit models of [transdisciplinary] education
are more recent. Generally speaking, academic
programmes tend to be located within disciplinedominated institutions rather than autonomous
institutions. Beyond the university, [transdisciplinary] education also occurs in situ, in the workplace and in projects with community stakeholders.
There is no systematic compilation of models and
practices, but the literature is growing. (Klein,
2008a: 54)

Her examples are predominantly European
tertiary transdisciplinary programs. Impor
tantly, she notes that in most tertiary transdisciplinary programs, the disciplines do not
disappear.
Tertiary transdisciplinary education has a
tense and ambiguous relationship with disciplinarity. Sometimes, transdisciplinarity
and interdisciplinarity, valued for their utility, are positioned as enhancing disciplinary
education. As discussions of transdisciplinarity shift to issues of education, the positions
regarding disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity become even more complicated. As a
recent review of EU university partnerships
concludes, ‘In many cases, strong monodisciplinary knowledge is the precondition
for new cross-cutting knowledge; conversely,
interdisciplinary knowledge can contribute
to creating the necessary dynamic within
the individual fields’ (Muravska and Berlin,
2014: 147). Disciplines are integrated to
provide students with both the breadth and
depth to have ‘a contemporary view of disciplines that bridges traditional knowledge
and the new developments and skills needed
for complex problem solving’ (Klein, 2008a:
406). What makes transdisciplinary education different from interdisciplinary education in these cases is that in addition to
fostering students’ ability to locate and work
with pertinent information, to compare and
contrast different methods and approaches,
to clarify how differences and similarities
relate to a designated task, and to generate a synthesis, integrative framework or
more holistic understanding of a particular
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theme, question or problem (Klein, 2002b),
transdisciplinary education assists students
in ‘knowing how to organize and participate
in inter- or transdisciplinary processes and
projects and knowing how to communicate
across academic disciplines and with external stakeholders’ (Klein, 2008a: 407). This is
accomplished through ‘modelling, scenario
analysis, systems approaches, integrated
risk assessment, group facilitation, and participatory models that foster joint decision
making’ (Klein, 2008a: 407). Students must
learn to orchestrate these transdisciplinary
competencies negotiated within problemoriented collaborations. Klein underscores
that the transdisciplinary curriculum engages
students beyond the confines of disciplinary
expertise to include:
[A] deep understanding of the nature of communities, effective communication, metacognitive skills,
and mindsets for engaging in [transdiciplinary]
work and study;…the mindsets and metacognitive
skills that enable lifelong learning, including critical
thinking skills, learning on demand, and self
directed learning;…the ability to understand,
exploit, and design innovative sociotechnical environments, requiring fluency in using digital
media;…the ability to develop, fund, and guide
knowledge building communities as contexts of
teaching and learning; and …a concern about real
world needs, manifested in a willingness to
become an engaged citizen. (Klein, 2008a: 408)

Transdisciplinary education has broadened
out to include the humanities, the social sciences, technology, professional, and doctoral
education. Increasingly, non-European tertiary educationalists have jointed the conversation. For example, Canadian university
administrators note that the promotion of
transdisciplinary collaboration is one of the
key challenges facing them as they respond
to new trends in graduate education (Carr,
2014). Tertiary transdisciplinary education is promoted as a means of increasing
labor force competencies and international
competiveness.
A description of an Australian transdisciplinary teacher education program is illustrative of its spread into professional training
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(Paige et al., 2008). In this program, undergraduate primary and lower secondary science and mathematics pre-service teachers
engage in professional training with a focus
on educating for ecological sustainability.
The program’s intent is clearly transformative
and is informed by futures (Toffler, 1974),
placed-based (Gruenewald and Smith, 2008),
and problem-based learning (Barrows, 1980).
The program designers’ desired graduate outcomes include a commitment to social justice
and equity, futures thinking, sustainability,
education for community living, well-being
and relationships development, and professional competence within the knowledge,
understandings and dispositions needed for
teaching (Paige et al., 2008: 20).
As with other avowedly transdisciplinary
programs, students’ disciplinary knowledge
is important. The program emphasizes ‘the
need to be “disciplinary” before “transdisciplinary” in the three courses by focusing upon
discipline specific aspects and identifying
the epistemological commitments for each
of the disciplines’ (Paige et al., 2008: 27).
Their orientation is pragmatic:
[W]hilst learning in context and connecting to
students’ world views is important,…that you
cannot integrate various ways of knowing effectively until differentiation has been accomplished,
even if to a limited degree. It is therefore essential
that teachers and students be introduced to the
various disciplines and their uniqueness, but also
how they can complement each other when
addressing complex issues. Each discipline contributes important concepts, ways of thinking and
working, skills and values that students need to
explore to satisfy their curiosity and become
informed citizens … (Paige et al., 2008: 20–1)

Students in the program develop holistic
systems-style thinking to tackle complex
real-world problems, ranging from land
rights to the politics of food. The program is
taught in a three-course sequence (which was
developed and trialed in 2005) that includes
specific course modules and assessments,
combined with two strands of course work in
science, mathematics, and society and environment. They are encouraged to contribute
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to the solution of local and global issues
through its emphasis on inclusive and authentic assessment practices. Topics in the program are developed that build from
interdisciplinarity to transdisciplinarity. For
example, initial mathematics workshops on
measurement and science workshops related
to soil are taught as foundation for a study of
belonging to a place. Through a series of
activities, students are challenged to construct a futures scenario of their place in
50 years time and make suggestions about
how to work towards a preferred future. They
also use a range of strategies and multimedia
tools to generate a pamphlet as part of their
summative assessment to demonstrate their
use of mathematics and science outside the
classroom for engaging with their local environment. Collaboration is fostered through
group work and peer evaluation (Paige et al.,
2008: 27–30).

TRANSDISCIPLINARITY IN
SCHOOLING
Primary and secondary school curricula serve
different functions from those of universities,
which are oriented towards careers and
research. School subjects have broader cognitive, personal, social, cultural, and political
goals. The curriculum is notionally organized
to reflect generally the disciplinarity of
aligned fields of knowledge production; it is
a historical and institutional consensus that
varies across jurisdictional contexts. The disciplinarily organized curriculum found in
most schools facilitates the selection of what
is to be taught, constructs teachers’ identity
and professionalism, and orients students
into multiple worlds of knowledge production. School subjects are constitutively interdisciplinary, for example English brings
together literary studies, composition, rhetoric; and mathematics and science survey and
provide introductions to a range of allied
fields. Traditionally, school subjects provide
greater specificity and focus on disciplinarity

knowledge as students move from primary to
secondary school, but the trend in the organization of school subjects appears to be
towards greater curricular differentiation and
proliferation (Audigier, 2006; Klein, 2006).
What is disciplinary in any school subject is its general coherence to key determinants. School subjects disciplinarily cohere
to sets of topics, concepts, and conceptual
relations. They orient students toward a
particular mode of knowledge (explaining, interpreting, predicting, etc.), and they
introduce procedures to make knowledge,
and disciplinary conventions for verifying
or judging knowledge claims. Importantly,
they induct students into specific dispositions toward various specific forms of thinking, meaning making, and texts. Subjects
move students away from commonsensical
to more abstracted and specialized ways of
knowing as they progress from primary to
secondary school.
It is necessary to note that effective teaching is implicitly transdisciplinary. Ex
pe
rienced teachers make transdisciplinary-like
connections to other subjects and to the
world outside the classroom (Ladwig, 2009;
Newmann, 1996). Teachers implicitly and
sometimes explicitly signal differences
between commonsensical and disciplinary
knowledge, and between the disciplinary knowledge of their subject in relation
to another. Teachers provide subtle transdisciplinary understandings ‘across and
between’ subjects by describing, explaining,
and providing meta-commentary about the
key determinants that shape their subject’s
particularities – ‘boundary marking’.
Teachers also make ‘accountability moves’
(Heap, 1997) where they discursively mark
out the knowledge and processes for which
students are to be held responsible. These are
often opportunities for student to infer potentially important distinctions between types of
work and assessments across subject-specific
curricula. Quite commonly, teachers’ transdisciplinary work is accomplished through
‘shuttling’ (Freebody et al., 2008), which
often occurs when teachers begin and end
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lessons or when they signal a shift in class
work during a lesson. Using either anecdote
or exposition, teachers provide their students
with insights into levels of abstraction and
technicality in relation to common sense and
disciplinary knowledge. Further, they often
accomplish this through recasting students’
knowledge and language in more disciplinary appropriate terms in short and long
sequences of initiation/response/evaluation
sequences of classroom talk (Freebody et al.,
2008). Again, this is sometimes done by contrasting what is particularly disciplinary in
their subject to that of others.
The tensions between transdisciplinarity
and disciplinarity persist through conceptual
translation as schooling attempts to conceive
and enact a transdisciplinary curriculum. In
the cases of tertiary transdisciplinary education presented here, disciplinary knowledge is
seen to be foundational, although how much
more than in primary and secondary schooling is arguable. Looking at systemic and
more modest transdisciplinary innovations
in schooling is productive in understanding
the problems and possibilities of the various commingling conceptions of transdisci
plinarity as epistemological conception of
either knowledge discovery or construction,
transformational future-oriented practice, or
pragmatic choice to responding to complexity in curriculum theorizing.
Announcing a ‘big change’ in Finnish
education, recent news reports (Garner, The
Independent, 20 March 2015) signal a move
in the direction of transdisciplinary curriculum in one of the world’s most successful education systems. Characterized as a ‘radical’
change, Finland is replacing its subject-based
curriculum with one organized by ‘topic’.
Justified by appeals that students need to be
better prepared for contemporary life, the traditional division of the high school day will
be phased out and replaced by ‘phenomenon’
teaching. ‘For instance, a teenager studying a
vocational course might take “cafeteria services” lessons, which would include elements
of maths, languages (to help serve foreign
customers), writing skills and communication
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skills’ or ‘cross-subject topics such as the
European Union – which would merge elements of economics, history (of the countries involved), languages and geography’
(2015: n.p.). More emphasis will be placed
on collaborative group problem solving and
communication skills. Anticipating some
reluctance from teachers and administrators,
Finnish education will provide professional
development, and schools are required to
introduce at least one period of ‘phenomenon-based teaching’ at least once a year, two
periods a week in Helsinki. Full adoption of
this reform is slated for 2020.
Another systemic reform from the other
side of the globe preceded this recent change
in Finnish education. Initiated between 1998
and 200l, the Queensland’s Department of
Education and Training (DET) commissioned the Queensland Longitudinal Study of
Teaching and Learning (QSTL) project. The
QSTL project researched how issues of pedagogy, assessment, and broader school organization influenced student learning (Lingard
and Ladwig, 2001). Australian researchers
observed approximately 1000 classrooms to
examine the links between classroom practices
and improved learning (Lingard et al., 2003).
The study’s principal finding showed generally
low levels in quality pedagogy in Queensland
classrooms. The QSTL study formed the basis
for two systemic transdisciplinary innovation
projects, New Basics and Rich Tasks.
The New Basics Project was trialed in 38
Queensland schools and sought to align curriculum, assessment, and pedagogies (Lingard
and Ladwig, 2001). New Basics focused on
four themes: life pathways and social futures,
multiliteracies and communications media,
active citizenship, and environments and
technologies. Similar to the Finnish reforms,
New Basics was a response to shifts in latemodern identities, technologies, work places,
economies, and communities (Education
Queensland, 2004a). High quality learning
would be achieved through the employment
of what was termed ‘productive pedagogies’,
which focused on intellectual quality, connectedness to the world, supportive classroom
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environments, and the recognition of differences, and were developed from Newmann
et al.’s (1996) concept of ‘authentic pedagogy’ (Lingard et al., 2003).
The Rich Tasks Innovation focused on
assessment practices that aligned to student
engagement with the New Basics and productive pedagogies (Education Queensland,
2004a, 2004b). They were designed to be the
assessable and reportable outcomes of a 3-year
curriculum plan. Students would display their
understandings, knowledge, and skills through
performances in transdisciplinary activities
that had an obvious connection to the wide
world (Education Queensland, 2004a, 2004b).
Students would complete Rich Task assessments at the end of Years 3, 6, and 9. For example, between Years 1 and 3, Rich Tasks would
require students to create a webpage, plan a
travel itinerary, and develop a personal health
plan, adapting collaboratively the task to students’ interests and contexts (Matters, 2005).
These initiatives were not realized because
of the structures and systems of schools in
Queensland. Their failure may be attributable
to political factors (Wyse et al., 2013). Some
have argued that students’ expectations of
what is ‘real’ schooling were not ‘necessarily consistent’ with the reform (Macdonald
et al., 2007), such that responsibility for their
failure was placed on systemic and teachers’
attachments to disciplinary,
While on the one hand disciplinary regimes can
hold teachers accountable for rich task outcomes
through this self and peer surveillance, on the
other, rich tasks challenge traditional disciplinary
knowledge boundaries with which secondary specialists are comfortable. When engaging with their
colleagues, secondary specialists should be ready
to relinquish their subject allegiance and position
students’ holistic learning as central.…Ideologically,
teachers need to be ready to move from their
often longstanding commitments to the primacy
of particular subject specialisations at the level of
curriculum implementation while also being ready
to represent their specialisation in transdisciplinary
planning and teaching. (Macdonald, 2003: 250)

In contrast to these Finnish and Queensland
examples, a collaborative research study, set

in a small public middle school in New York
City’s Chinatown, which ran from 2000–4,
took a novel approach to transdisciplinarity.
The innovation project worked with yearly
cohorts of sixty 8th grade students, most of
them first or second-generation Chinese
immigrants. The projects collaborators taught
within and across school subjects whilst situating curricula in students’ subjectivities as
poor urban youth and competent users of
computer-based technologies and media. The
study’s participants became to be seen as
‘artful actors within semiotic systems’, able
to meld disciplinary knowledge with the strategic employment of design adapted to the
particular discursive demands of a variety of
tasks (Albright et al., 2007b). This innovation combined inquiry into what is disciplinary in the means by which subjects construct
knowledge with the skills and understands
that emerged in that inquiry to facilitate students’ learning and its application to context
related problems, for example the representation of Asians in American history and culture. Rather than beginning with presumptions
about student learning oriented to beyond the
disciplines, the project engaged students in
their deconstruction from the inside out.
The project adopted a multiliteracies
approach because of its emphasis on the
importance of critical language skills and the
social semiotics in school subjects (The New
London Group, 1996; Cope and Kalantzis,
2000). Multiliteracies provided a framework
(Situated Practice, Overt Instruction, Critical
Framing, and Transformed Practice) that
assisted in learning the tools and ‘grammars’
for understanding disciplinary meaningmaking in order to eventually use that learning to (re)construct powerful texts that act in
their world. The innovation positioned students as living in economies and cultures that
are ‘complex, multiple, and characterized by
rapid change, uncertainty, and complexity.
The teaching of [multi] literacy is an introduction to semiotic economy where identities, artifacts, texts, and tokens are exchanged
in predictable and unpredictable ways’ (Luke,
2001: xiii).
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In the humanities and science curriculum –
and to a smaller extent in mathematics –
the innovation introduced new critical perspectives and modes of analysis. To connect
the work in different disciplines, the collaborators cobbled together analytical strategies
and approaches to do what multiliteracies’
pedagogy terms ‘critique’ and ‘design’ work.
Table 33.1 shows how in a transdisciplinary
curriculum, such as this, certain kinds of
critique work enable students’ competency
for design. Drawing heavily upon systemic
functional linguistics (Fairclough, 1995a;
Halliday, 1994; Martin and Veel, 1998) to
think about grammars facilitated students’
capacity for design tasks. For instance, work
in systemics informed visual critique and
design, emphasizing text production and
social uses (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996,
2001). Visual literacy and genre-focused
inquiry (Kamler, 2001; Lemke, 2000;
Unsworth, 2001) helped students connect
what they learned about textuality when representing their learning within and across disciplines (Fairclough, 1995b; Kress and van
Leeuwen, 2001; Lemke, 2004; Peim, 1993).
An extensive elaboration of the project can
be found in Albright et al. (2006), Albright
et al. (2007a), Albright et al. (2007b), and
Walsh and Albright (2006).

SUMMATION AND CHALLENGE
This chapter has traced the development of
transdisciplinarity as a form of curriculum
theorizing from its high level origins as a
philosophical and pragmatic concern for
knowledge production in late modernity to
curricular examples from all stages of education. Definitional tensions in what transdisciplinarity means were forged at its inception.
Transdisciplinarity contends to be an answer
to disciplinarity’s inability to access relevant
knowledge in the face of increasing social,
cultural, economic, political, technical, and
ecological complexity and danger. How
transdisciplinarity finds or constructs new
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knowledge is posited as a way of moving
‘beyond’ disciplines or ‘between’ and
‘across’ them but, as transdisciplinarity was
translated from research into education, two
complications arose. The shift in the transdisciplinary curriculum imaginary along the
cline of theorist to practitioner raises problematic issues concerning the importance of
foundational disciplinary knowledge, modes
of representation, and dispositions taught in
university courses to school subjects. Various
and competing critiques have also been
raised about transdisciplinary in relation to
interdisciplinarity. Does it supplant or supplement? From its inauguration, transdisciplinary curriculum theorizing has valued
collaboration and transformational learning,
but evaluating the quality and accessibility
of the learning in transdisciplinary curriculum and pedagogy remains an open
question.
The push that transdisciplinarity shares
with interdisciplinary is a promise of meaningful integration of knowledge; the pull is
the trope that disciplinary boundaries are
static (Lyon, 1992). Transdisciplinary shares
with interdisciplinarity the argument that
academic disciplines and, to a greater extent,
school subjects do not have a coherent conceptual structure in terms of a unified body of
concepts and interrelationships, and that the
separation of conceptual (substantive) and
methodological (syntactic) aspects of knowledge may be artificial. Early proponents of
transdisciplinarity have argued that disciplinarily focused curriculum reifies formal and
frozen abstractions of knowledge, synchronically captured (Phillips, 1987), and yet these
positions ‘fail to allow for either changing
aims and actions within a discipline or overlapping aims and actions among disciplines’
(Lyon, 1992: 682). This ‘two-dimensional’
metaphor ‘fail[s] to describe adequately the
role of language’ (Lyon, 1992: 682). As we
have seen in these critiques of disciplinarity, what counts as subject matter is fundamentally epistemic, rather than conceived as
normative or pragmatically and ethically oriented to pedagogy and learning.
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Table 33.1 Connection of critique to design
Transdisciplinary Work

Critique Examples

Design Examples

Critical language work, for example:
–– nominalization
–– modality and mood
–– collocations
–– ordering

In science, students looked at the
use of collocations in texts
about penguins. They moved
from language analysis to a
consideration of how language is
used in different science genres.
In social studies, students considered
the gaps and silences in texts
around Chinese immigration and
exclusionary legislation.

In humanities, students did
argumentative writing about
historical events (such as Japanese
internment), using nominalization
and modality to produce effective
academic writing.
In science, students drew on
understandings of position and
vectors to design water cycle
diagrams. Through these diagrams,
students communicated positions
about water resource use, through
their choices of information,
placement of processes, use of size
and color, and organization of vectors.

Investigating genres and
intertextuality, for example:
–– gaps and silences
–– construction of authority
–– register and modality
–– degree of nominalization
–– cultural production of texts

Visual and media grammars, such as:
–– vectors and positioning in visual
texts
–– anchoring; relation of visuals to
print texts

Multimodal work

In social studies, students represented
ways of reading propaganda from
the Spanish-American War. They
analyzed the use of vectors and
placement of participants in the
posters to front certain ideas of war
and position the viewer.
In humanities and science, students
In science, students adapted PowerPoint
investigated the ways in which
presentations about plate tectonics
textbooks, like online sites, invite
to interactive, non-linear websites
particular ways to navigate,
that could be navigated by readers.
and thereby generate particular
narratives and ways of reading.
In social studies, students re-wrote
history textbook chapters about
Chinese immigration history and
racism. Responding to readings
from common history texts, they
integrated photos, images, and print
texts to create paper and online
chapters/sites that were critical of
dominant representations of the
Chinese experience in the United
States.

Source: Albright, Walsh, and Purohit, 2007b: 103

The ‘structure-of-the-discipline’ (Schwab,
1964) has been the principle rationale for curriculum theorizing (Pinar, 1975). There may
be a logic to that because disciplines are historical and future-oriented social institutions,
with conventions and standards to evaluate
and arbitrate. They conserve and change –
none are the same and some may differ radically in how they function. Etymologically,
discipline derives from words meaning both

to teach and to learn (Hoskin and Macve,
1986: 106, cited in Shumway and MesserDavidow, 1991: 202). Modern disciplines
are not arbitrary ‘administrative categories’
but cosmopolitan communities of practice
(Shumway and Messer-Davidow, 1991: 208).
Understanding disciplines as social practices
can help relate the disciplinary organization
of knowledge to other social practices (1991:
211). Disciplinary knowledge in the sciences
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and humanities in representing the world
also intervenes (Fuller, 1988). A discipline
has ‘an agenda, an attitude, and a language’
(Shumway and Messer-Davidow, 1991: 219).
As illustrated here, transdisciplinary curriculum, in similar fashion to inter-, cross-,
or multi-disciplinary teaching, is often organized around a topic, issue, period, institution, or place, focusing on a theme rather than
on a particular body of knowledge or skill,
but the taken-for-granted nature of the discursive formation of any theme may assume
that the knowledge exists outside the interactions and contexts that create it. Theme-based
transdisciplinary instruction may lead to students learning different bits of information,
but they may be left on their own to make
sense of these bits. This transdisciplinary
curriculum could lead to knowledge learned
decoupled from its formation, applications,
and dispositions.
What tends to happen with such curricula is that disciplines become storehouses
containing topics for classroom activities.
Typically, however, only one part of the disciplinary storehouse is raided whilst another is
systematically ignored. The ‘disciplined’ part
of the disciplinary tends to fall away, leaving
a body of information without the tools for
evaluating its quality or warrant (Wineburg
and Grossman, (2000: 1). This is the ‘disciplinary paradox’ (Klein, 1990) – ‘on the
one hand, the fragmentation of knowledge
into the disciplines leads to the necessity
for interdisciplinary approaches, yet, on the
other hand, interdisciplinary approaches to
knowledge can only receive an epistemic
justification for knowledge claims’ (Petrie,
1992: 305). Interdisciplinarity faces the ‘burden of comprehension’ with the disciplines
marshaled to study a particular phenomena
and the additional responsibility of maintaining intra- and inter-disciplinary standards and
confidence (Klein, 1990). Transdisciplinary,
as well as disciplinary-focused curriculum
theorizing, share the same normative issues
about the selection of what knowledge is to
be taught, which is based implicitly or explicitly on a meta-disciplinary standpoint (Deng
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and Luke, 2008). Transdisciplinarity in curriculum theorizing raises questions about
normative justifications for curricular innovation and reform. Like much of what enters
curriculum theorizing, transdisciplinarity is
an appropriation and translation.
The way in which the field appropriates
and translates new concepts and their warrants
may be somewhat unreflexive. An answer
to this problem may be found in Bourdieu’s
(1984) theoretical and empirical contributions to curriculum studies and his pragmatic
recommendations about pedagogical reform.
In 1984, responding to Mitterrand’s (the first
socialist president of France’s Fifth Republic)
commissioned reports on the future of education, Bourdieu led colleagues (comprised
of leading College de France professors) to
author a set of guiding principles for educational change. First published as Proposition
pour l’ensignment de l’avenir (College de
France, 1985) and later as the Principes pour
une réflexion sur les contenus d’enseignment
(Bourdieu, 1989), the principles set out to
restructure the division of knowledge; provide
a new definition of the transmission of knowledge; eliminate outdated or outmoded notions;
and introduce ‘new knowledge that stems
from research as well as economic, technical
and social changes’ (Bourdieu, 1989: 309).
At the core of these recommendations
was the call for a curriculum that focused on
the ‘genealogy of concepts, ways of thinking, mental structures…to give everyone the
means to re-appropriate the structures of their
own thinking’ (Grenfell and James, 2004:
75). Although Principes pour une réflexion
sur les contenus d’enseignment (Bourdieu,
1989) may have had little lasting effect on
the course of French educational policy,
many aspects of Bourdieu’s principles for
reflecting on the curriculum resonate with the
theoretical and practical desires for transdisciplinary education.
Despite being over 25 years old, many
students of curriculum theorizing may still
find the College de France committee’s
highly pragmatic and prescient principles
quite timely. Written as an introduction to
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new knowledge stemming from research, and
reflective of contemporary economic, technical, and social changes, the principles were
not intended to define the ideal content of an
ideal curriculum (Bourdieu, 1989). Rather,
the principles’ curricular ends value explicit
teaching, active learning, creativity, critical
abilities, and imagination. Eschewing ‘haphazard examination’ the committee argue
for continuous assessment and evaluation
of pupil learning with a focus on essential
knowledge. They argued for a curriculum
that focuses on providing ‘the [technologies] of intellectual enquiry’ and developing
‘rational ways of working’ (Bourdieu, 1989:
308), therefore ‘reducing inequalities based
on cultural inheritance’ (1989: 309).
The overarching curricular goals envisioned in these principles will be achieved
through regular review of content. A constant
re-balancing of the curriculum and pedagogy
that reflects the influence of the past and the
necessary adaptations to the future is necessary. Any additions to the curriculum must
be compensated by a reduction elsewhere.
What must be avoided are gaps in curriculum
‘where knowledge could be acquired just as
efficiently (and sometimes more pleasantly)
through other means’ (Bourdieu, 1989: 309).
The principles argue for clear, well-paced,
coherent, progressive, and culturally sensitive curricular objectives. Knowledge taught
and learned should be seen to have both vertical and horizontal transdisciplinary connections across the curriculum. Much is made in
the principles of the importance of collaboration and teacher autonomy to produce methodological diversity. The principles argue
for the flexible and intensive use of learning materials and buildings, organization of
the day, and the flexible grouping of pupils
(Bourdieu, 1989).
The curriculum envisioned in the principles is implicitly transdisciplinary. Pupils are
to be invited to study the ‘deductive, experimental, the historical as well as the critical
and reflective’ fields of human knowledge
transmission and production, privileging ‘experimental thinking’, arguing for ‘a

positive reassessment of qualitative reasoning’, ‘a clear recognition of the temporary
nature of explanatory models’, and providing pupils with training in ‘practical forms of
research enquiry’ (Bourdieu, 1989: 312).
As noted earlier, Bourdieu argues that across
the breadth of the school curriculum, ‘techniques or cognitive tools, which are totally
indispensible in promoting rigorous and
reflective reasoning’ (Bourdieu, 1989: 312)
should be the focus:
The opposition between art and science, which
continues to dominate the organisation of schooling and the mentality of teachers, pupils, and
parents must be surmounted. The curriculum
should be capable of addressing simultaneously
science and the history of science or epistemology.
It should also promote art and literature, and literature, philosophy, and science, but also the
active process of logical procedures and rhetoric
that engagement with these subjects requires. The
apparent abstractness of these areas could be
removed if common programmes were developed
where the teacher of mathematics (or physics) and
teachers of language or philosophy made clear
that general competencies were required in the
reading of scientific texts, technical briefs or
approaches to argument and discourse. A similar
effort should be made to articulate the rational,
critical thinking mode which all sciences teach, and
to ensure that these are based on historical and
cultural roots that reflect the range of scientific
and cultural knowledge. In this way the pupil will
develop a comprehensive respect for diversity in
time and space and for civilization, lifestyles, and
cultural traditions. (Bourdieu, 1989: 312)

Bourdieu implies in the principles that school
subjects are ‘interpretations’ of disciplines.
As such, researchers and teachers must be
mindful of the ‘logic and traditions of certain
specialisms…where they are located in the
curriculum’ and how each ‘contribute[s] to
different thought processes’ (Bourdieu, 1989:
312). Arguing that the curriculum of the day
seldom did this and, when it did, only tacitly,
Bourdieu argues that transdisciplinary
inquiry where teachers from various subject
areas are brought together to collaborate in
curriculum design may remedy this absence.
The principles reflect the continental tradition of educational didactics (see chapter 7
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on Didactics, this volume.) Didactics is
broadly theorized as ‘not a normative theory…nor is it descriptive but reflective…
an explication of how instructional processes in the institutionalized school may
be experienced…useful as a thought model
and a research model (Uljens, 1997: v). It
may be interesting to English-speaking curriculum theorists to note that didactics is
often broadly posited by European researchers as a science that focuses on the institutionally bounded ‘diffusion’ of knowledge
(Chevallard, 1991).
For almost four decades American curriculum theorists and, to some extent, curriculum theory from other English-speaking
countries, with the likely exception of that of
Basil Bernstein (1999), has been dominated
by a reconceptualist theoretical break with an
institutional focus on schooling and empiricism. Reconceptualism in Anglo–American
curriculum has adopted broad perspectives
from a wide range of philosophical, psychoanalytical, aesthetical and ethical standpoints, which runs counter to the didactics
‘down-to-earth, realistic point of departure’
(Bjerg et al. 1995: 33). Criticism has ranged
from its need for greater verticality and disciplinarity (Pinar, 2007) to its loss of scientific
authority and marginalization in the field of
education (Ladwig, 1996). Consequently, it
may be reflexively important in keeping with
the Bourdieusian principles that future transdisciplinarity theorizing should be carried out
in conversation with the continental didactic
tradition.
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34
Language Policies and Planning
for English Education in
Post-Olympic China
Lin Pan

LANGUAGE SPREAD IN THE AGE
OF GLOBALIZATION
Globalization penetrates cultures and transforms localities, and the cultural impact of
globalization on locality has become the topic
of intense debate among scholars. First, there
is the ‘homogenization’ point of view, which
claims that there is an ever-greater global
uniformity of lifestyles, cultural forms and
behavioural patterns, in which the American
culture of consumerism constitutes the dominant centre (Barber, 1995; Ritzer, 2000,
2006). To counter-argue against this ‘homogenization’ view, many other scholars
(Appadurai, 1996; Giddens, 1990, 2000;
Massey, 1994) have contended that globalization is not a one-way flow: it does not impact
the whole world to an equal extent; rather, a
dialectical process is involved in that local
happenings may shape the global flow. Based
on this understanding, some scholars, such as
Giddens (2000) and Tomlinson (1999), argue
that globalization actually means greater

diversity, and that cultural heterogenization
has emerged and local cultures are strengthened. Appadurai (1996), Robertson (1995)
and Pieterse (2004) argue that the discussion
of globalization should transcend the polarities of homogenization and heterogenization
because syntheses of cultures often emerge
through the ever-increasing contacts between
the global and the local. As Robertson (1995:
27) asserted, ‘it is not a question of either
awareness of both their home country and
homogenization or heterogenization, but
rather of the ways in which both of these two
tendencies have become features of life
across much of the late-twentieth-century
world’. Hence, cultural homogenization and
heterogenization are seen as happening
simultaneously, making localities seemingly
different from each other. This process is a
result of the hybridization of culture (Wyse
et al., 2012).
Pieterse (2004) writes extensively on the
topic of hybridization. He defines cultural
hybridization as the mixing of Asian, African,
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American and European cultures, and uses the
term ‘global mélange’ to describe this longterm global intercultural penetration. In his
discussion of the ‘global mélange’, he argues
that no matter what terms (for example, ‘creolization’, ‘mestizaje’ or ‘the orientalization
of the world’) are used to describe global
hybridization, what is often missing in the
discussion is its differential impact on different localities and an acknowledgement of the
actual unevenness, asymmetry and inequality
of global relations. What Pieterse has indicated is that the process of globalization is
a localizing one, in which different societies
appropriate the materials of modernity differently due to their varied historical, cultural
and social conditions. Similarly, Appadurai
(1990) described the actual form of cultural
globalization as deeply historical and uneven,
and advocated a deep study of specific geographies, histories and languages undergoing
this process. Appadurai (1990) urged that a
sense of locality must be maintained in the
examination and understanding of all aspects
of our everyday life. This chapter is therefore
going to focus on one case, China, with its
range of local and global contexts.
According to the hybridization view, the
global and the local are always ‘intertwined’
and ‘mutually constitutive’, that is, ‘local
actions shape global flows, while global
processes, in turn, mould local actions’
(Swyngedouw, 1997: 137). However, what
I want to emphasize here is that this type
of mutual influence does not happen in a
random way, and it should be viewed as a
rational process of deterritorialization (delocation) and reterritorialization (relocation).
According to Tomlinson (2007), deterritorialization means that a culture or a language
is no longer ‘tied’ to the constraints of local
circumstances in terms of physical environment, ethnic boundaries and delimiting
practices. He also carefully points out that
this does not simply mean a loss of culture
or language because localities also thrive in
globalization through a process of reterritorialization. Deterritorialization and reterritorialization, when taken together, may have

545

a number of different consequences, either
negative (with respect to emotions, social
relations and cultural identity) or positive
(for example, a demand for a new sensibility
of cultural openness, human mutuality and
global ethical responsibility).
In terms of language spread, the processes
of deterritorialization (delocation) and reterritorialization (relocation) also apply. In
other words, when a language (for example,
English as used in England) travels to a new
place, it is delocated out of its original circumstances (England) and superimposed
on another native language and culture. It
becomes a ‘deterritorialized’ language in
that, in the process of spread, the language
travels to and across places that are often
structurally, historically and culturally different. Consequently, when English arrives
at a different location, it will be understood,
learnt and appreciated differently as part of an
active reterritorialization process. This process involves the relocation (reterritorialization) of values, functions and even language
forms. For example, English in Singapore,
Hong Kong or South Africa is perceived as
having developed as different or distinct varieties of English because the language, when
it travels to these places, is filtered differently
in accordance with the particularities of the
places. We therefore see local variations of
English with their relocated forms, functions
and values around the world. In a reverse
way, as pointed out by Blommaert (2005),
once the ‘global’ resource has gained ‘the
official and the civil permit’ to settle down,
it will gradually affect the ‘local’ economies
and cultures and have an impact on locally
valid patterns of functions, value attribution
systems and distribution of resources.
When the notion is applied in the field of
language education, the traditional way of
viewing language spread or distribution as
‘natural’, ahistorical and apolitical seems
inadequate. People’s perceptions about languages are constructed, reproduced and
manifested in their discourses differently at
various levels, either in government policies and institutional or non-institutional
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discourses or exhibited in various other forms
in social life. That is why attitudes towards
global English vary greatly across the world
and why some countries view English as a
‘natural, neutral and beneficial’ language
(McCrum et al., 2002) whilst others view its
spread as linguistic imperialism and learning
English as linguistic genocide (Phillipson
and Skutnabb-Kangas, 1995, 1996). I suggest that in discussing the local politics of
global English, two general scales need to
be taken into account. One scale can be seen
as that of globalization from above, which
is often manifested as state governance and
state hegemony in language policies. Another
scale is that of globalization from levels
below the state, which shows how agentive
powers react to or resist hegemony. Later in
this chapter I will endeavour to explore language ideology issues by investigating the
discourse from the upper level – the foreign
language education policies of China.
Block and Cameron (2002) puts forward
the relationship of globalization and language education in the following words:
Global communication requires not only a shared
channel (like the internet or video conferencing) but
also a shared linguistic code. For many participants
in global exchanges, the relevant code(s) will have
been learned rather than natively acquired. In many
contexts, then, the ‘intensification of worldwide
social relations’ also intensifies the need for members of global networks to develop competence in
one or more additional languages, and/or to master
new ways of using languages they know already.
At the same time, globalization changes the condition in which language learning and language
teaching take place. (Block and Cameron, 2002: 1–2)

Issues regarding globalization in language
education in many countries are closely related
to the global domination of English, resulting
from its status as a former colonial language
and now a global language. Nevertheless, language education can benefit from an enhanced
understanding of the dialectic between the
global and the local, and from an understanding that the local ideologies of English are
not just imposed, but are constructed through
local discourses at different levels of society.

In the new millennium, English language education in China has also been marked by a
transition from a context of liberation to one
of globalization (Bolton, 2006; Zheng and
Davison, 2008). English has been formally
introduced and promoted as part of the school
curriculum in modern language education in
China as a result of the country’s modernization and internationalization and is embraced
in China by the public in general; therefore it
is worth examining the foreign language education policies in China in the context of globalization from a local perspective.

LANGUAGE POLICIES AND
PLANNING WITH REGARD TO
ENGLISH IN CHINA
The status of English in Chinese society has
changed at an incredible speed in the last century and a half (Pan, 2014, 2015). In China,
modern history, politics and international relations with Western countries formerly defined
English as ‘a barbarian language’ in the late
1840s, ‘the language of our enemies’ in the
1960s and ‘a language which brings spiritual
pollution’ in the 1970s and 80s, and until the
late 1970s English had no serious practical
value to most people in China (Pan, 2014,
2015). At a more recent stage in history, before
and during the 1980s, the acquisition of the
skills of English would be seen as showing
disloyalty to the political system, and listening
to BBC English programmes was regarded as
a crime of espionage (Qu, 2012). However, in
the last three decades China has been undergoing rapid changes, one of the most astonishing
and phenomenal has been the embrace and
promotion of English in schooling. Particularly
in the last decade, the learning of English has
become a national endeavour, with the school
English curriculum permeating schools from
kindergarten to university entrance, and private English language schools booming (Niu
and Wolff, 2003).
With over 400 million school or afterschool English learners in China1, the
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continuous popularization of the English
language, alongside China’s emergence as a
world power, has evoked enormous changes
in ideology and posed intriguing ideological questions. The same is true globally.
The global spread of English is a phenomenon whose causes and effects continue to be
widely debated (Pan, 2015), and this phenomenon is taken into account by policymakers
worldwide. How they do so varies considerably, depending on the political and sociolinguistic situation of individual countries and
on how English is perceived – as a threat to
linguistic diversity and the vitality of national
languages, as a means of accessing technological knowledge, as a useful lingua franca,
or all of these simultaneously. However,
according to Ferguson (2006, 2010), in the
majority of instances national governments,
even those like France which are historically
the most anxious about the spread of English,
have felt obliged to accommodate their language education policies to the massive
popular demand for English language skills,
illustrating in the process the limited control
that the makers of language policy can exert
over the dynamics of language spread.
Although English is generally embraced
around the world as a global language, it is
particularly significant to investigate the
issue of English language education in China
because Chinese is the language spoken by
the greatest number of people in the world and
English is the most widely spoken language
in the world. The issue is even more important
in view of the swift and significant changes in
the status of English in China’s history. The
overarching questions to be investigated in
this chapter are: what role does English play
in language planning and language policies in
China? And what are the ideologies embedded in the current language policies?
This chapter hopes to unpack the state
ideologies of languages in post-Olympic
China by investigating how the teaching and
learning of English was presented in a new
language policy document – the 2011 version of the English Curriculum Standards at
Compulsory Education Stage – hereafter 2011
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ECS (Ministry of Education (MOE), 2012) in
comparison with its predecessor – the 2003
trial version. The extracts from syllabus discussed in this chapter were translated by the
author and proofread by a certified translator.
It is to be noted that I choose the language
policy of the period of post-Olympic China
because it is newly issued and the most up-todate foreign language education policy, and
includes the most authoritative guidelines
that reflect the changes in policymakers’ fundamental assumptions about the nature, functions and processes of language teaching and
learning. These assumptions will be the guiding principles that will be widely promoted
and implemented over the next few years
nationwide, and the basis and guidelines for
updating language policies at other levels of
English teaching in China.
Language planning in China has always
been done by groups of education specialists commissioned by the MOE in a top–
down manner, and language policies are of
paramount importance as guiding principles
to be followed by schools and teachers.
Taking the English Curriculum Standards
at Compulsory Education Stage (2003 trial
version)2 as an example, since its implementation almost all primary and junior high
schools and about 80 per cent of senior high
schools were using the new standards by
September 2009 (Cheng, 2011). This marks
English as the most widely learned and used
foreign language in China, which is the state
in the world that has the greatest number
of English learners. Cheng (2011), a major
expert amongst the education specialists who
drafted the English Curriculum Standards
(2003 trial version), explains that the underlying ideology behind the promotion of learning English is that English enables China
to strengthen its economy and participate
in international affairs more effectively; it
enables the Chinese people to have an international vision in research and development
and to contribute to the development of the
country; and because it is a global language,
it is an important medium for communication
with other countries.
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However, the past decade has witnessed
tremendous social and economic changes
in the modern world system, and the rise of
China as the world’s second largest economic
entity and an important international player
has made it necessary for China to reconsider
its language education policies. It was against
this background that the new ECS for the
compulsory education stage (age 6–15) was
announced in 2011 and it was to be implemented in place of the 2003 version. It can be
predicted that based upon the principles and
ideologies of the new ECS, language policies above the compulsory stage – that is, at
the senior high school and tertiary education
levels – will be promulgated and announced
soon (Pan, 2015).
The 2011 version of the ECS (MOE, 2012)
was a revision based on the previous curriculum standards, which were the guiding
principles for English education in China at
the compulsory stage (age 6–15). This new
version of ECS further highlights the significance of English to the development of both
the students and the state. It clearly emphasizes the instrumental and humanistic nature
of English education in the curriculum,
underlines the goal that students should cultivate comprehensive English ability and fulfil
self-development (of values, characters and
learning ability) and accentuates that learning
English is a way to help retain and promote
China’s language and culture in the globalizing world (Cai, 2014).

THE TEACHING AND LEARNING
OF ENGLISH AS PRESENTED IN THE
2011 ECS
The new ECS starts with an overall introduction of rationales for the teaching and learning of English and it states its aims and
objectives. It then points out five aspects that
the teaching of English should cover: students’ linguistic skills, linguistic knowledge,
emotional attitude, learning strategies and
cultural awareness. The teaching of linguistic

skills includes listening, speaking, writing
and reading skills; linguistic knowledge
points to knowledge of phonology, grammar
and semantics in general. These two aspects
are regarded as the basis for good language
competence (Byram and Risager, 1999). In
discussing learning strategies, the ECS points
out that students should be trained to develop
cognitive, management, and communication
and resources strategies to make their learning more effective. In addition, ECS suggests
that positive emotions and attitudes play a
decisive role in helping students implement
learning strategies, and that cultural awareness may also play an important role in
facilitating language learning. The next section will explore some of these statements in
the 2011 ECS and investigate the role of
English in the language policy in postOlympic China and how the Chinese state
processes the English language – the global
material in its education system for its own
purpose of meeting the needs of globalization and internationalization.

General Aims and Objectives
The new ECS reflects the state ideologies of
language education in China in the coming
years and sheds new lights on the status of
English and the objectives of teaching it.
Concerning the status of English, it states
that:
The world today is undergoing great transformation and development. This can be seen from its
multipolar global trend, its economic globalization and its informatization of social life. China is
a big and peaceful country and is shouldering an
important historical mission, international responsibility and obligation. English as one of the most
widely spoken languages used in the world has
become an important tool for international communication, science and cultural exchanges.
(MOE, 2012: 1)

This statement opens with a claim that we are
in a transforming world. It recognizes that all
countries are interconnected and play important parts in a multipolar global scene, with
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economic globalization and the informatization of social life. It also highlights the role
of China in the world, and points to English
as ‘an important tool’ that enables China to
communicate and play an important role in
the world. This pragmatic role of English laid
out in the new ECS is in contrast to previous eras when English was associated with
imperialism and colonialism in the nineteenth century; when until the late nineteenth
century the learning of English was encouraged by the state as a means to resist imperialism; and when after the People’s Republic
of China had been founded in 1949, it was
used to serve nation-building and state-
consolidation. Since then, the role accorded
to English has been transformed again and
is now supported as a modern language with
significant social, economic and political
value (Pan, 2011).
Essentially, the ECS recognizes that the
world is changing economically, including
the advancement of technologies. In this
modern world system, the positions of states
are being transformed. The world is no longer
single-centred. At the state level, China recognizes itself as a large and peaceful country, and therefore believes that it shoulders
important responsibilities. The instrumental
role of English is pointed out as a resource
for China’s communication and participation
with the world and its affairs. It can be seen
that in the 2011 ECS, the pragmatic ideology of the usefulness of English remains one
of the objectives of learning English (Pan,
2011). At the same time, the humanistic
nature of the study of English is put forward
and highlighted:
The English course at compulsory education stage
has both instrumental and humanistic natures. The
instrumental nature means that the English course
should improve the students’ basic English competence and develop their thinking. That is, students
should gain knowledge of the English language
and develop their skills of listening, speaking and
writing. They should be able to communicate with
others in English and improve their thinking. This
will lay a foundation for the continued learning of
English and other subjects via English. The humanistic nature of the English course refers to the
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mission that it carries to improve the overall quality
of the students, help formulate their cross-cultural
awareness, strengthen their patriotism and abilities
to innovate and form correct personalities, a world
outlook and value system. Together the instrumental and humanistic nature of the English course can
help lay a good foundation for the students’ lifelong development. (MOE, 2012: 2)

The embedded ideology expressed is that
English is a practical ‘tool’, and that learning English should strengthen students’
patriotism and enable the use of English to
spread Chinese culture. This is in line with
the previous version published in 2003. I
recently argued (Pan, 2011) that the way that
English language education is prescribed as a
tool for cultivating patriotism and spreading
Chinese culture is a way for the state to conduct cultural governance. This is because our
identity is constructed by the language(s) we
use, and, in turn, our language use is in one
way or another regulated by language policy
(Blommaert, 2006). We may therefore suggest that the state, by underscoring the necessity of cultivating patriotism and promoting
Chinese culture via English education, may
be contending that within the trend of cultural globalization, individuals’ identities
can be constructed and reconstructed only by
developing their global cultural consciousness, and that the state’s governance can
be reinforced and strengthened via English
Language Teaching (ELT). The assumption
may be that this way of prescribing ‘culture’
in the ECS will help students to cultivate a
sense of ‘interculturality’ (Kramsch, 1993,
cited in McKay, 2009) through the learning
process and will facilitate students’ reflections on their own culture(s) (Pan, 2011). The
extract from the ECS discussed previously
elevates the importance of culture and cultural issues to the humanistic dimension of
teaching, and reflects how the Chinese state
deals with the cultural connotations embedded in the English language. The 2011 ECS
(MOE, 2012) therefore retains the previous
connotation of the importance of teaching
culture and the ways to address culture in
language teaching.
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Language skills and knowledge
The 2011 ECS defines language skills and
language knowledge as:
Language skills are an important part of one’s language competence. It refers to listening, speaking,
reading and writing skills and the integrated skills to
apply them in communication. Listening and reading are for comprehension and speaking and writing are for expression. All these skills are integrated
in communication. Students should formulate language communication competence by participating
in all kinds of specialized or comprehensive language practices so as to lay a solid foundation for
real life communication. Therefore, listening, speaking, reading and writing are both subjects for study
and means for study (MOE, 2012: 12).
Language knowledge refers to pronunciation,
vocabulary, grammar and functional expressions
used in talking about common topics. Language
knowledge is important for communication and
the basis for communication. (MOE, 2012: 18)

The ECS therefore specifies in detail what
specific skills need to be developed, and what
knowledge should be acquired; however, it is
worth pointing out that throughout this section
of ECS there is no mention of what kind of
English should be learnt and there is no clear
privilege for any type or variety of English as
the ‘prestige variety’ (Seargeant, 2012: 28). It
might be true that this absence just continues
the ‘traditional practice’ because in the former version of the language policy (the 2001
version of English Curriculum Standards) no
prestige variety was specified as the legitimate form, and the general statement that
‘(students should learn) the language of the
English speaking countries’ was adopted.
However, the new version of ECS goes a
step further in avoiding saying that students
should learn the ‘English of English speaking countries’, but it only adopts the term
‘English’ in general. In Johnson’s (2009)
study, her research participants, who were
Chinese educators, pointed out that they were
very careful to always use or write ‘international English’ because English is increasingly being treated as a tool, rather than a
carrier of culture. The ECS distances itself
from any particular cultural model and tries

to maintain a functionalist perspective that
stresses the usefulness of English, and seems
to present ELT as natural (unrelated to colonialism), neutral (unconnected to cultural and
political issues) and beneficial (to people’s
personal development and the country’s
implementation of the opening-up policies).
Not specifying a particular variety of English
as the legitimate form is therefore a deliberate effort to neutralize the role and function
that the language plays; nevertheless, such
language policies may not be successfully
fulfilled in implementation, as illustrated
later in this chapter). The ideology reflected
in this way of handling the issue of the form
of English is that a language can operate for
international communication without unduly
politically advantaging one group over
another. By doing so, the so-called ‘neutrality
of English’ is established because it is what is
ideal to the state and state governance.

Emotional Attitude
The 2011 ECS defines emotional attitude as:
Emotional attitude refers to interest, motivation,
confidence, perseverance, the team spirit and other
related factors that influence the progress and
effectiveness of learning. It also refers to the motherland awareness and international perspectives
which are formed during the learning progress.
Maintaining an active learning attitude is the key
for learning English successfully. (MOE, 2012: 20)

It can be seen that one goal of English teaching is to help students form their awareness of
their motherland, as well as awareness of international perspectives, to meet the needs created
by internationalization and globalization. It
also emphasizes that the students should learn
English in order to form a positive emotional
attitude towards their home culture. Yashima
(2009) found that a positive international perspective helps learners to establish ideal selves
in their learning of the target language, which
brings about positive changes to the process of
language learning. ‘Self’ can be defined as the
learners’ own behaviour in language learning.
It not only includes self-motivation towards
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language learning, but it also refers to interests,
confidence, willingness and a sense of team
spirit, which are all aspects of emotional attitude
(Coffey, 1999; Dörnyei and Csizér, 2006; Goetz
et al., 2003; Murray, 2011). However, teachers
play an important role in helping and encouraging the students to acquire positive ‘self’ and
positive emotional attitudes. The ECS specifies:
In the teaching process, teachers should constantly
arouse and strengthen students’ interests in language learning, and turn the interests of the students into a solid motivation for learning. In this
way, student confidence will be built, and they will
develop a strong will to overcome difficulties, recognize their strength and weakness in learning, be
willing to cooperate with others and foster harmonious qualities and positive attitudes. By learning
English, students will increase their motherland
awareness and develop their international perspectives. (MOE, 2012: 20)

It is worth noting that the appreciation of the
motherland and the cultivation of an international perspective are once again emphasized; maintaining patriotism while learning
about foreign languages and cultures is further specified in the next section on cultural
awareness. In the ECS, ‘emotional attitude’
and ‘cultural awareness’ are separated parts.
A learner’s emotional attitude should stimulate their enthusiasm towards English, and
their cultural awareness is raised through the
development of intercultural communicative competence and by cultivating students’
posi
tive attitudes towards Chinese culture.
These two aspects are therefore closely connected with each other and could influence
each other. Students’ emotional attitude
could be the premise for their cultural awareness; in return, cultural awareness might
motivate the L2 students’ learning process.
Cultural awareness as specified in the 2011
ECS (MOE, 2012) is discussed next.

Cultural Awareness
Culture not only encompasses the traditions
of everyday life, but it is also connected with
politics, history and religion. Byram and
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Morgan (1994) state that language and culture are inseparable, and to master any language thoroughly, knowledge of the culture
that is embedded in the language is crucial.
In the 2011 ECS, ‘culture’ is clearly defined
and ‘cultural awareness’ is related to patriotism (MOE, 2012). The standards require
learners to master the target culture in the
process of learning the language and to be
aware of the similarities and differences
between the local and foreign cultures.
Language is with rich cultural connotations. In
foreign language teaching, ‘culture’ refers to the
history, geography, local customs, tradition, life
styles, code of conduct, literature and arts, value
system etc. of a target country. In the process of
learning English, to get to know and to understand the culture of the other countries can help
students appreciate the language and to use the
language, deepen their understanding and love of
their home culture, make them exposed to the
advanced culture of the world, and cultivate their
global outlook. (MOE, 2012: 23)

Calling for students to have cultural awareness of both their home country and that of
other countries is a way to respond to the
globalizing world (Houghton, 2012). Byram
and Risager (1999: 4) point out that ‘cultural
awareness is used to refer to a range of phenomena from knowledge about other countries
to positive attitudes towards speakers of other
languages, to a heightened sensitivity to “otherness” of any kind’. They argue that cultural
awareness helps language learners understand
other cultures in greater depth, which in turn
helps with language learning. It is evident that
this line of thinking is reflected in the 2011
ECS. The ‘other’ contrasts with ‘us’ and it
helps language learners identify the disparities
between two different languages (Holliday,
2010). It therefore assists them in formulating
their own cultural awareness during the process of learning. Wen (2012: 88) explains that
‘students are required to be exposed to three
kinds of cultures: target language cultures, the
cultures of other non-native speakers, and the
learner’s own culture or the local culture’, and
she explicitly points out the official ideology
of having the cultural component of language
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learning presented in the Chinese foreign language education policies:
by doing so, we hope our students can not only
learn about the various cultures of other countries
but can also use English to share Chinese culture
with people from the other countries. In other
words, it is expected that by using English our
students can ‘introduce the world to China and
introduce China to the world’ (in Chinese: 把世界
介绍给中国, 把中国介绍给世界), by means of a
two-way cultural exchange. (Wen, 2012: 88)

It is often argued that the English language
carries within itself the Western culture, values and ways of thinking, and that ELT today
is still quite often recognized as a way to promote the global expansion of English and its
embedded cultural values (Pennycook, 1994).
The issue of teaching about target-language
culture is often a sensitive and complex one;
however, it is noteworthy that the ECS statement presented earlier is clear in accentuating
the need to teach cultural knowledge and to
raise students’ awareness of the cultures of
other countries. Although we cannot make the
judgment that there is no anxiety in the current
ELT about the influence of foreign cultures
and languages, the increased ‘liberalization’
of official thinking is apparent in these official policy statements, and the constructive
and instrumental role that English can play in
Chinese society and culture is highlighted.
The 2011 ECS further illustrates how cultural awareness should be fostered:
In teaching, teachers should gradually expand
cultural content and coverage to keep up with
students’ age and cognitive competence. At the
initial stage, students should have a general understanding of the cultures of China and other countries and the cultural differences between China
and the other countries. The cultural knowledge to
be introduced should be related to students’ daily
lives and arouse more interest in English study. At
more advanced levels of English learning, teachers
should help broaden the students’ horizon by
introducing more aspects of foreign culture, helping them broaden their horizons, and should
enhance students’ cross-cultural/ intercultural
communication competence through fostering the
awareness and appreciation of cultural differences.
(MOE, 2012: 23)

This statement clearly points out that it is
important for the students to distinguish
between Chinese culture and foreign culture,
and that learning about a foreign culture can
help students develop deeper understandings of Chinese culture and foster patriotism. Byram and Risager (1999) contend
that foreign language learning should mirror students’ home cultures because it can
facilitate students’ grasp of the language and
require the use of the language in familiar
contexts. Moreover, language learners can
improve their own communication skills by
distinguishing the differences between the
two cultures. In the same way, Tong and
Cheung (2011) claim that intercultural communicative competence is an indispensable
factor in learning a foreign language because
it involves much linguistic knowledge and
sophisticated cultural contexts.
The previous ECS statement outlines the
critical role of teachers in teaching culture.
A good understanding of the foreign culture
by teachers is therefore a prerequisite for foreign language education. According to Byram
and Risager (1999), a teacher’s awareness of
the target language can encourage students to
interact with others and understand the foreign
(target) culture through their own communication. As depicted in the ECS, the way to learn
English culture is through cultivating students’
intercultural communicative competence in the
language classroom. Teachers are given the role
of mediators between cultures and students,
and they need to take English, Chinese and foreign culture, and the government’s needs, into
consideration all at the same time; however, to
what degree teachers should understand and
teach foreign cultures is undefined and uncertain. Teachers might have differing attitudes
and different degrees of understanding of other
cultures. Their ways of balancing Chinese and
foreign culture and their recognition of where
culture should be applied to teaching may also
vary. Furthermore, Byram (1997) may be correct in believing that foreign language teaching
requires teachers to hold impartial attitudes
towards learners’ national cultures. It is difficult for teachers to operationalize this in reality
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without any prejudice towards other cultures or
without overemphasizing the home culture.
Read (2008) states that intercultural communication may have an impact on the power
of a country. The ECS’s emphasis on intercultural communicative competence is related to
cultivating individuals’ competence so that
they can disseminate their ideology to other
countries and expand the influence of China,
and strengthen its position on the global
stage. Nonetheless, proficiency in English
varies from one student to another. Faced
with students who are at different levels
of English proficiency, it is hard for teachers to make plans for teaching intercultural
communication. The cultural awareness that
the policymakers formulate is included in
the rationales prepared by some scholars,
and although these rationales have been put
into practice or proved by previous practice,
different contexts can produce unexpected
outcomes.

Equity Issues
In my (Pan, 2011) discussion of a previous
language policy – the 2003 ECS – I pointed
out that social inequity might be generated
by this foreign language education policy
because in the 2003 ECS, English has been
prescribed since 2001 as a compulsory subject in primary schools from Grade Three
(age 8) onwards, whereas in some big cities,
such as Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, it
has been offered as early as Grade One (age
6) (Cheng, 2011). Although there are many
benefits of learning English as early as age 8,
social problems and controversies also arise.
For example, ‘the targets specified in the
ECS are said to be unattainable uniformly
given the size of the country, and the
approaches and methods advocated in the
ECS are not fully accepted and practised by
teachers’ (Cheng, 2011). What is more, in the
past 10 years some regions have been competing to start English courses as early as
possible. Some primary schools started their
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English courses at Grade One (age 6) when
they had neither the qualified teachers nor
the resources needed to teach English
(Cheng, 2011; MOE, 2012). These limitations have given the students extra study
burdens and caused poor learning quality
(MOE, 2012). It seems that the stakeholders
have realized the difficulties of implementation and the inequality issues generated by
the compulsory learning of English. The new
2011 ECS, as the successor of the 2003 version, takes these issues into account and
addresses the inequality generated by the
previous ones.
Considering that our country is vast in area, with
many ethnic groups and with regional differences
in economic and education development, different
regions can have their own plans for the implementation for English courses. The plans for implementation should take into consideration the
availability of teachers and resources when plans
to open English courses are made and when the
students’ desired levels of achievement by the time
of their graduation are decided. Particularly, the
opening of English courses in primary schools
should take into consideration factors such as the
availability of teachers and teaching conditions.
The teaching research organizations should
improve their classification of teachers and their
guidance and assessment methods, help schools
to implement teaching plans based on their conditions and help students make smooth transitions
from primary to junior high school and in learning
in general. Efforts should be made to achieve a
balanced development of English teaching in different regions. (MOE, 2012: 7)

It seems that the state is trying to avoid admitting that good knowledge of English may well
become a mark of privilege in China, and that
the possession of this kind of linguistic capital possibly generates social and economic
stratification. As more and more scholars
have begun to point out, students’ quests to
put English to use for the good of their country is now splitting the state into class strata
and undermining the validity of China’s governmental system (Johnson, 2009: 150). The
state is, however, becoming more careful
about the widening gap between China’s rich
and poor, and more cautious about the side
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effects that English has brought, along with
its benefits for national development and
internationalization.

CONCLUSION
This chapter has analyzed the recently issued
language policy document – the 2011 version
of English Curriculum Standards at
Compulsory Education Stage – and has interpreted the state ideologies of post-Olympic
China reflected in this policy. In discussing
the language policy, my position is that globalization has changed the conditions in
which language learning and teaching takes
place. The global domination of English is
debated in many countries, and language education can benefit from an enhanced understanding of the dialectic between the global
and the local. In the 2011 ECS, the status and
the use of English in Chinese society is
related to the development of the country, and
its teaching/learning is meant to help China
reassert its position in world affairs. The general aims and objectives emphasize that
English is of both instrumental and humanistic value. The learning of English is prescribed as a ‘tool’ and as a way to enhance
patriotism and spread Chinese culture. In
endorsing the kinds of language skills and
language knowledge students should acquire,
this 2011 version of the ECS continues to
avoid the explicit assignment of any cultural
models as examples for learning (such as US
English or British English). Furthermore, references to the knowledge and skills of
English-speaking countries are also avoided.
This way of maintaining the neutrality of
English is intended to reinforce the instrumental value of English and to maintain state
governance. The new policy also clearly states
that students should cultivate (or be taught to
cultivate) positive emotions and attitudes
towards English, and to have cultural awareness. Their cultural awareness should include
understanding and appreciation of their home
culture, the advanced cultures of the world

and the global outlook. Even the preface of
the ECS stresses that the English curriculum
is designed to foster talents for China and to
improve the comprehensive strength of the
state. Besides guiding students’ English learning, the English curriculum does not hide its
intention that it is designed to meet the
national interests, and the five aspects of
English education discussed earlier are
designed to serve these purposes. The 2011
ECS is processing English and English education to create a desirable societal scenario for
cultural governance by bringing foreign language and cultures into close contact and by
taking foreign language education and policies as opportunities to help learners consolidate their own subjectivity and cultural
identity. My analysis confirms that language
policies are an apparatus for the state’s political and cultural governance. The policy items
reflect the state’s ideologies and are ‘an outcome of power struggles and an arena for
those struggles’ (Tollefson, 1991: 14).
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35
Multilingual Education for
All (MEFA): Empowering
Non-Dominant Languages and
Cultures Through Multilingual
Curriculum Development
Carol Benson and Itziar Elorza
INTRODUCTION
As the world becomes more connected, and
interpersonal communication must bridge
the local, regional, national and international, the forces of globalization bring about
aspirations for high proficiency in widely
spoken dominant languages. Some believe
that the global linguistic market is a case of
survival of the fittest, inevitably bringing
about the abandonment and loss of nondominant languages (see, for example,
Crystal (1997) and Graddol (2000) in the
case of English). This presupposes that individuals must give up one language to acquire
another, which is a myth that represents a
monolingual, subtractive way of thinking.
On the contrary, language learning theory
finds that the learning of new languages is
most efficient when it builds upon the
language(s) in which people are most proficient. The fact that diverse human languages
continue to co-exist at all levels from local to
global means that people will increasingly

need certain languages for certain purposes.
Those best adapted to bridging local and
global worlds will be those who speak, read
and write a repertoire of languages and who
can, in addition, promote intercultural understandings. Educational curricula of the present and future should therefore maximize
learners’ existing linguistic and cultural
resources and build on them, not attempt to
erase them only to impose a single dominant
‘standard’ language and its referent culture.
This also means that educational curricula
should not leave dominant language speakers
monolingual. The position we take in this
chapter is captured by the slogan Multilingual
Education for All (MEFA), a perspective that
we share with other scholars (for example,
García et al. 2006). We will demonstrate how
MEFA can be and is being accomplished in a
range of settings.
The central purpose of this chapter is to
describe current theory and practice in multilingual curriculum development, demonstrating its effectiveness in maximizing learners’

558

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

linguistic resources whilst protecting and
promoting non-dominant languages and cultures and learners’ self-esteem. We base our
points on well-established principles of language learning and cognitive development.
Our perspective is a comparative one, using
examples from different parts of the world,
with a focus on the Integrated Plurilingual
School model, as practised in the Spanish
Basque Country. Some examples come from
educational development contexts where
learners’ own languages are being brought
into the curriculum or expanded to permit
access to quality basic education. Other
examples come from revitalization contexts
where community languages brought close
to extinction by suppression are brought
back into use through educational programs.
What these contexts have in common is the
recognition, promotion and protection of
non-dominant local or heritage languages in
combination with the teaching of regional
and international languages – for all learners.

TERMS AND CONCEPTS
We use the term ‘non-dominant languages’
(abbreviated as NDL) to refer to the languages or language varieties spoken in a
certain context that are not considered the
most prominent in terms of number, prestige
or official use by the government and/or the
education system (Kosonen, 2010). A ‘dominant language’ (DL) is a language with official status and high prestige, spoken by
dominant group members and learned by
others (Benson and Kosonen, 2012). We
acknowledge that these terms are not fixed
nor are they completely dichotomous. They
are relative – that is, there are degrees of
dominance or non-dominance within these
categories – and they are dynamic and subject to change based on social, educational,
economic and other activities. Further, they
must be contextualized, particularly in terms
of time and place, for example languages
that are dominant in one context may be

non-dominant in another. With these caveats,
we adopt these terms to highlight the power
differentials that educational programs must
address if they are to maximize learners’
linguistic and cognitive resources.
Bilingual or multilingual education (MLE)
programs are defined by García (2009) as
those that intentionally and explicitly teach
more than one language; they usually teach
using more than one language as medium of
instruction, either sequentially or simultaneously. Scholars and practitioners working in
low-income contexts use the term ‘L1-based
MLE’ (Kosonen and Benson, 2013), also
known as ‘mother tongue-based bilingual
or multilingual education’ (Alexander,
2005; Heugh, 2008) or ‘first language first’
(UNESCO, 2005), to call attention to the
need to use learners’ home languages (L1)
rather than unfamiliar languages as the basis
for beginning literacy and learning. L1 is
admittedly an imprecise term where learners
have two or more home languages, but the
point is to use a language in which learners
are highly proficient for initial literacy and
learning to optimize comprehension.
Bi- and multilingual education approaches
are based on the well-established concept of
common underlying proficiency (Cummins,
1981), where literacy and cognitive skills
and knowledge developed in one language
become available to the learner in another
language as it is acquired. MLE programs
often teach additional (second or foreign)
languages orally for the first few years of
school, after which learners are encouraged
to transfer literacy skills from the more
familiar language to the new language(s).
Transfer of literacy skills across languages
is a semi-automatic process that can be
facilitated by teachers through explicit comparison and contrast exercises (Cummins,
2009). There is strong evidence that transfer
occurs even if the languages are not linguistically related (Cenoz, 2009) or do not use
the same writing system (Kenner, 2004).
Further, transfer is multidirectional, so all of
an individual’s languages contribute to her/
his linguistic and cognitive development

MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION FOR ALL

(Bialystock, 2001). We return to the concept of transfer later because it is key to the
effectiveness of multilingual curricula.
As noted earlier, L1-based MLE uses (one
of) the learner’s strongest language(s) as the
foundation for literacy and learning, after
which skills are transferred to additional languages. In contrast, immersion and revitalization programs may use second or foreign
languages as a springboard for early learning. In the case of an immersion approach,
the goal is to expose learners to a new language at an early age; the L1 is not ignored,
but the second/additional/foreign language
(Lx) is in focus (Genesee, 1994; Pavlenko,
2014). A revitalization approach focuses on
the heritage language of a community that
used to be an L1, but which learners may or
may not have heard or used at home. In both
cases, early learning begins in languages in
which learners are not proficient, requiring
teachers who are well trained, using communicative and language-across-the-curriculum
approaches in well-resourced classrooms
(Baker, 2006). It should be noted that the
conditions under which such programs are
educationally successful are not realistically
replicable in low-income or immigrant situations. These conditions include high literacy
levels and educational involvement on the
part of families and community members,
and relatively high status of both the L1
of learners and the additional language(s)
taught. For most speakers of NDLs, the use
of the L1 provides a solid foundation of comprehensible literacy and cognitive skills upon
which additional languages can be built, as
well as promoting learner identity and positive self-esteem (Cummins, 2009).
According to UNESCO (2003: 12), bilingualism or multilingualism is ‘the use of more
than one language in daily life’. The Council
of Europe (2006) differentiates between
the multilingualism of societies or schools
and the plurilingualism of the individual.
Plurilingualism refers to the development of
communicative competence in multiple languages over one’s lifetime according to one’s
needs. Interestingly, in the European context,
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plurilingualism is seen not necessarily for its
pedagogical benefits but for promoting democratic citizenship, pluralist attitudes, social
coherence and mutual understanding:
Developing and optimising plurilingual competencies can become a common linguistic matrix that
will give the European political and cultural area a
form of plural linguistic identity rooted in the diversity of its communities and compatible with its
values of openness to the world. (Council of
Europe, 2007: 39)

Multilingualism has frequently been considered an extension of bilingualism, thus
applying many of the basic concepts drawn
from research on bilingualism such as those
mentioned earlier. However, scholars are
increasingly defending the specificity of
multilingualism as a distinct phenomenon
that can only be approached through a holistic perspective (Cook, 1995; Grosjean, 1989;
Herdina and Jessner, 2002). For example, it
is argued that the very complex interactions
between languages that go on in the mind of
a multilingual individual build upon a qualitatively different linguistic system from that
of a monolingual or even a bilingual. As
Jessner points out:
[I]n contrast to the hypotheses of Cummins, and
Kecskes and Papp, all of whom describe a kind of
overlap between the two language systems, DST
[dynamic systems theory]…presupposes a complete metamorphosis of the system involved and
not merely an overlap between two subsystems. If
this is applied to multilingual development, it
means that the interaction between the three
systems results in different abilities and skills that
the learners develop due to their prior learning
experience. (Jessner, 2006: 35)

The distinct way in which multilinguals use
their languages is also taken into consideration. Multilinguals do not use all their languages in the same way and for the same
functions. They will draw from their varied
language repertoire and switch from one
language to another in a dynamic process
reflecting their language needs (Herdina and
Jessner, 2002). In consequence, the language proficiency of multilinguals will
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develop and change as a reflection of the
sociocultural conditions in which they live,
depending on the domains of use and the
functions of the various languages in their
everyday lives.

DIFFERENT CONTEXTS OF
MULTILINGUAL CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT AND WHAT
LINKS THEM
To illustrate this discussion of theory and
practice in multilingual curriculum development, we take a comparative perspective,
drawing on our own and others’ experiences
in two main situations. One situation is
where learners are speakers of NDLs and
are being educated in these languages whilst
learning more widely spoken ones; our
examples are from multilingual countries
like Ethiopia, Cambodia and Bolivia, where
Benson (2012, 2013) has been involved in
the application of L1-based MLE to improve
student achievement and opportunities. The
second situation is where learners have not
had the opportunity to develop proficiency
in their families’ (heritage, often autochthon
ous non-dominant) languages and where
educational programs are designed to help
the linguistic community regain youthful
speakers whilst using languages with which
they are familiar; our examples are from
programs for revitalization of regional languages in Europe. As mentioned, our main
inspiration comes from the innovative
Integrated Plurilingual School model practiced in the Ikastolas of the Spanish Basque
Country, with which Elorza has been
involved (EHIK, 2009; Elorza, 2012; Elorza
and Muñoa, 2008). Our examples, taken
together, reveal a set of progressive practices designed to protect and promote nondominant languages and cultures and learner
self-esteem whilst maximizing their multilinguistic repertoires.
Underlying all of the principles and practices discussed here is Cummins’ (1981)

thoroughly researched and now axiomatic
Interdependence Hypothesis, which states:
To the extent that instruction in Lx is effective in
promoting proficiency in Lx, transfer of this proficiency to Ly will occur provided there is adequate
exposure to Ly (either in school or environment)
and adequate motivation to learn Ly. (Cummins,
1981: 29)

The multi-directionality of cross-linguistic
transfer provides a theoretical link between
the two situations described earlier because
regardless of whether Lx is the learner’s
most proficient language, it can be used for
learning, given adequate sociolinguistic
conditions, enabling educational language
policies and appropriate classroom strategies. The social policy link between them is
the recognition of NDLs, and their promotion and protection through multilingual
education, which has the potential to transform learners’ lives as well as their entire
societal milieu.
Effective MLE of any kind should promote
learners’ metalinguistic awareness, or understanding of the explicit properties of human
language. Researchers like Bialystock (2001)
have found that such understanding facilitates the learning of additional languages
and promotes critical and flexible thinking.
This would imply that all learners could
benefit cognitively from programs that aim
for bi-/multilingualism and bi-/multiliteracy
(Cummins, 2009; Hermanto et al., 2012).

ADOPTING A MULTILINGUAL
HABITUS IN EDUCATIONAL THEORY
AND PRACTICE
In the context of educating speakers of NDLs
in Europe, Gogolin (2002) characterizes
most programs as being representations of a
monolingual habitus. She is referring to
Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of the habitus as
a set of sociocultural dispositions that tend to
go unquestioned, and the linguistic habitus
as a set of attitudes related to discussing,
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valuing and using language(s). Despite the
fact that human languages are essentially
equal in terms of their ability to express
speakers’ needs, linguistic markets are inevitably hierarchical, giving different values to
different languages and people’s competence
in them (Bourdieu, 1991). There are obvious
but essential critiques of dominant monolingual practices, for example Hélot’s (2008)
work showing how talented bi- or multilingual learners from non-dominant groups in
France are considered merely deficient in
French, a phenomenon she calls ‘ignored
bilingualism’. Gogolin (2002) criticizes even
bilingual programs, which she sees as
reinforcing and reproducing dominant attitudes. Examples would be hiring paraprofessionals rather than qualified teachers
to teach NDLs, teaching standard rather than
local varieties of the NDL, switching to the
DL as medium of instruction as soon as possible, and testing only in the DL. Although
these practices can at least in part be
explained by limitations in human, technical
or economic resources, they are marginalizing just the same, and they raise the question
of why multilingual programs should be so
under-resourced.
Other scholars have joined Gogolin in
questioning these and other practices in bior multilingual and immersion programs.
Traditional bilingual approaches, such as a
linear L1-to-L2 sequence, as well as the strict
separation of languages – what Cummins
(2007) calls the ‘two solitudes assumption’ – have been challenged based on new
understandings of transfer (Cenoz and
Genesee, 1998; Hoffman and Ytsma, 2003).
The same approaches have been challenged
from the perspective of the fluid communicative practices of multilinguals, discussed
by García (2009) in terms of ‘translanguaging’. According to García, schools should be
embracing rather than stigmatizing translanguaging, and teachers should be role models
of multilingual behaviour rather than being
enforcers of ‘Lx only’.
The ‘Lx only’ strategy, still unquestioned in most second and foreign language
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classrooms, seems to be an outgrowth of
communicative methodology as part of
the ‘natural method’ pedagogy, which
originated in North America in the 1970s.
According to the natural method, the L2
learning environment should imitate home
language acquisition by surrounding learners with comprehensible input in the ‘target language’ (Krashen, 1981; Krashen and
Terrell, 1983). Although there are certainly
good pedagogical reasons for helping learners learn to think in the target language,
the overgeneralization has led teachers
to forbid and even penalize learners for
speaking anything other than the language
in which they are least competent, instead
of allowing them to call on their linguistic
resources. By ignoring all but the target
language in teaching and assessment, ‘Lx
only’ has contributed to the expectation that
learners should acquire native-like proficiency in the new language. This is not an
entirely realistic goal in most Lx learning
situations, even in highly resourced ones
like the Canadian immersion programs (for
example, Genesee, 2004). We would argue
that the scholarly discourse around ‘nativelike’ proficiency (for example, White and
Genesee, 1996) has taken both practitioners
and the public in the direction of how early
to expose learners to ‘target’ languages,
instead of calling for development of bi- and
multilingual curricula that will expand on
learners’ linguistic and cognitive resources
for work and life.
International evidence suggests that the
most effective approaches are simultaneously
additive (Baker, 2006) – building languages
upon languages without taking any out of
the equation – and dynamic, like practices
in multilingual families, where all linguistic
resources are applied to tasks like discussing an issue or solving a problem (García,
2009). Based on Hymes’ (1972) concept of
‘communicative competence’, multilingual
curricula aim for learners to gain appropriate
and effective oral and written competencies
in two or more languages by the end of the
program, competencies that can be sustained
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and further developed over people’s lifetimes. Effective approaches aim not only to
build upon learners’ strongest language(s)
but also to work multidirectionally on their
entire linguistic repertoire. Learners should
not be assessed monolingually and compared
to native speakers in each language, but
should rather be assessed in all of their languages according to the different levels and
types of competencies that have been developed (Cenoz and Genesee, 1998; Cenoz and
Gorter, 2011).
The term ‘multiliteracies’ represents new
conceptions of literacy as going well beyond
the acquisition of reading and writing skills
in multiple languages. Multiliteracies pedagogy builds upon the rich cultural and linguistic identities that learners bring to the
classroom, exposing them to new modalities
like information technologies and helping
them gain critical insights into how knowledge and society are constructed (Cummins,
2009; New London Group, 1996). The development of critical literacies has been proposed
to problematize the dominance or nondominance of languages in society. Critical
literacies are linked to multiculturalism,
which promotes respect for all languages,
cultures and people, and also intercultural
awareness (Luke, 2013). Interculturalism,
the ability to mediate between languages,
cultures and peoples, is an integral feature of Latin American bilingual programs,
and has been operationalized to emphasize
Indigenous knowledge and values whilst
challenging existing inequities between
groups (López, 2006).
As mentioned earlier, our different contexts for multilingual curriculum development are similar in that they aim to maximize
learners’ multiple linguistic resources and
they also prioritize NDLs. Because there
is diversity even within the two contexts, a
range of strategies has been developed for
promoting multilingualism and multiliteracies. In the next two sections we highlight
promising policies and practices in MLE
as functional, under specific conditions for
specific aims.

MULTILINGUAL CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT IN LOW-INCOME
MULTILINGUAL CONTEXTS
This section discusses contexts where learners’ home languages are NDLs that are
gradually being brought into education systems where more prestigious languages have
long dominated. DL-based education systems
exist due to (post-)colonial policies favouring
exogenous languages (such as Portuguese in
Mozambique, Spanish in Bolivia), or due to
monolingual state policies favouring dominant groups (such as Khmer in Cambodia).
Those multilingual countries that have traditions of educational use of NDLs have tended
to use widely spoken regional languages like
Kiswahili in Tanzania or state languages in
India; see for example, Mohanty’s (2006)
critique of India’s three-language formula –
and only for lower primary, after which there
is an abrupt ‘transition’ (adopting a term
from bilingual education which was meant to
represent a systematic, staged switch from L1
to Lx medium) to a dominant language. The
more common practice has been for informal
(oral) use of local languages where teachers
share learners’ NDLs, but this practice is
admitted only with shame and the conviction
that it is against the official policies of education ministries (Mohanty, 2006; see also
Benson, 2004).
The contexts from which we draw can
be characterized as low-income, rural and
non-dominant. When these factors further
overlap with gender and Indigenous status,
large numbers of people are prevented from
getting basic education of a reasonable quality that will help them lead healthy, secure
lives. The gaps in educational access, quality
and achievement between non-dominant and
dominant groups has become a main concern
of development organizations like UNESCO,
which in turn has led donors, governments and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) in efforts to achieve Education for
All (according to the Jomtien Accords1) and
monitor accomplishment of the Millennium
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Development Goals.2 The relationship
between medium of instruction and achievement of these goals has increasingly come
under discussion in the past two decades,
with a landmark conference in 20103 bringing a large number of scholars, policymakers, politicians and educators to the table.
US-driven efforts to reform the teaching of
early literacy through large-scale testing of
a limited set of reading skills has admittedly
brought attention to language of instruction
issues, despite raising concerns about assessing literacy in context (Hoffman, 2012) and
according to particular linguistic features
of the NDLs in question (Schroeder, 2013).
Increasingly, educators are recognizing that
learners from non-dominant linguistic and
cultural backgrounds can be offered more
equitable educational services, particularly
in basic literacy, if their own languages are
used. In some countries, this approach works
in parallel with democratic social or political
movements to develop policies and practices
that bring NDLs into schools through bi- and
multilingual and intercultural curricula.
Two examples of educational policy
favouring MEFA are South Africa and
Bolivia. In the first case, with democracy
and the removal of apartheid in 1994 came
a designation of 11 official languages,
nine of which are Indigenous African languages (Republic of South Africa, 1996).
Educational policies that followed called
for the use of people’s own languages as
mediums of instruction at the primary basic
level and, in the case of African language
speakers, access to competence in Afrikaans
and/or English, the nationally and internationally dominant languages, respectively.
Interestingly, the policy went further to call
for speakers of the two DLs to have access to
competence in at least one of the nine NDLs
(Heugh, 2009). At about the same time in
1994, Bolivia was undergoing a social and
educational revolution, passing the Education
Reform Law, along with laws implementing democratic (‘popular’) participation and
decentralization of education (López, 2005).
Although this approach was clearly directed
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toward the Indigenous majority of the country, there was a clause in the Reform policy
calling for the Spanish-speaking dominant
elite to learn an Indigenous language. In both
South Africa and Bolivia, there is anecdotal
evidence that learners from dominant groups
have actually had some opportunities to learn
NDLs, particularly if they attend progressive
private schools; however, the literature also
reveals fears that elite schools take muchneeded Indigenous language speakers away
from L1-based school programs, where they
are desperately needed (see, for example,
López, 2005).
The strongest NDL-based educational
policies in low-income countries today are
being implemented in Ethiopia and Eritrea,
but they stop short of promoting NDL
competence on the part of speakers of the
nationally dominant (Amharic and Tigrinha,
respectively) or internationally dominant
(English) languages. Both call for L1-based
teaching and learning during the entire 8-year
primary school cycle, with the DLs taught as
subjects in the curriculum. This 8-year L1
policy is effectively practiced for the most
widely spoken NDLs, and partially practiced
for others, with documented success in terms
of student achievement (Heugh et al., 2012;
Walter and Davis, 2005). It is unfortunate
that both policies require trilingualism for
NDL speakers, but only bilingualism (with
English) for speakers of the national DLs
(Benson et al., 2012).
Along with policies enabling or promoting
MEFA, a range of practices are documented
in the literature on multilingual education in
low-income settings, particularly in teacher
professional development. When NDLs are
entering the curriculum for the first time,
attention must be paid to teachers’ oral and
written language proficiency in both NDLs
and DLs, as well as to their use of language
teaching methodologies. In contexts where
NDLs are widely spoken, for example in
multilingual African countries, it is often
possible to mobilize an adequate supply of
qualified teachers who are NDL speakers,
as long as they are offered some training in
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writing their own languages and in teaching
them, and assuming they can be placed with
learners who share their language (Benson,
2004). However, when NDL communities
have not traditionally had access to formal
education, there may not be teachers who
speak, read or write these languages. This
raises the question of how to initiate an
L1-based MLE program – with NDL speakers who are not qualified teachers, or with
qualified teachers who are not from the NDL
community?
There are a number of strategies designed
to address NDL teacher shortages, most of
which are stopgap measures. It should be
noted that once the first generation of bi- or
multilingual learners complete their education cycle, there will be a pool from which
to draw qualified NDL-speaking teachers.
One common practice, the use of parent volunteers or NDL para-professionals to help
non-NDL-speaking teachers interpret the
curriculum, may facilitate classroom communication but tends to keep the NDL in a
subordinate position (Vu, 2010). Another
practice, that of attempting to give qualified teachers enough proficiency in the NDL
to teach, requires a great deal of training
and raises issues of cultural compatibility
between teachers and learners. In our experience, the most promising practices promote the education and training of NDL
community members who have the appropriate linguistic and cultural background.
One example is Bolivia’s development of
bachilleratos pedagógicos, or pedagogical
secondary schools, where Indigenous girls
were trained in L1-based bilingual education methods whilst learning the secondary
curriculum (Benson, 2004). An even more
successful model empowering local community teachers has been developed by CARE
in Cambodia and is in the process of being
adopted by the Cambodian government for
certain non-dominant groups. In this model,
community volunteers are given training that
is tailored to provide L1 literacy and pedagogical skills alongside academic content, so
that teachers can eventually be recognized

as qualified by the Ministry of Education and
Training (Lee et al., 2014).
Planning for multilingual teacher trainer
needs, the University of Limpopo in South
Africa has developed a highly innovative
Multilingual Studies BA program that prepares bilingual teachers and other professionals using Sesotho sa Leboa/Sepedi and
English, alongside additional South African
NDLs and world languages (Ramani and
Joseph, 2010). These and other measures
are being developed to allow for multilingual educational opportunities to be offered
in low-income contexts, where admittedly
the first priority is to provide access to basic
education and literacy for people from ND
linguistic and cultural communities.

MULTILINGUAL CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT IN REVITALIZATION
CONTEXTS
This section discusses contexts that are generally better resourced, where NDL communities are striving to revitalize their languages
and cultures. These communities face the
complex and multifaceted challenge of developing multilingual education models that
answer to the needs of the globalized world
without compromising the recovery and promotion of languages that have been lost or
partially lost due to political and/or social
repression. Educational models for these
communities should, as Fishman (2001: 43)
puts it, ‘counterbalance [globalization] by a
greater emphasis on cultural values, skills,
attitudes and beliefs that stem from and reinforce their own identity’. In such contexts,
schools are active agents in ‘reversing language shift’ (Fishman, 2001) because they
are engaged not only in ensuring knowledge
and transmission of the NDL, but also in
promoting its social use in the educational
context, as well as in the surrounding
community.
Such a perspective of multilingual education including the promotion of the NDL can
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now be found in bi- and multilingual communities all across Europe and has been especially developed in the officially bilingual
autonomous communities of Spain (Galicia,
Catalonia, Valencia, Balearic Islands, Navarre
and the Basque Autonomous Community). In
all of these communities, multilingual education is increasingly being generalized, and
the earlier bilingual models involving the
NDL heritage language and the state dominant language have been extended to include
English as a language of international communication, as well as major languages such
as French.
Multilingual models in revitalization
contexts need to address a variety of sociolinguistic settings and types of learners
depending on their contact with the NDL. For
some learners, the NDL is their L1, still preserved and used in their homes and/or their
local environments. In other cases, learners’
identities and origins correspond to the nondominant group, but the NDL is no longer
spoken by them or their families. Finally,
there might be learners belonging to the
dominant group, or to other incoming nondominant groups, who choose to be educated
in the heritage NDL of the local community for diverse reasons ranging from identity factors to instrumental motivation.
Revitalization models have not traditionally
engaged with all of these types of learners in equitable ways; they include total
immersion (monolingual in the NDL), partial immersion/bilingual (NDL and DL), or
NDL taught as a second or foreign language
within a mostly DL curriculum (Grenoble
and Whaley, 2006). We need to point out that
even these models tend to represent a monolingual habitus in that they are separated in
the curriculum and do not necessarily draw
upon learners’ own linguistic resources.
The Common European Framework
of Reference for Languages (Council of
Europe, 2001) defines multilingual competence in a social and action-based manner: proficiency in multiple languages with
the capacity to efficiently use the appropriate language to fulfil the tasks necessary in
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each specific context and situation of the
learner’s life. With this definition in mind, a
well-designed multilingual model needs to
embrace a broad perspective of the learner’s
language development, one that is not limited
to the teaching and learning of languages or
to their vehicular use inside the classroom,
but that extends to all actions and interactions happening in the school community,
and that particularly takes into account the
sociolinguistic context and levels of usage
of the NDL in learners’ school, social and
familial environments. This demands a comprehensive framework for language planning
and treatment: the School Language Project.
The following paragraphs will describe the
School Language Project model as designed
by the Basque-medium Ikastola4 school network in the Spanish Basque Country. We
will expand on one of its main features, the
Integrated Language Curriculum for the
teaching and learning of all the languages in
the school program.

The School Language Project of
the Basque Ikastolas
The Language Project of the Ikastolas is an
illustrative example of an integrated multilingual framework in which both the treatment
of language(s) in the teaching and learning
process and the social promotion of the NDL
are addressed (EHIK, 2009; Elorza and
Muñoa, 2008). This framework analyzes the
school setting holistically to identify the different communicative fields at the school,
each with its own specific functions that
require a certain language repertoire. This
analysis results in a description of all possible ‘fields of intervention in language development’ (EHIK, 2009), which becomes the
basis for an all-encompassing plan for the
development of multilingual competence
centred on the NDL (see Figure 35.1).
Looking specifically at the teaching
and learning processes that happen within
the classroom, this plan includes three
dimensions:

566

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

FIELDS OF INTERVENTION IN
LANGUAGES IN SCHOOL
PEDAGOGICAL
FIELD

Within the
classroom
Integrated
language(s)
curriculum

Language
across the
curriculum

Outside the
classroom
Out of school
activities,
playground,
dining room,
transport...

INSTITUTIONAL
FIELD
Organisation and
internal
communication
School
management

Families

External
relations

(community,
institutions,
etc.)

Didactic
interaction

Figure 35.1 Fields of intervention in languages in school
Source: EHIK (2009) The Ikastola Language Project. Donostia Spain: Confederation of Ikastolas of the Basque Country.

•• An integrated language curriculum, that is, a
holistic language program bringing together
all languages in the school and aiming for multilingual competence;
•• multilingual language-enhanced instruction in all
areas across the curriculum, in which each subject
will take charge of the teaching and learning of
its own specific language repertoire, and all will
contribute to the development of the common key
competence of ‘learning to communicate’; and
•• common methodological guidelines that emphasize the importance of interaction and student
participation in the classroom. The aim will be
to maximize learner language production – in
any given language – and to improve the quality
of communication in the teaching and learning
process.

The following section describes how the language curriculum is integrated.

The Integrated Language
Curriculum
The School Language Project of the Ikastolas
(EHIK, 2009) integrates four languages:

Basque (the NDL) as the main language of
education (through immersion or maintenance depending on the learner’s background), Spanish (the state DL), English (the
international lingua franca) and French
(neighbouring language). These languages
are given varying degrees of use and differing roles depending on their presence in the
learners’ environment outside school, the
linguistic proximity between languages and
the level of learners’ cognitive development
at each level of schooling (Elorza and Muñoa,
2008: 92). Consistent with the principle of
interdependence (Cummins, 1981) and the
holistic and dynamic nature of multilingualism (for example, Cook, 1995; Grosjean
1989; Herdina and Jessner, 2002), as
explained earlier, the teaching and learning
programs for all four languages have been
integrated into a common curriculum that
makes the best of, as well as fosters and nurtures, the unique proficiency of the multilingual student (Elorza, 2012). The axis of this
integrated curriculum is the learners’
common underlying proficiency (Cummins,
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LANGUAGES AND LITERATURE
OBJECTIVES AND GENERAL
COMPETENCIES OF THE AREA
To be developed across all languages

COMMON APPROACH TO
LANGUAGE METHODOLOGIES
THAT SHARE GUIDELINES
INTEGRATED FRAMEWORK OF
CONTENT

Common content arranged in a complementary
way; specific content for each language

BASQUE (L1)
SPECIFIC
COMPETENCIES

SPANISH (L2)
SPECIFIC
COMPETENCIES

ENGLISH (L3)
SPECIFIC
COMPETENCIES

FRENCH (L4)
SPECIFIC
COMPETENCIES

Level B2+

Level B2+

Level B1+

Level A2+

ASSESSMENT
CRITERIA

ASSESSMENT
CRITERIA

ASSESSMENT
CRITERIA

ASSESSMENT
CRITERIA

Figure 35.2 Structure of the integrated language curriculum of the Basque Curriculum for
Compulsory Education
Source: EHIK (2009) The Ikastola Language Project. Donostia, Spain: Confederation of Ikastolas of the Basque Country.

1981), which facilitates comparison, contrast
and interaction amongst languages, and
allows for the transfer of skills and metalinguistic knowledge acquired in one language
into the learners’ additional languages.
For these reasons, the syllabi of all four languages are defined within a single Languages
and Literature area. The main competencies
of this common area, all related to oral and
written communication and metalinguistic
awareness, will be developed across all languages. In order to allow for this complementary work, a common methodological
approach has been devised, focused on language usage and communication. Likewise,
the main teaching content available to be
transferred from one language to others

(Cummins, 1981) is planned in a complementary way for all languages included in
the curriculum (see later). In addition, each
language has its own set of differentiated
specific content. The expected level of acquisition of competencies in each language by
the end of compulsory schooling is specified using the language levels stated by the
Common European Framework of Reference
for Languages (Council of Europe, 2001)
and defined by means of assessment criteria
(EHIK, 2009), as illustrated in Figure 35.2.

Integrated framework of
language content
To establish the integrated framework of content, the language content that would be most
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likely to promote language transfer is
selected. The following categories are taken
into account when defining this complementary framework (Elorza, 2012):
1 Development of oral and written skills for comprehension and production. General procedures
and strategies for listening, speaking, reading
and writing are shared and taught similarly in
the different languages. The introduction of new
skills will be done in the main school language
(Basque) to be then transferred and generalized
to the other languages.
2 Knowledge of discursive situations and text
genres. Despite certain differences between
cultures, a set of common characteristics can
be defined relating to structure, organization
of content, functions and rhetorical resources
within text genres. This allows for complementary
planning of text work. For instance, the structure
of a story, a letter or an encyclopaedia entry will
be presented in one language to be applied and
developed further in other languages.
3 Interdependence of metalinguistic awareness
and language usage. Processes of observation,
analysis and conceptualization of the language
system, as well as basic linguistic concepts
needed to talk about language, are learned in
one language and then transferred to others.
Cross-linguistic work, that is, activities involving
translation, comparison or contrast between languages, will reinforce metalinguistic awareness,
which is an essential feature for the development
of multilingual competence (Jessner, 2006, 2008).
4 Language attitudes and intercultural awareness.
Representations of the different languages and
cultures that bring about attitudes towards them,
motivation to use or learn them, and personal
choices of usage need to be considered in
complementary ways. This category is especially
relevant where the aim is to empower NDLs
through multilingual teaching and learning.

We would argue that the design of an integrated language curriculum of this kind is
essential for planning coherent and efficient
multilingual language teaching. It allows for
new content to be introduced using learners’
stronger languages, for the content load to be
shared between languages in which learners
have more balanced proficiency, and generally
for unnecessary repetition or contradiction to

be avoided. This type of curriculum makes the
learning of each subsequent language easier
and faster because all the previous linguistic
knowledge built up by the multilingual learner
is taken into account when a new language is
introduced.
Although it is essential, the integrated language curriculum cannot on its own answer
for the full development of learners’ multilingual competencies. As stated previously,
the process of acquiring all the languages
happens through every activity that is part of
the life of the school. Consequently, the integrated language curriculum is only part of a
comprehensive plan that comprises the entire
communicative environment of the school
(inside and outside the classroom) and organizes the work carried out by all members of
the school community – educators, families
and other professionals – in a systematic and
integrated manner.

MULTILINGUALISM AND
MULTICULTURALISM
Languages are social products that express
the vision of the world of a human community, and they would be empty vessels without the cultures that fill them with meaning.
Language and culture must therefore be
considered as indivisible realities that need to
be tackled together when designing multilingual curricula.
In many cases the school has served as an
instrument for imposing dominant culture
along with dominant language, and for enforcing uniformity. For ND communities that aim
to maintain their identity, the curriculum needs
to incorporate a cultural itinerary (Garagorri,
2004) that integrates not only specific elements
pertaining to heritage, but also the community’s own interpretations of universal cultural
elements. The combination of these allows for
renewal and adaptation of the traditional culture to modern times in a dynamic approach.
The Ikastola network has therefore developed, alongside the Language Project, the
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Basque Curriculum (EHIK, 2004, 2006),
which consists of basic elements of Basque
cultural heritage and world cultural elements
selected by experts in a range of fields. The
intent is for this curriculum to serve as a
common shared reference for all students.
This would allow for cultural revival and for
a model of inclusive integration because the
Basque language and culture would form the
basis for coexistence of all cultural groups
living in the Basque Country. As explained
by Garagorri:
We propose to follow the path of cultural integration, that is, the path that combines diversity
and unification. Unification, considering Basque
and Basque culture to be the common heritage
of all the cultural groups that come into contact
in our daily lives and which, in turn, needs to be
open and changeable; and diversity, by making
use of intercultural channels as a means of
respecting, getting to know and appreciating the
identity that each community has. (Garagorri,
2004: 25)

The Basque Curriculum proposal stresses the
need to integrate multilingualism and interculturalism to reach two complementary
aims: creation of unity and appreciation of
diversity.

COOPERATION FOR LINGUISTIC
AND CULTURAL REVITALIZATION
The Basque experience in NDL revitalization
and cultural recovery has opened up an interesting path for cooperation with NDL communities in low-income contexts. The Basque
NGO Garabide Elkartea5 carries out cooperation projects with minoritized Indigenous
communities in Latin America, sharing
knowledge and skills gained throughout the
more than 50-year process of Basque revitalization. The NGO has two main fields of
work: research and dissemination of the
Basque process of language recovery, and
training and counselling in revitalization
strategies. In collaboration with the
Mondragon University Faculty of Humanities

569

and Education, a course in Native Language
and Identity Recovery is offered for Basque
language activists wishing to work in cooperation projects and leaders of Indigenous
organizations, with the following aims:
•• To reflect on the challenges inherent to the language and identity recovery process.
•• To offer sociolinguistic training on language recovery strategies in education, the media, corpora,
cultural production, language policy and other
areas.
•• To foster an exchange of experiences between
participants and those working in the field of
Basque culture.
•• To raise awareness among those involved in
Basque culture regarding projects aimed at recovering native languages in the southern hemisphere.
•• To create and develop language recovery projects
to be carried out in the language communities
themselves.

An illustrative example of the outcomes of
this cooperation is the pilot school Tosepan
Kalnemaxtiloyan6 of the Nahuatl ethnolinguistic community in Cuetzalan, Mexico, in
which Elorza was involved. The school, created by the agricultural cooperative Tosepan
Titataniske (‘United we shall win’), is promoting a differentiated education model that
builds learners’ Indigenous identities and
reinforces the culture and values of the community through intercultural and trilingual
education in Nahuatl, Spanish and English.
Since school leaders participated in the
Native Language and Identity Recovery
course, the school project has evolved from a
Spanish-dominant bilingual programme into
a total immersion Nahuatl-based education
model, aiming to reverse the language shift
already in process in the community. A
research project has also been launched to
define the Nahuatl cultural curriculum – the
basic elements of local culture that should be
integrated into the syllabus and transmitted
to future generations through schooling. In
similar ways, Indigenous communities from
Ecuador, Bolivia, Guatemala or Colombia
have benefitted from training, counselling or
financial support for their own recovery
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plans, reinforcing their own identities and
creating a collaborative network to fulfil their
common aims.

RISKS IN MULTILINGUAL
CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT
Although we are highly encouraged by the
current directions in multilingual education
in both settings we have described, there are
some impediments to generating a multilingual habitus and achieving multilingual education for all. This is because a habitus in
Bordieuian terms is an unquestioned assumption, and changing from a monolingual to a
multilingual habitus involves no less than a
paradigm shift, among educators, academics
and the public. The greatest risk would be to
transplant multilingual models or methods
whilst maintaining the status quo, that is,
without challenging the power imbalances
between dominant and non-dominant cultural and linguistic communities. We note
that countries like Bolivia and South Africa
have included clauses in their educational
language policies to support DL speakers
learning NDL, but these policies are far from
widely adopted. The progress made by the
Basque Ikastolas is demonstrably better in
terms of promoting NDL proficiency as part
of learners’ holistic linguistic repertoires.
One risk in schools where the Basque multilingual curriculum is implemented is that
English (and to some degree French) may be
added before NDL issues are fully confronted.
This includes programs that rush to include
DLs without focusing on Basque development, as well as programs that promote
Basque and the DLs but ignore the existing
linguistic proficiency of incoming learners.
For example, there has been serious discussion regarding Basque language promotion
with immigrant learners who speak Mandarin
or Indigenous South American languages at
home, and whose own NDLs and cultures
should arguably be valorized (for example,
Etxeberria and Elosegi, 2008). Another risk

is that the widely promoted methodology
known as Content and Language Integrated
Learning (CLIL), which gives teachers a way
to teach languages across the curriculum,
is an extension of ‘Lx only’ pedagogy. The
concept of teaching non-language subjects
‘with and through’ an unfamiliar language
(for example, Marsh, 2002) is not new, but
the danger is for certain subjects to be taught
exclusively through certain languages, for
example English, sidelining other languages
in the multilingual repertoire of both learners and their teachers. This highlights the
risk in both situations internationally of how
multilingual curricula are to be implemented,
given the existing linguistic proficiency and
methodological understandings of available
teachers. Put another way, adopting a multilingual curriculum is one thing; implementing it is another.

CONCLUSION
Multilingual Education for All (MEFA) is
the slogan we use to represent our position in
this chapter, and we have described a number
of concerted efforts on behalf of this aim.
We have presented MEFA as a paradigm
shift but also as a way to promote learners’
own (often non-dominant) languages whilst
developing multiple linguistic, cognitive and
intercultural resources that will stand them in
good stead in this increasingly interconnected world.
Building on learners’ existing linguistic
repertoires, maximizing the efficiency of
cross-linguistic transfer and modelling multilingual behaviours are all aspects of putting a multilingual curriculum into practice.
Appropriate aims are not native-like proficiency in each language but multilingual
proficiency, that is, a range of proficiency
levels in various domains with the resulting overall benefits to communicative and
social competence. The multilingual curriculum should leave no one – least of all a DL
speaker – monolingual. As a result, MEFA

MULTILINGUAL EDUCATION FOR ALL

has the potential to transform the lives of
all learners, as well as the local, regional,
national and global social milieux in which
they will interact and thrive.

NOTES
1 	 See, for example, http://www.unesco.org/new/
en/education/themes/leading-the-internationalagenda/education-for-all/the-efa-movement/
jomtien-1990/ (last accessed July 20, 2015).
2 	 See, for example, http://www.unesco.org/new/
en/culture/achieving-the-millennium-development-goals/mdgs/ (last accessed July 20, 2015).
3 	 The International Conference on Language, Education and the Millennium Development Goals
was held on 9–11 November 2010; see UNESCO
(2010, 2012).
4 	 Ikastolas are Basque-medium schools (minority
language maintenance and immersion) committed to the promotion and development of
the Basque language and culture. The Ikastolen
Elkartea, a network of over 100 schools, organizes administrative services, curriculum development, publication of Basque-medium materials
for all subjects and levels, in-service teacher training programs, evaluation services and programs
to foster Basque cultural practices.
5 	 http://www.garabide.eus/english/ (last accessed
July 20, 2015).
6 	 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4VWBwtJUhaA
(last accessed July 20, 2015).
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36
Creativity, Education and Curricula
Anusca Ferrari and Dominic Wyse

Creativity can be viewed as an essential characteristic of human thinking, related to the
freedom of the human spirit. More instrumentally, creativity can be valued in relation
to its economic impact. Governments around
the world have turned their attention to how
children and young people might acquire the
necessary attributes of creativity as part of
their education. This has often been a result of
politicians’ views that creativity is a driver of
economic prosperity. The analysis of survey
data and input–output models data from Arts
Council and Office for National Statistics in
the UK (Centre for Economics and Business
Research, 2013) offered a powerful case for
the economic benefits of arts and culture, as
exemplified in the following points:
••

••

Businesses in the UK arts and culture industry
generated turnover of £12.4 billion in 2011…
(approx. 0.4 to 1.0% GDP)
The arts and culture industry employed, on
average, about 0.45 per cent of total employment in the UK and 0.48 per cent of all
employment in England.

••

••

The greatest contributor to the overall funding
of the industry … has been and still is earned
income … Arts and culture is experiencing a
pincer movement effect, reduced consumer
expenditure due to squeezed incomes and
reduced public funding.
Commercial creative industries (as recently
defined by Nesta) are estimated to provide
nearly five per cent of UK employment, 10 per
cent of UK GDP and 11 per cent of the UK’s
service exports. Arts and culture plays a significant role in supporting these industries (Centre
for Economics and Business Research, 2013: 2)

Political emphasis has revealed the view by
policymakers that creativity is deemed essential for collective and individual well-being
(Blamires and Peterson, 2014; Robinson,
2006) and a student asset for the twenty-first
century (Barroso, 2009; Katz-Buonincontro,
2012). As a result of these emphases governments have responded with actions. The
Australian
government’s
Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young
Australians (which sets educational priorities
for 10 years) committed the nation
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to developing ‘confident and creative individuals’ (Ministerial Council on Education,
Employment Training and Youth Affairs,
2008). In China, from 2006, creativity in the
early years became an educational priority
(Vong, 2008). In the special administrative
region of Hong Kong, creativity has become
the theme of educational reform to prepare
for the challenges of a twenty-first-century
society (Leong, 2010). In Greece, the CrossThematic Curriculum Framework introduced
in primary education in 2003 focused on
creative abilities and imagination through
exploration and discovery (Kampylis, 2010).
In the twenty-first-century skills movement,
which has global reach but started in the US,
creativity is perceived as a core skill to redefine the goals of education in the new millennium (Binkley et al., 2012).
Political actions to fashion school curricula reveal specific educational priorities
including priorities for the kind of knowledge to be taught. A curriculum is the way in
which domains of knowledge are made available to students (Craft, 2005); curriculum
development is a political act, which establishes a vision of the kind of society policymakers envisage for the future (Williamson
and Payton, 2009). Indeed the creation of a
curriculum depends upon a politics of adjustment and negotiation between prospective
competence needs, disciplinary domains and
educational traditions. National curricula are
built, explicitly and/or implicitly, on societal
aims for education, conceptions of knowledge and political control (Wyse et al., 2014).
In this chapter, we discuss how different
perceptions of creativity influence its place in
the curriculum and some of the consequences
that this has for the education of children and
young people. Our framing for the chapter
is based upon the idea that conceptualisations of creativity are reflected in curriculum development and curriculum policy. We
argue for the necessity of a clear and consensual agenda for creativity in education. The
first section of the chapter outlines how plural conceptions of creativity have been established through research. Three conceptions in

particular are then related to a discussion of
personality traits of creative people and how
teachers perceive these traits. The second
section of the chapter considers the implications of fostering a creative culture in schools
and analyses barriers and enablers, in particular considering how curricula and assessment
play a part in fostering or hindering creativity.

CONCEPTIONS OF CREATIVITY
An emerging consensus for the definition of
creativity stands on three pillars: originality,
value and acceptance (Wyse and Ferrari,
2014). A process, product or output is considered creative when it is original and valuable at the same time (thus contributing to a
specific area or domain; Beghetto, 2005).
Across diverse fields and disciplines, originality (or novelty) and value (or appropriateness) emerge repeatedly as the hallmarks of
creative endeavour (Barron, 1955; Mednick,
1962; Mumford and Simonton, 1997; Stein,
1974; Sternberg and Lubart, 1999; Vernon,
1989). The third pillar of the definition –
acceptance – involves the judgment of
‘experts’ in recognising the originality and
value of the output or process, thus generating, as we shall point out, one of the unresolved dilemmas about creativity in the
designation of such experts.
Authors have diverged in their precise definitions beyond these three pillars.
Meusburger (2009) argues that over a hundred different analyses can be found in the
literature. Different research perspectives
isolate a specific aspect of creativity, often
neglecting to relate the single aspect to the
whole (Sternberg and Lubart, 1999).
Despite Laske’s (1993) opinion that creativity is impossible to define or explain
(and should rather be exemplified), a number of scholars have proposed definitions
of creativity, each bringing a different voice
and perspective to the debate. At one end of
a continuum of levels of creativity, Gardner
(1993) suggests that creative works cause a
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‘refashioning’ of the domain they contribute
to. At the other end of the continuum, Craft
(2005) identifies creativity as the ability to see
possibilities that others have not noticed, and
Burnard et al. (2006) talk about ‘possibility
thinking’ – the ‘what if’ and ‘as if’ driven by
questioning and imagination. Among scholars underlining the ‘thinking’ side of creativity, we include Amabile (1990) for whom a
creative response to a task is heuristic rather
than algorithmic – a discovery rather than a
procedural process – and thus is substantively
different to reproduction (Taylor, 1988).
An important dimension of the debate
has been the consideration of creativity as
the preserve of eminent people versus the
kind of creativity that occurs in everyday
life. According to Kaufman and Beghetto
(2009), most research on creativity takes one
of two directions: some scholars focus on
major creative breakthroughs (for example,
Gardner, 1993; Gruber, 1974; Simonton,
1999), whilst others look at new and valuable contributions from ordinary people (for
example, Ward et al., 2004; Wiley, 1998).
The distinction between the two strands
has been referred to as Big C and little c
creativity – a distinction reported in many
studies, albeit sometimes with different
wordings (Amabile, 2013; Craft et al., 2001;
Kaufman and Beghetto, 2009; Kozbelt et al.,
2010; Shneiderman, 2000).
Big C creativity refers to the creative
accomplishments of geniuses, seen in people such as Curie, Confucius, Dickinson,
Mozart, Nureyev or Senghor. Their creative
achievements are exemplary and comprise
ground-breaking novelty and excellence in
their domain, as well as societal recognition
and valuation. Little c creativity, on the other
hand, can be seen as the ability and attitude
that leads to new and effective solutions to
everyday ‘problems’. A similar distinction
can be found in Shneiderman (2000) who differentiates between revolutionary creativity,
imputable to Nobel laureates and geniuses,
and evolutionary acts of creativity, which
can include doctors making unforeseen
diagnoses.
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The theoretical distinction between the different levels of creativity raises a substantial
problem briefly mentioned at the beginning
of the chapter: the role and designation of
‘experts’. In order to judge whether something is original there needs to be a domain
of reference – the idea or product has to be
seen in a context from which it differs and in
which it is judged to be of value. This requires
a field of experts who accept the idea or product as new and valuable (Csikszentmihalyi,
1999). Amabile (2013), however, cautions
that although experts will easily recognise
the originality of a contribution, they will
not necessarily endorse its value, which in
some cases requires the test of time to be
perceived as authoritative or revolutionary.
Here is the paradox: creativity contributes to
the advancement of society through the work
of eminent people; however, contemporaries
might not perceive pioneering contributions
as valuable (Van Gogh comes to mind, dying
in poverty and disgrace), and yet it is contemporary experts who act as gatekeepers of
a domain and who are asked to judge the novelty and relevance of contributions.
In relation to little c creativity, the three
pillars of our definition can be further contextualised (Jones and Wyse, 2013). Originality
is taken to mean original for the individual,
the context or the situation, but not necessarily in comparison with larger norms
(Runco, 2003). Value is assessed in the context and field in which the person is acting.
Acceptance, we have just seen, may come
from educators and/or pupils who are not
necessarily eminent experts, and yet although
little c creativity might not involve a refashioning of a domain or field, it can contribute
to the improvement of processes, products,
actions, ideas and practices.

TRAITS OF CREATIVE PEOPLE
A strand of studies on creativity considers
the personal traits and characteristics of creative individuals. Significant work has been
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done in seeking to understand eminent intellectuals and creators, but also research has
been carried out on ordinary people, with the
identification of several intellectual and personality traits that have been recognised as
attributes of creativity. We consider that this
strand of research is relevant for a discussion
of creativity in education because it sheds
some light on specific aspects of creativity,
and on traits and attitudes that we believe
could be fostered in the classroom in the
interest of enhancing creativity. Intelligence
and motivation are two central aspects of this
line of research because they are central in
education – we therefore primarily focus on
those two features.
For decades intelligence was misleadingly
understood as the central individual characteristic of creative people (Albert and Runco,
1999). We can still hear the echo of this idea
in the number of studies that associate creativity with genius or giftedness (Albert and
Runco, 1990). However, the relationship
between creativity and intelligence is not linear. The ‘threshold theory’ suggests that there
is a required minimum level of intelligence
(measured in terms of IQ) to be creative, but
above a certain level, intelligence does not
influence creativity (Runco, 2007). Other
studies conclude that intelligence is a ‘necessary but not sufficient component of creativity’ (Heilman et al., 2003: 370). For Getzels
and Jackson (1962), intelligence plays a
smaller role than personality in determining
creativity.
Sharp (2004) distinguished creativity
from talent, arguing that talent refers to the
possession of aptitude and skills in a given
area, without necessarily implying originality or creative ability. A comparison with the
musical domain will exemplify the complexity of this claim. Talented performing musicians might be judged to be less creative than
musical composers; however, we believe it
would be more useful to talk of ‘gradients’
of creativity. It is undoubtedly clear that
performers such as pianist Glenn Gould or
violinist Jascha Heifetz brought original and
valuable aspects to performance, and their

performances might be judged as creative
(Wyse, 2014). According to Gardner (1993),
although a performance often requires reproduction of musical notation, opportunities
for innovation, improvisation and interpretation are also present. This reminds us of
Amabile’s (1990) point that heuristic rather
than algorithmic processes are discriminant
of creative acts – a performance is creative
when it involves discovery, when the process moves away from more basic procedural
reproduction.
Motivation is one of the main factors conducive to creative output. On the basis of her
research, Amabile (1998) argued that intrinsic motivation is more important than extrinsic when determining impact on creativity.
Intrinsic motivation is about passion and
interest, an internal desire to be engaged in
a specific activity. This internal push is the
stronger driver of creative production: people
will be creative when they are driven by their
interests and passions, and not by external
pressure (extrinsic motivation, which can
take the form of a cash incentive or, in education, a good grade from the teacher). Creative
people are those who are engaged in a task
because they derive pleasure from the task
itself. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) described this
pleasure as a mental state of ‘flow’ – being
fully immersed in an activity, experiencing
an automatic, effortless and yet focused state.
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) coined the term
‘flow’ to describe these pleasurable feelings
of complete absorption reported by creative
people engaged in their selected activity, during which creation seems to flow naturally
and concentration makes them lose perception of time. Csikszentmihalyi holds that this
state is the fuel of creativity. Sustained creativity needs sustained and undivided attention to the task at hand (Bohm, 1998).
The undivided dedication derived from
intrinsic motivation could relate to another
two common characteristics of creative
people: work ethic and perseverance
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Runco, 2007).
Csikszentmihalyi (1996) interviewed creative people from different fields (a sculptor,
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a physicist, a social scientist, a physician, a
painter, an inventor). When talking about
their work, they all referred to long periods
of hard work and to the fact that their curiosity pushed them to dedicate long hours to the
tasks they were involved in. Csikszentmihalyi
said that without perseverance novel ideas
would not come to completion. For Gardner
(1993: 362), the ‘Exemplary Creator’ ‘works
nearly all the time’ and is obsessed with their
work. Their perseverance does not stop at
motivation and engagement. Creative people tend to persevere in having their ideas
accepted: they are persuasive (Simonton,
1990), analyse which ideas are worth pursuing and will persuade others that their ideas
are of value (Sternberg and Lubart, 1999).
Their persuasiveness, however, can also
create social friction according to Ng and
Smith (2004). Although many people tend
to agree with group norms, creative persons
are often dogmatic and will stand up for
their ideas against everything and everyone,
for example the case of Galileo Galilei and
his conflicts with the Catholic Church. Feist
(1998) lists a series of arguably less attractive
characteristics of creative people: less conventional, dominant, hostile and impulsive.
They are norm-doubting, non-conformist
and independent. Although being independent, they can also show a certain immaturity
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Gardner, 1993).
Despite undesirable characteristics recognised in a variety of studies, the so-called
‘dark side’ of creativity is often based on
misconceptions. The Romantic period is still
casting a shade on the artist and creative person as mad and savage (Csikszentmihalyi,
1996) and the creative process as a mysterious and mystical creation (Rodari, 1973).
Csikszentmihalyi argued that every period
puts a ‘transient mask’ on creative people
(1996: 56). In ancient times, he asserts, creativity was associated with mystical beliefs
(Sternberg and Lubart, 1999) or inspired
by the Muses (‘Sing, goddess’, as Homer
opened the Iliad). More recently, creativity
was believed to be induced by drugs (Plucker
and Dana, 1999) and has been linked to
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mental breakdowns and illness (Beghetto,
2005). Most robust overviews of creativity
research reject the link between mental illness and creativity, and between drug use and
creativity (Sawyer, 2012); however, there is
a commonly held belief that creative people
are tortured souls who need their creative acts
as a sort of healing process (Sawyer, 2012).

TEACHERS, CREATIVITY
AND LEARNING
Creativity is a fundamental part of human
information processing (Dietrich, 2004), and
central to the construction of personal meaning (Runco, 2003), thus aligned with learning. It has long been recognised that
appropriate knowledge and expertise in a
field is an essential aspect of creativity
(Boden, 2001; Guilford, 1950; Weisberg,
1999). Learning in a creative way is a
form of meaning-making. Constructivist
approaches to learning involve understanding
and making new and valuable connections
between old and new knowledge. As Piaget
(1973) claimed, ‘to understand is to invent’.
Without invention, learning mainly involves
memorisation, and teaching as a consequence
can be viewed as nothing more than
transmission.
Teaching practices can sometimes privilege knowledge reproduction of factual
information over knowledge creation, thus
reducing creative endeavours. In an article
on future middle and secondary teachers’ preferences for students’ responses,
Beghetto (2007a) showed there is a tendency among teachers to prefer standard
answers to unique ones, and to dismiss creative answers. Sometimes dismissal of ideas
can be a teacher’s response to what is seen
as pupils’ attempts to distract attention from
the tasks planned for the lesson. As Kennedy
(2005) reports, although not being a punishment, dismissal conveys to students the message that some ideas will not be discussed,
hence discouraging students from investing
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intellectual energy in the pursuit of their new
idea. In her study on school reform, Kennedy
observed that unexpected ideas from students
were often dismissed by teachers because
they felt the need to maintain the lesson’s
momentum. Kennedy refers to this process
as a ‘tension’ to be resolved routinely by
teachers in engaging with students, a tension
created between the objectives of the lesson
and the unexpected reflections and outbursts
of students, as if students’ active participation in their lessons was a ‘misplaced’ act.
Although Kennedy does not refer explicitly
to creativity, her description of classroom
interactions can be seen as a possible ground
for creative engagement. Banaji et al. (2013)
talk about a dualist framework in schools,
one which sees some knowledge as good
and some knowledge as bad. Runco (2004)
and Beghetto (2007b) also agree on the detrimental effects on students’ creativity of the
dismissal of their ideas. One of the personality traits of creative people is their capacity
to take risks (Davies, 1999), a quality often
hindered in a school environment where the
correct standardised answer is the desired
response. Some forms of teaching, often
regarded as ‘traditional teaching’, can deter
students’ individual autonomy (Ng, 2002),
which affects their creative performance.
Cropley (2014) found that research in
many countries and over many years portrays
a majority of teachers who ‘disapprove of or
even dislike’ creative children. Despite this,
Feldhusen and Treffinger (1975) showed that
96 per cent of the teachers they surveyed
agreed that creativity is a good thing. Runco,
Johnson and Bear (1993) reported teachers’
favourable attitudes to creativity. The paradox of desirability (that is, creativity being
explicitly seen as desirable but in practice
avoided) is reflected in teacher views of the
ideal student. Teachers seem to prefer learners who have characteristics such as ‘conforming’ and ‘considerate’, which are in
sharp contrast with creative personality traits
(Runco, 1999). Ng and Smith (2004) and
Westby and Dawson (1995) came to the same
conclusion: teachers dislike personality traits

associated with creativity. Creative behaviour in students is often perceived by teachers with scepticism and viewed as students
behaving egotistically.
Teachers are pivotal in students’ creative performance because they can build
a climate conducive to creative learning
(Esquivel, 1995). They provide the balance
between structure and freedom of expression
(Beghetto, 2005). As Wyse and Spendlove
(2007) point out, teachers play an important
role in triggering students’ creativity because
they represent the field of experts who are to
judge the creative output; however, it is the
‘acceptance’ of the original and valuable
thinking, process or output that is often not
supported by teachers.

CREATIVITY AND THE CURRICULUM
There have been a number of moves in policy
to promote creativity in school curricula,
albeit with contradictory actions from governments. There is an international tendency
to tighten government control of curriculum
and assessment (Wyse et al., 2014). At the
same time teachers are asked to be creative
and innovative, but often feel the pressure to
achieve standards (for instance, in literacy
and numeracy). Tasks, duties and demands
accumulate as new requirements do not substitute others but are added to workload
(Christensen et al., 2008). In a comparative
study involving teachers from England,
France and Denmark, Osborn and McNess
(2002) found that teachers from England
reported that highly prescribed curriculum
and high stakes testing left them little
possibility for creativity. The knowledgeburden that teachers are often required to
impart has a negative impact on the time
that can be allocated to exploring topics in a
creative and innovative way (Craft, 2005).
A creative environment, where children
and young people feel safe and accepted, can
be an aim of education. Openness towards
different people (tolerance) is one of the
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principles of creative environments according to Florida (2002) who studies creative
cities but whose analyses can also be applied
to school environments. The notion of
acceptance of creativity goes hand-in-hand
with an understanding of what creativity is.
This understanding implies tackling some
‘implicit theories’ (Runco, 1999), ideas that
teachers might have about creativity, which
might differ from scholarship on the subject. For instance, although we have wide
scholar support for originality and value as
key factors of creativity (within a context of
consensual judgement), teachers seem to perceive creativity mainly as an original output
(Beghetto, 2007a).
As a major geographical area of the
world, the nation states of the European
Union represent important sites for consideration of creativity in the school curriculum.
Creativity is present and mentioned in school
curricula. In a previous publication (Wyse
and Ferrari, 2014), we reported findings on
an analysis of national curriculum texts for
primary and secondary schools from the 27
countries that were, at the time, part of the
European Union.1 The focus of the analysis
was the frequency of use of the word ‘creativity’ which was searched through its stem
creativ* and calculated per thousand words.
The analysis highlighted that creativity was
mentioned in national curriculum texts of all
European countries albeit with notable frequency differences. Occurrences of creativity
ranged from 0.04 per thousand words in the
Netherlands and Poland to 1.78 in Northern
Ireland. The countries where creativity ranked
higher in terms of relative occurrences were
UK – Northern Ireland, 1.78 occurrences per
thousand words; Estonia, 1.65; and in UK –
Scotland, 1.25. The long-lasting tradition of
creativity in the UK was evident in the rate of
occurrences at or above the mean of the EU
27, and in two of the four UK countries, it
was significantly above the mean (Wyse and
Ferrari, 2014).
The case of Estonia is interesting. In unpublished interviews with three educational
experts from Estonia, collected during the
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ICEAC study (see Cachia et al., 2010; Banaji
et al., 2013), interviewees reported that education in Estonia was very traditional; however, since 2002 there had been reforms in
both teacher training and curriculum in order
to modernise the education in the Soviet era
aftermath (see Moree, 2013 for a fascinating
account by teachers of similar curriculum
development in the Czech Republic). In the
new curriculum, creativity was seen as one of
the seven general competences, and a section
of the curriculum on cross-curricular themes
supported its conceptualisation. The most
common collocates (that is, words that appear
more frequently together with the searched
term) of creativity in the Estonian curriculum
were ‘students’ and ‘development’. However,
the three experts who were interviewed recognised that practices were likely to differ
across schools and classrooms. They argued
that although there was evidence of transition
from didactic to active teaching methods, it
was predicted that it would be not easy or
immediate to change teachers’ beliefs, especially in this case of radical change.
In terms of relative occurrences, the places
where creativity was less frequently mentioned per thousand words in the national
curriculum texts of the EU were France, 0.09;
Belgium – Wallonia, 0.07; The Netherlands,
0.04; and Poland, 0.04 (Wyse and Ferrari,
2014). The case of the Netherlands stands
out for both low absolute and relative occurrences (creativity is mentioned 17 times in
curricula for all subjects and all levels of compulsory school). Consultation with experts
and the data from the ICEAC survey showed,
however, that creativity is highly valued in
schools in the Netherlands (Cachia et al.,
2010). The discrepancy in the data between
occurrences of the terms in national curriculum texts and the views of experts could be a
result of the independence that schools in the
Netherlands have in their interpretation and
implementation of the curriculum. To a certain extent, a similar discrepancy can be seen
in the relatively high levels of curriculum
prescription in England against continuing
determination by some settings, schools and
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teachers to implement creative approaches
(Wyse et al., 2014).
Even if sufficient attention is paid to creativity in national curricula, and if teachers
and schools have sufficient freedom, it does
not follow that students will foster their creativity. A key factor is the belief about creativity and education that teachers hold. A
long-lasting debate considers the domain of
creativity: although creativity is commonly
perceived as inherently connected to the arts
(Sawyer, 2012), some scholarship has argued
that creativity is a feature of any domain or
area of knowledge (Beghetto, 2007a; Runco,
1999; Sharp, 2004). The analysis of curricula
of the EU showed that creativity occurred
almost twice as much in the curricula for artsrelated subjects than in other subjects (Wyse
and Ferrari, 2014). Banaji et al. (2013),
who interviewed 80 educational experts and
stakeholders from Europe, reported that a
third of interviewees perceived that limiting
creativity to the Arts was a problem for its
development in education. An interviewee
from France stated: ‘Basically in France creativity is only associated with the arts and
maybe advertising. But a scientist would
not consider himself creative’ (Banaji et al.,
2013: 455). But Cachia and Ferrari (2010)
found that teachers from Europe held an
encompassing view of creativity. Almost all
teachers who took part in the survey (98 per
cent) believed that creativity can be applied
to every domain of knowledge. When asked
if they agreed that creativity is only relevant
to visual arts, music, drama and artistic performance, 86 per cent disagreed, with 31 per
cent strongly disagreeing and 56 per cent disagreeing. This finding was quite a surprise
in the context of general agreement and evidence that teachers tend to hold contradictory
conceptions of creativity (Kampylis et al.,
2009; Runco, 2003; Westby and Dawson,
1995). The issue of the location of creativity
in relation to disciplines and/or subjects is a
very important one to tackle because understanding creativity as relevant for the arts
only allows for teachers’ withdrawal from an
engagement in developing students’ creative

potential across the curriculum (Kampylis
et al., 2009).
One of the explanatory factors in relation
to aligning some subjects more than others
with creativity was revealed in the two main
ways in which creativity was described in
the analysed curriculum texts: as an artistic
output or as a thinking skill. The cases of
national curricula from Ireland and Lithuania
provide typical examples of this distinction
(Heilmann and Korte, 2010). In art-related
subjects of those curricula (Visual Arts,
Music, Drama), creativity was mainly formulated in terms of self-expression, spontaneity
and enjoyment, whilst in other subjects the
prevalent focus was on thinking skills and
problem solving. The distinction is unhelpful
because self-expression can be present in scientific subjects (for example, the act of persuading others that one’s ideas are of value)
and creative problem solving is often a feature of artistic creativity (for example, deciding how a character might behave in a novel).
The relevance of creativity for all school
subjects is evident in the number of publications, mainly books, dedicated to the topic,
where typically there would be a general
introduction on creativity, its meaning and
implication for education, and different contributions differentiated on how creativity is
relevant for each school subject. This is the
structure of Unlocking Creativity: Teaching
Across the Curriculum (Fisher and Williams,
2004), of Creativity for a New Curriculum:
5–11 (Newton, 2012) and of Creativity in the
Primary Curriculum (Jones and Wyse, 2013).
In these books, suggestions are given on how
to foster creativity across the curriculum and
in all school subjects. There are, however,
different conceptualisations of creativity that
emerge in these books and their chapters,
ranging from an emphasis on imagination in
literacy and writing to the focus on problem
solving in science and mathematics. Given
that we perceive creativity as being relevant
for every school subject, does being creative in Biology mean something different
to being creative in Music? Is the type of
creativity fostered through a specific subject
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transposable to another subject, or field, or
domain? Research is polarised on this matter: some studies have promoted a vision
of creativity as transferable across domains
(Mardell et al., 2008; Woods and Jeffrey,
1996); others argue that creativity occurs in
a specific disciplinary area (Amabile, 1990;
Chappell, 2006; Csikszentmihalyi, 1999;
Gardner, 1993; Miell and Littleton, 2004).
We are left with the impression that disciplinary areas or subjects are perceived each
in their own uniqueness and each with their
own interpretation of creativity, thus contributing to a kaleidoscopic vision of creativity
and failing to provide a definition of and
approach to creativity across the curriculum
as a transversal competence.
The field of mathematics is a thoughtprovoking case. Mathematics is a discipline
where creative thinking and creative problem
solving is often claimed to be prominent;
however, in their review of the literature,
Leikin and Pitta-Pantazi (2013) found that
creativity is neglected in mathematics education research. They notice a double lack
of interest: mathematics research devotes
little space to creativity, and research on creativity devotes little space to mathematics.
They claim that in the mathematics field,
research on creativity is recent, mainly having been carried out in the last few years,
and it still remains a niche area in studies on
mathematics. The article is the introductory
discussion of a special issue on the role of
creativity in mathematics of the ZDM journal, which in 1997 dedicated another special
issue on creativity and mathematics. From
this volume, Kohler (1997) suggests that
teachers of mathematics should act like artists and welcome creative solutions and selfexpression, ‘For creativity must first be
permitted’ (1997: 88, emphasis in the original). Mann (2006), in his inspiring article
on creativity as the essence of mathematics,
simply points to problems with the standard
pedagogy of mathematics, which sees ‘learning from the master’ as the main educational
method: teachers demonstrate and students
repeat and practice, which he clearly sees

583

as a hindrance to developing creativity. He
claims that, even at the level of research on
mathematics, there is a lack of a satisfactory and accepted definition of mathematical
creativity. We see the problem of definition
again coming back as a cause that influences practices and adoptions. Mann argues
that the essence of Mathematics is thinking
creatively, not providing the right answer.
Conversely, Beghetto (2007a) reported that
prospective teachers of Mathematics at secondary school level prioritised relevance of
responses above uniqueness of responses
much more than prospective teachers from
other subjects, thus dismissing novel ideas.

ASSESSING CREATIVITY
When claiming that creativity should form a
strong, coherent, constituent part of the curriculum, we acknowledge that policy texts as
curricula are indicative of practice, rather
than definitive, in part because policies are
mediated by schools and teachers and other
actors in education systems (Ball, 1997).
This is part of the reason why we consider it
relevant to discuss the role of assessment in
relation to creativity in curricula in this chapter. Assessment is an essential component of
learning and teaching because it allows the
quality of both teaching and learning to be
judged and improved. Assessment often
determines the priorities of education; it has
‘back-wash’ effects on teaching and learning.
As a result, the promotion of creativity at the
curriculum level will not be fruitful if assessment is based on the avoidance or dismissal
of creativity. The literature recognises a barrier for creative learning in the way in which
formal, national assessment, especially in the
form of tests, is conducted. Wyse and Jones
(2003) maintained that testing had narrowed
school provision at the expense of creativity.
Notwithstanding the amount of time required
to prepare students for examinations, there
was little evidence that testing helps to raise
standards. On the contrary, the high stakes
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statutory assessment system has been seen to
introduce some undesirable effects (Wyse
and Torrance, 2009).
High-stake tests are not the only form of
assessment that influence school provision.
Classroom interaction is often perceived by
teachers and students as a form of informal
assessment and direct feedback, and as mentioned earlier, classroom conversations could
benefit from the recognition of learners’
unique ideas. Simplicio (2000) and Beghetto
(2005) agree on the importance of setting
goals: both learners and teachers should have
a clear understanding on what should be
learned and how. Despite the statutory summative role of assessment in many countries,
the other two functions of assessment should
not be forgotten because they offer wide
opportunities for the recognition of creativity. These are (1) the diagnostic, which aims
to analyse pupils’ capabilities and aptitudes
as a basis for planning and (2) the formative,
which gathers evidence about pupils’ progress to influence teaching methods and priorities (Black and William, 2003; Harlen and
James, 1997). As rote-learning cannot be recognised as creative learning, so summative
assessment of mainly factual knowledge provides little space for recognition of creativity.
Assessing creativity has long been a challenging area despite pioneering work carried
out by Torrance (1988) who tested several
components of divergent thinking. Ellis and
Barrs (2008) recognised the compounded difficulties of assessing creativity. They offered
a framework and a creative learning scale, the
latter divided into five levels or attainment
targets, accounting for both creative products and processes. Ellis and Barrs propose
an assessment that aims to detect creativity. Their framework of Creative Learning
Assessment (CLA) encompasses diagnostic, formative and summative assessment,
allowing teachers to make informal judgements and also to evaluate children’s creative
work in several ways, including collecting
pupils’ work in portfolios and e-portfolios.
Blamires and Peterson (2014) present and
discuss seven frameworks that are currently

in use to assess creativity in school. In their
review, they notice two main limits of those
frameworks: first, frameworks are decontextualized from the subjects or disciplines;
second, some of the frameworks lack some
degree of construct validity. They propose
the use of assessment ‘for’ learning instead
of assessment ‘of’ learning to be applied
to the domain of creativity. Assessment for
Learning (AfL, elaborated by the Assessment
Reform Group, 2002), although it does not
consider creativity, provides scope and space
for recognition of creative endeavours. It
recognises the priority of promoting students’ learning and understanding, and highlights the impact of self-assessment and peer
assessment in raising children’s achievement
(Black et al., 2004).
The field of assessment of creativity in
education does not appear to have provided
a satisfying solution or approach. As Munro
(2010) points out, discussing assessment of
creativity raises a number of questions, for
instance on what to assess – the creative person? The creative output? The conditions
surrounding the act of creation? Collard and
Looney (2014) remind us that assessment is
a central aspect of creativity because creative
processes or products are described as valuable and original, and are therefore assessed
against two sets of standards. They recognise,
however, that little attention has been given
to assessing learners’ creative processes or
products and they ascribe this lack of attention to be ‘in part due to the lack of a clear
definition of creativity’ (Collard and Looney,
2014: 356).

CONCLUSIONS: CURRICULA
FOR CREATIVE EDUCATION
The idea of a school culture based on acceptance, the possibility of long periods of time
to be dedicated to creative engagement, the
clarification on what creativity actually
means and how it can be fostered could all be
transmitted through appropriate, new,
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well-drafted
educational
curricula.
Curriculum developers should therefore
foster the acceptance of creativity for learning throughout the curriculum and in every
subject, and should do so with a promotion
of a clear, consistent and evident definition of
creativity to be enacted through a balanced
curriculum with space for experimentation,
creation and digression. However, this vision
is far from where we stand.
There is agreement in the literature that
a prescriptive curriculum hinders creativity
and affects the teaching formats. Curricula
are often knowledge-driven and often allow
little time for exploration. Another pitfall of
prescriptiveness is in the distance the curriculum takes from learners’ needs, experiences and motivations. Intrinsic motivation,
we have seen, is one of the main triggers of
creativity and of engagement. A curriculum
that facilitates creativity is therefore one that
triggers the intrinsic interests of learners,
whilst at the same time being appropriate to
their cognitive current level of functioning.
The ideal curriculum is tailored to the interests and stages of development of a specific
and real class, rather than based on a cohort
of anonymous learners.
The literature highlights another aspect
of the curriculum that hinders some creative
engagement, namely the distinction between
core and foundation subjects. Even if not all
countries have such a clear-cut distinction,
there is still a hierarchy of areas of knowledge
that is exemplified in the different school subjects. School subjects are not only perceived
to have different weight in the schooling of
children and young people, but their actualisation in terms of learning outcomes also
seems to be built on different parameters. We
reported how creativity, which is rhetorically
endorsed as a cross-curricular competence, is
conceptualised differently across the curriculum and described in quite different terms
from one subject to another.
The long-standing debate in the field about
how creativity should most appropriately be
defined continues. We found evidence of the
following: some broad consensus in relation
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to originality and value in the context of disciplinary differences; implicit theories of
teachers insufficiently informed by research;
stereotypical traits inappropriately associated with creative people; weak specification
of creativity in school curricula; and a lack
of systematic assessment of creativity. To
foster creativity, there is need for a precise
definition of creativity that is subscribed to
by educational stakeholders (policymakers,
researchers, curricula developers, teachers,
ministries of education, pupils, parents).
Such a definition should be widely applicable to disciplinary domains and therefore
school subjects. The definition should allow
for a conceptualisation of creativity as an
entity that is strongly recognisable as independent from the domain of application, far
from the current situation where creativity
implies fairly different processes in different
contexts. Although recognising that there are
degrees of creativity, and that different disciplines reveal different applications of the concept, a precise definition of creativity would
help understanding the underlying process of
the creative endeavour in terms that, although
difficult to measure, would be clearly identifiable. We conclude that, despite the richness
of research on creativity and the relevance of
academic work on creativity in education, in
order to effectively promote creativity in education, and to do so with serious intentions
of its development, creativity has to be more
consistently part of the educational objectives of national curricula.

NOTE
1 	 At the time of the study, Croatia was not yet
part of the European Union. Curricula documents could not be retrieved from Cyprus. For
Belgium, the curricula of all communities were
acquired. In countries such as Spain and Germany, where the national ministries provide
general guidelines and the autonomous communities and Landern provide the regional curriculum, three regions per country were chosen.
For the UK, the curricula of the four countries
were acquired.
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Positioning Play in Early
Childhood Curriculum Pedagogy
and Assessment
Sue Rogers

INTRODUCTION
What is the role of play in early childhood
education? How and in what ways does play
contribute to learning in educational settings? In spite of a vast international and
multidisciplinary literature on the topic of
play, answers to these questions are complex
and surprisingly difficult to establish. Play is
firmly established in curricular frameworks
across the globe and there is a general consensus in Westernised educational systems,
at least, that active play-based learning
should form the basis of children’s early educational experience (Pascal and Bertram,
2014). However, relatively few empirical
studies show precisely how and the extent to
which engagement in play leads to the types
of specific learning outcomes that children
are required to meet in educational contexts.
These learning outcomes are typically
aligned to traditional subject knowledge, and
are adult-determined and measurable. As

such they lie in opposition to the distinctive
characteristics of play: its intrinsic value and
child-determined content and outcomes.
In keeping with the focus of this volume,
the main aim of this chapter is to consider
how play is positioned in relation to preschool and early school curriculum, pedagogy and assessment practices. To do this I
distinguish at the outset between play per se
and play in school (Guha, 1988) to highlight
the differences that clearly exist between the
types of play we can observe in everyday life
and play that takes place in pre-schools and
schools. Much of what we know and, arguably, take for granted about play prioritises
perspectives from the former category (play
as such) through experimental studies of play
in animals and young humans, with relatively
limited reference to how children’s play is
shaped by the specific structural and contextual features of the school environment. The
vast body of scientific research has provided
critical insights into play as an agent of human
cognition and development. But its usefulness
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in elaborating our understanding of how play
is enacted in classrooms and its relation to
regulatory curricular and pedagogical frameworks is somewhat limited (Rogers, 2010,
2013). To be clear – that children play, or at
least display behaviours that we call play, is
not in question here. Play is common to both
perspectives but play in education engages
with contexts beyond play as such and this is
a central distinction in meaning.
In this chapter, the focus is deliberately on
the play of the youngest children in the education system because play rarely features in
curriculum and pedagogy texts and practices
beyond the early years of primary schooling.
Indeed, from a policy perspective, play is
viewed largely as the province of children in
the pre-school years and may be confined to
playtimes and playgrounds as they enter into
formal schooling. But play features throughout the life course in multiple and diverse
ways and might be regarded as a fundamental part of what it is to be human. Harris,
for example, argues that the early signs of
pretend behaviours seen in the second year
of life are ‘the first indication of a lifelong
capacity to consider alternatives to reality’ (Harris, 2000: 28). This ability to move
between the here and now, between reality
and fantasy, is a uniquely human capacity
that underpins many aspects of adult life as in
the arts, literature, social games such as flirting, use of irony and joking, in virtual social
and fantasy worlds, digital technologies and
media games (for a more detailed discussion
of pretend play, see Rogers, 2015).
It is not my intention here to give a detailed
discussion of the myriad ways in which play
permeates our lives or to give an exhaustive
review of the literature; that would be neither
possible nor desirable and there are already
many excellent texts available (see, for example,
Henricks, 2006; Smith; 2010; Sutton-Smith,
1997). Rather, I consider the ways in which
play has acquired meaning in educational practice in Western society. This in turn shades in
some of the wider contexts within which educators and policymakers make decisions or gather
assumptions about the meaning of play.
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First, I will briefly set out the historical
background to the emergence of the idea
that play is the principal means by which
young children learn. This idea persists in
spite of a changing policy landscape and
concomitant demands on curriculum and
pedagogy for young children to be regulated and accountable. I go on to highlight
the need to locate play in education within a
broader socio-cultural perspective to allow
for a richer understanding of the complexity
and diversity of children’s play. Finally, the
chapter addresses the relationship between
play, curriculum and pedagogy, highlighting the relationship between school knowledge and informal knowledge gathered
through play.

THE RISE AND FALL OF
A PLAY ETHOS
Within the Western early childhood tradition,
play is widely understood as a natural, voluntary and intrinsically motivated activity, free
from externally imposed goals or rules. In
their play, it is argued, children exercise
choice, autonomy and independence (Bennett
et al., 1997). From this perspective, play is
viewed in opposition to work or formal
approaches to teaching and learning as process, rather than product-oriented, and as the
context for, rather than the content of, learning. This polarizing tendency – play versus
work – constitutes a recurring theme in the
history of early childhood education (Rogers,
2010). At the same time, a very different
perspective is suggested by the often-made
claim that ‘play is the child’s work’, a phrase
believed to be coined originally by Frederick
Froebel, and reiterated several decades later
by Susan Isaacs: ‘play is indeed the child’s
work […]’ (1929: 9). These contradictory
positions frame debates about play in education throughout the twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries.
If we trace the history of play in education
during this period it is possible to discern two
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‘grand narratives’ in accounts of pedagogical practice in early childhood (Rogers and
Lapping, 2012). These are, on the one hand, a
liberal-romantic philosophy of education and,
on the other, psychological theories of cognitive development (Piaget, 1978). Their convergence had a profound shaping influence
on what Smith (1988) termed a ‘play ethos’
in Western approaches to early childhood
education. The liberal-romantic philosophy
of education, which took its definitive form in
the artistic and intellectual culture of the late
eighteenth century, was exemplified in the
social theory of Rousseau and, in particular,
in his treatise Emile (1979), which charts the
educational exploits of his eponymous pupil.
The ideas contained within this text laid
the foundations for a singularly European–
American view of childhood, which later in
the first half of the twentieth century came to
be termed child-centred education, drawing
also on the ideas of John Dewey in the US at
that time (Fairfield, 2009).
In Rousseau’s account, Emile is a curious,
playful and active child naturally and freely
exploring the (rural) environment on his
own terms, following his own interests and
natural inclinations. It is no coincidence that
Emile is a boy; Rousseau’s educational theory was confined to the education of the male
child. By contrast, the girl child was destined
to a rather less playful life, uneducated and
passive in the service of her husband and
children (Doddington and Hilton, 2007; see
Darling (1986) for a discussion of Rousseau
and gender). Emile, a model of childhood
innocence, was placed in rural isolation, protected from the corrupting influence of adults
and, it would seem, other children; curiously, Emile has no play companions. The
highly gendered and exclusionary aspects
of Rousseau’s proposed approach to education are clearly unacceptable today; however,
Rousseau’s core ideas on the nature of childhood subsequently had a profound effect
on the growth of interest in the potential
of children’s natural play as an educational
force, evident in the work of successive pioneer educators, including Fredrick Froebel,

Rudolph Steiner and Susan Isaacs. Each of
these figures in different ways promoted play
in educational settings, believing it to be a
holistic activity and a way of harnessing and
integrating young children’s learning and
development.
A second influence on the growth of the
play ethos is traceable to the emergence of
psychology as an established discipline in
the late nineteenth century. By contrast to
theories of integration proposed by Froebel
and Steiner among others, advances in scientific methods of study and the prevailing discourses of modernity and progress resulted in
the promotion of the measurement and classification of distinctive and observable human
behaviours in ways that were particularly apt
for the study of children and their development. Play, viewed as the natural activity of
early childhood, provided an ideal site for
the quasi-scientific observation of children’s
interests, behaviours and emotional states.
Rather than integration, this approach offered
a dissection and categorisation of play into
domains of development, skills and behaviours. In England, the emphasis on systematic observation, with its roots in the new
scientism and positivism of the late nineteenth century, underpinned the approach
taken by subsequent twentieth-century educators. To give an example, while working at
the Malting House in Cambridge (an experimental school based on free play), and later
as the first Head of Child Development at
the Institute of Education in London, Susan
Isaacs developed her theory of child development and learning based on systematic and
detailed observations of children’s social,
cognitive and emotional behaviours particularly during their free play. In a documentary analysis of Isaacs’ key texts and papers,
Willan writes that:
For Susan Isaacs, the curriculum was less important
than the person delivering it. For her, it was axiomatic that teachers should be well-educated
people with strong observational skills and a deep
understanding of child development in all its
aspects – physical, mental, social and spiritual.
(2009: 153)
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Willan’s careful analysis of Isaacs’s work
concludes that Isaacs was not seeking to
establish a universal model of child development or child learning as in the case of Piaget,
whom Isaacs knew and whose work she critiqued. She was rather ‘looking for a universal
strategy that would unlock the complex and
unique realities of individual children – and
for her that strategy was in-depth observation’ (2009: 161). As a historic instance of the
coalescence of liberal-progressive ideology
and psycho-biological research into human
behaviours, Susan Isaacs’s work is, arguably,
paradigmatic and heralds a privileged period
for proponents of play, which culminated
in England in the so-called Plowden report
(CACE, 1967). The increasing politicization
of primary education in England during the
1980s and 1990s placed play, particularly in
primary classrooms, in a highly tenuous position. In the wake of the English Education
Reform Act of 1988 and the introduction of
a National Curriculum, teachers came under
unprecedented and increasing pressure to
provide measurable evidence of learning and
attainment, and the type of unstructured or
free play on offer in many nursery and primary schools is notoriously difficult to measure because of its spontaneous, child-led
and unpredictable nature (Athey, 1990). In
addition, the growing influence of the ideas
of Vygotsky, and in particular the concept of
the zone of proximal development (ZPD),
which promoted the intervention of adults
in scaffolding and guiding young children’s
learning, were also exerting an influence on
the field of play research. It was also at this
time that the theoretical bases of early childhood education were undergoing a critical
re-evaluation internationally, captured by
Hultqvist and Dahlberg who asserted that
‘There is no natural or evolutionary child,
only the historically produced discourses and
power relations that constitute the child as an
object and subject of knowledge, practice,
and political intervention’ (Hultqvist and
Dahlberg; 2001: 2).
Internationally, there has been a move
towards greater political intervention in all
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areas of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment by government and policymakers, in
part a reflection of increasing global competitiveness and concomitant discourses
of high-stakes testing and performativity
(Ball, 2003). The most recent version of the
Early Years Foundation Stage (Department
for Education (DfE), 2012), an avowedly
play-based curriculum that now incorporates an explicit focus on ‘school readiness’
and policies to intervene in the education of
2-year-olds most at risk of disadvantage, has
engendered further debate about the role of
play in early learning for children under the
age of three.
At the same time, there has been an
increasing global appetite on the part of policymakers for evidence-based or -informed
policy and practice, and for identifying what
makes good teaching and good teachers (see,
for example, the influential study by Hattie,
2008); however, the notion of evidence is
itself contested. Brown (2014), for example,
notes that ‘engaging with evidence is socially
beneficial since it can help develop our
understanding of the world via an exposure
to ideas and concepts we might not ordinarily come across’ (2014: 2). However, he cautions against an oversimplified application
of the notion of being ‘evidence-informed’
due to the complexities of the policy-making
process and nature of professional practice.
Clearly, the ways in which research evidence
influences policy and practice is subject
to the processes of recontextualisation and
reinterpretation. Bernstein’s concept of the
recontextualising principle is helpful here in
relation to how knowledge is mobilised. In
essence, it is based upon the principle that
the knowledge taught and acquired within
a school ‘subject’ is by no means identical
to the knowledge produced in the discourse
from which the subject derives its identity
(Thompson, 2009: 47). In Bernstein’s terminology, the transformation of the original
discourse of a subject (say, mathematics)
into ‘school knowledge’ is regulated by a
process of recontextualisation, which in turn
generates a pedagogic discourse by means
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of a principle for the circulation and reordering of discourses that have been selected
and sanctioned (by agents such as the state,
professional bodies and individual teachers) as appropriate elements of a curriculum
(Bernstein, 2000). By this he means that
knowledge has become pedagogised and that,
in this process, pedagogic discourse is delocated from its original source and takes on its
own unique identity. The application of this
idea to play-based curriculum and pedagogy
is complicated by the fact that play cannot be
viewed as having a particular or agreed ‘subject’ identity or specific knowledge-base, a
point that, for some, is precisely what makes
it play. Nevertheless, play is pedagogised in
similar ways to the subjects of mathematics or
literacy, for example (Rogers, 2013), through
its enactment in early childhood settings and
the multiple influences that surround it. Play
therefore has its own unique pedagogic identity and discourse, derived largely from the
‘grand narratives’ of Romanticism and developmental psychology.
As the global demand for evidenceinformed ways of working with young
children increases, it has become more
challenging to offer traditional free play
approaches observed in many early childhood settings, partly because it is difficult to
locate evidence to support the view that it is
play per se that leads to the types of learning outcomes that governments are most
interested in, notably literacy and numeracy.
Evidence for the benefits of play in early
learning is therefore often sought in other
related areas, such as child development, or
in research on effective pedagogical interactions between adults and children, which are
learning outcomes that are measurable but
are more likely a result of the instructional
dialogue that takes place, albeit in the context of play (I will say more about this later in
relation to the uptake of Vygotskian theory to
play). It might be argued, therefore, that playbased curriculum and pedagogy, harnesses or
instrumentalises children’s predisposition to
play to achieve outcomes that are external to
the play itself (Rogers, 2010).

WHAT IS PLAY AND WHAT IS IT FOR?
Definitional questions are always difficult to
answer, and so it is with the concept ‘play’,
which resists the closure and finality of
meaning that is conventionally offered by
analytical definitions. Even as we invoke the
concepts that enable such definitions, we
find ourselves sliding from a consideration
of the activity of play towards a consideration of the uses to which it may be put and
the responses it engenders. In other words,
we are taken inexorably into the social, contextual domain. Play has proved to be a difficult and elusive concept to define either
empirically or conceptually. Rather than
identifying a single theoretical definition,
multiple characteristics have been identified
and applied in research. The most commonly
cited criteria are:
••
••
••
••
••
••
••

Flexibility
Positive affect
Intrinsic motivation
Attention to means rather than ends
The capacity to be distinguished from exploratory behaviour
Non-literality, freedom from externally applied
rules
Active engagement (in contrast to idling or
daydreaming)
Adapted from Rubin et al. (1983)

Others suggest that the more criteria that are
present, the more playful a child’s behaviour (Pellegrini and Boyd, 1993). Children’s
actions are therefore conceptualised as a
continuum from those that may be regarded
as pure play to those identified as non-play.
In addition, play has often been described
in terms of what it is not, rather than what
it is: play is ‘not real’, ‘not serious’, ‘of no
material interest’ and ‘not for profit’ or play
is viewed as activities not consciously undertaken for the sake of any outcome beyond
themselves (Rogers, 2010). Functional
analyses of play seek to establish theories
of what play is for or what it can do. These
include amongst others, the ‘surplus energy
theory’ attributed to the German poet and
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philosopher Schiller and the later evolutionary theorist, Spencer, an idea that resurfaces
in the ubiquitous ‘play-time’ in schools. But
as Evans and Pellegrini (1997) have pointed
out more recently, children’s inattention in
class is more likely explained by the fact
that playtime offers children novelty often
lacking in classroom lessons, opportunities
to socialize and greater choice and control
over their activities. In contrast to the surplus energy theory, the relaxation or ‘recreation theory’ posits that play is the result of a
‘deficit’ of energy, a method by which spent
energy can be replenished. Some parallels
can be drawn here with the practice of viewing play as ‘time out’ after academic work
is completed. If seen in this way, play may
function simply as a reward for good work
or it may be withdrawn altogether as a punishment for poor work or behaviour (Rogers
and Evans, 2008). Arguably, the most influential of these early theories is the practice
or ‘preparation theory’ expounded by Karl
Groos, a neo-Darwinian scholar, who proposed that play exists so that the very young
of the species can practice skills in later life.
The preparation theory emphasizes future
developmental goals rather than the immediate benefits play may bestow on the player.
The view that the function of play is to equip
the young with skills for later life is detectable in the instrumental discourses of ‘play
as progress’ (Sutton-Smith, 1997) and ‘play
with a purpose’ seen in contemporary curricular documents such as the English Early
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS; DfE, 2012).
‘Play cannot just be’; it has to have purpose
(Cohen, 1983: 2). Although largely discredited now, many elements of these early classical theories persist in the imaginations and
practices of adults who work with young
children (Rogers and Evans, 2008).
One functional distinction in the literature
worthy of more detailed discussion because
it relates directly to how play contributes to
learning is that proposed by the experimental
research of Corinne Hutt and colleagues conducted during the 1980s. Children were presented with a novel toy and initially engaged
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in intense exploratory behaviours. Sustained
observation revealed that over a period of six
days this exploratory behaviour decreased
exponentially and a new set of behaviour patterns began to appear (Hutt et al., 1989: 4).
Having acquired important information
concerning the properties of the novel toy
through exploratory behaviour, children
deployed this knowledge in a different kind
of behaviour that was more innovative and
imaginative. Hutt theorized this distinction in
the following way:
Implicit in the behaviours we termed ‘exploration’
was the query: What does this object do? Whilst
implicit in the behaviours we termed ‘play’ was the
query: What can I do with this object? (1989: 4,
emphasis in original).

According to Hutt et al. (1989) exploration
involved the child in visual inspection, active
investigation and manipulation of novel toys
or objects. Exploration is more likely to
occur when the child is faced with the unfamiliar and novel. On the other hand, play is
more likely to occur when the child is faced
with a familiar situation, event or object. The
distinction between exploration and play is
potentially useful in early childhood classrooms because it enables us to understand the
range of children’s amorphous behaviours
that we include under the generic heading
play. This work might also be taken to suggest that exploration is more worthwhile than
play because it is linked with the acquisition
of new information. Hutt et al. (1989) therefore revised the original categories under
the headings ‘epistemic’ and ‘ludic’ behaviour, respectively, as interrelated features of
play (1989: 12). Lieberman (1977) writes
that ‘We can postulate that fact gathering
precedes the emergence of the creative. It is
at this point that combinatorial play enters
aided by the powers of imagination’ (1977:
110). Imaginative use of familiar objects,
roles and relationships – constitutive of play
rather than exploration – transforms existing
meanings and imaginatively constructs new
meanings. These are processes that may in
fact be higher forms of mental functioning
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than simple ‘acquisition of information’, and
may provide an arena for the development of
creative and divergent thinking. In essence,
this is ‘mimesis’:
a uniquely human faculty that goes beyond the
Platonic version of mere ‘imitation’ (in the sense of
making a direct copy of something). Rather mimesis in play allows for a constructive reinterpretation
of an original, which becomes a creative act in
itself. (Rogers, 2015: 283)

The uniquely mimetic faculty we observe in
play also forges a link between the self and
other, enabling humans to develop empathy,
itself a vital life skill because ‘it is through
empathy that human beings can – if not fully
understand each other – at least come ever
closer to the other, through the discovery and
creation of similarities’ (Goldman, 1998).
Understanding the relationship between
playing and exploring may be important in
ensuring that children have access to a wide
range of materials and experiences in order to
develop both exploratory and representational
play competence (Campbell, 2002). Creative
and imaginative play in which children transform the meaning of objects, people and
places is intrinsically related to exploratory
knowledge-seeking behaviours. That children
can acquire and learn new information through
their independent exploration of the material
world and reapply them in new contexts is an
indication of learning through the activity of
play. The relationship between this type of
knowledge and the knowledge that is imparted
in schools from agreed disciplinary fields is
discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

PLAY AND CULTURE
So far, the picture of play given is one that
stems largely from a European–American
legacy of early childhood education.
Underpinning these theoretical approaches is
the assumption that there are play traits that
can be defined universally and generalised
across populations of children irrespective of

cultural, temporal and physical contexts.
Although there is international agreement
that play is a universal human driver (Smith,
2010), how play is viewed and valued by
adults will vary and depend on the way in
which children and childhood are positioned
within a culture or society (Goncu and
Gaskins, 2007). This point is very clearly
illustrated in a study of play in three contrasting cultural contexts reported in Gaskins
et al. (2007). The way in which play was
enacted varied considerably across and
within cultures as a result of differing childrearing beliefs, values, types of social interaction and the resources made available for
play. Children’s play was dependent on the
extent to which other activities, such as work,
worship and caring duties or service to kin
took priority (Gaskins et al., 2007). For reasons of safety and protection, whether
through a heightened and perhaps exaggerated fear of strangers or more immediate and
real risks associated with poverty, pollution,
disaster and conflict, children’s play may be
inadvertently curtailed. Play may also be
limited by cultural and social attitudes to
participation in certain types of play on the
grounds of gender roles and responsibilities.
Gupta (2011) writes of the deeply held
appreciation of children’s play in Indian society, and yet she notes that its place in early
childhood education and school is much less
valued by adults because schools are viewed
as purely academic institutions (2011: 91).
Writing about play in diverse African
countries, Marfo and Biersteker (2011) caution against imposing a Westernised approach
to play in early education without also taking
into account local cultural perspectives and
practices. Cultural attitudes towards play are
inevitably tied up with wider perceptions of
childhood and educational aims. They are
not only confined to geographical regions
and societies, but they also exist within the
cultural attitudes that inhabit societies and
communities at a micro-level. Global migration and the culturally diverse populations of
children that attend early childhood and primary school settings in the UK and elsewhere
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require us to understand that the meanings
ascribed to play as a vehicle for early learning are complex and variable, and that we
should not assume that the value of play will
be appreciated by all teachers, parents or, for
that matter, all children (Brooker, 2010). That
play is a culturally contingent and socially
constructed activity, also defined by the players themselves (Rogers and Evans, 2008),
is now widely acknowledged and requires a
more nuanced consideration of how play is
situated in relation to the curriculum and the
kind of pedagogy that is deployed to enact it.
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These three examples typify the favoured
contemporary approaches to play in the curriculum. Here we see the shift from play as
child-led, voluntary and free to play with
a purpose. The merging of teachers’ personal and formal goals with children’s
interests reflects the move towards greater
adult involvement in play and the bridging
of different kinds of formal and informal
knowledge in the context of play. We can
extrapolate from the literature three key features that appear to characterise international
approaches to play-based curricular: principles for practice; flexibility and permeability;
and integration.

PLAY AND CURRICULUM
To overcome some of the divisions between
play and other types of activity that take
place in educational settings, the idea of a
‘play-based’ curriculum has become established internationally. For example, the current Australian Early Years Learning
Framework (EYLF; Australian Government
Department of Education, Employment and
Workplace Relations, 2009) places a specific
emphasis on play-based learning, defined as
‘a context for learning through which children organize and make sense of their social
worlds, as they engage actively with people,
objects and representations’. (2009: 46). In
England, the EYFS is similarly based on
play, but this is ‘well-planned’ and ‘purposeful’ play with an explicit emphasis on ‘school
readiness’ as children progress through the
developmental and learning goals set out in
the framework. In research conducted in
Belgium, van Oers and Duijkers (2013)
describe a play-based curriculum in the following way:

Principles for Practice
Traditionally, early childhood education programmes have been based on sets of principles and guidelines agreed within the field
rather than at a national level by governments. An extensive review of the early years
curriculum, pedagogical and assessment
approaches of 20 different countries, conducted by Bertram and Pascal (2002),
reported widespread agreement about the
principles underpinning the curriculum for
children aged 3–6 years. Taken collectively,
most agreed that early childhood education
should take into account:
•• A child-centred, flexible and individually
••
••
••
••
••

The teacher constructs the curriculum in close
interaction with the children in the classroom,
informed by the children’s interests, the teacher’s
mandatory goals and his personal ambitions. The
teachers merge their personal and formal goals
with the children’s interests in order to guide them
towards the teaching goals that are mandatory for
the schooling at that age. (2013: 516)

responsive curriculum;
The importance of working in partnership with
parents;
The need to offer broad and relevant learning
experiences in an integrated manner;
The importance of play and active, exploratory
learning;
An emphasis on social and emotional development; and
The need to empower the child to be an
autonomous, independent learner.
(Bertram and Pascal, 2002, 3.3: 21)

Similarly, the National Association for the
Education of Young Children (NAYEC) in the
US proposes 12 broad principles for developmentally and contextually appropriate
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practice (NAYEC, 2009). Play is described
as an important vehicle for developing selfregulation and promoting language, cognition and social competence. The intention of
the principles is to frame and guide practice
in early years settings.
In England, the EYFS is based on four
main principles:
•• Every child is a unique child, who is constantly
learning and can be resilient, capable, confident
and self-assured;
•• Children learn to be strong and independent
through positive relationships;
•• Children learn and develop well in enabling
environments, in which their experiences respond
to their individual needs and there is a strong
partnership between practitioners and parents
and/or carers; and
•• Children develop and learn in different ways and
at different rates.

Flexibility and Permeability
Play-based curricular frameworks incorporate
flexibility and act as ‘a guiding structure rather
than as a prescriptive straitjacket’ (Wood and
Attfield, 2005: 123). Early childhood curricular frameworks therefore differ significantly
from the more rigid curricular structures found
in later phases of education and allow for more
permeable boundaries between subjects and
between knowledge imparted by schools and
the everyday knowledge of the teacher and the
child. Bernstein (2000) refers to the relative
strength or weakness of categories of knowledge as classification and framing. Applied to
subject disciplines, strong classification is
characterised by a strong subject identity or
voice and ‘its own specialised rules of internal
relations’ (2000: 7). In contrast, weak classification leads to less specialised discourse,
identities and voices. Play might be seen as
weakly classified and aligned with childcentred education, where there is little direction or delivery of subject content on the part
of adults (Rogers, 2013).
Framing refers to the social and discourse
relations of pedagogy – the intersubjective

relations of teacher and those being taught
that frame and mediate the construction of
knowledge. Framing is therefore the ‘realisation of the form of control, which regulates
and legitimises communication in pedagogical relations: the nature of talk and the
kinds of [pedagogic] spaces constructed’
(Bernstein, 2000: 12). How might we apply
these concepts to play pedagogy? In his
most recent work, Bernstein proposed two
pedagogic styles or modes, which he called
‘performance’ and ‘competence’1 (Bernstein,
2000: 44). In performance modes, he suggests absences (that is, what is not present
or known in/by ‘the acquirer’ or learner) are
evaluated and control (that of the transmitter/
teacher) is explicit. By contrast, in the competence pedagogic mode, which we might
align with child-centred practices, it is presences or what ‘is’ known that is evaluated
and teacher control is implicit or ‘hidden’. In
such pedagogic practices, the adult authority is masked, and yet present, and children’s
activity (for example, play) in which they
reveal themselves to the teacher is under
surveillance and hence available to regulation (Bernstein, 1975). Extrapolating from
Bernstein’s work and, more recently, application of this work by Ivinson and Duveen
(2006), exclusive or overuse of a performance
mode may bewilder children because they
may not have the socio-cultural tools to make
sense of the teacher’s discourse in classroom
interactions (Rogers, 2013). They may not
be able to recognise the classroom discourse
and therefore realise or produce the correct
response or product. The potential for shared
meaning and understanding therefore breaks
down. Similarly, overemphasis of a competence pedagogic mode may exclude those
children who need more explicit signposting in order to access bodies of knowledge,
and information about how things are done in
the classroom. Other children may need support to access or withdraw from groups when
peer group culture dominates, particularly in
free play environments (Ivinson and Duveen,
2006). Alternatively, play-based curriculum
and pedagogies co-constructed between
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children and between adults and children
may be viewed as a potentially integrating
mechanism that enables such movement
across traditional boundaries of knowledge
and across pedagogic divisions (play/work;
adult-led/child-led).
Although play lacks a strongly defined subject as such, it could be argued that it derives
its identity and hence position in early childhood classrooms from particular disciplinary
fields such as developmental and cognitive
psychology, Romanticism and (increasingly)
neuroscience, amongst others. In play, children draw upon and transform subject knowledge, such as mathematics, science and so on.
In this way, ‘play’ might be thought of as a key
signifier in the convergence between a range of
different and highly distinctive fields (Rogers
and Lapping, 2012). Play is also thought of as
the context in which to draw upon children’s
existing knowledge and experience from
which teachers can build, weaving in elements
of subject knowledge deemed desirable by
society at appropriate moments (van Oers and
Duijkers, 2013). Pedagogically, the skill of the
early childhood teacher is to know when to
introduce new knowledge into the child’s repertoire, without disrupting the play to such an
extent that it loses its playful qualities.
Knowledge in early childhood is typically
organized within areas of learning (EYLF,
NAEYC, EYFS). Most commonly cited are
personal, social and emotional development;
cultural, aesthetic and creative; physical; environmental; language and literacy and numeracy (Bertram and Pascal, 2002). The English
EYFS follows this trend based on seven areas
split between prime and specific areas of
learning. The prime areas of learning are:
•• Communication and language
•• Physical development
•• Personal, social and emotional development

The specific areas of learning are:
••
••
••
••

Literacy
Mathematics
Understanding the world
Expressive arts and design

599

Unique to curricular frameworks in early
childhood is the explicit bringing together
of learning and development. As part of the
maturation process, children develop the
capacity to learn specific concepts from key
areas of knowledge, and play is a leading way
in which they achieve this. Debates about
what constitutes an appropriate play-based
curriculum in early childhood are also concerned with the extent to which curriculum
content should be taught. Subject knowledge
and content therefore occupy a tenuous position in relation to early childhood curriculum
and pedagogy because they are often viewed
negatively, a perception that is not confined
to early childhood (Krieg, 2011). If children
are to be taught through play, what are they
to be taught, what will they learn, and how is
this to be assessed? Such questions lie at the
heart of curriculum debates in the field.

Integration
I have already mentioned the notion of integration in relation to holistic theories of
development proposed by the early pioneer
educators. As an extension of this idea, I suggest that integration is still a useful concept
for understanding how play operates in curriculum. However, there has been a shift from
theories of play as an integrating mechanism
for the manifold aspects of children’s development to one that engages more explicitly
with pedagogic discourses related to teaching
and learning. Recent unprecedented interest
in national performance data, coupled with
research evidence on the long-term social and
economic benefits of early education, taken
up eagerly by politicians and policymakers
across the globe have placed further pressure
on early years curricular and pedagogy to
prepare children for school. The concept of
‘teaching through play’ rather than ‘learning
through play’, axiomatic in previous decades,
is now part of early childhood discourse, particularly in light of evidence that social constructivist and dialogic pedagogies, where
adult and child co-construct meaning, are
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effective in achieving better learning outcomes for children. Social constructivist perspectives have largely displaced purely
Piagetian interpretations of child development, contesting images of the child as a
‘lone scientist’ and paving the way for new
approaches to thinking about the interrelations between play, child and adult.

PLAY AND PEDAGOGY
Knowledge needs to be brought to life in
some way, either through interactions
between the child and the more knowledgeable other (in Vygotsky’s terms), or through
exploration of materials and situations where
direct experience ‘teaches’ the child something new (Hutt et al., 1989). In a brief chapter on play in child development, Vygotsky
(1978) writes of the way in which play creates its own ZPD. My reading of this work
suggests that Vygotsky views play differently from other learning activities that might
benefit from the instructional pedagogic relationship with adults or more knowledgeable
others. Vygotsky points out that the playdevelopment relationship can be compared to
the instruction-development relationship, but
he suggests that play provides a much wider
background for changes in needs and consciousness than is possible in instruction as
he conceives it between the child and more
knowledgeable other. For Vygotsky, play
creates its own ZPD, in which children move
forward in their development. Play, therefore, is of central importance to the young
child’s development, mainly because it ‘continually creates demands on the child to act
against immediate impulse’ (1978: 99).
Imagine the child at play, perhaps enacting
the role of a mother. She is bound by the
rules of the game of what it means to be a
mother, but not in the sense of her own
mother nor a particular mother with which
she has direct experience; rather, the child
plays within the rules of ‘maternal behaviour’ (1978: 95). She is positioned in a

dialectical relationship between her desire to
act spontaneously in the play and by the
inherent need to subordinate those desires to
the rules of the game. This is why Vygotsky
suggests that ‘the child’s greatest control
occurs in play’ (1978: 99). Children are compelled to self-regulate their behaviour in play
in order to meet the overriding desire that the
play should continue. Vygotsky argued that
play was the ‘highest level of pre-school
development because of its capacity to help
the child to self-manage desires and behaviours in the social context but also because of
how it helps children to understand the relationship between meaning (thought) and
action. As he explains:
In play thought is separated from objects, and
action arises from ideas rather than things; a piece
of wood begins to be a doll and a stick becomes a
horse (Vygotsky, 1978: 96).

In the very young child, action on objects is
dominant over meaning; however, an important developmental shift takes place as the
child begins to engage in symbolic activity.
This is play rather than pure imitation, characterized by the subordination of action to
meaning. For Vygotsky, play is a serious business. He does not subscribe to the view that
play is ‘the child’s world’ because it is firmly
rooted in the imperative to understand the real
world of concepts, materials and people. As
he explains, ‘Only theories which maintain
that a child does not have to satisfy the basic
requirements of life but can live in search of
pleasure could possibly suggest that a child’s
world is a play world’ (Vygotsky, 1978: 102).
From Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory a significant body of work has
emerged that examines the potential of
instructional play. My contention here is that
this approach puts a rather different slant on
learning through play than was originally
intended by Vygotsky, but that is not to suggest that adult intervention in the context of
play is not a rich potential source of learning.
To illustrate this point, I give three examples
of research on approaches to adult intervention in play.
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First, Siraj-Blatchford has promoted the
idea that knowledge in the early years is
most effectively created jointly in pedagogic interactions, whether in the context
of instructional play or in formal teaching
Instructional play, an idea derived from the
EPPE longitudinal study of pre-school pedagogy (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva, 2004)
presupposes some intervention on the part
of adults; therefore, even when activities are
child-led, adults play a much more active
role in extending children’s thinking via dialogic pedagogies such as Sustained Shared
Thinking (SST), an idea with widespread
currency in the early childhood community.
Drawing on Vygotsky’s theory of instruction
and ZPD, SST is defined as:
an episode in which two or more individuals ‘work
together’ in an intellectual way to solve a problem,
clarify a concept, evaluate activities, extend a narrative, etc. Both parties must contribute to the
thinking and it must develop and extend the
understanding. (Siraj-Blatchford and Sylva,
2004: 718)

Second, a study by Payler compared scaffolding with co-construction where the adult
role involves ‘ascertaining, suggesting or
jointly creating a role with a child’ (Payler,
2009: 121). Co-construction is viewed here
as a more flexible, responsive and participatory approach than scaffolding where the
adult may have a clearer learning intention
in mind. In this respect, co-construction is
more responsive and closely aligned to conceptions of play as child-led and open-ended.
Payler’s study found that co-construction
was common in pre-school settings, whereas
scaffolding featured more strongly in
teacher pedagogy in the reception classes of
primary schools. This study is important
because it points to how play-based pedagogy changes as children transition from
pre-school to school.
Finally, in the third study under consideration, van Oers and Duijkers (2013)
consider teaching in a play-based curriculum in Belgium. Once again, following the
work of Vygotsky, the study compared two
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approaches to teaching vocabulary to children in the early years of primary schooling
(4 and 5-year-olds) over a 3-week period. The
first approach was described as teacher-led
direct instruction, which the authors argue
mainly adhered to the so-called Initiation,
Response and Evaluation (IRE) model (see
Mercer and Littleton, 2007), typical of practice in Belgian schools. The second group
of teachers worked within a Developmental
Approach described as play-based, but which
allowed for teacher involvement. Teacher
involvement was guided by a sequence of
strategies to ensure that they did not dominate the activity and allowed for children’s
own ideas to be expressed. Although the findings were presented as tentative, significant
gains in vocabulary were made in the playbased group when assessed at the end of the
study.
Each of these studies make a strong case
for teaching approaches that draw upon children’s prior knowledge and experience, in
which adults introduce new knowledge to
take children beyond what they know already.
Application of dialogic pedagogies to children’s free play has offered the possibility
of overcoming the ‘see-saw’ approach noted
earlier to integrate play more securely within
the curriculum and pedagogy of the classroom
through the idea of a play-based curriculum and by introducing the idea of teaching
through play. What this research cannot do,
however, is to address questions about the purpose and value of play that takes place outside
the teaching/learning nexus. In the study by
van Oers and Duijkers (2013), to what extent
was it the playful context that made a difference to the learning outcomes for those children? Or was learning simply an outcome of
the pedagogic interaction? When we observe
children engaging in play with peers, we see
different kinds of learning, which may not be
measurable and which are often difficult to
manage in the classroom. Rogers and Lapping
(2012) write of ‘excess’ in children’s play.
Drawing upon Bernstein’s conceptualisation
of the recontextualising strategies instantiated
in different models of pedagogy, they explore
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how these meanings are invoked to regulate
the excesses of children’s ‘play’ activities in
observed early years classroom practice. For
example, there is no mention in curricular
documents or guidelines for pedagogy of the
troubling excess, the sex, death and violence
that is so prevalent in young children’s ‘play’
(Rogers and Lapping, 2012). All this lies
outside of the regulatory framework, which
serves to present children’s play as palatable, manageable and accountable. Children
undoubtedly enjoy the company of adults in
their play and respond well to pedagogies that
are co-constructed and which value their ideas
and contributions (Rogers and Evans, 2008),
but equally, studies show that from the perspective of children, play is a child-led, peer
group activity that is distinctive and separate
from work and often enacted beyond the gaze
of adults. Pretending and being with friends
is high on the list of priorities for children in
the pre-school years particularly at around
the time when many children enter primary
school classrooms at age 4 and 5 (Rogers and
Evans, 2008).

THE STATE OF PLAY: PRESENT
AND FUTURE
Play…does not fit well in the rational, instrumental
logic that pervades the abstract conceived spaces
of today’s world. (Aitken, 2001: 180)

Aitken’s words remind us that play cannot
be viewed simply as a neutral activity, free
from the structural and political forces that
surround it in early childhood settings and
schools. In earlier research I argued that
certain pedagogical practices appropriate the
meanings that children bring to their play by
negating them in favour of prescribed learning objectives or by subjecting classroom
play to frequent interruptions to meet other
more mundane tasks, such as changing
books (Rogers, 2010; Rogers and Evans,
2008). Within this context, play has increasingly become an instrument for learning

future competencies, emphasizing social
realism rather than the transformative,
mimetic and life-enhancing qualities of play,
which are notoriously difficult to manage
and difficult to measure (Rogers, 2010).
Assessment measures in pre-schools and
schools compel us to evaluate play by particular goals and standards – what is good
play/bad play? Summative assessments of
progress in play-based curriculum might not
represent what children perceive to be of
value in their play, but are rather rooted in
politically prescribed notions of ‘standards’
and ‘quality’ (Rogers, 2010). Play, therefore, is not only a supervised and curricularised activity, as Strandell (2000) argues, but
also an institutionalized and politicized
activity. Evidence suggests that children’s
free time is increasingly organised and, as
children progress from preschool to statutory school, play is increasingly a marginal
and recreational activity often confined to
playtimes and playgrounds. As we have
seen, instructional play clearly provides
opportunities for the integration of play into
the curriculum through dialogic pedagogies;
however, recreational play, and play that lies
beyond the regulatory framework, may offer
different and valuable ways of learning and
being. I have argued elsewhere that our (re-)
definition of play might initially include
play as recreation in the sense suggested by
Stone (1971) that:
the symbolic significance of recreation is enormous
in providing the fundamental bond that ties the
individual to his [sic] society…Play is recreation
because it continually re-creates the society in
which it is carried out. (1971: 4).

Stone is referring here not simply to children’s
physical and social activity as experienced in
recreation (although these are important), but
also to children’s symbolic activity (drama).
Viewed in this way, recreation is not simply
‘time out’ or a break from the constraints of
work; rather, it is of inherent value in itself
and in its relation to other obligatory tasks.
Recreation (or re-creation) in Stone’s terms
may serve to re-locate and recover value in
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the physical, social and affective, rather than
a highly prescribed, externally evaluated,
purposeful play regime.
Threaded through this chapter is the vexed
issue of play’s relationship with curricular
content, the knowledge that a given society
values and requires to be taught in school.
One of the main difficulties in recontextualising play into pedagogical practice – what
I term the pedagogisation of play following
Bernstein (2000) – is the resistance of play
to categorisation (Rogers, 2010). What is
the ‘subject’ matter of play? There are both
conceptual and practical difficulties in fitting
play into categories such as subject, discipline, pedagogy and curriculum because the
multiple facets of play transcend these artificial boundaries. The theoretical framing
offered by Bernstein has been helpful in conceptualising these relationships in the context
of pedagogy. With this in mind, I want to end
by suggesting that a play-based curriculum
has the potential to bring together the learner’s everyday knowledge and experience, or
horizontal knowledge in Bernstein’s terms,
with subject knowledge (vertical knowledge)
gleaned from interactions with more knowledgeable others. It is also the case, however,
that play provides opportunities to learn
through independent investigations of the
material world. This epistemic or knowledgeseeking behaviour, described by Hutt et al.
(1989), is observable in the play of children
from birth. Vertical or subject knowledge is
inevitably recontextualised in the process
of teaching, cut loose and somewhat distant
from its epistemic roots by the time it is delivered to learners in schools. Bridging the gap
between vertical and horizontal knowledge
is challenging at all levels of the education
system. I argue that however we conceive it,
play is uniquely placed to occupy the discursive gap described by Bernstein as ‘the
distance between vertical discourse and the
real world’, the ‘crucial site of the yet to be
thought’ (Bernstein, 2000: 31). Potentially,
this is the most creative curricular and pedagogic space for learning to take place in preschool or school.
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NOTE
1 	 In earlier work, Bernstein had distinguished two
types of pedagogy in infant education – invisible and visible. In later work, these types were
rethought to account for the changing political
terrain in which there was greater state intervention and an evolving culture of managerialism in
schools with much more explicit forms of external regulation and evaluation. Bernstein named
these as ‘competence’ and ‘performance’ models, which might be thought of as a continuum
rather than as polar opposites.
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Children’s Literature in the
Classroom and the Curriculum
Vivienne Smith

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE AND
THE CURRICULUM
Children’s books currently enjoy a relatively
high profile in UK popular culture. They are
made into films, they are used as categories for
questions in popular daytime television quizzes, they are bought and borrowed from libraries in vast quantities, they regarded with
affection, nostalgia and passion by both child
and adult readers and they are even studied at
universities. Yet their place in the curriculum
continues to be ambivalent. Why is this?
This chapter explores a number of factors that contribute to the marginalisation of
children’s literature in nursery, primary and
secondary schools in the UK. It considers the
effect of legislation and curriculum change
and the consequences of this for teachers. It
considers the construction of reading, both in
the curriculum and in teachers’ understanding, and the purposes to which reading and literature are put as a result of this construction.
It suggests that a wider understanding of what

reading is good for and what literature could
do will enrich and enhance the teaching of literature in all phases of schooling and perhaps
do something to close the achievement gap
between privileged and less privileged children in schools in the UK, US and Australia.

GAINING MOMENTUM: THE RISE
OF CHILDREN’S BOOKS IN
POPULAR CULTURE
In the UK, we have been rightly proud of our
children’s literature for many, many years.
We draw a line from Lewis Carroll through
to Milne and Grahame, and show how those
writers established a safe place where playfulness could thrive in the imaginations of
their readers. We trace the line further,
through writers such as Lucy Boston and
Philippa Pearce, admiring the craft of their
writing and the subtle, elusiveness of their
plots, and on still to Garner and Mayne,
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where time-slip and history mingle with the
possibilities of adolescence.
Following a different thread, we see how
the social realism of John Rowe Townsend
and Sylvia Sherry made possible the work of
Jacqueline Wilson and Anne Fine, and watch
as Fine and Gillian Cross, at their best, stretch
their young readers’ thinking with postmodern ideas and playful structures.
And then, of course, through John
Burningham, Anthony Brown, Lauren Child
and Emily Gravett, we celebrate that rich,
multi-faceted vein of picture books and note
the valuable lessons they afford in reading to
those who take them seriously. In children’s
literature we have so much to be proud of.
By the late 1990s, those relatively few of
us booksellers, librarians, academics and
teachers who took children’s books seriously
were proud. We would have said that the children’s book world was in a pretty good state.
Children’s literature was thriving in its own
quiet way.
Then Harry Potter happened. With two
Smarties Gold awards under its belt in consecutive years (1997, 1998) Bloomsbury set
its marketing to hyperdrive and the media
sat up and noticed. Within months it was
cool for everyone (children and adults) to be
seen reading Harry Potter (Rowling, 1997)
in public. Readers could not get enough:
judicious leaks tantalised those readers who
could barely wait for the next volume, and
the well-publicised launch of each became a
major marketing event. Film rights and audio
recording rights were soon sold. Before
long, J.K. Rowling was a household name
and a millionaire. Her fame was infectious.
The media, looking for more fantasy and
finding that Rowling needed time to write
her increasingly lengthy books, focused on
Phillip Pullman. His Dark Materials Trilogy
had already made a small stir in the literary world, and now The Amber Spyglass
(Pullman, 2000) was nominated for –
and won – the Whitbread Award, the first
children’s book ever to win a major adult literary prize. Suddenly children’s books were
major news.
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The bandwagon continued to roll and the
profile of children’s books rose ever higher.
Hollywood became fascinated with their
filmic possibilities. As well as the Potter
movies and The Golden Compass, recent
years have seen three Narnia films, a Lemony
Snicket (1999) romp and an Alex Rider
adventure (Horowitz, 2000). An adaptation of
A Monster Calls (Ness, 2011) is currently in
production. The Hobbit (Tolkein, 1937), War
Horse (Morpurgo, 1982), Esio Trot (Dahl,
1990), Paddington Bear (Bond, 1958) and
How to Train Your Dragon (Cowell, 2003)
attest to the variety of texts that are now considered worth the investment of film makers.
Television was not far behind in realising the potential of children’s books. First
Jacqueline Wilson’s (1991) Tracy Beaker
and then the spin off series, The Dumping
Ground, became permanent fixtures in the
BBC schedule. For younger children, Lauren
Child’s Charlie and Lola (2000) was popular
for some time, and now, Katie Morag, fully
30 years after she first ‘helped’ deliver the
mail on Struay, in a Picture Lion, has stepped
onto the small screen (Hedderwick, 1984).
She has become more famous and more popular than ever.
Along with this crescendo in the status
of children’s books in the popular imagination has come the rise of the celebrity children’s author. Jacqueline Wilson, Michael
Morpurgo and J.K. Rowling have become
household names, and Anthony Horowitz,
Philip Reeve and one or two others are not far
behind. Eccleshare (2015) writes of the legendary length of queues that the most popular
children’s writers attract for book signings at
literary festivals, and notes how the names
themselves have become brands. Young readers these days, it seems, position themselves
as followers of the brand quite as they respond
to individual texts. They are fans of Wilson,
or Stephanie Meyer or whoever it is. So powerful is the attraction of celebrity that we
have seen David Walliams move from comic
to popular children’s author with meteoric
speed. Twenty years ago, people who wrote
for children were mostly unknown, unheard
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and unregarded. In those days, a television
personality who became a children’s writer
would have seen his star diminish; these days,
it is enhanced. The astonishing fact is that in
2015, a children’s writer is a thing to be.
By 2008, children’s books were so firmly
established in the media and the popular mind
that the Nestlé Foundation and The Book
Trust decided to withdraw the Smarties Prize.
Two decades earlier it had been founded to
raise the profile of children’s books and children’s reading. Now this had been achieved,
and the prize had served its purpose. Here is
what the organisers say:
It is timely that both parties move away from the
prize, confident that increased importance has
been placed on children’s books. (The Book Trust,
2008: n.p.)

Children’s literature, quite simply, has become
mainstream.

CONSEQUENCES: CHANGE
AND STASIS
This mainstreaming of children’s books in
the popular imagination since about 2000 is
significant in a number of ways. First, and
most obviously, it has meant that books have
become more popular, more numerous and
more available. Sales of children’s books,
both paper and electronic, have never been so
strong. Seven volumes of Harry Potter have
made millions for Bloomsbury, and other
publishers have benefited in the wake of their
success. Libraries have also done well.
Famously, between 2004 and 2006,
Jacqueline Wilson was the most-borrowed
author of all in British public libraries, and,
between July 2012 and June 2013, children’s
writers achieved six of the top ten places in
the most-borrowed authors chart (The
Guardian, 2014) – that translates as hundreds
of thousands of children’s books leaving
libraries and finding their way into children’s
homes. We might have questions to ask about
how many of these books are actually read,

and if they are read, by whom, and whether
those children who read them are representative of the whole UK population of putative
child readers – but the fact remains: the
books are out there.
A second consequence of the general rise
of interest in children’s books and the strong
markets that necessarily follow has been
that publishers have been confident enough
to encourage new talent and innovation.
Alongside all the money spinners – the big
names, the Jacqueline Wilson wannabes and
the Wimpy Kid-a-likes – a steady stream of
young, intelligent, literary writers for children has quietly emerged, including Frances
Hardinge, whose first stories, reminiscent of
Joan Aiken in concept and character, bristled
with words and wit, and whose new novel
Cuckoo Song (2014) is as good a psychological thriller as any teenager is likely to
meet. There is also Gill Lewis, who writes of
realistic resourceful children, accessibly and
subtly, and Katherine Rundell. Rundell’s first
novel, Rooftoppers (2013), is everything a
children’s book should be: charming, exciting, funny, just a little sad and beautifully
written. For younger children, there are new
exciting talents: Louise Yates, quirky, clever
and witty; Jo Empson, astute and funny; and
Catherine Rayner. Rayner’s use of space and
page design is delightful. If you want to know
how to fit a whole giraffe into a landscape format picture book, then Catherine Rayner is
the person to show you. And this list of names
is by no means exhaustive; others are just as
talented and innovative. But what these few
examples show is the richness of the culture
in the children’s book world at present and its
potential for generating talent. Popularity has
not resulted in a diminution of quality. The
best of those books published today are as
good, if not better, as books for children (or
adults) have ever been. It is right that there
should be so much interest in the field.
It is not surprising, therefore, that there has
been a third consequence: the rise of children’s
literature as an academic subject in universities and colleges. Here children’s literature
manifests itself in three ways: in courses in
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writing and illustrating children’s books, often
in art or creative writing departments; as literature, where children’s books are understood
as an aspect of English literature, and are
taught in English or literature departments;
and finally, as part of teacher education, usually, but not exclusively, for students studying to be primary school teachers. It is in the
first two of these areas that the rise in interest
has been most dramatic, with many institutions offering options as part of undergraduate
degrees, and at least eight offering courses at
Masters level1, and some offering supervision
for PhDs. In teacher education departments,
where one might expect students to display a
professional interest in children’s literature,
the rise in opportunity has been less marked.
It is interesting to note, for example, that of
the five individuals in the UK who have so
far been awarded professorships in Children’s
Literature, only one has a strong professional
interest in teacher education.
Significant publications in children’s literature in the UK reflect this. We know,
for example, with increasing sophistication
how picture books work (Nikolajeva and
Scott, 2001; Salisbury and Styles, 2012).
We also know that writing for young people
has always been at the forefront of societal
change (Reynolds, 2006) and that, as adults,
we know how to study children’s literature
(Grenby and Reynolds, 2011). We now know
more about children as readers, and especially about their responses to picture books
(Arizpe and Styles (2003); Evans (2009). But
none of this directly addresses pedagogy.
Work in this area has always been sparse.
Pioneering texts emerged from Homerton
College, Cambridge in the 1990s (Watson et
al., 1992, 1996) and there has been some work
since (Gamble and Yates, 2002; Goodwin,
2008), but these are rare examples.
With so few texts for teachers about children’s literature and even fewer attempts to
marry the work of literary scholars with educationalists, it is hardly surprising that children’s literature as a curriculum area remains
undertheorised and undeveloped in both policy and practice. In a crowded curriculum, it
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is all too easy to take it for granted. After all,
children’s books are for children. They are
easy by definition. Surely teachers already
have the knowledge and expertise to teach
them well.
The work of Cremin et al. (2008) strongly
suggests that neither expertise nor knowledge
can be taken for granted. At the beginning of
the Teachers as Readers project, few of the
teachers they worked with could name more
than six contemporary children’s writers and
most struggled to name more than one poet. It
emerged that they relied heavily on texts they
remembered from their own childhoods in
their teaching, or on texts they had been using
year in and year out in their classrooms. They
knew little about new books and less about
new writers. It seems, therefore, that although
an interest in children’s literature had been on
the ascendency in the wider culture in the UK
for the last 15 years or so, it had made little
impact in schools or in the curriculum. Stasis,
rather than growth was apparent in both. How
had this state of affairs come about?

LITERATURE IN THE CURRICULUM:
POLICY AND CONCEPTS
Although the two were entirely unrelated, the
rise in the profile of children’s books in
popular culture exactly coincided with a time
of enormous change in schools. In 1998, just
as Harry Potter was beginning to win over
readers, the National Literacy Strategy (DfEE
1998) was launched in England. Constructed
entirely on the premise that the literacy
attainment of pupils in England was too low
because of patchy teaching, the strategy
sought to remedy the situation by providing a
structured programme of work that would
ensure systematic coverage of the language
curriculum from KS1 (5-year-olds) to KS4
(16-year-olds). In a move that was analogous
with the No Child Left Behind Act (US
Department of Education, 2001) in the US, a
detailed, non-negotiable curriculum was provided for teachers, and for the first time in
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the UK, they were told how to teach it. The
implementation of the strategy caused a revolution in classroom practice, especially in the
primary school, and this had far reaching
consequences for the positioning of children’s literature in the curriculum.
First, it is important to note that this was
a Literacy Strategy, not a strategy for teaching English. The name is important. While
English, as a subject, assumes the study of
English literature (as it would at university),
literacy does not. It is much more about the
skills needed to read and write. This emphasis was clearly reflected in the structure and
content of the strategy, and so, although
the writers did provide a range of texts that
children were to encounter each term, these
texts were positioned as vehicles through
which literacy could be achieved, rather
than as texts to be studied in their own right
as literature. At worst, this meant that The
Highwayman (Noyes, 1947) was read for its
similes, and passages from Good night Mr
Tom (Magorian, 1981) were used to exemplify the use of the relative clause. In many
classrooms, children read extracts rather than
whole texts, and reading became atomised
and decontextualised. Leading writers of
children’s books (Powling et al., 2003) and
librarians (Elkin et al., 2003) raised objections, but to little avail. Function mattered
more than engagement and coverage more
than response. This was not a climate that
was likely to encourage teachers to develop
an interest in children’s literature per se.
The new emphasis on phonics in the literacy strategy marginalised the place of literature still further. Teachers as well as pupils had
to acquaint themselves with a host of new linguistic terms – morpheme, grapheme, digraph,
etc. and new ways of teaching phonics in the
classroom. In recognition of this, the strategy
team provided extensive in-service training
across England and supported this with booklets and videos. It is hardly surprising that
many teachers devoted their energies to getting this aspect of language teaching right and
so let literature slip. It was nobody’s priority,
and the assumption – if it was ever articulated

at all – seems to have been that literature could
look after itself.
Perhaps if the strategies had lasted longer, teachers in England would have found
the time and the energy to carve out a fuller
place for children’s literature in the curriculum, but they did not last long. The phonics lobby, supported by politicians and the
popular press, grew ever stronger. The Rose
Report: Independent Review of the Teaching
of Early Reading (2006) recommended the
teaching of systematic (and by implication)
synthetic phonics to children in the first years
of school, and although Rose was careful to
stress that this teaching should take place in
the context of a broad and rich literacy environment, these were not the words that the
press and many schools heard. More classroom time, especially in the early years, was
taken up with phonics and less with books
and reading stories. Yet again, literature in the
classroom had to take a back seat.
The new Conservative government in 2010
made matters worse. Now children of six had
to sound out nonsense words to prove they
could read. This practice suggests that reading is a mechanical, meaningless, word recognition process that does not merit thought
or understanding. It is hard to imagine a
reading activity that is less sympathetic to
the spirit of literature teaching: surely finding
meaning in text is the whole point of reading.
Given these circumstances, is it any wonder that teachers are unsure about the place of
literature in the curriculum?

AMBIGUITY OF PURPOSE: WHAT
IS LITERATURE FOR?
Another challenge that teachers face in the
teaching of children’s literature is that there
is no real agreement about why they should
do it. The question, of course, is allied to the
one that Cox (Department of Education and
Science/Welsh Office, 1989) asked as the
National Curriculum was launched in
England. What do teachers think they are
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teaching English for? It is a question that
matters because how teachers imagine the
‘end product’ of what they do will influence
the way they select, position and teach the
texts they present to their pupils. Cox identified five ways of seeing English. The adult
needs and the cross-curricular approaches
both positioned English as a pragmatic subject: the point of it was to ensure that children developed the literacy skills needed to
succeed either across the curriculum or in
order to play a full part as an adult in a literate society. The cultural analysis approach
emphasized the role of reading, particularly
in helping learners to develop a critical
understanding of the world, past and present,
and the cultural environment in which they
live. The personal growth view focused on
the child and his or her personal, intellectual
emotional and aesthetic development.
Cultural heritage emphasized the importance
of acquainting children with the literary
canon – those texts which had been judged to
be influential in the language and culture of
the nation.
One of the effects of the tsunami of
government-led curriculum change that has
engulfed England in the last 30 years has been
that the debate that should have arisen from
these five propositions never happened. Most
teachers were too busy accommodating the
demands of new curriculum to think through
their position on what they were doing, and
the politicians and policymakers who wrote
the curricular documents were often so
engaged in propagating what they saw as
common sense approaches to the curriculum
that they did not unpick their assumptions.
Even so, faint echoes of all five of Cox’s positions can be detected in the thinking of teachers today and I use them here as a framework
to analyse the way that children’s literature is
presented and taught in the classroom.
For many teachers, especially those in
nursery and primary schools, the adult needs
approach dominates thinking. These teachers
see themselves as teachers of reading, rather
than as teachers of children’s literature, and
their argument is that children need to be
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taught to read in order for them to survive in
the modern world and to amuse themselves as
adults, and children’s books are useful tools
to help them achieve this. Good children’s
books are entertaining and motivating and
will make children want to put in the effort
to learn to read them; because of this they
should be used as much as possible. Teachers
who think like this will quote Stanovich’s
(1966) ‘Matthew effect’ to demonstrate that
reading begets success and are likely to argue
that it doesn’t matter what children read as
long as they read a lot – quantity is more
important than quality.
Some of these teachers will also identify another adult skill: the ability to read to
amuse oneself. For these teachers, ‘reading
for enjoyment’ will be a mainstay of classroom practice, and much energy will be spent
on encouraging children to find books they
enjoy and in giving them the time and space
to read and talk about them.
There is much to be said for both these
ways of positioning reading in the classroom.
At best, they result in classrooms where there
are lively communities of keen and committed readers. Children enjoy books, share
books and network around books. They
become readers, not just children who can
read, and this is to be applauded. But there
are possible problems too. Most problematic
for me is the way both these approaches distance the teacher from the texts that the children are actually reading. If it doesn’t matter
what children read, then there is no need
for the teacher to monitor or influence the
texts children choose. All the teacher needs
to be able to do is to point the child towards
a source of reading matter and try to make
sure the child reads it. As one text is as good
as the next, teachers do not need to know
about particular texts or particular authors,
or even which texts offer which experiences
for particular readers. The effect of this is the
well-meaning, but deskilled teaching force
that Cremin et al. (2008) uncovered in the
TARS project: a community of teachers who
talk about reading as an activity, but do not
see that knowledge about what there is for
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children to read is part of their professional
competence.
Knowledge about text matters because, as
Meek (1988) and more recently Smith (2008;
2009) have argued, texts themselves provide
the framework that structures the thinking
that fuels cognitive development in readers;
and some texts do this better than others.
This is not to say that enjoyment does not
matter – just that alone it is not enough. Even
Lockwood (2008) in his eloquent defence of
reading for pleasure acknowledges this. When
teachers lack the knowledge to help children
find the texts that will move their reading
on, there is a risk that some children will
not move on as readers. They will dwell in a
netherworld of unchallenging, formulaic texts
that fail to induct them into the wider reading
habits of a thinking adult. More serious still
in some classrooms, is an overemphasis on
enjoyment, rather than thoughtful response.
This can persuade children to position reading
as an activity that is safe, cosy and undemanding, rather like a warm bath or an indulgent
bar of chocolate. Reading certainly can and
should be like this at times, but if that is all it
ever is, it has no power to change lives.
A third adult need that is addressed through
children’s literature in some classrooms is
even more distressing, and this is the need for
children to learn to sit still and listen. Story
time in the best nurseries and early years
classrooms can be a wonderful experience
where children learn about the enchantment
of story and the power of shared experience.
They explore text and illustration, they point,
interrupt, question and ‘interthink’ (Littleton
and Mercer (2013). They are active in the
process of negotiating sense and making
texts mean. In short, they learn to behave like
readers. Unfortunately, not all classrooms
encourage this. In some, children are trained
to sit still and ‘wait till the end of the story’,
regardless of their urgent need to share a new
insight or understanding. In others, superficial technical skills, such as identifying capital letters become the focus of the teaching.
Dombey (2003) describes such a situation and
notes that in these circumstances, responding

to the text and articulating responses become
subsidiary skills, rather than the main point
of reading. Turn-taking, ‘listening skills’ and
getting it right matter, more than cognitive
or emotional engagement, and although it is
almost certainly not the teachers’ intention,
children are taught to be passive receivers of
text rather than active makers of meaning.
Less common among teachers is Cox’s
cross-curricular approach (Department of
Education and Science/Welsh Office, 1989).
In terms of literature, this approach is mostly
seen in the primary school as part of topic
work. Thus, early years teachers who are
charged with delivering a topic on mini beasts
will seek out anthologies of poems about
insects to enrich or inform the children’s
thinking about the topic, and those working
with older children on, for instance, Titanic
or another historical project will find a novel
set in a relevant place or time. Very often they
will find that Michael Morpurgo has written a
text to oblige (for example, Morpurgo, 2010).
Of course there are advantages to this. Texts
are contextualised and links and connections
are easily made with children’s thinking
and developing knowledge. At best, this can
result in rich and embedded learning – but
at times it is hard to see what this learning
has to do with an understanding of children
as developing readers or with literature per
se. This can matter. When it comes to working with topical poems, for example, sometimes a teacher is so pleased to have found
a poem about a woodlouse, or whatever, that
she fails to notice that the poem has nothing interesting to say about woodlice, uses
language in a way that is conventional and
lacking in energy, is less than perfect in its
technical achievement, and, in short, has only
been published because the publisher wanted
to include a poem on woodlice for teachers to
use when teaching the topic. Oh dear!
Again, the problem is that literature is being
conscripted to serve a purpose that is not its
own. Although most readers would agree
that reading fiction is a splendid way of gaining knowledge about all sorts of things, few
would name this as its main purpose. Used in
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this cross-curricular way, literature becomes a
carrier of content, rather than an entity created
in its own right, and so, although the message
of the text is clear, the medium remains invisible. Literature – and the people who write
it – deserve more than this.
Cox’s three other approaches are harder
to find in the primary and nursery school. In
secondary schools, personal growth and cultural analysis have more currency, and teachers are more likely to imagine their work as
taking place in fluid cultural space (McIntyre
and Jones, 2014) Furthermore, English teachers, many of whom have degrees in English
literature and see it as an almost undisputed
bedrock of the subject (Goodwyn, 2012) are
confident in using texts to help young people
explore themselves and the world in which
they live. They are also adept at helping
young people understand how texts do this,
that is, at unpicking the medium as well as
the message. The problem for these teachers is not that they do not know what to do
with literature, as is sometimes the case with
primary school teachers, but that they do not
know what to do with children’s literature.
Perhaps the problem is that children’s literature is an ambiguous concept. It is not
altogether clear, especially in the secondary
school, who counts as a child (rather than a
young adult). When does childhood stop?
The status of children’s books is also unclear.
Is it the teacher’s job to use children’s literature as training texts to draw young people
into more difficult adult texts and equip them
with the skills to read them, or are children’s
texts literature in their own right to be read on
equal terms with any other? What does literature mean anyway? Are all children’s books
literature? Are some texts only books? If so,
what quality or lack of quality makes them
so? In the absence of a literary canon for children, who is to say?
For some secondary teachers, the answer
to all this is to sideline children’s literature
as much as possible. They move young readers on to popular adult texts as soon as they
can, and their pupils are often impressed.
They want to be treated as adults, and reading
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books that are marketed for adults makes
them feel grown up. But there are problems
with this. As Hopper (2006) argues, not all
teachers are equipped with enough knowledge of popular genres to ensure progression, and it might be that the adult texts that
are accessible to 14-year-olds lack substance
and challenge. Perhaps they encourage even
committed readers to read without thought.
Those teachers who believe that the purpose
of reading is to encourage reflection and personal growth will find these texts unsatisfactory. Other teachers, unsure of that to give
this age group, rely on a narrow range of
old favourites. There is nothing at all wrong
with Steinbeck and Harper Lee – but these
are novels of more than 50 years ago. Has
nothing been written since that will appeal
to teenagers? Teachers who are committed to
a cultural analysis approach to teaching literature will want to find texts that help their
pupils think about society today.
Both these sets of teachers would do well to
look to contemporary young adult literature.
Here are texts written with modern young
people in mind. The best authors know how
these young people think and what they are
interested in and they can write directly to
them. They know how young people use language, and they can match their writing to that
language so it is both accessible and enriching. They can use simple language to convey
complex ideas. They can make young people
think. When The Fault in our Stars (Green,
2012) is read alongside Romeo and Juliet,
contemporary teenagers see the modern world
and the medieval world in focus. They see
young love and tragedy reflected in the lenses
of time and circumstance. They learn about
human nature and how it is realised in different societies. In the best classrooms, personal
growth and cultural analysis are intertwined.
The fifth of Cox’s positional categories,
cultural heritage, is perhaps the most controversial and most beloved by politicians.
Successive Conservative administrations
in England and the Scottish Nationalists in
Scotland have seen literature as a place where
national and cultural identity can be formed

614

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

and reinforced. Current curriculum documentation in both countries makes this clear.
In England, in a curriculum that places
word reading before text and which categorises all other text work as comprehension,
children in KS1 (aged 7–11) are expected
to read ‘fiction from our literary heritage [p
33]’, although this is ameliorated by the next
phrase: ‘and books from other cultures and
traditions’. In the lower secondary school,
this expectation is expanded. Children should
read ‘a wide range of fiction and non-fiction,
including in particular…[texts from] historical periods, forms and authors, including
high-quality works from English literature,
both pre-1914 and contemporary, including
prose, poetry and drama’ (Department for
Education (DfE), 2013).
In Scotland the brief is even more explicit.
One of the five overarching aims of the
Literacy and English Curriculum for young
people between 3 and 18 years is ‘I engage
with a wide range of texts and am developing
an appreciation of the richness and breadth
of Scotland’s literary and linguistic heritage’
(Scottish Qualifications Authority (SQA),
2007: 1, emphasis added).
It is difficult to see the place of children’s
and young people’s literature through this
heritage lens. To begin with, the history of
children’s writing is relatively short. Is a
syllabus based on R.L Stevenson and Lewis
Carroll envisaged? Or perhaps Thackeray’s
(1854) The Rose and the Ring? Does English
Literature include children’s books or is some
unspecified English canon being referred to?
Do all Scottish teenagers have to read Sunset
Song (Gibbon, 1932) (very many do and hate
it!). Here, the provenance and age of texts
seems to matter more than their relevance
to young readers, or accessibility, and in the
documentation for England especially, there
seems to be an assumption that old is necessarily good. Is Dickens inherently better than
Jacqueline Wilson, I wonder, and are the policymakers who write these documents able
to explain why? The mix of nostalgia and
nationalism is unpalatable to my taste, and
so is the marginalisation of modern texts that

children, who are still learning to be readers,
will actually be able to read.
But the cultural heritage approach to the
teaching of literature in schools brings the
question back in to focus. What should the
place of children’s literature be in the curriculum and why does it matter?

WHY CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
MATTERS: MARGARET MEEK’S
LEGACY
Nearly 30 years ago, Margaret Meek (1988)
showed us that children’s books mattered.
They were not just places where children
learned to read, or to amuse themselves, but
places where they learned to be readers. In
How Texts Teach What Readers Learn (Meek,
1988), a book so short as to be hardly more
than a pamphlet – and so wise and radical
that it was difficult for teachers and policymakers to accommodate – she outlined some
of the persuasive lessons in reading that the
best texts give to responsive readers. She
showed how Each Peach Pear Plum (Ahlberg
and Ahlberg, 1978) encouraged young readers to think intertexually and join Frank
Smith’s literacy club (here is a writer who
knows the same stories as me!). She showed
how picture books with dual and suggested
narratives, such as Rosie’s Walk (Hutchins,
1968) and Chips and Jessie (Hughes, 1985),
helped readers develop the ability to juggle
multiple lines of plot, see between the words
on the page and understand irony. She
showed how The Iron Man (Hughes, 1968)
helped children see the language of the text
as well as the story (I love the ‘delicacies’)
and how the subtle writing of Jan Mark
opened up to slightly older readers the possibility of responding on multiple levels.
These are the sorts of lessons in reading
that young people need if they are to become
thoughtful, flexible, critical readers, and they
are the lessons that not all young people
receive. In classrooms where teachers are
happy for children to read anything, or where
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teachers are not knowledgeable enough to
guide children towards the best texts, there is a
high chance that these lessons will be missed.
Meek’s influence in those institutions that
take children’s reading and children’s literature seriously continues to be felt. The exemplary work of The Centre for Language in
Primary Education (CLPE) is an example of
this. Their work with in-service teachers in
projects such as the Power of Reading inspires
teachers to use children’s books in ways that
are creative and enriching (O’Sullivan and
McGonigle, 2010). I would like to see more
initiatives like this, and I would like to see
Meek’s ideas taken further. Particularly, I
would like to see a curriculum for Children’s
Literature in schools that builds upon Meek’s
understanding that texts themselves are
important teachers.
As I have argued elsewhere (Smith, 2011),
such a curriculum would require a new
approach for many teachers. They would need
to become familiar with a much wider range
of children’s text than is common today, and
they would need to know those texts, not just
in terms of story, but also in terms of what
those texts offer in literary and linguistic
experience for young readers. Such a curriculum would require a new vocabulary for
many teachers. They would need to be able to
articulate what it is that particular texts might
teach the children in their classes. In primary
schools, this would move the discourse of
the teaching of reading away from a focus on
whether children can read to how they read
and how they think about their reading. In secondary schools, it would help teachers look at
texts written for young people as literature,
rather than as transitional texts to be used as a
training ground for literary competence.

WHY CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
MATTERS: CHANGING SELF
AND SOCIETY
It used to be possible to argue that reading in
adult life did not matter much. As long as one
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could read enough to function in the social
and informational context of one’s life, one
could live well. Fiction was escapism for the
masses and an esoteric luxury for the middle
classes. It was no more than a life choice. It
is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain this argument.
On the one hand, psychologists, such as
Susan Engel (1995), and teachers, such as
Vivien Paley (1987) and Anne Haas Dyson
(2003), have shown us how important storying is for very young children. They show
how children structure their lives and make
sense of their experiences through telling stories of true and imaginary events. They order,
they assimilate and they accommodate. Ideas
and memories are processed and organised,
and in this way, personhood and individual
identities are formed. In short, children, or
perhaps people generally, story themselves
in to the people they eventually become. It
seems entirely reasonable to assume that
literature – the stories children hear and
read – are also part of this personforming process. Indeed, Virginia Lowe
(2007) showed how, for her own children at
least, this was certainly the case. Surrounded
by books from babyhood, they used stories
from texts in much the same way as Engel’s
children used stories from life: they used
them to mirror, explain and extend their
thinking and their experiences. They talked
about books and referred to stories as readily
as they talked about their friends and family.
Is this important? I think it is. If we can
claim that Lowe’s children and others like
them, who live and breathe books from babyhood make cognitive gains through acquaintance with story, then we can make a very
strong case for including literature more
prominently in the curriculum. We can argue
that literature needs to be there from the early
years and beyond – not simply to amuse the
children and to pacify them at the end of the
day – but to teach them how to think and to
give them the resources to make sense of
their lives.
Until quite recently, it has been difficult to
substantiate this argument. Evidence to show
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that literature matters in this way has been
anecdotal and partial, but recent work in civics education and cognitive literary criticism
begins to show clearer results.
First, Paterson’s (2008) systematic analysis of the longitudinal data around social
participation in the UK uncovered a startling
fact: people who read widely as teenagers are
more likely than not to grow up into the sort
of adult who votes, volunteers in the community and, in various ways, become socially
and politically active. They become, in terms
of the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence,
responsible citizens. It is, of course, possible
to argue that that it is not the reading itself
that has had this effect. It might be that teenagers who read are more likely than others to
come from the sort of families who encourage socially responsible behaviour and that it
is the teenagers’ upbringing that has made the
difference, or it might be that reading fiction
is one of a set of middle-class behaviours like
recycling and buying broadsheet newspapers
that fit together: being socially responsible is
part of the cultural norm. But we cannot rule
out the possibility that it is the books themselves because if story teaches children how
to think logically, perhaps literature encourages older readers to become more thoughtful, socially aware people.
Evidence to suggest that this might be
the case comes from cognitive literary studies. This is a new, interdisciplinary field of
research that seeks to marry recent scientific
findings about the human brain or mind with
literary understandings. Hart defines it as:
An interest in the cognitive, from a literary perspective, is an interest in exploring how both the
architecture and the contents of the human brain/
mind – both in terms of its on-line processing of
information and its evolutionary history – may
contribute structurally to the writing, reading and
interpretation of texts. (Hart, 2001: 319)

The area of cognition that interested Kidd and
Costano (2013) was theory of mind. It has
long been suggested that reading helps people
develop theory of mind. Reading about other
people in other situations quite obviously

helps readers understand viewpoints other
than their own, and so begins to develop
empathy and compassion. What Kidd and
Costano wanted to know was whether literary
fiction (that is, literature) did this any better
than popular fiction, or indeed non-fiction, or
even not reading at all. In a series of experiments they demonstrated that all fiction
improved subjects’ theory of mind, but that
the effect of literary fiction was measurably
stronger and more sustained. They argued
two points. First that the texts changed not
just what readers thought, but how they
thought about it, and second, that the literary
texts had more effect because they were more
difficult to read: they defamiliarised the
reader and challenged thinking. The effort
needed to make sense of these texts imprinted
the thinking more securely on the mind.
Even though this work was carried out
with adults and not young people, it is significant to the cause of children’s literature in
the curriculum. If the texts people read have
a real and measurable effect on the thinking
that they do, then it is important that children
read. If literary texts do the job better than
popular fiction, then we need to make sure
that some of the books we offer children are
high quality literary texts that challenge their
thinking. Finally, we can be sure that it does
matter what children read.
I would like to see a curriculum for children’s literature in schools that understands
the importance of fiction, and literary fiction
in particular, in developing children’s cognitive processing. Such a curriculum would
place story at the core from the early years to
the end of secondary school. Children would
read and be read to. Texts would be chosen for
their richness in ideas and in language, and
children and young people would be encouraged to talk and respond, to think and to
speculate about the stories and the characters
they read. The demands on teachers would be
great and the responsibility onerous for they
would need to understand that the reading
their pupils do will change their young lives.
Teachers will need to develop two particular
sets of knowledge: knowledge of children’s

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE IN THE CLASSROOM AND CURRICULUM

reading needs – when to challenge, when
to reinforce, when to consolidate, when to
relax; and the knowledge of books – what
the challenges are that particular literary
texts offer and how to support readers as they
attempt the unfamiliar. Teachers will need to
be supported in this. A radical change will be
necessary in teacher education – a realignment of children’s literature from the edges
of the curriculum (where so often it exists as
an optional extra) to the very core.

WHY CHILDREN’S LITERATURE
MATTERS: EQUITY AND THE
ACHIEVEMENT GAP
Does this talk of quality and literary texts
mean that Children’s Literature is elitist?
Would an emphasis on quality texts in the
classroom exclude a number, perhaps even a
majority of children from participating in the
curriculum? Might it not be better for everyone to read and enjoy popular undemanding
texts as a matter of equity? My final argument
positions Children’s Literature as means of
achieving equity. I argue that far from being a
source of difference, when it is taught well,
Children’s Literature is the engine for social
mobility and for closing the achievement gap.
Much has been written about inequality in
schools in recent years, especially about the
achievement gap between boys and girls (for
example, Department for Children, Schools
and Families (DCSF), 2009). But in Scotland,
the rest of the UK, the US (Hoff, 2013) and
Australia (Cobbold, 2010) the biggest gap in
achievement is not the difference between boys
and girls, but between the haves and the havenots in society. It is a sorry truth that the clearest indicator of how well a child starting school
at five will achieve, is not gender, or ethnicity,
or intelligence, but the job of the parents (Ellis,
2015). Children with a professional parent or
two adapt to school ways easily, learn to read
faster and quickly set off on the path to success.
The reasons for this are complex, but
an important factor is that children from
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professional homes have a number of cultural advantages. Professional parents are
more likely to have money to spend on children’s books. Because they have been successful at schools themselves they are more
likely to have taken on the literary discourse
that schools propagate that positions books
as sites of exploration and speculation. Like
Virginia Lowe, they read to and with their
children from babyhood, they share and
chat, and make meaning together. Children
from homes like this come to school already
thinking like readers. The cognitive gains that
reading affords are already in development.
Less fortunate children have fewer books
and fewer interactions with books. Parents,
less sure of literary discourse, are less well
equipped to talk, play and speculate around
books, and so reading becomes less enjoyable
for the child, more rigid and less exploratory.
The cognitive advantages of embracing challenge recognised by Kidd and Costano (2013)
are less apparent and learning is slower and
less sure. These children start school with a
disadvantage. If the school they attend values learning to read and decodable text above
literature, how will these children ever catch
up? How will they learn to think about text,
understand the logic of story, develop theory
of mind, empathy and good citizenship?
For reasons of equity, I want to see a curriculum that front loads children’s literature
so that children are flooded with books and
stories from nursery throughout the primary
school. That way, the cognitive gains that are
accessed through reading and story will be
available to all children, not just those from
bookish homes. A result of this ‘flooding’
will be that all children would be familiar
with a wide variety of texts from early on.
Quality literary texts would be part of everyone’s everyday diet, not reserved as a particular experience for a supposed elite. All
children would grow up expecting books to
be challenging and interesting, and because
they would have developed through reading a
wide range of reference and experience, they
would be equal to the challenge. There would
be no need for poor books for poor readers.
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Indeed, poor readers would be scarce because
those many children who struggle to learn to
read or fail to become readers because they
do not see what reading can do for them will
know. They will know in their hearts and their
heads that reading and story are worthwhile.
Flaubert famously wrote to Mademoiselle
Leroyer de Chantepie,
Do not read, as children do, to amuse yourself, or
like the ambitious, for the purpose of instruction.
No, read in order to live. (Flaubert, 1857)

Children’s literature is one of the places
where he was especially right. Children’s literature is where children learn to live. It is
that important and it deserves a central place
in the curriculum.
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The Literacy Curriculum:
A Critical Review
Kathy A. Mills and Len Unsworth

INTRODUCTION
This chapter critically reviews the scope of
the literacy curriculum in the twenty-first
century, uncovering some of the strengths,
controversies, and silences that have divided
literacy researchers and educators. It begins
with the acknowledgment that the constitution of literacy and textual practices is in a
constant state of flux in the ‘digital turn’, and
in the context of the transnational flow of
people, languages, discourses, and dialects.
This has led to a search for theories of representation that account for intermodal relations, and the concomitant reformulating of
the literacy curriculum to usefully reflect
these transitions.
Here, the political and ideological antecedents of literacy curriculum and schooling
as a form of cultural apparatus of the nationstate are acknowledged and historicized
before tracing some of the major interpretive
paradigms that have influenced the shape
of the literacy curriculum in many parts of

the world – basic skills, whole language,
systemic functional linguistics, and critical
literacy. The chapter draws attention to noteworthy advances and shifts in the field over
recent decades. The significant challenges for
the literacy curriculum, and perennial debates
and currents that have surfaced in the changing social and political context of curriculum
are acknowledged and debated. Finally, the
chapter anticipates the future of the literacy
curriculum, particularly in relation to global
markets, increased mobility and transnational
flows of culture, literacy practices, and curriculum technologization.

Defining the Literacy Curriculum
in the Digital Turn
Arguably one of the seismic shifts in the literacy curriculum in the past few decades has
been the changing social and technological
environment as individuals and communities
enact the realities of global connectedness,
reshaping the way literacy practices are used
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to participate in daily social life. A number of
theoretical, pedagogical, and empirical
research directions have been put forward to
address these changes in the ‘digital turn’
(Mills, 2010a). Some of these theories that
have empirical support include New Literacy
Studies (Street, 1997), multiliteracies (New
London Group, 2000), and multimodal literacy (Kress, 2010; Kress and van Leeuwen,
1996). These theories extended earlier writing and reading research in relation to technology, computers, or hypertext in the 1990s
that foregrounded the need to seriously
rethink the constitution of conventional literacy curricula. Earlier studies had predominantly concerned alphabetic literacy taught
using hard copies of published texts, with an
emphasis on linear readings and paperbased writing practices (Reinking, 1997;
Selfe, 1999).
The complexity of intermodal relations
in texts between words, images, gestures,
sound and other modes has taken center
stage, which was prompted, in part, by the
challenge of Halliday (1991) to include new
systems of semiotics, such as images, that are
distinct from writing, but which modify the
meaning of encoded words. Similarly, in the
1980s, Ulmer (1985: vii) theorized communication as a ‘multichannelled performance’,
orchestrating spoken and written symbols
with digital imagery and audio–visual texts
in the changing context of media and information technologies. He also proposed a
‘teletheory’ or grammar for the age of video
(Ulmer, 1989). These semiotic theories and
discourses have implications for the literacy
curriculum and pedagogy and have been
resisted, ignored, or taken up by government
agencies, universities, schools, and teachers
in various literacy curricula around the world
(Mills and Exley, 2014).
In the context of this discussion of curriculum, literacy is defined, following
Scribner and Cole (1981: 236) as ‘socially
organised practices [that] make use of
a symbol system’. Literacy involves the
use of the human body and often a technology for producing it, whether a pencil,

computer, or some other means. An important dimension of this definition is the
aspect of ‘social organization’ of practices.
The literacy curriculum consists of a particular set of socially organized symbolic
practices that are always selective, and
which are inextricably connected to the
function and organization of schooling.
The literacy curriculum, defined here, is
the sequencing of knowledge and application of symbol systems and associated social
practices that are valued by the curriculum
makers. Any literacy curriculum is organized
to take into account time, which pertains to
learning trajectories that typically consider
the age of learners; space, which refers to
the social context of the learning; and text,
which concerns the learner’s performance of
the required text or production of text, and
its evaluation (Bernstein, 2000). This chapter situates knowledge of literacy theory in
relation to the substance of the curriculum,
while considering the social processes of
literacy curriculum, or what Bernstein calls
the ‘pedagogic device’ or ‘cultural relay’ of
schooling (Bernstein, 2000).

MAJOR INTERPRETATIVE PARADIGMS
OF LITERACY CURRICULUM
The literacy curriculum has long been seen
as a political instrument, as a means of ‘statesponsored cultural apparatus’, an asset that
contributes in symbolic or tangible ways to
economic prosperity (Green, 1993: 2). In
many respects, although not exclusively, the
literacy curriculum has remained caught up
in the social reproduction of the political
relations that sustain the school curriculum.
This is evident in the way in which schooling
and literacy curricula functions to maintain
hegemony by producing educated subjects,
good citizens, logocentric rationality, and
disciplined bodies.
Those who are empowered by knowledge of how to write through the literacy
curriculum are also serving to sustain the
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transmission of culture. This is illustrated
through Foucault’s (1977: 191) ‘network
of writing’ as a means of creating, organizing, and controlling disciplined subjects. An
essential feature of schooling is that the function of literacy curricula is to reproduce or
transform the social relations of which it is
simultaneously an outcome (Bernstein, 2003;
Green, 1993). The social structure of schooling can be both enabling and constraining for
the recontextualization of literacy practices
as curriculum knowledge.

Basic Skills: Letters, Words,
and the Literacy Curriculum
One of the ideological–discursive assemblages that have influenced literacy curricula
worldwide is the basic skills approach.
Ministries of education in many parts of the
world, such as North America, the UK, and
Australasia, demonstrate a view of literacy as
a body of universally applicable reading and
writing skills, rather than as a set of social
practices that varies according to the changing needs of groups and communities (Mills
and Exley, 2014). This approach to the literacy curriculum was prominent in the early
establishment of compulsory schooling in
many societies, where children were taught
basic instruction in literacy, computation,
and morality. As Green (1993) argues, the
‘insistence of the letter’ describes a crucial
feature of the nexus between curriculum and
literacy historically.
The traditional compartmentalizing of literacy skills into lock-step components, from
letter formation, to letter–sound relationships,
to vocabulary words, to sentence grammar –
the skills-based ideology of literacy – still dictates the constructs that undergird classroom
assessment and large-scale literacy tests.
Literacy assessments in schooling are often
politically driven, increasingly mandated by
governments worldwide with an accountability agenda. However, such an emphasis
inhibits the scope of curricula and pedagogies that embrace broader conceptualizations
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of the literacy competences students are
able to demonstrate and those they need to
develop (Macken-Horarik, 2009; Zacher
Pandya, 2011; Unsworth, 2014).
Advocates of a skills-based approach perceive literacy as something merely technical to be acquired, as a neutral set of skills
that remain constant irrespective of the manner in which they are acquired or used. This
stands in contradiction to the view that the
curriculum incorporates community literacy
practices defined by their particular social
purposes and contexts (Street, 1995). From a
skills-based perspective, reading is described
as a combination of visual and perceptual
skills, sight vocabulary, phonics or word
attack skills, and comprehension (Anstey and
Bull, 2004).
An important caveat is that there is
empirical evidence supporting the benefits
of systematic phonics instruction and contextualized systematic phonics, as opposed
to synthetic phonics (Wyse and Goswami,
2008; Wyse and Styles, 2007). Systematic
phonics instruction is not synonymous with
the ideologies and pedagogies of skills-based
approaches, although this has often been the
case, and phonics instruction can be supported by a repertoire of methods and aligned
to varying educational philosophies. Skillsbased literacy curricula are often identifiable
by a ‘performance model’ of curriculum,
the discourse of transmission characterized
by strong sequencing of literacy skills, predefined rates of student progression, and
teacher control over the social action in the
classroom, which enables this transmission
to take place (Bernstein, 2000).
A problem with a skill-based approach is
that reading methods can become practiced
in such a way that the social context of the
literature, and the assumptions inherent in
the meanings of words and images in books
and other texts, can be considered immaterial to the learning of reading, or ideologically benign (Luke and Freebody, 1997). For
example, students might parse a sentence
into its grammatical components, but the
content or meaning of the selected sentence,
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which contains implicit or explicit social values, is arbitrary to the instructional purpose.
A further criticism of this approach is that
students themselves must figure out how to
apply grammatical rules in real world literacy uses, and occasionally, some knowledge
remains inert and never used, either in community, occupational, or subsequent endeavors (Mills, 2005).

Whole Language Approaches
to the Literacy Curriculum
In the late twentieth century, literacy research
and curriculum began to address the semantics of text structure and the importance of
students’ purposeful making of meaning
from reading, rather than reading as recitation. The key theorists included Goodman
(1976), Graves (1983) Pearson and Johnson
(1978), Cambourne (1988), and Turbill
(1983), who advocated top–down and whole
language approaches to reading (Emmitt and
Pollock, 1997). The whole language approach
emerged from psycholinguistic reading
research identifying readers’ prior knowledge as a factor influencing success in deriving meaning from texts. It was observed that
different text types and reading tasks require
differing fields of prior knowledge (Coles
and Hall, 2002). A key feature of whole language approaches was to attend to the semantic features of literacy experiences within
real-world literacy situations that skills based
approaches had tended to disregard
(Mills, 2005).
However, the pedagogies promoted in
teaching materials as ‘whole language’, such
as shared reading, retelling, Uninterrupted
Sustained Silent Reading (USSR), and
process writing became subjects of controversy and critique. Theorists of systemic
functional linguistics, such as Rothery and
Stenglin (2000), Martin (1993a), Painter
and Martin (2011), Macken-Horarik (2009)
emphasized the need for students to gain
explicit grounding in the metalanguage of
text, including grammatical structures and

linguistic features of texts across a range of
genres and social purposes (Mills, 2005).
As Unsworth (1988: 127) demonstrated in
classroom research, whole language practices can be augmented with a much stronger emphasis on the knowledge of texts
and how they function in different social
contexts, without which whole language
classroom organizational strategies simply
become ‘procedural display’.
One of the key principles of whole language is the view that the written modes
of language can be successfully taught by
reproducing the same conditions in which
children acquire oral language, such as
demonstrating mature language forms and
recognizing approximations that work
toward language objectives (Cambourne,
1988). However, the theory of natural
learning has been criticized for its failure
to acknowledge the cultural and linguistically diverse textual practices and conditions for early language acquisition across
homes (Muspratt et al., 1997). The ways in
which children learn to use language are
dependent on community and family roles
in the community, home patterns of faceto-face interaction, and child socialization
(Heath, 1983). Critics have also argued that
the lexico-grammatical structures of written language are similar, but also different
in many ways to those of speech (Halliday,
1985). Therefore, a single set of oral language learning conditions for writing success cannot be assumed.
A further criticism of whole language is
that the emphasis on acquisition may lead to
implicit and incidental instruction in phonics,
grammar, and syntax, rather than explicit
and comprehensive instruction. Rather than
‘acquiring’ the dominant discourse of the
classroom through ‘natural learning’, or
socializing the child into literacy practices,
the question must be asked ‘natural for
whom?’ It has been demonstrated in classroom research that implicit teaching practices
advantage the dominant cultural group over
minority ethnic groups and social classes
(Mills, 2005, 2006, 2011).
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Functional Linguistic Approaches
to the Literacy Curriculum
Since the 1980s systemic functional linguistics (SFL) has increasingly influenced literacy education in Australia, the UK, the US,
Canada, South Africa and several other countries in Asia, Latin America, and Europe.
SFL, which was developed by Michael
Halliday (for example, Halliday, 1978;
Halliday and Matthiessen, 2004) and
expanded by Jim Martin (for example,
Martin, 1992; Martin and Rose, 2007),
describes language as a social semiotic
system, including functional grammar, and
discourse and genre, connecting language
forms with meaning in contexts of use.
An important impetus for the SFL influence on school literacy was the overwhelming
emphasis in elementary school writing in the
1970s on what was loosely known as ‘story’,
with attention to correct grammar, punctuation, and spelling on the one hand, and student
self-expression on the other. SFL theorists
distinguished a range of genres for student
writing, including different types of narratives, such as prototypical stories, recounts
of experience and observation, as well as
‘reports’ about dealing with the classification,
description and behavior of animals or plants
or the characteristics of non-living phenomena, ‘procedures’ detailing steps in producing
something, and explanations of how certain
phenomena functioned or came to be (Martin,
1989; Martin and Rothery, 1993).
The identification of these genres led to
the development of a pedagogy, known as the
curriculum cycle, for explicit teaching of how
to write the well-recognized conventional
forms of these texts. This cycle emphasized
teacher modeling of the writing of target
genres, deconstruction of the genre through
teacher-led classroom discussion to explicate
the rhetorical and grammatical structure, collaborative teacher and whole class creation of
a new instance of the genre, and finally, student independent writing of a further instance
of the genre (Rose and Martin, 2012). The
detailed implementation practices of the
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curriculum cycle have evolved, and different
versions have been described and extended to
secondary school writing pedagogy (Christie
and Derewianka, 2010; Johns, 2001; Love
et al., 2002; Unsworth, 2001).
SFL influenced the literacy curriculum
and pedagogy, particularly in Australia and
the UK. Most recognizable are the ‘accelerated literacy’ (Cowey, 2005; Robinson et al.,
2009) and ‘reading to learn’ (Rose and
Martin, 2012) approaches, which address
both reading and writing. In these approaches,
the fundamental aspects of the curriculum
cycle have been elaborated and adapted,
with a central focus on the development of
students’ explicit knowledge about language
as a resource for meaning. This is based on
systemic functional linguistic descriptions of
language as a social semiotic, including an
emphasis on naming and applying the structure and function of language use for different social purposes.

Critical Literacy Approaches
Critical literacy emerged in the 1980s, teaching students ‘habits of mind’ when reading,
writing, listening or viewing, to challenge
assumptions in texts, dominant ideologies,
and ‘political pronouncements’ (Shor, 1999).
Critical literacy extends to the very selection
of literature used in schools because the use
of texts in the literacy curriculum is ideologically value laden, while the criteria for judging the quality of school texts are also
shifting in the context of society and culture
(Macken-Horarik, 1997). In the 1970s, critical literacy emerged as a powerful theory
grounded in Paulo Freire’s ‘Cultural action
and conscientization’ (Freire, 1970a) and
Pedagogy of the oppressed (Freire, 1970b).
Later, Freire directly addressed literacy curricula through Literacy: reading the word
and the world (Freire and Macedo, 1987).
Literacy texts began to be regarded within
curriculum as key sites where cultural discourses, political ideologies, and economic
interests should be contested rather than
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unquestioningly transmitted (Baker and
Luke, 1991). As Knobel and Healy (1998: 3)
argue: ‘Through the selection of textbooks,
genres, children’s literature, media, literate
tastes and practices, dominant mainstream
cultures are assembled, presented and taught
as culture. In this way, a selective tradition of
culture is naturalized as the way things
are…’. The social construction of the literacy
curriculum is always selective.
Critical literacy can be seen as a vital part
of developing students’ ‘intellectual agency’
within the literacy curriculum. Students
must not only comprehend texts within the
literacy curriculum and the world, but more
importantly, they must be able to think for
themselves (Fairfield, 2012: 1). The literacy
curriculum has been successful if it does
more than teach students how to read and
write, and also teach students how to critically analyze, evaluate and subject to scrutiny
the authorship, intended audiences, textual
meanings, silences and omissions in texts,
and the interests that are served by texts and
information across modes and media (Zacher
Pandya and Ávila, 2014). Students need to
be able to problematize assumptions in texts
about gender, race, age, class, able bodies,
beliefs, and other social identities. Similarly,
students need to critically consider why they
are being asked to read and use particular
books, media, or other texts within the social
context of school.
Theorists have cautioned that despite the
strengths of critical literacy, there are several caveats regarding its application. The
critical analysis of popular and commercial
texts in the literacy curriculum may convey
the implicit message that adults do not condone certain pleasurable texts (Kenway and
Bullen, 2001). Equally, selecting for critique
authoritative texts that are important to particular religious, political, or cultural groups
can unwittingly create value conflicts for students who are members of those communities
(Skerrett, 2014). In essence, taking a critical
literacy stance will not neutralize classroom
literacy practice because it is driven by its
own agenda for social change.

However, few would disagree that cultivating in students the intellectual maturity and
capacity to ask questions about texts, technologies, and resources, to engage in democratic and dialogic thinking through language
and literacy, or to envisage alternatives to
dominant cultural readings of the world, are
necessary and often overlooked functions of
an overly technologized education system
(Fairclough, 1999). A technologized education system is one in which curriculum is
driven by an instrumental function for purely
economic ends. Furthermore, a technolologized curriculum is typically focused on
measurable performance and outcomes.

CONTEMPORARY CONCERNS
IN LITERACY CURRICULUM
The literacy curriculum is a discourse in
which certain issues remain vital in the new
times, more so than ever before. This section
debates the role of oral language in the literacy curriculum, in a context in which the oral
mode has often been a dominant mode of
transmission and a means of access to social
mobility. Second, central concerns about
home-school community literacy practice
and debates about the place of these out-ofschool experiences in relation to the formal
literacy curriculum are discussed. Third,
debates regarding the relevance of teacher
and student knowledge of language, including grammar, are critically reviewed. Finally,
we evaluate the role of curriculum area literacies, that is, the need for subject-specific
language structure, rhetoric, and vocabulary.

Orality Before, Within, and
Beyond Literacy Curriculum
Students’ oral language proficiency plays a
vital role in the acquisition of reading fluency and comprehension (Mills, 2009).
There is also a strong association between
children’s language development and their
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social and academic competence at school.
For example, research with students aged
6–14 years indicates how well-designed
classroom talk about books enables students
to deepen their comprehension (Wolf et al.,
2005). Spoken language is often regarded as
an area of language competence in its own
right, and in many parts of the world it is
fostered alongside listening, reading, viewing, writing, and other forms of receptive or
expressive language in the formal literacy
curriculum (Stierer and Maybin, 1994). Oral
language proficiency is not the only factor
associated with reading success; other contributing language skills also play an interactive role, including concepts of print, letter
naming, phonemic and phonological awareness, story recall, and speech vocabulary
(Hay and Fielding-Barnsley, 2009).
Research evidence points to the need for
the literacy curriculum to include oral language experiences that teach verbal expression, listening and responding to others,
speech-vocabulary development, and gaining
knowledge to talk about the world (Morrow
et al., 2007). As young children engage in
speech interactions they develop important
skills in phonological awareness – hearing
and recognizing the individual sounds in
words – which provide an important basis
for reading and writing. In particular, dyadic
reading has been shown to enhance social
turn taking, vocabulary, syntax, semantics,
and pragmatics. This strategy for reading
development involves book-reading conversations with parents, teachers, or other
mature readers about story content (Hay and
Fielding-Barnsley, 2009; Williams, 1998).
However, orality can be viewed not as a
skill that exists prior to the literacy curriculum, but as one of many forms of literacy as
a social practice that continues to be important throughout the life course, taking varied
ephemeral or permanent forms. The emerging digital age has seen the role of orality as
one of multiple modes in digital texts, able
to be recorded, modified, saved, and podcasted on the Internet with ease. One of the
potential implications of the dissemination
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of user-generated audio and audio-visual
recordings is that students will need to
become more socially critical, self-aware,
and discerning producers of identity artifacts
disseminated on the web. An implication of
these changes is that it raises political questions about the function of the literacy curriculum, in particular the need to address critical
media literacies and the purposeful and safe
construction of online identities.

Home-Community Literacy
Practices and the Curriculum
A related concern is a significant body of
research that encourages the development of
local literacy curricula in a way that integrates data about the ‘funds of knowledge’
that students bring to school from their home
and communities (Moll et al., 2013).
Although this issue is not new, it continues to
be relevant in an age in which paradoxically,
globalization is characterized by increased
cultural homogeneity across nations, and
local diversity. The New Literacy Studies has
contributed significantly to ethnographic
studies of literacy practices in homes and
among youth in out-of-school contexts, and
its relation to the practices and discourses of
schooling. Some of the earliest of these
include Brian Street’s (1975) ethnography in
an Iranian village, and Shirley Brice Heath’s
(1983) ethnography of three communities in
the US, which were closely followed by an
ethnographic study of reading and writing in
a community by Barton and Hamilton (1998).
In these studies, and the progression of
work that followed, the shape of communicative practices and discourses in children’s
homes, and the socio-cultural context in
which children use language from birth,
became the focus of understanding the relation between the cultural capital of communities and its alignment of the literacy
curriculum of schooling (Mills, 2010a;
Pahl and Burnett, 2013). Integral to this
perspective is the view that literacy curricula, although seemingly normalized as a
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collection of universal skills within the institution of schooling, is in fact deeply ideological, partial, and selective. Some of the groups
most marginalized by the design of the literacy curriculum include those affected by poverty and, since post-colonialism, those who
are not of the dominant race and culture of
the schooling and curriculum establishment.
In addition, the socio-cognitive development
of the child is seen as connected to the sociocultural purposes for communication (Mills,
2008; Rosemberg et al., 2013).
Current research about the multimodal
practices of childhood and adolescent literacies emphasizes the way in which the young
intuitively grasp or acquire new literacies in
their recreational spaces (Mills, 2010a). In
particular, the New Literacy Studies (NLS)
have specifically drawn attention to the situated ways in which language and communicative practices are shared by groups of people
who sustain and modify them (Barton, 1994;
Gee, 1996; Street, 2003). In recent years,
research in this tradition has investigated the
innovative and productive potentials of informal literacies in digital environments that
children use outside of schools (Gee, 2003;
Lankshear and Knobel, 2003; Nixon, 2003;
Sefton-Green, 2006; Street, 2003).
Although an emphasis on out-of-school
literacies counterbalanced earlier research
that separated literacy learning from the
lived experiences of students in their communities, there became a need for research
that emphasized scaffolding the multimodal
practice of youth by experts in school settings
(Mills, 2010b). Over the past decade and a
half, research of multimodality in school
contexts has increased exponentially across a
wide range of populations, geographical contexts, types of modes and media, and foci of
investigation (see Mills, 2010a). These studies underscore the fluid way in which youth
draw from the multimodal texts and experiences of their life worlds to connect with
mature literacy practices in school settings,
making permeable the boundaries between
home and school (Dyson, 2003). Teachers
can incorporate students’ predilections while

extending the range of multimodal literacy
practices that are already familiar to youth.
In this way, teachers can balance the emphasis on multimodal literacies that have value in
the local communities with those that afford
students status and recognition throughout
their formal education, workplaces, and the
global communications environment.

Knowledge of Language
Clearly, the construction of the literacy curriculum must take into account students’
need for ‘knowledge about language’ (KAL),
frequently interpreted as grammatical knowledge and which encompasses rhetorical
forms of extended texts. Nevertheless, much
KAL research centered on grammar – and
meta-analyses of the efficacy of grammar
teaching has concluded that there is no evidence that teaching grammar is beneficial to
literacy development (Andrews et al., 2006;
Braddock et al., 1963; Hillocks, 1986).
Hillocks and Smith (1991) argued that
research in this area consistently showed
little or no effect of grammar teaching on
students; however, the teaching of grammar
in the studies reviewed was largely isolated
teaching of grammar rules and parsing of
texts with little or no direct connection to
students’ actual writing endeavors. The
grammar that was being taught in these studies was overwhelmingly traditional grammar,
or in some cases, transformational generative
grammar, but did not include the more
recently developed, meaning-based systemic
functional grammar (Halliday, 1973; Halliday
and Matthiessen, 2004).
From the late 1990s a number of studies
have shown that children in the early years
of schooling could learn aspects of systemic functional grammar (SFG) and use
these concepts in their literacy development.
For example, children in the first 2 years of
school were able to learn about functional
description of verbal ‘processes’ and use
this knowledge in learning how to punctuate direct speech (Williams, 1998) and to
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become more aware of using expression in
oral reading of dialogue (French, 2012). Year
six children were able to learn about process (verb) types and the ‘participant’ roles
associated with them in SFG, such as Actor
and Goal, and they were able use their grammatical knowledge as a resource in discussing how the language of the picture book
Piggybook (Browne, 1986/1996) constructed
certain patterns of meaning associated with
particular characters.
Further studies of students for whom
English is an additional language show how
the children in the early years of schooling are
able to distinguish between the grammatical
construction of statements, commands, questions, and exclamations, known as sentence
moods. They were also able to identity types
of processes and participant roles, in contextualized learning experiences, pursuing the
disciplinary goals of English language arts
(Schleppegrell, 2013). A large-scale study
investigating the teaching of grammar in the
context of writing lessons to year eight students was based on a descriptive rather than
a prescriptive approach to grammar (Carter,
1990), which, consistent with systemic functional grammar, centered on rhetorical understanding of how language works for different
purposes and in different contexts (Jones
et al., 2013). This study clearly showed the
positive impact of teaching systemic functional grammar on the quality of student
writing, and also indicated that the quality
of the teachers’ knowledge of grammar was
significant in influencing student outcomes.
A consistent finding in the research since
the turn of this century is that many teachers have very limited grammatical knowledge (Hammond and Macken-Horarik,
2001; Harper and Rennie, 2009; Hudson and
Walmsley, 2005; Louden et al., 2005; Meyer,
2008) and an important thrust of ongoing
research is concerned with determining the
kind and extent of grammatical knowledge
that teachers need to optimally address disciplinary goals in the teaching of English
throughout schooling (Love et al., 2015;
Macken-Horarik et al., 2011).
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Curriculum-Area Literacies
As the well-established significance of reading to learn in curriculum areas (Herber,
1978; Marland, 1977; Morris and StewartDore, 1984) was complemented by recognition of the concomitant importance of student
writing, the notion of writing across the curriculum, or literacy across the curriculum,
emerged (Behrens and Rosen, 2010; McLeod
et al., 2001). The further recognition of the
need to differentiate subject-specific literacies was advanced through systemic functional linguistic research establishing the
distinctive discourses of school subject areas
(for a detailed account, see Rose and Martin,
2012). This research trajectory has provided
detailed explication of the discourses of
school subject areas.
Within subject areas, particular structural forms of texts or genres that students
are required to read and write were consistently identified, but these varied substantially across subject areas (Martin and Rose,
2008). Grammatical and cohesive resources
were deployed in ways characteristic of the
particular subject areas, constructing, for
example, the technical discourse of science
and the less technical but abstract discourse
of history (Martin, 1993b; Unsworth, 1999).
These detailed accounts of the disciplinary
discourses into which students needed to be
apprenticed in school subject areas facilitated
the refinement of literacy pedagogies embedded in curriculum area teaching that was
specifically oriented to progressing student
learning in the curriculum areas (Klein and
Unsworth, 2014; Unsworth, 1997).
As well as the explicit teaching of genres
distinctive to, and common across, subject
areas, there is explicit teaching of functional
grammatical knowledge that enables students
to understand how the structuring of the
various genres is achieved through the strategic patterning of grammatical choices, as
texts are constructed, and how grammatical
resources are typically used within disciplines
to construct and communicate specialized
knowledge (Christie and Derewianka, 2010;
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Quinn, 2004; Unsworth, 2001). This includes
the development of critical literacies through
explicit teaching of the systems of evaluative language resources (Martin and White,
2005) so that students understand how linguistic choices can color representations of
experience through the expression of particular forms of affect, judgment of propriety or
social esteem, and appreciation of the relative
significance or appeal of natural or artificial
phenomena (Coffin, 2003; Humphrey et al.,
2012; Macken-Horarik, 1998).
Although earlier curriculum literacies
largely focused on the language of curriculum area learning, subsequent work has
addressed the multimodal nature of distinctive disciplinary discourses and, correspondingly, curriculum area literacy pedagogies are
addressing the development of students’ comprehension and creation of multimodal texts.
This has focused on the role of images and
image interaction in the core school subject
areas of science (Lemke, 1998; Unsworth,
2004; Veel, 1998), history (Derewianka and
Coffin, 2008; Oteíza, 2003) and mathematics
(O’Halloran, 2000, 2003). Ongoing developments include the investigation of new
literate practices afforded by digital media
resources (Chan and Unsworth, 2011; Jewitt,
2006; Lemke, 2002), and the specification
of subject-specific literacies in an expanded
range of discipline areas (Barton, 2014).

DIRECTIONS FOR CONTEMPORARY
LITERACY CURRICULUM
There are new challenges for education and
the literacy curriculum that must be met to
transcend the historical acculturation of the
young as textual consumers, compliant workers, unthinking citizens, and technologized
subjects. Students need to develop a language for thinking, a deep knowledge of
language, and an ability to judge texts for
quality, credibility, authority, and reliability.
The literacy curriculum can lead students to
become creative, imaginative, inventive, and

discerning producers of knowledge within a
world in which digital media and popular
culture are reconfiguring the nature and role
of curriculum and schooling.
There are new challenges for students as
language users and thinkers in online textual
environments, where research shows that
online readers must draw upon a broadened
range of prior knowledge, of the architecture
of online informational text structures (for
example, web genres), and of Internet application knowledge (for example, web browser
features). They require facility to engage in
the content-area or world knowledge using
malleable bites of searching across multiple
websites using what has been called ‘schemas
of the moment’ (Dwyer, 2013). Online reading inquiries encompass new skills, such as
generating and revising search strings, use of
search engine algorithms, specialized domain
and topic knowledge to generate effective key
words, and strong vocabulary knowledge.
The online environment can be a challenging landscape for readers, who must make use
of self-regulation and persistence to avoid the
cognitive overload and disorientation experienced by an endless sea of hyperlinked reading pathways. They must engage in active
decision-making processes, engaging in
predication of partially obscured web content that is hidden behind navigational links.
Online reading requires careful planning,
monitoring, predicting, and questioning, and
involves moving speedily and efficiently by
skimming and summarizing valid findings.
These digital contexts for literacy present
new challenges for reading comprehension
(Coiro, 2012), particularly for those with
learning difficulties (Castek et al., 2011).
It is seldom noted that the changing digital
environment in which literacy practices are
now learned throughout the trajectory of formal schooling and the life course engage the
senses and the body differently across modes
and media. Literacy practices have always
been embodied forms of communication,
whether of writing, reading, speaking, dramatizing, viewing, listening, drawing, or engaging in literacy play. Literacy practices are
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embodied, collective, and acquired through
both mind and moving bodies. This includes
an important sensorial dimension that has
previously been unobserved in most studies
of children’s digital media production (Mills,
2015). Such a perspective parallels a conceptual shift in the social sciences and humanities towards a sensory revolution that focuses
on the body and the senses in social encounters (Howes, 1991).
The sensorial nature of literacy practices are modified, for example, when users
engage in literacy practices across modes and
media using books, computers, laptops, smart
phones, tablets, or video games, particularly
with the technical affordances of certain
digital communication devices to respond to
more than the click of mouse, such as touch,
voice, breath, or gaze. As Heath argues (2013)
in relation to hands: ‘the heuristic power of
the hand begins early in life and continues
into more creative and controlled representations…. Cognition becomes grounded as
young children engage in motor-dependent
production…of what they are thinking, imagining and planning…’. The hand is a manipulator of the environment and this appendage
cannot be separated from the moving body.
The changing features of communication in
recreational and other social sites have implications for the way in which the literacy curriculum shapes the bodily experiences of
students into the future, and this is only beginning to be explored empirically, such as in
relation to digital film production by students
(Mills et al., 2013; Ranker and Mills, 2014).
There is a concomitant shift in the changed
materiality of literacy practices and the curriculum (Haas, 1996; Marsh, 2010; Ormerod
and Ivanic, 2002; Pahl, 2001). Within sociomaterial approaches to literacy, there are references to the materiality of writing as early as
the late 1990s, such as Haas’ (1996) volume,
Writing technology: studies on the materiality of writing. Through original research,
Haas demonstrated that the materiality of different computers and their software configurations is important to understanding how
writers use technology to produce texts. As
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Haas (1996: 51) concludes: ‘The computer
is not an all-powerful monolith…’; rather,
findings about how writers use computers for
both reading and writing were ‘strikingly dissimilar’ for different computer systems and
digital devices, and when used for different
social purposes (1996: 51).
When we consider early literacy learning in homes, kindergartens, libraries, and
schools, there are material cultures that play
a vital role in this process, from tablets to
toys (Nixon and Hately, 2013). In many capitalist societies today, digital media practices
are cleverly connected to cultural and material objects for children and youth, creating
a circulation of related artifacts, merchandise, and digital literacy practices, and yet
socio-material research is currently only
marginal in literacy studies. This is despite
its well-developed presence across a number
of disciplines, such as material culture studies, science and technology studies, social
geography, environmental studies, and gender studies (Fenwick and Landri, 2012).
Sørensen (2009: 2) has argued that in education more broadly there has been an apparent ‘…blindness toward the question of how
educational practice is affected by materials’.
To conclude, the future of literacy curricula
is uncertain in many ways, but what remains
potentially unchanged are the general principles that operate within the recontextualizing of language knowledge into literacy
curriculum in schools. One of these is that
the literacy curriculum involves the classification and distribution of language knowledge. As Bernstein (2000) argues, only a very
small number of students who have access to
abstract principles will eventually graduate
from schooling to ‘produce the discourse’,
and ‘will become aware that the mystery of
discourse is not order, but disorder, incoherence, the possibility of the unthinkable’
(2000: 11). The reproductive transmission of
literacy knowledge and basic skills will not
liberate students to become critical producers, but will unfortunately serve to ‘…remove
the danger of the unthinkable’, that leads to
imagining ‘alternative realities’ (2000: 11).
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Numeracy In, Across and Beyond
the School Curriculum
Kenneth Ruthven

INTRODUCTION
Numeracy is a loosely defined construct covering mathematically related skills relevant
to everyday life, employment and citizenship. It has come to prominence internationally with the growth of concern about the
capacity of established school curricula to
develop such skills in students.
During the 1960s, the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) played a key part in fostering an
international movement for curriculum
development, which was influential well
beyond its member countries and embraced
several aims (which were not always well
aligned), including to bring school mathematics closer to contemporary academic
mathematics; to improve the mathematical
preparation of a growing scientific workforce; and to create a school mathematics
‘for all’ (Kilpatrick, 2012). The distinctive
feature of what became known as ‘new math’
or ‘modern mathematics’ was its rewriting

of the school mathematics curriculum in
terms of fundamental unifying concepts from
contemporary pure mathematics; however,
by the mid-1970s, this direction for reform
was widely seen as having lost touch with
the mathematical needs of many students.
Amidst calls for the curriculum to get ‘back
to basics’, a period of retrenchment followed.
This ensuing period saw the growing
influence of what were at first only sporadic
international comparisons of student achievement. In 1995, however, the International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA) introduced a quadrennial
programme of international assessments.
In 2000, the OECD launched its rival triennial programme. The specification for this
new Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) contrasted the IEA’s
emphasis on established curricular content
with its own concern for broader forms of
literacy:
Although the domains of reading literacy, mathematical literacy and scientific literacy correspond to
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school subjects, the OECD assessments will not
primarily examine how well students have mastered the specific curriculum content. Rather, they
aim at assessing the extent to which young people
have acquired the wider knowledge and skills in
these domains that they will need in adult life.
(OECD, 1999: 9)

This shift reflected new thinking, critical
both of ‘new math’ and ‘back to basics’, and
drawing on parallels between numeracy and
literacy.
Although originating in England, the
construct of ‘numeracy’ has been more
widely influential. In particular, from the
late 1990s onwards governments, not just
in England but also in Australia and New
Zealand, launched high profile national
initiatives concerned with numeracy in the
primary/elementary phase in parallel to
similar developments relating to literacy
(Council of Australian Governments, 2008;
Department for Education and Employment
(DfEE), 1998; New Zealand Ministry of
Education, 2006).
This chapter reviews the evolution of the
construct of numeracy – and its analogues –
within curricular thinking. It then examines
how numeracy varies across social practices
and shows how contextualisation lies at the
heart of the challenge of developing functional numeracy through schooling. Against
this background, the chapter considers issues
of curricular policy and practice.

GENERATIONS OF ‘NUMERACY’
Numeracy and Liberal Education
According to the Oxford English Dictionary
(OED, 2014), the first recorded use of the
words ‘numerate’ and ‘numeracy’ occurred
in England in a report commonly referred to
as the Crowther Report (Central Advisory
Council for Education (CACE), 1959).
Highlighting a weakness of the specialised
academic curriculum at upper-secondary
level, Crowther noted that:
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little is done to make science specialists more ‘literate’…and nothing to make arts specialists more
‘numerate’, if we may coin a word to represent the
mirror image of literacy. (CACE, 1959: para 398)

Reflecting contemporary criticism of an educational divide between the ‘two cultures’ of
humanities and science, which curricular specialisation forced on most students, Crowther
examined how best to create ‘complementary
elements’ intended to liberalise this otherwise specialist curriculum. The parallel with
literacy underpinned Crowther’s efforts to
conjure this new idea of ‘numeracy’ into educational life:
Just as by ‘literacy’, in this context, we mean much
more than its dictionary sense of the ability to read
and write, so by ‘numeracy’ we mean more than
mere ability to manipulate the rule of three. When
we say that a scientist is ‘illiterate’, we mean that
he is not well enough read to be able to communicate effectively with those who have had a literary education. When we say that a historian or a
linguist is ‘innumerate’ we mean that he cannot
even begin to understand what scientists and
mathematicians are talking about. (CACE, 1959:
para 401)

In this coinage, ‘numeracy’ denoted a
capacity fitting to the educated layperson to
comprehend a quantitative and scientific perspective on affairs:
It is perhaps possible to distinguish two different
aspects of numeracy…On the one hand is an
understanding of the scientific approach to the
study of phenomena – observation, hypothesis,
experiment, verification. On the other hand, there
is the need in the modern world to think quantitatively, to realise how far our problems are problems
of degree even when they appear as problems of
kind. (CACE, 1959: para 401)

Numeracy and Basic Skills
Nevertheless, 4 years later, the Newsom
Report (CACE, 1963) used the term in a way
that emphasized mastery of basic arithmetic.
Discussing the curriculum of pupils of average to lower ability, Newsom sketched a
numeracy concerned with routine applications of basic techniques:
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An increasing number of jobs require a reasonable
grounding in elementary mathematics…But a
lower standard of numeracy than of literacy will do
as a bare minimum. For the least able it will be
sufficient if they can apply the arithmetical rules,
which average children have mastered by the end
of the junior school, with confidence and understanding to the situations involved in running a
home or earning a living in a simple routine job.
(CACE, 1963: para 335)

A generation later, the Cockcroft Report on
school mathematics teaching (Department
of Education and Science (DES), 1982)
challenged the reductive popular usage of
‘numeracy’ that grew from these roots as ‘too
restricted because it refers only to ability to
perform basic arithmetic operations and not
to ability to make use of them with confidence in practical everyday situations’ (DES,
1982: para 37).

Numeracy and Functional
Competency
Cockcroft sought to reframe numeracy as
encompassing the application and interpretation
of number, not simply its mechanical manipulation, and to acknowledge the interweaving of
arithmetic with other areas of mathematics in
functional application. Thus, the definition of
numeracy put forward by Cockcroft emphasized the meaningful production and interpretation of quantitative information:
We would wish the word ‘numerate’ to imply the
possession of two attributes. The first of these is an
‘at-homeness’ with numbers and an ability to make
use of mathematical skills which enables an individual
to cope with the practical mathematical demands of
his everyday life. The second is an ability to have
some appreciation and understanding of information
which is presented in mathematical terms, for
instance in graphs, charts or tables or by reference to
percentage increase or decrease (DES, 1982: para 39)

Numeracy and Foundational
Capability
However, recognising the wide range of
occupations that pupils would enter,

Cockcroft argued that school mathematics
should provide them with a ‘mathematical
foundation’ that would subsequently ‘enable
competence in particular applications to
develop within a reasonably short time once
the necessary employment situation is
encountered’ (DES, 1982: para 84). A generation later, a government ‘task force’,
which established a National Numeracy
Strategy for primary schools, emphasized
this notion of numeracy as a foundation for
later mathematics:
Early work in mathematics must begin to lay the
foundations for the skills and insights children
will use in later life. A solid grounding in numeracy at primary school will also help children with
mathematical skills needed in other subjects, and
later, to develop the higher order mathematical
skills that are indispensable for large areas of
higher education and future employment.
(Department for Education and Employment
(DfEE), 1998: para 7)

Numeracy as Rhetorical Token
These waves of public deliberation on
‘numeracy’ saw the emergence of four lines
of thinking. The first wave preceded (and
exercised little influence on) the mathematics
reform movement of the 1960s. It developed
two contrasting notions: Crowther’s ‘liberal’
educational notion, emphasizing numeracy
as an understanding of mathematico–
scientific activity appropriate to the educated
layperson; and Newsom’s ‘computational’
notion, focusing on numeracy as mastery of
arithmetical methods and their application.
These notions were predictably stratified,
with liberal numeracy an aspiration for the
more able pupil and computational numeracy
a ceiling of ambition for the least able.
The succeeding wave, represented by the
Cockcroft Report, arose in response to criticisms of ‘modern mathematics’ reforms and
dissatisfaction with the ensuing retrenchment. It embraced a ‘functional’ notion
concerned with numeracy as the contextualised use of school mathematics in everyday
life and employment. Ultimately, however,
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Cockcroft drew back from a strongly functional approach, arguing for a more ‘foundational’ one intended to prepare pupils to adapt
to the range of situations that they might subsequently encounter in a very disparate range
of everyday and employment circumstances.
Stratification became more nuanced, with
Cockcroft proposing:
a ‘foundation list’ of mathematical topics which,
while it should form part of the mathematics syllabus for all pupils, should in our view constitute
by far the greater part of the syllabus of those
pupils…in about the lowest 40 per cent of the
range of attainment in mathematics. (DES, 1982:
para 455)

In this wave, affective dimensions of numeracy also started to receive acknowledgment
alongside cognitive:
Most important of all is the need to have sufficient
confidence to make effective use of whatever
mathematical skill and understanding is possessed,
whether this be little or much. (DES, 1982: para 34)

In the final wave, as attention turned to
younger pupils, it was the foundational idea
that was developed in the National Numeracy
Strategy (DfEE, 1998). In this narrower version of the foundational notion, numeracy
concerns understanding of number and measures, and mastery of the associated computational and representational techniques,
which are treated as building blocks for more
advanced mathematical expertise.
More broadly, as this sketch of its evolving usage demonstrates, ‘numeracy’ can be
appropriated by differing sets of educational
concerns and values. Its uptake has surely
been encouraged by these protean possibilities. In popular usage, ‘numeracy’ often
functions more as a persuasive device than as
a scientific construct. Indeed, what ‘numeracy’ is presented ‘not to be’ appears to be
as significant as what it is taken ‘as being’
when the term is used to create a rhetorical
opposition, for example in contradistinction to the mechanical, algorithmic connotations of ‘arithmetic’, or conversely to the
decontextualised, abstracted associations of
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‘mathematics’. Sometimes, the term simply provides a relabelling of one or both of
these domains. People identify with the term,
or take against it, or choose to eschew it,
depending on where they stand in relation to
such positionings. A corollary of this proliferation of contested meanings, therefore, is
that alternative terms have started to appear.

ALTERNATIVES TO ‘NUMERACY’
Although the Cockcroft Report was aimed at
an English audience, its innovative analysis
of numeracy reached an international audience, particularly across the Anglosphere.
Although I have used the term ‘functional’
for a key notion of numeracy that differentiates Cockcroft from earlier reports, that word
occurs only once in the report itself, in a
reference to ‘functional innumeracy’ (DES,
1982: para 13); however, it also features in a
contributory research brief on the mathematical needs of adult life (Advisory Council for
Adult and Continuing Education (ACACE),
1982: 57; as reported by Evans, 2000: 12),
which urged a ‘functional approach’. This
usage signals the influence of developments
in the field of literacy where an initial notion
of ‘functional illiteracy’ had been reframed
more positively to establish a notion of
‘functional literacy’ (Kirsch and Guthrie,
1977), defined by UNESCO in the following
terms since 1978:
A person is functionally literate who can engage in
all those activities in which literacy is required for
effective functioning of his group and community
and also for enabling him to continue to use reading, writing and calculation for his own and the
community’s development. (UNESCO, 2006: 154)

In effect, Cockcroft was moving towards a
more functional notion of numeracy, analogous to the notion of functional literacy;
indeed coterminous to a degree by virtue of
the mention of ‘calculation’ in the definition
above, although the scope of the ‘numeracy’
defined by Cockcroft is considerably broader.
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Numeracy and Quantitative
Literacy
Following the UNESCO precedent, some
organisations have explicitly recognised a
component of ‘quantitative literacy’. Like
numeracy, this has attracted a range of definitions. On the one hand, it has been tightly
drawn to focus on the numeracy associated
with printed forms and documents:
The knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic operations, either alone or sequentially,
using numbers embedded in printed material (e.g.,
balancing a checkbook, completing an order
form). (National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), 1993; quoted in Quantitative Literacy
Design Team (QLDT), 2001: 7)

On the other hand, ‘quantitative literacy’ has
been given more expansive definition similar
to comprehensive functional numeracy:
An aggregate of skills, knowledge, beliefs, dispositions, habits of mind, communication capabilities,
and problem solving skills that people need in
order to engage effectively in quantitative situations arising in life and work. (International Life
Skills Survey (ILSS), 2000; quoted in QLTD, 2001: 7)

However, perhaps the most important point
consistently being acknowledged here is
the way in which what conventionally have
been sharply distinguished as ‘literacy’ and
‘numeracy’ skills often become interwoven in meeting the functional demands of
everyday life and employment. In particular, in framing quantitative information and
interpreting it, particular forms of literacy
may be as important as what has been traditionally emphasized under the head of
numeracy.
Although the term ‘numeracy’ has gained
some purchase in the US, it is ‘quantitative
literacy’ that has received greater attention
there in recent years. An influential report
employs the two terms almost interchangeably in identifying a crucial contrast between
the curricular framing of ‘mathematics’ on
the one hand and the functional demands of
‘numeracy’ and ‘quantitative literacy’ on the
other:

Whereas the mathematics curriculum has historically focused on school-based knowledge, quantitative literacy involves mathematics acting in the
world. Typical numeracy challenges involve real
data and uncertain procedures but require primarily elementary mathematics. In contrast, typical
school mathematics problems involve simplified
numbers and straightforward procedures but
require sophisticated abstract concepts. The test of
numeracy, as of any literacy, is whether a person
naturally uses appropriate skills in many different
contexts. (QLDT, 2001: 6)

This is an important observation because it
highlights a tension between foundational
and functional conceptions of numeracy,
which leads the report to argue that numeracy cannot be adequately developed in school
mathematics alone. The QLTD report suggests that school mathematics suffers from
a disconnect from meaningful contexts that
inhibits many students from employing
numerical common sense, and instead that
numeracy needs to be learned and used in the
multiple contexts provided by other subjects.

Strands of Quantitative Literacy
The components of quantitative literacy
identified by the QLDT (2001) have many
resonances with the conceptions of numeracy
reviewed earlier. First is a component of
‘Confidence with Mathematics’ that
acknowledges an affective dimension above
and beyond the remaining cognitive components. Resonances with the liberal educational conception of numeracy are strong in
components of ‘Cultural Appreciation’,
‘Interpreting Data’ and ‘Logical Thinking’,
which focus on understanding the cultural
scope of quantitative reasoning and on developing its critical habits. ‘Making Decisions’
and ‘Practical Skills’ resonate with the notion
of functional numeracy in everyday life and
employment. The remaining components of
quantitative literacy relate more closely to a
foundational
notion
of
numeracy:
‘Prerequisite Knowledge’ concerns core
knowledge of generic mathematical tools;
and ‘Number Sense’ and ‘Symbol Sense’
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highlight specific foundational capabilities
relating to the semiotic tool systems that are
central to arithmetic and algebraic mathematics. Nevertheless, these foundational
components are accompanied by a component of ‘Mathematics in Context’ emphasizing that quantitative literacy is not reducible
to such core knowledge or generic capabilities alone, and depends on the capacity to
make use of them in a contextually appropriate manner. Thus, this model of quantitative
literacy incorporates a range of notions similar to those associated with numeracy over its
evolution.

From Quantitative to
Mathematical Literacy
For some, the use of ‘quantitative’ in association with ‘literacy’ implies too exclusive a
focus on an important, but only partial,
aspect of mathematical capability.
Consequently, the term ‘mathematical literacy’ has acquired currency in recent years,
not least because of its adoption by PISA.
PISA’s definition has evolved to this current
state:
Mathematical literacy is an individual’s capacity to
formulate, employ, and interpret mathematics in a
variety of contexts. It includes reasoning mathematically and using mathematical concepts, procedures, facts and tools to describe, explain and
predict phenomena. It assists individuals to recognise the role that mathematics plays in the world
and to make the well-founded judgments and
decisions needed by constructive, engaged and
reflective citizens. (OECD, 2013: 25)

The mainspring of PISA’s operationalisation of mathematical literacy is the idea of a
mathematical modelling cycle through which
an authentic problem in context is solved by
being ‘mathematised’. In idealised terms,
such a cycle consists of the following three
stages. In the opening ‘formulating’ stage,
the problem solver tries to identify mathematics relevant to the problem situation,
and to explore the assumptions necessary
to make this mathematics applicable, and
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so eventually to reformulate the contextual
problem as a mathematical problem. In the
ensuing ‘employing’ stage, this mathematical
problem undergoes mathematical treatment
to produce a mathematical solution. In the
final ‘interpreting’ stage, this mathematical
solution is interpreted in terms of the original problem situation, and its reasonableness
in context evaluated. In the course of the
modelling cycle, students make use both of
specific ‘mathematical concepts, knowledge
and skills’ and of ‘fundamental mathematical
capabilities’, such as communicating, mathematising, representation, reasoning and argument, and devising strategies (OECD, 2013).

Functional Mathematics
All too predictably in this unfolding exercise
in lexical combinatorics, the term ‘functional
mathematics’ has appeared. In the US, it
surfaced in association with a proposed highschool mathematics course emphasizing
foundational and functional aspects:
Functional mathematics stresses an in-depth
understanding of fundamental topics that are
most likely to be used by large numbers of people.
By employing concrete tools in settings that are
both complex and realistic, functional mathematics
pushes students to draw on the full breadth of
mathematics. (Forman and Steen, 1999: 11)

In the UK, the term ‘functional mathematics’
made a reappearance (long after its earlier
use in the Cockcroft research on the mathematical needs of adult life) in an official
report on the curriculum for young people
aged 14–19, alongside ‘functional literacy
and communication’ and ‘functional ICT’
(DfES, 2004). Following previous waves of
reform that sought to develop ‘basic’, ‘core’
and ‘key’ skills of literacy, numeracy and
ICT, this turn to ‘functional’ skills could be
interpreted as no more than a convenient relabelling, as might the shift from ‘numeracy’
(by now associated in England with primary schooling) to ‘mathematics’. However,
the fuller characterisation of ‘functional
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mathematics’ suggests an aspiration to set a
more ambitious definition and bring a stronger functional dimension to the mainstream
mathematics curriculum (DfES, 2005).

NUMERACY ACROSS PRACTICES
The Cockcroft Report was informed by
extensive research into the mathematical
needs of employment. Although the approach
taken by this research has subsequently been
criticised on the grounds that ‘attempting
crude behavioural classifications based only
on the mathematics of school curricula fails
to evoke the authentic details of real work
practices’ (Noss et al., 2002: 18), it was, at its
time, unusual and important in providing
insights based on field studies conducted in
the workplace. However, later research has
employed methods of ethnographic observation and/or work simulation that have generated more nuanced findings.

Numeracy in the Workplace
One classic study (Scribner, 1986) examined
workplace numeracy for different occupational
groups in a milk-processing plant, including
product assemblers and delivery drivers. We
can think of these as examples of the type of
‘routine job’ that the Newsom Report envisaged lower-attaining pupils entering, and
towards which the Cockcroft Report’s ‘foundation list’ was particularly addressed.
The role of assemblers was to locate and
retrieve products from the warehouse to
make up orders requested by drivers. In the
warehouse, products were stored in crates of
standard capacity: such as one-quart containers in crates of 16 and one-pint containers in
crates of 32. Orders could specify the number
of containers required either directly (such as
10) or as an incomplete crate (such as 1–6),
meaning 6 containers short of 1 full crate.
Scribner reported that assemblers filled identical orders in different ways, depending on

the contents of the partially filled crates available, for example by removing 4 containers
from a crate containing 14, or by adding 2 to
a crate containing 8. In particular, the assemblers consistently used whatever procedure
required the fewest possible transfers from
one case to another, and did so with speed and
accuracy. By comparison, when the researchers asked members of other occupational
groups in the plant to attempt this task, they
responded literally to an order, for example by
making up 1–6 by removing 6 containers from
1 full case. As these workers gained experience, however, they also developed least effort
strategies without instruction.
One role of drivers was to record the number of containers of each product left with a
customer and to determine the cost. Pricing
problems were solved in a variety of ways,
tailored to the values concerned, so as to
minimise computational demand and make it
possible to solve problems mentally with near
perfect accuracy, rather than requiring written
or calculator computation. Instead of multiplying number of containers by cost of container, one common strategy was to employ
a dual unit system of crates and containers
(with the cost of each unit a known fact) to
create a simpler addition and/or subtraction
computation (so that a purchase of 31 pints
of chocolate milk at 0.42 per pint became
1 crate of chocolate milk at 13.44 minus 1 pint
at 0.42). By comparison, when the researchers asked members of other occupational
groups in the plant to attempt this task, they
showed a strong tendency to use algorithmic
procedures. Equally, when the researchers set
the drivers a pencil and paper arithmetic test,
they made many errors on formal decimal
multiplication problems, which were analogous to the (number of containers by cost of
container) problems that they solved at work.

Characteristics of Informal
Numeracy
From this study, Scribner draws out some
salient characteristics of this type of informal
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numeracy. First, she concludes that it goes
beyond computational solution of a given
problem but extends to formulation or reformulation of the problem, as displayed by
both groups of workers in their (re)formulations so as to minimise physical or computational effort. Second, such numeracy is
marked by flexibility so that what appear at
one level to be examples of the same problem, are solved differently due to situational
adaptation at a different level, as displayed
for both tasks in the contrast between the
flexibility of the ‘expert’ workers experienced in the task against the algorithmic
procedures employed by ‘novice’ workers
who normally carried out other tasks. Third,
such numeracy often incorporates features of
the task environment into the problemsolving process as in the case when these
workers used the crate as a second unit (of
varying size according to product in the
number of containers that it held/represented)
alongside the basic container. Fourth, such
numeracy seeks not just accurate solutions
but effort-saving ones, in physical terms as
shown by the assemblers’ minimisation of
the need to move containers, or in mental
terms as shown by the drivers’ minimisation
of the demands of calculating costs. Finally,
such numeracy depends on the acquisition
and use by workers of knowledge particular
to the setting, such as the 1–6 type recording
system, the capacity of crates for each product and the price of container and crate for
each product.
This analysis helps to identify why there
is often a gap between the numeracy developed in school and the numeracy called for
in a particular occupational role. Typically,
as the previous examples illustrate, workplace numeracy is shaped by and adapted
to a specific occupational setting so as to
optimise performance within that particular niche. Indeed, such numeracy may even
appear to conflict with schooled numeracy
in some respects, as in the distinctive meaning accorded to symbolic representation of
the type 1–6 in order forms in the processing plant. By contrast, schooled numeracy
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aspires to transcend any particular occupational setting or task, and so to assume a
decontextualised and generic character. In
this respect, of course, schooled numeracy
offers beginner workers initial resources with
which to engage in a wide range of occupations, particularly to the extent that it focuses
on aspects that are invariant across contexts. Indeed, this provides the rationale for
schooled numeracy to be more foundational
than functional in character. At the same
time, it shows how school also represents a
particular type of setting – one that conditions
the form taken by schooled numeracy, particularly when the principal locus of school
attention to numeracy is within the mathematics curriculum that introduces important
disciplinary shaping factors. The valorisation
of formalised knowledge and standard methods that typify school mathematics can act
against its acknowledging, and so preparing
pupils for the great variation in, and often
strong contextualisation of, numeracy practices outside the school. However, this gap is
narrowed when schooled numeracy acknowledges the value of alternative methods, supported by flexible mathematical thinking,
as for example the Cockcroft Report was at
pains to do (DES, 1982: paras 265–66).

The Shift Towards TechnoMathematical Literacy
A further important factor has been transforming workplace numeracy. Over the last
25 years, digital technologies have become
increasing central to the task environment for
many working practices. The effect has been
to shift many occupational roles away from
the execution of routine procedures towards
interaction with digital systems, in particular
towards interpretation of the information that
such systems provide. Moreover this information is increasingly provided in graphic
form, not just numeric. Studies suggest that
rather than being a decontextualised process
of inference from the graph alone, interpretation often involves the reader imbuing a
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graph with contextual significance derived
from practical experience. For example, paediatric nurses asked to interpret a chart of a
baby’s blood pressure construct a narrative
about what the baby might have been doing
(for example, in relation to the baby’s anxiety
or activity) when the readings were taken
that would explain the fluctuations in blood
pressure data shown by the chart pressure
(Noss et al., 1999). The researchers point out
that explaining away variation that does not
arise from a medical condition is precisely
what is required in this context, enabling
nurses to home in on any residual variation
that might indicate a need for medical
attention.
The mathematical practices found in
workplaces mediated by digital technologies
are sufficiently distinctive that the notion of
‘techno-mathematical literacies’ has been
proposed (Bakker et al., 2006). This focuses
not on computation but on a form of modelling that depends on understanding a combination of contextual and mathematical issues,
grounded in work experience as well as mathematical expertise. This ‘situated modelling’
differs from mathematical modelling as conventionally understood. The conventional
form involves ‘translation’ of a real-world
situation into a mathematical model that,
ignoring what (from a mathematical perspective) is ‘noise’ from the context, is employed
to produce mathematical results, which are
then translated back to the real world. By
contrast, in ‘situated modelling’ it is this contextual information that provides much of the
meaning of the model and guides much of the
thinking, as the example of nurses interpreting a blood-pressure chart illustrates.
Again, this analysis helps to identify why
there is often a gap between the numeracy
developed in school and the numeracy called
for in modern workplaces. Although schooling continues to place a strong emphasis
on computation, it rarely gives any systematic attention to modelling. Of the lines of
thinking about numeracy and its equivalents
reviewed earlier, only the construct of ‘quantitative literacy’ makes an implicit distinction

between mathematical and situated modelling in the contrast it draws between school
mathematics problems and typical numeracy
challenges. Only the construct of ‘mathematical literacy’ places a form of modelling at its
– albeit mathematical rather than situated –
core. As a later section shows, the school
curriculum has also been reluctant to engage
with digital technologies as core mathematical tools.

Home and School Numeracies
Studies of children’s numeracy experiences
have found important differences between
home and school, and conceptualised these
in terms of differing numeracy practices
(Baker et al., 2006). Pupils are more likely
to experience difficulties with school numeracy when there are discontinuities between
the cultural tools (such as forms of language, systems of measurement and methods of computation) privileged in school
and those with which they are familiar from
home, particularly if the school devalorises
the latter (de Abreu and Cline, 2005).
Attention has also focused on the decontextualised treatment of number often found in
school mathematics, lacking the links to
everyday uses and embedding in social purposes with which children are familiar
(Baker et al., 2006). Conversely, when
school numeracy does allude to everyday
contexts, pupils (particularly those from
families less attuned to the rules of the
school game) often import realistic considerations, which go beyond those authorised,
leading to ‘incorrect’ practical solutions to
what were intended as ‘dressed up’ mathematical problems (Cooper and Dunne,
2000). Although such situations arise more
commonly for pupils from social groups that
are disadvantaged/marginalised, they are not
confined to such groups. In particular, parents from all social groups find it difficult to
support their children’s learning when they
encounter school numeracy practices very
different from those into which they were
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inducted when themselves at school –
differences that arise because of changes
over time within one education system or
because parents have attended school in
another (de Abreu and Cline, 2005).
In order to address such discontinuities, it
is often suggested that school numeracy practices should be aligned more closely with the
out-of-school practices familiar to pupils,
particularly in the early stages of learning.
Indeed, recognising that institutionalised
forms of school numeracy tend to crystallise the values and practices not just of earlier generations but also of particular social
groups, proponents of a more equitable and
inclusive approach have called for adaptation
to acknowledge the ‘funds of knowledge’
in minority communities (Civil, 2007). The
degree of cultural diversity that increasingly
characterises developed societies can, however, make such an approach challenging
because it depends on identifying out-ofschool practices that are familiar across the
social spectrum, or on making more rarefied
out-of-school practices accessible to an audience across this spectrum. Although practices of these types represent a resource for
school numeracy, the challenge remains of
doing justice both to them and to the powerful disciplinary ideas with which an equitable
schooling is necessarily concerned (Cobb
et al., 2011). Perhaps most fundamental is the
recognition that numeracy teaching, whatever
its base, needs to acknowledge the kinds of
discontinuity that diversity of numeracy practices entails. This calls for a pedagogy that
gives priority to identifying where numeracy
activities involve culturally marked assumptions that may be foreign to some students,
and to taking appropriate action to make such
activities accessible (Cobb et al., 2011).

Multiplicity and Functionality
The shift in language from ‘numeracy’ to
‘numeracies’ acknowledges the variation in
systems of numeracy found in social practices outside the school and the proliferation
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of modalities of numerate representation.
This shift has been encouraged by sociocultural analyses that focus on how numeracy
practices develop contextually situated constructs and procedures, shaped by structuring
resources, such as computational tools and
notational systems. Although this approach
has generated powerful insights into numeracy in practice, it has been criticised on the
grounds that it may lead to overestimation of
the degree of diversity across, and discontinuity between, practices. Nunes (1992)
argues that understanding cultural influences
calls not only for analysis of differences
across variant mathematisations of similar
problems, but also for identification of underlying logical invariants that operate across
them. Pursuing this line of thinking leads
Noss et al. (2002) to differentiate between
situations in which practitioners deal with
essentially the same objects and relations as
conventional mathematics (although perhaps
employing methods and language that differ
in some respects) on the one hand and, on the
other, situations in which the objects and
relationships distinguished by practitioners
and the models they conceptualise for their
activity differ more fundamentally from conventional mathematics.
In terms of schooling, the thrust of the
various conceptions of numeracy and its analogues reviewed earlier is towards optimising
the mathematics curriculum as a vehicle for
developing a range of capabilities that provide a base for students to engage in ‘conventional’ situations – in particular, these
capabilities go beyond the purely technical to
those concerned with adaptation and learning. These latter capabilities will also assist
students when they encounter mathematically
‘unconventional’ situations, but students will
lack the necessary technical capability unless
that has also been considered sufficiently
important to find a place somewhere within
the school curriculum. This raises the issue
of how best to frame the idea of functional
numeracy for educational purposes. For the
purposes of inducting someone into a particular practice (as might be a concern of
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adult or workplace education), functionality clearly implies developing proficiency
with the methods and language of that practice; however, for the purposes of preparing
someone more broadly for adult life, further
study and indeterminate employment (a
major concern of school education), the situation is much less clear-cut. That person can
expect to participate in multiple and evolving
numeracy practices, calling for continuing
learning on their part, and assisted by their
bringing a foundation of flexible technical capability and capacity to adapt to new
situations. Moreover, only a fraction of these
practices are ones in which most other people also engage, although that fraction may
be particularly valuable for inclusion in the
school curriculum because it is important
in its own right and exemplary for situated
functional numeracy. It is for these reasons
that, given the purposes of school education,
attention to functional numeracies needs to
run alongside development of a foundational
numeracy.

NUMERACY AS A SYSTEMIC
CONCERN
To what degree has the construct of numeracy permeated curricular thinking across
educational systems? In the most recent
Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS) Encyclopedia
(Mullis et al., 2012), each participating educational system contributed a chapter describing its school mathematics and science
curricula. Of the 63 system-specific chapters,
16 make reference to ‘numeracy’. Two others
make reference to ‘mathematical literacy’,
one to ‘functional mathematics’ and none to
‘quantitative literacy’. In addition, a curriculum questionnaire completed by the TIMSS
research coordinator for each participating
system included structured questions about
emphases of the intended mathematics curriculum, two of which can be related to
numeracy. The great majority of systems

reported placing ‘strong emphasis’ on ‘mastering basic skills and procedures’, and
around half reported placing ‘strong emphasis’ on ‘applying mathematics in real-life
contexts’ (Mullis et al., 2012).
The TIMSS questionnaire also sought
information about system policies on the use
of calculators in school mathematics. This
can be taken as an index of curricular adaptation to the widespread use of digital tools in
numeracy practices outside the school. Many
returned questionnaires suggested limited
or no use of calculators at primary/elementary level. At the middle/lower-secondary
level, although only 4 per cent of systems
indicated that calculator use was prohibited,
only 9 per cent of systems reported that the
development of calculator proficiency was
itself a curricular goal. The typical response
indicated a policy of qualified permission for
calculator use. Often the emphasis was on the
calculator more as a pedagogical aid than as a
mathematical tool.

NUMERACY THROUGH THE
MATHEMATICS CURRICULUM
Given that the mathematics curriculum continues to be seen as the principal vehicle for
developing numeracy, what are some of the
curricular approaches to mathematics that
have engaged seriously with such
development?

Realistic Mathematics Education
One approach that has grappled with the
challenge of developing a numeracy that is
both functional and foundational is Realistic
Mathematics Education (RME) (van den
Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2003). Developed in the
Netherlands, its central aim is to enable students to develop a functional capability
through learning to ‘mathematise’ – to frame
in a mathematical way – situations that are
realistic to them. In the longer term, this
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process is managed so as to be ‘progressive’,
in the sense of reshaping students’ untutored
solutions towards increasingly powerful and
efficient solutions and towards the use of
conventional mathematical tools.
RME makes an important distinction
between
‘horizontal’
mathematisation
(essentially the modelling of realistic situations in mathematical terms) and ‘vertical’
mathematisation (essentially the organisation
of mathematical knowledge and resources
in more powerful and systematic terms).
Although it might seem that these forms
could have been better termed ‘external’ and
‘internal’ mathematisation, respectively, the
horizontal/vertical distinction helps to convey how vertical mathematisation underpins
development of a progressively more powerful repertoire of organising mathematical
concepts. In order to lend themselves to both
dimensions of mathematisation, the types of
mathematical tools or models at the core of
this approach must have two characteristics:
On the one hand they have to be rooted in realistic, imaginable contexts and on the other hand
they have to be sufficiently flexible to be applied
also on a more advanced, or more general level.
This implies that a model should support progression in vertical mathematizing without blocking
the way back to the sources from which a strategy
originates. (van den Heuvel-Panhuizen, 2003:
13–14)

The Calculator-Aware Number
Curriculum
Following a proposal that basic numeracy
should be redefined as ‘the ability to use a
four-function electronic calculator sensibly’
(Girling, 1977: 4) so that ‘(w)ith mental methods…as the principal means for doing simple
calculations…calculators…are the sensible
tool for difficult calculations, the ideal complement to mental arithmetic’ (Plunkett, 1979:
5), an English project set out to develop a
Calculator-Aware Number (CAN) curriculum
for the primary school (Shuard et al., 1991).
The CAN approach emphasized informal
methods of mental calculation, renounced
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standard written methods of arithmetic, and
gave pupils access to calculators in their place.
In the practical and investigative tasks
employed to develop understanding of
number, use of a calculator:
allows children to handle large numbers, beyond
those that they could work with mentally or with
pencil and paper. Children are able to use ‘real
life’ numbers in ‘real life’ situations; there is no
longer a need to simplify numbers and situations.
Children explore and play not only with large
numbers, but also with decimals and negative
numbers, and in doing so they gradually understand the structure of numbers. (Shuard et al.,
1991: 10)

However, the use of a calculator touches
directly on prized skills of written calculation
that have long been taken as fundamental
components of schooled numeracy (Ruthven,
2014), even if these are mastered by only
around half of students, consume a substantial proportion of the available curriculum
time and are rarely used outside mathematics lessons (Treffers, 1987). In particular,
when any use of a calculator is seen as an
improper retreat from a personal numeracy
‘independent’ of technology, school mathematics takes on a moralistic aspect. In effect,
numeracy continues to be conceived as the
‘residual’ capability of an individual when
technology is withdrawn, rather than as the
joint capacity of a human/machine system.
Thus, although the CAN approach had some
initial influence on the English national curriculum, the tone of public debate and government intervention became increasingly
‘calculator-beware’ (Ruthven, 2001). This
reflects the reserve towards use of calculators that the TIMSS survey findings suggest
is commonplace around the world.

Mathematical Literacy as
a Subject
In 2006, a new subject of Mathematical Literacy
(ML) was introduced to the South African
upper-secondary curriculum as an alternative
to conventional Mathematics. The official
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characterisation of the new subject reflects the
broad thrust of the notions reviewed earlier:
Mathematical Literacy is defined as a subject driven
by life-related applications of mathematics that must
develop learners’ ability and confidence to think
numerically and spatially in order to interpret and
critically analyze everyday situations and to solve
problems. (Graven and Buytenhuys, 2011: 493)

Nevertheless, the official guidance acknowledges the dual mission – and potential internal tension – that teachers face:
(T)he challenge for you as the teacher is to use
situations or contexts to reveal the underlying
mathematics while simultaneously using the mathematics to make sense of the situations or contexts, and in so doing develop in your students the
habits or attributes of a mathematically literate
person (Department of Education [DoE], 2003: 9;
quoted by Graven and Buytenhuys, 2011: 493)

The subject is compulsory for any student who,
in the official discourse, ‘does not perceive
Mathematics to be necessary for the career
path or study direction chosen’ – it is generally
students with weak mathematical competence
and confidence who are steered towards taking
it (Graven and Buytenhuys, 2011: 494).
Venkat (2010) reports a case study of an
ML project on ‘litter in our school’, which
asked pupils to consider ‘where litter went,
how it got there, and whether any recycling
occurred’, and how to find answers to these
questions through collecting and analysing
relevant data (Venkat, 2010: 58). Observations
of the resulting lessons found activity across
all five strands of the Kilpatrick, Swafford
and Findell (2001) model of mathematical
proficiency, including strategic competence,
adaptive reasoning and productive disposition. However, Venkat draws attention to the
reorientation of ML lessons towards organisation around the terrain of the situations being
investigated rather than the mathematical terrain. This impression of a focus on situated
numeracy is reinforced by the conclusions that
Venkat draws about the ‘localisation of the
mathematical work done within the confines
of the immediate problem’ (Venkat, 2010: 66).

NUMERACY IN THE WIDER
CURRICULUM
Although the subject of mathematics is generally perceived as the major site for developing numeracy within the school curriculum,
other subjects have potential to make a distinctive contribution through giving students
more strongly contextualised numeracy
experiences. Within particular school subjects, attention to numeracy is mediated by
shifting views on the place of mathematical
methods within the wider discipline. For
example, comparison of geography textbooks has shown that those that sought to
transplant the ‘quantitative revolution’ in
academic geography to the school curriculum were – even in their time – outliers, but
that there has been a gentler long-term trend
towards greater use of quantitative approaches
(Zhang and Foskett, 2003).

Numeracy Across the Curriculum
The idea of ‘numeracy across the curriculum’ positions all teachers as teachers of
numeracy, and seeks to coordinate the development of numeracy across the school:
All…teachers, regardless of the subject being
taught, are responsible for supporting, developing
and extending learners’ numeracy skills and for
ensuring that what a child has learned in earlier
years is built upon, practised and refreshed regularly throughout their time at school…All schools…
need to have strategies in place to ensure that
children and young people develop high levels of
numeracy skills. Promoting numeracy across all
areas of the curriculum will ensure that all teachers
will develop a shared understanding of how children and young people progress in numeracy.
(Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2011: 1)

When secondary schools have a policy for
numeracy across the curriculum, it typically
covers matters such as codifying a common
approach to developing numeracy, mapping
out areas of skill to be developed and progression through these, and sketching the
contribution of each subject area. One
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widespread assumption is that consistency of
approach should be maximised across subjects. However, given that functional numeracy calls for a capacity to adapt to
inconsistency of approach between contexts,
there is arguably a case for exploiting at least
some of the differences between subject contexts to develop this capacity.
Although the research literature in this area
is not large, the Australian contribution stands
out. Auditing the South Australian middleschool curriculum, Goos, Geiger and Dole
(2010) found that numeracy demands were
highest in Design & Technology, Science, and
the Arts; moderate in Society & Environment
and Health & Physical Education; and lowest in English and Languages. ‘Exploring,
Analysing & Modelling Data’ was the strand
of mathematical knowledge most strongly
represented, followed by ‘Measurement’,
‘Number’ and ‘Spatial Sense & Geometric
Reasoning’, with ‘Patterns & Algebraic
Reasoning’ least strongly featured. The audit
identified the significance of differences
between subjects, highlighting how students
would encounter very different approaches,
for example to read and create maps in
Mathematics versus Society & Environment;
or to construct graphs to show relationships
between variables in Science versus Health
& Physical Education. The report suggests
that ‘teachers need to be aware of such differences in techniques and terminologies
associated with the use of these representational tools and to draw students’ attention
to important similarities between underlying
concepts’ (Goos et al., 2010: 216).
Another Australian study throws light on
putting ‘numeracy across the curriculum’
into practice (Thornton and Hogan, 2003).
In the Middle Years Numeracy Across the
Curriculum Project, participating teachers worked in research circles on activities intended to stimulate reflection on, and
development in, numeracy practice in their
schools. The participants found that developing a whole school approach to numeracy across the curriculum was challenging
because most teachers did not have numeracy
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as a priority in their teaching and viewed it
as involving low-level school mathematics
skills needed for social goals. Nevertheless,
many teachers were surprised at the extent
of the mathematical demands revealed in the
work they asked students to do. Thornton and
Hogan also note that, even when teachers
do engage with the numeracy agenda, they
tend to do so in a school-centred way: ‘Most
teachers focus more on the possible mathematical demands of their curriculum rather
than on the numeracy problems their students
are actually having’ (2003: 125).

Numeracy in the Science
Curriculum
Traditionally, science is the mainstream
school subject that has made particular use of
mathematical ideas and techniques. On this
basis, the science curriculum provides an
important site for the development of numeracy, contextualising it in both the syntax of
scientific activity and the substance of particular scientific domains. Often, official curricular guidelines contain outline statements
such as:
Many elements of numeracy are evident in the
Science Curriculum, particularly in Science Inquiry
Skills. These include practical measurement and
the collection, representation and interpretation of
data from investigations. Students are introduced
to measurement, first using informal units then
formal units. Later they consider issues of uncertainty and reliability in measurement. As students
progress, they collect both qualitative and quantitative data, which is analysed and represented in
graphical forms. Students learn data analysis skills,
including identifying trends and patterns from
numerical data and graphs. In later years, numeracy demands include the statistical analysis of
data, including issues relating to accuracy, and
linear mathematical relationships to calculate and
predict values. (Australian Curriculum, Assessment
and Reporting Authority, 2014: n.p.)

Nevertheless, in some countries, concern has
been expressed about ‘demathematisation’
of the school science curriculum. Reviewing
science test items at upper-primary and
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lower-secondary levels in England, Orton
and Roper (2000: 129) reported that ‘the
mathematical demands of the questions were
not high except in the area of data handling,
and scientific principles were more important than mathematics’. It could be argued,
of course, that the character of numeracy is
such that one would expect to see relatively
elementary mathematics in use and strong
reference to the scientific context. Finding,
in addition, little attention in the contemporary literature to mathematics in the science
curriculum, Orton and Roper concluded that
science curricula ‘appear to be seeking to
manage without mathematics, or at least to
function on as little as possible’ (2000: 146).

CONCLUSION
As the preceding sections indicate, there has
been disappointingly little research attention
to the development of numeracy through curricular areas other than mathematics. It may
be that researchers on these subjects, or on the
curriculum as a whole, are little different
from teachers (as reported by Thornton and
Hogan) in not viewing numeracy as a priority.
Indeed, numeracy in other school subjects has
been studied far less than numeracy in
employment and everyday life. This indicates
an important gap in the research literature.
From the extensive pedagogical research
literature on developing numeracy within the
mathematics curriculum, constraints of space
have permitted this chapter to discuss briefly
only three strategically chosen approaches.
Equally, there is an extensive body of research
on the development of specific mathematical concepts and strategies, lying outside the
scope of this chapter, but providing a valuable resource for detailed curriculum design.
These literatures have started to recognise the
crucial role of context and culture.
The literature on conceptions of numeracy
is well developed. Again, this chapter has had
to be selective, focusing on conceptions that
have been influential on policymakers and

practitioners, and not just debated amongst
academics and activists. One omission has
been discussion within the world of critical
mathematics education – of mathematical
literacy for cultural identity, social change,
environmental awareness and evaluating
mathematics – but good coverage can be
found elsewhere (Jablonka, 2003).
In summary, this chapter has distinguished
liberal, computational, functional and foundational notions of schooled numeracy, showing that these can also be found in analogous
constructs such as quantitative literacy, mathematical literacy and functional mathematics. Although analysis of authentic numeracy
practices has highlighted their often strongly
contextualised character, it has also identified underlying invariants. Such invariants
provide the basis for developing foundational
numeracy through a school mathematics curriculum that acknowledges functional adaptation. Various approaches along these lines
have been developed, but there are some
fundamental tensions surrounding the use
of the mathematics curriculum as a vehicle
for developing numeracy over issues such
as the role of digital mathematical tools and
the balance between computational, foundational and functional notions. Although
other school subjects provide potential sites
for developing correspondingly contextualised forms of functional numeracy, this has
received little serious attention.
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41
Science, Technology, Engineering
and Math (STEM) Curricula in the
US and Other Contexts
Susan Gomez-Zwiep

The alliance of science, mathematics, engineering and technology (STEM) domains
is not a new concept in education; however,
the combination of these STEM disciplines
into one unique field was not formalized
until the early 1990s when the National
Science Foundation (NSF) began using an
acronym for the science, mathematics, engineering and technology disciplines. Initially
referred to as SMET, the term STEM was
first branded in 2001 by Judith A. Ramaley,
the former director of NSF’s education and
human resources division (Sanders, 2009).
Other countries have also begun to group
these fields in a similar fashion (for example,
SET in South Africa). A primary reason for
the recent rise of the status of STEM is
increased funding opportunities for STEM
education. In 2013, the US federal budget
included US$3.7 billion for STEM education
programs (Johnson, 2011). This included
Race to the Top Funds, which required a state
commitment to create a variety of STEMspecific programs, including statewide

STEM networks and STEM-specific teacher
professional development programs for edibility. The UK has seen similar increases in
STEM-related funding in the last decade. For
example, £600 million was made available
for science and innovation in 2010 with an
overall investment in science and research
promised from the Department for Business,
Innovation & Skills (DBIS) of £5.8bn in cash
for the year 2015/16 (DBIS, 2014).
Advances in the STEM fields have
brought the US, along with other countries
like the UK and China, great prestige and
economic health in previous decades. In the
US, there has been growing concern that
this level of productivity will not be sustainable given some clear and disturbing trends
concerning the inability to foster homegrown STEM talent. In 2007 and 2011, US
students performed near the middle if not
lower on international science and mathematics comparisons (Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study, TIMSS).
This concern is further compounded by the
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consistent high performance of Asian countries, such as Singapore, Korea and China.
Similar performances were reported from
the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) in 2000 and 2006
(President’s Council of Advisors on Science
and Technology (PCAST), 2010). Whether
due to a lack of preparation or interest, US
students are not pursing STEM degrees at the
same rate as their foreign peers. One-third
of bachelor’s degrees earned in the US are
in STEM fields, compared with over 50 and
60 percent in China and Japan. Much of the
current focus on STEM is predicated upon
the idea that if STEM educators improve how
we teach STEM, we will have more young
people pursuing STEM degrees, which
means continued prestige for the US in
STEM fields. How we improve, and whether
such improvement will get those results,
remains to be seen. Despite highly ranked
programs in STEM fields, US students are
not pursuing STEM degree programs at the
university level in the US. More than half of
all STEM-related doctoral degrees granted
in the US were awarded to foreign students
(National Science Foundation (NSF), 2009).
The other driver behind the recent prominence of STEM is the development of
national standards that emphasize the integration of these disciplines. This includes
the Science and Innovation Investment
Framework in the UK set up in 2004 and similar frameworks in the US (Common Core
State Standards Initiatives (CCSS-ELA),
2010; Next Generation Science Standards
(NGSS) Lead States, 2013). The focus on
strengthening math and science education
dates back to the early 1980s through multiple educational reports in both the US and
the UK (Gardner et al., 1983; Her Majesty’s
Treasury, 2007). Several educational reports
have stressed the need for science and
mathematics education reform, the most
notable being Rising Above the Gathering
Storm (Rising Above the Gathering Storm
Committee, 2010) and the National Research
Council’s (NRC) Successful K-12 STEM
Education report (NRC, 2011). In addition

to noting the need for increasing the number of students who pursue advanced STEM
degrees and careers, these documents advocate for educational systems that produce a
STEM-literate citizenry.
Despite the clear economic benefits of
‘STEM’ and growing investment in increasing the capacity to do STEM, there is a
misalignment between the way STEM is
viewed in schools and the reality of industry. Furthermore, there is no clear theoretical framework to support the educational
innovations to improve STEM education and
align school and workplace goals. Although
frameworks are beginning to emerge, no
single framework has been widely accepted
or used. In fact, there is currently no clear
definition of what STEM education encompasses. To understand STEM as an integrated arrangement of once-independent
disciplines, we must first consider the historical development of their related educational
approaches.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF STEM
EDUCATION
Although the term ‘STEM’ did not arise until
recently, the history of the related disciplines
has some common themes that can contribute
to our understanding of the current STEM
movement. There have been previous national
movements towards improving student
STEM success, with the post-Sputnik race to
put a man on the Moon probably the most
widely known example. The 1950s saw a
rising debate over the structure of science and
mathematics courses in US high schools,
with the crux of the argument forming around
whether curriculum should focus on a general
and integrated view of content versus one that
is specific and specialized. Courses first
began to focus on scientific and mathematical
ways of thinking during this time with the
support of practicing mathematicians and
scientists in course development (DeBoer,
1991).
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The educational reforms of the late 1960s
and early 1970s continued to define the structure of courses, with an increased focus on
in-depth coverage of fewer science concepts
and an emphasis on higher cognitive skills.
One lasting impact of these programs was the
shifting role of the teacher from a direct transmitter of information to that of a facilitator
of learning. Inquiry lesson designs emerged,
such as the learning cycle (Karplus and Atkin,
1962) that promoted student-centered learning experiences where students are allowed
to construct new knowledge through the
exploration of materials and ideas. Students’
new ideas were refined through social interactions with peers and teachers. This pedagogical model emphasized collaboration on
common explanations and students engaged
in productive arguments, but required that the
teacher is seen as a facilitator of information
rather than the source of information and students see the group discussions as valuable
in meaning making. It is in these programs
that early attempts to integrate science and
mathematics emerged, such as the Unified
Science and Mathematics For Elementary
School (USMES) program (DeBoer, 1991).
The 1990s STEM reforms focused on the
elementary level for the first time. Reforms
also occurred at the state or local level, rather
than through national projects, leading to a
higher level of implementation at the local
level (Bybee, 1995). The most important
innovation was the development of national
standards and benchmarks that integrated
elements of math, science and technology
into a coherent plan for the development of
a scientifically literate society. Science for
All Americans (American Association for
the Advancement of Science (AAAS), 1989)
made clear recommendations that all citizens
should understand how science, math and
technology are related to and depend upon
each other and to society. The rigid disciplinary categories of traditional subjects
such as Physics, Biology, and Chemistry
were relaxed, and new themes emerged that
emphasized the connections across STEM
disciplines (models, systems, change) as well
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as issues around ethics and the natures of the
disciplines (Confrey, 1990).
Recent STEM reforms (2000–2015) have
formally linked S, T, E, and M in an effort
to develop students who are capable of solving complex problems in order to increase
global competitiveness and economic prosperity. Related to these goals is the priority of
increasing the number of students who pursue STEM degrees and careers, which is not a
new goal; however, the current STEM reform
focuses on the inclusion of more women and
currently under-represented minorities in the
STEM workforce. This inclusion is necessary
for reasons beyond basic equity. Possible talent pools are being neglected from large subsets of our population. What has remained is
the goal that STEM knowledge and skills are
not just for the best and the brightest – those
perceived to have the best chance of advancing the field – but for every student. STEM
literacy is a goal for all students so that they
may posses an understanding of concepts and
habits of mind essential for citizens living in
a highly technical world (NRC, 2012). What
is unique about the STEM reform movement of the last decade is the coordinated
effort across national standards towards
these goals. In the US, the current state-led
movement for shared standards stresses the
importance of preparing all students for an
increasingly complex life and work environment (Partnership for 21st Century Skills
(P21), 2014). Creativity and innovation,
critical thinking, problem solving, communication and collaboration are identifiers of students who are both college and career ready.
The Standards for Technological Literacy
(International Technology Engineering
Educators Association (ITEEA), 2007) integrate the technology-related standards from
the National Science Education Standards
(NRC, 1996) into learning opportunities that
allow students to combine conceptual ideas
learned in technology and science classes
whilst utilizing common practices such as
mathematical modeling and problem solving.
Developed concurrently, the English
Language Arts and Mathematics Common
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Core State Standards (CCSS) were developed in the US to support and connect each
discipline, moving beyond the traditional
skills necessary to be a successful student but
toward a comprehensive view of the skills
and abilities for successful civic participation
(Stage et al., 2013). The development of the
Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS
Lead States, 2013) followed. The NGSS purposefully incorporates Engineering practices
into its design, calling for the explicit connection between science and engineering be
taught at K-12. Taken together, the NGSS
and CCSS emphasize the higher order thinking skills and real-world application of ideas
central to STEM endeavors. Similar curriculum reforms have occurred globally in the last
decade, and yet challenges remain. Argentina
developed national standards around inquiry
pedagogies that emphasized science literacy
as a main goal for all students; however, gaps
in performance for low socioeconomic status
(SES) students remain (Cofré et al., 2015).
Turkey released national standards integrating science and math with technology around
problem solving (Topçu, Arikan, & Erbilgin,
2014), again with a goal of creating equitable access to education; however, Turkey
continues to struggle with achievement gaps
based on socioeconomic background (Topçu,
Arikan, & Erbilgin, 2014). Many African
governments have invested a great deal of
their resources to STEM reforms, and yet
gaps remain between the demand and supply of qualified teachers as well as necessary resources and equipment (Ogunniyi and
Rollnick, 2015).
Countries that consistently perform at the
highest levels on international assessments
have also reformed their national standards,
but these have occurred within a larger systemic reform effort. Finland, Singapore, and
South Korea consistently top the performance
list on TIMSS and PISA assessments. Despite
their geographic and cultural difference, similarities in their reform efforts are clear. All
have standards that focus on higher-ordered
thinking, inquiry, and problem solving. They
also have eliminated exam systems that track

students and limit their access to quality secondary STEM education. These countries use
assessments that require deep content knowledge and higher-ordered thinking skills rather
than rote knowledge and facts. Schools are
fully and equitably funded, with incentives
for teaching in high-needs areas eliminating
teacher shortages in the most needy schools.
Teachers are also highly valued and supported
with significant investments made to teachereducation programs, high teacher salaries
and ongoing teacher learning opportunities
(Darling-Hammond, 2014).

DEFINING STEM
Although a widely used term today, there is
little consensus on a specific definition for
STEM, even by those working in STEM
fields (Breiner, Harkness, Johnson, &
Koehler, 2012). In fact, the various stakeholders engaged in STEM education (parents, teachers, government funders, and
businesses) may hold slightly different meanings of the term, even within similar contexts.
Before understanding how science, technology, engineering and mathematics are connected, the character of each discipline must
be considered. Each STEM component has
its own unique identity based on different
epistemological assumptions. Science seeks
to describe and predict the natural world
through the collection of empirical evidence
(McComas and Olson, 2002). Mathematics is
the science of patterns and relationships
(AAAS, 1993); however, what constitutes
evidence for patterns and relationships differs
because science is empirically based whilst
mathematics is not. Technology applies scientific and mathematical ideas to new design
innovation. Technology provides tools to
modify the natural world to meet human
wants and needs (ITEEA, 2007). Technology
also seeks to develop new knowledge through
a design approach where the relevance of
knowledge is defined by the nature of the
problem (Williams, 2011). Engineering
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emphasizes the use of mathematics and science knowledge and skills to develop ways to
economically utilize the materials and forces
of nature for the benefit of mankind (ABET,
2004). What knowledge is relevant in engineering is defined by the context of the problem (chemical, computer, biomedical) rather
than the nature of the problem. Similar problems can require very different knowledge if
the contexts in which they are placed are
dissimilar (Williams, 2011). Although
related, science, math, technology, and engineering are unique endeavors guided by different theories of knowledge; however,
together, science and mathematics uncover
the natural mechanisms of our world, and
engineering and technology use that knowledge to influence and design a new world.
The term STEM has often been used to refer
to Science and Math only, with Technology
and Engineering being left behind or, at best,
as after-thoughts (Lederman and Lederman,
2013). Although most schools claim to
include technology education, ‘there are very
few other things that influence our everyday
existence more and about which citizens
know less’ (Bybee, 2010, p. 30). Engineering
education has gained some prominence in
schools but not on any scale that matches its
importance to job markets or societal impacts.
Full STEM learning will require more emphasis and understanding about technology and
engineering in today’s school.
An integrated approach assumes that there
is some inherent commonality across these
disciplines and that there is some benefit to
their integration that is absent from the individual components. There have been several
rationales suggested for the connection of
the STEM disciplines based on their inherent
similarities (ITEEA, 2007; National Council
of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM), 2000;
NRC, 2012). The STEM disciplines share
a common way of logical thinking around
shared habits of mind that are based in creativity and collaboration. There are shared
processes and problem-solving skills and
critical thinking. All the disciplines use an
iterative cycle of inquiry to develop new
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ideas and, rather than being directed through
rigid steps, are guided by logical and reasoned argument to develop valid and useful
ideas. Together these four disciplines have
the capability to describe complex issues and
interactions. Understanding STEM allows
us to make accurate predictions about the
current and future impacts of shaping our
world through man-made tools and processes
(Peters-Burton, 2014). The most recent and
widely held conception of the term centers on
the integration of the component disciplines.

CHALLENGES INVOLVED
IN STEM INTEGRATION
Understanding STEM subjects and their integration requires understanding the distinct
nature of each field. These distinctions have
implications for pedagogy and curricular
development. STEM subjects tend to be
cumulative and sequential in nature. Concepts
and skills learned in the early years have
direct connections to concepts and skills
learned later. Teachers need to understand
how skills and concepts in their course relate
to ideas in the sequence of courses students
will take. It is therefore not enough to know
the content of their single course or year;
STEM teachers need to have knowledge
beyond their single grade or course. STEM
knowledge is highly technical and specialized; however, students often fail to see connections between STEM topics and their
everyday life. Furthermore, students come to
the classroom with their own preconceptions
that need to be addressed through instruction.
Finally, STEM knowledge and technology is
rapidly changing and teachers need to remain
updated on new developments in their field.
One pedagogical approach is to create
STEM experiences that take advantage of the
specialized knowledge among science, math,
and technology and yet situate the learning in a
meaningful context where each area of expertise is utilized. This approach makes use of
the inherent links within a particular context,
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whilst allowing the integrity of each subject
area to remain in tact. This context-based science education (Fensham, 2009) requires that
teachers collaborate to identify the essential
intersection points of the disciplines within
each context and scope. As a society, some of
our most concerning issues are STEM-related
(global climate change, ethics related to biomedical research). If we are to develop citizens adept at addressing such issues, topics
related to personal, social, and global problems are advantageous in instructional contexts and have inherent STEM connections.
Health, energy, and environmental quality
can provide the necessary context for student
learning at multiple scales (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2006). For example, health issues
have a personal (personal maintenance of
health and nutrition), social (community
health, social transmission of disease), and
global (epidemics, global spread of diseases)
context. An indication of the effect of contextual connections to STEM understanding
and interests can be found in PISA data from
2006. Real world contexts were used for the
2006 PISA assessment in which students
were asked to respond to numerous cognitive
and affective items related to scientific and
technological issues and were found to be
more gender equitable than previous formats
(Fensham, 2009). Bybee (2010) suggests that
this context-based approach can easily be
expanded to a context-based STEM approach
through model instructional units that involve
an engaging STEM-related problem or issue,
similar to those used to frame previous PISA
assessments. As students explore the problem they can engage with STEM content and
practices to understand the issue and design
a solution.

INTEGRATED STEM FRAMEWORKS
Although the integrated approach to STEM
education has clear benefits, it requires a
broad theoretical framework to identify and

align the many complex elements that surround the K-12-educational STEM. Nadelson
et al. (2014) identify a continuum from which
to approach integrated STEM education. On
one end of the continuum is anything that
addresses science, technology, engineering,
or mathematics. This is the more typical K-12
setting where these topics are taught in isolation and content goals drive instruction. On
the other end of the continuum is fully integrated STEM learning where content learning occurs around a central problem or
project. On this end of the continuum, the
context or problem drives instruction. Moving
from teacher-directed, highly structured, and
lower order thinking to open-ended and
higher order thinking, each place on the continuum has value and educators need to be
flexible and purposeful in their use. Nadelson
et al. (2014), however, argue for a framework
based on context and content alignment. For
example, if the students have high level of
content knowledge, they should be provided
opportunities to apply their knowledge in
complex contexts such as inventing or critiquing. If the students are being introduced to
concepts for the first time, they should be
engaged in activities that are less complex
such as modeling or classifying. The depth of
STEM knowledge that students bring to the
learning experiences should be aligned with
the complexity of the context to create a
‘zone of optimal learning’.
The National Academies (Honey et al.,
2014) provides another framework for a
systemic integrated approach to STEM education that includes four essential features
of integrated STEM education: goals, outcomes, nature and scope of integration and
implementation (Figure 41.1).
These four features frame a complex and
multi-layered endeavor. First, the framework
encourages the identification of clear goals.
Closely related to goals is the identification of
realistic and appropriate outcomes, such as the
development of a STEM identity in students
and educators with increased STEM content
and pedagogical content knowledge. The
third component of the framework involves
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OUTCOMES
Outcomes for Students
Learning and achievement
21st century competencies
STEM course taking, educational
persistence, and graduation rates
STEM-related employment
STEM interest
Development of STEM identity
Ability to make connections
among STEM disciplines

GOALS
Goals for Students
STEM literacy
21st century competencies
STEM workforce readiness
Interest and engagement
Making connections

Outcomes for Educators
Changes in practice
Increased STEM content and pedagogical
content knowledge

Goals for Educators
Increased STEM content knowledge
Increased pedagogical content knowledge

NATURE AND SCOPE
OF INTEGRATION

Integrated
STEM
Education
IMPLEMENTATION

Type of STEM connections
Disciplinary emphasis
Duration, size, and complexity of initiative

Instructional design
Educator supports
Adjustments to the learning environment

Figure 41.1 A framework for integrated STEM learning
Source: Honey et al. (2014).

the nature and scope of the integration,
such as how concepts and practices are connected. The nature of the instructional design
being implemented is the final component
and is a critical factor because instructional
approaches vary from teacher-directed and
structured to more student-centered and open
inquiry. Implementing an integrated STEM
framework requires adjustments to the learning environment that can include time allocation, space use or even teacher collaborative
lesson planning/teaching. This framework
provides an organizing scheme for a variety
of settings and interests engaged in integrated
STEM education (Honey et al., 2014).

Research on the effect of
STEM instruction
The merging of STEM fields, regardless of
the complexity of the integration, benefits
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from an understanding of what teaching
strategies have been found to be effective in
each discipline as well as strategies shown to
be effective for integrated approaches. This
section will describe the literature related to
each area separately and then discuss implications for blending these strategies into
STEM instruction.

Effective Instructional Strategies
Within and Across Science and
Math Instruction
The math and science education have the
most substantial research base, including a
number of large meta-analyses. This section
will describe each area, followed by a discussion of areas of overlap across the two fields
of research. Schroeder et al., (2007) conducted a meta-analysis of US research published between 1980 and 2003 of the effect
of specific science teaching strategies on
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student achievement. Sixty-one studies met
their inclusion criteria. Enhanced context
strategies and collaborative learning strategies were found to have the largest effect
sizes on student achievement. Enhanced content strategies were classified as strategies
that relate topics to students’ previous personal experiences or previous learning.
Presenting material through real-world
examples or problems was also a component of this category. Collaborative learning
strategies included students engaged in group
inquiry projects and heterogeneous and flexible groupings during instruction. Two other
categories were also found to have a positive
effect on student achievement, although with
not as strong of an effect size: questioning
strategies and inquiry strategies. Questioning
strategies include varying the cognitive
level of questions and increasing wait-time.
Inquiry strategies were strategies such as
student-centered instruction and answering
science questions through data collection and
analysis. However, the strategies were not
treated as distinct strategies and the researchers acknowledge that a great deal of overlap
exists between the reported categories, for
example enhanced context and questioning
are often components of inquiry.
Research on teaching strategies in mathematics indicates the need for some unique
instructional strategies for mathematics
instruction. Meta-analyses of effective mathematics teaching strategies indicate that
direct instruction, computer-assisted instruction, and supplemental instruction, such as
small group tutoring, have positive impacts
on student learning. Text selected for instruction had no measurable effect on student
learning (Slavin and Lake, 2008; Slavin et al.,
2007). There were also consistencies with
findings from science-specific strategies.
Cooperative learning strategies had the strongest effect size on student learning as well as
metacognition, which overlaps with the questioning category used in the science research
(Slavin et al., 2009). Seidel and Shavelson
(2007) conducted an analysis of pedagogical
approaches in both mathematics and science.

Their analysis found that domain-specific
information processing was the most effective teaching component across all domains
(science, mathematics, reading), level of
schooling (elementary, middle, high schools)
or type of outcome (cognitive, motivational).
Domain-specific approaches are contentspecific and relate to the knowledge and
nature of the domain.
In his synthesis of both the science and
mathematics education literature, Ruthven
(2010) identified four effective teaching components for the areas of math and science:
(1) domain-specific inquiry, which relates to
science and mathematics student learning,
(2) contextual orientation for science
achievement, (3) active teaching in mathematics and (4) cooperative group work on
achievement outcomes in math and science.
Overall, these studies suggest that although
there are strategies that are effective for both
science and mathematics instruction, science
and math achievement is affected by a unique
set of instructional strategies. Blending science, mathematics, technology, and engineering into a STEM discipline requires an
understanding of the subtle instructional
nuances necessary for each, as well as what
methods are effective when the disciplines
are taught in combination.

Integrated Math and Science
Instruction
The integration of mathematics and science
instruction has been researched more than
any other form of STEM integration. Hurley
(2001) conducted a meta-analysis of 31
studies that compared the effect of integrated math and science instruction to a nonintegrated control group on student
achievement (math and science). In order
to analyze the integration, Hurley created
categories for the types of integration:
(1) sequenced – when science and mathematics are planned and taught with one
before the other, (2) parallel – science and
mathematics are taught simultaneously
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through parallel concepts, (3) partial –
science and mathematics are taught partially
together and partially separately within the
same class, (4) enhanced – one discipline is
the major discipline of instruction and the
other is apparent throughout the instruction,
and (5) total – science and mathematics are
equitably taught together. The findings from
the meta-analysis of these five forms of integration revealed that the largest student
mathematics achievement effects were seen
when taught sequentially with science, when
they were conceptually planned together but
when one was taught before the other.
Sequential integration also had a positive
effect of science achievement, although the
effect was smaller. Total integration had a
strong positive effect, and enhanced integration had a medium effect for science, with a
small positive effect for both methods on
mathematics. Partial integration had small
positive effects for both science and mathematics achievement, and parallel integration
had negative effects on the achievement of
both disciplines.
The benefits of math and science integration have also been examined by gradelevel spans. At the middle and high school
levels, effect size is often higher for science
than mathematics (Hurley, 2001), suggesting that it may be more difficult to improve
mathematics achievement by integrating it
with other subjects or that the integration
interrupts the traditional sequential approach
to mathematics instruction (Lehrer and
Schauble, 2000). Other studies have suggested that the use of mathematical tools and
representations improve the extent students
are able to comprehend and represent natural
systems, such as forces (Sherin, 2001), electricity (Sengupta and Wilenskey, 2011), and
natural selection and population dynamics
(Dickes and Sengupta, 2013). Studies have
shown that at the elementary levels, mathematics integrations had a positive effect on
students’ ability to understand complex and
challenging science concepts (Lehrer and
Schauble, 2006). How much the traditional
mathematics and science teaching methods
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was changed as a result of these integrations
is not clear in this literature. All forms of integration require planning, although it could be
argued that parallel instruction requires less
collaborative planning than the other integration because there is more flexibility in
temporal coordination.
However, caution must be used when
interpreting the research on STEM integration. The research is sparse and disconnected
in certain areas. Also, rarely do the individual
studies explicitly describe the theory that
was used to guide the method of integration.
The strength of the effect size may also be
influenced by the details of the instructional
approach, teacher expertise and system supports, such as planning time, which could
be lost when studies are combined for metaanalysis. Taken collectively, these findings
suggest that there is clear benefit to the integration of mathematics and science, in particular on science achievement. Learning how
mathematical patterns and models are used
to explain relationships in natural systems is
central to learning science concepts.

Engineering Education
The literature on the impact of engineering
education is limited compared to that of science and mathematics. Although there is
evidence to suggest that engineering education can lead to increases in science and
mathematics achievement, the context of
these findings must be considered to reconcile inconsistencies in the literature. There is
some evidence to suggest that engineering
programs have led to increased gains on math
and science achievement tests, such as
National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) exams, (Bottoms and Uhn, 2007;
Hotaling et al., 2007). Other studies found
little to no benefit of engineering integration
on math achievement, especially for schools
serving large numbers of low-income
families (Tran and Nathan, 2010). Although
these findings may provide further evidence
to suggest that mathematics may be more
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difficult to integrate than other disciplines,
other studies which will be discussed here
point to benefits that may be difficult to
assess on typical achievement tests, such as
deeper mathematical knowledge and
improved ability to transfer math skills.
Participation in engineering programs has
shown to improve students’ ability to apply
mathematical reasoning within the design
process (Akins and Burghardt, 2006). Other
studies suggest that engineering education
participation leads to a broader and more
applied understanding of the nature of mathematics, as well a belief that integration had
helped them to make more sense of mathematics (Norton, 2007). The design and
implementation of the integration were critical to this effect, including a focus on
instructional and regulatory discourse and
useful integration tools.
The evidence that engineering education
has a positive effect on science achievement
is more convincing, and yet the circumstances
of this integration greatly impact the effect
(Fortus et al., 2004; Mehalik et al., 2008;
Sadler et al., 2000). The integration of engineering into science is most effective when
scientific concepts are introduced along with
the design activity, providing a connection
between the science concept and a solution
to a real world problem. Design failures can
provoke conceptual change opportunities in
the learner around naïve conceptions (Lehrer
and Schauble, 1998) providing an opportunity to develop a more accurate scientific
understanding of the phenomena. Applying
an inaccurate science concept within a design
does not just lead to an incorrect answer, it
also means your solution will be less effective or not work at all (Sadler et al., 2000).
However, students do not automatically
make connections between the science concepts and the engineering design process
(Crismond, 2001; Kozma, 2003; Nathan et al.,
2013). Students tend to focus on aesthetic or
ergonomic aspects of the design rather than
the science knowledge being used in the
solution. The knowledge related to the design
solution is also highly contextualized and

students need specific strategies to support
the transfer of both existing and new knowledge across contexts (Fortus et al., 2004).

Technology
Few studies have specifically addressed the
role of technology in STEM-related instruction. Career and technical education (CTE)
courses have been used to uncover the effects
of mathematics and technology integration.
Substituting CTE courses for academic courses
did not impede math achievement (Bozick and
Dalton, 2013). With CTE courses designed to
incorporate problem solving and logic, students’ mathematics were on par with a control
group taking the traditional mathematics
sequence. In a similar study, Stone et al.
(2008) found that students performed better on
assessments of general math ability when they
experienced math-enhanced technology
courses. Engineering/technology courses that
introduce mathematical topics at key points in
the curriculum to help students make discipline connections have also been shown to
improve students performance on mathematics
assessments compared to a control group.
A review of the limited literature on engineering education integration makes clear
that additional replication and validation
of current studies is needed to fully understand its impact on science and mathematics
achievement. Teachers, however, need to use
strategies to connect the conceptual relationships between mathematical representations,
scientific ideas, technologies, and engineering design if the integration is going to successfully improve students’ understanding.

STEM INTEREST, IDENTITY,
AND PERSISTENCE
Based on the premise that our concern over
STEM education is about the lack of students
in STEM majors and subsequently STEM
fields, student interest in STEM is a primary
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goal of STEM education, whether that interest leads to the ability to apply a general
knowledge of STEM to daily decisions in
one’s personal life or a STEM career. Interest
can mediate learning and is related to other
important learning factors, such as selfefficacy, goal setting, and self-regulation
(Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Nieswandt,
2007). The development of interest can be
cultivated and supported through personal
interactions and the design of the learning
environment (Renninger and Hidi, 2011).
Equally important to interest and goal selection is a student’s self-efficacy or their belief
that they are capable of achieving in STEM.
Math and science academic self-efficacy and
outcome expectations have been shown to
also influence academic goals. High school
students with a high sense of math and science self-efficacy have stronger interests and
aspirations towards earning STEM degrees
in college (Byars-Winston et al., 2010). The
stronger the student interest and self-efficacy
beliefs are related to a career choice, the
more likely they are to pursue that career
path (Tracey, 2010) and the more they will
persist in that choice (Lent et al., 2010).
In the middle-school grades (Grades
6 to 8) external factors begin to influence the academic pathway that students
will take (Lanzilotti et al., 2009), and student interest in STEM-related subjects is
closely related to their likelihood of pursuing a STEM career in the future (Fouad
et al., 2002; Tai et al., 2006). Student attitudes
are influenced by how topics are presented
(Zacharia and Barton, 2004), and working on projects related to issues of power,
culture, and ideology can lead to positive
attitudes and interest (Zacharia and Barton,
2004). Inquiry-based teaching practices positively impact student motivation interest and
motivation (Minner et al., 2010). For example, when science is taught in an engaging,
hands-on experience, science often becomes
the most situational interesting domain for
students, leading to positive science interest (Jones et al., 2000). Studies have shown
that activities involving experiments, lab, or
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project work increase student interest when
compared to purely cognitive work, such as
reading or listening to lectures (Swarat et al.,
2012). Middle-school students involved in
a math-infused engineering and technology
curriculum saw mathematics as more interesting and having more importance than students participating in the non-math version of
the same curriculum (Burghardt et al., 2010).
Technology can increase student interest in
STEM coursework, but the context and methods of the technology affect the role of technology in increasing student interest (Swarat
et al., 2012).
Identity is also related to a student’s selection and persistence in STEM fields. Identity
refers to who one is or wants to be, as well as
how they think others recognize and perceive
them (Honey et al., 2014). Identity is transitory and always in the process of construction
through social discourse and interactions.
The range of a student’s aspirations and
choices are shaped by the wider social structures within which they operate, even though
people themselves often do not consciously
recognize these forces (Archer et al., 2012).
From this perspective, children’s and parents’
science aspirations are not simply ‘personal’
decisions, but are also socially inflected and
(partial) products of their social and learning
environments.
After decades of reform efforts to broaden
and expand the STEM workforce, certain
groups of students remain under-represented in STEM fields: women, Hispanics,
African Americans and Native Americans.
Current research suggests that selection for
and persistence in STEM fields may not be
a matter of achievement for certain groups.
Self-efficacy and identity may account for
gender and ethnic disparities in the selection
and persistence towards STEM careers.

Women in STEM
Although progress has been made in terms of
the number of women in science and engineering fields, men continue to outnumber
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women, especially in advanced STEM
degrees or upper-level positions (Hill et al.,
2010). Women represent 30 percent of all
STEM researchers worldwide. Regional
averages range from 45.2 percent in Latin
America to 18.9 percent in Asia (UNESCO,
2012). For example, since the late 1990s, US
women have earned less than 30 percent of
undergraduate degrees in engineering and
computer sciences, and yet they received at
least 57 percent of all undergraduate degrees
(NSF, 2013). The fact that this disparity is not
because of a lack of ability or performance by
women has been well documented (Hazari et
al., 2007). STEM choices and aspirations of
women are greatly affected by social and
environmental factors. At the elementary
level, there is virtually no gender difference
in general attitudes about science (Archer et
al., 2012); however, as girls transition to
middle school, their identities become more
complicated and multi-layered. Although
many middle-school girls are high math and
science performers and claim to be interested
in pursuing STEM-related goals, there is
growing evidence of a disconnect between
who they are and want to be and what they do
and think they should be doing in science
class. STEM fields have traditionally been
seen as academic (non-social) and masculine.
Girls who perform well academically in these
fields must navigate around concerns about
how their intelligence will cause them to be
perceived by others (Skelton et al., 2010).
Factors within and outside traditional
classrooms can impact girls’ STEM identity.
The development and cultivation of a positive science identity requires girls to navigate
through the dominant social associations of
science. These dominant associations view
scientists as masculine, clever, and perceptive, and the field to be an elite one, open
to a narrow range of women with very specific characteristics. This narrow space is
even smaller for girls from low SES backgrounds or under-represented ethnic groups
(Carlone, 2012). Often, inspiration for
STEM-related goals is the result of out-ofschool experiences when girls engage in

science in a way that makes them feel smart
and capable. School-based grades, certificates and awards, and teacher labels can reaffirm or supplant internal STEM identities of
girls (Tan et al., 2013).
Interventions that have successfully
improved girls’ attitudes about STEM have
not led to an increase in STEM-related
choices (Darke et al., 2002). This is probably due to the complex and mutable nature
of identity and the impact that the social climate of the classroom has on girls’ STEM
identity, which in turn affects their future
choices and persistence in those choices.
For example, Carlone and Johnson (2007)
found that recognition of their STEM ability
was central to the development of women’s
STEM identities. The development of that
identity could be disrupted if they fail to
receive recognition by meaningful science
colleagues. In fact, there is evidence to suggest that there are different sources of STEM
self-efficacy and confidence for men and
women. Men’s STEM self-efficacy is supported through mastery experiences, whilst
social persuasions and vicarious experiences
are the primary sources of self-efficacy in
women (Zeldin et al., 2008). Exposure to
female role models has been shown to have
a positive impact on girls’ STEM identity,
but only when there was significant personal
connection with these role models. Explicit
discussions of the under-representation of
women in STEM fields have been positively
related to STEM identity for female students
(Archer et al., 2012). Simply exposing girls
to women in STEM careers, such as guest
speakers, does not appear to have a significant impact on their identity formation.
Discussions of women scientists’ work and
frequency of group interactions has also been
shown to be ineffective in forming positive
STEM identities in girls (Hazari et al., 2010).
Some of the most promising research
related to increasing girls STEM participation has been in the area of mindset (Dweck,
2006). Dweck’s research findings identified
a ‘growth mindset’ in which individuals
perceived intelligence as a changeable and
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flexible characteristic that could be developed with effort and persistence. Individuals
with a growth mindset are likely to persist
in the face of struggle and adversity. Other
individuals were found to have a ‘fixed mindset’, believing that intelligence is determined
at birth and uncontrollable. Individuals with
fixed mindset are more susceptible to loss of
confidence in the face of a struggle because
they see the need to ‘work hard’ as an indication that they are not smart enough for
the task. Girls who possess a fixed mindset
may have difficulty persisting after setbacks
in math and science because of the stereotype that girls are not as good at these subjects as boys; however, girls who have a
growth mindset are more likely to maintain
their confidence and disregard negative stereotypes (Good et al., 2008). Considering
mindset sheds light on some of the gender
differences observed in STEM. Gender gaps
have been found in boys and girls with fixed
mindsets, but no gender difference exists
among students of growth mindsets (Dweck,
2006; Grant and Dweck, 2003). Girls who
believe that they can develop the skills and
knowledge needed to be successful in STEM
fields are more likely to resist stereotypes
and develop positive STEM identities. What
is most promising is that growth mindset
can be developed. In a related study, girls
who were taught that great math thinkers
were born with innate math ability and talent performed significantly lower on subsequent math achievement tests compared to
their male peers. However, girls who were
taught that great math thinkers worked hard
and were deeply interested and dedicated to
the field performed no differently than their
male peers (Good et al., 2008). Growth mindset has been linked not only to higher performance, but also to increased persistence in
STEM fields as well.

Equity and Ethnicity
Factors affecting women’s selection and persistence in STEM fields are similar to those
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faced by under-represented minorities (of
which women are a subset). Despite a
national focus on STEM careers in the US, in
2009, 12 percent of STEM workers were
African American and Hispanic; however,
African American and Hispanic individuals
accounted for 25 percent of overall employment (US Department of Commerce, 2011).
African American, Hispanic, or Native
American students earned less than 15 percent of undergraduate degrees in engineering, math, and physical science (NSF, 2013).
This trend is worse for socioeconomically
disadvantaged students, who are less likely to
major in STEM fields than students from
higher SES levels (Shaw and Barbuti, 2010).
Concern over perceived negative stereotypes
lower self-assessments of STEM-related
abilities, and their performance in STEM
tasks (Hill et al., 2010) has been linked to the
low numbers of under-represented groups in
STEM fields.
Anderson and Ward (2012) used a nationally representative sample of over 1700
ninth-grade students to identify predictors
of STEM success amongst high-achieving
students from different ethnic backgrounds.
Science attainment value, or how well the
students’ perception of science fits with
their own identity, was a common predictor amongst high-achieving White, Hispanic
and African American students. However,
for Hispanic students, a higher utility value,
or perceived connection to future goals, was
also an important predictor for STEM success. Mathematics achievement was also
found to predict STEM success for African
American students. There was no evidence of gender differences with regard to
STEM persistence plans; however, the study
included life sciences and health sciences
in the STEM category, domains that tend to
be pursued by larger numbers of females.
The results of this study, which focused on
high-achieving students, provides further
evidence that reasons for the disparity of
minorities in STEM fields are not universal
and that factors affecting identity and persistence may operate differently for different
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performance levels, SES backgrounds, gender, and ethnicity.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
As STEM educators move towards making
integrated STEM education a reality, consensus around the term is needed, including clarity regarding what aspects of each discipline
are unique and should be preserved versus
what inherent overlaps are best taught
through a ‘nature of STEM’ approach. The
current evidence suggests that integration
improves student learning in all disciplines
except for mathematics. Additional research
is needed to understand if a lack of evidence
pointing to a positive effect for mathematics
is because of the discipline’s sequential
nature or some other undetermined factor.
Although there is a great deal of literature on
STEM fields, the research on integrated
approaches has focused on minimal integrations of the disciplines and remains limited
and disjointed, with no common theoretical
framework to inform future research. New
models are beginning to emerge (Honey
et al., 2014; Nadelson et al., 2014), and yet
how these frameworks will be interpreted
and manifest in the field remains to be seen.
New models of integrated curriculum need to
be developed using either the few existing
frameworks or ones still to be developed.
Several recommendations emerge from the
current research regarding effective elements
of integrated STEM instruction. Learning
occurs when we are able to make connections
between concepts and are able to convey
those connections through multiple representations. Students need a deep foundation
of factual knowledge that is organized in a
conceptual framework in order to enable the
efficient retrieval of information (Bransford
et al., 2000). These ‘big ideas’ exist in each
STEM discipline, but an integrated STEM
approach requires that connections across
the disciplines be explicitly made and ‘big
ideas’ across STEM identified. Although
there are natural overlaps in content and

practices in STEM, instruction that makes
these connections explicit is necessary for a
deep understanding of the disciplines, as well
as their relationship to each other. Learning
experiences should allow students to make
connections between disciplines, but also
situate the learning in a real-world context.
Real-world settings provide concrete situations that are rich with complex information within a context that students can often
relate. It is now clear that interest and persistence play a major part in students’ selection
of STEM careers; however, school achievement does not explain the under-representation of women and certain ethnic groups in
STEM fields. Social and environmental factors affect students’ STEM identities, which
in turn contribute to their interest in STEM
careers and their persistence in these fields.
There has been criticism about the formal
acronymization of STEM education based
on vocational and economic goals, such as
increasing a STEM workforce. Although
there is a long history of integrating these
fields, the feasibility of a large-scale implementation of integrated STEM is currently
unknown. The development of common
mathematics and science standards in the US
may provide much needed alignment across
the disciplines. Technology and engineering
are robust and well-defined STEM fields but
their role within the K-12 curriculum is still
uncertain and their prominence is currently
not equal to that of mathematics or science.
The educational reform efforts of the past
have demonstrated the resilience of educational organizations against systemic change.
Integrated STEM curriculum will require
schools to consider their organizational
structures, and programs are needed to support teachers to navigate through these new
STEM learning designs.
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College and Career Readiness
for all: The Role of Career and
Technical Education in the US
Victor M. Hernandez-Gantes

As the global economy and the rapid changes
in technology innovations began to take hold
in the 1990s, new skillsets were demanded
for workers and students graduating from
high school and college around the world
(Jobs for the Future, 2007; National Academy
of Sciences, 2007). In the US, however, the
country struggled in preparing youth for productive participation in the workforce as high
school students’ performance in math and
science continue to lag behind in comparison
to international peers, and with only 30 percent of young adults completing a bachelor’s
degree by age 27 (Symonds et al., 2011; US
Department of Education, 2013). It is therefore not surprising that employers in the US
began to report problems finding workers
with adequate preparation underlined by
basic academic skills, technical skills, and
complementary skills associated with teamwork and problem-solving (Carnevale et al.,
2010). This issue was particularly noted in
high-tech, high-wage fields in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) where the shortage of qualified

workers was more acute (Hernandez-Gantes
and Fletcher, 2013; Kim, 2011).
Out of this social and economic landscape, calls for education reforms focusing
on improved college and career readiness
emerged nationally in the US (Stone, 2013);
however, unlike other international counterparts, such as Germany, which features a
work-based education system for vocational
education and training, the US relies on
school-based curricula with varying interpretations set at the state level to prepare youth
for transitions to further education and/or
employment (Gordon, 2014; Stone, 2013).
Further, unlike other industrialized nations
where academic as well as vocational education are valued, it appears that in the US
a college education is often viewed as the
only way to prepare students for success in
life (Gray, 2010; Symonds et al., 2011). The
problem is that, as a society, we continue to
view vocational education – now referred
to as career and technical education (CTE)
in the US – as ‘less than’ college education
(Gray, 2010; Symonds et al., 2011).
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With this frame of reference, the notion
that college and career readiness needs to
be improved has received renewed attention and is the target of initiatives to address
it in the US. For example, the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) represent the
forefront of a movement with the premise
that all students should graduate from high
school with the skills and knowledge needed
for productive participation in further education, work, and life (Achieve, 2011;
Common Core Standards Initiative (CCSI),
2014; Meeder and Suddreth, 2012). In general, academic reforms are seeking to make
learning more relevant for students, whilst
in CTE the goal is to enhance the academic
rigor of courses and programs to promote
college and career readiness (Stone, 2013;
Symonds et al., 2011).
As part of this quest, the US is implicitly
revisiting a question that was at the core of
the nascent educational system early in the
1900s: what should be the purpose of education? Should it be to prepare students for
work or for college? As the current push for
college and career readiness suggests, we
should be more interested in redefining this
notion beyond an ‘either/or’ proposition;
however, policy reports continue to equate
career readiness as college preparation,
ignoring the fact that technical and employability skills are also needed for successful
participation in the labor force (Gray, 2010;
Stone, 2013; Symonds et al., 2011). In this
context, what is the role of contemporary
CTE in preparing students for productive participation in postsecondary education and/or
work in today’s economy?
With this frame of reference, the goals of
this chapter are to (1) describe the evolution
of CTE and its underlying policy and organizational premises, (2) provide an overview of
its core theoretical underpinnings, (3) highlight key curricular strategies to promote college and career readiness, and (4) discuss the
implications and role for preparing students
for further education and work. The scope of
the discussion is restricted to career and technical education in the US.
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THE EVOLUTION OF CAREER
AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION
In the US, CTE has experienced a transformation since the early1990s, moving from a
focus on preparation for specific trades to
preparation for college and careers. The evolution of the premises underlying CTE is
outlined next, followed by an overview of the
current organization of the US education
system.

From Vocational to Career
and Technical Education
CTE in the US had its inception at the turn of
the twentieth century under the designation
of ‘vocational education’. The seminal ideas
shaping the original version of CTE – vocational education – in the US were rooted in
two schools of thought debated at the onset
of the twentieth century. One viewed education as vocational and serving practical and
economic purposes to prepare students for
jobs, whilst the other advocated a more
democratic education allowing students to
select their own path blending hands-on
learning and academic knowledge (Labaree,
2010). Out of this debate, a two-track system
was created in the US that included academic
and technical education through the SmithHughes Vocational Act of 1917 (Gordon,
2014; Labaree, 2010).
For almost the entire twentieth century, the
utilitarian goal of vocational education in the
US was to prepare students for specific trades
such as agriculture, industrial arts, and business in addition to home economics (Gordon,
2014). However, in the 1990s, amidst calls
for better preparation of high school and college graduates, the field adopted the name of
‘career and technical education’ to reflect a
broader emphasis beyond exclusive preparation for specific occupations. This movement promoted the integration of academic
and technical education and broader student
preparation for careers, as opposed to specific preparation for narrow trades (Gamoran
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and Nystrand, 1994; Hernández-Gantes
et al., 1995). The movement was supported
by School-to-Work, Perkins Vocational and
Applied Technology Education, and Tech
Prep Education legislation, which paved the
way for the formal transformation of vocational education into CTE at the sunset of the
twentieth century (Stipanovic et al., 2012).
Today, Perkins legislation provides federal guidelines focusing on the improvement
of CTE students’ academic achievement
through the integration of academic and technical education, secondary and postsecondary education articulation, and improvement
of state and local accountability systems
(Gordon, 2014). In the US, federal guidelines
are translated into a variety of initiatives that
are then interpreted and enacted at the state
and local level based on their respective goals
and priorities (Scott and Sarkees-Wircenski,
2004). In this context, although there is no
such thing as a national system of CTE,
there is a shared agreement that the purpose
of CTE is to prepare youth and adults for
careers in a wide array of high-wage, highskill, high-demand fields (Association for
Career and Technical Education (ACTE),
2014). In practice, the purpose of CTE has
translated into continued support for preparation for work and a broader role promoting
preparation for further education in the education system under a variety of curricular
designs (Gordon, 2014).

Organization and Student
Participation
CTE encompasses a wide variety of curricular formats around 16 career clusters:
Agriculture, Food & Natural Resources;
Architecture & Construction; Arts, A/V
Technology & Communications; Business
Management & Administration; Education &
Training; Finance; Government & Public
Administration; Health Science; Hospitality &
Tourism; Human Services; Information
Technology; Law, Public Safety, Corrections &
Security; Manufacturing; Marketing; Science,

Technology, Engineering & Mathematics;
and Transportation, Distribution & Logistics.
Collectively, the clusters represent more
than 79 occupational pathways available to
students in secondary education (National
Association of State Directors of Career
Technical Education Consortium (NASDCTE),
2014). The career clusters serve as an organizing tool for school districts and schools in
the development of programs linking middle
and high school curricula, and transition to
postsecondary education (NASDCTE, 2012).
In the US, CTE is school-based with
courses and programs primarily delivered
through classroom and practical instruction
in school workshops, studios, or labs. In
middle schools, CTE typically focuses on
the promotion of career exploration through
elective courses, and in high schools students may have a variety of courses and
program options providing opportunities for
concentration in a career cluster of interest
(Gordon, 2014; NASDCTE, 2012). To this
end, various ‘career pathways’ (also referred
to as ‘programs of study’ in the field) are
available in each career cluster and provide
the means for the articulation of courses
from middle to high school and into 2- and
4-year colleges through dual enrollment
(Carnevale et al., 2011; NASDCTE, 2012,
2014; Stone and Aliaga, 2003). For example,
a school district in Florida offers over 400
middle and high school CTE courses providing career pathways for the 16 career
clusters noted earlier (Hillsborough County
Public Schools, 2014).
According to assessments of student participation, about 94 percent of all US high
school students take CTE courses for a variety of reasons (Silverberg et al., 2004). In
the 2011–12 school year, it was reported that
more than seven million high school students
took at least one CTE credit, whilst about
three million students identified as CTE
‘concentrators’ took three or more credits in
a career pathway (Office of Career, Technical
and Adult Education, 2014). In recent years,
high school students have shown a trend of
CTE participation across multiple pathways,
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and lower participation as ‘concentrators’
in a particular pathway (Aliaga et al., 2012;
Hudson, 2013). Over the past decade, it has
also been reported that students who are
male, from low-income families, low achieving, and with special needs are more likely
to enroll in career and technical education
(ACTE, 2014).

THEORETICAL PREMISES
UNDERLYING CAREER AND
TECHNICAL EDUCATION
Serving an important role in the education
system and seeking to promote college and
career readiness, what are the theoretical
premises of CTE? Contextual teaching and
learning principles are at the core of career
and technical education, operationally implemented through the integration of academic
and technical curricula.

Contextual Teaching and Learning
At its core, contextual teaching and learning
seeks to make student learning more meaningful by establishing connections to real-life
and occupational situations to increase the
relevance of what is being taught (Brown et
al., 1989; Hernandez-Gantes and Brendefur,
2003). As such, contextual teaching and
learning in CTE builds upon two conceptual
premises: the use of occupational contexts
and active learning integrating ‘knowing and
doing’ (Hernandez-Gantes and Nieri, 1997).
Traditionally, academic learning has
been viewed as an activity associated with
the transmission of knowledge (knowing)
often separated from practice (doing). From
behavioral and cognitive science we have
learned that teaching and learning can be
accomplished as a process of knowledge
reproduction in which context may be useful,
but incidental to the process (Brown et al.,
1989). That is, in academic education (for
example, mathematics), the use of contextual

677

learning often relies on ad hoc examples to
make concepts relevant for students. The
problem is that such contextual examples are
typically used in isolation, are not connected
with subsequent examples, and are presented
as hypothetical contextual scenarios. In this
case, the goal is for students to ‘know’ concepts, assuming that conceptual knowledge
will transfer to practical use at some point
(Porter et al., 1994). In general, this is a
rough and simplistic description of the traditional approach to teaching and learning in
secondary education, which has fuelled the
push to make learning more relevant through
education reforms (CCSI, 2014; Meeder and
Suddreth, 2012; National Council of Teachers
of Mathematics (NCTM), 2000).
In contrast, CTE has been traditionally
viewed as focusing too much on practical
skills and lacking rigor on conceptual academic knowledge. That is, CTE programs
have been typically associated with the notion
of engaging students in ‘doing’ manual
work to learn job-specific skills (Gamoran
and Nystrand, 1994; Scott and SarkeesWircenski, 2004). From this perspective,
the occupational contexts and the teaching
and learning processes are viewed as the
means for the reproduction of practical
skills with limited connection to conceptual
knowledge.
To address this disconnect in academic and
technical education, educational reform since
the 1990s has called for academic education
to be more contextually relevant to students,
and for CTE to be more academically rigorous. This call has been based on research
on situated cognition suggesting that when
learning occurs in the context of real-world
problem situations representing coherent
connections between ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’,
learning is more meaningful (Greeno, Collins
and Resnick, 1996; Hernandez-Gantes and
Brendefur, 2003). As a result, over the past
two decades, curriculum and instruction in
CTE has emphasized the integration of academic and technical education as the means
for promoting college and career readiness
(Stipanovic et al., 2012). The premise is
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that whether students are engaged in learning about, for, or through work, the authenticity of occupational contexts provides
for opportunities to make learning relevant
(Castellano et al., 2012; Hernández-Gantes
and Brendefur, 2003;).
In CTE, occupational contexts are provided
by career clusters that serve as the source for
many meaningful and coherent learning situations that can be used in courses on career
exploration or courses required in an occupational program of study. In this case, the
occupational contexts represent an authentic
source of relevant learning tasks and concept applications. As such, these contextual
learning situations are authentic representations of what people do in the world of work
(Hernández-Gantes and Brendefur, 2003;
Hernandez-Gantes and Nieri, 1997). The
authenticity of the learning situations is at the
core of contextual teaching and learning in
CTE, which is often referred to as ‘authentic
pedagogy’ in academic education (see, for
example, Newmann et al., 1996).
Further, when teaching and learning is
anchored in an occupational context as part
of a coherent program of study, it is possible to integrate conceptual knowledge and
skills to promote progressive and deep understandings as well as mastery of related skills
(Hernandez-Gantes and Brendefur, 2003).
From this perspective, the role of occupational contexts is to help students understand
concepts and develop problem-solving skills
in ways that resemble how people do things
in actual work situations (Castellano et al.,
2012; Withington et al., 2012).
Active learning is another key tenet of
CTE that stems from cognitive science and
is often associated with participatory and
engaging activities whereby students take
charge of their own learning. That is, when
students engage in activities requiring them
to reason and solve problems, they are more
likely to analyze and assess what they know
and need to know, and what worked and did
not work in the process of testing solutions
(Bransford et al., 2010). To this end, it has
been found that engaging students in active

learning helps them improve their reasoning
ability, retention, and understanding of new
concepts, and the transfer of new ideas to different contextual situations (Bransford et al.,
2010; Prince, 2004; Schonfeld, 1991). Active
learning as a means to integrate knowing and
doing is also at the core of CTE courses and
programs seeking to engage in learning about,
for, and through work. In CTE, active learning is often emphasized through demonstrations, class projects, senior projects, problem
solving, and other learning-by-doing type
of activities (Hernandez-Gantes and Blank,
2009). Other forms of active learning include
group discussions, brainstorming, case studies, role-playing, journal writing, and cooperative learning strategies (Prince, 2004).
As students get progressively acculturated to the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
expected in an occupational context, situated and active learning becomes richer for
all participating students. Participation in
various forms of cognitive apprenticeship
(for example, internships, job shadowing,
apprenticeships) is an example of immersive
contextual and active learning (Berryman,
1995; Bransford et al., 2010; Brown et al.,
1989).

Integration of Academic and
Technical Curriculum
Based on the promising premises of contextual teaching and learning, reform in CTE
specifically called for integration with academic education to promote college and
career readiness (Gordon, 2014). Concurrently,
in academic education, a similar call was
made to make academic subjects more relevant through contextual experiences
(Hernandez-Gantes and Nieri, 1997; NCTM,
2000). In general, the term ‘curriculum integration’ has been referred to in a variety of
ways as a method or process to connect skills,
themes, concepts, and topics across disciplines and between academic and technical
education (Pierce and Hernandez-Gantes,
2014). The term curriculum integration is
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therefore often used interchangeably as integrated, interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary,
thematic, holistic, and applied learning,
making it difficult to come to a unified interpretation (Drake, 2007; Etim, 2005). In this
regard, it has been suggested that curriculum
integration should be defined based on its
goals, the role of the disciplines involved, and
the extent of integration (Grady, 1996; Klein,
2006). For example, integration may involve
concept connections within single subjects
(for example, arithmetic, algebra, geometry)
or across two or more subjects (for example,
mathematics and technical education)
(Goodman, 1989; Hernandez-Gantes and
Brendefur, 2003). Regarding the extent of
integration, related efforts are often viewed as
a hierarchal continuum ranging from least
integrative (for example, loose integration
within a course) to most integrative (for
example, cross-disciplinary integration)
involving academic and technical content
(Drake, 2007; Grubb, 1997; Klein, 2006).
In the US, CTE curriculum integration
has been broadly interpreted at the organizational level through career pathways articulating sequences of courses in occupational
areas, integrated coursework (for example,
within and across courses), and through the
implementation of career academies. These
approaches to curriculum integration in CTE
have allowed for greater equity in student
participation, the creation of small learning
communities (for example, career academies), and facilitation of postsecondary transitions (Cox et al., 2014; Lekes et al., 2007;
Oakes, 2005; Orr et al., 2003). Further, from
a psychological and sociological perspective,
integration has also been reported to prepare
students for life in general, including helping them make informed career choices upon
graduation from high school (Kemple, 2008;
Maddy-Bernstein, 2000).
Regarding the impact of participation in
integrated curriculum, there is an emerging
body of research suggesting positive results
in academic subjects (for example, mathematics, reading) and in the preparation of students for the workforce and further education
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(Cox et al., 2014; Stone et al., 2008; Pierce
and Hernandez-Gantes, 2014). In general,
research has suggested that students participating in curricula integrating academic and
technical education tend to do as well as –
and in some cases better than – students in
college-prep curricular tracks (Castellano
et al., 2012; Kemple, 2008; Pierce and
Hernandez-Gantes, 2015; Silverberg et al.,
2004; Stone et al., 2008). For example, a
middle-school mathematics curriculum connecting disciplinary topics (that is, algebra
and geometry) in contextual problem situations was reported to increase student performance (Romberg, 2001). Similarly, in the
context of CTE, results from studies also
featuring mathematics in contexts resulted
in higher student performance compared to
students in comparison groups (Pierce &
Hernandez-Gantes, 2015; Stone et al., 2006).
Comparable results have also been observed
using integrated curriculum in the context
of language arts (Castellano et al., 2004;
National Research Center for Career and
Technical Education, 2011).
In sum, using contextual instructional
approaches in integrated curriculum, teachers can promote career awareness and exploration to help students begin to identify
occupational fields and what people do in
related work. That is, the integration of academic concepts and technical skills in work
contexts can result in deeper understanding
of concepts and the reasoning behind the
application of occupational skills (Berryman,
1995; Bransford et al., 2010).

CAREER AND TECHNICAL EDUCATION
CURRICULAR STRATEGIES
The idea of college and career readiness
implies that an integrated educational system
is in place to promote coherent career awareness and development from the early grades
to postsecondary education. This is not necessarily the case because college and career
readiness is interpreted in many ways and
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treated loosely in K-12 education in the US
(Kantrov, 2014; Stone, 2013). As such, the
US education system is often described as
being uneven in providing for coherent career
development supports to help all students
learn about work and careers in their educational experience (Herr and Cramer, 1996).
To address this need, it has been suggested
that education systems should promote career
readiness by systematically helping students
understand the importance of career planning
and as the basis for making informed postsecondary transitions (Gray, 2010; Kantrov,
2014). In this regard, CTE provides opportunities to promote career awareness, exploration, and preparation at the elementary,
middle, and high school level (Lekes et al.,
2007; Maddy-Bernstein, 2000; Stone, 2013).
In elementary school, the promotion of
career awareness and exploration has been
loosely implemented, primarily using guest
speakers to share what they do (for example,
firefighters, doctors) and field trips to get
acquainted with workplaces. These strategies
provide students with opportunities to interact with professionals, learn about their work,
and see what workplaces look like (Beale
and Williams, 2000; Howard and Walsh,
2011; Magnuson and Starr, 2000). In middle
school, career awareness is further complemented with opportunities for career exploration allowing students to better understand
related interests and begin thinking about
career and college planning (ACT, 2005;
Howard and Walsh, 2011; Magnuson and
Starr, 2000; Orr et al., 2003). For example,
some school districts use ‘exploratory wheel’
classes where students enroll in a class featuring an occupational theme (for example,
business technology, agriculture) for a few
weeks before they rotate to the next class so
they are exposed to different occupational
areas. Other activities in middle schools
include field trips, career days, and job
shadowing opportunities (Maddy-Bernstein,
2000; Palladino Schultheiss, 2005). In turn,
in high school, career exploration activities
can take many forms, including informational
interviews with employers, career-related

guest speakers, workplace visits and tours,
job shadowing, career fairs and career days,
career camps, hands-on career projects, and
career-focused mentoring (ACT, 2006; Lekes
et al., 2007; Maddy-Bernstein, 2000). High
school students also have the opportunity
to participate in CTE programs either as
concentrators (that is, completing a program
of study) or by taking selected courses about/
related to particular interests. Other students take selected CTE courses to advance
their college preparation and/or to earn dual
enrollment credit and expedite transition to
postsecondary education (Castellano et al.,
2012; Hughes and Karp, 2004; Karp et al.,
2007; Stone, 2013).
In general, given the nature and role of
CTE, it is possible to engage students in
coherent college and career readiness in
schools depending on their individual interests (Solberg et al., 2012; Stone, 2013). To
this end, CTE features two primary curricular
strategies: the use of career pathways (or programs of study) and career academies.

CTE Curricular Grounds:
Career Pathways
One way that CTE has broadened the focus
of programs beyond narrow preparation for
work to an emphasis on college and careers
is through the use of the career cluster concept. As noted earlier, there are 16 career
clusters informing career and technical education programs, each including several
career pathways associated with broadly
defined occupations (or careers) (Carnevale
et al., 2011). For example in the Industrial,
Manufacturing, and Engineering Systems
career cluster, manufacturing, architecture
and construction pathways are found.
Students concentrating on a particular pathway in high school can transition to related
postsecondary education or pursue employment upon graduation from high school
(Hernandez-Gantes and Blank, 2009).
Career pathways (also referred to as ‘programs of study’) represent the overarching
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curricular strategy to organize CTE and
provide for coherent articulation between
secondary and postsecondary education.
The use of career clusters and corresponding programs of study can be implemented
in response to local workforce demands,
and afford students opportunities to pursue
related college and career development, earn
occupational certifications, and dual-credit
(Lekes et al., 2007). As such, career pathways
provide a tangible curricular structure for the
promotion of college and career readiness
through preparation for further education and
work. This broad curricular approach stems
from the Perkins legislation of 2006 tying
school funding to the requirement of having
at least one career pathway available for students (Stipanovic et al., 2012).
This organizational curricular approach
has its roots in the Tech Prep initiative
enacted in the 1980s and 1990s featuring
program articulation between secondary and
postsecondary education bridging the last
2 years of high school and the first 2 years of
college. The basis of Tech Prep programs was
the articulation of programs of study making possible the 2+2 approach (Bragg et al.,
2002; Hershey et al., 1998). The complementary concepts of career clusters and career
pathways emerged out of calls to make sense
of occupations in the economy and organize career pathways around them. As such,
career pathways provide clear and coherent
curricular grounds for students to become
academically and technically prepared to
pursue related careers or further education.
To this end, the career clusters, corresponding pathways, and companion programs of
study have become the organizing curricular structure in CTE (Stipanovic et al., 2012;
Withington et al., 2012).
For implementation purposes, career pathways require four core components. First,
programs of study must establish articulation
agreements that map out a coherent sequence
of coursework, delivery strategies, and
credits to be awarded at the secondary and
postsecondary level. Second, career pathways must also emphasize the integration
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of academic and technical content based
on rigorous standards such as the Common
Core State Standards. Third, career pathways
should involve opportunities for dual enrollment as a means to facilitate and expedite
transition to further education. Finally, career
pathways should focus on the completion of
recognized industry certifications and/or a
postsecondary education degree (Stipanovic
et al., 2012). In general, the benefits of this
approach lie in the opportunity to explore and
engage in meaningful career development,
earn industry certifications, pursue employment in related fields, and allow for further
education upon graduation from high school
or beyond (Castellano et al., 2012; Withington
et al., 2012).

Career Academies
There are a variety of curricular designs used
to help students become college- and careerready, including programs focusing on specific preparation for work and occupationally
theme-based programs emphasizing preparation for further education and work. Programs
focusing on preparation for work include
comprehensive technical high schools, career
centers, and work-based learning programs.
In turn, programs focusing on college and
career preparation are represented by themebased occupational designs, such as magnet
schools (that is, schools seeking to attract
students within and outside the neighborhood boundaries), comprehensive schools
(for example, High Schools-that-Work consortium), and career academies. Of these, the
career academy concept has become the most
prominent curricular strategy implemented
across the country (Hernandez-Gantes and
Blank, 2009).
Career academies are operationally defined
as smaller learning communities featuring a
college-preparatory curriculum in the context
of a career theme, and active partnerships
with employers and postsecondary institutions. Career academies are typically implemented within high schools with the goal to
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increase student engagement and achievement whilst developing skill sets necessary to
pursue further education or work (Orr et al.,
2003). At the core of career academies is the
integration of academic and technical content
to increase rigor and relevance of learning
experiences and promote students’ career
interests (Castellano et al., 2007; Kemple and
Snipes, 2000).
By 2004, there were approximately 4800
high schools in the US offering career academies (Castellano et al., 2007; National Center
for Educational Statistics (NCES), 2011). In
some states, it is mandated by law that high
schools offer at least one career academy in
the context of an appropriate career cluster to
ensure opportunities for students to develop
college and career readiness (Cox et al.,
2014). However, with the growing popularity of the career academy concept, the quality
of implementation may vary as schools and
districts have rushed to join the bandwagon.
To address this issue, there are national organizations and networks – such as the National
Career Academy Coalition (NCAC), the
Career Academy Support Network, and the
National Academy Foundation – informing
related implementation with the development
of standards of practice (National Academy
Foundation, 2013; Stern et al., 2010).
The career academy model typically features four components (National Academy
Foundation, 2013). One requires that academies be organized around small learning
communities using student cohorts, careerthemed and sequenced coursework, teacher
collaboration, career-themed guidance, and
ongoing professional development. A second
involves an emphasis on integrated curriculum and instruction component to promote
career and academic learning around a relevant theme through project-based activities
involving classroom and work-based learning
experiences, and internships. A third usually
involves the support of an advisory board to
ensure that academies are locally relevant and
supported by community stakeholder groups.
Finally, career academies also require a workbased learning component to promote career

awareness and exploration activities in 9th
(for example, field trips) and 10th (for example, job shadowing) grades, and experiential
opportunities (for example, industry certifications, paid internships) in 11th and 12th grades
(National Academy Foundation, 2013).
After more than four decades of implementation, and including data from conclusive random-assignment studies, the
career academy concept has demonstrated
its potential for promoting student success
(Stern et al., 2010). According to Kemple
(2008), participation in career academies
has resulted in positive outcomes, including
increased attendance and academic course
taking, higher high school graduation rates,
and lower dropout rates. In relation to academic performance, there is evidence indicating that career academy students perform as
well as counterparts in other college preparatory tracks (Kemple, 2008; Silverberg et al.,
2004). In terms of postsecondary outcomes,
research has suggested that compared to students who participated in a traditional high
school curriculum, a higher number of career
academy students have a transitional plan
upon graduation from high school (Kemple,
2008; Stern et al., 2010). Further, regarding
employment outcomes, it has been reported
that academy graduates earn about 11 percent
higher than non-academy graduates 8 years
after high school graduation (Kemple, 2008;
National Academy Foundation, 2013).

ISSUES AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR PRACTICE AND STUDENT
PARTICIPATION
Even with the promising premises and prospects of CTE, it continues to be overlooked
as a viable alternative to help students’ transition to successful participation in further
education or work. Two underlying issues are
often mentioned in the literature as the roots
for this phenomenon: the stigma associated
with participation in CTE and the fuzzy
interpretation of curriculum integration.
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The Lingering Stigma of Career
and Technical Education
The stigma associated with CTE has been
ingrained in the public’s mind since the
inception of the two-track system early in the
1900s when the role of vocational education
was set as preparation for specific jobs
(Gordon, 2014). The idea behind the twotrack system was to provide students with
differential curriculum tracks (academic and
vocational) based on their perceived interests
and capacity. This idea resulted in a de facto
sorting process channeling students with
high academic performance into the collegeprep track and struggling students into the
vocational track (Gamoran and Nystrand,
1994; Oakes, 2005).
The tracking phenomenon in US schools
has been well documented in the literature
and has been a divisive topic among policymakers, educators, and the general public
(Gamoran and Nystrand, 1994; Oakes, 2005).
Some researchers have argued that sorting
students into distinct curricular tracks actually resulted into three groups: college-bound
for high performers, technical education for
low performers, and general education for
those in the middle (Gray, 2010; Symonds
et al., 2011). This sorting system reinforced
the stigma attached to technical education in
American culture, which appears to linger.
To address this issue, education reform in the
1990s called for integrated curriculum initiatives to shift the role of technical education
from preparation for work only, to broader
preparation for college and careers (Grubb,
1997; Hernandez-Gantes et al., 1995).
However, as the integrated designs have grown
in popularity (for example, career academies),
new forms of tracking have emerged that
sort high-performing students into advanced
placement and honors courses, whilst middleand low-performing students are placed into
general and technical programs (Castellano et
al., 2004; Cox et al., 2014).
Over the past two decades, in light of
employment trends, policymakers and
researchers have begun to question the value
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of a college degree and some point to the
need for technical skills in the new economy
(Carnevale et al., 2010; Symonds et al., 2011).
Nevertheless, shortages of workers in STEMrelated fields have continued to reinforce the
notion of a college education as the primary
goal for all students (Hernandez-Gantes and
Fletcher, 2013; Stone, 2013). In this context,
Gray (2010) has argued that the stigma of
technical education will continue unless US
society revisits the two-track system as an
either/or proposition, and realizes that technical education is a viable alternative for success
in life. To this end, a more nuanced definition
of college and career readiness should recognize the value of learning academic skills, as
well as technical skills, to prepare students for
further education and work.

Curriculum Integration Issues
The call for curriculum integration was promoted through academic and technical education reform in the 1990s in the US. On the
academics front, the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics (2000) proposed
new standards calling for integrated and
authentic representations of mathematical
concepts in applied contexts. In turn, technical education called for increased academic
rigor to make a shift from narrow preparation
for work to preparation for college and
careers (Hernandez-Gantes et al., 1995). This
movement resulted in curriculum initiatives
seeking to integrate college preparatory and
CTE coursework (Hernandez-Gantes and
Brendefur, 2003).
The promising benefits of curriculum integration have been well documented in the
literature (Kemple, 2008; Stasz et al., 1994;
Stern et al., 2010). In general, it has been
reported that integrated curricular designs
promote more relevant learning of academic
concepts, career awareness, and leads to better preparation for successful transition to
further education or work (Castellano et al.,
2004; Romberg, 2001; Stone et al., 2006). At
issue is the uneven quality of programs as the
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popularity of integrated initiatives has grown
over the past two decades.
As schools and districts have rushed to
join the bandwagon, two primary issues have
emerged involving the many interpretations
of curriculum integration and the difficulties of implementation requiring teacher
collaboration (Johnson et al., 2003; Pierce
and Hernandez-Gantes, 2014). Integrated
curriculum design and development is a complex undertaking requiring the support of the
entire organization (that is, schools and districts) to ensure successful implementation.
The problem is that curriculum integration
may be interpreted in many ways and there
is no such thing as a shared understanding
of what it means for all schools and teachers (Etim, 2005; Johnson et al., 2003; Pierce
and Hernandez-Gantes, 2014). The lack of a
unified definition and interpretation has led
to a variety of implementation efforts ranging
from informal integration into single courses
to district-wide initiatives. The question is,
what are the unifying conceptual principles
supporting the design and implementation?
Further, do the choices of occupational
themes make sense in the local contexts?
(Hernandez-Gantes and Fletcher, 2013).
Another issue inherent to curriculum integration is the need for organizational support
to allow for collaborative curriculum development, common planning periods, team
teaching, and the incorporation of integrated
projects (Pierce & Hernandez-Gantes, 2014;
Stone et al., 2006). To promote effective curriculum integration, it is necessary to engage
teams of academic and technical teachers in
related design, development, and implementation (Pierce and Hernandez-Gantes, 2015).
Research has suggested that in schools where
teachers have the opportunity to collaborate, the quality of integrated curriculum and
instruction is enhanced (Hernandez-Gantes
and Brendefur, 2003). However, given the
traditional compartmentalization of teaching
work in schools, teacher collaboration and
related supports are often difficult to realize.
This issue often leads to integration initiatives that have all the buzzwords, but lack the

organizational collaboration and support for
efficacy of implementation (Hernandez-Gantes
and Brendefur, 2003; Hernandez-Gantes and
Fletcher, 2013; Newmann et al., 1996).
Despite the promising premises and prospects of CTE, it is apparent that in the US
we are focusing too much on college preparation and not enough on what it means for
students to be ‘career ready’. The stigma of
technical education and issues with the enactment of integrated curricula, also appear to
be lingering limitations. In this context, what
can we learn from counterpart countries? In
some industrialized nations (for example,
Germany), there is no issue with the term
vocational education, and the education
system provides opportunities for youth to
choose a college or a vocational pathway,
with the latter relying on work-based learning programs. The European apprenticeship
in particular, a system built on work-based
learning with strong employers’ support, has
been often referred to as the gold standard of
vocational education and training (Jacoby,
2013). For example, in the German system,
students learn academics in the classroom
half of the time, and spend the other half
learning in the workplace under the supervision of a mentor. Under this system, about
60 percent of German youth join the workforce after participation in an apprenticeship,
with 60 percent getting hired by the company
where the apprenticeship was completed,
whilst the rest find work elsewhere in their
occupational field (Jacoby, 2013; ReferNet
Germany, 2009). Making a complete shift
from a school-based to a work-based system in the US may not be realistic, but there
is an emerging agreement that work-based
learning is as element of CTE that should be
enhanced (Symonds et al., 2011).

CONCLUSIONS
CTE has come a long way in the US, from a
focus on narrow preparation for work when it
was known as vocational education, to a
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contemporary emphasis on college and
career readiness (Gordon, 2014). As such,
the benefits of technical education have been
well documented, suggesting that, in the new
economy, CTE is a viable alternative for successful transition to further education and/
or work (ACTE, 2014). Research on the outcomes of participation in CTE has indicated
that student performance is as good as academic performance of students in collegeprep curricula (Stern et al., 2010). In addition,
CTE students get the benefit of enhanced
college and career readiness because they participate in programs that boost learning relevance and help them acquire skills demanded
in the new economy (Kemple, 2008). However,
it appears that the more things change, the
more they remain the same. Despite the promising prospects of CTE, and the fact that all
students need to be college- and career-ready,
our society continues to view it as inferior to
college education (Gray, 2010).
Given the new skills demands in the new
economy and employment trends, it is time
to revisit the notion of ‘college for all’ as the
only way to win in life. With only about a
third of young US adults completing a bachelor’s degree, and 10 percent completing an
associate’s degree (2 years in the US), it is
clear that not everyone ends up with a postsecondary education, and the idea of college as the only way to succeed in life needs
an overhaul (Achieve, 2010; Gray, 2010;
Symonds et al., 2011). Being college- and
career-ready involves both academic knowledge and application skills, and the choice of
academic or technical education should not
come down to an either/or proposition in a
tracking system. College and career readiness should be a goal underlying education
for all students.
Some researchers and policymakers have
argued that the ‘college for all’ notion prevents society from seizing the full value of
career and technical education as a viable
alternative way to win in life (Gray, 2010;
Symonds et al., 2011). Grubb and Lazerson
(2007) went even further, suggesting that
all of US education is, in fact, vocational
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education. They reasoned that with the
advent of the new economy, education and
work connections have become stronger and
have progressively pointed to an education
system that needs to be more responsive to an
economic function. This view has been reinforced in recent years based on employment
and economic data questioning the value of
a college degree as the primary investment
for successful participation in the workforce
(Symonds et al., 2011).
With this frame of reference, regardless
of students’ record of academic achievement
and interests, everyone should benefit from
opportunities to enhance their college and
career readiness – and CTE appears to be well
suited for that (ACTE, 2014). Contemporary
curricular strategies are yielding promising results promoting enhanced college and
career readiness, and there is evidence suggesting that the occupational outlook in the
new economy is increasingly calling for
technical credentials other than a college
degree (Carnevale et al., 2011). As such, the
‘college for all’ notion should be revisited
to become ‘further education and work for
all’. To get there, we should acknowledge the
value of both academic and technical education and work toward a coherent integration
in the education system. To that end, some
researchers have suggested that we take cues
from work-based learning systems in other
industrialized countries where vocational
education is embraced and valued an as integral part of the education system to prepare
students for productive participation in the
workforce (Jacoby, 2013).
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Assessment and the Curriculum
Wynne Harlen

INTRODUCTION

CLARIFYING TERMS

The powerful influence of the assessment of
students on the curriculum and pedagogy has
been a feature of education throughout its
history. In recent years the results of student
assessment have been used in a range of
ways from helping learning to evaluating
teachers, schools and national systems. This
chapter focuses on student assessment for
three main purposes: formative (for helping
learning), summative (for reporting on learning) and evaluative (for monitoring performance at school or national levels). After
clarifying how various terms relating to the
theory and practice of assessment are being
used, the main sections focus on the nature,
functions and relationship between assessment for formative and summative purposes.
Less attention is paid to the role of student
assessment in evaluation since this receives
attention in other chapters of the handbook.

Many of the terms used in discussing assessment have both technical and commonplace
usage, which can impede good communication.
Words such as assessment, appraisal, evaluation, testing and measurement are sometimes
used interchangeably in everyday discourse, but
in the context of education have precise and
distinct meanings. Possible confusion of evaluation and assessment is made worse in languages
such as French and Spanish in which the same
word is used for both. In this chapter, in line
with the distinction made by the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) in its reviews of evaluation and assessment (Nusche et al., 2012: 24), we use the term
‘assessment’ to refer to judgements about student learning and ‘evaluation’ when referring to
judgements about schools, systems and policies.
However, there is no hard and fast usage, even
in professional discourse, and the meaning of
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the term being used in a particular case is
generally made clear in the context.

Concepts of Assessment
of Students’ Learning
The process of assessment is described by
Popham (2000) as one of drawing inferences
about what students know or can do from
their responses in certain situations. These
might be naturally occurring or specially created, but are always only a sample of the situations that could be used.
The conception of assessment as a process of
drawing inferences from data is built upon by
Pellegrino et al. (2001: 42) in describing assessment of all kinds as ‘reasoning from evidence’
(a phrase also used by Mislevy, 1996). This
process of reasoning is described by Pellegrino
and colleagues in terms of three key elements:
•• A theory or set of beliefs about how students learn
•• The tasks to which students respond in order to
show what they have learnt
•• The reasoning and interpretation that turns data
(of what students can do) into information
(about what has been achieved). (Pellegrino
et al., 2001: 42)

These elements are represented as the corners of a triangle in which each is connected
to the others (see Figure 43.1).
Lines linking the performance of tasks and
interpretation represent the dependence of
what is assessed on the task and also how it
Assessment tasks

Interpretation

Theory of learning

Figure 43.1 The assessment triangle
Source: Adapted from Pellegrino et al., 2001.

is interpreted in terms of achievement. This is
particularly clear in the case of items in a test:
what a simple test item assesses will depend as
much on the mark scheme (rubric) as on the
question, but it applies equally to the results of
interpreting any form of data about students’
performance.
The links between ‘assessment tasks’ and
‘interpretation’ and ‘theory of learning’ indicate that beliefs about how learning takes
place will influence the kind of data sought
and collected and how it is turned into information about the knowledge and skills being
assessed. It underlines the need for the tasks
and situations that enable students’ performances to be observed to be consistent with
the model of learning. Similarly, the methods
of interpretation through which inferences are
drawn must also reflect the model of how students learn. As Pellegrino et al. (2001) note,
the role of theories of learning in decisions
about assessment is often overlooked. For
instance, issues concerning the acceptability
of using assessment results for accountability
rest on the understanding of how people learn
and how to measure that learning.
Other definitions spell out the processes
involved in assessment in more operational
detail. For example, Harlen (2013) describes
assessment as the generation and collection
of data, the interpretation of the data to produce a judgement, and the communication
and use of the judgement. The inclusion of
‘generation’ here is a reminder that decisions
are made about what will be taken as evidence of learning and achievement because
there has to be a selection from the innumerable possibilities to be found in students’
behaviour. There are also numerous decisions
(influenced, as indicated in the assessment
triangle, by the implicit or explicit view of
learning) to be made about:
•• The kind of activity in which students are engaged
(for example, special task or regular work);
•• Who will collect data from that activity (for
example, teacher, students or an external agent);
•• How the data will be collected (for example, by
observation or as writing, drawing or other artefacts);
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•• How the data will be interpreted (for example, by
reference to norms, criteria or to a student’s prior
performance); and
•• How the resulting judgement will be recorded
and communicated (for example, as a score,
grade, or description).

Different assessment tools – ways of providing
evidence from which inferences can be drawn
about what students know or can do – are created by different combinations of these various
ways of collecting, judging and communicating
data. For example, a standardised test is a tool
comprising tasks created by an external agency
that will have trialled the test during development with a large sample of the appropriate
population in order that an individual’s score can
be expressed in terms of comparison with the
‘norm’ for that population. The result will indicate whether a student’s performance is above or
below average but not what he or she can do. A
criterion-referenced test differs from a normreferenced test by being designed to give information about what a student can do in relation to
specified outcomes. The items will be chosen
for their relevance to the curriculum so that the
results can be used in establishing, not how a
student compares with others, but how his or her
performance compares with the intended performance. When tests are used the data are restricted
to the items in the test, whereas if the assessment
is carried out by teachers there is the potential to
use evidence from a wider range of activities in
making judgements.
The basis for choosing what are the most
appropriate methods and tools depends on the
purpose of the assessment and what is required
in terms of validity and reliability to serve that
purpose. Before discussing various purposes
and uses of assessment, we therefore need to
consider the meaning of these properties.

VALIDITY, RELIABILITY
AND DEPENDABILITY
One obvious desirable property of any assessment tool is that it should enable valid inferences to be drawn – that it assesses what it is
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intended to assess. Another is that it should
provide reliable or trustworthy data. These
properties are not independent of one another,
but interact – making changes that affect one
property has implications for another. There
is a trade-off between them, as we see later.

Validity
There are various ways of judging the validity
of an assessment tool. One way is just to look
to see if it appears to require the use of the
knowledge or skill that it is intended to assess.
This is described as ‘face validity’. A more
formal version of this is ‘content validity’,
where there is some analysis of what content
is covered by the assessment and what is
found, is checked to see if it reflects the range
of content intended to be assessed. ‘Construct
validity’ is a broader concept relating to the
full range of skills, knowledge or attitudes –
the constructs – that are being assessed.
Important requirements of an assessment are that it samples all aspects, but only
those aspects of students’ achievement that
are relevant to the particular purpose of the
assessment. Including what is irrelevant is as
much a threat to validity as omitting relevant
aspects. The amount of reading required
by a question in a test, where reading ability is not the construct being assessed, is a
common problem. Often the attempt to set a
question or task in a real context in order to
engage students’ interest, or to see if they can
transfer learning into other contexts, extends
the reading demand. What is then assessed
is a combination of reading skills and the
intended construct, and the validity of the
result as a measure of the intended construct
is consequently reduced. The assessment is
said to suffer from ‘construct irrelevance’
because the result will depend on things other
than the intended construct.
Another form of validity, consequential
validity, is not a property only of the assessment tool itself but refers to how appropriate the assessment results are for the uses to
which they are put. For example, a test of
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arithmetic items may be perfectly valid as
a test of arithmetic, but not valid if used to
make judgements about mathematical ability
more generally. This extends the concept of
validity beyond the quality of the assessment
tool itself to include the uses made of the
assessment results for purposes other than,
and including, those for which the original
assessment was designed and conducted.

Reliability
The reliability of an assessment refers to the
extent to which the results can be said to be
of acceptable consistency and precision for a
particular use. Reliability is defined as (and
where possible) estimated quantitatively by
the extent to which the assessment, if
repeated, would give the same result. There
are many factors that can affect the reliability
of an assessment. Reliability is reduced if,
for instance, the results are influenced by the
particular sample of possible items or tasks a
student is required to attempt. It will be
reduced also if the outcomes are dependent
on who conducts the assessment (which
teacher or oral examiner), or on who rates the
students’ performances (which marker or
observer). The particular occasion on which
the assessment takes place and the circumstances under which it is undertaken can also
affect the assessment outcome and contribute
to reduced reliability.
Reliability has meaning mostly in the case
of summative assessment and particularly
for tests. When assessment is used formatively (and no judgement of grade or level
is involved, only the judgement of how to
help a student take the next steps in learning)
reliability in its formal sense is not an issue.
However, high reliability is necessary when
the results are used by others and when students are being compared or selected.
Tests are often chosen as the assessment
tool in the interests of fairness, based on the
questionable assumption that giving students
all the same items and conditions provides
them with equal opportunities. Individual

students’ responses to the same conditions
will vary from day to day and, most importantly, the particular selection of items in
a test will be found more difficult by some
students than by others equally able. All test
items (apart from those in IQ-type tests) present questions in some context and there is
research evidence that students who perform
well in one item will not necessarily do so
in another item that is testing the same concepts or skills but in a different content. The
content effect has been shown in the context
of practical science assessment (Pine et al.,
2006; Qualter, 1985), and it also applies to
written tests, where there is generally a large
number of possible items of which only a
small sample can be included in a test of reasonable length. A different selection would
produce a different result, giving rise to what
is described as the ‘sampling error’ (a contributor to low reliability), which is typically
greater the fewer items there are in the test.
As a result, there is considerable uncertainty
about what might be the ‘correct’ result for
individual students. Black and Wiliam (2012:
254) estimated that in the case of a national
reading test for 11-year-olds, the score of a
student given 64 per cent might vary between
52 per cent and 76 per cent.

Interaction of Reliability
and Validity
A way of reducing this source of error would
be to increase the range of content included
for each competence assessed and therefore
the number of items used. But the length of a
test cannot be greatly increased without
incurring other forms of error (student
fatigue, for instance) and so more items per
skill or concept would mean fewer skills and
concepts included, thus reducing the range of
what is assessed and reducing the validity of
the test. This illustrates a trade-off between
validity and reliability that applies to all
assessment tools, but it is most readily identified in relation to using tests. Attempts to
increase reliability of tests favour items
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assessing factual knowledge in a closed item
format that can be readily marked as correct
or incorrect, limiting the range covered in the
test. Attempts to increase validity by widening the range of items (for example, by
including more open-response items) where
more judgement is needed in marking will
mean that the reliability is reduced.

Dependability
The interaction of the concepts of validity
and reliability led to the introduction of the
term ‘dependability’ to refer to the ‘intersection of reliability and validity’ (Wiliam,
1993). Although it has no meaningful numerical value, it can be a convenient term for the
overall quality and usefulness of an assessment. Stobart (2008) points out that there are
several factors that ‘pull against’ the development of assessment procedures that provide the most dependable information for a
particular purpose. One of these is ‘the pull
of manageability’, which refers to resources
of time, expertise and cost to those involved
in creating and using the assessment materials and procedures. There is a limit to the
time and expertise that can be used in developing and operating, for example, a highly
reliable external test or examination.

PURPOSES AND USES
OF ASSESSMENT
According to Atkin and Black (2003), the
idea of making a distinction between formative and summative purposes originated in
the late 1960s (Tyler et al., 1967) in the context of curriculum evaluation, where formative evaluation described the effort to improve
a programme rather than to judge it definitively. The distinction was soon adopted in
the context of student assessment to differentiate between classroom assessment as part
of learning and teaching and assessment as
judging learning outcomes. As the terms
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‘formative’ and ‘summative’ appeared rather
formal and academic, in communicating with
teachers the alternative phrases ‘assessment
for learning’ and ‘assessment of learning’
were also used by the Assessment Reform
Group (ARG, 1999), amongst others.
When national tests and assessments were
introduced in England and Wales in 1988 the
report of the National Curriculum Task Group
on Assessment and Testing (TGAT) discussed
four main purposes for which information
from student assessment could be used:
1

2

3
4

Formative, so that the positive achievements of
a student may be recognised and discussed and
the appropriate next steps may be planned;
Diagnostic, through which learning difficulties may be scrutinised and classified so that
appropriate remedial help and guidance can
be provided;
Summative, for the recording of the overall
achievement of a student in a systematic way;
Evaluative, by means of which some aspects of
the work of a school, an LEA or other discrete
part of the educational service can be assessed
and/or reported upon. (TGAT, 1988: para 23)

Having stated these four purposes, however,
the Task Group quickly rejected the distinction between formative and diagnostic on the
ground that any well designed formative
assessment would provide information to
help in the diagnosis of strengths and weaknesses (1988: para 27). Although diagnosis
of learning difficulties is still seen as distinct
by some (for example, Csapó, 2014), it is
more generally regarded as a form of formative assessment that is particularly close to
learning. This acknowledges that there is a
range of practices that can serve a formative
purpose rather than a single one, a point that
becomes evident later when we discuss the
nature of formative assessment and its relationship with summative assessment.
The number of ‘purposes’ of student
assessment is therefore reduced to three: formative, summative and evaluative. There is,
however, a possible distinction to be made
between the purpose of the assessment – the
reasons for conducting it – and the use made
of the results. For example, information
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collected and used for a formative purpose may be used for a summative purpose.
Similarly, summative information about individual students may be aggregated into group
data for evaluative purposes.
Results of students’ summative assessment
can used in several ways, not all of which
are appropriate or valid uses. Newton (2012)
identified 16 uses of the results of national
tests in England. These ranged from programme evaluation, target setting for students
and schools, school monitoring and student
selection to school choice by parents, and
even the valuation of property in the areas
of schools with high or low test scores. In
some cases, it is legitimate to use measures
of student performance as part of the data
used in making judgements (for instance, as
an element in school evaluation), but using
it as a sole measure – and particularly where
rewards and penalties are attached – invites
inappropriate actions to inflate the measured
performance, a point to which we return later.
It is, however, hard to maintain a distinction
between uses, and it is more useful to consider the difference between intended uses

and what is actually done with the results
(Mansell et al., 2009).

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT
The processes through which assessment is
used to achieve the purpose of helping learning can be represented as a continuing cycle
of events, as shown in Figure 43.2. A, B and
C represent activities through which students
work towards goals of a particular lesson or
series of lessons. If we break into the continuing cycle of events at activity A, evidence is
gathered during this activity and is interpreted
in terms of progress towards the goals of the
lesson or topic. Some notion of progression in
relation to the goals is needed for this interpretation so that the point students have
reached can be used to indicate the next step.
Following around the cycle clockwise, the
identification of appropriate next steps and
decisions about how to take them leads to
activity B. The cycle is repeated and the
effects of decisions at one time are assessed at

Goals

Students’ activities

C
B

Decisions about
how to take next
steps

Next steps in
learning

Decision about
next steps

A

Students

Judgement of
achievement

Figure 43.2 Formative assessment as a cyclic process
Source: Adapted from Harlen, 2006a.

Collection of evidence
relating to goals

Evidence

Interpretation of
evidence
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a later time as part of the ongoing process. In
this way, evidence of current learning is fed
back into teaching and learning.
Figure 43.2 represents a framework for
thinking about what and how students are
learning and using this information to help
further learning. Its main features are:
•• Clear goals for the lesson or series of lessons that
the teacher shares with students.
•• Students at the centre of the process, acknowledging that they are the ones who do the
learning.
•• Students taking part in gathering and interpreting evidence of learning in relation to the goals.
•• Teacher and students together making decisions
about next steps and how to take them.
•• Teachers providing feedback to students and
using feedback from students to adjust teaching.

Students have an important role in their own
assessment as they come to understand the
process, to learn to work towards explicit
goals and quality of work and to modify what
they do in relation to feedback from teachers
(Stiggins, 2001). This role is emphasized in
the definition of formative assessment provided by the ARG as ‘the process of seeking
and interpreting evidence for use by learners
and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they need to
go and how best to get there’ (ARG, 2002:
n.p.). However, it is the role of feedback that
is given prominence in the OECD definition
of formative assessment as ‘frequent, interactive assessments of student progress and
understanding to identify learning needs
and adjust teaching appropriately’ (OECD,
2005: 21).
Feedback is given to the teacher and also
to the students. The information gathered
about students’ progress provides feedback
to the teacher, who can then adjust the pace
or challenge of the learning activities – or
regulate the teaching – to maximise opportunities for learning. Feedback from teachers to students has been described as ‘one of
the most powerful influences on learning and
achievement’ (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).
Feedback helps learning when it provides

699

comments on how students can improve their
work but not grades or marks, as revealed in
a well-designed study by Butler (1988). One
of the outcomes of Butler’s study was that
feedback in terms of comments-only led to
higher achievement for all students and all
tasks. An interesting result was that providing both comments and marks was no more
effective than marks alone. It appears that students seize upon marks and ignore any comments that accompany them. When marks
are absent they engage with what the teacher
wants to bring to their attention. The comments can then improve learning as intended
by the teacher. Wiliam (2010), in a review
of research on feedback, also found that the
main features of effective feedback were giving students explanations and specific activities to improve. Although many of the studies
of feedback have concerned older students,
Wiliam found that ‘attitudes to learning are
shaped by the feedback that they receive from
a very early age’ (Wiliam, 2010: 144).
Feedback is also more effective in promoting learning if it involves students in the process of deciding what their next steps should
be so they are not the passive recipients of the
teacher’s judgments of their work. Students
will direct their efforts more effectively if
they know the purpose of their activities,
which means not just knowing what to do but
what they are trying to achieve in terms of
quality as well as goals.
The practice of formative assessment
has been spread more widely since several
reviews of classroom assessment provided
evidence of its effectiveness in improving learning (Bangert-Drownes et al., 1991;
Black, 1993; Black and Wiliam, 1998a;
Crooks, 1988; Kulik et al., 1990; Natriello,
1987). The review by Black and Wiliam
(1998a) attracted worldwide attention, partly
because of the attempt to quantify the impact
of using formative assessment. A key finding was that ‘improved formative assessment
helps the (so-called) low attainers more than
the rest, and so reduces the spread of attainment whilst raising it overall’ (Black and
Wiliam, 1998b: 4).
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Varieties of Formative
Assessment

The main methods for doing this fall under
the following:

Implementation in different contexts has led
to different forms of formative assessment
being proposed. For example, Carless (2007)
has proposed that teachers anticipate students’ reactions by using what is known
about commonly held misconceptions. He
described this as ‘pre-emptive’ formative
assessment and contrasted it with ‘reactive’
formative assessment, which happens ‘after
incomplete understanding has occurred’
(Carless, 2007: 176). He acknowledges,
however, that what is known about misconceptions will not apply to all students.
Cowie and Bell (1999) proposed two variants of formative assessment: planned and
interactive. They described planned formative assessment as being prepared ahead of
time, possibly in the form of a brief classroom test or special tasks given to the whole
class. Interactive formative assessment, on
the other hand, arose within the learning
activities, was used to help the learning of
individuals and could include more than
only the cognitive aspects of learning.
Glover and Thomas (1999) described a
rather similar approach as ‘dynamic’ formative assessment.
These variants serve to underline the point
made earlier that formative assessment is not
a particular set of actions, but a framework
for using information about students’ ideas
and skills to help further learning. With no
prescribed route to follow, implementing
formative learning is not easy. It requires
knowledge of how to gather and use evidence
of students’ progress in learning and how to
provide effective learning environments to
support further progress.

•• Questioning using open questions that encourage students to explain their thinking, rather
than closed quiz-type questions to which they are
expected to give ‘the right answer’.
•• Observing students during regular work (this
includes listening and discussing with them).
•• Studying the products of their regular work
(including writing, drawings, artefacts and
actions, notebooks).
•• Embedding special activities into class work (such
as concept-mapping, diagnostic tasks) and observing students and/or studying the resulting products.
•• Using computer programs to analyse students’
answers to carefully constructed questions and
tasks.

Gathering Evidence
in Formative Assessment
Gathering evidence as part of classroom
activities involves using strategies for ‘making
thinking visible’ (Michaels et al., 2008).

Examples of these methods are given in
Harlen and Qualter (2014). These methods
are carried out by teachers, which is necessary if the teacher is to take action based on
the information to help learning. But it is also
important to note that it is not the fact of the
information being collected by teachers that
makes the assessment formative – both formative and summative assessment can be based
on teacher-based data, but assessment is only
formative when the information is used to
decide appropriate next steps for students
and to adapt teaching accordingly.

SUMMATIVE ASSESSMENT
Summative assessment has the purpose of
summarising and reporting what has been
learned at a particular time, and for that
reason is also called ‘assessment of learning’. It can involve summarising and reviewing learning over a period of time, and/or
checking-up by testing learning at a particular time. Although it does not have the direct
impact on learning as it takes place, as in the
case of formative assessment, it can nevertheless be used to help learning in a less direct
way when results are used, for example, to
make decisions about courses or teaching.
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Summative assessment is important for a
number of reasons:
•• Providing dependable reports of individual students’ achievement and progress in learning.
•• Enabling the achievements of groups of students
to be monitored (such as higher and lower
achieving students, groups formed by gender or
ethnicity), providing information that can be used
to monitor equity in educational opportunities.
•• Providing exemplars and operational definitions
of terms such as understanding, applying learning, using skills.
•• Making standards and expectations clear to students, teachers and other users.
•• Helping learning in the medium and long term.
•• Supporting the process of formative assessment.

In addition, it is worth noting that summative
assessment cannot usually be avoided
because it is part of the teacher’s required
tasks, which are established at school or
national level. By contrast, formative assessment can be considered to be voluntary in
that it is part of the teaching process that
teachers decide for themselves. Formative
assessment can be urged in guidelines and
official documents, but cannot be mandated
in the same way as summative assessment.

Figure 43.3 represents summative assessment as a process of using evidence to report
on achievement. It involves the collection and
interpretation of evidence in relation to goals
achieved over a period of time, rather than
the goals relating to a lesson. The evidence
can be gathered from tests, special tasks or
regular activities and in a number of different forms, such as written answers, artefacts
constructed by students, portfolios, observation of actions, discussion or presentations
of work. Achievement is judged by comparison with criteria or standards relating to the
goals. The judging (marking or scoring) can
be carried out by the teacher or by an external
agency, as in the case of some national tests
and examinations.
The interpretation of evidence necessarily reduces the richness of the actual performance to something that represents it, such
as a score, category or mark, and therefore
a great deal of information is lost. When
results are used to compare students, particularly when high stakes selection or grading is involved, the procedure will generally
include steps for increasing reliability of the
result, such as checking marking and moderating judgements by teachers or examiners.

Goals

Tests,
tasks or
regular
activities

Collection of evidence
relating to goals

Evidence

Report on
achievement

Judgement of
achievement

Figure 43.3 Assessment for summative purposes
Source: Adapted from Harlen, 2006a.

Interpretation of
evidence
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Summative assessment in any form has an
impact on the content of the curriculum and
on pedagogy. What is assessed will inevitably influence decisions about what is to be
taught and how. The impact can be to limit
or distort what is taught if the assessment
tools used do not adequately reflect intended
goals, for example using tests of facts when
application of ideas is the aim. The impact
is exacerbated by use of student outcomes,
usually in the form of test scores, for high
stakes evaluation of teachers and schools.
Pressure on teachers to increase test results
is transferred to students, even if the tests are
not high stakes of the students. The result can
often be that we end up teaching students to
pass tests and allowing the assessment to dictate the curriculum.

Gathering Evidence for
Summative Assessment
The use of tests to find out what a student
knows or can do is a time-honoured approach
to summative assessment. It is an attractive
approach for certain purposes, particularly
when students are effectively in competition
with one another because each student can be
given the same task or asked the same questions in the same conditions. There is a wide
range of types of test, with various kinds of
task (written, performance or computerbased) and ways of responding. One of the
requirements, if valid inferences are to be
drawn from results, is that the method of
assessment should be consistent with what is
known about the way students learn best
(discussed earlier in relation to Figure 43.1)
and thus enable them to show what they can
do. For some outcomes, a written test may
not provide this opportunity if the learning
goals required students to work in groups or
in collaboration with others.
The emphasis on dialogue and group
interaction found in contemporary views
of learning (Bransford et al., 2000) reflects
a socio-cultural constructivist perspective in which understanding is developed

through making sense of new experience
with others rather than by working individually; however, as James (2012) points
out, much formal testing still relies heavily
upon behaviourist approaches to learning.
Research has cast some doubt on whether
the responses in such formal setting really
enable valid inferences to be drawn about
what students’ can achieve. For example,
when Dolin and Krogh (2010) adapted science questions from the OECD’s Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA)
tests so that students could investigate and
discuss the problems posed before giving their answers, they found a 25-per cent
increase in students’ performance judged
using the PISA scoring criteria.
Given the short-comings of tests, we need
to consider how to provide information about
students’ achievements in which the curriculum dictates the assessment, rather than vice
versa. Alternatives are based on the recognition of learning activities aimed at developing
ideas and abilities that provide opportunities
for their progress to be assessed. The teacher
can use this information summatively, as well
as formatively. The limitation on the range
of evidence that can be obtained by testing
does not apply when assessment is teacherbased. Evidence from regular activities can
be supplemented, if necessary, by evidence
from specially devised tasks embedded in the
learning activities to provide opportunities for
students to use their skills and understanding.
Observation during regular work also enables
information to be gathered about processes of
learning, not only about products. Such information is useful to those selecting students
for advanced vocational or academic courses
of study where the extent to which students
have learned how to learn, and are likely to
benefit from further study, is as important as
what they have already learned.
The most commonly expressed criticism
of assessment by teachers concerns the reliability of the results. It can be the case that
when no steps are taken to assure quality,
teachers’ judgements are prone to a number of potential errors. Research reviewed
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by Harlen (2004a, 2004b) reports evidence
of bias in judging performance in particular tasks because of teachers taking into
account information about non-relevant
aspects of students’ behaviour or being
apparently influenced by gender, special
educational needs, or the general or verbal
ability of a student. However, there are several effective ways in which reliability can
be improved to a level equal to and even
exceeding that of tests. The main ones are
group moderation, using examples, and
using a test or task as a check (examples are
given in Harlen, 1994).
The absence of reference to students in
Figure 43.3 acknowledges that they generally do not have a role in summative assessment, apart from very informal classroom
tests. However, if the assessment process is
an open one, in which criteria are shared with
students and users of the results, there is an
opportunity for students to have a role in the
process, for example when selecting items
in a portfolio. This form of portfolio is not a
sample of all a student’s work over a period
of time, but reflects the best performance at
the time of reporting. The evidence is accumulated gradually by retaining what is best
at any time in a folder, or other form of portfolio (such as computer files), and replacing
pieces with better evidence as it is produced.
Such an approach enables students to have a

role in their summative assessment by taking part in the selection of items in the folder
or portfolio, a process for which they need
some understanding of the broad goals and
quality criteria by which their work will be
judged. The Queensland portfolio system
(Queensland Studies Authority (QSA), 2008)
is an example showing how this approach can
be used, even for high stakes assessment.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
ASSESSMENT FOR FORMATIVE
AND SUMMATIVE PURPOSES
From this discussion of assessment for formative and summative purposes, it appears that
there are several key differences between
them, but there are also some similarities,
suggesting that the relationship might be
described more as a dimension than a dichotomy. Table 43.1 describes how aspects of
practice and use of information vary at points
along a dimension from formative to
summative.
At the extremes are the practices and uses
that most typify assessment for learning
and assessment of learning. At the purely
formative end is assessment that is integral
to student–teacher interaction and in which
students have a role. This is the practice

Table 43.1 A dimension of assessment purposes and practices
Formative
Informal formative
Major focus
Purpose

Summative
Formal formative

Progression towards lesson/topic goals
To inform next steps
To inform next steps
in learning
in teaching
How evidence
As normal part of
Introduced into
collected
class work
normal class work
When evidence is During learning
Regularly as part of
collected
class work
Judged by
Student and teacher
Teacher
Form of judgement Decision about next
Mark or comment
steps
Action taken
Feedback to students Feedback into
and teacher
teaching plans

Informal summative

Formal summative

What has been achieved at a certain time
To monitor progress
To record achievements of
against plans
individuals
Introduced into
Separate task or test
normal class work
At intervals during a
After learning
course
Teacher
Teacher or external marker
Mark or comment
Score, grade, mark or
level
Feedback into
Provision of report on
teaching plans
achievement
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described in Figure 43.2, called ‘interactive’
by Cowie and Bell (1999) and ‘dynamic’ by
Glover and Thomas (1999). Its main purpose is to enable teachers and students to
identify the next steps in learning and know
how to take these. At the purely summative
right-hand end of the dimension the purpose
is to give a measure of what students have
achieved at certain times. For this purpose,
the assessment should provide a dependable
report on the achievements of each individual student. Between these extremes of the
dimension it is possible to identify a range
of procedures having various roles in teaching and learning. For instance, many teachers
begin a new topic by finding out what the students already know – the purpose is to inform
the teaching plans rather than to identify the
point of development of each individual
(‘planned’ formative assessment). This may
not be very different from an informal test
that a teacher gives at the end of a section of
work to assess whether new ideas have been
grasped or need consolidation. The purpose
here may also be to guide teaching and it
differs from the planned formative assessment only in that formative comes before and
summative after teaching, although it also
informs further teaching.

Using Evidence for Formative
and Summative Purposes
The relationship suggested in Table 43.1
raises questions about whether evidence collected for one purpose can also, in appropriate circumstances, be used for another. Can
evidence collected for formative purposes
also be used for summative purposes? Can
evidence collected for summative assessment
be used for formative assessment? If the
answer to these questions is positive, then
what does that say about the usefulness of
distinguishing between formative and summative assessment? Harlen (2006b, 2012)
discusses these questions, concluding that
there is an asymmetry in using evidence for
the two purposes that limits its dual use.

Evidence gathered for formative purposes
from observation and experience of innumerable events in the classroom, interpreted in
terms of the goals of the lesson, provides information about ongoing learning (see Figure
43.2). If this evidence is also used to report
achievement of course or end-of-stage goals,
then it has to be reinterpreted in terms of criteria related to these broader goals. This is usually carried out by finding the best fit between
the evidence and the criteria for different levels or standards of achievement, giving greater
weight to more recent work. In order for the
advantages of basing the summative assessment on the wide range of classroom activities, rather than on a test or set of special tasks
to be realised, the learning tasks must reflect
the full range of intended goals. Working with
secondary teachers, Black et al. (2010) found
it necessary to help teachers to improve students’ learning tasks if they were to provide
valid evidence reflecting the learning goals.
The answer to the question of whether formative assessment, necessarily gathered by teachers, can also be used in summative assessment
is that this is possible, but, as in all assessment,
its validity will depend on the evidence gathered and how it is interpreted.
The second question is whether evidence
gathered specifically for summative assessment, by tests or special tasks or a summation
of coursework grades, can also serve formative purposes. Black et al. (2003) included the
formative use of summative assessment as one
of four practices that teachers found effective as ways of implementing formative assessment (the others being questioning, feedback by
marking, and student peer- and self-assessment).
Teachers devised various ways of using classroom tests to enable students to identify their
areas of weakness and focus further effort.
Using informal summative assessment (Table
43.1) in this way is common practice for many
teachers, but whether more formal summative assessment can have a formative role
depends upon the frequency and nature of the
tests or special tasks. Although the marking
of some external tests and examinations can
be reviewed (by obtaining marked scripts and
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discussing them with students), in practice the
approach is one that teachers use principally
in the context of classroom tests over which
they have complete control. Indeed, Black et
al. (2003) noted that when external tests are
involved, the process could move from developing understanding to ‘teaching to the test’.
However, although the teachers working with
the researchers used their creativity to graft
formative value onto summative procedures,
in general the evidence available from formal
summative assessment is just not sufficiently
detailed to support a role in helping learning.
A factor that may well change the relationship between formative and summative
assessment is the burgeoning role of information and communications technology
(ICT) in all aspects of education, including
assessment. A review of developments in
computer-based assessment, or eAssessment, by Redecker and Johannessen (2013)
suggests that the applications of ICT can go
beyond increasing the efficiency of tests and
automating scoring. By tracking students’
moves in computer-based tasks, not only can
the assessment of some twenty-first-century
skills (such as problem-solving, risk-taking,
collaboration and creativity) be assessed but
there is also the potential for formative feedback to learners and teachers, giving real-time
information about the needs and progress of
each individual learner. However, Redecker
and Johannessen also affirm that the effective use of eAssessment requires a paradigm
change away from testing to ‘a completely
new way of learning and assessing’, (p. 89)
which results from using technology to serve
new pedagogical approaches rather than
merely supporting existing approaches.

ASSESSMENT FOR EVALUATIVE
PURPOSES
The OECD, from its reviews of evaluation
and assessment in education in various countries, reports a growing interest in evaluating
school performance. There is also a greater
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focus on using results for accountability of
policymakers, school leaders and teachers in
response to an increased demand for effectiveness, equity and quality in education. There
is, therefore, a need for measures that enable
the effect of changes to be monitored and comparisons to be made across systems and countries. Student assessment data, often collected
for other reasons such as reporting individual
student learning, has a major part in the
evaluation of school effectiveness.
The performance of schools based on the
average achievement of students is frequently
used to make judgements of:
•• How performance compares with a set of standards or targets;
•• How a school compares with others; and
•• Whether performance changes from year to year.

In order to provide a common measure for
these comparisons, national tests are used in
many countries and targets are set in terms
of the levels of achievement to be reached
by students at particular ages. Examples are
the national tests given to all eligible students
in England at ages 7 and 11 and the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act in
the US.
When schools are subject to sanctions if
targets are missed, the impact of these tests
can be detrimental to the curriculum experienced by students. This negative impact is
compounded because what can be included
in tests given to all students reflects only
what can be most easily and reliably assessed
in this way. Research shows that when this
happens, teachers focus on the test content,
train students in how to pass tests and feel
impelled to adopt teaching styles that do
not match what is needed to develop real
understanding. There is now a large body of
research evidence from many countries on
the negative impact of high stakes use of test
data (for example, Harlen and Deakin Crick,
2003; Nordenbo et al., 2009).
Of course schools have to be held accountable for the learning of their students, but
this needs to be conducted in a manner that
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provides a fair and more complete picture of
the curriculum and also takes into account the
varied circumstances and nature of the school
intake. To serve the evaluative purpose well,
the assessment data should include a broad
range of outcomes that reflect the aims of
twenty-first-century education. Several of
these outcomes, such as communication
skills, problem solving and critical thinking
are not easily measured and require qualitative as well as quantitative data.
Student achievement data are also used
for evaluation at system and national levels
for making judgements similar to those for
schools: comparison with standards, comparison with other countries and trends over
time. In this case, however, it is not necessary
for all students to be tested; rather, a matrix
sampling approach can be used whereby a
large number of test items can be used, of
which any one student need only attempt a
few of those used in a survey. National surveys of this kind, as used in Scotland, New
Zealand and France, divide the total number
of items into sub-tests given to a random
sample of the population. This is the design
used in international surveys of Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS) and PISA, and also in national
surveys, such as those conducted by the
National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) in the US and in the Assessment of
Performance Unit (APU) when it operated in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland in the
1980s (Foxman et al., 1991). Since 2010,
matrix sampling in England is conducted
only for students at the end of the primary
school in science.
When different items are given to different student samples, there is no need to cram
a number of short items into a short test
and more time can be given for students to
engage with a particular context. Results are
only meaningful when aggregated to report
at regional or national levels and so cannot be
used for individual school evaluation, unless
a sufficient sample of students is tested to
be representative of a school or district. In
this way national data are collected without

adding high stakes to the assessment of students. Wide reporting of results of national
sample surveys enables the information to
be used formatively at the system level, providing feedback that can be used to identify
aspects of the curriculum that may need
attention. For schools, the results have value
in focusing attention on their own practice in
the areas identified as weaknesses nationally.

CONCLUSION
This chapter has been concerned with questions about the nature, purposes and uses of
student assessment. In conclusion, it is perhaps appropriate to step back from the detail
of specific answers and identify some principles implicit in how these questions have
been addressed. Principles convey the values
that guide what we do and the standards by
which our actions should be judged. The following principles, first identified by Harlen
(2010) in Gardner et al. (2010), have implicitly guided the approach we have taken and
they constitute a rationale for what has, or
has not, been included.
••
••

••

••

••

••

••

••
••

Assessment of any kind should ultimately
improve learning.
Assessment methods should enable progress
in all important learning goals to be facilitated
and reported.
Assessment procedures should include explicit
processes to ensure that information is valid
and is as reliable as necessary for its purpose.
Assessment should promote public understanding of learning goals relevant to pupils’
current and future lives.
Assessment of learning outcomes should be
treated as approximations, subject to unavoidable errors.
Assessment should be part of a process of
teaching that enables pupils to understand the
aims of their learning and how the quality of
their work will be judged.
Assessment methods should promote the
active engagement of pupils in their learning
and its assessment.
Assessment should enable and motivate pupils
to show what they can do.
Assessment should combine information of different kinds, including pupils’ self-assessments,
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••

to inform decisions about pupils’ learning and
achievements.
Assessment methods should meet standards
that reflect a broad consensus on quality at
all levels from classroom practice to national
policy. (Gardner et al., 2010: 30)
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Teachers’ Perceptions
of Assessment
John Gardner and Debie Galanouli

TEACHERS’ BELIEFS AND
PERCEPTIONS
Interest in teachers’ beliefs, and their influence on classroom behaviour and practice,
has long been a concern of educationalists.
For example, as far back as 1953, Oliver
(1953/54) was demonstrating a very low correlation (0.31) between the ‘professed
beliefs’ of the 119 elementary teachers in his
study and their observed practices in the
classroom. Arguably, however, the most
important contributions in teachers’ beliefs
research began to appear in the mid-1980s.
The most notable of these (for example,
Bandura, 1986; Clark and Peterson, 1986;
Nespor, 1987; Pajares, 1992) set the scene by
arguing from both theoretical and empirical
bases that belief systems are major forces
that can promote or hinder the success of any
change situation. Such approaches attempt
with various degrees of success to develop
theory that can generalize across individuals,
groups of individuals (for example, pre- and

in-service teachers) and multiple contexts.
The theory-behind-the-theories is that they
might reasonably be expected to inform planning for the success of new or alternative
approaches to classroom practice. As Nespor
(1987) put it: ‘the contexts and environments
within which teachers work, and many of the
problems they encounter, are ill-defined and
deeply entangled…beliefs are peculiarly
suited for making sense of such contexts’
(1987: 324).
Arguably much of the research on teachers’ beliefs to date has focused on psychological and philosophical approaches
designed to address problems of definition
and consistency of language, and to illuminate and explain different manifestations of
practice. In a recent major review, Fives and
Buehl (2012) offered a synthesis of some 627
empirically based articles, variously examining teachers’ beliefs. They concluded, perhaps predictably, that teachers hold complex
and multi-faceted beliefs, which are related
to context and experience, and that these
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belief systems may act on practice ‘in different ways, as filters, frames or guides’ (2012:
487). They also concluded that the enactment
of teachers’ beliefs is related to their practice
and student outcomes but could be hindered
by contextual constraints. In the context of
assessment, it is our view that teachers’ practice may be less dependent on their inherent
beliefs about education, learning or teaching
and more on either their perceptions of the
role of assessment in teaching and learning
or the perceived imperatives of the policy
frameworks within which they work. As
one example, in the specific area of promoting new assessment practices, Bliem and
Davinroy (1997) spelled out the importance
of the teachers’ perceptions of measurement
as a key dimension of likely success:
The precise way in which teachers implement new
forms of assessment, and whether the reform succeeds or fails, will depend largely on their beliefs
and knowledge regarding measurement and its
relationship to instruction. (1997: 1)

Working with teachers in the context of
assessing the reading skills of second language students in the US, Rueda and Garcia
(1994) argued that too much attention had
been paid to the technical dimensions of
assessment, such as ‘measurement’, to the
detriment of wider literacy issues. At the
time of their writing, Rueda and Garcia felt
that assessment of reading was in a transitional state. In the face of much literature
emphasizing socio-cultural, interactive and
multi-faceted approaches, the experience
they witnessed was a continuing reliance
on ‘static, decontextualized, unidimensional
standardized tests’ (1994: 4). The wider
socio-cultural dimensions of, for example,
active involvement and authentic contexts
were not making ground against these traditional ‘reductionist’ practices and Rueda
and Garcia pointed to the ‘underlying paradigmatic belief systems’ of teachers as the
root cause. Using Tabachnick and Zeichner’s
(1984) definition of teacher perspectives they
defined these belief systems or mental models as ‘a combination of beliefs, intentions,
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interpretation and behaviour that interact continually’ (Rueda and Garcia, 1994: 3). This is
a particularly apt definition for our purposes
because it recognizes that teachers’ engagement with assessment may be less influenced
by their internally held beliefs than by external aspects of their or others’ purposes and
meanings or behaviours. The concept of perception better reflects the result of the forging
of this complex mix of influences, including
beliefs, which ultimately define how teachers
engage with assessment.

ASSESSMENT
It would be remiss of us not to define what is
meant by assessment in this chapter, but
space dictates that this should be brief (for a
comprehensive treatment of the field of
assessment, see Gardner, 2012). Broadly
speaking there are two poles on the assessment spectrum: summative and formative. At
the summative end, the technical definitions
of assessment cover processes that seek to
establish the extent of knowledge, understanding or skill that the student has acquired
at the end of a period of scheduled learning.
The assessment may therefore occur at the
end of a lesson, module or a full programme
of learning, or it may happen at the end of a
semester or academic year. The summative
extreme of the spectrum could be represented
by the simplest test formats, which provide a
one-dimensional score, such as a percentage,
for the student and teacher (for example,
multiple-choice tests). At this extreme, feedback for the students on their test performance (other than the score) or the extent of
the learning they have achieved (or not
achieved) is unlikely to be available.
At the formative end of the spectrum,
assessments tend to be continuous and exist
as part of the classroom interactions between
the teacher and the students. Effective questioning facilitates a meaningful dialogue and
both parties learn from the feedback loop:
the teachers adjust teaching tactics by using
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questions to assess where their students are
in their learning and the students identify the
next steps in their learning from the teacher’s
interactions with them. The teachers may
also augment the contribution that assessment makes in support of the students’ learning by facilitating peer and self-assessment
activities.
A parallel conception of this spectrum
would be one in which only psychometric
assessments (for example, those divorced
from the learning context and ‘objectively’
scored) exist at the summative end whilst
situated (for example, classroom-based,
teacher-student interactions) and authentic
assessments (for example, using judgment
contextualized in the learning process) gather
at the formative end. However, this conception risks entering a different debate about the
ultimate purpose of each type of assessment –
that the former should be used only for
high-stakes purposes (for example, ‘objective’ selection for universities or employment) and the latter only for supporting the
learning process. We argue instead that each
type of assessment can be used to serve the
other’s purposes. For example, summative
assessments can be used to support learning
through the students being enabled to review
annotated examination scripts, which have
been returned to them, or by being offered
post-examination debriefings on areas needing improvement.
Formative assessments may also be used
summatively but this is a bit trickier because
there is a controversial tendency (see, for
example, Cech, 2008) for some to interpret
formative assessment as repeated occasions
of mini-summative assessments, such as
weekly class-tests, which aggregate to an
assessment profile over time. Many assessment experts reject the notion that these
mini-tests represent formative assessment
activities because they are usually separate
from the teaching–learning interaction, and
usually take the form of being time-bounded,
structured tests often in multiple-choice formats. In contrast, formative assessments
compiled through portfolios or running

records, can fulfil both functions: the ‘support for learning’ in continuous assessment
for learning (AfL) fashion and ‘assessment of
learning’ in an overall, summative judgement
fashion. However, most assessment experts
will insist that any process carrying the
mantle of ‘formative assessment’ or ‘assessment for learning’ must provide a purposeful contribution to supporting the student’s
learning, during the time they are actually
engaged in that learning. We have therefore
used the notion of a spectrum deliberately to
blur the distinctions and to undermine any
tendency to assume that the dichotomy must
be absolute in any particular circumstances.
Notwithstanding this argument, however,
teachers may continue to adopt perceptions
of variations in assessment methods as fitting
the extremes rather than having the potential
to serve a dual purpose. These and various
other perceptions that teachers have about
assessment are developed later in the chapter.

A FRAME FOR TEACHERS’
PERCEPTIONS OF ASSESSMENT
Arguably, the simplest frame in which to
structure teachers’ perceptions of assessment
is based on the concept of dependability of
the outcomes of the assessment. Dependability
is a complex construct that broadly confers
confidence in the outcomes of assessment
through assurances of such attributes as fitness for purpose, accuracy, reproducibility
and fairness. These features are usually subsumed under the more familiar constructs of
reliability and validity, with the expectation
that assessments may be ‘depended upon’ if
they are both reliable and valid. Central to
this issue, however, is the recognized inevitability of random and systemic errors, which
can never be fully eradicated. Rogosa (2003)
has shown, for example, that the accuracy of
the Californian STAR (Standardized Testing
and Reporting) Grade 2 mathematics tests
in putting average students within 10 per cent
of their ‘true’ performance is only
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57 per cent, and there is a 40 per cent chance
that two identically able students will obtain
scores 20 per cent apart. There is also always
the risk of human (for example, examiner)
errors, for which safeguards are possible but
not entirely fool proof (for a fuller treatment
of how errors are perceived in assessment,
see Gardner, 2013). The main pursuit of test
agencies is very much focused on ensuring
their tests are as reliable as possible, particularly as perceived by teachers, students and
the general public. Reliability, however, is
only one part of the dependability debate
because it is entirely possible to have a technically reliable assessment that misses the
point of its purpose (for example, the rifle
with the bent barrel will accurately and reliably miss the target at which its sights are
aimed). If an assessment process is accurate,
but not fit for its purpose, it cannot be
deemed valid.
Somewhat paradoxically, an assessment
outcome can be valid even if it is unreliable in
the technical sense. It is not uncommon, for
example, for different students with arguably
the same quality of work to receive different grades from the same or different judges.
At the cusp of any such judgment threshold
there will be a margin of ‘human error’ above
or below which judgments do not predictably
fall. Take, for example, the process leading
to declaring a person is competent to drive.
An assessment comprising the observation
of practical driving skills at the wheel of
the vehicle is valid compared to a pen-andpaper test that asks questions about driving.
It remains valid even if it could be argued that
another driving test examiner might deem
the same performance to be below passing
threshold or if, in similar circumstances on
another occasion, the same examiner would
fail another candidate on the same level of
performance. The lack of reliability in judgment does not necessarily invalidate the
assessment.
Teachers’ perceptions may or may not be
informed by competent knowledge of the
technical nuances of reliability and validity but several sources of external influence
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may shape new perceptions and consolidate
or change existing perceptions. The outputs
from many academic commentators on the
reliability or validity of different types of
assessment can be highly influential in shaping perceptions (for example, the work by
Black and Wiliam (1998) gave new impetus
to the promotion of formative assessment).
They may also be influenced by various
environmental factors, not least the teachers’ experience of examination results that
challenge their knowledge of students’ performance, or the often sensationalist outputs from the media. In order to expand on
the range of perceptions linked to reliability
and validity of assessments, and in particular tests, let us consider the following, deliberately stark statement from an imaginary
teacher:
Test results are not dependable indicators of the
extent of my students’ learning.

Such perceptions of dependability are likely
to be prompted, first and foremost, by personal experience. There is a variety of survey
evidence that provides proxies of the views
of teachers on these matters. For example,
the Primary Sources survey (Scholastic,
2012) found that among their 12,212 teacher
respondents (pre-K-12), only 44 per cent
felt that final examinations were ‘essential’
or ‘very important’ for ‘measuring student
academic achievement’ (Scholastic, 2012:
25). Instead, the teachers overwhelmingly
(>90 per cent) perceived classroom assessment (including formative assessment,
classroom assignments and participation)
to be the most important vehicle for assessing student achievement. The proportions
for district-required tests, state-required
standardized tests and tests from textbooks
were 30 per cent, 28 per cent and 26 per
cent, respectively. This speaks to perceived
doubts about the fitness for purpose (validity) of the test variants in assessing learning
(for example, the illustrative quote from the
survey report: ‘There needs to be less emphasis on mastering a test, and more emphasis
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on mastering the skills and higher-level concepts in the core subjects’, Scholastic, 2012:
26), although 69 per cent did perceive the
state-required tests to be fit for the purpose of
ensuring every child is treated fairly. Another
purpose for external examinations, this time
related to teachers’ perceptions of the usefulness of tests, formed the basis of an interesting conclusion that Collins et al. (2010) made
in the UK. They found that teachers in Wales
still valued the use of national science tests
for 11-year-olds as a means of calibrating
their assessments of their own students, even
after the national tests were abolished by the
Welsh government.
In the UK, the Office of Qualifications
and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual) commissions an annual market research-type
survey that specifically addresses teachers’
perceptions of reliability in the marking
of Advanced-level examinations (A-level,
pre-university) and General Certificate of
Secondary Education examinations (GCSE,
taken at around 16 years of age). The 2011
survey (Ipsos MORI, 2012) reports that 87
per cent and 75 per cent, respectively, of the
sampled teachers were confident that most of
their students received the A-level and GCSE
grades they deserved. These are relatively
high expressions of confidence, stable over
time in relation to previous surveys, and they
suggest that teachers perceive the external
assessment system to be reliable. In relation
to perceptions of the accuracy and quality of
scoring, 73 per cent and 62 per cent of the
teachers felt confident about the A-level and
GCSE examinations, respectively. These
figures indicate lower levels of confidence
in the actual marking processes, again relatively stable over time, possibly because it is
the scoring rather than the final grade outputs
that prompt media interest in relation to system and human errors (for example, see The
Guardian (2012) newspaper report describing tough action by examination boards in
relation to examiner error).
The most recent report from Ofqual (2014)
produced more stark results from a survey of 698 teachers in England about their

perceptions of the A-level and GCSE examinations. The results showed that only 53 per
cent of the teachers surveyed (as opposed
to 87 per cent in 2011) believed that A-level
students receive the grade they deserve. This
decreased to 36 per cent (75 per cent in 2011)
for the GCSE students. Sixty-one percent of
teachers reported confidence in the accuracy
of A-level and GCSE marking, although when
asked whether they thought the accuracy of
A-level marking had decreased over the last
two years, only 28 per cent of teachers agreed
that it had indeed decreased, with 34 per cent
for the GCSE examinations. Another factor
that is likely to affect teachers’ perceptions
of assessment is the so-called ‘accountability
agenda’ (for a thorough analysis of the situation in England, see Torrance, 2011). This
phrase is shorthand for a widespread trend in
government policies across the world to use
standardized testing and performance standards as means of forcing schools to raise the
standards of their student outcomes. In the US
the main instrument has been the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) policy, and its mandated
state-level standards and standardized tests,
and in England it is the assessment of national
curriculum outcomes at different stages of a
student’s schooling. These systems generate
judgments on the performance of schools (for
example, in meeting targets for different subgroups of pupils and for the school overall)
through annual yearly progress (AYP) in the
US and contextual value added scores (CVA)
in England (used in schools between 2006–
11). The phenomenon of teaching to the test is
widely perceived by teachers to hinder classroom learning at best and, at worst, to corrupt
the whole educational endeavour. Fearing the
consequences of negative performance, which
may involve the withdrawal of funds or even
closure of schools in both jurisdictions, it is
not unreasonable to expect that teachers individually and collectively in schools will perceive their students’ performance in national
or state tests to be the paramount goal of their
efforts, no matter how much they might also
consider the potentially distorting effects on
their students’ learning.
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The negative social implications of
national testing in the US and parts of the UK
(primarily England) are widely reported by
academic commentators (for example, in the
US, Altshuler and Schmautz, 2006; Nichols
et al., 2005; and in the UK, Levačić & Marsh,
2007; Strand, 2008) and the mediation of
these implications through the professional
education literature undoubtedly influences
the perceptions of teachers who witness
the effects most strikingly ‘on the ground’.
NCLB, for example, has many detractors
amongst the US academic and teaching community because of perceptions of unfairness
towards specific types of students, characterized by ethnicity or economic circumstance.
The rhetoric of NCLB declares its intention
to raise standards and improve outcomes for
all children in schools, but its record in reality is very patchy. Taking the state-mandated
STAR tests in California, for example, the
2012 results show that 57 per cent and 51
per cent of the students scored at or above
proficient level in English-language arts and
mathematics, respectively (STAR, 2012),
with a slight drop in the English-language
arts figure for 2013 (56 per cent) but still
51 per cent for mathematics (STAR, 2013).
These do compare favourably with the 35
per cent recorded for the same categories in
2003, but are still a long way off the state target of 100 per cent proficient.
It is interesting to note that there is little
or no acknowledgement in most of the official commentaries that this effect may be the
result of better test-taking strategies over time
and may not have been caused by improved
teaching and learning in schools. In addition,
the diversity in the fine-grained picture of
improvement and regression in NCLB results
is often masked by summaries or aggregated
reporting. For example, the STAR (2012)
county-based results for eight ethnic group
categories for the period 2003–12 shows a
wide range of changes over time, with the
highest positive change (67 per cent) for
‘not economically disadvantaged’ Filipino
students in Tuolumne County (population
54,501) and 31 per cent negative change for
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‘not economically disadvantaged’ Black or
African Americans in Inyo County (population 18,546). These overall results may give
assurance to state legislators that things are
improving, but the effect on many individuals
and groups of students is not lost on teachers
‘on the ground’ – and with the threat of AYP
penalties swinging into action, perceptions of
what is best for students quite naturally take
a back seat to a pragmatic attention to the
achievement of targets. In the UK, Levačić
& Marsh (2007) argue that schools with high
proportions of disadvantaged or disaffected
students may suffer from reducing budgets over time as these proportions tend to
increase and as their reputation in the hierarchy of local schools begins to fall. The more
recent prospect of poor CVA scores (around
which there is considerable concern about
flawed methods, see for example Dearden
et al., 2011) and the threat of state-reduced
funding – and even closure – is arguably an
inevitable recipe for teachers perceiving outcome targets to be of priority importance to
the detriment of student learning outcomes.
Throughout all of these examples, it is
hard to escape the conclusion that teachers
in ‘accountability’ systems will not perceive
test results to be ‘dependable’ indicators
of the extent of their students’ learning.
Whether it is the case or not, however, the
circumstances of mandated testing processes
will likely leave them with no choice other
than to comply with them.

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS OF
ASSESSMENT
In the context of assessment, it is likely that
a teacher’s behaviour will be influenced by
their perceptions of the dimensions of that
assessment, whether these are the purposes
and dependability of its outcomes, or the
procedures and processes used to achieve
them. Take, for example, the often-trumpeted
exhortations to integrate AfL approaches into
classroom teaching. On the occasion that the
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exhortation is first made in a school, it may
be through a school-based professional learning event, perhaps mediated by colleagues or
by external experts brought in for the purpose, or it may be the focus of a day out at a
professional development course arranged by
local authority or district officers and facilitated by an expert in the field.
It is not unreasonable to assume that in
any such event, the audience’s reaction to the
proposal for innovation in classroom assessment practice will be varied and complex.
The teachers may be positively or negatively
disposed to some or all of the dimensions of
the change, and the reactions may vary from
enthusiastic engagement through passive
compliance to outright rejection. Arguably,
this spectrum of reaction will map more
widely to the teaching community outside
the event in question, with more enthusiastic uptake possible at the level of individual
teachers and more resistance as collectivism
increases from the whole school through to
the schools of a district and on to schools
nationally. Examples of this collective resistance to changes in assessment arrangements
include the almost total boycott of the introduction of national curriculum testing in
England and Wales in 1993 (see, for example, Coles, 1994) and the various challenges
that have been aimed at testing related to the
NCLB policy since its inauguration in 2002
(see, for example, Fusarelli, 2004; Nichols
et al., 2005; Rapp et al., 2006).
The perceptions that give rise to the subsequent behaviour of any one teacher in the
audience may be informed by justified beliefs
about the assessment proposals. For example,
these perceptions may have formed from a
competent knowledge base (‘I have tried it
before and it didn’t work’). Alternatively,
they may be prompted by unjustified beliefs
that are not based on evidence of personal
experience, for example, from hearsay, media
pronouncements, or political or idealistic
positions. Some may perceive assessment to
be a separate process that aims only to establish the outcomes of the teaching and learning process; others may see it as an integrated

process that acts in support of the teaching
and learning, and some may see it as some
combination of these. Such perceptions may
be promoted by deeply held beliefs, of which
the teachers concerned may or may not be
conscious and may or may not be able to
articulate, or they may simply be descriptions of a routine, unreflective approach to
their professional role: ‘I teach, they learn,
someone else assesses’.
It is worth noting that having any particular perception of assessment cannot imply
that the teachers concerned have the competence to carry out new assessment processes
effectively; however, not having the necessary competence may precipitate resistant
behaviour that is not dependent on the teachers’ perceptions, which may or may not be
positively disposed. Competence to carry
out assessment reforms is therefore a separate concern from the focus on perceptions
in this chapter.

REFORMING PERCEPTIONS
Strategies to reform teachers’ perceptions of
assessment, when these are not contingent
with the ‘direction of travel’ of proposed
changes in assessment practice, can be multifaceted. For example, they may seek to
improve the teachers’ knowledge and understanding of what is proposed, including the
outcomes that the changes are designed to
deliver. These attempts may capitalize on
parallel changes in the curriculum that the
teachers deliver, which inherently demand a
fresh and different approach to assessment.
Such changes have been the focus of curriculum and assessment change in schools in a
wide range of countries including Canada,
Australia and the four countries of the UK
(see, for example, Gardner et al., 2010;
Hayward et al., 2004, Sebba, 2012).
A more subtle but longer term strategy to
reform perceptions, and consequently practices, may be to nucleate change within the
school using key influencers among small
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faculty groups; the ultimate intention being
some form of osmotic transfer to the wider
school or a more deliberate form of ‘cascaded’
dissemination through in-school professional
development processes. This peer-influence
approach can be very successful or can fail
spectacularly depending on the choice of the
peer influencers and the approach they take.
An evangelistic approach proclaiming the
virtues of the change may succeed with some
teachers and switch off others. Alternatively,
a steady, unobtrusive approach demonstrating improved student outcomes may win over
hearts and minds through example and subtle
collegiality, but may take considerable time
for wider penetration. Perhaps more radical
is the potential influence of student ‘pesterpower’. When students like the learning
experience they have with one teacher, they
may pester other teachers to adopt the same
techniques. Responsive teachers will recognize the impact of the changes on the students
and may in turn explore or feel obliged to
explore these new techniques in an attempt to
improve student learning.
Attempts to change perceptions may also
be dependent on the readiness of teachers to
change. Teachers who are intrinsically interested or anxious to change existing practices
in pursuit of improved learning environments
and outcomes would usually represent a fertile base for innovation; however, the worst
case is when teachers are susceptible to faddish quick-wins. Regrettably, the educational
landscapes of such innovative areas as thinking skills, assessment for learning and multiple intelligences are replete with ‘gurus’
whose preaching includes plausible soundbite anecdotes and appealingly simple schema
to convince teachers about new ways to solve
highly complex and enduring problems.
There is undoubted merit in many of
these ‘new’ educational approaches, including assessment for learning, and the gurus
can make them very attractive to teachers in
search of change; however, the perceptions
of easy integration and immediate results,
driven by a plausible set of strategies and
tools (tips and tricks) may struggle to achieve
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the status of reality in attempts to implement
them in each teacher’s own complex classroom world. Even when they do, the effects
may be short-lived as the teachers fail to
register them at more than a relatively superficial level of operation. As Fullan (1993)
concluded, ‘It’s not enough to be exposed
to new ideas. We have to know where these
ideas fit, and we have to become skilled in
them, not just like them’ (1993: 16).

THE INFLUENCE OF PERCEPTIONS
ON CHANGE SITUATIONS
Much of what we know about teachers’ perceptions of assessment processes and outcomes has arisen from studies of change
situations, for example where new practices
or requirements are presented for assimilation by the teaching community. It is this
change situation that is more likely to expose
the types of perceptions harboured by teachers who may, up to that point in their careers,
have passively followed routine or conventional practices. The major change of the last
decade or so is the increasing awareness that
assessment should be used to support learning, manifested in the initiatives to introduce
or consolidate formative assessment – or as it
is commonly called ‘assessment for learning’
(AfL) – in many nations’ schools.
Teachers’ perceptions of assessment raise
a range of challenges in pursuing the integration of AfL-type changes in their practice, and
some of these are illustrated by the following
examples. First, Bliem and Davinroy (1997)
worked over the course of a year with 14
teachers at three US elementary schools. They
identified deeply held beliefs that showed a
clear disconnect between the teachers’ views
on assessment and its relationship to teaching
and learning (instruction). The four central
propositions were that assessment:
••

Is a formal, occasional event with the fundamental purpose of documenting student
growth in understanding;
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••
••
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Provides a tangible product, which the teacher
can share with others (for example, the students and their parents);
Should evaluate student performance on a
single discrete target;
In order to be fair, must be uniform with
objective scoring. (Adapted from Bliem and
Davinroy, 1997: 30)

The teachers with these beliefs were concluded not to perceive a learning-related
(instructional) role for assessment. Instead,
they perceived this role to imply that assessment is restricted to offering an objective
measure of their students’ learning. They
were reluctant to use their own subjective
assessments of student work, for example
in reading, to support the process of learning, and preferred instead to use methods
that gave simple quantitative information on
numbers of mistakes made.
Dixon et al. (2011) have documented a
similar hindrance to changing assessment
practices in a project involving 20 teachers
in New Zealand. The barriers were caused by
tacit beliefs about the relationship between
teaching, learning and assessment, and the
roles played by the teachers and students
in them. On the basis that beliefs do play a
significant role in facilitating or hindering
changes in assessment practice, and that such
beliefs are often ‘private, tacit, unarticulated
and deeply entrenched’ (Dixon et al., 2011:
377), they concluded that it is crucial to raise
teachers’ awareness of their beliefs and the
impact they have on their practice.
Coffey et al. (2005) recount a particularly
acute case of counter-productive perceptions of assessment from a project designed
to investigate the challenges faced by 25
middle-school teachers in San Francisco in
developing AfL-type classroom assessment
practices. One teacher’s perceptions of fairness in assessment meant that at the outset of
the project she put significant weight on the
objectivity of tests and gave them high priority in assessing her students’ learning. As
a consequence of this focus on fairness, she
was reluctant to carry out any form of assessment that might be construed to disadvantage

any student. For example, she would not use
responses from students to her questions in
class as evidence of their learning because
other students did not have an opportunity
to answer similarly. The outputs from group
work were also not an option because of her
concerns to establish ownership of the work
in a fair manner. Over time, however, she
did begin to challenge the consequences of
her perceptions of fairness and she began to
adopt more effective questioning practices:
asking open-ended questions, waiting longer for answers, drawing more students into
answering and ultimately creating a richer,
more participative learning environment.
Brookhart et al. (2010) reported a similar story of success that includes improved
student outcomes. This project involved six
US-based remedial reading teachers from a
mid-Atlantic US state who participated in a
year-long professional development process
designed to develop AfL-type classroom practice. In the beginning, the teachers perceived
themselves as having to comply with rigidly
scripted instructions on how to provide remedial reading support. However, Brookhart
et al. (2010) concluded that through a process
of questioning their understandings and testing them against evidence from their practice, the teachers were able to transform their
beliefs and alter their practices.
The belief that ‘measurement’ offers
objectivity and therefore fairness (fourth
bullet for Bliem and Davinroy, 1997) is not
uncommon and certainly not surprising in
systems that have espoused accountability
agendas. In these systems, classroom assessment carried out by teachers is considered to
be less trustworthy than externally administered tests, and standardized testing tends to
be the assessment approach of government
choice. As is argued next, there is reasonable
support for external ‘objective’ testing for
high-stakes purposes (for example, selection
for employment, university places, etc.) but
there is considerably less support for testing
as a means of improving student learning and
outcomes. In circumstances where there is a
push to develop assessment for learning as a
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means to engage students more effectively
in their learning, the clear implication is that
contradictory perceptions on assessment
and instruction must be addressed. Shepard
(2000: 6) argued that the ‘power of these
enduring and hidden beliefs’ about objective
and external measurement versus subjective
teacher judgment needs to be recognized in
any initiative designed to make classroom
assessment a part of the learning process.
If these examples show teachers finding it
difficult to shake off established perceptions
of the role and purpose of assessment, the following example flips the situation to one in
which the teachers espouse the tenets of using
assessment to support students’ learning, but
are constrained by circumstances that require
schools to demonstrate improved outcomes.
Sikka et al. (2007), working with four case
study teachers in Texas, explored the effects
of having to comply with externally mandated
activities when they are clearly perceived to
be at odds with the promotion of learning
and students’ self-esteem and motivation.
For example, the teachers considered that
multiple-choice tests caused cognitive dissonance for the students in circumstances where
more valid assessment would be in the form of
essays or performances assessments. Teachers
were held accountable by their school administrators for their students’ performance in these
tests; therefore, they had to comply despite
their strongly held perceptions of their inadequacy. This is far from an ideal situation and
Sikka et al. (2007) concluded that ‘Teachers
who believe that such types of tests (for example, multiple choice) play such a small role in
instructional decision-making, but still have to
implement them in their classrooms, are likely
to experience lowered morale and burnout’
(2007: 252).
Some aspects of James and Pedder’s
(2006) work also reflected this compliance
situation. They reported on the perceptions
of 558 teachers from infant, primary and secondary schools in England in relation to the
importance of assessment activities, including AfL-type activities. In a 30-item questionnaire, the teachers were asked to record
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the level of importance they ascribed to particular assessment activities and, in parallel,
record the extent to which these activities
formed part of their actual practice.
Although based on self-report (for other
aspects of the much larger project, including observations of classroom practice, see
James and McCormick, 2009), James and
Pedder (2006) were content that the respondents answered candidly and honestly. The
research was designed to evaluate the congruence between the teachers’ perceptions of the
value of different activities and their enactment of them. The values–practices gap was
highly significant in a number of activities,
for example the AfL-related item ‘Students
are helped to plan the next steps in their
learning’ attracted an 83 per cent ‘important
or crucial’ rating, but its enactment was 46
per cent ‘often or mostly’. In contrast, the
item ‘Students’ learning objectives are determined mainly by the prescribed curriculum’
showed a perceived value level of 63 per cent
‘important or crucial’ and an enactment level
of 92 per cent ‘often or mostly’.
Taking into account the range of items,
James and Pedder (2006: 132) concluded that
over half of the teachers ‘believed they were
acting in pursuit of ends they clearly do not
view as worthwhile or desirable’. However,
by the end of the project some of the teachers ‘were rebalancing their assessment
approaches in order to bring their practices
into closer alignment with their values’ (James
and McCormick, 2009: 978). They achieved
this primarily by not blaming external circumstances or student characteristics but by
a combination of reflective thinking, taking
responsibility for what happened in their classrooms and focusing on improving the learning
experience of the students. In particular, James
and McCormick (2009) distinguished between
those who implemented the superficial ‘letter’ of the assessment for learning initiative by
inserting discrete strategies into their normal
classroom processes and those who captured
the deeper ‘spirit’ of the initiative and changed
their practices in light of their beliefs in the
improvements that would be gained. James
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and McCormick concluded that ‘…beliefs and
practices are interrelated and need to be developed together. It is not sufficient just to tell the
teachers what to do’ (2009: 982).
All these examples bear witness, in an
assessment context, to Fives and Buehl’s
(2012) conclusions on challenges to be
faced when attempting to modify teachers’
beliefs. They illustrate the view that teachers hold complex and multi-faceted beliefs
about assessment, and that these beliefs and
the teachers’ practice can function reciprocally: espoused beliefs hindering enactment
in some and struggling against external circumstances in others. Teachers’ beliefs or
perceptions may be unconsciously held, even
when they are deeply entrenched, and may
act unconsciously on their practice. Exposing
them in the process of professional development may shake them, as some of the previous examples demonstrate, or they may
remain steady, forcing the teachers to adopt
a compliance approach to those aspects of
their professional responsibilities that are not
congruent with their own views. Deeply held
perceptions of assessment do not develop
overnight and as such it is always possible
that any changes witnessed will merely ruffle
the calm surface of teachers’ beliefs, rather
than disturb those settled deep below on the
sea bed of the sub-conscious (Hayward et al.,
2004). As such they can ‘decay and disappear
when the next initiative comes along’ (James
and McCormick, 2009: 982).
Arguably this is even more likely in cases
where the lived culture is strongly antithetical
to the change proposed. Brown et al. (2009)
have shown a high correlation between
the conceptions of student accountability
(through examinations) and improvement in
learning for their project sample of 288 Hong
Kong secondary school teachers. In addition,
the belief system that stems from this high
correlation also appears to value effort over
ability. Commenting on reforms designed
to develop assessment for learning practices
(underway in Hong Kong), Brown et al. concluded that it is not merely a question of technical changes, but of fundamental changes

in cultural values. Yung (2002) focused on
four teachers in Hong Kong during the early
stages of a government initiative to introduce
teacher-based assessment. Setting the context
as a long-established examination-related
culture, he identified a challenge for these
teachers in assuming the role of both teacher
and assessor. He concluded that to shift the
deeply held beliefs about roles of assessment and of teachers, there was a clear need
for teachers to have, or to develop, a critical stance in relation to their teaching. This
criticality, he argued, is fostered by professional confidence and consciousness directed
towards the students’ interests and their own.
Without these supports, it is more likely that
teachers may develop ‘a sense of powerlessness and resignation’ that is expressed in
compliance with ‘external prescriptions, even
when they judged them to be misguided’
(Yung, 2002: 113). Such experiences are not
isolated and Berry (2011) has suggested that
the deep-rooted examination cultures of the
Confucian heritage countries (China, Taiwan,
Hong Kong, Japan, Vietnam, etc.) will continue to create tensions between assessment
reform policies and the practices of teachers
who perceive assessment (specifically examinations) as the ultimate goal for education.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The thrust of these examples is that many factors may influence how teachers perceive
assessment. Some may be influenced by
deeply held beliefs that place them in opposition to newly prescribed assessment practices
or, conversely, prompt them to embrace the
changes enthusiastically. Not all of these
beliefs will be held openly or consciously and
may have been honed subconsciously into the
teacher’s world view by previous educational
or cultural experiences. Deeply entrenched
views, which run counter to ambitions for
changes in assessment practice, present considerable obstacles to change in assessment
practice and may therefore need to be
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identified and teased out through challenging
engagements with colleagues or professional
development facilitators.
There are differences in teachers’ roles
in assessment across the international landscape, and in some jurisdictions or cultures
teachers may perceive their professional role
to be solely in support of learning, with the
assessment of that learning carried out elsewhere by someone else. In other cases, they
may be cast as both facilitator and assessor
in continuous assessment processes linked to
portfolio and project work. When there is an
element of prescription in a role specification that does not match a teacher’s espoused
beliefs or perceptions of assessment, the
alternatives of resistance or compliance will
present stark choices for the teachers concerned. The examples illustrate how individual teachers may perceive tests to offer a
convenient and external (‘objective’, ‘fair’)
means of carrying out summative assessments for reporting. Arguably, the more
interesting examples are those that illustrate
how individual teachers may engage with
assessment practices that they perceive to be
detrimental to students’ learning. It seems
that few teachers will have, or will take, the
opportunity openly to resist. As was the case
in some of the examples, they may feel compelled to act merely as functionaries serving
the beliefs and ideals of others.
Even when the individual perceptions
and beliefs coalesce into collectively held
positions on new assessment arrangements,
the outcomes can remain problematic. For
example, a somewhat paradoxical situation
recently developed in England where individual perceptions and beliefs gathered collectively in opposing positions under the banners
of two major teaching trade unions. On the
one hand, the National Union of Teachers
(NUT), which represents mainly primary
school teachers and has over 320,000 members, endorsed boycotts of the national curriculum tests because the ‘washback’ effect
(where teachers feel they have to teach to the
tests) is perceived to distort children’s education. On the other, the National Association
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of Schoolmasters/Union of Women Teachers
(NASUWT), which represents mainly secondary teachers and has 280,000 members,
threatened strike action if the external tests
were to be replaced by teacher-based classroom assessments because they are perceived
to imply higher workloads for teachers. It
is not known what proportions of the two
organizations’ memberships would feel
more comfortable in the ‘other camp’, but
this internecine disagreement played out an
interesting illustration of how deeply held
beliefs (in the interests of students) can vie
with pragmatic behaviours (in the interests of
teachers) in establishing perceptions of proposed changes in assessment arrangements.
As indicated at the outset of this chapter, it
is difficult to generalize about teachers’ perceptions of assessment, particularly changes to
assessment processes, and what these might be
predicted (theorized) to be for any one person
or in any given circumstance. We argue that the
formation of these perceptions is subject to a
complex combination of the teachers’ internal beliefs, the intentions and purposes of the
assessment process, and the teachers’ or others’ interpretations and behaviours. When others’ behaviours determine circumstances that
demand compliance (whether mandating AfL
approaches in the classroom or external testing
designed to ‘raise standards’), the research suggests that individual teachers’ perceptions may
or may not lead them to act in the interests either
of the mandated changes or the students they
are designed to serve. Those contemplating
change programmes in the context of assessment should therefore be mindful of the teachers’ perceptions of the changes they propose.
Change is only likely to proceed effectively if
due attention is paid to these ‘hearts and minds’
perceptions of the teachers concerned.
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The Role of Assessment
in Pedagogy – and Why
Validity Matters
Paul Black

INTRODUCTION
Assessment is now more prominent in the
educational agenda than ever before. One
reason for this is the pressures of accountability testing, which have had a very negative
effect on the reputation of assessment and are
seen by many as the unpleasant dimension of
teaching and learning – at best a tiresome
necessity, at worst an enemy of teachers, of
schools, and of pupils’ learning. In a contrary
direction, the practices of formative assessment
have come to be valued and are widely promoted, but there is an unfortunate contrast –
put simply as ‘formative assessment good,
summative assessment bad’.
This aversion to summative assessment
has two unwelcome effects: teachers have to
reconcile a desire to improve their formative assessments with the need to implement
their own summative assessments and align
their teaching to any externally imposed
assessments. The summative priority cannot
be neglected because the many stakeholders in education need information about the

outcomes of schooling, and yet what type
of information do these diverse groups need
to have, and how can assessment meet these
needs? Valid assessment is the answer to this
question – a validity that inheres in the inferences that users make on the basis of assessment outcomes (Newton and Shaw, 2014).
The main argument of this chapter is that
the lack of coherence between the formative
and summative aims of assessment ought
to be resolved by re-appraising their roles
within the pedagogy for which each should
be the servant and not the master. Such resolution should satisfy several conditions. One
is that the validity of assessments should not
be compromised. Another is that, in serving
their functions within pedagogy, assessments
should make positive contribution to the overarching aim of strengthening the learning of
pupils. A third is that any such re-appraisal
should support practices that teachers will
find both practicable and rewarding.
The first step in developing this argument
is to explore briefly how some authoritative
studies of pedagogy attend to, or neglect, the
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role of assessment, and how their insights
and emphases may contribute to, or provide
criteria for, the revision of their models of
pedagogy.
The chapter then discusses the role of
assessment in pedagogy and proposes a simple model of the steps involved in teaching,
the purpose of which is to examine the different levels and types of assessment in each
of these steps.
The chapter goes on to explore the link
between the aims of formal education and the
activities that teachers use to guide progress
in meeting those aims. It argues that assumptions about the nature of the learning that
teachers should try to develop in their students should be a prominent feature of those
activities and should be related to criteria for
validity.
Also discussed are the assessment responsibilities of teachers and schools and how the
use of formative and summative assessments
can support and validly reflect the learning
aims of education.
The chapter concludes with a summary of
the main findings and explains and justifies
the model proposed. It also explains how the
model expands on, but does not contradict,
previous theories of pedagogy, and how it
does not claim to be a theory of pedagogy in
the broad sense of that term.

THEORIES OF PEDAGOGY –
A BRIEF OVERVIEW
In the literature about pedagogy, there is a
range of ways of regarding the relationship
between pedagogy and teaching (or, for US
authors, instruction). Alexander (2000) for
example, regards teaching as embedded in a
broader discussion of educational theories,
values, evidence or justifications, so that it
‘connects the apparently self-contained act
of teaching, with culture, structure and mechanisms of social control’ (2000: 540).
However, from his study of teaching in five
different countries, Alexander also concluded

that although continental practice saw pedagogy as a broad domain within which didactics (the domain of methods of teaching) is
contained, in England and the US the relationship between pedagogy and didactics has
been more diverse, even confused. A similar
range of perspectives also applies to the
meaning of curriculum, in particular whether
or not pedagogy is subsidiary to curriculum.
A different perspective is presented that
describes pedagogy as ‘those factors affecting
the processes of teaching and learning and the
inter-relationships between them’ (Hallam
and Ireson, 1999: 78). Similar emphasis is
found in Shulman (1987) and Tyler (1949).
Bruner’s (1999) focus was similar in his discussion of the link between models of mind
and models of pedagogy, with a four-stage
model of learning: from imitative learners,
to acquisition of propositional knowledge by
didactic exposure, to learning as thinkers with
the development of inter-subjective interchange, and finally to being knowledgeable in
managing the variety of items of knowledge
which they may learn (1999: 10–15). This last
example is particularly relevant to the discussion that follows below.
What is striking about all of these writings is that they pay little or no attention to
assessment. Tyler (1949) pays more attention
than most to ‘evaluation’, arguing that evaluation is required to check whether the teaching is producing the desired effects. For this
purpose, it is necessary to test pupils at the
start of the learning and at the end so that the
gain may be measured. A later test may also
be needed to see whether the gains have been
permanent.
A different emphasis appears in a US
National Academy’s study (Pellegrino
et al., 2001), which sets its detailed appraisal
of assessment methods and purposes in the
context of the triangular relationship between
Assessment, Curriculum and Instruction
(2001: 51–53). One of the study’s 12 recommendations was:
Recommendation 11: The balance of mandates and
resources should be shifted from an emphasis on
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external forms of assessments to an increased
emphasis on classroom formative assessment
designed to assist learning. (2001: 310)

However, ways to take this further in a
revised model of pedagogy were not
developed.
In summary, three main themes feature
in this literature, namely instruction, learning and curriculum. There is no consensus
about an order of priority between these
three, although assessment is mainly considered as a marginal or external necessity and
not as an intrinsic feature. All the authors
cited do pay attention to the central focus of
pedagogy, i.e., to the teacher’s actions in the
classroom.

THE ROLE OF ASSESSMENT
IN A MODEL OF PEDAGOGY
Any learning programme has to be implemented in a series of stages and has to be
designed with these stages in mind. The following sequence sets a model of this implementation in a series of five stages:
A. Formulating aims. Ideally, the learning which
a programme aims to achieve should be set out
clearly and this specification should guide the steps
which follow. This does not always happen. Aims
are often taken for granted, and so unexamined,
perhaps because it is assumed that others, superior
in authority or insight, have determined them.
Summative assessment demands, whether by
schools or by governments, might be seen as
another determinant, in tension with perceptions
of the needs of students. However, many teachers
live with a compromise, between the aims that
they value and the aims that underlie imposed
assessments.
B. Planning activities. Preparation of a lesson, or
of a set of lessons about a topic, is determined,
implicitly or explicitly, by the aims, which may
mean that it is determined by the need to help
students succeed with a final assessment. However,
in selecting and adapting activities, teachers
should keep in mind the need to engage and motivate the students in ways that will help to promote
their learning.
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C. Implementation. In the implementation of a
planned activity in the classroom, the teacher’s
belief about how to help students to learn will be
one guiding factor, alongside such others as keeping control, covering the material within a limited
time, and working within those forms of interaction with which the teacher is comfortable.
D. Review the learning achieved. Teachers’ will
naturally check on the learning of their students in
a variety of ways. Some will be on-the-fly, using
the level of attention of the class, or answers to
any questions the class has been asked, or more
general contributions to class discussion. Other
ways rely on observations of classroom work,
and written evidence, produced in class, or as
homework, or as responses to written tests. All of
these are forms of assessment, and each may function in a formative mode to guide immediate or
short-term adaptations within stages B or C, or in
a summative mode to keep track of progress
towards stage E.
E. Summing up. This stage is characterised by the
use of the assessment results to inform advice to
students, and/or to make decisions with or for
them, or with other stakeholders, about their
future work. Thus it is a formal, and often a terminal, process. (Black, 2013: 210)

Although these five stages follow a sequence,
they also interact in many ways. Difficulties
encountered in stage C may lead to an immediate change to the activity being implemented. Teachers’ reading of written
classwork or homework might lead to a
change in the plans of stage B or to the pace
and style of implementation in stage C. In
some cases, the plans for stage C may be
amended to allow time to deal with difficulties revealed in stage D, for example when
the results of an end-of-topic test show that a
particular concept has been misunderstood
by many. All of these are interactions through
which evidence about the learning is used to
alter the planned learning work, that is, they
are forms of formative assessment. The interactions are thereby distinguished in function
from assessments used in stage E, which
serve to inform firm decisions. Formative
and summative assessments are distinguished
from one another by how their evidence may
be used. It is possible for any evidence to be
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used for both purposes, for example students’ results may advise them about further
study, but the same results may be used to
advise the student or their future teacher
about specific weaknesses that may need
attention.
The interaction between stage E and
the previous stages, especially stage A, is
particularly important. Aims are often set
out in very general terms, so that although
they may look appealing, their meaning is vague – in such cases, the meaning
is inevitably made clear in the summative
assessment of stage E. The implication is
that stage E should be settled together with
stage A so that stages B to D can be aimed
at achieving success at stage E. Those who
set the assessments may therefore determine
the meaning of the aims in explicit detail
and guide the whole learning plan. In a situation where teachers are responsible for the
whole process, stage E would be entirely
within their control and they could ensure
it reflects the aims that they value, thereby
allowing the five-stage pattern to be coherent and self-consistent. Indeed, the need, in
the first stages of the planning of a teaching episode, to make explicit the proposed
summative assessments can help identify
misunderstanding that might undermine the
coherence of teaching. Teachers may appear
to agree in a general discussion about their
aims, but they may disagree about the meaning of their aims when they look at the test
questions, where those meanings will be
operationalized.

ALIGNING PEDAGOGY WITH
THE LEARNING AIMS
Assessments exert a strong influence on the
development of a students’ learning. If the
aim is to ensure that students have committed certain facts to memory, written tests
will reflect these aims and will encourage
work to achieve them. Different aims, such

as the ability to select from a student’s store
of knowledge and apply the selection to
tackle a problem, will call for different
styles of teaching and of assessment.
However, the consideration of learning aims
should start from a more general and fundamental level. The following two quotations
serve to illustrate my development of an
argument about aims. I have selected them
because they make different, but complementary, points about priorities in learning.
The first is from an article in which the
authors were drawing on their experience of
the development of teachers’ assessments in
Australian states:
…the teacher is increasingly being seen as the
primary assessor in the most important aspects of
assessment. The broadening of assessment is
based on a view that there are aspects of learning
that are important but cannot be adequately
assessed by formal external tests. These aspects
require human judgment to integrate the many
elements of performance behaviours that are
required in dealing with authentic assessment
tasks. (Stanley et al., 2009: 31)

The second is from a study by Thomas Groome,
a Christian lay theologian, in a book entitled
Educating for Life:
Educators can take over functions that learners
should be doing – learning how to learn, making
up their own minds, reaching personal decisions.
Such imbalance ill serves learners and can be
destructive to educators. There is a fine line
between empowering learners as their own people
and overpowering them – making them too
dependent or indebted to teacher or parent.
Walking this tightrope is an aspect of the educator’s spiritual discipline of a balanced life. (Groome,
2005: 348)

The first quote emphasizes that a model of
transmitting facts and skills, to be learnt by
rote, will not equip students to meet the challenges that they have to meet, either in
advanced study or in the workplace. It calls
for assessment tasks, and by implication the
learning work prepared for them, to be
‘authentic’, serving as preparations for the
tasks that life beyond the school will
present.
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The second quotation evokes a different
dimension – if students are to be empowered as learners, school learning must serve
as an induction into the role of autonomous
and self-confident learning, and assessment
should encourage the development of these
qualities. Learners who are empowered in
this way will be well equipped to select and
integrate elements of their learning to deal
with tasks that reflect this aim.
Teachers and students must work to
achieve these two broad aims in the context
of day-to-day classroom activity. Adopting
this perspective, I shall discuss five different
teaching activities, considering for each both
its alignment with my five-stage framework
for pedagogy, and its justification in the light
of its support for important components of
learning. Although these alignments and justifications will guide the presentation of the
argument, it will be clear that there are, in
practice, diverse inter-actions between all the
components.

Classroom Dialogue
A necessary feature of classroom work
should be that students are actively involved.
An obvious first step is for the teacher to ask
questions – but that alone is not enough. As
one teacher explained:
When a question is asked or a problem posed who
is thinking of the answer? Is anybody thinking
about the problem apart from the teacher? How
many pupils are actively engaged in thinking about
the problem? Is it just a few well motivated pupils
or worse is it just the one the teacher picks out to
answer the question? The pupil whose initial reaction is like that of a startled rabbit ‘Who me sir?’
(Black and Harrison, 2001: 56)

The following account by a teacher illustrates
her attempts to overcome such problems:
Questioning
My whole teaching style has become more interactive. Instead of showing how to find solutions, a
question is asked and pupils given time to explore
answers together. My Year 8 target class is now
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well-used to this way of working. I find myself using
this method more and more with other groups.
No hands
Unless specifically asked pupils know not to put
their hands up if they know the answer to a question. All pupils are expected to be able to answer
at any time even if it is an ‘I don’t know’.
Supportive climate
Pupils are comfortable with giving a wrong answer.
They know that these can be as useful as correct
ones. They are happy for other pupils to help
explore their wrong answers further. (Black et al.,
2003: 40)

This teacher had implemented several
changes to her classroom work to encourage
student involvement. One was to allow time
for students to think about a question and to
explore their ideas together before asking
them to respond. Another was to establish a
practice of calling on any student to speak,
and not just those students who were volunteering to take part. A corollary to this practice was to make clear (by her responses to a
student’s contribution) that the aim was to
explore their ideas, not to find out who had
the right answer. Of course, this strategy will
only work well if the original question is so
chosen that it engages and challenges students by going beyond, but not too far
beyond, their established understanding.
This strategy is important for two reasons.
First, if the teacher can evoke responses from
a range of students, this feedback gives the
teacher information of how best to proceed,
either to advance in building upon their current understanding, or to retreat and repair
gaps in that understanding. A second reason
is more fundamental and is explained by
Alexander (2008), who argued that talk is
‘the true foundation of learning’, a view he
supports as follows:
Talk vitally mediates the cognitive and cultural
spaces between adult and child, among children
themselves, between teacher and learner, between
society and the individual, between what the child
knows and understands and what he or she has yet
to know and understand. (Alexander, 2008: 92)
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In this view, involvement in dialogue both
helps develop students’ understanding of the
topic under discussion and also helps develop
their capacity to learn. Wood (1998) explains
further:
Vygotsky, as we have already seen, argues that
such external and social activities are gradually
internalized by the child as he comes to regulate
his own internal activity. Such encounters are the
source of experiences which eventually create the
‘inner dialogues’ that form the process of mental
self-regulation. Viewed in this way, learning is
taking place on at least two levels: the child is
learning about the task, developing ‘local expertise’; and he is also learning how to structure his
own learning and reasoning. (Wood, 1998: 98)

If classroom dialogue is to serve these purposes, it must encourage students to express
and exchange their ideas. Such encouragement can be at an elementary level, as in the
following extract from a discussion about the
effects of light on plant growth:
Teacher:	‘What do you think Jamie?
Jamie:	‘We thought that…’ (pausing with uncertainty)
Teacher:	‘You thought…?’
Jamie:	‘That the big’un had eaten up more light’
Teacher:	‘I think I know what Monica and Jamie are getting at, but can anyone put the ideas together?
Window-light-plants?’ (Black et al., 2003: 38)

Here, the teacher’s encouragement supports
Jamie in his struggle to compose an expression of his ideas, although the teacher’s
response to Jamie’s explanation illustrates a
further strategic move: it does not judge the
ideas expressed, but invites others to comment on them. The aim here is to involve as
many as possible in expressing and exchanging ideas, and perhaps in developing an argument by proposing alternative explanations
(as indeed happened later in the same dialogue). Many teachers find it difficult to play
the role of encouraging such involvement of
students. It is a difficult role because it
involves ‘steering’ the discussion, achieving
a balance between a tendency for it to stray
too far from the overall aim of the lesson, and
the temptation to close down speculation and
argument at too early a stage.

Evidence of this difficulty was found in
several surveys of classroom dialogue. For
example, a US review of 94 school classes in
English found that teacher–pupil discussions
lasted, on average, 1.7 minutes in every 60
minutes (Applebee et al., 2003). A survey in
2004 by Smith et al. (2004) of whole class
teaching in England found that 15 per cent
of the sample did not ask open questions;
follow-up questions to encourage further dialogue occurred for about 11 per cent of the
questions; and pupils’ comments were limited to three words or fewer for 70 per cent
of the time. They reported that most of the
questions asked were of a low cognitive level
‘designed to funnel pupils’ responses towards
a required answer’ (Smith et al., 2004: 408).
One of the problems for the teacher who
tries to promote a learning dialogue is how to
interpret the students’ answers because these
can often seem strange, even incomprehensible, and it may be necessary to ask for further
explanation of these responses.
In trying to interpret such responses, teachers have to compose their models of the internal processes that led a student to give any
particular response because without such a
model they cannot give a valid response – one
that achieves the desired aim of developing the
student’s own understanding. Although the
issues involved here are complex (see Black
and Wiliam, 2009: 13–17), it is clear that in
effective classroom discussions, the teacher’s
contributions have to be interpretative rather
than evaluative (Davis, 1997).

Dialogue in Writing
The response of a teacher to students’ written
work is a different mode of dialogue. It can
be focused on the needs of the individual,
and the teacher has more time to frame a
helpful response than in classroom discussions. A common form of response is to
return the work to the student with a mark or
grade, with or without a comment. The studies of Butler (1988) and Dweck (2000)
showed that such feedback could have a
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negative effect on the development of the
student as an effective learner because students regard the grade as a judgment of their
ability, an approach that leads them to look at
the grades of others and to check their position in the rank order. The written work may
therefore be regarded as a terminal test,
rather than as a potential help to developing
their learning.
Dweck (2000) explains how the form in
which feedback is given influences how students view themselves as learners. One such
view is to rank oneself as high or low in the
rank order of achievement and to believe
that this is a fixed position – some people
are ‘clever’, some are not, and you can do
little about it. The other view is to see the
feedback as a challenge, in a belief that you
can do better by your own efforts. Research
studies show that the former mindset is more
likely to dominate when grades form part of
the feedback, whereas the latter is fostered
when the only feedback is from comments
encouraging learners to improve their work.
These studies also show that those with the
former mindset are not able to cope with
future changes in their learning environment (for example, moves between schools
or to higher education), whereas those who
believe they can improve by their own efforts
are more confident in coping with change
and make better progress. Those in this second category are more likely to achieve the
broad aims set out in the statements from
Stanley et al. (2009) and Groome (2005).
However, there is more involved here
than the avoidance of the negative effects
of a diet of grades. The earlier quotation
from Wood emphasized that the interactions in dialogue are experiences ‘which
eventually create the “inner dialogues” that
form the process of mental self-regulation’
(Wood, 1998: 98). Feedback on written work
can be more effective in developing reflection on one’s own learning – there is more
time to reflect than in oral dialogue, and
the feedback can be aligned to the needs of
the individual. The teacher’s task is to formulate comments on each student’s work
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that help them understand its strengths and
weaknesses, and to work to strengthen the
weak aspects. My experience of encouraging
teachers to change to comment-only marking
has been that, although they have to give more
attention to composing comments that can help
advance the student’s learning, many of them –
and their students – find that it is eventually
rewarding. Thus, mere praise or criticism is
of little value unless complemented, as in the
following example:
Richard, clear method, results, table and graphs,
but what does this tell you about the relationship?
(Black et al., 2003: 44–5)

Here the teacher’s comment suggest a way in
which the work could be improved, and the
additional work suggested could be checked
at a later stage, allowing an interactive dialogue in writing to be developed.
Two further reflections by a teacher highlight the realisation that the new focus on
comments is a distinctive contribution to student’s learning:
Students are not good at knowing how much they
are learning, often because we as teachers do not
tell them in an appropriate way …When asked by
a visitor how well she was doing in science, the
student clearly stated that the comments in her
exercise book and those given verbally provide her
with the information she needs. (Black et al.,
2003: 45–6)

The last of these is evidence that the student
was less dependent on grades and felt more
responsible for her own learning, thereby
meeting Groome’s (2005) criteria.

Testing and Learning
Whereas oral dialogue in the classroom is
implemented in stage C of the five-point
scheme, interaction in writing is in stage D.
Written work assignments can require a
review of work already covered, reinforcing
it by the repetition and reflection involved. In
this respect, they have much in common with
informal tests, which a teacher might set at
the end of work on a topic to help students
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review what has been learnt and to expose
any gaps in that learning.
If comment-only marking can contribute
to each student’s development as a learner by
activating dialogue in written work, a similar
strategy could ensure that informal tests have
comparable benefits. The key here is that
students should be actively involved in the
whole process so that a test is seen as something done for them, and in part by them,
to improve their learning. This involvement
may be developed in three activities. The first
activity is to set up checks and procedures to
help students prepare for a test. It has been
found that many students do not have a strategy for this purpose (Black et al., 2003: 53)
and need help to develop an overview of their
learning of a topic in which the relationships
between its components are understood.
Insofar as this involves reflection on their
learning at a more general level than required
in the day-to-day activities, it adds a new
dimension to the task of developing confident
and capable learners.
This overview might also be served by a
second activity, in which students are asked
to prepare for a test by attempting to set
questions that might be used in the test. Two
research studies have shown that this can lead
to improved performance in the test that follows (King, 1992; Foos et al., 1994). This
advantage emerged because, when deciding what should be tested, the students had
to reflect on the topic and identify those
significant features that ought to be tested,
that is, they had to develop an overview of
their work.
The third activity is to involve students
in marking their own and each other’s test
scripts. A teacher may mark the scripts first
without writing on them and then return the
scripts to students, asking them to work in
groups marking their scripts – they might
even be asked to invent their own mark
scheme for this purpose.
In these three activities, students may
be involved in interactive dialogue when
they – and not their teacher – are in control, thereby taking and developing more

responsibility for their learning. At the same
time, they are developing an overview of their
learning programme, which helps develop
meta-cognition whereby students can take
on more responsibility for their learning.
Sadler (1989) argued that the three basic elements of any evaluative action are to identify
the learner’s current achievement, view it in
relation to the learning aim, and decide how
best to proceed towards that aim. These three
steps can be seen either as specifying the
teacher’s responsibility or as specifying what
effective learners ought to be able to do for
themselves. The challenge here for learners is
to achieve an understanding of an aim that is
adequate for the orientation of their next step
in working towards it – in fact, when such an
understanding of an aim has been achieved,
students may be well on the way to achieving
it. Debates with peers about what constitutes
good test questions or why test answers from
some are better than their own, will all serve
to clarify the meaning of the aims by relating
them to concrete examples.
Overall, activities of this kind can produce the outcome described by one teacher
as follows:
They feel that the pressure to succeed in tests is
being replaced by the need to understand the
work that has been covered and the test is just an
assessment along the way of what needs more
work and what seems to be fine. (Black et al.,
2003: 56–7)

This outcome makes clear that stage D of the
scheme of pedagogy can be seen as helping
students develop their ability to take responsibility for their own learning and to become
more confident and more autonomous in
their learning work.

Collaboration in Group Work
The activities in stage D, and to a more limited extent in stage C, will only succeed if
students are able to work effectively in
groups. Surveys of such work have shown
that peer group work can lead to enhancement of learning, but that it often fails to do
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so because the group do not interact in a
productive way (Johnson et al., 2000; Mercer
et al. 2004; Blatchford et al., 2006). It takes
time and training to help young learners to
see the group activity as a way to learn, especially if the exchange of ideas shows that one
has to re-consider one’s interpretation of, or
attempts at, a particular task: successful
schemes are described by Dawes et al. (2004)
and Baines et al. (2009). These show that
such work can extend and enrich the interactive dialogue that occurs in whole-class
discussions.
The use of group work in peer-assessment
of written assignments and informal tests can
help students see the benefit of such work,
and they can develop capacity to reflect on
their own work through how it is perceived
by peers and to compare their work with their
peers’ work. It also helps develop their capacity to collaborate in groups. This is of value
because group collaborations play an important part in education and in the workplace –
employers will often say that the capacity
of their staff to work effectively in groups is
essential for the progress of many aspects of
their work (European Round Table (ERT),
1995; European Commission, 2010).

VALIDITY OF THE ASSESSMENTS
BY TEACHERS AND SCHOOLS
In the literature about assessment validity,
the main focus is often on such salient points
as assessments that inform selection for later
stages, whether of further education or of the
work-place. However, some stakeholders,
notably teachers, parents and students, also
have other extensive interests in the validity
of assessments, notably those that are made
in schools on a yearly basis or more frequently. The formative assessments made by
teachers are also used to inform such decisions as the need for teachers to change their
teaching, the need for more or different
efforts from individual students, decisions
by or for a student as to whether or not to
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proceed further with study of particular subjects and the use of the results from this year’s
teacher by next year’s teacher. All these decisions should be helped by evidence from
assessments, which is the criterion for its
validity (Newton and Shaw, 2014: 206–7).
The overall effectiveness of any assessment for learning (AfL) depends on how the
tasks reveal what is needed to improve the
learning, on the quality of the teacher’s decisions about the use of that evidence, and on
the effectiveness of any ensuing interventions
to further advance the learning.

Summative and Formative Roles
Many implications for assessment have been
discussed earlier in the chapter, but they have
not been explored because the aim was to
maintain an emphasis on assessment as the
servant of pedagogy, and therefore of the
high quality learning that pedagogy should
be designed to foster. Evidence that a range
of formative assessment practices can
improve learning (Black and Wiliam, 1998)
does not necessarily make clear how this
improvement is achieved. If the links between
these innovations and their effects on students’ learning are not understood, adaptation or extension of the practices researched
may not replicate the positive effects.
Some of the criteria implied by the earlier
discussion can be summarised by stating that
assessments overall should help develop:
a) learners’ capacity to engage in and learn from
interactive dialogue;
b) learners’ capacity to reflect critically on the
detailed outcomes of their own work and to take
initiatives to improve it;
c) learners’ capacity to collaborate in group-work;
d) learners’ capacity to achieve a broad overview of
their progress and to guide their development in
the light of its aims;
e) the empowerment of learners to make their own
decisions in well-informed and thoughtful ways;
f) the broad aims, of helping learners to integrate
the many elements of performance in ways that
will be needed to meet real and complex tasks
that society will increasingly encounter.
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These aims involve, in different proportions,
both summative and formative functions of
assessments. In what follows, I shall treat
these two functions separately, whilst recognising that there are varying degrees of overlap between them.
The alignments of some of this list with
the best practices of AfL are quite clear.
Aim (a) is related to the use of classroom
dialogue in stage C; however, the link
is critical – open questions or engaging
tasks are but a means to an end that is only
secured through the quality of the dialogue
generated. If many students contribute,
with contributions in the form of sentences
rather than single words or phrases, and if
these show evidence of thoughtful reasoning, then this aim is being achieved. The
criterion for validity of this assessment is
that the teacher’s inferences (drawn from
student contributions) about the learning
achieved are justified by the evidence. This
criterion can only be met if points raised are
challenged and exchanged in order to display more clearly the basis of the students’
thinking. Moreover, it should be noted that
whilst one-on-one dialogue may be simpler
to implement than whole-class discussion,
because it aims only to help one respondent, in whole-class discussion teachers’
intervention will usually be designed to
help both the respondent and, at the same
time, the rest of the class by evoking alternative or complementary ideas from other
students. Insofar as there is a sequence of
contributions and responses, teachers may
be making their decisions quite frequently,
but they will also be making another type
of decision – a meta-decision about when
it would be best to sum-up the discussion
and/or to change its direction by introducing
new ideas or new evidence. Validity overall
will depend on the quality of the design and
implementation of the initial task and on the
decisions about subsequent interventions.
Aim (b) is served by the activity of stage D
if the practice of feedback by comment-only
marking is similarly thoughtful. The teacher’s
inferences about how a student’s achievement

may be improved are more likely to be valid
if responses to any comments are followed up
in further dialogue, oral or written. Aim (c) is
also involved here if peer-assessment forms
part of the evaluation of written work and of
informal tests.
Aims (d) and (e) are more difficult.
Evidence of their achievement may arise
from longer term changes in students’
approach to learning. More direct evidence
can be produced by moving from the closely
circumscribed tasks that characterise (a) and
(b) to longer and more open-ended tasks in
which the learner has to take more responsibility. Such tasks may well involve group collaboration. They can also develop to become
more like the complex-real-world tasks with
which aim (f) is concerned. The validity of
the teacher’s feedback on the products of
such work will depend on whether the tasks
are so designed and presented that students
are engaged in taking responsibility for
guiding their own work. The capabilities
involved, such as researching the background
of a problem, seeking new evidence that a
task might require, or summing up the findings in a clear and critical report, will only
develop if the teacher makes clear that they
are required.
It follows that the assessments should
cover the whole range of capacities that
the learner should have developed through
schooling. Whether summative assessments
are made at stages within the school system,
or are made when the student is about to
leave school, the common practice of basing such assessments on a student’s performance produced over only a few hours, in
isolation, from memory, and responding to
demands that they may not have seen before,
to which an immediate response in writing
is required, is strange. No business enterprise would think of assessing employees’
progress in this way. It is hard to justify
a decision by a school, which has known
about many pieces of work by a student, produced in a range of contexts and on different occasions, to base key decisions on short
terminal tests.
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In-School Summative Assessments
At this point, it is necessary to consider separately those summative assessments that are
controlled by schools because they are for
internal uses. These uses include providing
information when a class passes from one
teacher to the next, informing decisions
made by or for students about choices
between subjects for further study, and, in
aggregate over whole classes, informing
longer term decisions by individual teachers
or by management groups. For all of these
purposes, validity is essential. It can be
undermined in the following ways:
•• the marking of the assessment may be unreliable
because different markers interpret the same
criteria in different ways;
•• students vary in their performance from day-today;
•• the assessment uses too narrow a range of tasks,
failing to cover important aspects of the learner;
•• given that students vary in their response to different types of demand, for example between an
essay assignment and an experimental task, the
methods of assessment may cover too narrow a
range of demands.

These can be seen as threats to the reliability,
to the requirement that a parallel version of
the assessment tasks, attempted at similar
times, would yield the same results. This is a
necessary condition for achieving validity,
but not a sufficient one because assessments
may accurately measure the wrong aspect of
the learners’ capacities. However, the third
and fourth bullet points also involve validity:
one cannot, for example, infer from a competent analysis of a set of measurements that
the student could select, set up and use the
equipment required to produce those
measurements.
Black et al.’s (2011, 2013) reports on
exploratory work with teachers from three
schools revealed some of the problems and
potential benefits of work to improve teachers’ summative assessments. In this work,
a first audit showed that the quality of their
existing practices had been neglected so that
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their policy had to be reconstructed. The first
step was to focus on the validity of the assessments by encouraging discussion on what
was meant when one teacher told others that
a pupil was good at a subject. The following
comment, by a teacher of English, shows the
value of these discussions:
The project made me think more critically about
what exactly I was assessing. The first question I
remember being asked (‘what does it mean to be
good at English?’) gave me a different perspective
on assessment. I find myself continually returning
to this question. (Black et al., 2013: 8)

Such reflections led teachers to supplement
their existing use of formal tests with assessments of other activities. One effect was that
as the range covered was expanded, the work
revealed new aspects of the students’ capabilities. Thus, for a mathematics activity:
I think it changed the dynamics of the lesson a
little bit, in terms of well, in terms of there being
much more an element of them getting on trying
to find out…they were trying to be more independent, I think, I think some of them struggled
with that, and others…some of them, some still
find it quite difficult if they are not hand held all
the way through. When others were happier to
sort of, go their own way. (Black et al., 2013: 19)

To represent diversity of their students’ work,
the terminal assessment of each was based on
a portfolio, a collection of a student’s different productions. The variety, of times, of
occasions, and of types of activity enriched
the validity of the overall results; however,
the assessment criteria used, and their application, had to be checked to ensure comparability between students from classes of
different teachers of students in the same
year and with criteria applied by other stakeholders – notably those who would teach the
same students in their next school year.
Two additions to the school’s assessment
work had to be explored to achieve this aim.
The main one was that teachers should work
in groups to check one another’s grading.
Each group member would select samples of their student’s work, make their own
assessments privately, and then circulate them
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to the rest of the group. When all samples
had been circulated, the group would meet,
share their independent assessment grades
with one another and discuss differences in
their gradings in order to resolve them. These
moderation meetings frequently revealed differences, usually arising from different interpretations of the same criteria. Moderation
was only feasible if the work produced by
different classes was from similar tasks, and
so the second new aspect of the work was that
teachers had to agree beforehand on common tasks that were to be included in, and
form a large proportion of, every portfolio.
These moderation meetings eventually came
to be regarded as valuable because the attention to the concrete examples of students’
work opened up useful discussions. A typical reflection on this aspect from an English
teacher was:
I think it’s quite a healthy thing for a department
to be doing because I think it will encourage
people to have conversations and it’s about teaching and learning…it really provides a discussion
hopefully as well to talk about quality and you
know what you think of was a success in English.
Still really fundamental conversations. (Black et al.,
2013: 20)

External Summative Assessments
For the formal summative assessments of
stage E, the requirements of validity are different. There is a wider range of stakeholders
involved and most stakeholders will look for
the ability to apply the abilities that they
value. Different countries operate different
external assessment systems. At one end of
the spectrum are those where all students
have to take written tests, externally set and
marked, in which their teachers play no part.
The results are used to make public judgments of schools so that every school is
under pressure to prepare their students for
these tests. The current system in England is,
for most subjects, an example of this policy.
At the other end of the spectrum is a system
in which the assessments are entirely in the
hands of schools, who are required to work in

groups, with each group taking responsibility
for specifying the content requirement for
portfolios and for conducting inter-school
moderation meetings.
It is clear that assessments based entirely
on written tests cannot be valid – the only
inferences that their results can support with
confidence is that students can respond to the
specific demands that they make. Attempts
to complement these with a limited range
of school-based assessments have not been
effective – most of these in England are now
being abandoned. There are several reasons
for this, including a lack of discrimination
because teachers marks are bunched towards
the top-end of the mark range, the belief that
under the accountability pressures attached
to results teachers do not adhere to the rules,
and the limited scope of the systems of moderation used to check schools’ results.
If assessments by teachers and schools are
to claim the validity, which any high-stakes
terminal testing should secure, there has to be
substantial investment in the means to secure
that validity. Such investment must aim to
improve teachers’ assessment skills, so that
they can consider all of the important aims
of students’ learning, compose activities to
assess these, and assemble the outcomes in a
student’s portfolio that meets the requirement
implied by the statements of Stanley at al.
(2009) and Groome (2005). Another requirement is to build a system of intra-school
and inter-school moderation, with checks
of further samples at higher levels to ensure
comparability across each national or state
assessment authority. Such systems have
been established in Ontario, New Zealand
and the Australian states of Queensland and
New South Wales. These systems take several
years to develop, but they can enhance the
status and confidence of teachers. Moreover,
the work that they require has been seen as
enriching the central task of teachers. One
modest attempt to develop schools’ own
assessments in England was eventually welcomed, as found in these other countries, by
teachers as a source of professional development, with positive effects on their thinking
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about their curriculum and about their students’ learning (Black et al., 2011).
In summary, this chapter has considered
how the concept of validity can be applied
to assessments that serve different purposes.
For its application to summative assessments,
the problem is to achieve optimum compromise between the various inferences that different users of the information need to make:
one clear example is that the validity criteria
for an assessment made at the end of a year
(that is, to make decisions about work for the
following year in the school), are quite different from criteria for an assessment at the end
of the final year in school.

COHERENT SYSTEMS
This chapter has shown how, in a new model
of pedagogy, attention to the learning aims is
secured by the ways in which the design of
teaching is linked to that of the assessments
at all levels from the frequent teacher–learner
interactions in the classroom to the formulation of the terminal assessments.
The way the design principles secure validity is discussed, including how the concept is
relevant to assessments that serve different
purposes. This account is developed in the
later discussion of summative assessments by
exploring how the outcomes of assessments
are used by a wide range of groups who make
decisions using the assessment results.
It is not claimed here that the incorporation
of the uses of assessments into every stage
in the design and implementation of pedagogy helps secure all of the aims of school
education, nor that this chapter deals with all
of implications of the model that the chapter
presents. Such important aims of education
as moral education and education for citizenship, and how these should be reflected in the
curriculum are not discussed here (see Reiss
and White, 2013). Furthermore, the chapter
considers only a few aspects of the broader
framework of culture, structure and mechanisms of social control, and for this reason it
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is presented as a model; a full theory would
have to incorporate this model into the wider
consideration of the context of education.
The new model that this work highlights is
not inconsistent with the theories discussed
earlier. As pointed out, the common elements
of these theories were instruction, learning
and curriculum. The model presented here
accepts and incorporates these elements,
although in common with earlier theories,
has its own way of inter-relating them. It
is unique in including assessment in new
ways and in claiming that it ought to feature
strongly in any theory.
It should also be noted that the model is
not ‘theoretical’ in the pejorative sense of
being isolated from the realities of practice.
Many of the findings quoted in this chapter
emerged from work with teachers and draws
upon the experiences of, and reports by,
teachers to illustrate how their experiences
have guided the formulation of the principles.
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Assessment for Learning:
A Pedagogical Tool
Kari Smith

INTRODUCTION
The title of this chapter is the title of a course
I was teaching for many years in in-service
as well as in pre-service teacher education
programs. Two hours a week in a full semester I talked about the pedagogical values of
assessment, not as a judgmental activity at
the end of a learning process, but as a pedagogical tool to be used by teachers to enhance
learning during the learning process. During
the course we discussed theories of learning,
emphasizing socio-cultural aspects of learning (Vygotsky, 1978), motivational theories
(Bandura, 1997; Deci and Ryan, 2000), selfregulated learning (Zimmerman and Schunk,
2001), and how to apply these in assessment
practice. The main purpose of the course was
to support teachers in developing a new
understanding of the value of assessment in
daily teaching and to enhance student learning to achieve better grades on the final
exam. My teaching in the course was heavily
influenced by the work of Black and Wiliam

(Black and Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b), the work
of the Assessment Reform Group in the UK
(2002) and by Rick Stiggins’s (Stiggins,
1988; 2002) and Thomas Guskey’s work
from the US (Guskey, 2003). Further away
geographically, but not less meaningful was
the work of David Boud in Australia (Boud,
1995) and Royce Sadler’s strong theoretical
perspectives on assessment (Sadler, 1989).
When I first heard Terry Crooks from New
Zealand talk about intelligent accountability
at The 2003 AERA annual meeting in
Chicago, and the way it was practised in New
Zealand through the country’s National
Monitoring project (Crooks, 2002), I was
relieved to learn that at least one country,
New Zealand, had at that time not given in to
the rapidly developing testing and accountability regimes so widespread internationally.
The course curriculum, as well as the reading
lists, was truly international, and it was my
task to make it all relevant to the teachers and
student teachers in that specific context.
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If I were to teach the course again, in a different context, I would have developed the
course plan based on the same theories and
principles, namely that teachers need to have
a thorough understanding of the theories on
which assessment as a pedagogical tool is built
to be able to practise assessment for learning (AfL). There are, however, some basic
changes I would make to the course. At that
time I viewed assessment of learning (AoL)
as a ‘no-concept’, and I presented tables that
clearly illustrated the differences between
the ‘bad’ AoL and the skeleton solution to
all pedagogical problems: AfL. My perspectives have changed, and today I believe that
AfL has to be preceded by AoL in order to
establish a baseline on which AfL is built. In
addition, the currently expanded understanding of what assessment includes makes sense
to me, and the use of the term assessment ‘as’
learning (AsL) is a valuable development that
I have learned much about from later work by
Boud (2001, 2007). Interesting developments
taking place in Scotland, where assessment
‘is’ for learning has become a frequently
used concept, caught my attention and triggered my curiosity. Wyatt-Smith et al. (2014)
offer an overview of the widespread interest
in an expanded perception of assessment as a
pedagogical tool. Moreover, the understanding of who the learners are when discussing
AsL has also changed, and today I would
argue that assessment is just as much about
teachers’ learning as it is about students’
learning in alignment with, for example, the
work of Helen Timperley from New Zealand
(Timperley, 2011). Students and teachers are
partners in contexts where assessment is used
as a pedagogical tool. This chapter is structured to mirror my professional journey in
understanding the potential of assessment as
a pedagogical tool.
I begin by discussing the theoretical foundations for the claim that assessment is a
core pedagogical tool for strengthening a
broader concept of learning than what can
be measured by standardized tests. In the
second part of the chapter, some of the challenges in deepening an understanding of the
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potential of assessment as a pedagogical tool
among teachers and other stakeholders will
be raised. Finally, I will raise concerns about
the implications of global political trends that
focus on extensive external accountability
demands (Lingard and Sellar, 2013).

ASSESSMENT AND SOCIO-CULTURAL
ASPECTS OF LEARNING
Learning takes place in two spheres: in the
personal sphere where the individual learner
develops new and/or richer understandings
and in the social sphere where understanding
is heavily influenced by the context in which
it takes place (Hodkinson et al., 2008).
In the personal sphere, theoretical principles of constructivism are apposite,
where the focus is on the learner and what
the learner does when constructing knowledge and the understanding of knowledge.
Instruction is about supporting the learner’s building of their body of knowledge
(Duffy and Cunningham, 1996). The usefulness of new knowledge and understanding is assessed within a certain context,
and the learner puts the new knowledge
into practice in a real-life context (Rorty,
1991). Thus learning, even in a constructivist view, does not take place in isolation;
it takes place within a specific context and
will be influenced by the actors in that context, in other words, knowledge becomes
contextually dependent. This suggests that
learning cannot be seen only from an individual constructivist perspective: a socioconstructivist perspective on learning is
more appropriate (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978).
In the broader sphere, learning takes place
in a specific context created by the culture, the
history of that culture and of the learner, and
other participants. The learner is in dialogue
with the context as well as with other members of the same context, and individual learning becomes influenced by the socio-cultural
environment in which it takes place (Sfard,
1998; Säljö, 2001, 2006; Mason, 2007). There
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is an ongoing dialogue between the person’s
internal dialogue (intramental) and the interactive dialogue with other people in the same
context (intermental) (Vygotsky, 1978).
Learning, therefore, is not always planned;
it is developed within a specific situation
with specific people and where some learning is implicit rather than explicit. Vygotsky
(1978) claims that learning takes place within
the individual learner’s zone of proximal
development (ZPD), an undefinable zone
above the current level of understanding.
New understandings develop in interaction
between the learner (the subject), what has
to be learned (the object) and a mediator or
artefact which may include the teacher, other
learners, a textbook or Internet site. Vygotsky
defined ZPD as:
The distance between actual developmental level
as determined by independent problem solving
and the level and potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.
(Vygotsky, 1978: s.86)

THE LEARNING DIALOGUE
What, then, is the relation to assessment and
the teacher’s assessment practices? The Latin
root of the word assessment is assidere, which
means to ‘sit beside’ (Merriam-Webster,
2003). When I learned about the origin of the
word assessment as a schoolteacher (and
teacher educator) working on my PhD about
self-assessment many years ago, I felt a kind
of revelation that has become part of my professional work ever since. It is the teacher’s
job to ‘sit beside the learner’ and to support
the learner by scaffolding the learning process.
The dialogue that develops between the learner
and the teacher, the learning dialogue, is
essential in AoL as well as in AfL. Freire
(1970) talks about the importance of education
through respectful dialogues where the interlocutors act on each other’s responses and the
information found in these responses. Through
dialogue, the teacher uses information

volunteered by the learner to assess the current
level of understanding and jointly with the
learner plans the route to the next milestone in
the learning process. The learner and the
teacher represent two different worlds, and
they have to create a shared space for a true
learning dialogue to develop. Rommetveit
(1972, 2003) calls this intersubjectivity, which
is a shared understanding of the situation true
to the here and now. Dov Darom (2000) from
Israel was perhaps the first who opened my
mind to the importance of educational dialogue. In his lessons he talked about the role of
respect in teaching, emphasizing respect for
all students as human beings and the teachers’
task in supporting student development. In his
own teaching and writing he repeatedly
emphasized the responsibility of the teacher to
develop respectful dialogues with students and
to accept them as equals in their humanity:
Humanistic education is based on dialogue, the ‘I’
and ‘THOU’ type of dialogue (Martin Buber). True
dialogue can take place only among equals (Freire,
1973). Looking at this issue superficially, one may
conclude that there is no equality between teachers and pupils. Their knowledge and life experiences are truly not equal. In their basic humanity,
however, in their need to be heard, respected,
accepted, never humiliated, there is a large degree
of equality. As human beings they are fully equal;
their personal needs, aspirations, dreams and
hopes, strengths and weaknesses are valued
equally. If we can address our pupils in this frame
of mind, we create the foundation for meaningful
educational dialogue. (Darom, 2000: 20)

This is, in my view, the heart, not only of education, but also of the pedagogy in assessment. The
learner and the teacher seek agreement about
what the learner can do in order to plan for the
next stage and how to get there. The teacher is
the mediator of the learning process (Vygotsky,
1978); however, mediation is difficult unless
information is volunteered by the learner within
a mutually respectful environment.
In more recent assessment literature we
find similar ideas related to feedback to the
learner. Hattie and Timperley (2007) talk
about three basic questions learners should
have an answer for: where am I going;
where am I; and what am I doing next? The
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pedagogical principle is, however, that the
answers to these questions are not given by
the teacher informing the learner, but that the
learner and the teacher find the answers in
the course of the learning dialogue. Through
my meetings with teachers, more recently
mainly in Norway where AfL has been on
the political education agenda for a decade
now, teachers are well acquainted with
these three questions, and often feel they act
accordingly in their assessment practices.
However, recent research suggests that the
teacher often assesses students’ current level
of understanding by using tests, and they
provide written and sometimes unclear feedback, and feed forward that is of little use to
the students (Havnes et al., 2010; Gamlem
and Smith, 2013). The learning dialogue is
missing and assessment, perceived to be AfL,
is in fact a monologue by the teacher.
Assessment as a pedagogical tool requires
a deep understanding of pedagogical principles to be practised beneficially in the instructional encounter (Smith, 2001) and becomes
part of teachers’ assessment literacy, which
is a concept recently used for understanding
assessment. Webb defines this as:
The knowledge of the means for assessing what
students know and can do, the interpretation of the
results from these assessments, and applications of
the assessment results to improve student learning
and program effectiveness. (Webb, 2002: 1)

Stiggins (1995) uses the terms sound
and unsound assessment, which I choose
to understand as pedagogical and unpedagogical assessment focusing on the student and student learning:
Assessment literates know the difference between
sound and unsound assessment. They are not
intimidated by the sometimes mysterious and
always daunting technical world of assessment.
(Stiggins, 1995: 240)

Assessment literacy is more than following
recipes; technically it is a well-informed and
mindful professional practice that requires
teacher learning and professional growth, a
theme I shall return to later in the chapter.
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MOTIVATIONAL ASPECTS
If AfL is to have the desired effect on learners and their achievements, the individual
learner must believe that they capable of
reaching the next goal or milestone in the
learning process. Through a mindful and
pedagogical dialogue, the teacher helps the
learner to understand the current level of
learning and supports the learner in strengthening the belief in their own competence that
they are capable to progress and can reach
the next goal. The teacher supports the
learner in developing a positive dissatisfaction with the current level of learning, but at
the same time the learner is confident that
progress is possible. This view builds on
Bandura’s (1977) notion of self-efficacy, the
motivational belief in one’s ability to stretch
further as an outcome of dialogue with others
(Bandura, 1986). In a school situation, the
teacher represents a significant other, and the
assessment dialogue becomes central to
developing self-efficacy within the learner. If
the learner perceives the feedback as progress that is unachievable, AfL does not take
place because assessment is situated outside
the learner’s ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). When
this happens, the learner is likely to develop
a negative dissatisfaction with the current
stage, meaning that they find it too difficult
or impossible to proceed, and there is an
increased possibility that the learner will
become demotivated and may even give up.
The demotivating processes the learner experiences are not always made explicit and
observed by the teacher; however, inherent in
teachers’ assessment literacy lies, as I see it,
the teacher’s skill to balance the feedback to
the individual learner in such ways that the
learner develops and maintains a positive dissatisfaction with own learning, and yet at the
same time develops a strong belief that ‘I can
do it’. Learners and their learning become
the primary focus for assessment in relation
to clearly expressed situational goals, and
therefore the final goal (summary assessment/exam) is not neglected, but it takes on a
secondary focus during the learning process.
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In this way, sound pedagogy and sound assessment (AfL) merge to a significant extent.
Much has been written about how assessment impacts learning, and the way assessment as practised often dictates the way
learners behave in a learning situation
(Snyder, 1971; Gibbs and Simpson, 2003,
2004; Black et al., 2003; Brown, 2004;
Gardner, 2006; Stobart, 2008). Assessment
becomes, in certain ways, the hidden curriculum (Snyder, 1971; Miller and Parlett, 1974).
Since the publication of Black and Wiliam’s
(1998a) review study ‘Inside the Black Box’,
there are strong claims in the literature that
moving away from high stakes standardised
tests to ongoing formative assessment (AfL)
is preferable when the aim is to enhance
learning and, ultimately, to improve grades
(Gardner, 2006; Stobart, 2008; Harlen and
Gardner, 2010; Hattie, 2009). In this chapter, an additional aspect of the contribution
of AfL to the learning process is discussed,
more specifically motivation for learning,
which is closely related to the learner’s belief
in themselves, the learner’s self-efficacy. The
extent to which self-efficacy is developed
(or sustained) depends on the way teachers
nurture intrinsic and extrinsic motivation for
learning.
Ryan and Deci (2000) argue that learning best takes place when three basic needs
are being fulfilled: the need for competence,
relatedness and autonomy within a social
context. ‘The inherent tendency to seek
out novelty and challenges, to extend one’s
capacities, to explore, and to learn’ (Ryan
and Deci, 2000: 70) is defined as intrinsic
motivation and found to be conducive to
learning (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Its development is, however, dependent on the extent to
which these three conditions are being met.
Does the learner feel competent in school,
in learning a specific subject, and in undertaking a specific task? Does the learner feel
related and accepted within the social setting
in which learning takes place to take risks
that might lead to not succeeding? Does the
learner enjoy autonomy, being able to choose
among several alternatives in selecting tasks

as well as alternative ways to approach the
task? To what extent is it possible for the
teacher to create an environment that fosters intrinsic motivation in classes with 25
or more students, with the external pressure of getting through the content, so that
external exam requirements can be met? The
claim made in this chapter is that when the
teacher engages with the class and the individual learner in learning dialogues based on
constructive feedback and feed forward, and
when assessment activities are varied and
created in dialogue with learners, there is a
greater likelihood that the learning environment will support, rather than hinder, students’ development of intrinsic motivation
for learning.
A major goal for schooling is to prepare students for assessments in the form of external
examinations, which serve as entrance tickets
for further and higher education. It would be
unwise to look at examinations as being only
harmful and demotivating. Extrinsic motivation, ‘the performance of an activity in order
to attain some separable outcome’ (Ryan and
Deci, 2000: 71) is perhaps, the type of motivation that most often initiates activity and production in our daily lives as well as in school.
We act and perform because we have to, we
are driven by an internal feeling of duty, we
want to avoid punishments and gain rewards,
and sometimes we have little choice but to
do as we are told. Many students are driven
by the instrumental value in learning and in
studying specific subjects that inherently
require external and standardised assessment
forms. They have to pass the exam. Ryan and
Deci (2000) suggest that extrinsically driven
activities are, at times, undertaken because
of choices we make, for example in selecting particular courses in higher education
because of the doors they will open to a particular professional life. Extrinsic motivation
can be a useful driver for learning. However,
the question remains – does exposure to
external standards foster the conditions for
meaningful growth in learning, that is, experiencing a positive dissatisfaction with one’s
current level of learning and believing in
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one’s capacity to make progress? When looking at my own experience as a schoolteacher
and as a university professor, I would say that
in both contexts practising AfL is a major
pedagogical tool when preparing students for
summative AoL. The balance between the
two differs greatly. The value of assessment
as a pedagogical tool does not lie mainly in
preparing learners for exams, but much more
in preparing them for a lifelong learning
process in which they believe in themselves
as capable and contributing members of the
society. In higher education the main motivation for learning is often to get a qualification, and yet my experience tells me that
practising AfL during the learning process
makes the learner not only appreciate and
enjoy the process on the way to the extrinsic
goal, but also develop a deeper understanding
of the concepts (Deci and Ryan, 2000; Gibbs
and Simpson, 2004).

SELF-REGULATED LEARNING
In his overview article from 1990,
Zimmerman concludes that learners who
take initiative activated by intrinsic motivation and who take on responsibility for their
learning are successful academically.
Zimmerman’s claim is supported by others
(Andrade, 2010; Pekrun et al., 2011) and by
his own later research (Schunk and
Zimmerman, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000).
Zimmerman (1990) argues that ‘selfregulated learners select and use selfregulated learning processes to achieve
desired academic outcomes on the basis of
feedback about learning effectiveness and
skill’ (Zimmerman, 1990: 6–7). Feedback as
part of assessment plays a key role in selfregulated learning because it is in the light of
feedback that learners regulate their learning
processes, what Hattie and Timperley (2007)
call feedback on process. The communication between the teacher and the learner in
light of planned and performed tasks is the
foundation of self-regulated learning.
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Zimmerman (1990) states that ‘students’
self-regulated learning involves three features: their use of self-regulated learning
strategies, their responsiveness to selforiented feedback about learning effectiveness, and their interdependent motivational
processes’ (Zimmerman, 1990: 6). The
teacher and other members of the learning
community are central dialogue partners in
self-regulated learning. But the teacher is not
the decision maker. According to Zimmerman
(2000) self-regulation can be divided in to
three cyclic phases:
1 Forethought – the reflective processes that precede actions, and includes assessing personal
competence to undertake the tasks, planning and
goal setting.
2 Performance or volitional control – the selfmonitoring taking place when working on the
task, assessing the effectiveness of chosen strategies, and if the learner finds it necessary, making
changes. Affective aspects of the process influence decisions made during this stage, which
heavily depend on feedback from self and significant others.
3 Self-reflection – assessment processes that take
place when the task is completed and the learner
re-examines the learning process as well as the
learning outcome.

Self-regulation refers to the learners monitoring the learning process, to look at their
own learning in relation to a specific task or
to a course from a meta-perspective. These
three phases are analogous to the three main
processes described in recent theories of formative assessment (Andrade, 2010; Black
and Wiliam, 2009), especially in relation to
the three questions mentioned previously in
this chapter to which learners seek answers:
where am I going, where am I, and what am
I doing next? (Hattie and Timperley, 2007).

SUSTAINABLE ASSESSMENT
Theories of self-regulation and assessment
are also closely linked with the work of
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David Boud who has published widely on
the relationship between assessment and
life-long learning, what he calls sustainable
assessment (Boud and Falchikov, 2006;
Boud, 2014). Sustainable assessment is not
a new form for assessment, but an extension
of the functions of assessment, beyond
accreditation and assessment for learning.
In sustainable assessment learners develop
assessment literacy by acting as involved
assessors of their own learning processes as
well as of the learning outcome, a condition
for engaging in life-long learning processes
post-formal education. Learners move from
being passive recipients of others’ opinions
to become independent assessors and decision makers about their own development
and learning, common characteristics of
informal work-based learning (Boud and
Falchikov, 2006; Boud, 2014). Sustainable
assessment is mainly inherent in formative
assessment, relating to feedback on process
as well as on outcome; however, the teacher
is not the only decision maker and not the
main source of feedback. Learners themselves are engaged in goal setting, criteria
development and in providing peer- as well
as self-feedback, which informs the learning process. Assessment and learning
become inseparable, and concepts such as
‘assessment as learning’, and ‘assessment is
for learning’ start making sense. Formative
assessment in the short term strengthens
current learning on specific tasks, which is
likely to lead to improved performance of
learning outcome assessed by summative
assessment, including external examinations. When involving learners as assessment partners, a third goal of assessment is
addressed, developing assessment literate
learners for sustainable assessment.
Assessment can therefore be said to have
not only a dual function (Boud, 2014), but a
third function can be added to prepare
learners to be active assessors of their own
work and that of others in a learning society,
the features of which are unknown to the
learner and to the teacher. I would argue
that AfL covers various functions

of assessment. The pedagogical role of
assessment is not to look at learning from a
momentary perspective, but from a life-long
and life-wide perspective. The view presented in this chapter is therefore that AfL is
a comprehensive concept serving purposes
of summative assessment, short-term formative assessment and assessment as learning
(involving learners) to support learners in
developing sustainable assessment for
future learning processes. David Boud
defines sustainable assessment as ‘assessment that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of students to meet their own future learning
needs’ (Boud, 2000: 151).

AfL AND TEACHER LEARNING
Boud and Falchikov (2006: 406) suggest that
‘the use of the label of “assessment” connotes with a job for teachers, whereas the
use of the label “learning” connotes a job for
students’. In this discussion of sustainable
learning, teachers and learners take on both
jobs: teachers become learners of student
learning and of their own assessment practice as they continue to be assessors, and
learners become assessors of their own
learning and of teaching and assessment
practice at the same time as they keep on
being learners. This is a major shift in perceptions and beliefs commonly held by both
parties, which requires careful planning,
attention, patience and time. The most challenging shift in perspective might lie with
the teachers and how they traditionally see
their roles and responsibilities. Moreover, in
many contexts, accountability issues and
competitive rankings of measurable results
on standardised testing have become an
unpleasant part of reality for many teachers.
Engelsen and Smith (2010) suggest that
assessment practice is influenced by three
poles: teachers’ current assessment practice,
steering documents and theory and researchbased knowledge (Figure 46.1).

Assessment for learning

Steering documents

Assessment
practice

Theory and
research-based
knowledge

Personal
practice

Figure 46.1 Assessment practice

Teachers who are exposed to AfL mainly
through policy documents and directives
are found to make a strong, rather technical application of AfL, doing as they are
instructed in the steering documents (Rønsen
and Smith, 2014). AfL can become a set
of assessment techniques with little or no
understanding of the underlying pedagogical principles. Teachers are less likely to
build competence in developing their own
AfL practice, adapted to their own teaching
context and to individual learners. In several
research and development (R&D) projects in
which I have been involved, we found that the
turning point occurs when teachers become
knowledgeable about the pedagogical and
research-based literature on AfL which was
made accessible through the project (Smith,
2011; Smith, 2013). When teachers develop
a deeper understanding of the pedagogics on
which AfL and its principles are built, they
start to reflect on their own practice. I also
noticed that they engage in informed discussions about the directives imposed on them
in the guidance documents. Moreover, they
jointly develop their own alternatives as a
contextualised version of AfL, adapted to
their own beliefs as teachers, to the school in
which they work and to their own students
(Engelsen and Smith, 2010; Smith, 2011;
Rønsen and Smith, 2014). When looking at
teachers’ learning of AfL with the goal of
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developing sustainable assessment, literate teachers who are independent creators
of their own AfL practice must meet certain
conditions. There are no short fixes for sustainable professional development, and in
our R&D projects we have found that it takes
around 3 years before teachers reach a stage
of independent pedagogical practice of AfL
(Engelsen and Smith, 2014). The importance
of time is also noted by Timperley and her
colleagues from New Zealand in a metastudy examining conditions for professional
development activities with a positive impact
on student learning (Timperley et al., 2007).
Another pivotal condition for teacher learning leading to changed beliefs and changed
practice is that teachers find the change beneficial to their own students, that they are
in charge of the development processes and
that they develop a kind of ownership to the
change (Ashdown and Hummel-Rossi, 2005;
Timperley et al., 2007). Hayward (2010)
criticises the commonly used model for
teacher learning within educational change
programs, claiming that top–down models
do not work. Her views align with those of
Senge and Schramer (2001) who suggest that
teachers have to be in charge of their own
professional learning through open critical
reflection within communities of practice
(Lave and Wenger, 1991).
I strongly believe that teachers want the
best for their students, a view that is supported by research on motivation for teaching
(Watt and Richardson, 2012). Pedagogical
views underpin teachers’ professional practice, however, when the teaching profession
is subject to strict accountability pressures
accompanied by a testing regime, and when
teachers’ assessment practices tend to be
coloured by the external context more than
by their own pedagogical beliefs (Amrein
and Berliner, 2002). This becomes the case
particularly when the operationalisation of
AfL has been taken away from the teachers
and placed into the hands of policymakers
who present their own version – one that fits
into a uniform application of AfL adapted to a
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control system. The following concern about
how AfL is perceived and practised internationally was expressed by participants in an
international seminar on AfL in Dunedin,
New Zealand, with leading researchers from
Australia, Canada, Continental Europe, New
Zealand, the UK and the US.
Others (Definitions of AfL, author’s insertion) have
stemmed from a desire to be seen to be embracing
the concept – but in reality implementing a set of
practices that are mechanical or superficial without
the teacher’s, and, most importantly, the students’,
active engagement with learning as the focal
point. While observing the letter of AfL, this does
violence to its spirit. Yet others have arisen from
deliberate appropriation, for political ends, of principles that have won significant support from
educators. (International Assessment Seminar,
2009: 1)

Several of the international participants in
this seminar shared experiences from their
own contexts, which told about misuses of
AfL in ways that had stripped the concept
for the underlying pillars of AfL, the pedagogical perspective presented earlier in this
chapter. The definition of AfL issued at the
end of the seminar was formulated in a way
that replaced AfL in the hands of teachers and
students:
Assessment for Learning is part of everyday practice by students, teachers and peers that seeks,
reflects upon and responds to information from
dialogue, demonstration and observation in ways
that enhance ongoing learning. (International
Assessment Seminar, 2009: 2)

Inherent in this definition of AfL is that
assessment that enhances ongoing learning is context-dependent and in the hands
of the actors in the instructional encounter –
the teachers and the students. This makes it
difficult, if not impossible, to have a set of
fixed techniques that dictate assessment practice. The quality of AfL practice is closely
related to the assessment literacy of the
actors. Teachers learning how to practice AfL
should focus on the core pillars of pedagogy
and their application in daily assessment
practice.

DEVELOPING A CULTURE OF AfL
This argument that AfL addresses the situation in which it occurs, exploiting
moments of contingency (Black and
Wiliam, 2009), might give the impression
that AfL is practised by the individual
teacher and their learners in isolation. In
early projects in which I was involved the
AfL practice of the individual teacher was
the main focus, and this was reflected in
the topics of our workshops and seminars.
We learned that it was difficult, if not
impossible, for the individual teacher to
practise high quality AfL if they were the
only one in the school doing so. External
pressures from leadership, colleagues, students, and sometimes also parents, made it
an impossible task. In our more recent
R&D projects, it became clear that we
needed to work with multiple actors to
develop an AfL culture in school that
allowed for the adaption of the AfL principles by individual teachers with their students (Smith, 2011; Engelsen and Smith,
2014). The driver of introducing an AfL
culture in the school is the school leadership, including the principal. The principal
does not become the decision maker about
what should be done in the name of AfL;
the principal is a learner of AfL together
with the teachers and the students in school.
The leadership provides the conditions and
resources for the whole school to engage in
the long, and often challenging, process of
developing an AfL culture in school. The
nature of such a culture is that it provides
space for diverse forms for practising AfL,
it is dynamic and is continuously under
development as the actors gain experience
and a deeper understanding of the pedagogies and the practice of these through
reflection and sharing of experiences in a
community of learning (Engelsen and
Smith, 2014). Teacher learning of AfL
becomes only one of the many aspects of
the process of developing an AfL culture in
school.
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ASSESSMENT AS A PEDAGOGICAL
TOOL IN AN ERA OF
ACCOUNTABILITY
A tension frequently expressed in the literature is the tension between a more individualized practice of AfL and the demand for
standardized measures of learning for purposes of accountability (Amrein and Berliner,
2002; Crooks, 2011; Hutchinson and Young,
2011). Accountability is a frequently used
word, often with notorious connotations for
educators, and it can be defined as:
Education: a policy of holding schools and teachers
accountable for students’ academic progress by
linking such progress with funding for salaries,
maintenance, etc. (http://www.businessdictionary.
com/definition/accountability.html, accessed 23
June 2014)

In other words, accountability in education
means that teachers and schools have to
deliver what they are expected to deliver in
relation to goals, most often set by external
authorities, but also by the schools themselves. This is commonly referred to as external accountability. Internal accountability
involves greater autonomy for schools where
they set their own goals and use an audit system to evaluate to what extent these have been
met. Internal accountability is accompanied
by a high level of responsibility. Hutchinson
and Young (2011) relate the concept assessment to student learning, and evaluation to
examining the function of the educational
system as a whole. Accountability in education can therefore be said to be an evaluation of the system. It does not have a direct
impact on the individual student, but using
accountability data for improving the educational system will eventually impact student
learning in a long-term general perspective.
However, the discussion becomes a sort of
chicken-and-egg discussion because the collective improvement of individual learners
will be exhibited in the wider evaluation processes of the system. Whereas AfL is clearly
located within the assessment concept, AoL
as summative assessment by standardised
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measures is closer to being associated with
evaluation.
The interplay between assessment and
evaluation is often seen as problematic, especially because measures of student learning
for external accountability purposes driven
by international and national standardized
testing have penetrated educational systems
with a negative impact on teachers’ professionalism (Valli and Buese, 2007). External
pressures on teachers and schools lead to narrowing the curriculum and teaching-to-thetest to prepare students for the best results.
This replaces in-depth learning and the timeconsuming practice of AfL, and in the US
the negative back-wash effect on teaching
and learning is widely documented (Amrein
and Berliner, 2002; Stiggins, 2002; Sharon
et al., 2006). There is little room for practising pedagogically driven AfL at an individual or a class level when not only learners’,
teachers’ and schools’ reputation are at risk,
but also the country’s ranking in the many
international competitions of educational
achievements. Moreover, financial issues
are involved at all three levels, from higher
education and job opportunities for the students to tenure and salaries for teachers,
and even the closure of schools in the most
extreme cases.
Countries that make strong efforts to align
AfL with the need for the educational system
to evaluate itself are New Zealand (Crooks,
2011) and Scotland (Hutchinson and Young,
2011). Detailed accounts can be found in
Crooks’s (2011) paper from New Zealand
and Hutchinson and Young’s (2011) presentation of the Scottish context. In both countries, there are serious attempts to address
the need for accountability by developing
systems for internal accountability, which
to a large extent leaves assessment issues
in the hands of the schools and teachers. In
these contexts, evaluation emphasizes selfassessment at three levels – student, teacher
and school – and includes self-reporting
upwards in the system. In both countries, the
official policy supports AfL, as documented
in the following quote:
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The primary purpose of assessment is to improve
student-learning and teachers’ teaching as both
student and teacher respond to the information it
provides (New Zealand Ministry of Education,
2007: 38, cited in Crooks, 2011: 73)

Hutchinson and Young (2011) describe the
concept ‘assessment is for learning’ (AifL)
in their paper, which incorporates the three
functions of assessment presented earlier. The
aim was to ‘refocus practitioners’ attention
on assessment as part of pedagogy and sound
professional judgments about learning and
achievement in the pre-qualifications years,
for pupils aged 3–14’ (2011: 62), acknowledging the fact that assessment serves other
purposes as well.
In both settings, the term ‘intelligent
accountability’ is often used, which, according
to Crooks (2003), adheres to specific criteria
such as trust among the key participants –
students and teachers, teachers and parents,
teachers and the school leadership and, above
all, the politicians’ trust in teachers and
their professionalism. The second criterion
of intelligent accountability is that all participants experience a strong sense of professional responsibility and initiative, both of
which are closely linked to the level of trust
in the educational system. The third criterion
in Crook’s list is that educational challenges
encourage participants to engage in deep
responses with long-term impact instead of a
short-term superficial response. High-stakes
tests within a system characterised by extensive control measures are likely to encourage
teaching for narrow short-term surface learning. The next criterion, the fourth, relates to
feedback, the quality of feedback and the
uses of feedback by the system, the schools,
the teachers and the learners. By active participation in the assessment processes, feedback becomes meaningful for all actors and
can be used for improvement. The last criterion in Crook’s list examines the outcome
of the accountability process, which should
be increased enthusiasm and motivation for
further efforts (Crooks, 2003).
In contexts where external accountability is
strong and elaborate testing and bureaucracy

invade the educational systems, the practice
of assessment as a pedagogical tool is endangered. Control takes over from responsibility,
and when jobs and financial support disappear, the involved actors are likely to focus
on the delivery of measureable achievements,
even though it might be in conflict with professional beliefs. Assessment as a pedagogical tool preparing for sustainable learning is
endangered in many countries today. There
are, however, ways to implement the principles of AfL as well as demands for accountability, and New Zealand and Scotland are
examples of this. Knowledgeable, creative
and forward-looking policymakers should
intensify their efforts to seek innovative
ways of how to fully exploit assessment as a
pedagogical tool within the need to be wellinformed about the quality of the educational
system.
In New Zealand (Crooks, 2011) and in
Scotland (Hutchinson and Young, 2011), it
seems that the main challenge to using assessment as a pedagogical tool is not the policymakers, but teachers’ attitude, especially in
secondary schools. They have the responsibility for preparing students for school exit
(matriculation) and it is stressful in terms of
covering the curriculum and preparing students for final exams. School results on these
exams in New Zealand are publically available (Crook, 2011) and regional and national
‘competitions’ between schools move the
focus away from AfL and onto how to do
well in the final exam.
To me, an immediate comparison can be
made to the domain of sports. No athlete
will do well in high-stakes competitions
if the foundation, built up through tedious
daily practice over a number of years with
a dedicated coach or team of coaches, is not
in place when preparing for the big events.
The athlete must develop a trust in the
coaches, they need to be confident that the
coaches know their job and are professional
in planning the route to the finals; however,
unless the coach involves the athlete in the
goal-setting and in how to fit the practice to
the individual athlete by jointly creating the
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training program, the athlete will not respond
with motivation, self-efficacy or selfregulation during practice. It is the athlete
who does the hardest work, and they have to
be full partners in their own training. There
are competitions (tests) along the way, but
they are mainly to practise the skill of competing, and are often to check if the immediate personal goals have been reached. The
focus is not always on the other competing
athletes. An Olympic athlete who won a
competition in preparation for the Olympic
qualification was congratulated for winning
this on-the-way competition. His answer
was ‘I do not deserve congratulations, have
you seen the time? It is not even close to my
personal best’ (Beeri, 2008). Athletes compete with themselves to see a steady curve of
improvement – more than they compete with
others. Only in the big events do they focus
on outdoing their competitors. All students
are athletes in the field of learning, but they
do not all have to, or want to, prepare for the
Olympics. For most students, personal goals
– and achieving them – are what matters, and
teachers should coach student learning with
this in mind. In fields of sports where the
breadth of athletes at the grass-root level is
solid, Olympic athletes have a better chance
to develop and go on to higher academies
of sports. School is for all at the grass-root
level, and it is not an academy preparing for
winning national and international honour.
Schools prepare children and young people
for being able to enjoy learning throughout
life, to be well functioning members of our
current and future society. The important
thing is to do as well as you can and want in
the professional hands of teachers, who are
not compelled to prepare students for repetitive tests and exams, but who can make all
students feel special, who know where the
students want to go, where the students are in
the learning process, what the students have
to do to get to the next milestone, and who
believe the students are capable of getting
there. Using assessment as a pedagogical
tool is about all this: it is AfL.
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IMPLICATIONS
If we want assessment for learning to be a
pedagogical tool, a culture of AfL should be
created in schools and in the society. For that
to happen, stakeholders of assessment need
to develop assessment literacy, understanding what assessment can and cannot do, and
what kind of assessment is appropriate for
specific purposes. Assessment as a pedagogical tool does not, first and foremost, rest on
assessment techniques, but more on deep
theoretical and practical knowledge, which
provides the stakeholder with a repertoire
and creativity in practicing assessment. A
major challenge of developing a culture of
AfL as a pedagogical tool is the increasing
impact of external accountability on students, teachers and schools (Crooks, 2011).
There are ways of merging AfL and accountability by developing a system of intelligent
accountability (Crooks, 2003), examples of
which are found in New Zealand and
Scotland.
An additional challenge is the teachers’
conception of assessment, and the space in
which they can enact pedagogical beliefs and
attitudes. If their professionalism is evaluated in light of students’ score on external
testing, AfL is under severe threat. Teachers
should be trusted with autonomy to practice
AfL adapted to their context and learners,
and empowered to take on the responsibility
they have been given. Education is not a competition of measureable results; education is
about developing individual human beings
who are motivated contributors to maintain
and improve a democratic well-functioning
society. The way children and young people
experience assessment during their education is crucial for achieving this pedagogical goal. The concluding message of this
chapter is that all stakeholders of education
have to become informed and knowledgeable
practitioners of assessment as a pedagogical tool, and this should be a pillar on which
future professional development courses are
planned.
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Implementing Assessment for
Learning in a Confucian Context:
The Case of Hong Kong 2004–14
Ricky Lam

INTRODUCTION
Since Black and Wiliam (1998) published
their seminal work on how assessment can
positively impact learning, the Assessment
for Learning (AfL) movement has been burgeoning both theoretically and empirically.
Despite its educational benefits, research
into how AfL can be effectively implemented
at the classroom level especially in Confucian
Heritage Cultures (CHCs) remains complex
and challenging (Berry, 2011; Biggs, 1998;
Black and Wiliam, 1998; Carless, 2011).
Educational contexts with a legacy of CHCs
generally emphasize ‘test performance’ more
than mastery of learning through high-stakes
examinations because stakeholders typically
possess instrumental views to learning (a
means to upward social mobility and success), which pose a sharp contrast with the
spirit of AfL (for details, see Carless, 2011;
Carless and Lam, 2014a). In Anglophone settings, AfL refers to good teaching that supports learning, and yet it is usually interpreted,

some may say misinterpreted, as an assessment reform initiative in most East Asian
jurisdictions such as Hong Kong and
Singapore at least during the last decade
(Curriculum Development Council, 2001;
Ministry of Education Singapore, 2008).
Given AfL is situated in such politicized
reform environments, its implementation
may be in tension with the existing pedagogical and assessment practices, which tend
to pay undue attention to the product of
learning and results of standardized tests
(Chen, 2014; Darling-Hammond and
McCloskey, 2008; Marsh, 2007). To this end,
this chapter aims to critically review the
effectiveness of teacher implementation of
various AfL practices as part of teaching and
learning processes within a CHC setting
during the period 2004–14. The review is
concerned with applications of AfL in the
English language curriculum with key
focuses on writing, speaking and general
English at both primary and secondary classroom levels. Pertinent issues arising from the
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review are analyzed and categorized into
themes for discussion. Lastly, implications
regarding how AfL could be successfully
carried out in the Hong Kong school contexts
are proposed.

ASSESSMENT REFORM LANDSCAPE
IN HONG KONG
Despite efforts in introducing curricular and
assessment reform initiatives since the 1980s
(for example, communicative language
teaching), the Education Bureau (then
Education Department) witnessed continuous failure in changing teaching and learning
practices from a product-based and teacherdominated model emphasizing rote learning
to a process-oriented and learner-centred
model promoting creativity and independent
learning (Berry, 2011; Carless and Harfitt,
2013; Evans, 1996). Introduced in primary
education during the early 1990s and faded
out after several years of implementation,
Target-Oriented Curriculum, which highlighted the centrality of daily observation and
stringent record keeping, aimed to promote
pupil performance for learning improvement.
It was the earliest form of AfL introduced as
a system-wide reform policy. Notwithstanding
its pedagogically sound intention, TargetOriented Curriculum was not well received
because of strong resistance from teachers
(for example, insufficient understanding of
the principles), lack of support from school
(for example, heavy workload) and incongruence with a larger learning and assessment
culture (for example, predominance of CHC
and lack of a reform climate) (Morris, 2002;
Morris and Adamson, 2010; Poon, 2009).
No sooner had Target-Oriented Curriculum
proven to be unsuccessful than the Education
Bureau, in 2004, introduced the Basic
Competency Assessment in the primary education sector. Basic Competency Assessment,
including Territory-wide System Assessment
and Student Assessment, is a low-stakes
assessment collectively administered in three

757

major subjects, namely English language,
Chinese language and mathematics at Grades
3, 6 and 9 across the territory and intends to
assist individual schools to make informed
decisions about how to improve teaching
and learning based upon the assessment
information from the Territory-wide System
Assessment. Similarly, the secondary education sector has witnessed the implementation
of the New Senior Secondary curriculum in
2009, the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education Examination in 2012 (Curriculum
Development Council, 2007; 2009) and the
integration of School-based Assessment in
the key major subjects – English language –
since 2005 (see Davison, 2007; Qian, 2008).
The rationale for these reform initiatives
in the last decade is three-fold, namely the
reduction in the number of high-stakes examinations (from two to one at the end of the
six-year secondary education), the introduction of a learner-centred curriculum, which
principally underscores independent learning
rather than teacher-dominated pedagogy, and
the dissemination of AfL practices, which
synergize learning and testing through Basic
Competency Assessment and School-based
Assessment (Berry, 2011; Chow and Leung,
2011; Davison, 2007; Davison and HampLyons, 2010).

AFL MOVEMENT IN HONG KONG:
WHERE ARE WE NOW?
As discussed in the previous section, AfL as
part of a global educational trend has been
intermittently implemented under different
labels including Target-Oriented Curriculum,
Basic Competency Assessment and Schoolbased Assessment since the 1990s. Despite
concerted efforts to encourage innovation in
English language assessment practices, policymakers often have failed to take into
account diverse socio-cultural factors (for
example, CHCs which place a high priority
in the standardized examinations) and related
learning theories (for example, popularity of
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rote learning and mechanical drilling) when
introducing alternative approaches to
classroom-based assessment – such as AfL in
the forms of projects, portfolios, self- and
peer assessment that emphasize learner
agency and process-oriented learning in the
Hong Kong school contexts (Carless, 2005;
Evans, 1996; Kennedy et al., 2008). From
international assessment literature, there has
been evidence to support the merits of AfL
and to demonstrate how it can be productively utilized to enhance teaching and learning at the classroom level (Black and Wiliam,
1998; Wiliam, 2011; Wiliam and Thompson,
2008). However, this Anglophone concept, if
applied in East Asian settings, may encounter
incongruence with the current pedagogical
and assessment practices where students usually play a subservient role in the learning
process and teachers traditionally play an
authoritative role, imparting knowledge to
learners (Biggs, 1998; Carless, 2011). Such a
discrepancy between two opposing assessment ideologies (a learning culture versus a
testing culture) can explicate why AfL or
other related reform agendas find themselves
rather challenged to take root in local classroom environments (Hamp-Lyons, 2007;
Inbar-Lourie, 2008).
Over the last decade, it appears that the
AfL movement in Hong Kong has begun to
take shape in both primary and secondary
sectors owing to a larger curriculum reform
climate, which has been promulgating concepts, including ‘learning how to learn’ and
‘life-long learning’ since the turn of the century (Education Commission, 2000). These
educational philosophies underpin the introduction of Basic Competency Assessment at
Grades 3, 6 and 9 via Territory-wide System
Assessment which, hopefully, not only aims to
evaluate students’ strengths and weaknesses
in learning (as in the case of Assessment
of Learning, AoL), but also is supposed to
generate useful assessment information for
improving teaching and learning (an example
of AfL practices). Regardless of its formative potential to support learning, Territorywide System Assessment was politicized at

least initially because of the fear and cynicism shared by teachers, parents and school
administrators about how assessment information is ultimately utilized for purposes
such as ranking school performances for
accountability (Berry, 2011). As a result, giving students extra after-school lessons about
the content and format of Territory-wide
System Assessment and sending them to private tutorial schools to master related testtaking skills have become social phenomena
because Territory-wide System Assessment
is perceived as another high-stakes ‘examination’ alongside school internal assessments
(Bray and Kwok, 2003; Coniam, 2014;
Tse, 2014).
From this, it can be argued that the spirit
of AfL (in the case of Basic Competency
Assessment) seems to have been eroded
by entrenched socio-cultural factors,
namely the predominance of an examination culture and mistrust between the quasigovernmental agencies and key school-based
stakeholders. Additionally, there has been a
lack of transparent communication between
the Education Bureau and school personnel
concerning the theoretical rationale of Basic
Competency Assessment and how such a
large-scale standardized test – Territory-wide
System Assessment – can be used formatively to inform effective teaching and learning at the classroom level (Kennedy et al.,
2008; Morris and Scott, 2003; Tong, 2011).
Around the mid-2000s, the reform climate had reached its peak with the inclusion
of a School-based Assessment component in
English language classrooms in 2005. This
happened despite initial teacher resentment
that led to the postponement of its full implementation until 2007 and the introduction of
the New Senior Secondary curriculum in
English language and other subjects in 2009.
The English School-based Assessment promotes the integration of classroom-based
assessment and standardized testing, the
development of teacher judgment, extensive reading and viewing of literary texts
and other AfL-related practices, including self- and peer assessment, learning
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autonomy and sharing of assessment criteria with peers and teachers (Davison, 2007;
Davison and Hamp-Lyons, 2010; Davison
and Leung, 2009). For the English New
Senior Secondary curriculum, the elective
component advocates interactive and taskbased English learning to help students
acquire English both linguistically and communicatively (Curriculum Development
Council, 2007). In their study, Carless and
Harfitt (2013) reported that students were
appreciative of the enjoyable learning experience offered to them, for example, taking
electives to develop creativity and having
wider exposure to active English learning
rather than traditional examination drilling. However, the case study students did
not take learning in the elective component seriously because it was not counted
in the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education Examination result. To this end,
Carless and Harfitt find a palpable tension
between enjoyable learning experience and
an examination-oriented education.
Unlike the English New Senior Secondary
curriculum, the English School-based
Assessment received less favourable response
at its early stages of implementation. However,
since 2005, with the provision of professional
training opportunities and enhanced awareness of its theoretical rationale and practices,
School-based Assessment has gradually
become an indispensable tool to integrate AfL
and AoL for learning and grading purposes in
the English language classrooms. That said, in
his survey, Qian (2014) found that although
students were generally receptive to Schoolbased Assessment, teachers had encountered
numerous challenges, including asynchronous
implementation of School-based Assessment
and the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education Examination, unresolved issues of
extra workload, incompatibility with an examination culture and failure to integrate Schoolbased Assessment into the regular English
curriculum. Notwithstanding these hurdles,
compared to other educational reforms, such
as communicative language teaching, TargetOriented Curriculum and Basic Competency

759

Assessment, School-based Assessment could
at least achieve its purpose in promoting effective learning, for instance, students had more
exposure to extensive reading and in becoming more confident in presenting ideas in
front of their peers/teachers (Davison, 2007;
Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority, 2010). School-based Assessment,
an embodiment of AfL adopted in an examination culture where key stakeholders usually focus on assessment results, may risk
sacrificing its formative potential in promoting English learning (Berry, 2011; Chow and
Leung, 2011). Nevertheless, if teachers are
encouraged to receive ongoing professional
training and engage in reflective teaching,
they can develop more localized knowledge
and skills when administering School-based
Assessment (Farrell, 2013; Hamp-Lyons,
2007; Harris and Brown, 2013).
To sum up, it is imperative to review the AfL
movement in Hong Kong English classrooms
based upon the current assessment scholarship
because AfL has become one of the key curricular initiatives that has had a substantial impact
on the development of, teaching, learning and
assessment in the Hong Kong school context.
The next section illustrates how the review was
conducted, including use of analytical lens,
literature search criteria, databases, choice of
publications, categorization of search results
and structuring of the review data.

PROCEDURES OF REVIEW
Framework for Review
To provide a conceptual framework for the
review, the characteristics of certain Confucian
cultural practices, as highlighted in Carless’s
(2011) book, were utilized to examine the
extent to which the implementation of AfLspecific assessment reforms could promote or
inhibit learning. Key concepts from CHC settings include (1) teacher beliefs in the traditional pragmatic approach; (2) the centrality
of an examination system; and (3) hierarchical
power relations in the teaching and learning
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process. In relation to the first concept,
teachers primarily focus on the product of
learning rather than the process of learning,
particularly in English language because they
consider that they hold sole responsibility for
students’ examination results, which are likely
to determine their employability and future
career prospects (Biggs, 1996; Hamp-Lyons,
2002; Lee, 2008). Berry (2011) and HampLyons (2007) have argued that in Hong
Kong, accessibility to higher education, particularly undergraduate programmes in eight
public-funded universities, remains limited
and competitive. Because of that, teaching in
English classrooms becomes highly instrumental (that is, teaching to the test) in helping students to be admitted to the university,
so that these students stand a better chance to
enter favourable professional careers thereafter (Evans, 2011; Lee, 2011a; Poon, 2010).
Likewise, in relation to the second concept, the importance of an examination system in CHC settings is culturally deep-seated,
given that in China there has been a long history of utilizing essay examinations to select
those who are academically capable of serving the imperial court dating back to the
Sung Dynasty, 960–1280 AD (Chen, 2014;
Hamp-Lyons, 2002; Zeng, 1999). In order to
outperform other candidates in examinations,
students would count on memorizing the test
syllabus, mechanical drilling past papers, and
attending private tutorial centres (Bray and
Kwok, 2003; Coniam, 2014). Finally, considering the third concept, hierarchical power
relations are one of the prominent features
that epitomize the essence of Confucianism,
with teachers being knowledgeable experts
and students being obedient learners (Brown
et al., 2009). Conventionally, teaching and
learning takes place in a whole-class manner.
The role of teachers is to impart knowledge,
whereas students are expected to take a submissive role in learning rather than develop
critical and independent thinking. Hence, the
CHC-oriented instructional approach tends to
be top–down and didactic, rendering students
as audience rather than co-participants in the
learning process (Biggs, 1998; Carless, 2011).

Selection Criteria and
Search Methods
The following describes the four criteria used
to select research studies for this review:
•• The period of the literature search had to fall
between 2004 and 2014, after the release of key
governmental assessment reform policies.
•• The search was restricted to studies conducted in
Hong Kong. Studies related to other educational
contexts were excluded.
•• Studies were only included on the implementation of AfL practices in English language classrooms. AfL studies published in other subject
disciplines were excluded.
•• Studies had to include a systematic collection
and analysis of empirical data. Conceptual and
review papers were excluded.

Regarding the context of the review, studies under review were primarily confined to
primary and secondary school settings. AfL
studies administered in pre-school contexts,
higher education, post-secondary education, vocational training, distance education
and other settings were excluded. By adopting the keyword search such as ‘assessment
for learning’, ‘assessment of learning’, and
‘assessment reforms in Hong Kong’ in two
databases (Google Scholar and Scopus), the
initial search results identified more than 150
studies. After repeated keyword search and
application of four selection criteria, 21 studies were chosen for further analysis according
to themes relating to the aim of this review.
To warrant trustworthiness, the author also
performed a manual literature search from a
range of international assessment and educational journals based upon the selection criteria and relevance of studies.

Analysis of Literature
The 21 studies under review were read and
reread by the author and initially classified
into broad themes such as the success and
failure of AfL initiatives implemented in
Hong Kong and how these AfL-related
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reforms impacted teaching and learning
within a larger Confucian cultural setting.
The studies were then coded into three
themes according to their contexts, results,
discussion, contributions and implications
for future research. They were broadly categorized into three key issues for in-depth
discussion, including (1) teacher beliefs in
introducing innovations in the English as a
Foreign Language (EFL) writing context;
(2) perceived challenges of implementing
School-based Assessment in an examination
culture; and (3) indigenization of AfL practices in the CHC-oriented classrooms.

ISSUE OF TEACHER BELIEFS IN
INTRODUCING INNOVATIONS IN
EFL WRITING
In this section focusing on feedback on writing, which should be considered an important aspect of AfL-related reform, feedback
studies reviewed included Lee (2007, 2008,
2010, 2011b, 2011c), Lee and Coniam
(2013), Lee and Wong (2014), Lo and
Hyland (2007), and Mak and Lee (2014).
In EFL writing, Lee (2007) reported that
in her study written feedback by 26 teachers on 174 students’ compositions primarily emphasized the summative rather than
formative function. Other learning-oriented
feedback strategies such as multiple drafting,
use of self- and peer assessment, and sharing criteria concerning ‘good writing’ were
rarely adopted. Lee (2007) argued that Hong
Kong writing teachers generally believed that
writing assessment equated to giving grades
and was a stand-alone activity independent
of teaching and learning of writing, therefore, assessment information provided by
them failed to enhance teaching and learning because students were not given adequate
opportunities to revise their texts with peer
and teacher feedback (that is, the problem
of one-shot writing). More recently, Lee and
Coniam’s (2013) study pointed to the usefulness of introducing AfL practices in EFL
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writing classrooms, such as the consolidation of pre-assessment instruction, sharing
of learning goals and use of feedback forms
to provide feedback. Although some students showed improvements in their texts
and became more motivated as learners after
the study, there were tensions between innovative and traditional assessment practices.
Concerning teacher factors that facilitated
AfL innovations in EFL contexts, Lee and
Coniam argue that teachers should have a
clear picture of what AfL would entail and
should consider whether the philosophy of
AfL was attuned to their own beliefs and values in terms of assessing writing, namely a
learning-oriented approach (AfL) versus a
traditional approach to assessment (assessment of learning).
After attending a teacher education seminar on feedback innovation, more than half
of the participants became aware that they
might need a change in their feedback practices (Lee, 2011b). However, Lee found that
the change process was complicated, particulalry when there was a disjuncture between
what teachers believed they should do in
giving constructive feedback and what they
actually could do to implementing change in
their work contexts. This argument resonates
with Lee’s (2008) findings in her earlier
study where the teacher interview data illustrated how feedback practices were contextually shaped by four critical issues, including
accountability culture, teachers’ beliefs and
values, examination culture and lack of
teacher training. The issue of examination
culture will be discussed in the next section.
Among these issues, Lee (2008) contends
that attempts to innovate AfL-related feedback policies are restricted by EFL teachers’ entrenched beliefs about production of
error-free compositions, for which giving
undue attention to error feedback in the writing assessment is prevalent. She continues to
argue that against the backdrop of an examination-dominated culture in Hong Kong,
where writing practice involuntarily turns
into examination preparation (Lee, 2008:
80) because teachers are hard-pressed to
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cover the rigid examination syllabus rather
than spare valuable instructional hours to
experiment with AfL feedback strategies
(Lee, 2011c). Lee (2010, 2011b) and Lee
and Wong (2014) propose that it is not easy
to change teachers’ mindsets overnight,
however, with consistent efforts to provide
them with autonomy (opportunities to try
out diverse feedback strategies) and professional learning (opportunities to work with
teacher educators on action research projects), their beliefs and values may indeed
gradually change and become more receptive to those feedback practices that support
learning.
In primary education, Lo and Hyland
(2007) implemented a new writing programme underscoring creativity and audience awareness through the adoption of
process-genre pedagogy in a Grade 5 writing classroom. The results showed that it
was low-achieving students who benefitted
most in terms of motivation. High-achieving
counterparts displayed lower accuracy in
their writing. These findings illuminate why
writing teachers tend to retain more traditional instructional approaches, given that
trying new methods may run counter to helping some students achieve good results in
internal and external writing assessments.
Similarly, in an effort to innovate AfL strategies in two primary schools from the perspective of an activity theory, Mak and Lee (2014)
argue that the contradictions in the activity
systems, namely tensions between teacher
beliefs, individual school cultures and the
larger reform climate in Hong Kong, need to
be resolved before the uptake of AfL innovation can be better facilitated.
Based upon these studies, it can be argued
that teacher beliefs play a pivotal role in shaping the effectiveness of innovations, because
what they believe may inevitably translate
into feedback practices that facilitate or
impede change (Fullan, 2001; Hamp-Lyons,
2007). Attempts to introduce AfL innovation (for example, self- and peer assessment,
comment-only marking) in the local writing
classrooms appears to be not as threatening

as it sounds if the change process is initiated
by frontline teachers themselves; however,
their entrenched beliefs and values may be
challenged by the contemporary instructional
approaches that emphasize maximum coverage of the examination syllabus, teaching to
the test and the use of examination drilling
activities (Carless, 2011; Lee and Coniam,
2013; Lee and Wong, 2014). It is imperative to cultivate teacher beliefs about the
usefulness of AfL practices, which constructively aligns teaching, learning and assessment of writing because teachers are usually
obsessed with a pragmatic view of instruction influenced by a larger CHC setting,
namely ‘a culture of compliance’ within the
social norm of an examination culture (Lee,
2007; Littlewood, 2009: 253). It is believed
that teachers tend to be more convinced of
the merits of AfL practices if presented with
practical classroom examples on the implementation of these assessment innovations
and given support in setting up their own to
promote teaching and learning.

ISSUE OF CHALLENGES WHEN
IMPLEMENTING SCHOOL-BASED
ASSESSMENT IN AN EXAMINATION
CULTURE
The findings from six School-based
Assessment studies were used to identify the
challenges of its implementation in an examination culture: Cheng et al. (2011), Davison
(2007), Davison and Hamp-Lyons (2010),
Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority (2010), Mok (2011), and Qian
(2014). These studies focus on challenges
arising from the implementation of
classroom-based speaking assessment as part
of system-wide standardized testing.
Drawing upon questionnaires, interviews,
observations from 66 teachers and 513 students in 21 schools, Davison (2007) reported
the logistics, conceptual rationale, and
experimentation of English School-based
Assessment introduced in 2005. Students’
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and teachers’ perceptions concerning their
School-based Assessment experience in the
trial were classified into socio-cultural, technical and practical issues (Davison, 2007). Of
relevance to the challenges of implementing
School-based Assessment in an examination
culture is the inherent socio-cultural concern of impartiality, in other words, teacher
scepticism about the fairness of Schoolbased Assessment. Davison (2007) and Qian
(2008) have argued that if the rationale of
classroom-based assessment (AfL) and the
culture of standardized testing remain incompatible, School-based Assessment is less
likely to be purposefully integrated into the
Hong Kong educational context, which has
a deep-seated examination culture emphasizing norm-referenced rather than criteriareferenced assessment. Despite the reported
challenges of School-based Assessment, such
as heavy workload for teachers and students
(Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority, 2010), Mok (2011) found that
the four junior students in her study were
aware of the benefits of peer assessment (for
example, enhancing thinking skills) when
practising their speaking skills in a Schoolbased Assessment task. Nonetheless, these
low-achieving students felt that they were not
adequately briefed and prepared to engage in
peer assessment in English when they were
asked to give qualitative comments on their
peers’ oral performance. To overcome these
hurdles, students have to be trained and psychologically prepared to take up an active
role in the assessment process. Such a drastic shift may pose challenges to their reactive
learning mode in the traditional teacherdominated classrooms.
In another study, Cheng et al. (2011) investigated parents’ and students’ perceptions of
School-based Assessment through a survey
because the extent to which School-based
Assessment can benefit or impede student
English learning remains uncertain, particularly when the School-based Assessment
results were not available for the purpose of
research at the time of the study. One interesting finding, identified in Cheng et al.’s
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(2011) study, is that high-achieving students
simply considered School-based Assessment
as an examination, although they encountered less difficulties when doing it, whereas
their low-achieving counterparts were more
appreciative of the merits of School-based
Assessment, namely enhanced motivation
for learning and improved language awareness, but met with more setbacks, including
restricted linguistic abilities when performing
School-based Assessment tasks. It appears
that low-achieving students generally had a
more positive attitude towards School-based
Assessment. This point corroborates lowachieving students’ increased opportunities
for exposure to authentic English, which was
also reported in Davison and Hamp-Lyons’s
(2010) 2-year longitudinal study examining
the impacts of School-based Assessment on
teachers and students. In their study, Davison
and Hamp-Lyons (2010) found that although
there were initial teacher concerns about
extra workload and the suitability of Schoolbased Assessment being introduced in a
CHC context where Chinese learners tend to
be examination-driven, the findings showed
that teachers became more receptive to the
assessment reform and had better conceptual
understanding of School-based Assessment
towards the end of the study.
Despite improved teacher understandings of School-based Assessment, the
Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority report (2010) indicated that student performance in solo presentations and
group interactions remained over-rehearsed
and note-dependent, with clear evidence
of extensive consultations and repeated
practice assisted by private tutorial centres
before the assessment. This finding illustrates that if students’ and their parents’
mindsets do not change, the rationale of
School-based Assessment (an embodiment
of AfL) is less likely to benefit their learning, given that they simply consider Schoolbased Assessment another high-stakes
testing and choose an instrumental approach
to prepare for it within an examination-
oriented educational system (Davison, 2013;
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Littlewood, 1999). This is not unique to
Confucian backgrounds – it also applies
in many Western contexts. In his independent study, Qian (2014) argues that the
Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority’s (2010) report has included
limited coverage of possible challenges
that teachers may face when implementing
School-based Assessment. He further criticizes that the entire report appears to be too
‘optimistic’ and the major barrier is mainly
caused by insufficient professional development. From the survey data, however,
Qian (2014) identifies that within an examination culture such as Hong Kong, teachers did find it demanding to fully integrate
School-based Assessment into the regular English curriculum because of limited
practical marking skills and overwhelming
workload (logistics of administration) and
accept it as part of an external examination, in which test fairness remains an unresolved issue. As argued by Davison (2013),
the process of an assessment reform like
School-based Assessment is complicated,
involving a range of system-wide issues in
teacher motivation, beliefs, practices, value
systems, a larger examination culture, etc.
These issues are usually in tension because
School-based Assessment, embodying a
different set of conceptions of usefulness,
reliability and fairness, differs significantly from its immediate examinationdriven context where test performance
rather than mastery of learning is prioritized (Davison and Leung, 2009).

ISSUE OF ADAPTING AfL PRACTICES
IN A CHC-ORIENTED ENVIRONMENT
This section draws on evidence from Bryant
and Carless (2010), Carless (2004, 2005),
Carless and Lam (2014a, 2014b) and Lam
(2013). These studies were all conducted in
primary-level English classrooms.
To investigate assessment reform from the
socio-cultural perspective, Carless (2005)

illustrated how two primary-level teachers,
Sue and Winnie, implemented innovative
AfL practices, namely constructivist pedagogies promoting problem-solving skills
and peer assessment emphasizing collaborative learning and reflection respectively.
Carless found that apart from the practical
constraints (for example, lack of time), the
two teachers received minimal support and
encouragement from colleagues, parents and
principals because their assessment practices, which promoted learner independence
and constructivism, ran counter to the existing educational philosophies of behavioural
approaches to assessment, which emphasized
extensive practice and memorization of the
examination syllabus. To this end, Carless
(2011) and Kennedy et al. (2008) suggest
that implementing AfL practices relating to
the summative assessment, namely pre-test
preparation strategies, is more likely to succeed, particularly in a Confucian heritage
setting where students usually have restricted
autonomy in constructing assessment owing
to the rigid hierarchy. In a 2-year exploratory
study, Bryant and Carless (2010) examined
how two Grade 5 teachers, Nancy and Laurie,
implemented self- and peer assessment in
their classroom contexts. Near the end of the
study, students felt more motivated to participate in peer assessment if it could help
them prepare for examinations and develop
a learning capacity suitable for secondary
schooling. The findings of the study unpredictably revealed the synergetic relationship
between peer assessment and examination
preparation. Bryant and Carless (2010) therefore commented that peer assessment, like
other AfL practices, should be strategically
adapted in order not to clash with the local
CHC setting where collectivist and teacherfronted pedagogical approaches remain
popular in the primary classrooms. Bryant
and Carless (2010) proposed that the implementation of peer assessment should not only
highlight its pedagogical potential, namely
enhanced learner autonomy, but also relate to
how students could utilize this AfL practice
to improve internal assessment outcomes.
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Following the theme of indigenization
of AfL practices, Carless and Lam (2014a)
demonstrated how two English teachers
linked the implementation of AfL practices with internal school tests in a testingdominated environment. The first example
in their study described how a Grade 3
teacher introduced ‘student generation of
questions for a mock test’. In groups, students were asked to set mock test items and
answers and invite a neighbouring group
to complete the student-generated test as
a pre-test preparation strategy. The second
example concerned ‘peer-facilitated test
follow up’ by inviting high-achieving Year
3 students to share with their classmates
what strategies they used when attempting the test. Lam (2013) also reported
that Grades 2 and 3 students had moderate improvement in their internal English
tests and became more self-regulated after
the teachers implemented AfL practices
that included self-assessment and studentgenerated mock papers in their classrooms.
Carless and Lam (2014a) argue that adapting AfL practices to suit teachers’ work
contexts, namely a culture of accountability,
may balance seemingly competing purposes
of assessment (judging versus supporting
learning); however, they warn that students
could naturally remain grade-conscious and
would be motivated in completing these
AfL activities for good results only. Despite
this, AfL-related practices, including selfand peer assessment, are generally studentcentred and learning-supportive unlike the
traditional teacher-dominated instruction.
It is hoped that students could eventually
develop a ‘metacognitive’ learning capacity
during the course of these alternative methods of study. These adapted AfL practices,
for example student generation of test materials, could make global references to comparable senior secondary contexts where
the high-stakes examination culture largely
reduces learners to passive test-takers rather
than considering them as active players in
the run-up to knowledge construction and
dissemination.
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In his research on task-based innovation
highlighting AfL, Carless (2004) reported that
arising from the issues of (1) use of mother
tongue, (2) discipline problems and (3) production of target language in the data sets, the
three primary-level teachers had to fine-tune
their approaches to task-based teaching for
accommodating the socio-cultural demands
of traditional Hong Kong classroom contexts
in which large class size, teacher-dominated
instruction and hierarchy between teachers and learners are evident. The findings
implied that in the Hong Kong context, it was
more appropriate to implement the ‘weak’
version of task-based teaching where tasks
played auxiliary roles in supporting uptake
of target language in primary English classrooms. Carless (2004) further argued that,
based upon a larger survey study, the adaptation of AfL practices was more contextually viable because task-based teaching was
not favoured by some teachers and had been
open to misinterpretations. From this scholarship, it is essential to adapt rather than adopt
AfL principles and practices in order to make
them contextually suitable for use in the local
educational environment where high-stakes
testing, traditional pedagogical practices and
hierarchical relationship between teachers
and students all have a part to play in affecting whether these AfL strategies can promote
learning. As shown in the findings of Carless
and Lam’s (2014b) study, junior primary
pupils’ perceptions towards assessment tend
to be negative and their test anxiety is evident
because of a disciplinary aspect of the testing process like threats of punishment, which
is common in CHC settings. Nonetheless,
by incorporating learner-centred and collaborative assessments into English curriculum,
students have more space to develop self-regulated learning capacity and feel less frightened of assessment, particularly if they have
sound knowledge of how and what they are
assessed for. Through diverse adapted AfL
practices, the hierarchical power relationships
can be somewhat diminished as students can
take up a more proactive role in the teaching
and learning process.
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DISCUSSION
Three salient themes from the research concerning how AfL practices could be better
implemented to support learning will be discussed next.

Changing Teacher Belief
In studies of feedback in EFL writing, it
appears that entrenched teacher belief about
traditional error correction is a hindrance to
innovative AfL practices despite the government rhetoric. According to research on educational change, teacher belief and knowledge
is one of the key aspects conducive to the
success of any change process (Fullan, 2009;
Tang, 2010). From the review, the reality
teachers have to encounter – a system of
accountability (comprehensive marking of
errors) – is incongruent with the theoretical
philosophies underpinning those innovative
feedback practices (indirect error feedback or
peer assessment). Notwithstanding the provision of continuous professional development,
teachers remain frustrated and powerless to
close the gap between realism and idealism
especially in the CHC context where language
teaching (for example, teaching of writing)
equates to examination preparation (Lee and
Coniam, 2013). If there is sound research evidence to corroborate the usefulness of those
innovative feedback practices and adequate
support from university researchers or quasigovernmental agencies, for example the
Education Bureau, teachers are likely to be
convinced of adopting those feedback practices in their work contexts (Carless, 2011;
Lee and Wong, 2014). After all, implementation of innovative feedback practices will not
happen overnight. It takes longer to change
teachers’ existing beliefs, experiences and
practices about how to utilize assessment to
promote learning, particularly when they were
brought up in a traditional educational context
where testing dominates the teaching and
learning of writing. However, with collective
efforts such as effective communication

amongst all stakeholders (subject panel chairpersons, principals and parents) and enhanced
teacher conceptual understanding of AfL practices, teachers will become more willing and
receptive to experimenting with AfL-oriented
feedback strategies (Lee, 2011b).

Promoting a Community
of Practice
Although teachers may face numerous challenges when implementing English Schoolbased Assessment including heavy workload,
time constraints, etc., students remain appreciative of its benefits, for example improved
oral skills (Cheng et al., 2011; Davison,
2007). Other studies showed that students
favoured peer assessment (as part of Schoolbased Assessment activities) despite their
lack of adequate English proficiency to perform it (Mok, 2011). In all the contextual and
system-wide challenges, teacher knowledge
and skills about the paradigm of criteriareferenced assessment needs to be reinforced, given that teachers are not used to the
new role as teacher-as-assessors in the highstakes examination, for example a lack of
practical marking skills (Qian, 2014). Despite
the mandatory professional training, teachers
still consider the rationale of School-based
Assessment (AfL) and the high-stakes examination (Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education Examination, AoL) incompatible
(Hamp-Lyons, 2007). As argued by Qian
(2014), teachers should be trained to develop
alternative notions of fairness, reliability and
validity when implementing School-based
Assessment because it follows an ethnographic rather than a psychometric approach
to assessment (see Davison and Leung,
2009). For School-based Assessment training
to be effective, Berry (2011) proposes that
the focus of professional development should
shift from a top–down orientation to more
teacher self-regulating initiatives, for
instance, university-school collaboration to
investigate how School-based Assessment
can support learning, action research
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projects, workshops on sharing of practical
marking skills, etc. Lee (2013) and Poon
(2009) also suggest that it is crucial for
teachers to foster a community of practice
through collaborative projects to develop
professional judgment and active engagement in reflective practices for harnessing
the learning potential of School-based
Assessment, namely using ongoing feedback
to inform teaching and learning.

Acculturating AfL Practices
Despite the government reform initiative on
AfL, English classrooms remain teacherdominated and mostly follow the traditional
pedagogical approach in a CHC context. AfL
practices require a constructivist approach to
teaching and learning, therefore its direct
adoption may run counter to the productbased instruction in the local educational
context. Carless (2004) found that the weak
version of task-based learning is more suitable in a setting where students’ English proficiency is limited and teachers’ pedagogical
practices remain traditional. In Confucianheritage society, it is not surprising to notice
that conflicts tend to arise between communicative language teaching approach and
examination preparation (for example, Deng
and Carless, 2010). Nevertheless, the relationship between assessment innovations like
AfL and an examination culture may not be
mutually exclusive given that implementation of AfL practices can positively link to
either examination preparation or consolidation (Bryant and Carless, 2010; Kennedy
et al., 2008). The adaptation of AfL practices
to accommodate the instrumental view of
learning seems to be inevitable, as in East
Asian contexts where a testing culture is usually predominant. Linking AfL practices to
the summative assessment is likely to motivate students to actively engage in learningenhancing activities such as self- and peer
assessment, student generation of mock tests
and formulation of effective revision strategies in preparing for high-stakes testing.

767

Such contextualized assessment practices
might encourage mastery of test-taking skills
and promote surface learning because of
their disproportionate focus on test performance. All things considered, teachers from
CHC backgrounds should tactfully fine-tune
those AfL practices in order to suit the specific needs of student learning disposition
given that they are heavily influenced by an
examination-driven culture.

CONCLUSION
In this review of research in AfL in the
English language classroom, I have attempted
to critically evaluate the extent to which AfL
has impacted on teaching and learning in an
educational context where the local government has financially invested in the upgrade
of teacher qualifications, school resources,
change of academic structure, reduction in
class size and other aspects of the system.
Given the small number of empirical studies
under review, any conclusions of the usefulness of AfL in a CHC society must be tentative. However, there is emerging evidence to
indicate that both teachers and students have
become more receptive to innovative assessment practices in some School-based
Assessment and classroom-based AfL studies. Despite this, as shown in the review,
teachers remain sceptical of the prospects of
assessment reform and their new role as
change agents. Students find it equally challenging to monitor their learning independently because they are used to the role of
being passive learners in the traditional,
teacher-centred classrooms.
Davison (2013) argues that the effectiveness of assessment change (such as AfL),
particularly within an examination-driven
setting, does not only rely on changes
in teacher beliefs and practices, but also
involves a complex interplay of diverse
contextual and socio-cultural factors that
are already beyond the scope of this paper.
Davison (2013) emphasizes that for AfL
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to be successfully implemented, the entire
assessment culture, including all components
within the system, must be changed. Like
most education reforms, AfL initiatives are
likely to encounter resistance from key stakeholders (Carless, 2005). A learning culture
that facilitates uptake of AfL practices in a
language education context should therefore be fostered through the development of
language assessment literacy amongst preservice and in-service teachers (for example,
Fulcher, 2012); the promulgation of teacher
agency in reform contexts (creating space
for teacher autonomy, for example, Benson,
2010); and acculturation of AfL climate in
CHC settings (Carless, 2011). Despite these
future directions, AfL still has a long way to
go before it can be fully integrated into the
local English language classrooms, unless
teachers, parents, principals, school administrators and government personnel are ready to
go the extra mile to align teaching, learning
and assessment in the wider reform context.
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Assessment for Learning
Community: Learners, Teachers
and Policymakers
M a r y F. H i l l

INTRODUCTION

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING

This chapter interrogates the factors that have
been shown to sustain assessment for learning
(AfL) practices through learning communities
in classrooms, schools and across school systems. Over the 15 years since the term ‘assessment for learning’ came into popular use, a
growing number of studies have explored the
claim that ‘through a group of teachers’ continuous learning in a community…teachers
can mutually enhance each others’ and their
pupils’ learning, thus building capacity for
sustainable development’ (Hargreaves, 2013:
327). This chapter articulates AfL and its connections with learning communities and then
provides a short description of the method
used to undertake this review and a summary
of the studies found. It then draws from these
studies to explore how AfL has been successfully sustained through learning communities.
The chapter concludes with a discussion of
how learning communities were interpreted in
these settings and some of the barriers and
challenges to sustaining such communities.

Assessment for learning emerged as a description of a pedagogical approach in 1999 when
the Assessment Reform Group published a
pamphlet entitled Assessment for Learning:
Beyond the ‘Black Box’. The term was coined
and described by the Group to translate into
practice theoretical ideas derived from a
review of research of classroom assessment
(Black and Wiliam, 1998) that demonstrated
the power of using assessment formatively to
improve learning and raise standards. In
short, the research indicated that improving
learning through assessment depended on
five key factors:
the provision of effective feedback to pupils;
the active involvement of pupils in their own
learning; adjusting teaching to take account of
the results of assessment; the recognition of the
profound influence assessment has on the motivation and self esteem of pupils; (and), the need
for pupils to be able to assess themselves and
understand how to improve. (Assessment Reform
Group, 1999: 5)

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING COMMUNITY

The Assessment Reform Group also summarised the characteristics of assessment that
promotes learning in order to clearly differentiate such an approach to teaching from
other interpretations of classroom assessment. These are that:
••
••
••
••
••

••
••

it is embedded in a view of teaching and
learning of which it is an essential part;
it involves sharing learning goals with the
pupils;
it aims to help pupils to know and to recognise
the standards they are aiming for;
it involves pupils in self-assessment;
it provides feedback which leads to pupils
recognising their next steps and how to take
them;
it is underpinned by confidence that every
student can improve; (and)
it involves both teacher and pupils reviewing
and reflecting on assessment data. (Assessment
Reform Group, 1999: 7)

These characteristics describe assessment as
a learning community in which teachers and
learners participate to take learning forward
together. The emergence of AfL as a concept
signalled the importance of the formative
purposes of assessment and helped consolidate, under a label or banner, the assessment
for better learning discourses, which were
prominent internationally (for example, Hill,
2000; Perrenoud, 1998; Shepard, 2000).
Put another way, assessment for learning involves actively engaging students in
assessment processes (including self-, peerand instructor-based assessment) throughout
learning, with the goal of improving achievement, developing metacognition and supporting motivated learning and positive student
self-perceptions (DeLuca et al., 2012). Taking
the student-centred nature of AfL even further, Earl (2013) fleshes out the student
metacognitive and involvement aspects more
fully. However, for the sake of clarity in this
chapter, these aspects are taken as part of the
AfL term used to connote the roles of both
teachers and students in the learning and
teaching process. As such, AfL promotes a
learning community in which teachers and
students are actively involved (for a more in
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depth explanation of assessment for learning,
see Chapter 46, this handbook)

LEARNING COMMUNITIES
Assessment for learning therefore puts students at the centre of a learning community
where the assessment practices are open to
all so that students can fully understand and
evaluate their own learning (Elwood and
Klenowski, 2002). More generally, learning
communities engage together in disciplined
inquiry and continuous improvement in order
to ‘raise the bar’ and ‘close the gap’ of student learning and achievement (Fullan,
2005). In this context, disciplined inquiry
means that rather than simply trying out good
or popular ideas, following hunches or being
driven by political rhetoric, AfL communities investigate and take action to progress
learning in systematic ways through establishing goals or priorities, gathering evidence, reflecting on that evidence in light of
the planned goals and taking action to move
towards goal achievement. ‘What is important about disciplined inquiry is that its data,
arguments, and reasoning be capable of withstanding careful scrutiny by another member
of the…community’ (Shulman, 1997: 5).
This is the case for AfL communities in the
classroom and in professional learning communities within and across schools. In the
classroom, students are apprenticed into a
learning community through AfL in order to
increase their involvement with their own
learning where they ‘come to share with the
teacher a feeling of what counts as success…
and move beyond just being able to say
whether something was good to why’
(emphasis in original) (Black et al., 2003:
66). In other words, students develop an
understanding of what counts as quality
(Sadler, 1989) in the process of participating
in a learning community.
However, establishing such AfL communities within schooling systems has proved
rather challenging. AfL has often been
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interpreted in ways that fail to engage learners in such self-, peer-, and co-regulated evaluative practices (Dixon, 2008; Marshall and
Drummond, 2006). Rather than including
learners in assessment as co-assessors, many
decisions are made for students by teachers,
with student involvement being infrequent at
best or involving the learners in low-stakes
activities, such as behavioural goal setting (Absolum et al., 2009; Booth, Hill and
Dixon, 2014). DeLuca et al. (2012) proffer several main barriers to AfL integration.
Readers are encouraged to refer to DeLuca
et al. (2012) for more details, and what follows here is a short summary of each of these
potential barriers.
In some jurisdictions, teachers and students
alike link accountability pressures with a performance view of assessment. High-stakes
accountability measures rely on schools instituting self-disciplinary methods that focus on
raising achievement levels of students. Such
measures have caused teachers to resist the
implementation of AfL (DeLuca et al., 2012;
Hill, 2000; Shute, 2008). These high-stakes
measures tend to cause schools and teachers not to use AfL in their classrooms, but
replicate a testing culture instead (DeLuca
et al., 2012; Popham, 2008). As DeLuca et
al. (2012: 8) point out, ‘(t)his misalignment
is paradoxical as engaging AfL in classroom teaching and learning likely serves to
enhance student achievement on summative
assessments’.
Fullan (2005: 209) also argues that if we
do not align all levels of an education system, at the school, district and state/national
levels, ‘we will never have more than temporary havens of excellence that come and
go’. He refers to these ‘tri-level’ solutions
as necessary to enable professional learning communities at the school level to successfully change practice and influence
learning in a sustained and productive way.
Carless (2005) also proposes the need for
congruence (or at least enough congruence)
between personal factors such as AfL being
consistent with teachers’ pedagogical beliefs
and values and being able to implement it,

support at the school level for implementation, and societal teaching, learning and
assessment cultures conducive to the implementation of AfL.
In addition to the effects of system misalignment, some authors point to teachers
having differing conceptual understandings
about the nature and meaning of AfL. A
critical misconception is ‘that assessment
for learning and assessment of learning are
disconnected processes’ (DeLuca et al.,
2012: 9), when in fact they are interlinked
and of different orders (Bennett, 2011).
Furthermore, teachers’ conceptions of AfL
tend to be driven by their views of learning
and teaching (Hargreaves, 2005). Assessment
for learning facilitators, school leaders and
teachers may also lack the necessary assessment knowledge and understanding (Hill,
2011). Furthermore, it may be difficult to
change the views of teachers who perceive
AfL negatively and they may be less than
willing to commit the necessary effort to
make AfL a seamlessly integrated aspect of
the teaching and learning process.
Even when teachers hold similar conceptions of AfL, the way they implement it can
vary depending upon their ‘broader educational beliefs’ (DeLuca et al., 2012: 10).
Often these variations are referred to as differences in the letter and the spirit (Marshall
and Drummond, 2006). Teachers whose
beliefs value student involvement in their
own assessment and learning as in a community of learners follow the spirit of AfL,
whereas teachers who implement AfL ‘in a
step-by-step fashion with few opportunities
to integrate feedback in to learning’ (DeLuca
et al., 2012: 11) adhere to the ‘letter’ of
assessment for learning.
DeLuca et al. (2012) and Hill (2011) also
cite practical difficulties that militate against
teachers shifting their practice to incorporate AfL. These include time to learn about
and use such approaches, class size, staff
turnover, school culture, having appropriate
resources and professional support. Finally, a
lack of professional learning support in the
implementation of assessment for learning

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING COMMUNITY

can be a real barrier to its use and, as DeLuca
et al. (2012) note, in practice all of the barriers
listed are often interrelated and co-exist.
In order to establish and sustain AfL communities as envisaged by the Assessment
Reform Group (2002), teacher learning communities (Hargreaves, 2013) and professional
learning communities have been proffered as
a strategy (Birenbaum et al., 2011; Ministry
of Education, 2011; Patterson and Rolheiser,
2004, for example). There appears to be some
conflation of the terminology in the studies
that report the use of learning communities
to embed AfL within schooling practices.
Hargreaves (2013) makes a distinction
between these terms, drawing on the work of
Thompson and Wiliam (2008: 328) to state
that ‘teacher learning communities are distinct from professional learning communities
in that their focus is specifically on practice,
in this case assessment for learning practice,
rather than teaching and learning more generally’. But other sources use the terms learning
communities, professional learning communities or school-based professional learning
communities when meaning teachers working together collaboratively with a focus on
embedding AfL practice. In this chapter the
term used is ‘learning communities’; however, as Hargreaves (2013: 330) makes clear,
such learning communities expect ‘teachers
to meet together regularly to reflect on their
own, and other teachers’, expertise in AfL,
negotiating the principles underpinning AfL
techniques, not just the techniques, so as to
be powerful in critiquing which techniques to
use, when to use them and why’.
Furthermore, Birenbaum et al. (2011)
point out that AfL and school-based professional learning communities (SBPLC) can be
linked on several theoretical grounds.
Both constructs are derived from socio-constructivist
approaches to learning…a critically oriented
(emancipatory) stance…underlies high level functioning of a SBPLC as well as high-quality AfL
practice; and moreover, AfL and SBPLC share the
same goal, namely, the advancement of student
self-regulated learning…and a similar process of
inquiry. (2011: 36)
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The terms ‘learning communities’ and ‘professional learning communities’ have been
used by different authors in different, and
sometimes contradictory, ways in AfL literature and more widely, such as in the schooling improvement field (for example, Hord,
1997). Brodie (2013: 6) points out that
although, in essence, professionals in these
learning communities are ‘engaged in ongoing learning for the benefit of their “clients”’,
this definition allows for a range of meanings
and interpretations. She draws on definitions
from Stoll and Seashore Louis (2008) and
Katz et al. (2009) to pinpoint more accurately a definition for, and the key characteristics of, such learning communities.
The term ‘professional learning community’ suggests that the focus is not only on individual teachers’ learning but on collective professional learning
within the context of a cohesive group that works
with an ethic of interpersonal care, which permeates the life of teachers, students and school leaders….Katz, Earl and Ben Jafar (2009) identify four
key characteristics:…they have a challenging
focus;…they create productive relationships
through trust;…they collaborate for joint benefit
which requires moderate professional conflict,
although not person conflict; and…they engage in
rigorous enquiry. (Brodie, 2013: 6)

Brodie (2013: 6) also suggests that to have an
effect on student learning (which is the purpose of AfL), ‘the focus must relate to the
instructional core – the relationship between
teacher, student and content, and involve a
problem of practice based on learner needs’.
Consistent with Brodie, a synthesis of the
best evidence for teacher professional learning and development (Timperley et al., 2007)
reported that one of the most consistent findings across the full range of studies reviewed
was teacher participation in some form of
structured professional group. Two key qualities of learning communities that promoted
teacher and student learning (as in AfL) were
that ‘participants (are) supported to process
new understandings and their implications
for teaching’, and that ‘the focus (is) on
analysing the impact of teaching on student
learning’ (Timperley et al., 2007: 203).
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LITERATURE REVIEW METHOD
To find evidence of successful implementation
of AfL with a focus on sustaining its use
through fostering a learning community, two
concept maps of search terms were developed
after initial searching using Google and
Google Scholar. The concept maps used a
four-level structure across three subjects to
ensure search term combinations were used
systematically when searching databases for
articles and documents. A list of 39 keywords
found in papers relevant to the search terms
was compiled and used to assist in locating
possible relevant sources. Databases searched
included Google Scholar, ERIC, Education
Research Journals, and ProQuest education
journals. Initially, 65 potential studies were
located for consideration; however, many of
these studies were not specifically focused on
the implementation of AfL or did not contain
evidence regarding the extent to which AfL
had been sustained. They were therefore either
not used or, where they met the criteria regarding learning communities but were not clearly
focused on AfL, were used more generally
regarding the elements of learning communities that sustained the implementation of AfL.
The studies that shed light on the factors that sustained AfL were included if they
clearly indicated that the implementation of
AfL was central to the innovation under investigation. When the terminology was described
as including practices that fitted within the
definitions for AfL used in this chapter (such
as assessment for learning, formative assessment, assessment is for learning), these studies were included when the other criteria used
for selection were met. For example, one
study that used the term ‘formative assessment’ met this criterion by defining it as:
‘Formative classroom assessment is an active
and intentional learning process that partners
the teacher and the students to continuously
and systematically gather evidence of learning with the express goal of improving student
achievement’ (Moss et al., 2013: 206).
Assessment as learning community interventions were deemed successful and to

have been sustained according to a range of
factors across the corpus of work. In some,
the implementation of AfL was tracked in
terms of student achievement results (for
example, Hansen et al., 2013), whilst in others success had more to do with sustaining
the teacher learning communities where the
participants reported positive effects on students’ learning (for example, Hallam et al.,
2004; Hargreaves, 2013). Nineteen studies
were found that reported successfully sustaining AfL through learning communities.
All were published after 2000 in line with
the fact that the term assessment for learning came into more common use around
this time (Assessment Reform Group, 1999,
2002), although it is acknowledged that in
some contexts, formative assessment practices matching the AfL definition had been
encouraged through the use of professional
learning communities before this time (for
example, in New Zealand).

ANALYSIS
The studies were read and interrogated for
ways in which learning communities were
interpreted. Conditions that led to AfL being
sustained were then noted. Next, an inductive
analysis was conducted across the nineteen
studies to identify the factors recognised as
important for sustaining the implementation
of AfL. Due to the fact that the studies varied
hugely in the number of participants, context
for change (classroom, school, district, country) and type and scope of the studies, a
qualitative analysis was considered most
appropriate for this review.

SUSTAINING AND GROWING
ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING
THROUGH LEARNING COMMUNITIES
The sources found included research reports
and evaluations, including studies from the

ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNING COMMUNITY

UK, Norway, Israel, Hong Kong, Canada, the
US, Australia and New Zealand. They were
spread across different levels of schooling
(both primary and secondary) and ranged from
individual case studies of one teacher to system-wide studies in countries where there had
been initiatives to embed AfL across schooling
(for example, in Norway, Scotland and New
Zealand). Studies from nine countries met the
criteria for inclusion (see Table 48.1). Seven
main themes were identified as sustaining
assessment as a learning community.

THEME 1: TEACHERS UNDERSTAND
AND COMMIT TO THE USE OF AfL
TO IMPROVE STUDENT LEARNING
Almost half (nine) of the 19 studies specifically included the critical role of teachers
understanding AfL/formative assessment as
building a learning community with learners
and committing to build this type of culture
within their classrooms; however, this theme
was also implicit in the other studies as a
condition for successfully sustaining AfL. It
is included here as a theme because half of
the studies examined demonstrated that how
AfL came to be understood and incorporated in pedagogy by the teachers was
essential for sustaining classroom learning
communities beyond the life of any innovation (Hallam et al., 2004; James and
McCormick, 2009).
Furthermore, several of the studies provided
evidence that it is ultimately the classroom
teachers who spread and grow pedagogical
cultures as long as the other themes (see the
following themes 2 to 7) are in place (Hallam
et al., 2004; Wilson, 2008; Wylie et al., 2009).
Speaking about the Assessment is for Learning
Initiative in Scotland, Hallam et al. (2004:
14) explained that ‘dissemination needs to be
undertaken by practising teachers who can
convey their enthusiasm and the impact of the
project on their pupils in relation to involvement, motivation and improvement in the
quality of work’. This type of dissemination
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was referred to as ‘the importance of “hot”
information in generating interest and commitment’ (Condie et al., 2005: 149). Such
enthusiasm, understanding and commitment
links to theories of teacher agency (Priestly,
Biesta and Robinson, 2012) and was related to
theme 2, collaborative inquiry.

THEME 2: TEACHERS
COLLABORATIVELY INQUIRE INTO
THEIR USE OF AfL PRACTICES
THROUGH PROFESSIONAL
EXPERIMENTATION OR CYCLES
OF INQUIRY/ACTION RESEARCH
Just over half of the studies (11) highlighted
collaborative inquiry into the effectiveness
and improvement of their implementation of
AfL amongst teachers within and between
the schools in which they worked. Sometimes
this was referred to as action research (for
example, Carless, 2005; Condie et al., 2005;
Cooper and Cowie, 2010), whilst others
explained the process as collaborative inquiry
(Hill, 2011) or experimentation (Wylie et al.,
2009). As James and McCormick (2009:
982) explain, ‘classroom-based collaborative
inquiry practices for teacher learning
emerged as the key influence on teachers’
capacity to promote learning autonomy with
their pupils. These include learning from
research as well as working together to plan,
try out and evaluate new ideas’. Such collaborative inquiry is not accomplished
quickly, but takes time and the commitment
signalled in theme 1. In most of the studies,
the inquiry process was carried out over an
extended period of at least a year, and longer
in most cases. It was characterised by successive cycles of trialling new ideas to increase
student engagement in, and ownership of,
their learning, including initiatives to share
learning intentions and success criteria, assist
students in understanding what constitutes
quality and progression in different aspects
of learning and increase self- and peer
involvement in setting goals, evaluating

Multimethod:
England
teacher
observations;
feedback on
teaching; interview
data on teachers’
perceptions

Case study

Black, P. and Wiliam, D. (2005).
Changing teaching through
formative assessment:
research and practice.
See also Wiliam, D., Lee, C.,
Harrison, C. and Black, P.
(2004).

Carless, D. (2005).
Prospects for the
implementation of
assessment for learning.

Condie, R., Livingstone, K.
Quantitative surveys Scotland
and Seagraves, L. (2005).
and Qualitative
Evaluation of the assessment
including case
is for learning programme:
studies
final report and appendices.

Scope

6 schools,
24 teachers

32 local authorities, Primary,
9 development
secondary,
officers and 11
junior high,
higher education
special
representatives
school
102 schools survey
26 case study
schools

Primary

Science and
maths in
secondary
schools

122 teachers
Elementary
surveyed;
schools
6 case study teachers,
6 teachers from the
same school as
each case study
teacher
22 students

N

Hong Kong 2 schools

Quantitative
Israel
rating response
questionnaires;
Qualitative case
study

Birenbaum, M., Kimron,
H. and Shilton, H. (2011).
Nested contexts that shape
assessment for learning:
School-based professional
learning community and
classroom culture.

Country

Design

Author/s and title

Themes that sustained AfL

4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts

The study investigated how the Assessment is for 2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
Learning Development Programme (AifL) was
use of AfL practices
implemented and sustained in Scotland.
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
with macro-level assessment policies

The author uses two cases (teachers) to illustrate 1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
barriers and keys to implementing and
improve student learning
sustaining AfL. AfL implementation was
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
successful when the ‘innovative approaches’
made sense to the teachers and shared links
with their training and beliefs; the researcher’s
collaboration with the teachers.

Project helped schools secure the benefits of
innovations in formative assessment. No
new tests were introduced to measure the
outcome. Achievement data from the schools
were used and analysed.

Investigated relationships between assessment
1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
for learning (AfL) and attributes of two schoolimprove student learning
related contexts – the classroom assessment 4. School/district leaders understand AfL
culture (CAC) and the larger context in which
at deep level and instantiate it through
CAC is nested, namely the school-based profesaccountability and support
sional learning community (SBPLC). Contrasting 7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
case studies that demonstrate how AfL, CAC and
with macro-level assessment policies
SBPLCs are mutually supportive are provided.

Description of study

Table 48.1 Empirical studies investigating where assessment for learning has been successfully sustained

Multimethod and
multiphased:
surveys; selfassessment;
student
achievement
data

Geddes (2005).
Helping teachers develop
formative assessment
strategies.

New
Zealand

New
Zealand

Hallam, S., Kirton, A., Pfeffers, Case studies
Scotland
J., Robertson, P. and Stobart,
of schools
G. (2004).
participating in
Assessment is for learning:
the AifL Support
Development (AifL)
for professional
programme. Evaluation
practice in
of project 1: Support for
formative
professional practice in
assessment
formative assessment.

Qualitative
including
reflections,
samples of
student work,
meetings and
collaborative
discussions

Cooper, B. and Cowie, B.
(2010).
Collaborative research for
assessment for learning.

Approx. 32 case
study schools
and approx.
32 comparator
schools

1 school

3 teachers

A facilitator’s view of the changes made to
one school’s Assessment to Learn (AtoL)
professional development programme over
several years.

Collaborative research between a group of
secondary teachers and university researchers,
initiated by the teachers, into the practice
and impacts of assessment for learning in
chemistry, geography and history classes.
The findings highlight the importance of
external support, shared teacher knowledge
and beliefs, professional experimentation,
and shared reflection on student responses to
classroom innovations.

Primary,
Evaluation that aimed to consider the extent
secondary
to which the project was perceived to have
and 1 special
changed practices in the classroom, improved
school
pupil learning, motivation and behaviour,
improved attainment, influenced change
in teachers’ beliefs and attitudes, changed
teachers’ understanding of the assessment
process, enhanced the school climate to
promote a positive learning environment,
and changed parental interest and
involvement in their child’s education.

Primary

Secondary

(continued)

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
with macro-level assessment policies

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
with macro-level assessment policies

Not stated

Qualitative
interviews and
observations

Hansen, D., Anderson, C.,
Munger, L. and Chizek, M.
(2013).
All Aboard! In One Iowa
District, All Teachers and
Principals Are on the Same
Journey.

Hargreaves, E. (2013).
Assessment for learning
and Teacher Learning
Communities: UK teachers’
experiences.

Hill, M.F. (2011).
Qualitative case
‘Getting traction’: enablers and
study
barriers to implementing
Assessment for Learning in
secondary schools.

Design

Author/s and title

New
Zealand

UK

US

Country

3 schools

4 schools

1 school district

N

Description of Study

Themes that sustained AfL

Secondary

Secondary

Enablers of effective assessment for learning
practices in large secondary schools: principal
as ‘conductor’ of change; senior staff/
management team involvement; alignment
with assessment for qualifications; crosscurricular teacher learning about assessment
for learning; embedding assessment for
learning as part of school culture; tailored
facilitation.

2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate

This article explores how participants experience 2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
the actual functioning of teacher Learning
use of AfL practices
Communities. Teacher Learning Communities’ 3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
benefits were compromised specifically: where
own classrooms
they were imposed on teachers; where they
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
were not accommodated sufficiently within
other school commitments; where leaders
were too directive; where meeting formats
were adhered to inflexibly; and where practice
was emphasized at the expense of theories.

1 preschool,
A team of facilitators, using methods specifically 4. School/district leaders understand AfL
3 elementary
designed for assessment for learning,
at deep level and instantiate it through
schools,
worked with principals and teachers, honing
accountability and support
2 middle
participants’ skills to lead and engage in
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
schools
collaborative teams.
6. Regular interactions over time between
and 1 high
teachers within and across schools to
school
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
with macro-level assessment policies

Scope

Table 48.1 Empirical studies investigating where assessment for learning has been successfully sustained (Continued)

Qualitative
interviews

Hopfenbeck, T., Tolo, A., Florez,
T. and El Masri, Y. (2013).
Balancing trust and
accountability? The
assessment for learning
programme in Norway.
A governing complex
education systems case
study.

James, M. and McCormick, R. Quantitative,
(2009).
questionnaires
Teachers learning how to learn.
from all staff;
Qualitative,
interviews with
co-ordinators
and head
teachers

Case study,
interviews and
observations

Hollingworth, L. (2012).
Why leadership matters:
empowering teachers
to implement formative
assessment.

England

Norway

US

40 schools

98 participants

1 school

The principal served as a catalyst for building
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
teacher knowledge and implementation
own classrooms
of formative assessment practices. The
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
success of the change initiative hinged on
at deep level and instantiate it through
relationships between teachers and school
accountability and support
leaders. Without question, the professional
6. Regular interactions over time between
learning communities could not exist without
teachers within and across schools to
administrative support of innovation and
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
change: specifically, time to meet, money to
support new curriculum, and training. (p. 377)

Secondary,
primary,
infant
schools

The TLRP ‘Learning How to Learn in Classrooms,
Schools and Networks’ project researched
how practices were developed by teachers
in 40 infant, primary and secondary schools
in England. A particular interest was in the
conditions within schools and networks that
are conducive to implementing and sustaining
AfL and LHTL practice.
A key factor was the teachers’ own engagement in
collaborative classroom-focused inquiry; however,
to be successful, this needed to be supported
by school management and leadership. Strong
statistical relationships between school policy,
teachers’ professional learning and their capacity
to promote learning autonomy in their pupils.
Teacher learning through networking within their
schools, and with other teachers in other schools,
was also shown to be important.

(continued)

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts

Ministry officials, This country case study explored the
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
municipality
implementation of an Assessment for Learning
at deep level and instantiate it through
leaders,
programme in Norwegian schools. Successful
accountability and support
principals,
implementation was facilitated by clear
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers,
communication and trust between system
teachers within and across schools to
students and
levels, municipality and school leaders who
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
professional
understood AfL, learning networks established 7. Classroom and school AfL practices aligned
development
within and between schools including an
with macro-level assessment policies
facilitators
online platform.

Secondary

Design

Country

Qualitative study

Poskitt, J. and Taylor, K. (2008). Evaluative case
Sustaining professional
study of the
development: rhetoric or
implementation
reality?
of AfL using
interviews
and document
analysis

Patterson, D. and Rolheiser, C.
(2004).
Creating a culture of
change: ten strategies for
developing an ethic of
teamwork.

24 school
administrators:
11 building
principals,
6 assistant
principals, 5
instructional
coaches and
2 school
psychologists.

N
5 secondary, 7
elementary
schools

Scope

New
Zealand

36 schools

Themes that sustained AfL

Qualitative interviews with 60 participants
across the school district at the beginning
and end of one school year where the entire
district had worked to implement Afl. Scores
on the Provincial Achievement Tests over
this time saw an 11.5% improvement and
a further (unspecified improvement in the
second year).

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
7. Classroom and school AfL practices
aligned with macro-level assessment
policies

2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
use of AfL practices
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support

The researchers conducted an exploratory study 4. School/district leaders understand AfL
using 2 years of data from a large, rural
at deep level and instantiate it through
school district to describe administrators’
accountability and support
learning as they participated in a professional
development project designed to increase
their knowledge and leadership of formative
assessment.

Description of study

Primary schools Implementing AfL through professional
development with four key outcomes:
improve student learning and achievement;
shift teachers’ knowledge and assessment
practice; develop coherence between
assessment processes, practices and systems;
demonstrate a culture of continuous school
improvement.

Ontario,
60 participants in
Not stated
Canada
1 school district

Moss, C.M., Brookhart,
Qualitative and
US
S.M and Long, B.A. (2013).
quantitative
Administrators’ roles in helping
observations,
teachers use formative
researchers’
assessment information.
feedback to
administrators,
researchers’ field
notes from administrative meetings,
surveys, photographic evidence

Author/s and title

Table 48.1 Empirical studies investigating where assessment for learning has been successfully sustained (Continued)

US

Case study using
US
study group field
notes, classroom
observations and
interviews

Wilson, N.S. (2008).
Teachers expanding
pedagogical content
knowledge: learning about
formative assessment
together.

Wylie, E.C., Lyon, C.J and Goe, Qualitative case
L. (2009).
study
Teacher professional
TLC observations,
development focused on
classroom
formative assessment:
observations,
changing teachers, changing
interviews with
schools.
teachers

Case study
Norway
Semi-structured
group interview
with the two
principals who
had agreed on
an interview
agenda in
advance

Smith, K. and Engelsen, K.S.
(2013).
Developing an assessment
for learning (AfL) culture
in school: the voice of the
principals.

2 school districts

1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
improve student learning
3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
own classrooms
4. School/district leaders understand AfL
at deep level and instantiate it through
accountability and support
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate

Elementary and Study provides insight into the ways in which
2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
high schools
TLCs support implementing formative
use of AfL practices
assessment. Supportive administration where 3. Focus on day-to-day practice in teachers’
teachers were encouraged to be formative
own classrooms
assessment innovators, the project flourished 4. School/district leaders understand AfL
and teachers beyond the initial cohort became
at deep level and instantiate it through
engaged with the work.
accountability and support
5. External facilitation by AfL experts
6. Regular interactions over time between
teachers within and across schools to
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate

Explores the development of teacher knowledge 1. Teachers understand and commit to AfL to
and use of AfL through a study group acting
improve student learning
as a teacher learning community. The findings 2. Teachers collaboratively inquire into their
indicate that interaction in a study group
use of AfL practices
focused on AfL, where discussions played a
6. Regular interactions over time between
key role, was an effective tool in changing the
teachers within and across schools to
PCK (Pedagogical Content Knowledge) of the
learn, plan, discuss, evaluate
participating teachers.

Primary schools This study 3-year action-oriented development
project reflects the voice of school
leaders (principals) in a Norwegian school
development project focusing on AfL.
According to the principals, the teachers are
now more conscious about focusing on
the students’ performance in relation to the
tasks, and how the students understand
and use assessment to enhance their own
learning. The principals had become agenda
setters for change.

5 Grade 6–8 English Middle school
language arts
teachers

2 principals

784

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

performances and providing themselves and
each other with feedback and feed forward.

THEME 3: THE FOCUS OF THE
LEARNING COMMUNITY AND
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IS
ON THE DAY-TO-DAY PRACTICE IN
TEACHERS’ OWN CLASSROOMS
A third feature demarking sustained implementation of assessment for learning was the
practice-based nature of the cycles of inquiry
carried out by teachers. This was a feature of all
19 studies listed in Table 48.1, but specifically
singled out for attention in 11 of them. Condie
et al. (2005), in the context of the Scottish
Assessment is for Learning Initiative, pointed
out that change is more likely and more longlasting where the teachers could see the changes
in the learning in their classrooms as they
changed the practices they were using. The
teachers therefore saw themselves as the agents
of change rather than as an object to be changed.
By making the teachers’ site of practice the
subject of the collaborative learning community, every teacher trying out new practices
becomes an active member of the community
with something to share; therefore, principled,
professional experimentation and shared critical
reflection about student responses to classroom
innovations is at the heart of sustained AfL
(Cooper and Cowie, 2010; Hill, 2011; Poskitt
and Taylor, 2008; Smith and Engelsen, 2013).

in order to instantiate it within schools in their
jurisdiction (Geddes, 2005; Hollingworth,
2012; Smith and Englesen, 2013). One of
Hollingworth’s participants emphasizes the
role of the district superintendent, the building principal and the leadership team ‘as
twofold: making administrative changes to
support and encourage professional learning
communities; and, promoting the ways
teachers work (to implement assessment for
learning) in their classrooms’ (Hollingworth,
2012: 373).
Sixteen of the studies emphasized leadership as crucial to sustaining implementation of learning communities and AfL.
Leaders who understood AfL conducted relevant change through ensuring the resources,
including expert facilitation, time and funding were available (Hill, 2011; Smith and
Engelsen, 2013); building a sense of collective efficacy and capacity to advance all
students’ learning (Birenbaum et al., 2011);
requiring accountability through monitoring achievement and teacher appraisal
(top–down) whilst simultaneously providing
support for teachers to innovate (bottom–up)
(Carless, 2005; Hill, 2011; Patterson and
Rolheiser, 2004); and through organizational
self-review and improvement through analysis of evidence and targeted action (Moss
et al., 2013; Poskitt and Taylor, 2008). In
short, leadership of change was the critical ‘glue’ between the wider initiatives for
change and teachers taking up and sustaining the work in the classroom. A lack of these
leadership factors was noted when AfL was
not sustained (Hargreaves, 2013; Hill, 2011).

THEME 4: THE SCHOOL AND/OR
DISTRICT LEADERS UNDERSTAND AfL
AT A DEEP LEVEL AND INSTANTIATE
IT THROUGH ACCOUNTABILITY AND
SUPPORT

THEME 5: AFL EXPERTS ARE
INCLUDED IN THE PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

In order to ensure the professional experimentation noted in theme 3, the leadership at
the school and/or district level must be conducive. In short, school/district leaders need
to understand AfL at a deep level themselves

The fifth theme noted explicitly in 10 of the
studies was the critical role of external facilitation of change. As Hargreaves expressed it,
support from external experts for theoretical
and well as practical learning is essential
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because ‘if the site of learning is perceived as
the limit of learning, then limited learning is
likely to be the outcome’ (2013: 339). External
expertise was procured in a range of ways,
including visits from international experts
(Carless, 2005; Hopfenbeck et al., 2013), higher
education advisors (Hallam et al., 2004;
Hopfenbeck et al., 2013; James and McCormick,
2009) and AfL consultants (Carless, 2005,
Geddes, 2005; Poskitt and Taylor, 2008).

THEME 6: THERE ARE REGULAR
INTERACTIONS OVER TIME BETWEEN
TEACHERS WITHIN AND ACROSS
SCHOOLS TO LEARN, PLAN, DISCUSS
AND EVALUATE THE USE OF AfL
A feature of nearly all the reports of sustained AfL practice was the fact that teachers
and school leaders regularly discussed,
debated and interrogated their use of AfL
over time. This happened both within and
between schools as teachers met to learn
through planning new practices, discussing
outcomes and evaluating their progress
(Cooper and Cowie, 2010; Wilson, 2008;
Wylie et al., 2009). Ten of the studies explicitly reported how such sharing within teams,
between subject teams in secondary schools,
and/or between teachers in different schools,
benefited sustainability because participants
were able to share new ideas, concrete examples of both successful and unsuccessful
practice and draw on each others’ expertise.

THEME 7: CLASSROOM AND SCHOOL
AfL PRACTICES ARE ALIGNED WITH
THE MACRO-LEVEL CULTURE OF
LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT AND/
OR THE ROLE OF LARGE-SCALE
ASSESSMENTS AND QUALIFICATIONS
The final theme in sustaining these learning
communities was alignment in support of
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AfL across the system within which the
teachers operated. Birenbaum et al. (2011)
explained that the classroom assessment culture in which AfL is conducted tends to
mirror the culture prevailing in the larger
context in which it is embedded. For some,
particularly in larger countries, this meant
alignment within a school district, whilst in
smaller countries such as Scotland, Norway
and New Zealand, national policies and
assessment culture were aligned with the
district and school-based AfL innovation.
When there had been a sustained attempt to
implement AfL nationally in all three of
these smaller countries, the signs were that
change was happening on a large scale and
that AfL was, to varying levels, becoming the
norm. The evidence for this in Scotland and
Norway mainly came though systematic
evaluation reports (see Table 48.1) and the
New Zealand evidence included an OECD
system evaluation (Nusche et al., 2012), in
addition to the New Zealand studies reported
in Table 48.1. This finding is consistent with
the Fullan (2005) and Carless (2005) arguments that a tri-level framework of factors is
necessary for sustaining change, such as AfL,
within an education system, but it also indicates that the size of the jurisdiction makes a
considerable difference. Furthermore, in
these three small countries there is no highstakes testing below about 14 years of age.

HOW LEARNING COMMUNITIES
WERE INTERPRETED IN THE STUDIES
WHERE AfL WAS SUSTAINED
The studies listed in Table 48.1 were not
always clear about how learning communities were constituted within the reported
innovation. Although some were explicit
about how the group was constituted and the
nature of the work carried out in the learning
community (for example, Cooper and Cowie,
2010; Hansen et al., 2013), many used terms
to suggest learning communities, such as
professional learning communities or teacher
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learning communities, without explicitly
describing the nature of these. Reading
across the studies it was possible to gain an
understanding of how these learning communities were interpreted and functioned and
it is to this that the chapter now turns.
Assessment for learning communities had
been established almost always by teachers
working in groups of about two to six. At
times, these communities were initiated by
the teachers themselves (Cooper and Cowie,
2010), at others by leaders at the school level
(Hill, 2011) and, most often in these studies, by districts and school systems (Condie
et al., 2005; Hallam et al., 2004; Hopfenbeck
et al., 2013; James and McCormick, 2009). In
each learning community groups of teachers
met regularly, informally and formally, with
a sense of collective efficacy regarding catering for students’ learning needs. There was
an unrelenting focus in these communities on
advancing the learning of all students (see,
for example, Hansen et al., 2013). Hargreaves
(2013: 342) argues from her work that in contrast to a ‘“one size fits all” approach…both
teachers and learners need to be continually
questioning the potential advantages and
disadvantages of different approaches and
that this argumentation holds the promise of
effecting valuable learning’. This challenging focus (Brodie, 2013) is required to sustain AfL practice, to counter difficulties that
arise in implementation and to evaluate the
progress and achievement of the students as
the innovation proceeds (Hallam et al., 2004;
Hill, 2011).
Understanding AfL was a central concern
of the learning communities in these studies.
Essential to this was that theoretical understanding of learning, teaching and assessment was as crucial to knowing how to enact
the practices of AfL as knowing some assessment for learning strategies (Hargreaves,
2013). Developing this professional knowledge was central to the work of these learning
communities (James and McCormick, 2009).
In general, teachers worked to develop this
practical professional knowledge and understanding by engaging in small-scale research

or inquiry projects that engaged learners, and
gave the teachers a sense of ownership and
involvement whilst at the same time building trust, an essential ingredient in learning
communities (Brodie, 2013). As Hargreaves
explained, ‘teachers made commitments to
their colleagues to try something out and
return to them later to tell them what happened’ (2013: 340). As in AfL with students,
it is important that everyone’s voice is heard,
respected and valued. In one learning community, the ‘students were invited to feedback to the Teacher Learning Community
about how useful they found teacher marking: and then their recommendations were
acted on’ (Hargreaves, 2013: 342).
In some instances these AfL communities
grew and thrived because of the passion and
commitment of just a few enthusiast teachers
who sometimes worked against the odds to
establish and maintain this work (Cooper and
Cowie, 2010; Wylie et al., 2009). Working in
this way, teachers saw themselves as agents
of change.
When learning communities work well, they
are often peer- (rather than management-) led
(Cooper and Cowie, 2010; Hargreaves, 2013;
Hill, 2011). Hargreaves argues that when
teachers volunteer to join, learning communities sustained change better than those
imposed on teachers. Hill (2011) noted that
in each of the three secondary schools where
AfL was successfully operating, teachers had
chosen whom to work with and how to work
within the guidelines leaders provided. In this
way trust was offered by management and
built between teachers. Furthermore, in at
least three studies in secondary schools, AfL
had been successfully sustained when the
learning communities were trans-disciplinary
(Cooper and Cowie, 2010; Hill, 2011; James
and McCormick, 2009). This grouping stimulated cross-fertilization of ideas and enabled
networks to grow rather than perpetuating
subject balkanisation. Between-school networks were also a feature of sustaining AfL
within district and countrywide initiatives
(Birenbaum et al., 2011; Condie et al., 2005;
Hallam et al., 2004; Hill, 2011; Patterson
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and Rolheiser, 2004). James and McCormick
(2009: 982) concluded that ‘networking
through face-to-face meetings of various
kinds builds the social capital (ideas and
practices) but the networks should involve a
wide variety of links to enable all schools and
teachers to take part’.

CONCLUSIONS: GROWING AND
SUSTAINING ASSESSMENT FOR
LEARNING COMMUNITIES
As the review of the literature in this chapter
confirms, AfL communities, suitably encouraged and supported, can be sustained and
become a normal feature of school and classroom practice. The evidence supports
Fullan’s (2005) and Carless’s (2005) contention that a tri-level culture of assessment in
support of learning can both stimulate and
sustain a system in which teachers work
together and with their students to implement
AfL as briefly described in this article.
Clearly, within professional learning communities teachers need to understand and
commit to AfL in practice and focus on dayto-day practice in their own classrooms as
they learn to implement AfL supported by
facilitators with AfL expertise. Furthermore,
having school and district leaders who understand AfL at a deep level and consistently
reinforce its use through accountability and
support assists in sustaining such learning
communities. Collaborative inquiry about
the use and development of AfL within and
across schools also plays a part in successfully embedding it.
As outlined earlier in this chapter, many
barriers and challenges exist to successfully
embedding AfL. When the themes described
in this chapter do not exist or are partially
implemented, AfL can fail to be sustained.
For example, when the societal context for
assessment is not aligned with an AfL culture,
it can be very difficult to establish such learning communities (Hargreaves, 2013). Several
of the studies in this review (for example,
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Condie et al., 2005; Hargreaves, 2013; Hill,
2011) emphasized the importance of a combination of such ‘top–down’ and ‘bottom–
up’ alignment. Although these consistencies
were most apparent in the policies of small
countries such as Norway, Scotland and New
Zealand, Hansen et al. (2013), Moss et al.,
(2013) and Patterson and Rolheiser (2004) all
demonstrated how district-wide implementation of AfL can be sustained when district
administrators support schools and teachers
to use AfL practices. This chapter has demonstrated, however, that with the appropriate supports in place, AfL communities are
possible and viable for learners, teachers,
schools and school systems.
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49
Curriculum Reform in Testing
and Accountability Contexts
Va l K l e n o w s k i a n d M e r i l y n C a r t e r

INTRODUCTION
Recent international educational developments have important implications for the
skills and understandings in curriculum and
assessment that teachers develop, both in
pre-service and in practice. Global developments in curriculum and assessment reform
require teachers to utilise a network of
knowledges and develop a repertoire of
assessment skills and understandings. In a
context of testing, accountability and auditing, data analysis skills are increasingly
required to examine pedagogic practices for
the development of intervention teaching and
learning strategies to improve learning outcomes for all students (Marsh, 2009).
However, too often the data are used predominantly for accountability purposes that
serve at national levels as a catalyst for measurement, comparison and allocation of funding (Lingard and Sellar, 2013).
With increased accountability demands
brought about by global competitiveness
and programs for international measurement

of educational attainment, there has also
emerged an increase in the use of testing,
which in some countries has become the
dominant form of assessment. For example
in Australia, national testing of students in
Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 began in 2008 under the
National Australia Program – Literacy and
Numeracy (NAPLAN). The results from this
program for each school are published on the
MySchool website (www.myschool.edu.au),
increasing the competitive nature of the testing and intensifying the demands on teachers
and schools. In particular, there has been a
shift in the enacted curriculum in Australia to
a focus on literacy and numeracy because the
curriculum is tested.
In China, the gaokao or university entrance
exam has become an extreme focal point for 9
million students who take this exam annually.
The ‘super high school’ has emerged, which
is run along semi-military lines as described
by the students:
I wake up at 5.30 every morning and am required
to be out of the dorm by 5.45. I grab my books
and go to gather at the track. After jogging ends,
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all classes are required to run up the stairs to their
morning study sessions. At 6.38, the more than 80
students in my class all vacate the classroom in a
matter of seconds (of course there are a seven or
eight who don’t go to eat), just so they can
get breakfast, since we have to be back in class
before 7 to begin independent study. If we leave
the classroom later than this, with being stuck in
the crowded hall for 5 minutes, standing in line for
5 minutes, and 7 minutes to get there and back,
we have at least 3 minutes for breakfast. I’ve been
living at Hengshui for three months, and now I
understand what human purgatory is. (Education
News, China, 2013)

What becomes apparent from a consideration
of such schools is that what seems to matter
most is the achievement of goals regardless
of the means for achieving them. Important
curriculum aims of learning how to learn,
futures-oriented skills, creativity as well as
equity issues can be lost in such examinationdriven contexts.
In this chapter we describe and critically
analyse how such global trends in education have led to unintended consequences in
terms of curriculum and assessment reform,
of which teachers, principals, policy officers,
and the public may be unaware. We focus on
a case study in Australia of the introduction
of the first Australian curriculum. In particular, we examine how this move to a national
curriculum, together with major national and
global testing, have led to issues related to
teachers’ varying interpretations of learning.
In this case, it relates to the across-the-curriculum capability of numeracy and the limited
understanding and preparation for this level
of curriculum and assessment change.

BACKGROUND
In the global education community policy
agents and agencies, such as the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), can influence education policy
development and implementation at international and national levels. The values of current policies, and the reframing of education
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in economic terms, have typically resulted in
education policies that emphasize the production of human capital to ensure international economic competitiveness.
International programs such as the
Programme of International Student
Assessment (PISA) and Trends in
International Maths and Science Study
(TIMSS) have been largely responsible for
stimulating such competition and educational
change. PISA has been used to rank OECD
and non-OECD countries using a measure
of academic achievement of 15-year-old
students in mathematics, science and reading. It is administered every 3 years and, as
articulated in a letter to Andreas Schleicher,
the OECD’s director of PISA, ‘…results are
anxiously awaited by governments, education ministers, and the editorial boards of
newspapers, and are cited authoritatively
in countless policy reports…’ (http://www.
globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/05/05/2014/
open-letter-andreas-schleicher-oecd-paris).
Governments eager for this information
and in response to perceived declining scores
have implemented changes to curriculum and
assessment practices. For instance, responses
to what has been described as the ‘PISA
shock’ include centralized curriculum development and examination-dominated policy.
The impact of international programs on
curriculum and policy development includes
major standards-driven change. For example
in Germany, soon after the publication of the
OECD annual report in 2000, the national
standards-based curriculum was introduced
(Klenowski and Wyatt-Smith, 2014: 11).
Similarly other systems responded by reviewing their education systems to improve standards and their rankings. Countries such as
New Zealand, Canada, the US and Australia
have all introduced standards-based reforms.
New Zealand adopted National Standards
for literacy and numeracy that involves
schools making and reporting judgments
about the reading, writing and mathematics achievement of children up to Year 8
(the end of primary school) and in Canada,
classroom assessment standards aimed at the
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improvement of assessment practice of K-12
education have been formulated.
For some time, international comparative analyses of student achievement results
have been used globally, such as in Germany
and Denmark where reaction was rapid
(Goldstein and Thomas, 2008). Politically it
is argued that examination-dominated policy
is needed to maintain success in a world of
economic competition (White, 2014). This
is particularly evident in England. The same
is true in Australia where the focus is on the
national testing of NAPLAN, a measure that
is used to assess how well every school in
the country has performed, with results published so that anyone can compare any school
with other ‘like’ schools. Such measures
have become powerful tool for governments,
federal and state/territory, to focus on schools
that are underperforming and apply pressure
for improvement. However, for education
systems to be so reliant on just one measure
of performance for determining success is
limiting and inadequate.
For countries that have implemented curriculum and assessment reforms in such a
context of competition, audit and accountability there have been some unintended
consequences. These consequences have
occurred consistently over time, with remarkable similarities between countries. For
instance, Harlen and Deakin-Crick (2010)
in a systematic review of research of the
impact of testing found that there were negative consequences on student motivation for
learning, which in the longer term could be
detrimental to future learning. The findings
of the review included insights into how
the introduction of national tests brought
an increase in the use of other tests (Clarke
et al., 2000) and that extrinsic motivation
associated with tests led to superficial rather
than sustained and substantive learning
(Crooks, 1988). Other identified problems
included test anxiety and its effects on learning (McDonald, 2001) and how high-stakes
testing comes to influence what is taught and
learned and does not have a positive effect
on teaching and learning in the classroom

(Madaus and Clarke, 1999). It was also found
that in schools where there were higher numbers of African–American and Latino students, the focus was on activities designed
to raise test scores with the consequence
of a move away from quality curriculum
resources towards test-preparation materials
(McNeil and Valenzuela, 1998).
Further, the review identified how external testing also narrows the curriculum and
has a limiting effect on teaching methods
(Johnston and McClune, 2000), with an
emphasis on teaching aligning with the content of the tests (Reay and Wiliam, 1999) and
less attention to subjects related to creativity
and personal and social development (Gordon
and Reese, 1997; Leonard and Davey, 2001).
Direct teaching on how to pass the tests was
also identified as seriously undermining the
breadth and depth of the learning and impacting on the validity of the tests (Harlen and
Deakin Crick, 2010. Interestingly a study
by Pollard et al. (2000) revealed that after
national testing in England, students came
to view assessment as wholly summative in
contrast to their earlier view prior to the tests
when they saw assessment as supportive of
their learning.
Such unintended consequences of high
stakes testing continue to be documented,
such as ‘the uses and abuses of testing’
(Stobart, 2008) and how testing corrupts
schools (Nichols and Berliner, 2007). The
intensification of government policy interest in externally mandated testing and the
sanctions attached to test scores continue
to impact on equity initiatives (DarlingHammond, 2010). In Australia the approach
to accountability through a predominance
of testing has led to similar developments.
There exists ‘pressure on principals to
improve their test results at all costs’, the
emergence of ‘commercial products’ to
assist students to pass the tests (Klenowski
and Wyatt-Smith, 2012: 71) and perverse
practices to improve test results, such as
encouraging those students who may not
perform well on the test to stay away from
school on the day of the tests.
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TESTING
Global rankings have helped to escalate
standardized testing with the emergence of a
greater reliance on quantitative measures.
The 3-year assessment cycle of programs,
such as PISA, has created an unrealistic
expectation that improvement can be
achieved in this time frame (http://www.
globalpolicyjournal.com/blog/05/05/2014/
open-letter-andreas-schleicher-oecd-paris),
and yet research has clearly indicated that
substantive change takes longer – at least 4–5
years (Elmore, 2004; Fullan, 1992). As a
consequence of second order, uses of assessment data (O’Neill, 2013) for the development of rankings, quick solutions or
short-term fixes have been designed to
improve a school’s position.
The following discussion of national testing in Australia with a particular focus on the
subject of numeracy (also called quantitative
literacy or mathematical literacy) illustrates
how these reforms have led to a narrowing of
the curriculum, a rise in testing with a focus
on results, a growth in quick fix approaches to
teaching and learning, and a reduction in the
trust of teacher assessment. These findings
derive from research conducted in the state
of Queensland, which has underperformed in
comparison with the majority of other states.
This case illustrates how unintended consequences of curriculum reform arise particularly in relation to cross-curricular numeracy.
Cross-curricular approaches to curriculum present a number of challenges (Hayes,
2010). In the case of numeracy, problems
emerged in Australia for a number of reasons. First, there is a historical association of
numeracy with competence in basic arithmetic, which is particularly prevalent amongst
non-educators. Second, in some schools
numeracy is the term used for a curriculum
program in remedial mathematics, and third
there exists confusion between mathematics and numeracy given the increased reference to primary and lower secondary school
mathematics courses as ‘numeracy’. The
production of curriculum support materials
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for the teaching of numeracy that closely
resemble mathematics teaching resources
and the inaccurate labelling of the national
tests (NAPLAN) as numeracy (Carter, 2014)
are also identified reasons for the difficulties
encountered.

Narrowing of the Curriculum
It has been established that if important decisions are presumed to be related to the results
of standardized tests, then schools will focus
on the test content, with a resulting ‘narrowing of the curriculum’ (Boston, 2009).
Curriculum change that follows can range
from exclusion of skills that are not assessed
in the tests, such as project and practical
work, investigations and performances
(Collins et al., 2010), to a reduction of teaching, financial and timetable resources devoted
to subjects that are not tested (Boston, 2009;
Boyle and Bragg, 2006; Jones et al., 1999;
McNeil and Valenzuela, 2001; Nathan, 2008;
Nichols and Berliner, 2007). The reduction in
resources devoted to other learning areas
inevitably has consequences for the knowledge and skills that students learn and for
their development as well-rounded individuals (Boston, 2009).
In Queensland, some secondary schools
have responded to the NAPLAN improvement agenda by suspending their teaching of
the English and/or mathematics curriculum
for weeks at a time to prepare for NAPLAN
testing (Carter, 2014). Others have timetabled
courses for one or more lessons each week,
often called ‘literacy and numeracy’, aimed
at remediating students assessed as deficit in
the areas tested by NAPLAN. Such courses
take time that was previously allocated for
study of elective subjects in technical and
performance-based areas and languages
(Carter, 2014).
A survey of nearly 8000 Australian teachers (Dulfer et al., 2012) found that approximately 50 per cent engaged in NAPLAN
test preparation at least three times in the
fortnight before the tests, with a further third
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practising more than six times. Almost 50
per cent also indicated that some form of
NAPLAN practice was conducted at least
weekly in the five months before the tests.
Approximately 80 per cent of teachers agreed
that they had prepared students by teaching
to the test and that their teaching practice had
changed to emphasize the areas assessed by
NAPLAN testing. Three-quarters of teachers believed that NAPLAN is impacting on
the way in which schools view the curriculum, with literacy and numeracy elevated in
importance. The study reported that ‘it seems
likely, therefore, that through regular test
practice, or a focus on specific skills needed
for the NAPLAN, the tests may be impacting
on the breadth of curriculum that Australian
students experience’ (Dulfer et al., 2012: 27).
Another study (Thompson and Harbaugh,
2013) found that teachers are either choosing
or being instructed to teach to the test, resulting in less time being spent on other curriculum areas.

Rise in Testing
NAPLAN test results for every Australian
state and territory are published each year. In
the first year of NAPLAN testing, Queensland
schools were judged to be below the
Australian average, creating a ‘political
furore’ (Lingard and Sellar, 2013). The
Queensland Government commissioned a
report into the reasons for the poor performance. The recommendations advocated
reactive and short-term approaches, such as
the rehearsing of past test papers and literacy
and numeracy tests for pre-service teachers
(Masters, 2009). These practices are underpinned by behaviourist assumptions about
learning and have been criticized as ‘repeating the mistakes of the past’ (Klenowski,
2010: 12). A persistent concern about the
preparation for standardized testing has been
excessive test practice.
With the advent of national testing in
Australia, all levels of government now use
NAPLAN results as the dominant measure of

student achievement and teacher and school
efficacy. In other words, this national test
has become high stakes for governments
and for schools. The emphasis on this one
test has occurred without systematic state
and regional-level curriculum assistance and
advice. This has required schools to develop
their own approaches to the testing, with
varying degrees of success. Responsive curriculum and pedagogies that are rigorous
and appropriate to the school context take
time to develop (Comber and Nixon, 2009).
The increasing production of commercially
available materials that have not necessarily
been quality assured has encouraged teachers and schools to adopt these readily available resources. In the absence of nationally
developed, quality curriculum support advice
and materials, the use of these questionable
resources for test preparation has increased.
Studies have identified how quick fix programs have been adopted and resulted in less
coherent school programs (Luke et al., 2013).
Consequently such practices have tended to
skew test results and focused learning on
only that which is relevant to the test (Luke
et al., 2013).
The emphasis on the improvement of
NAPLAN results and the requirement to set
targets has continued the practice of quick
fix approaches (Luke et al., 2013: 413).
As Queensland students have continued to
underperform in comparison to the majority
of their interstate counterparts, the political
imperative to improve NAPLAN scores has
intensified. Continual NAPLAN improvement is now a target for all Queensland government schools (DETE, 2012; Hardy, 2014;
Kaesehagen et al., 2012). Given the norm-
referenced nature of NAPLAN test scoring,
the target appears to be unachievable (DarlingHammond, 2007). The trade union representing teachers and principals in Queensland
state schools (Ryan, 2009) and some submissions to two Australian Senate inquiries
(Australian Senate, 2010, 2013) attest to the
considerable pressure for improvement that
has been placed on some Queensland government schools, their principals and teachers.
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Focus on Results
The rise of testing and the dependence on
results in Australia is evident with the emergence of quick fix programs such as a
Queensland program promoted as the Great
Results Guarantee (Queensland Government,
2014). On 31 January 2014, the Queensland
Government announced additional annual
funding for government schools, of a total of
AUD$131 million. Although the additional
funding was welcomed by schools, it was conditional on a commitment from each school
that every student will either ‘…achieve the
national minimum standard for literacy and
numeracy for their year level [the lowest satisfactory outcome of NAPLAN testing] or have
an evidence-based plan…in place to address
their specific learning needs’ (DETE, 2014: 2).
The search for quick solutions has become
more widespread with programs that focus
on improvement of test results without sufficient attention to the means for achieving them. The Queensland Great Results
Guarantee program established an expectation of improvement in the short-term. Its
focus was on ‘…ensuring there is a safety net
to capture the students who are falling below
the National Minimum Standards for literacy
and numeracy. It is also about preventing our
high performing students sliding backwards
and making sure that they continue to achieve
better results’ (Queensland Government,
2014, emphasis added).
Schools and teachers have consequently
adopted short-term strategies, such as testand-drill, that focus on improving test scores
at the expense of sustained learning of the
curriculum. Expectations of improved test
results are reasonable if and when the targets are achievable; however, the pressure becomes inappropriate when there are
implied sanctions, such as probable impact
on future employment. Failure to achieve
consistent test improvements can be due to
the result of many factors, including normalized test scoring systems and variations
between cohorts of students, rather than due
to the actions of school managers or teachers.
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It is possible for schools to use assessment
data such as NAPLAN results in a way that
directs pedagogical change with a specific
focus on an identified priority, such as the
improvement of writing. However, to use
assessment data to fulfil a formative function
in generating useful feedback on curriculum
and teaching development for enhanced student learning requires support and professional development of teachers and school
leaders at the local level.

Data Use
NAPLAN testing in Australia in 2008 exemplifies how a national approach to testing
emphasizing the measurement and reporting
of results neglects the important need for
teacher support in the analysis, interpretation
and use of test data. Sustaining and maintaining sufficient data support has become an
important challenge for educational systems
(Marsh, 2009). In particular how to use the
data from the system has been neglected. For
example, in the Australian case study (Carter,
2014) it was not clear that teachers had sufficient knowledge of the strengths and limitations of the different sources of information
about student performance (Klenowski,
2013; Koyama, 2011; Luna and Livingstone
Turner, 2001). Student achievement data in
all forms was generally regarded as both
valid and reliable, with little acknowledgement of the probabilistic nature of the data
(Wu, 2010a, 2010b). This led to concerns
about decisions based on that information.
In 2014 in Queensland, the Education
Queensland
Curriculum
Assessment
Authority, (QCAA) Act made explicit the
authority’s functions relating to testing with
the inclusion of the implementation of procedures to administer common national tests.
With this change in emphasis in terms of the
functions of QCAA, it was recognised that
there was a need to provide schools with
timely data to inform teaching and learning
programs. Consequently, QCAA provided
schools with their NAPLAN test results at
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least a month earlier than in previous years.
This occurred because earlier achievement
data distribution would allow for more formative use of summative data; however,
teachers need support in how to interpret and
use such data, and this type of professional
development has not been forthcoming.
What has been striking regarding the
changes to the responsibilities of QCAA has
been the shift in focus to testing and national
tests. Previously, Queensland was seen as an
international beacon for externally moderated teacher-based assessment; however, the
responsibility and support for such practice
has been reduced. The emphasis on national
testing and the introduction of an externally
assessed test at the senior secondary level
have resulted in a shift in the functions of the
QCAA towards professional development
support for examination and testing practices. The support for teacher assessment and
moderation has diminished. Deterioration in
the trust of teachers’ judgment and a greater
reliance on test results is dominating.

Trust in Teachers’ Judgments
With increased testing comes a reduction of
trust in teachers’ judgments – this is extremely
important, particularly given the use in
Queensland of the externally moderated
teacher-based assessment system and recent
recommendations to move away from this
system. The belief that tests and examinations
and the associated data are the only objective
and reliable representations of student
achievement becomes accepted by the public.
Ironically, when standards-driven reforms are
initiated, teacher judgment remains fundamental, and yet research conducted in this
current context remains limited (Klenowski,
2013). The adoption of a standards-driven
approach to curriculum requires responsive
changes to pedagogy and assessment. To
design, develop and enact these pedagogic
and assessment changes require support, not
only of resources, but also professional development. Too often systems neglect the

implications of such major changes, and
expectations of teachers and schools become
unrealistic with insufficient time given for the
development and enactment of the changes.
The teacher’s role, we maintain, remains central to both curriculum and assessment development and yet it seems that it is too often
neglected in terms of the resources, professional development and support needs identified and addressed. The resources that
teachers need in a standards-referenced curriculum are not just explicit statements of
standards but exemplars of the standard
required. They need greater awareness about
the use of standards in their pedagogy and
support for the development of their judgments through moderation and opportunities
to discuss their judgments (Klenowski and
Wyatt-Smith, 2014).

CURRICULUM REFORM
The states and territories in Australia have
constitutional responsibility for curriculum
and have historically independently created
their own curricula. When the Australian
Curriculum Assessment and Reporting
Authority (ACARA), which had responsibility
for the progressive implementation of National
Curriculum and Achievement Standards,
introduced the curriculum in 2012 (ACARA,
2014) the inconsistencies that emerged came
as no surprise. This was the first time that a
national curriculum had been developed in
Australia and it had to be endorsed by the
eight states and territories. Curriculum content
for the Foundation to Year 10 levels for
English, mathematics, science, history and
geography was endorsed first. By 2014, other
curricula for the arts, health and physical education, technologies, civics and citizenship,
and economics and business had been developed but had not yet been fully endorsed by all
states and territories. Languages other than
English, was the last learning area to be developed. The development of a senior (Years 11
and 12) curriculum followed.
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With the introduction of national testing,
what became apparent was a lack of alignment between the NAPLAN test content and
skills with the then-Queensland curriculum.
What also became evident was that some
states such as New South Wales, in relation
to the subject of mathematics at secondary
level, were approximately a year ahead in
the teaching of content and skills compared
to other states, including Queensland. The
identification of this gap in the Queensland
curriculum prompted Queensland to become
one of the first to adopt the new Australian
Curriculum in English, mathematics and science (ACARA, 2014) in all year levels, in
2012. This curriculum change was significant, resulting in an immediate increase in
the levels of content and skills demanded of
most students.
The Australian Curriculum at the time also
included the introduction of seven general
capabilities that incorporated knowledge,
skills, behaviours and dispositions that,
together with curriculum content in each
learning area, are intended to ‘…assist students to live and work successfully in the
twenty-first century’ and to ‘…become successful learners, confident and creative individuals, and active and informed citizens’
(n.p.). These capabilities included literacy,
numeracy, information and communication
technology capability, critical and creative
thinking, personal and social capability, ethical understanding and intercultural understanding (ACARA, 2014a).
At the same time the Queensland
Government also adopted the goal of
improvement in school literacy and numeracy standards (Hardy, 2014). With changes to
curriculum and also the introduction of standards to replace the existing outcomes-based
curriculum, the demands on teachers and
schools in terms of pedagogy and assessment
were considerable. The time frame for the
implementation for this change and the transitional arrangements in terms of the development of appropriate support materials and
resources to assist teachers and schools were
insufficient.
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Numeracy
The implementation of the general capability
of numeracy illustrates how, in a competitive
testing environment, curriculum reform can
suffer from a lack of time for preparation and
implementation, and limited teacher and
school support in terms of advice, resources
and guidance. ACARA defined numeracy as
‘the knowledge and skills to use mathematics
confidently across all learning areas at
schools and in their lives more broadly.
Numeracy involves students recognising and
understanding the role of mathematics in the
world and having the dispositions and capacities to use mathematical knowledge and
skills purposefully’ (ACARA, 2014b: n.p.).
The rationale for the introduction of the
numeracy capability drew on recent international and national research, such as the
emphasis both on mathematics as a distinct
area of study and numeracy as an acrossthe-curriculum competency as stated in
the National Numeracy Review Report
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2008). Schools
were left to interpret how they would implement this across-the-curriculum competency
with statements such as, ‘In order to develop
the ability to communicate numeric information effectively, students should engage in
learning that involves using mathematics in
the context of other disciplines. This requires
a cross-curriculum commitment and is not
just the responsibility of the Mathematics
Department (Miller, 2010)’ (ACARA, 2014b:
n.p.). In this Australian curriculum reform
context, the educational meaning of numeracy reflected a change from proficiency in
basic arithmetic to a conceptualisation that
highlights ability and disposition to apply
mathematics in other subject areas and in life
(Goos, 2007). Such changes in meaning and
uses of the term numeracy have inevitably led
to some uncertainty resulting in issues and
tensions for schools.
The introduction of a national numeracy
test together with a national curriculum
meant teachers were required to rethink their
pedagogy and curriculum. Advice to schools
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regarding how to implement these changes
was limited, and each school interpreted and
taught numeracy in a range of ways given
their particular context and understanding.
Varying approaches to the implementation
of the across-the-curriculum initiative of
numeracy emerged (Carter, 2014) as a consequence of the lack of direction and support from the central authority. Further, the
research (Carter, 2014) found that some
schools saw numeracy as the responsibility of the mathematics department in contrast to the curriculum expectation that it
should be a shared responsibility across the
various learning areas. Tensions arose when,
for example, the Head of Mathematics has
taken the position that to improve results in
NAPLAN it is imperative that numeracy be
taught in other learning areas: ‘…teaching
the numeracy skills, numeracy topics well
in maths or science or SOSE [Studies of
Society and Environment] or whatever subject, Phys Ed [Physical Education] these
kinds of things is [sic] going to improve their
NAPLAN, is [sic] going to improve their
numeracy skills…’ (Carter, 2014: 269).
The uncertainty regarding who takes
responsibility for the teaching of numeracy
became more evident as schools prepared
for the national testing program. Here the
Year 7–9 Mathematics Coordinator, from the
same school as the Head of Mathematics,
asserts ‘I’m not numeracy. I’m just
mathematics’(Carter, 2014: 269). This statement is understandable if numeracy is seen
as the application of mathematics to other
learning areas. If numeracy and mathematics are different, then the question for schools
becomes who takes responsibility for the
across-the-curriculum capability (Carter,
2014: 269). It becomes a complex issue, as the
Mathematics Coordinator in Carter’s study
explains:
…we’ve been trying to let other teachers know. It’s
a very hard thing to have other HoDs [Heads of
Department] understand that numeracy isn’t
maths and vice versa. And that it’s embedded in
the curriculum. It’s a little easier for them to understand that literacy isn’t English because everyone

reads in their subject. But to be able to get them
to do numeracy specifically in their assessment is
very difficult. I think it lends itself only to specific
units that they do and maybe they do it without
realising it like in design technology, they do a lot
of measuring, and things like that, and graphics.
Yeah. It’s not something that I think they have
really grasped as their responsibility as well. It’s a
bit of a battle to get that. (Carter, 2014: 270)

The implications of such confusion and
uncertainty in relation to responsibility for
teaching numeracy and preparing for
NAPLAN testing were predictable. The Head
of Mathematics thought that the numeracy
and mathematics were different and that all
subjects shared responsibility for numeracy,
and he therefore did not see that he had a
special responsibility for NAPLAN numeracy testing:
I guess when I’m thinking NAPLAN, I’m thinking
the numeracy component of it too. But I’m not
specifically thinking that numeracy and mathematics aren’t the same thing. So I’m more conscious…
for our [Mathematics] teachers to get our students
to be able to use mathematics and use skills like
estimation and thinking skills and from that is
going to come numeracy skills that maths is going
to apply. As far as other faculties go, I would hope
that they’re going to do their bit as far as numeracy skills are embedded in their course, for example if it is SOSE or something like that, that they
use scale to be able to read a map, use scale to be
able to find the distance along the road, those
sorts of things. (Carter, 2014: 271)

Without clear guidelines and preparation, the
teaching of subjects such as these across-thecurriculum capabilities could be neglected.
The history of cross curricular literacy and
numeracy has not been positive with the identification of concerns such as the ‘lack of
rigour’ and the possibility of students not
learning the ‘fundamental skills in the key
subjects’ (Hayes, 2010: 384). The short time
frames for implementation and development
that have been given are also adding to confusion and misunderstanding. In 2014, with a
change of government both at national and
state levels, major educational change occurred
with a review of the Australian Curriculum,
which included within its scope: ‘…the
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soundness of the general capabilities and
achievement standards in terms of the extent
to which they have been linked to curriculum
content in this learning area’ (Australian
Government, 2014: n.p.).
The competitive global testing environment has led to international comparisons of
the standards achieved by Australian students
compared to the top performing nations,
such as Singapore and Finland. From such
comparisons the mathematics program in
the Australian curriculum was made more
demanding than the state and territory curricula, which had been replaced. More recently,
the review of the Australian Curriculum by
the Australian Government has been conducted to:
…ensure Australia was performing well in the
international context as measured by tests such as
Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS), Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) and Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) was
also an important part of the motivation for the
Review. (Australian Government, 2014: n.p.)

International comparisons of achievement
data have led to national testing and unrealistic and unrelenting curriculum expectations
of teachers and schools.

DISCUSSION
In this chapter, we set out to explore recent
curriculum and assessment reforms and some
of the unintended consequences that have
been identified through research in the context of global and national testing through an
illustrative case of Australia. As has been
suggested the impact of international testing
has been profound, with countries such as
Australia, Germany, England, Canada, New
Zealand and the US implementing considerable curriculum and assessment reforms in
response.
What has also been presented is the
contrary nature of the unintended consequences, given the limited consideration of
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how teachers and principals at the local professional level of the school interpret and
understand the changed curriculum or assessment policies. For example, in the Australian
case, with the introduction of major curriculum reform of the cross-curriculum general
capability of numeracy, there was insufficient
understanding about how to embed this capability in all learning areas.
The concept of numeracy was understood differently amongst school leaders
and teachers. This is best explained from
a social-
constructivist perspective, which
acknowledges that constructions of meaning
are influenced by varying training, experiences
and interactions with teaching colleagues.
What is disappointing and frustrating is that
these inconsistencies in interpretation were
predictable from both historical and socio-
cultural perspectives. The various constructions of numeracy have resulted in a lack of
clarity about the responsibility for this cross-
curriculum capability in some schools. This
case of major curriculum change in numeracy
has also highlighted how, in contexts of audit
and accountability, raising teachers’ awareness and developing their skills in curriculum
reform can be neglected. The implication
for policy and practice is that greater attention needs to be given to the development
of a common understanding of the specific
curriculum reform informed by accepted
definitions and models. Such changes require
greater persistence and commitment from the
political centre to the local professional level,
in addition to time and resources.
In contexts of major curriculum and assessment reform it is also apparent that different
approaches to national testing, teaching and
learning will occur. We have highlighted how
there has been an escalation of standardized testing for global testing, with a greater
reliance on quantitative measures and summative results. The emphasis on accountability and auditing has resulted in further
perverse unintended consequences (Lingard
and Sellar, 2013) with increased testing at
national and local levels, a rise in the focus
on results and the emergence of quick fix
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approaches to teaching and learning. As
identified by Bennett (2011: 19) ‘the content, format and design of the accountability
test’ will limit the effectiveness of formative
and teacher assessment. We have noted how
there has been a reduction in the acceptance
and support for school-based assessment and
teacher judgment.
In the illustrative case presented in this
chapter, the NAPLAN tests currently do not
align with the Australian curriculum intent of
cross-curriculum numeracy and have, therefore, confused teachers and resulted in the
adoption of strategies and approaches aimed
at improving student achievement scores.
Such add-on test preparation methods focus
on the tests (for example, the decontextualised practice of tests in similar formats for
entire lessons or for weeks), and teaching
the curriculum is a secondary consideration
with the diversion of resources from the usual
teaching and learning of curriculum-related
activities. This test preparation has been
challenged on ethical grounds for developing a narrow range of skills and encouraging
superficial and rote learning (Black, 1998;
Hardison and Sackett, 2008; Mehrens et al.,
1998; Miyasaka, 2000; Popham, 2013). A
more effective and ethical alternative that has
been identified is embedded test preparation,
which gives primacy to the development of
curriculum knowledge and skills, and with
test preparation occurring in the context of
the curriculum as opportunities arise (Carter,
2014). However, the pressures of accountability testing drive many teachers to only
consider add-on approaches.
We have found that the provision of effective professional development and teaching
resources to support an embedded approach to
preparation for the summative tests can assist
teachers in the use of more effective practices
that minimise the use of add-on methods. The
implication for central agencies when implementing curriculum and assessment reform
is to provide more guidance and support to
schools and teachers in acceptable methods
of test preparation regularly and prominently.
This would include helpful guidelines and

examples of how teachers might teach using
embedded approaches and incorporating test
preparation into their classroom routines.
High quality pedagogical resources to support an embedded approach and to assist
teachers in developing their own strategies
are also needed. Although teachers require
professional development in practical strategies for how to embed student preparation for
summative testing into their pedagogy, support from school leaders will also be required
(Carter, 2014).
The use of student achievement data for
diagnostic purposes and the importance of
this skill have been identified. The benefits
for teachers and schools from the timely provision of test data concerning every child
should not be underestimated (Carter, 2014;
Spina, Klenowski and Harris, under review).
The value of NAPLAN achievement data has
been recognised by ACARA (2014) in the
move to online assessment and the reduction
of time for providing feedback on student performance to students, teachers and parents.
The Queensland Curriculum and Assessment
Authority understands the importance of this
data for schools and teachers and in 2014
provided feedback to schools regarding the
students’ results much earlier than in previous years (Queensland Governement, n.d).
Multiple sources of data used in cycles of
question-driven inquiry are the most resourceful responses to data when used by leaders
and teachers. One significant response to
data by school leaders is to create a culture of
inquiry where assessment evidence is used to
enable and drive school improvement to promote equity and inclusion (Ainscow, 2010;
Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Klenowski
and Wyatt-Smith, 2014; Peck and McDonald,
2014). However, we agree with others (Petit,
2010; Pierce et al., 2013; Pierce et al.,
2014; Schnellert et al., 2008) that teachers
currently have a limited capacity to analyse and interpret student achievement data
(Spina, Klenowski and Harris, under review).
Teachers and school leaders have access to
more data than ever before; however, they
have limited time, support and skills to make
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sense of the growing number of data sets in
meaningful ways. Although support and professional development may be provided, it
will also require willingness on the part of the
teachers to consider and apply new pedagogical strategies related to the implementation of
assessment and curriculum reforms.
Teacher cooperation could be enhanced
by their involvement in decisions about curriculum change and standardized testing.
In the Australian context, the changes have
not been managed in an inclusive way, with
politicians having had a far greater say than
practising teachers. It suggests a distrust of
and a dissatisfaction with teachers by policymakers (Black and Wiliam, 2005; Luna and
Livingstone Turner, 2001; O’Neill, 2013;
Smith and Fey, 2000). Educators have been
reduced to the status of an interest group,
rather than a source of expert advice.

CONCLUSION
In raising the stakes of national tests, such as
in Queensland where the government in
January 2014 announced additional funding
for government schools contingent on shortterm improvements in students’ literacy and
numeracy outcomes (DETE, 2014), the impact
on schools, teaching and students has been
predictable. There has been increased time
and money devoted to preparation for the
summative tests, a focus on practice tests,
teaching and learning only that which will be
tested, and a reduction in the use of teacher
assessment and judgment. Whilst education
policy persists in adopting quick-fix strategies
and ignoring research-informed findings
concerning the impact of these approaches,
the important issues relating to equity and the
disadvantaged will not be addressed.
In some countries such as England there
has been some recognition of how current
examination and assessment systems are
‘outdated and archaic’ (Owen, 2014: n.p.)
and a greater questioning of ‘who needs
examinations? (White, 2014). We argue that
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what is needed in contexts of curriculum and
assessment reform is more recognition and
attention at the system level of how we might
change the accountability tests so that they
are more coherent with what we know about
the importance of teacher assessment and
school-based curriculum development.
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Professional Standards and the
Assessment Work of Teachers
Claire Maree Wyatt-Smith and Anne Looney

STANDARDS FOR TEACHERS
AND TEACHING
Prescriptions intended to govern teachers’
classroom practice, general demeanour and
behaviour at school and beyond the classroom have existed in the developed world
since teachers were first employed and paid.
As discussed in this chapter, the details of the
prescriptions vary, even considerably, across
contexts and over time. However, they all
represent historical, cultural constructs of
‘the good teacher’ and, as such, they have
meaning and influence in the contexts of
their origins and in the prevailing valuations
of teachers’ work. Some earlier formulations
are likely to appear unfamiliar, even humorous. Statements about bringing coal to
school, about dress, about company-keeping
and the avoidance of barbershops and pool
halls abound in many lists dating back several generations (for example, Bial, 1999:
29) that point to the restrictions placed on
male and female teachers and also to the

importance of the moral character of the
teacher in the community.
Although concerns have moved on from
barbershops and pool halls, the focus on the
classroom practice of teachers has intensified
in recent times. One manifestation of this
attention has been the generation and dissemination of codified representations of teachers’ work. These codes, often expressed as
standards, have become part of contemporary
education policy landscapes. Nomenclature
varies. In this chapter the terms ‘codes’ and
‘standards’ are used interchangeably, as
they are across the literature and the official statutory publications. The Republic of
Ireland has a Code of Professional Conduct
(Teaching Council, 2012), although the
code is presented online under a tab labelled
Professional Standards. Introducing the
code, the Teaching Council website explains
that the code ‘sets out the standards of professional knowledge, skill, competence and
conduct which are expected of registered
teachers. The standards are underpinned by
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four core values – respect, care, integrity and
trust, and reflect the complexity of teaching’ (Teaching Council, 2012). Australia
has Professional Standards for Teachers
(Australian Institute for Teaching and School
Leadership (AITSL), 2011), which according to the AITSL website ‘make explicit
the elements of high quality teaching’. The
Department for Education in England has
produced Teachers’ Standards (2011), which
‘set the minimum requirements for teachers practice and conduct’, and Scotland’s
Standards for Registration were produced by
its General Teaching Council (2012), along
with further standards for career development
and school leadership. The General Teaching
Council in Scotland describes the registration standards as ‘benchmarks of competence’, but distinguishes between these and
the other standards, which, amongst other
things, provide a ‘framework for evaluation
and reflection’. Both Graduating Teacher
Standards (2007) and Registered Teacher
Criteria (2013) have been published by the
New Zealand Teachers Council. These criteria are described as the ‘essential knowledge
and capabilities required for quality teaching in New Zealand’. The General Teaching
Council of Northern Ireland agreed a set of 27
Professional Competences (2007) to ‘make
explicit the attributes, skills and knowledge
that teachers as professionals should possess and exemplify’. Notably, this Council
has a caveat that ‘rejects a restricted view of
teaching competences’ being ‘mindful that
teaching is both an intellectual and practical
activity with important emotional and creative dimensions’ (GTCNI, 2007: 5).
Typically, such national representations
also reflect particular perspectives on teachers and their work, and each has been shaped
by particular policy and cultural contexts,
mentioned earlier. National articulations also
reflect particular understandings of teaching
and of the nature and purpose of standards
and their function for the profession and
the public. Inevitably, these understandings
are, in turn, informed by the wider education policy context; however, all reflect and

are informed by the new global attention to
teachers and their work.
Responses to the emergence of national
standards and codes of practice have ranged
from the relatively positive (DarlingHammond, 1996; Sergiovanni and Starrat,
2002), to the cautious (Sachs, 2003;
Kleinhenz and Ingvarson, 2007), to the critical (Clarke and Moore, 2013; Conway and
Murphy, 2013). There has been criticism
of the hyper-rationality of the language in
which standards as codes are expressed; the
detailed mapping of teacher work is seen as a
sign of mistrust and an attempt at control and
at squeezing out the idiosyncratic, leading to
what has been called a ‘teaching by numbers
effect’ (Clarke and Moore, 2013: 490).
But even this strong criticism is tempered
by recognition that the codes developed in the
early decades of the twenty-first century have
a number of advantages. They offer increased
transparency for pre-service teacher candidates. They provide explicit and public articulations of professional practice that might
otherwise remain intuitive and are reliant on
private or unstated personal standards. Such
standards may well be the benign product of
personal educational histories, or ethical and
pastoral imperatives, or even fictional representations of teachers and their work, but
they can also be poorly informed, based on
limited life experience, and at times, questionable. Codes and standards also provide a
common professional language for teachers
and other education professionals and a public and accessible statement of the complexity and difficulty of teachers’ work (Clarke
and Moore, 2013). Connell concluded:
The Standards may also help protect education
against abuses of the ‘charismatic’ image of the
good teacher where politicians in search of publicity throw untrained youngsters into very difficult
teaching situations on the Hollywood principle
that natural talent will triumph in the last reel.
(2009: 220)

Hargreaves and Lo (2000) provided an overview of the history of the relationship between
public attention and expectation and the
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teaching profession, and some useful background to the codification of that relationship
in legal or quasi-legal forms. They traced the
origins of these codified expectations back
to the emergence of mass schooling carrying
with it the burden of great expectations:
Schools and teachers have been expected to save
children from poverty and destitution; to rebuild
nationhood in the aftermath of war; to develop
universal literacy as a platform for economic survival; to create skilled workers even when there is
no demand for them; to develop tolerance amongst
children in nations where adults are divided by
religious and ethnic conflict; to cultivate democratic
sentiments in societies that bear the scars of totalitarianism; to keep developed nations economically
competitive and help developing ones become so.
(Hargreaves and Lo, 2000: 168–69)

The 1950s and 1960s were something of a
golden age for teachers and teaching (Whitty,
2006). Post-war demographics gave rise to
a call for more teachers, which in turn gave
teachers a platform to bargain for better
salaries and conditions. Teaching became a
graduate-based profession and the field of
education emerged as an intellectual discipline in its own right. A good teacher brought
more than fuel to school; they brought independent thought, disciplinary knowledge
and a high degree of professional autonomy
(Connell, 2009).
Of note, school systems in the developing world and the teachers who staffed them
experienced quite a different trajectory by
comparison. As Hargreaves and Lo (2000:
169) observed, such systems faced different
challenges, inherited different post-war legacies and ‘had a disproportionately tiny share
of the world’s wealth with which to address
them’. In the last decade considerable progress has been made in the professionalisation
of the teaching workforce in the developing world, with the support of international
organisations such as UNESCO (Adote-Bah
Advotevi, 2013). This chapter will focus on
the nature and function of professional standards in the developed world.
The beginning of the 1970s brought an
end to the developed world’s optimistic
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assumptions about education. The oil crisis,
the recession that followed, and the collapse
of post-war welfare structures contributed to
a re-casting of the place of education, and of
teachers, in society. Education stopped being
the solution, and began to be perceived as a
problem for shrinking economies and falling populations, especially Western economies with increasing youth unemployment
(Connell, 2009). The emergence of new
testing technologies nurtured the appetite
for authorities to measure the scale of that
‘problem’, and the emergence of comparative tests in mathematics added to anxieties
that some countries were racing ahead whilst
others were languishing behind (Madaus and
O’Dywer, 1999; Shimahara, 1997).
Developments in the academy added further to the pessimism around education.
As criticism of post-war social democracy
gathered pace, sociological research showed
that neither education nor the welfare state
had remedied social inequalities. Public
choice and neo-liberal theories and critiques
became increasingly popular and, with them,
a growing suspicion of professions as anticompetitive monopolies (Hargreaves and Lo,
2000; Whitty, 2006; Connell, 2009).
The increasing criticism of post-war
democracies and the emergence of neoliberal and public choice theories had consequences for most areas of public life. Schools
and teachers were particularly attractive
targets for academic and public scrutiny.
Schools, where teachers work, and universities, where teachers learn, are generally agencies of the state, making teachers and their
work and preparation particularly vulnerable
to the influences and forces of globalization
(Tatto, 2006). Connell (2009) noted a further
significant development in the academy that
contributed to an intense focus on teachers
and their work at that time, namely the application of multivariate analysis to educational
research and the isolation of ‘effectiveness’
factors in teacher practice.
The consequence of these global, state
and academic shifts was an extensive reorganisation of schools, greater control by
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others (usually the state, but not always) over
the work of teachers and greater accountability by teachers for their work. In 2002,
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) announced a
major project on teacher quality, which led
to the publication of the 2005 report Teachers
Matter and its call for quality teaching for all
delivered by ‘competent’ teachers:
As the most significant and costly resource in
schools, teachers are central to school improvement efforts. Improving the efficiency and equity
of schooling depends, in large measure, on ensuring that competent people want to work as teachers, that their teaching is of high quality, and that
all students have access to high quality teaching.
(OECD, 2005: 1)

Early in the new millennium this explicit and
widespread linking of ‘quality’ with ‘competence’ acted as a powerful catalyst for work
at national and state level that sought to make
explicit the elements of quality teaching
through an ‘imposing new apparatus of certification and regulation for teachers’ (Connell,
2009: 214) that focused on ‘competence’.

COMPETENCE, QUALITY AND
GUILD KNOWLEDGE
The concept of competence first emerged
from vocational and apprenticeship training
when distinct skills were ‘extracted’ from
occupational practice and used as the basis
for modular training courses (Winterton et
al., 2006; Connell, 2009). This connection
between ‘quality’ and ‘competence’ seems
relatively benign and the aspirations for high
quality teaching seem laudable; however, the
relationship between ‘high quality teaching’
and ‘improving the efficiency and equity’ of
schooling, as suggested by the OECD (2005),
has proven seductive for policymakers and
others seeking to understand and solve longstanding and, in many cases, growing gaps in
achievement between richer and poorer students. Spurred by meta-analyses examining
variables that impact student outcomes,

policymakers have focused on quality teachers and teaching as the educational Holy
Grail for achievement gaps, particularly
those associated with social and economic
factors. In one such analysis in New Zealand,
for example, Alton-Lee concluded:
Quality teaching is identified as a key influence on
high quality outcomes for diverse students. The
evidence reveals that up to 59% of variance
between student performance is attributable to
differences between teacher and classes, while up
to almost 21%, but generally less, is attributable
to school level variables. (Alton-Lee, 2003: 2)

The work of consultants such as McKinsey
(Mourshed et al., 2010) and others, has given
rise to a new ‘taxonomy of teaching’ (O’Neill
and Adams, 2014: 1), which has seen the word
teaching ‘spot-welded in policy texts to the
word quality’ (O’Neill and Adams, 2014: 2).
Moreover, this combination has evolved into
what some have called ‘a dangerous proxy
concept in the sense that it acts as a cover
for any and every political agenda in publicly funded education that aims to further
circumscribe teacher autonomy’ (O’Neill
and Adams, 2014: 2). In developments in
Australia, the quality agenda has extended
to the reported need for ‘developing structures and approaches that ensure widespread
use of successful teaching practices to make
best practice, common practice’ (Dinham,
Ingvarson and Kleinshenz, 2008). This move
signals some interest in standardising teaching practice, a point revisited later.
This ‘new taxonomy of teaching’ (O’Neill
and Adams, 2014: 1) is in marked contrast to
other views of teachers’ work. The concept of
‘guild’ serves as a useful juxtaposition. In a
discussion of conceptions of teacher knowledge, Shulman (1986) outlined three types of
propositional knowledge in teaching arising
from the three major sources of knowledge
about teaching: ‘disciplined empirical or
philosophical inquiry, practical experience
and moral or ethical reasoning’ (Shulman,
1986: 11). Notably, he also referred to the
role of ‘remembrances of teaching past’ as a
source of inspiration for teachers. He asserted
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that the complexity of teachers’ work resists
standardisation, and even widely held and
applied rules cannot obviate the need for professional judgement to be called into play.
This judgement he suggested ‘is the hallmark
of any learned profession’ (Shulman, 1986:
13). For Shulman, it is the idiosyncratic
nature of teachers’ work and its resistance
to standardisation that distinguishes teaching
from craft work and forms the basis of the
identity of teaching as a profession:
What distinguishes mere craft from profession is
the indeterminacy of rules when applied to particular cases. The professional holds knowledge,
not only of how – the capacity for skilled
performance – but of what and why. The teacher
is not only a master of procedure but also of content and rationale, and capable of explaining why
something is done. The teacher is capable of
reflection leading to self-knowledge, the metacognitive awareness that distinguishes draftsman from
architect, bookkeeper from auditor. (Shulman,
1986: 13)

This identity defines what Shulman called
the ‘broader academic guild of professional
teachers’ (1986: 14).
Sadler (1989) used the concept of guild
more narrowly, focusing on the ‘guild knowledge’ that teachers draw on to make sound
qualitative judgements in their assessment
work. Like Shulman, however, he saw this
guild knowledge as complex, and informed
by personal and professional histories and
experiences. In developing this notion of guild
knowledge associated with connoisseurship
and expert judgement, Sadler recognised the
difficulty and necessity of making this kind of
knowledge public, noting that ‘how to draw
the concept of excellence out of the heads of
teachers, give it some external formulation,
and make it available to the learner is a nontrivial problem’ (Sadler, 1989: 127).
The examples of national standards and
codes for teachers introduced earlier in this
chapter, and further discussed later, claim to
solve that problem of making public what
is held as ‘guild’ knowledge. According to,
Kleinhenz and Ingvarson (2007), ‘the ability to define and apply standards is the main
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avenue by which professions demonstrate
their credentials as a profession’ (2007: v).
Our starting proposition is that professional
standards function to convey to the community in the broadest sense the knowledges,
skills, capabilities and values that the profession accepts, names and ‘owns’ for itself. In
short, the standards come to serve as a public
formulation of guild knowledge. They define
and in so doing, bring forth what may otherwise be the unstated, although accepted,
expectations of the guild of practitioners.
A related proposition is that standards
themselves do not constitute professional
knowledge; they are a formulation of what
the guild of practitioners as recognised
experts accept as valued in practice. In this
way, standards are understood as historical
and cultural constructs, reflective of the times
in which they are formulated. Standards typically written as qualitative statements necessarily remain ‘fuzzy’ in that the terms used
to formulate the standard remain open to
interpretation and re-interpretation. In short,
standards can and should be expected to
change to reflect changes and improvements
in practice and the generation of new ways
of ‘knowing’, ‘doing’ and ‘being’ as valued
by the profession; however, this function can
be overshadowed by the role of standards in
the ‘measurement’ as well as the articulation
of quality. This measurement function can
appear benign when presented as an opportunity for teachers to present evidence of their
work. Kleinhenz and Ingvarson (2007: 6)
suggest that ‘one of the hallmarks of a profession is its demonstrated capacity to define
and measure quality performance’. This
claim that measurement is a ‘hallmark’ is not
uncontested – neither of the medical or the
judicial codes discussed in the next section
refers to the need to measure. Hargreaves and
Goodson (1996: 21) do not refer to it in their
discussion of the many different models of
professionalism relevant to teaching, nor in
the ‘seven principles of postmodern professionalism’ they propose as the most relevant
for teaching. Stephen Ball in his influential
paper on the impact of globalisation and new
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public management on teachers and their
work presents a less than positive view of
measurement. With its rhetorical title, ‘The
teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity’, the piece juxtaposed the passion and
commitment of the teacher with the new
requirements to measure performance against
externally imposed indicators and noted that
teachers were required ‘to set aside beliefs
and commitments and live a life of calculation’ (Ball, 2003: 215).

Instead of attempting to describe quality
medical practice, the focus in the medical
standards is on ‘good’ medical practice, even
on the ‘good doctor’ (as in the case of the
UK code). Competence is rooted in explicitly
moral purpose:

STANDARDS FOR OTHER GUILDS

A second striking difference arises from the
relationship between the professional and the
standards. The standards for judges and doctors make clear that ultimate responsibility for
professional judgement rests with the professional. Meeting the standards is not a proxy
for professional judgement. In both fields,
in line with the conceptions of Shulman and
Sadler, the standards state that situations will
arise beyond the compass of the standards or,
in the case of judicial codes, when ‘the overall interest of justice require a departure from
the propositions as literally stated in the guide’
(Judiciary of England and Wales, 2013: 8).
‘Nothing’, according to the Australian code for
good medical practice, ‘can replace the insight
and professional judgement of good doctors’ (Medical Board of Australia, 2014: 4).
Contemporary standards or codes for teaching
afford the professional no such latitude.

Such a ‘life of calculation’ is not envisaged
in the preface to the guide to judicial conduct
in Australia, which includes the following
extract from Thomas (1997):
Citizens cannot be sure that they or their fortunes
will not some day depend on our judgement. They
will not wish such power to be reposed in anyone
whose honesty, ability or personal standards are
questionable. It is necessary for the continuity of
the system of law as we know it, that there be
standards of conduct, both in and out of court,
which are designed to maintain confidence in
those expectations… (Council of Chief Justices of
Australia, 2007: ix)

Similarly, the General Medical Council
(2013) in the UK opens its guidance, Good
Medical Practice, by directly addressing
members of the medical profession on the
issue of public trust: ‘Patients must be able
to trust doctors with their lives and health.
To justify that trust you must show respect
for human life and make sure your practice meets the standards expected of you…’
(General Medical Council, 2013: 2). Thus,
professional standards, whether for education, for the judiciary or for medicine, appear
to be located ‘between’ the members of the
profession and the wider public as a formal
recognition of, response to, and assurance of
public trust. In short, they provide formulations of professional practice that are at the
heart of a contract of trust between the professional and the community.

Patients need good doctors. Good doctors make
the care of their patients their first concern: they
are competent, keep their knowledge and skills up
to date, establish and maintain good relationships
with patients and colleagues, are honest and trustworthy, and act with integrity and within the law.
(General Medical Council, 2013: 7)

STANDARDS AND THE
CONSTRUCTION OF TEACHER
IDENTITY
The concept of teacher identity has been
explored in a variety of very different ways,
including perspectives on the multiple reinventions that teachers undergo in the course
of their professional lives (Hargreaves and
Goodson, 1996; Mitchell and Weber, 1999);
narratives that teachers create to explain themselves and their work (Connelly and Clandinin,
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1999); metaphors that guide and inform how
teachers see themselves in relation to their students and professional settings (Leavy,
McSorley and Bote, 2007; and responses to
structural or political changes in education that
reframe or change how teachers are understood
and understand themselves (Mockler, 2011).
Most interpretations adopt a socio-cultural
stance towards the concept of identity. That
is, it is framed and reframed over a career
and mediated by the contexts in which teachers work and live. Most interpretations also
agree that it is unstable and shifts over time
as a result of a range of external contextual
and internal factors (Beijaard et al., 2004;
Day et al., 2006). Mockler (2011: 9) usefully
grouped the contextual factors under three
headings: personal experience, professional
context and external political and cultural
context (see Figure 50.1).
Although these contextual factors are not
mutually exclusive, each has its own particular focus. Personal experience includes
biography and personal and social history,
but for teachers it also includes influential
personal experience of teachers, teaching

and schooling in the formative years, the
‘remembrance of teaching past’ to use
Shulman’s (1986) phrase. The professional
context comprises those factors that shape
the classroom work of teachers – curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, school climate,
culture and organisation, collegial relationships and engagement with reform. Related
to this is Mockler’s third set of factors, the
political and cultural which includes media
commentary and debates about education
and teachers and their work, which in turn
reflects the degree of public trust and confidence in teachers and in the teaching profession more generally. Mockler suggested that
these all contribute to teacher identity at any
particular moment in time.
Interestingly, Mockler located teacher
standards in the social and political contexts
that shape teacher identity, but commented
that the codes tend to privilege particular
facets of teacher identity, specifically the
‘function’ of teachers (what they ‘do’),
rather than consideration of teacher ‘identity’ (associated with who teachers ‘are’)
(2011: 525). The apparent assumption is
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that the former is easy to see, codify and
measure. It is this mix of identity and function that is played out in debates about
‘effective’ teaching, and this mix between
‘being’ and ‘doing’ also represents an unresolved tension in the professional codes or
standards for teachers.
Of note, the balance between ‘being’ and
‘doing’ is somewhat different in the codes
for the medical and judicial professions. The
codes for teaching are written in the third person; those for medicine make direct address
to the members of the profession and are written in the second person. The consequent difference in tone is remarkable. For example,
codes for medicine and for teaching both reference the importance of continually updating
professional knowledge. Australian teachers
are expected to ‘demonstrate an understanding of the rationale for continued professional
learning and the implications for improved
student learning’ (AITSL, 2011: 16). Doctors
are addressed directly using the second person: ‘Good medical practice involves keeping your knowledge and skills up to date’
and ‘participating regularly in activities that
maintain and further develop your knowledge, skills and performance’ (Medical Board
of Australia, 2014: 20, emphasis added). As
an illustrative counterpoint, in Scotland the
third person is used: teachers should ‘adopt
an enquiring approach to their professional
practice and engage in professional enquiry
and professional dialogue’ (General Teaching
Council for Scotland, 2012a: 19, emphasis
added). Doctors in Scotland and Australia
are addressed directly: ‘You must keep up
to date, and follow the law, our guidance,
and other regulations relevant to your work’
(General Medical Council, 2014: 6). The use
of the strong term ‘must’ signals responsibility and expected action – responsibility for
following or adhering to various regulations
external to the medical profession including
the law, and action to maintain currency. In
this way, the medical profession is characterised by explicit reference to other professions
so that professional practice involves knowledge and awareness that goes beyond the

boundaries of their own practice. Typically,
this professional interconnectedness is not a
feature in the codes for teaching. Although
the Australian standards for teachers aspire to
articulate the elements of ‘high quality teaching’ and those developed for Scotland reference the professional values and commitment
associated with ‘being a teacher’, the phrase
‘good teacher’ is notably absent. In contrast,
the actual phrase ‘good doctor’ appears in the
medical codes. Who doctors ‘are’ and what
they ‘do’ are connected in these codes: the
expectation of ethical practice, for example,
connects with the individual doctor’s agency
in, and responsibility for, updating knowledge and skills in their practice. The same
emphasis is not evident in the teaching codes.
Beijaard et al. (2004) highlighted the
importance of the values and emotions
underpinning teacher identity. They believe
that in any analysis or discussion of identity,
place should be given to the question of how
it ‘feels’ to be a teacher in the school system
at any point in time. It is suggested that such
emotion becomes particularly significant at
times of educational reform (Hargreaves,
2003, Hargreaves and Fullan, 1998), but
tends to be under-researched. Day et al.
(2006) also noted that insufficient attention is
paid to emotional factors in the discussion of
teacher identity. In their review of the theme
of personal and professional identities, they
pointed to the important tension between the
‘structures’ within which teachers work and
which exert influence on that work, and the
‘agency’ of teachers, which they described
as the ability to pursue valued goals. Both
are significant in the construction of teacher
identity, and ‘emotions are the necessary link
between the social structures in which teachers work and the ways they act’ (Day et al.,
2006: 613) and interact with others, including
students, parents and the wider community.
Of the sets of standards currently in use,
those developed for Australia and Scotland are
particularly noteworthy for their focus not only
on requirements for initial registration, but
also on pathways for career development. In
Scotland, these are expressed in two separate
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codes produced by the General Teaching
Council – the Standard for Registration
(General Teaching Council Scotland, 2012a)
and the Standard for Career-Long Professional
Learning (General Teaching Council Scotland,
2012b).The first code has two categories,
one for provisional registration and one for
full registration. In Australia, a unified set of
national standards – Australian Professional
Standards for Teachers – has been produced
by the AITSL (2011). These show progression
across various career stages from ‘graduate’
through to ‘proficient’ to ‘highly accomplished’ and ‘lead’.
The Australian standards are framed by
an introduction that describes the standards
as ‘an outline of what teachers should know
and be able to do’ (AITSL, 2011). The ‘three
domains of teaching’ into which the standards
are grouped are also introduced: professional
knowledge, professional practice and professional engagement. Professional engagement
refers to professional learning and relationships with parents, colleagues and the wider
community.
The Scottish standards also frame the standards with an introduction that positions the
standards as ‘the gateway to the profession
and the benchmark of teacher competence
for all teachers’ (General Teaching Council,
2012a: 2). This ‘clear and concise description
of the professional qualities and capabilities fully registered teachers are expected to
maintain and enhance through their careers’
is also presented in three groups. Although
these are broadly aligned with the Australian
categories of professional knowledge, practice and engagement, there is a marked difference in emphasis. The Scottish standards
place ‘professional values and personal commitment’ as ‘the heart’ of teaching, and they
are listed first:
Professional values are at the core of the
Professional Standards. The educational experiences of all our learners are shaped by the values
and dispositions of all those who work to educate
them. Values are complex and the ideal by which
we shape our practice as professionals. (General
Teaching Council, 2012a: 5)
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In contrast, and of note for the later analysis
on assessment, neither ‘values’ nor ‘dispositions’ appear in the Australian standards.
This observation is consistent with the point
made earlier regarding the values and dispositions tied to identity, on the one hand, and
role, on the other. The caveat in the introduction to the code for Northern Ireland makes
specific reference to the emotional dimension of teaching, but presents it as beyond
or outside the competences presented in the
code itself (General Teaching Council for
Northern Ireland, 2007: 13).

ASSESSMENT IN CODES AND
STANDARDS – THE CASES OF
AUSTRALIA AND SCOTLAND
Assessment as a category of teacher work
appears in two forms in the Australian standards. First, along with curriculum and reporting, assessment is listed as one of the
resources used by teachers to ‘design learning sequences and lesson plans (AITSL,
2011: 12). Second, it appears as a standalone standard, which states that teachers
‘assess, provide feedback and report on student learning’ (AITSL, 2011: 16). This
standard provides a detailed breakdown of
the actions required of teachers, including
demonstrating understanding of the purpose
of feedback to students; demonstrating
understanding of social moderation and its
application to support consistent and comparable judgements of student learning; and
demonstrating ‘the capacity to interpret student assessment data to evaluate student
learning and modify teaching practice’
(AITSL, 2011: 17). Teachers should also be
able to demonstrate a range of strategies for
reporting to students and parents and understand the purpose of accurate record
keeping.
Assessment appears twice in the Scottish
standards. The first reference is to assessment
embedded in the teaching process. The second reference is explicit and more developed.
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As part of professional knowledge and
understanding, teachers are expected to
‘know and understand how to apply the principles of assessment, recording and reporting
as an integral part of the teaching process’,
(General Teaching Council for Scotland,
2012a: 9) as well as having
extensive knowledge and a secure understanding
of the principles of assessment, methods ofrecording assessment information, the use of assessment
in reviewing progress, in improving teaching and
learning, identifying next steps and the need to
produce clear, informed and sensitive reports.
(General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2012a: 9)

In the more detailed standard specifically
referencing assessment, explicit connections
are made between the assessment work of
teachers and student learning, and with external audiences such as parents and awarding
bodies such as examination authorities. The
requirement for teachers to design assessment strategies ‘appropriate to the needs
of all learners’ (General Teaching Council
Scotland, 2012a: 17) is included, and reference is made to ‘dialogue with learners about
their progress and targets’ (2012a: 18). Of
special interest is the understanding of assessment as inclusive practice (with reference to
the needs of all learners) and that student
voice matters because teachers and students
share dialogue about learning progress.
Using this initial comparative analysis of
the requirements for teachers’ assessment
work, a number of common factors emerge,
some of which are unique to each set of
standards. Teachers in both Australia and
Scotland require knowledge about assessment, as well as an understanding of assessment, and the skills to apply such knowledge
and understanding in classrooms with students, particularly in giving feedback to
students on their learning. Teachers in both
jurisdictions have to be able to report assessment results outside the classroom to parents
(both) and awarding bodies (Scotland), and
both standards make an explicit reference
to using assessment results to review and
improve teaching. Only Australian teachers

Table 50.1 Teachers’ assessment work in
Scotland and Australia standards
Teachers assessment work

Australia

Scotland

Knowledge about assessment
Understanding of assessment
Skills in assessment
Feedback to learners
Use feedback to review/improve
teaching
Dialogue with learners
Understanding of moderation
Consistent and comparable
judgement
Assessing diverse learners
Report results of assessment to
parents and beyond

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

No
Yes
Yes

Yes
No
No

No
Yes

Yes
Yes

have to understand social moderation processes and arrive at consistent and comparable judgements to meet the requirements
of their standards. Only Scottish teachers
have to ‘dialogue’ with learners about progress and deploy their assessment knowledge,
understanding and skills to meet the needs
of diverse learners as required by theirs. A
summary of the analysis of teacher assessment work in the standards for Scotland and
Australia is provided in Table 50.1.
The categories constructed from this initial
analysis were used in a review of the assessment work in the codes and standards from
a number of other English-speaking jurisdictions (see Table 50.2). The year in which
the relevant codes were published is also
included and the analysis is restricted to the
graduate level teacher.
In addition to the codes and standards
published in English, an 11-country audit
of ‘teacher competency standards’ (Seameo
Innotech Regional Education Program, 2010)
produced for the Southeast Asian Ministers of
Education Organisation was also considered.
The review identified five common domains
within the teaching standards reviewed.
Similar to those from the English-speaking
or bilingual contexts, professional knowledge and skills were identified in the teaching standards across the region, together with
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Table 50.2 Teachers’ assessment work in other standards
Teachers’ assessment work
Knowledge about assessment
Understanding of assessment
Skills in assessment
Feedback to learners
Use feedback to review/improve
teaching
Dialogue with learners
Understanding of moderation
Consistent and comparable
judgement
Assessing diverse learners
Report results of assessment to
parents and beyond

New Zealand

Ireland

Northern Ireland

England

Ontario

Wales

2009
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

2012
No
No
Yes
Yes
No

2007
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

2011
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

2000
No
No
Yes
Yes
No

2011
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes

No
No
No

Yes
No
No

Yes
No
No

No
No
No

No
No
No

Yes
Yes
No

No
Yes

Yes
No

No
Yes

No
No

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

professional development and lifelong learning. Of note, two other domains that were
not common to most of the others (although
strongly referenced in Scotland and Ireland)
were the domains of ‘personal characteristics’
and ‘professional/personal ethical standards
and values’ which, according to the report
‘refers to sound and ethical standards of ethics and morality resulting in teachers being
good role models in the school and community’ (Seameo Innotech Regional Education
Program, 2010: 2). The review generated a
generic competency framework for the region
that included ‘facilitating learning’, ‘developing higher order thinking-skills’, and ‘assessing and evaluating learner performance’ (p. 3).

CONNECTING TEACHER IDENTITY,
PRACTICE AND VALUES
In all the codes and standards reviewed, assessment constitutes a significant part of teachers’
work, as expected. Across the examples considered, it should be noted that assessment
‘skills’ are accorded greater emphasis than
both knowledge and understanding. For Ryan
and Bourke (2012), this reflects the inevitable
focus on actions and behaviours associated
with the credentials of the codes and

standards, rather than emotions and intellectuality, such as deep thinking and reflection.
Feedback to learners is referenced in all
the codes and standards, but not all include
a reference to using the evidence generated
by assessment to review or improve teaching. Only in Australia is there reference to
the ‘quality’ of assessment; teachers need to
be able to conduct consistent and comparable
assessments. As shown in the table above,
three of the codes make specific reference
to some form of dialogue with learners, thus
moving beyond a linear view of feedback as
a form of messaging from teacher to learner
towards the more complex exchanges that
can give rise to greater self-direction in student learning (Sadler, 1989). However, such
exchanges depend on more than assessment
knowledge and skills. James and Pedder
(2006) noted in a study of teachers’ classroom assessment practices that:
There is a danger that the importance of this
values dimension is underplayed and that assessment for learning becomes caricatured as merely
another set of unexamined classroom strategies
that teachers can use off the shelf, across all contexts and without reference to educational values
or beliefs. (2006: 110–11)

They argued that teachers’ beliefs and values provide the necessary reason to act, and
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that any consideration of assessment should
include both practice and values. Indeed, they
also suggested that failure to consider teacher
values, and failure to afford teachers an
opportunity to consider their own educational
values, will lead to assessment for learning
(the focus of their study) being seen as a set
of strategies and techniques to be added to
the teaching repertoire. To use the categories
of Mockler’s (2011) model of teacher identity
discussed earlier, James and Pedder’s (2006)
analysis would suggest that the personal lives
of teachers, their educational histories and
experience of assessment is as important in
the consideration of their assessment work
as assessment knowledge and skills, and that
‘teachers’ values and the moral dimension of
their practice that these values express, needs
to be acknowledged in a discourse that goes
beyond instrumental questions of method’
(James and Pedder, 2006: 131). In their study
involving 558 teachers in England, they
found that teachers experienced the greatest
tension between values and practice when
it came to promotion of learning autonomy,
which teachers believed to be a key strategy
in helping students to improve the quality
of their learning. Thus, a gap was identified
between their moral purpose and emotional
commitment to teaching, and the assessment
practice required of them by the policy context in which they worked.
The work of Ryan and Bourke (2012)
who undertook analysis of the English and
Australian codes using the concept of reflexivity and the realist social theory of Margaret
Archer (1995) is relevant to this discussion.
Their analysis identified differences between
the English and Australian codes. They suggested that the Australian standards have a
problem/solution orientation with compelling references throughout to improving, but
they do not attempt to define the problem or
present evidence of it. By contrast, England’s
standards present a strong advancement and
progression rhetoric, and draw heavily upon
an assumption that career advancement is the
goal of every teacher. For Ryan and Bourke,
both codes share little concern for the moral,

attitudinal or emotional aspects of teaching
and ‘little acknowledgement of the complex,
subjective and objective influences in teachers’ work’ (Ryan and Bourke, 2012: 420).
The limitations of this for assessment are
particularly acute. All the codes and standards reviewed signal that teachers’ assessment work is important for student learning.
However, the complex dimensions of that
work described by Ryan and Bourke, are
not recognised. Although this gap appears
in the professional standards, there is growing interest in the concept of teachers’
assessment literacy and its relationship to
teacher identity.

ASSESSMENT LITERACY
AND IDENTITY
The concept of assessment literacy was first
introduced by Stiggins (1991) writing in the
context of the US. Stiggins suggested that
assessment literacy involved understanding
how to produce good achievement data on
both large-scale and classroom tests, and the
ability to interrogate and critique the tests or
assessment approaches used and the data
produced. He referred to the ‘built-in alarms’
(Stiggins, 1991: 535), which alert those who
are assessment literate, that go off ‘when an
assessment target is unclear, when an assessment method misses the target, when a
sample of performance is inadequate, when
extraneous factors are creeping into the data,
and when the results are simply not meaningful to them’ (Stiggins, 1991: 535). He also
emphasized that knowing that there is a problem is not enough – those who are literate
will demand or make changes when that
alarm goes off.
Some years later, Stiggins noted positive
trends in the field, including the articulation
of the assessment competencies for teachers
developed jointly by the National Council on
Measurement in Education, and American
Federation of Teachers, and the National
Education Association (Stiggins, 1995).
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However, he also noted barriers to assessment literacy, and of particular interest to
our discussion are those arising from what
he labels ‘fear of assessment and evaluation’
(Stiggins, 1995: 243).
For most practicing educators, this fear of assessment has been cultivated over many years as a
direct result of many levels of unpleasant assessment experiences. The foundation was laid in
during our youth, when our own teachers often
left us wondering what would be on the test and
how to prepare for it. In our youth, assessment was
frequently used to gain compliance rather than to
promote improvement. (Stiggins, 1995: 243)

These ‘negative emotions’, Stiggins suggested, did not stop at school, but could continue into teacher preparation where courses
in assessment and measurement may add a
further ‘layer of negative associations’. He
went on to claim that the final layer in the US
context is the relentless focus on standardised
test scores that reflect only a small part of
what is taught in classrooms, leaving teachers ‘feeling victimised by assessment once
again’ (Stiggins, 1995: 243).
A number of years, later Popham (2009)
also addressed this question of assessment literacy, noting that teachers continue to know
little about assessment mainly because of
the lack of courses in assessment in teacher
education. He suggested that assessment literacy was needed to inform the assessment
decisions teachers need to make, and to challenge the high stakes accountability tests that
abound in education in the US. Although he
acknowledged that, for some teachers, ‘test
is a four letter word’ (Popham, 2009: 4), he
does not address the issues of fear or anxiety raised by Stiggins. By 2011, Popham had
come to define assessment literacy as ‘an individual’s understandings of the fundamental
assessment concepts and procedures deemed
likely to influence educational decisions’
(2011: 267).
The point of interest is that for Stiggins,
assessment literacy necessarily extends to
the emotion, affective and the moral. For
Popham, on the other hand, priority is given
to the cognitive aspects of assessment work.
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The connecting of these perspectives serves
to illustrate the challenge inherent in professional standards in how they recognise and
reconcile these dimensions in the representation of teacher assessment identity.

PROFESSIONAL STANDARDS AND
ASSESSMENT PRACTICE
Revisiting ‘Guild Knowledge’
Three main findings emerge from the preceding discussion of standards for teachers
and teaching. First is the prevalence of standards and their salience across countries,
jurisdictions and related policy contexts.
Although the specific characteristics or features of quality that constitute the standards
vary, collectively they function as formulations of professional practice to make valued
aspects of teacher work explicit and available for scrutiny. The variation in the standards can be understood as reflecting the
contexts in which they have their origins.
Further, all standards are produce of a particular time and context and so reflect decisions about what to include and exclude at a
particular point in time. As such, they are
understood to be susceptible to change. They
also capture public attitudes to teachers and
their work.
Second, a related finding is that the teaching standards as official statements of expectations are sites where different formulations
of ‘the good teacher’ and ‘good teaching’ jostle and compete with one another, although
the term good teacher does not appear. By
contrast, in the standards for medical practice there is explicit reference made to the
good doctor. Further, the language for both
the medical and judicial codes give agency to
the members of these professions through the
choice of syntax and mode of address. This
was in marked contrast to the language used
in the teacher codes, which largely served to
obscure the person of the teacher and their
values and beliefs.
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Third, it is our contention that the codes
collectively fall short in representing the
complexity of teachers’ assessment work
and their roles as assessors, even though this
work is of increasing priority in education
policy making. Further, there is an already
strong and growing field of research into the
concept of teachers’ assessment literacy, with
some writers representing teachers’ assessment work as complex and multidimensional,
going beyond a focus on the assessment work
of teachers to the identities that teachers take
on. Looking at the representation of teachers’
assessment work across a range of standards
has highlighted their limitations in addressing the task of making the complexity and the
emotional aspects of teachers’ work explicit
for teachers and the general public. Our
analysis of some examples of medical and
judicial codes has shown that such representations are possible and have been afforded
to other professions. Extending these kinds
of representations to the work of teachers
remains a challenge.
In recognising the scale of this challenge,
we propose that standards are best understood as dynamic and responsive to the challenges of emerging practice and insights of
research, as discussed in this chapter. This
duality is the essence of guild knowledge.
Accordingly, standards in how they are formulated and applied should extend to ‘intellectual resources’ such as the knowledge
and skills that competent teachers need, the
recognition of ‘experiential resources’ that
teachers accrue from their histories inside and
outside schooling, and ‘personal resources’
that include dispositions and values. This
rich mix is consistent with the proper valuing
of teaching as a profession with responsibility for preparing young people to use existing knowledge, generate new knowledge
and lead fulfilling lives. Finally, in light of
the developing use the codes as a basis for
teacher evaluation and other performance
measures tied to remuneration, there is a
pressing and urgent need to claim overtly the
codes for the guild and, in so doing, represent
both what teachers ‘do’ and who they ‘are’.
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Curriculum in the
Twenty-First Century and the
Future of Examinations
Jo-Anne Baird and Therese N. Hopfenbeck

INTRODUCTION
When children go through the school gate for
the first time, parents think about how they
will cope and what their experiences will be
like. Foremost in parents’ minds is the social
experience of schooling, but also the learning
journey that those children will make. Most
of them in developed societies will gain powerful skills of reading, writing and arithmetic
in the first few years, and these will be building blocks for the rest of their lifelong learning journeys. Schooling is also a hugely
socialising force and will shape pupils’ interactions with one another and how they see
themselves. The last thing on parents’ minds
on that first day at the school gate is how
these youngsters will perform in their examinations. Yet for over three decades, researchers have been documenting the dominance of
assessment over teaching and learning experiences in many settings internationally
(Frederiksen and Collins, 1989; Madaus,
Russell and Higgins, 2009; Nuttall, 1987).

As we discuss later, international forces are
increasingly influencing national examinations. With the rise in power of assessments
to shape educational experiences and their
stakes, we do not see a respondent increase
in teachers’ professional development and
assessment literacy (Popham, 2011). Over
the past three decades, the centralisation
of curriculum (Bishop, 1971; Pring et al.,
2009: 190; Tattersall, 2007) and assessment
has meant that professional engagement
with these matters is largely external to the
school. Assessment is primarily something
imposed from outside, with which teachers
and students must comply (see, for example,
Bradbury, 2011).
Schools must submit to assessment
requirements because they are embedded in
a range of devices imposed by governments
(Higham and Yeomans, 2010). Examination
results are tied into the following levers and
controls in a range of countries: school funding regulations, inspections, league tables,
teacher performance reviews and salaries. At
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an extreme, teachers deliver detailed, scheduled, daily lesson plans that follow an external curriculum and are designed to meet the
external assessment targets set by various
government agencies. What happens in the
classroom when a child enters on her first day
at school is part of this bigger picture.
Assessment data have assumed importance because of their use in so many of
these systems. Newton (2007) described 18
different ways in which assessment data are
used. We might well question whether all of
these are good uses of the data, but the fact is
that they are used in these ways. For example, assessment of pupils is not sensitive
to the quality of teaching that they receive
(Popham, 2007). Some examination questions test materials that the children learn
outside school. If you have never encountered an avocado, arithmetic questions about
avocados are more difficult to understand.
Nobody would object to learning outside
of school, but the use of pupil examination results to evaluate teachers does then
become questionable.
Nonetheless, we have long observed that
numbers assume a life of their own, with people neglecting to consider what generated the
numbers; what they were intended to show in
the first place. And so it is with assessment
data. Hanson (1993, 2000) noted that assessment results are not the learning themselves –
they are signifiers of that learning. These
signifiers can go on to assume greater importance than the thing itself. Money is one such
example and we have seen the complex systems that have been set up around that signifier – and the disastrous consequences for
the 2008 world economy due to the lack of
transparency about how the figures were
generated. So, too, we see that examination
results are used in systems as a signifier with
multiple, powerful indices that are distanced
from the learning itself. Their meaning is
altered in this process. Few people using the
data at such a distance understand the content
of the curriculum or assessments underlying
the data, let alone the capacity of the data to
act as a valid signifier in their systems. For

example, test score data might be used to
indicate a nation’s level of ‘literacy’, ‘competency’ or ‘skill’. These terms can mean a
variety of things to the people interpreting
them and without an understanding of the test
content and process it would be all too easy
to draw erroneous conclusions. For example, the International Adult Literacy Survey
(IALS) published in 1997 (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 1997) showed that three-quarters of
the French population had low levels of literacy, which would make everyday reading a
problem (such as understanding the newspaper or a payslip). Blum et al. (2001) re-tested
French adults with a Swiss version of the test
and found that they did much better. The low
scores were in part due to problems with the
translation of the questions, which misled the
test-takers. Further, there are questions about
how international tests define literacy, as they
typically test reading and not writing, speaking or listening.
For example, in England, using league
tables (which rank schools by examination outcomes) to choose a school for your
child has a number of problems, not least of
which is that by the time your child takes
the examinations that were used to compose
the league table, the school performance is
likely to have change dramatically (Leckie
and Goldstein, 2009). Worse still, once the
socioeconomic group of the student intake
is taken into account, there are few significant differences between schools’ examination outcomes (Goldstein, 1997). Also, in
many countries, the use of private tutors is
so prevalent (European Commission, 2011)
that the school’s examination scores also
reflect the teaching conducted outside it.
Thus, there are concerns that league tables1
are an unstable indicator of learning opportunity, which is to some extent outside the
control of school.
League tables fit into a bigger pattern –
bigger than the world of education. New
public management (Hood, 1989) is the
notion that the public sector can be managed similarly to private organisations and
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that market forces can be operationalised
to produce more efficient systems. In turn,
new public management is underpinned
by neoliberal hegemony. This worldview
is characterised by the notion that markets
are self-organising, efficient and liberating, which is a naïvely false and outdated
view of economics (Birch and Mykhnenko,
2009). Notwithstanding, these ideas are the
foundational, organising principles for so
much of how modern society operates, even
if some foresee the end of this era (Birch
and Mykhnenko, 2009). Politicians seek to
shrink the role of the state under neoliberal
policies and produce explanations for life
chances that rest with the individual rather
than at a societal level.
And so it is in this context that educational
assessment has risen to power. Neoliberal,
new public management has also seen the
privatisation of many aspects of society over
which governments previously had control. With the assumption of the importance
of assessment and the lack of government
influence over other areas, political interest
in assessment has also risen. In this chapter, we outline five of the challenges that we
foresee for curriculum and assessment in the
next few decades. Many technical assessment challenges could have formed the basis
of this chapter, such as validity, reliability,
fairness, assessment models, standard-setting
practices or theories for predictions of task
difficulty. However, to focus on these aspects
would have been to divert attention from the
broader picture. The danger is that because
we practice assessment within the five challenges that we outline, we do not see how
they impact upon curriculum and assessment, and, blind to them, we will not be able
to evaluate and tackle them. The challenges
that we outline are at once philosophical and
political, as well as educational. What counts
as learning, who decides this, and the effects
of these decisions, connect the challenges
thematically. These five challenges need to
be tackled for the production of assessment
systems that support valuable learning, rather
than undermine it.
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THE CHALLENGES
Challenge 1 – Crisis of Knowledge
Knowledge is at our fingertips with information technology, so memorisation and recital
of facts are no longer as important or impressive as they would have been in times gone
by, whether of a poem, mathematical proof
or the periodic table. Basic skills and content
knowledge are still important to understand
the world around us, but this is no longer
enough. A statement made by President
Obama summarised this aspect of the crisis
of knowledge that the world is facing:
I am calling on our nation’s Governors and state
education chiefs to develop standards and assessments that don’t simply measure whether students
can fill in a bubble on a test, but whether they
possess 21st century skills like problem-solving and
critical thinking, entrepreneurship and creativity.
(10 March, 2009)

The rapidly changing world demands from us
the abilities to apply, synthesise and organise
knowledge, to know how to learn new knowledge for the rest of our lives and to adapt
this to unanticipated situations. Furthermore,
it is vital to be able to judge the quality of
the knowledge presented and to be critical of
the sources behind it. Can we really trust the
knowledge source? Do we have education
systems that produce independent, critical
thinkers?
Valuable learning in fifteenth-century
Europe was demonstrated by the ability
to read and understand religious texts, but
nowadays the Church and Bible have far less
influence on what is seen as knowledge in
contemporary Europe. In the modern day, we
witness debates in countries such as England
regarding syllabus content and what should
have a prominent role. One illustrative example is the reaction to the former Secretary of
State for Education Michael Gove’s changes
to the English curriculum for 16-year-olds
in 2013. The syllabus, published on the
Department of Education’s (DfE) website,
reads as follows:
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Students should study a range of high quality,
intellectually challenging, and substantial whole
texts in detail. These must include: at least one
play by Shakespeare; at least one 19th-century
novel; a selection of poetry since 1789, including
representative Romantic poetry; and fiction or
drama from the British Isles from 1914 onwards.
All works should have been originally written in
English. (DfE, 2013).

As a result, some English exam boards decided
to leave out American literature such as John
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, Arthur Miller’s
play The Crucible and Harper Lee’s To Kill
a Mockingbird, literature which cohorts of
16-year-old pupils of English had been reading for years. Several researchers and media
commentators warned about the consequences
of such curriculum changes (Kennedy, 2014),
but the Secretary of State made it clear that the
new guidelines did not leave out any particular classics because examiners would be able
to add any extra works of literature that they
wanted to teach. But, in practice, little room
would remain for any twentieth-century writing from outside the UK.
The broader changes in England have
been described as a curriculum for compliance, encouraging more memorisation and
rote learning (Young, 2012). This is often
presented as a ‘back to basics’ curriculum
and seen negatively. However, moving away
from teaching the basics will have negative
consequences for minority ethnic and lower
socio-economic status groups, since it limits their access to powerful resources (Rata,
2012). In summary, conceptual knowledge is
important, but it should no longer constitute
the entire curriculum.
The English example illustrates a challenge in the field of education, where what
counts as knowledge is highly influenced
by politics. Unlike other sciences, such as
medicine and law, education is more vulnerable as a field to power struggles, with
different agents competing to define what
counts as valuable learning regardless of their
own educational background or expertise.
Furthermore, education is highly influenced
by different policies in countries around the

world. In some countries, girls are not offered
the same education as boys, or are given no
education at all (see, for example, Shabaya
and Konadu-Agyemang, 2004). Equally, politics influences what can be taught in school,
for example leaving out evolution theory
from science (New York Times, 2001), history
books that are coloured by the leading regime
in the country (Pinar, 2013), or what methods
should be used in teaching.
Over the past twenty years, there has been
an increasing focus upon what are known as
higher order thinking skills, or 21st century
skills. Although different frameworks have
been developed, such as Partnership for
21st Century Skills (P21)2, Assessment and
Teaching of 21st Century Skills (ATC21S)3,
New Millennium Learners, and Defining and
Selecting of Key Competencies (DeSeCo)4,
there is a gap between the policy intentions
and practice. Few empirical studies demonstrate how these skills are used in practice in
the classroom (Voogt and Roblin, 2012).
Thus, the crisis of knowledge runs deep, as
there are political battles over what should be
taught in schools and what counts as valuable
learning. At the heart of this crisis of knowledge is the definition of generic thinking
skills, which is theoretical and philosophical. Moreover, the crisis of knowledge is
ultimately a matter of practice because what
teachers and students focus upon in classrooms is key to changing what students learn.

Challenge 2 – Spiraling Reforms
Given the crisis of knowledge challenge, it is
not surprising that governments the world
over worry about whether their children are
learning the right kinds of thing, in the right
ways, to the right standard. This has led to
curricular and examination reforms in many
countries (Berry and Adamson, 2011) that
seek to address the crisis of knowledge challenge. These political responses have, in turn,
created new challenges.
In most countries, the electoral cycle is
shorter than that required to plan a reform,
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let alone implement and evaluate it (Baird
and Lee-Kelley, 2009). As political structures
vary, this is not the case in every setting and
we should expect to see different reform lifecycles in China, Singapore and Hong Kong to
those in Europe or the US. Equally, when there
is broad political consensus over a reform, we
might expect it to have more longevity, such
as the Curriculum for Excellence reforms in
Scotland (Priestley and Humes, 2010). Many
writers acknowledge frenetic reform activities (for example, Ball et al., 2012). We illustrate the issues with reference to the ‘14–19
Centre Research Study’ (CReSt, Baird et al.,
2011) conducted with 52 schools in England
and return to the broader themes later.
Reforms keep educational systems busy
managing changes. They chew up a great
deal of resources in staff time, costs for
textbooks, software developments, training
courses, policy documents and so on. They
need to be worth this investment, and yet
there is repeated questioning of the quality
of curricula and assessments in line with different values. Headteachers interviewed for
the CReSt study were engaging with a broad
range of educational reforms from funding
arrangements, through the school leaving
age being raised, to the requirement for
partnership working between educational
institutions and the revision of national
assessments. The modern way of managing
reform in many Western societies involves:
… a top-down approach to governance, which
relies on unelected arm’s length agencies, policysteering mechanisms and institutional autonomy
to shape the organisational landscape and 14–19
provision. (Pring et al., 2009: 169)

We return to some of these governance issues
in the next section on the pervasive performativity challenge. For now, suffice to say that
headteachers are corralled into behaving in
line with policy through funding and inspection systems, performance-related pay and so
on. Despite this, headteachers in the CReSt
study demonstrated their strategic leadership
by carefully questioning the extent to which
they would engage with specific policies.
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Although central governments view policy
through a top–down agenda, it has long been
recognised that policy is not always implemented fully – and sometimes not at all (for
example, Bowe et al., 1992).
Six policy tests were gleaned from the
interviews with headteachers, which articulated how headteachers decided the extent
to which they would incorporate policies in
the strategies for their schools and colleges
(see Figure 51.1). Headteachers questioned
whether the policies were relevant and in
the best interests of their students. As there
was so much policy activity, experienced
headteachers knew that not all of the policies would last, and they carefully considered
each in this knowledge. The long-term sustainability of the policy upon the institution
was considered, as well as the fit (or clash)
with other policies. Interestingly, the similarity of current policies to other policies was
often discussed. Headteachers evaluated
current policies alongside previous ones to
unpick whether there were benefits or drawbacks, as they might have invested a great
deal in previous, flawed policies or be disappointed by revisionist policies.
Naturally, too, there were power issues
associated with policies, and headteachers
considered whether they needed to comply
with them due to legal or other pressures.
Other literature has cast schools as being at
the mercy of policy (Lumby, 2002), as being
change-resistant (Hargreaves, 2005) or as
actively transforming policies as they integrate
them into their practices (Ball et al., 2012).
However, the CReSt study provided evidence
of the strategic, rational choices that headteachers make when faced with the barrage
of policy reforms directed at them by central
government. This is cheering because without
such leadership, the teachers and students in
schools would be caught up in the waves of
reform activity to an even greater extent than
they are now (Day and Smethem, 2009).
Reforms are politically driven in many
contexts. Further, we observe cycles of
reform in which themes are revisited with
policy ‘solutions’ that appear to tackle at
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Best interest

• What do our students need?
• What do our stakeholders and community need?

Longevity

• How long is this policy likely to last?
• Will this policy have continued political support?

Sustainability

Coherence

Doppelganger

Compliance

• Is there an attractive funding stream associated?
• Can we continue to fund this?
• How will this affect the shape and capacity of the organisation?
• Can this be done locally?
• Do other policies complement or conflict with this? (locally or
nationally)
• Is this similar to previous policies?
• Is it better than previous policies?
• Are we required to do this by law?
• Are we obliged to do this by regulators?
• Is a powerful stakeholder (eg LEA) pressing for this?

Figure 51.1 Policy tests – how headteachers decide the extent to incorporate policies in
their strategies

least similar problems. An example of this
in England would be the functional skills
tests, designed to address weak literacy and
numeracy of a worryingly high minority of
school leavers. This new test followed Key
Skills, Basic Skills and Core Skills initiatives. Experience of reforms and their lack
of impact, or the lack of consensus regarding a positive impact, disenfranchises educators. Not only do reform cycles like this court
demotivation of the teaching profession, they
waste resources, especially when the opportunity cost of a better use of those resources
is considered.

Challenge 3 – Globalisation
Countries used to develop their national education system taking into consideration their
own culture, local context and history.
Contemporary economics and globalisation
have shifted the focus to education systems
that aim to develop global citizens, and
where international benchmarking is a legitimate activity (Kamens, 2013). Giddens’ classic definition of globalisation is as follows:

…the intensification of worldwide social relations
which link distant localities in such a way that local
happenings are shaped by events occurring many
miles away and vice-versa. This is a dialectical process because such local happenings may move in
an observed direction from the very distanciated
relations that shaped them. Local transformation is
as much a part of globalization as the lateral
extension of social connections across time and
space. (Giddens, 1990: 64)

In the field of assessment, the development
of international large-scale assessment studies such as TIMSS (Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study), PIRLS
(Progress
in
International
Reading
Literacy Study) and PISA (Programme for
International Student Assessment) have signalled the increase in competitive global
education systems. Policymakers around the
world now respond to a nation’s results on
international tests, in comparison with others.
In particular, PISA has had a major influence,
becoming the ‘sine qua non of education
policy-making in Europe’ (Grek, 2012: 243).
In England, this was evident in 2010, when
the then Secretary of State for Education,
Michael Gove commented upon England’s
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PISA results, indicating that the results of the
international tests tell us that the solutions to
higher standards and more equality for education in England lie abroad:
Today’s PISA report underlines the urgent need to
reform our school system. We need to learn from
the best-performing countries. Other regions and
nations have succeeded in closing the gap and in
raising attainment for all students at the same
time. They have made opportunity more equal,
democratised access to knowledge and placed an
uncompromising emphasis on higher standards all
at the same time. These regions and nations –
from Alberta to Singapore, Finland to Hong Kong,
Harlem to South Korea should be our inspiration.
(DfE, 2010)

The international tests have drawn education into competition in the knowledge
economy. Issues regarding standards and
what counts as valuable learning are now
discussed amongst policymakers as well as
researchers. International testing has also led
to ‘policy borrowing’ where countries adapt
ideas from afar to their local context (Phillips,
2004). There has also been ‘travelling’ policy
(Jones and Alexiadou, 2001), which is ‘globalizing trends in pursuit of successful competition in the new knowledge economy…
(and) supra and transnational agency activity, as well as common agendas’ (Ozga and
Jones, 2006: 1–2). Very often the perceived
answer for raising standards has been standardised testing, accountability measures and
national standards, as seen in US and England
(Au, 2007).
Kamens (2013) claimed that national
societies are increasingly perceived as open
systems as globalisation has intensified.
Previously, focus upon individual countries
was perceived positively – it was acknowledged, for example, that France would educate students to be citizens of France, in their
tradition of Cartesian logic and philosophy,
with the ideal of the rational citizen and
detached from religion. The new way, following globalisation and the rise of supranational organisations, such as the World Bank,
UNESCO, United Nations, European Union
and the OECD, is that all countries now
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educate their students for ‘the world’ society, and the OECD is seen as the ‘unelected
world ministry of education’ (Meyer, cited in
Kamens, 2013: 123).
A notable exception is Finland, which
is a high-performing country that counters
global trends on curriculum and assessment
reforms, national tests and inspections. It
continues to be a country with state-funded
schools for all students, no national tests
and no official league tables. According to
the Finnish scholar Pasi Sahlberg, this is
the Finnish way: the Finnish dream of education is that it is made in Finland, owned
by the Finnish and not rented (Sahlberg,
2011: 7). However, Finland is still party to
this globalisation in another way because
there has been a huge volume of educational tourism to Finland to find out how
they do so well in the international test
league tables.
Nonetheless, the globalisation of education
has created an international market for edubusinesses that deliver curriculum and assessment packages to countries that are eager to
offer mass education for all, purportedly in
support of the Millennium Development
Goals (Ball, 2009, 2012). Over the past
thirty years or so globalisation has been
neoliberal, with markets promoted over the
state and regulation and individual advancement or self-interest over the collective good
and common well-being (Ball, 2012: 2). In
such systems, the individual will be responsible for their own ‘self-capitalising’, and
critics such as Ball (2012) suggest that it is
the beginning of the end of education in its
welfare form. One of the concerns regarding globalisation is how international tests,
such as PISA, influence national education
systems and national capacities to construct
curricula and assessment and to self-evaluate.
The process of globalisation shifts the power
to do these things to the supranational agencies, meaning that there is less trust and less
investment in professional capacity at the
national, local level. Indeed, professionals
are governed through target setting, which
leads to our next challenge.
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Challenge 4 – Pervasive
Performativity
We noted in the introduction to this chapter
how assessment data have risen to power as
part of the neoliberal hegemony and the governing of people and institutions through data
(Ozga, 2012). Power (1997) outlined how the
notion of audit was extended into our thinking about how professionals and institutions
must be governed. With a combination of
constant target setting and auditing, professionals are on treadmills of somebody else’s
making (Peck, 2002). No longer are governments responsible for the delivery of state
systems – in the ‘hollow state’ (Rhodes,
1997), the public sector has shrunk and it
provides fewer services directly. Instead,
agencies have been set up to perform audits
of professionals and institutions.
Thus, the kinds of targets set really matter because rational actors within such systems will seek to find ways of meeting those
targets efficiently. Goodhart’s Law (1975)
comes into play, which states that ‘When a
measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a
good measure.’ Translated into educational
achievement targets, professionals and institutions are driven by the system to maximise
achievement scores efficiently. Production
of higher scores in tests can then replace the
original learning aims, resulting in students
being drilled for examination performances
to the detriment of deep and broad understanding (Au, 2007; Darling-Hammond,
2010; Madaus et al., 2009). In a survey of
teachers in England, one-third of the respondents considered that the target-driven regime
they were working under could compromise
their professional integrity. One teacher
(Richardson, 2012) commented to the BBC
on the survey results as follows:
In some cases I end up virtually rewriting my students’ homework to match the marking criteria,
rather than teach them my subject, French. I do
this because there is simply not time to do both!

Maximising efficiency in these systems is
known as performativity (Lyotard, 1984),

involving performance to meet targets without necessarily a good alignment between
professional beliefs and goals and those of
the system. An institutional level, a school
might choose particular qualifications due to
the currency they have in league tables, rather
than their educational benefits for pupils
(Baird et al., 2011). This performativity culture has had a number of adverse, unintended
consequences, as the numbers produced
from assessment systems have taken on
a life of their own, supposedly signifying
student learning, teacher performance and
school effectiveness at a stroke (Ball, 2003;
Hanson, 2000).
With attention drawn to these indicators,
the government and their many agencies can
point to the shortcomings of the education
system without delegating responsibility for
fixing the problems. Professionals within the
system are therefore caught in a bind because
it is hard to argue against transparent accounting mechanisms in a blanket fashion. Further,
the agenda is rarely upon analysing the
problems or their solutions. Public debates
about the quality of our education systems
therefore assume a scapegoating narrative,
with teachers being blamed for poor educational results (Holland, 2013; Thrupp, 2009).
With the increase in accountability systems
and their associated transparency, we might
anticipate more trust within our education
systems, but the opposite is true (O’Neill,
2005). Professionals within these systems,
in this case teachers, become disengaged and
alienated because the systems do not reflect
their local priorities, needs and values. They
undermine human capacity (McNeil, 1988;
Shepard, 2000) because the targets are set
and monitored externally and do not require
professionals to think strategically or deeply
for themselves about what the targets should
be in their context. Indeed, in large part due
to the bureaucracy around meeting the targets, they actively discourage professional
engagement with pedagogical considerations
that could have a real and lasting impact upon
the very thing that is of interest here: learning. In England, where the performativity
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project has reached a mature phase, teachers might even swallow the targets whole as
the only acceptable way of running a school
(Clapham, 2014).
The challenge of performativity will be
intensified by advances in technology. Some
educational institutions already think it is
acceptable to monitor their teachers using
videos in the classroom (Warnick, 2008).
With CCTV cameras watching our movements in so many areas of our lives, this is a
small step from the broader societal changes.
Further, the internet has brought great leaps
in how we are able to search and manage
large volumes of, perhaps diverse, data.
Learning analytics (Siemens, 2013), in which
these large volumes of data can be crunched
to produce summaries, flags or indices, is an
active research area. Some propose to collect
a wide range of data about students from current systems and put them to use for assessment purposes. For example, one might wish
to predict who is likely to fail or drop out of a
course on the basis of general patterns of student behaviour (Eynon, 2013). In the future,
that information could be used to set student
targets and reminders, or even to select students for a course in the first place. Learning
could be surveilled and the data aggregated to
tell us how good the teachers are and which
countries have the best education systems.

Challenge 5 – Rising Educational
Standards or Grade Inflation?
Educational outcomes are rising in many
countries. The proportion of people in tertiary education rose by 3 per cent per year
between 2000 and 2012 in OECD countries
(OECD, 2014). Taking England as an example, we see that the proportion of students
graduating with good degrees (upper second
or first class) was 50 per cent in 1999, but
just over two-thirds by 2013 (Higher
Education Statistics Agency (HESA), 2000,
2014). In 1951, when the A-level schoolleaving examinations were first introduced,
there were 37,000 candidates and
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approximately 8 per cent were awarded a
grade A. By 2011, the entry figure was ten
times this level and the grade A rate had gone
up to 26 per cent. In 1986, just under a quarter of students who took the national examinations at age 16 achieved five passes at
grade C or above (Bolton, 2012). By 2014,
over half of 16-year-olds in England achieved
five good passes, including English and
maths (DfE, 2015). All of this is good news
if these figures are interpreted as things getting better, but there are differing positions
on this. For some, the rise in outcomes indicates falling standards, arguing that as the
standards for a degree or an examination
grade, have been reduced, to produce higher
outcomes without the requisite educational
achievements.
Those who equate rising outcomes as, at
least in part, falling standards, often use the
term ‘grade inflation’. This is not a technical,
assessment term. In 84 publications using
the term in scientific journals, only 56 presented research (Oleinik, 2009). In contrast,
989 articles in newspapers and magazines
discussed grade inflation between 1993 and
2009 (Oleinik, 2009). The term appears to
have been coined5 in a 1975 Science Editorial
by Amitai Etzioni where the concern focused
upon increases in grades in tertiary education
in the US. The term is borrowed from economics, and it is useful to reflect upon the
analogy that is created in its use. Inflation is
an increase in prices.6 It makes no sense to
compare this directly with educational outcomes because ‘price’ does not have a direct
analogy; all metaphors have limitations in
their explanatory power. However, the use
of this metaphor appeals to the listener in
two senses. Users of the metaphor might not
always be aware of these two senses, though
Etzioni’s Editorial is consistent with what
follows.
The first – falling pound – metaphor is the
analogy with the value of money being lowered by inflation – you can buy less tomorrow with a pound than you can today. Thus,
the idea is that students who gain a particular
level of skills cost more in grades now than
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they did in the past; we give them higher
grades than we would have done before. The
value of grades has been weakened.
Quantitative easing7 is a technique in which
governments print more money to tackle the
economic circumstances. The second – quantitative easing – sense of the grade inflation
analogy is that, even if people had the same
level of skills as in the past, there are just too
many of them with the grades. This causes
problems for the selective use of grades for
jobs and higher education. This sense of the
inflation analogy conjures scenes of people
needing wheelbarrows of money to buy a loaf
of bread in countries where rampant inflation took hold, such as in Zimbabwe in 2007
(Hanke and Krus, 2012).
Underlying these two senses (falling
pound and quantitative easing) are conceptually different views of education and standard setting. Individuals need not subscribe
entirely to one or the other camp, even if the
approaches are conceptually distinct. In the
falling pound metaphor, our interest is in
the knowledge and skills that candidates have,
which aligns best with criterion referencing
approaches to standard setting. In this worldview, standards are defined by the knowledge and skills that are demonstrated in the
assessment. Theoretically, then, all students –
or no students – might pass an examination with this approach to standard setting.
In the quantitative easing metaphor, interest
is drawn to the number of candidates with
the grades. This approach aligns to normreferenced approaches to standard setting to
a greater extent. In norm referencing, a fixed
proportion of students are awarded the grades
in the examination, no matter the knowledge
and skills demonstrated. In practice, most
standard-setting systems use a combination
of these two views to set standards (Cizek
and Bunch, 2007).
When standards are attacked, the argument
typically jumps from one conceptual worldview to the other, apparently without the
speakers recognising that the argument has
lost clarity. This matters because we need a
firm approach to defining whether standards

have risen or if we have grade inflation. If
grades are to hold their value, putting pegs
in the ground regarding how educational
standards are measured and monitored is a
big challenge for the future. This goes back
to Challenge 1 – the crisis of knowledge –
because the lack of consensus on what counts
as valuable learning means that there is a
constant shift in curricula and assessment
content. What students know and can do
today is not the same as yesteryear.

DISCUSSION
Conceptual, theoretical and power dimensions of what counts as valuable learning run
through this chapter. In the first challenge,
we discussed the crisis of knowledge and the
political disputes that can arise because of
the lack of consensus regarding curricula and
assessments. Education is not recognised as a
discipline by some (Pietig, 1984) and it is
clear that non-specialists commonly regard
themselves as ‘experts by experience’ to use
a term that has been adopted in healthcare.
That is, people believe they have expertise to
bring to decisions on curricula and assessment because they have been recipients of
education. This must be partly true, but the
question is what role this kind of expertise
should play. Equally, there are questions
regarding the role of politicians. Discussions
about the quality of curricula and assessments often play out in the media too, which
can be a powerful force for shaping public
opinion.
In each of these fora (politics, media, laypeople), the rules of engagement with respect
to treatment of information sources and the
way in which arguments are put differ. For
example, the media seek to create interest in
a story by dramatising issues with oppositional ideas. An example is the treatment of
global warming. Watching news broadcasts
on global warming, it appears that equally
pitted experts simply disagree about the evidence for global warming, but in fact there
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is consensus amongst scientists that global
warming is happening (Oreskes, 2004).
Agreement does not make for a good media
story and journalists also have ethical responsibilities to show a range of voices. Neither of
these considerations makes for good science.
Given different agendas and ways of knowing, we can anticipate different positions
from stakeholder groups regarding curricula
and assessment.
Additionally, it is clear that there is no one
group in charge of the future of curricula and
assessment. Politicians and policymakers
might frequently reform these areas of public
life, but as we argued in this chapter, teachers have strategic ways of engaging with
these policies that affect the extent of their
implementation in practice. The damaging
effects of endless reform cycles – Challenge
2 – surely need to be recognised and ways
out of these downward spirals should be constructed. Due to the ‘hollow state’, there are
fewer structures in society to put the brakes
on zealous politicians or policymakers in
many countries. However, not all countries
are suffering from spiraling reform cycles
to the same extent. Some cultures, such as
Scandinavian societies, trust teachers and
researchers to a larger extent, placing the
responsibility upon them to improve the
education system (Hopfenbeck et al., 2015).
Cross-political party consensus would also
seem to be a prerequisite for stability in curricula and assessment (Telhaug, 2006).
Above, there was an implication that education is a scientific discipline. How science
itself is defined and whether educational
research is based upon scientific principles
are also sources of controversy (Shulman,
1999). Our point here is not that there are
interesting philosophical differences in methodology used by educational researchers, but
that ways of knowing differ. At the edges, this
blurs distinctions between academic research
and work conducted by think tanks or consultants (such as KPMG or OECD) because the
research methods used might be similar, but
their purposes, audiences and levels of independence differ. Universities have become
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increasingly commercial spaces, such that
academics conduct consultancy work as well
as traditional academic research. Without
clear boundaries, it is harder to unpick the
evidential basis for claims made. Questions
of quality and the trustworthiness of sources
of information are endemic.
Let us look at a short case study to illustrate
the issues. Capitalising upon technology, curricula can be delivered to students through
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs).
Claims for MOOCs have been manifold: that
universities will no longer be needed, that they
will produce deeper learning, build global
communities, motivate disenfranchised students and develop new methods of pedagogy (Breslow et al., 2013). Online podcasts
and other materials are useful educational
resources and will surely play a larger part in
the future of curricula and assessment; however, the claims made for MOOCs have not
come to fruition. Indeed, only 10 per cent of
enrolled students typically complete MOOCs
(Breslow et al., 2013). Interaction between
students and teachers, as well as meaningful, face-to-face discussion between students,
and multiple ways of looking at difficult concepts have long been known to foster learning. Learning is not simply online exposure
to ideas. The crisis of knowledge and lack of
trust in traditional sources of expertise create
a situation in which superficially attractive
arguments can gain attention and funding.
Neoliberalism has created a space for edubusiness, including consultancies, to make
claims and create markets. Evaluating the
claims through careful research takes time,
but scholarship is needed if we are to make
real gains with curricula and assessment in
the twenty-first century. More work is needed
on criteria for evaluating claims in education.
The above challenges accumulate, forming a shared unease that children are going
to be disadvantaged in a global jobs market.
There are concerns that standards of education are ever in decline and other countries
are out-performing our own on international
tests. But education is not economics and
the relationship between them is not simple
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(Wolf, 2002). Better models of ways to construct and modify curricula and how they
interact with learning are needed to shortcut the fretting about standards and the endless policy reforms. Unless the relationship
between curricula assessment and learning
is given more attention, the future will be a
world of busy fools, striving for targets that
divert attention and energy from deep learning. Amidst this future is the prospect of
increased surveillance of our behaviour, in
the name of assessment. The extent to which
this will bring about educational good needs
careful consideration.

CONCLUSION
A big question for the twenty-first century is
whether there will be a world curriculum.
Globalisation and the impact of international
tests mean that the world is a smaller place
and work has already started on spelling out
the common curricula in particular areas,
such as mathematics, reading, science, citizenship, problem-solving and now global
competence. In 2018, PISA will include a
test of ‘global competence’, which will indicate the extent to which a country’s 15-yearolds have the knowledge and skills to work
and interact with others internationally. To
score well on global competence, knowledge
of other cultures and certain attitudes such as
curiosity and openness are needed. As such,
the OECD is setting a new way for countries
to compete – on the extent to which they
have what must surely be an elite group of
children who will grow up as globe-trotting
knowledge workers. The relationship
between socioeconomic status and global
competence scores is likely to be high. We
predict an interesting political dynamic in
relation to this test because of its close relationship with neoliberal politics. Some countries might not take part because they do not
necessarily want to grow a nation of knowledge workers of this kind, preferring instead
to value local culture to a larger extent. The

relationships between local and global contexts and cultures can still form part of the
curriculum where nations choose to focus
more upon local culture.
Research has documented the ‘steering
at a distance’ and ‘governing by numbers’,
which we see through international tests
and supranational institutions (Ozga, 2012).
Further, policy solutions are borrowed by one
country from another, with external experts
and agendas holding sway over the local.
However, policies are not adopted wholesale
by countries; instead, they are adapted to the
local context, albeit using the same language
as the source policy (Carvalho, 2012: 183).
The supranational is uninterested in the local,
in what matters to people’s lives in communities and in nation building. We predict more
tension in the relationship between the supranational curricula and assessment and the
local in the twenty-first century as educators
formulate views about what the supranational
does and does not offer them for progress in
education.
How is a rational actor to behave in a
world with these challenges? Education
professionals cannot ignore them because
they impinge upon them directly; for many
upon their very livelihoods, with test outcomes used in accountability mechanisms.
Control of the curriculum and assessment
can be exercised in a highly undemocratic
manner (Kelly, 2009), which makes it very
difficult for individuals to have influence.
Neither will a sanguine approach see educationalists through entirely, as the goalposts
are constantly changing. You can try to play
the game, but the rules will change after the
game has started. At the root of these changes
are different political views on what counts
as knowledge and the purpose of education.
Many educationalists will see advantages
in accountability systems as they improve
transparency and are intended to provide
feedback that will improve performance.
Some will favour outcome-based accountability systems, whilst others might argue
for process-based systems. After all, test outcomes are not produced by teaching alone
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and therefore there could be more emphasis
upon the quality of teaching and other school
processes in accountability mechanisms.
However, some see these arguments as an
excuse to stitch up the system in favour of the
professionals within it. In research on management accountability systems, it has been
shown that those who favour process-based
accountability are more likely to lean to the
left politically and those who favour outcome-based accountability are more likely
to be towards the right of the political spectrum (Tetlock, 2011). There are deep, complex value systems underpinning our beliefs
about accountability systems that determine
our response to the tension between overly
trusting professionals at one extreme versus
Stalinist control at the other. Finding a happy
balance between these is theoretically possible, but in practice there will be disagreements about whether this has been reached
(Tetlock, 2011: 701–2).
Returning to the teacher and the classroom setting, we know that good teaching
requires reflective practitioners (Schön,
1988) who can think for themselves.
Automatons, delivering training programmes devised elsewhere are increasingly defunct with advances in technology.
Therefore, education systems must foster,
not undermine, reflective teaching practices, in which teachers can adapt to the
reality of the contexts in which they work.
Teacher professional engagement with the
design of curriculum and assessment systems and their operation is essential to
teacher development and to the quality of
those systems (Stobart, 2008). Some countries readily recognise these issues and
have policy formation practices that engage
teachers, others use superficial public consultation to masquerade as being open and
a third group do not even go to the lengths
of pretending to be open.
The central message of this chapter is that
if we want highly professional teachers and
a good quality education system, we can
anticipate serious debate, but also institutional resistance to teachers’ questioning of
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existing (and changing) curricula and examinations. The alternative path is to accept curricula and examination targets set in some
distant place, which change regularly, keep
teachers busy and undermine professional
teaching capacity and confidence in the education system. Certainly, it is hard to see
how this alternative will improve matters,
although it might be less expensive than policies addressing educational processes, such
as professional development programmes.
Weakened state education systems become
less attractive in this scenario, and those
who can, will send their children to private
schools, which might not be under the same
controls. If we want a high standard of education for all in society, private schooling is not
the answer because it breeds higher levels of
inequality, which in turn breeds social problems rather than solutions (Piketty, 2014;
Ravitch, 2013; Sahlberg, 2011; Wilkinson
and Pickett, 2009). Left to their own devices,
the five challenges raised in this chapter conspire against good state education. Most of
the problems we have identified derive from
neoliberal hegemony. Thus, the challenge for
those of us who value good state education is
to overcome the potentially insidious effects
of these challenges.

NOTES
1 	 Some league table systems adjust for the intake
of schools, but this does not make them more
stable indicators over time.
2 	 See
http://www.p21.org/our-work/p21-framework (accessed 15 July 2015).
3 	 See http://www.atc21s.org/ (accessed 15 July
2015).
4 	 See http://www.deseco.admin.ch/ (accessed 15
July 2015).
5 	 Electronic search conducted on 28 November
2014 using the Oxford University SOLO search
engine. http://libguides.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/content.php?pid=228044&sid=2357096 (accessed
15 July 2015).
6 	 See http://lexicon.ft.com/Term?term=inflation
(accessed 15 July 2015).
7 	 See http://lexicon.ft.com/Term?term=quantitativeeasing (accessed 15 July 2015).
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Student Assessment and its
Relationship with Curriculum,
Teaching and Learning in the
Twenty-First Century
Deborah Nusche

INTRODUCTION
National learning goals in many OECD school
systems have been revised to emphasise the
development of complex, cross-curricular
competencies in addition to specific knowledge and skills. Despite this general trend,
there are pronounced differences in the degree
to which countries formulate concrete expectations for student performance to guide
classroom practice. Research has revealed
challenges in ensuring that curriculum, standards, teaching and assessment are consistent.
Although there is a strong ambition to focus
school systems increasingly on the development of complex competencies, national
frameworks for student assessment are rarely
aligned to such ambitions – both central and
teacher-based assessments typically focus on a
more narrow range of knowledge and skills.
Following a review of country practices, this
chapter concludes with a range of suggestions
and examples for introducing broader assessments to match countries’ twenty-first-century
learning goals.

This chapter is based on the results of the
OECD Review on Evaluation and Assessment
Frameworks for Improving School Outcomes,
a comprehensive international study of evaluation and assessment policies across 29
school systems. The chapter draws from evidence generated by 25 national background
reports prepared by participating countries,
15 country-specific review reports drafted by
international review teams (released as a publication series, OECD Reviews of Evaluation
and Assessment in Education), the Review’s
final synthesis report Synergies for Better
Learning (OECD, 2013a) and several related
research papers (all available on the project’s
website at www.oecd.org/edu/evaluationpolicy). The Review was conducted between
2009 and 2013 with the objective to provide analysis and policy advice to countries
on how evaluation and assessment can be
embedded within a consistent framework to
support improvements in teaching and learning. Unless otherwise indicated, all information on country practices is drawn from
OECD (2013).
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Following this introduction, this chapter
is organised in four main sections. Section
one describes common trends across OECD
countries in defining national goals for student learning in the twenty-first century.
Section two analyses the degree to which
different countries specify concrete expectations for student performance in national curricula and standards. Section three reviews
how such learning goals and standards are
reflected in assessment policy and practice
internationally, and section four discusses a
number of ways to ensure better coherence
between valued learning goals and student
assessment approaches.

DEFINING KEY COMPETENCIES FOR
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
Over the past years, OECD school systems
have been undergoing profound changes.
Research has added to and in some cases
radically changed conceptions of teaching,
learning and assessment. Schools and teachers are increasingly being asked to move
away from traditional educational approaches
focusing primarily on knowledge transmission. The national learning goals in many
OECD school systems have been revised
accordingly to emphasize the development
of complex competencies rather than a
narrow focus on specific knowledge and
skills. Most OECD curricula now feature a
list of key competencies that the school
system should seek to promote across all
subjects and year levels.
In Europe, with the Recommendation on
Key Competences in 2006, all EU member
states agreed on a framework of eight ‘key
competencies’ that are seen as necessary for
personal fulfilment and development, active
citizenship, social inclusion and employment (European Commission, 2011a). These
include competencies in communication,
mathematics, science and technology as well
as learning to learn, social and civic competencies, sense of initiative, entrepreneurship
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and cultural awareness and expression. The
European Framework highlights that these
competencies are underpinned by process
dimensions, such as critical thinking, creativity, problem solving and decision taking (European Commission, 2011b; 2012).
The European focus on key competencies
is reflected across national learning goals
in Europe, with most EU member states
reporting that they have already changed
their primary and secondary school curricula to incorporate elements of the key competencies or even the complete framework
(OECD, 2013a).
Similar trends can be observed beyond
Europe. The United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) has been promoting a focus on
‘life skills’, which it defines as including
competencies, such as critical thinking, creativity, ability to organise, social and communication skills, adaptability, problem
solving, ability to co-operate on a democratic
basis, that are needed for actively shaping a
peaceful future (Singh, 2003). The terminology of life skills has been included in several
national curricula. In Mexico, for example,
the curriculum for basic education was
reformed in 2011 around five ‘competencies
for life’ as promoted by UNESCO: lifelong
learning; information management; management of situations; coexistence; and life in
society (Santiago et al., 2012a).
In the US, the terms most commonly used
are that of ‘twenty-first-century skills’ or
‘twenty-first-century competencies’. These
were defined by Binkley et al. (2010) as
including (1) ways of thinking (creativity, innovation, critical thinking, problem
solving, decision making, learning to learn,
metacognition); (2) ways of working (communication, collaboration); (3) tools for
working (information literacy, ICT literacy);
and (3) living in the world (local and global
citizenship, life and career, personal and social
responsibility). According to the Partnership
for 21st Century Skills (P21), the focus on
twenty-first-century skills has been incorporated into the educational systems of at least
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19 states in the US (see www.p21.org). In
Canada, all jurisdictions have, to a varying
degree, reshaped curriculum from a focus on
knowledge to a focus on performance, with a
new emphasis on problem solving and cognitive application of knowledge using higherlevel skills beyond recall and comprehension
(Fournier and Mildon, forthcoming).
In Australia, the Melbourne Declaration
on Educational Goals for Young Australians,
released in December 2008, and agreed to by
all education ministers through the Ministerial
Council on Education, Employment, Training
and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 2008) sets the
overarching goal that all young Australians
become successful learners, confident and
creative individuals and active and informed
citizens (Santiago et al., 2011). Before the
introduction of the Australian Curriculum
(which includes a set of General Capabilities
encompassing the knowledge, skills, behaviours and dispositions that, together with
curriculum content in each learning area,
will assist students to live and work successfully in the twenty-first century), individual
Australian states had already done much pioneering development of broader competency
standards and frameworks.
The New Zealand Curriculum, revised in
2007, is organised around five key competencies: (1) thinking; (2) using language, symbols
and text; (3) managing self; (4) relating to
others and (5) participating and contributing.
The curriculum highlights that:
people use these competencies to live, learn, work
and contribute as active members of their communities. More complex than skills, the competencies draw also on knowledge, attitudes, and values
in ways that lead to action. They are not separate
or stand-alone. They are the key to learning in
every area. (See www.nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz)

Across the OECD, several public and private
actors are increasingly investing in research
and development regarding the teaching and
assessment of key competencies. One example is the Assessment and Teaching of 21st
Century Skills (ATC21s) project at the
University of Melbourne, Australia, which is

sponsored by private companies Cisco, Intel
and Microsoft, and governed by an executive
board comprising ministries of education,
academics and industry leaders from a range
of countries (www.atc21s.org).
Although the definitions of key competencies vary considerably across countries,
they reflect a similar ambition: overcoming
traditional educational approaches focusing
primarily on knowledge transmission and
acquisition of basic skills. The aim of many
recent curriculum reforms is to promote a
broader model of learning that comprises a
complex integration of knowledge, skills, attitudes and action in order to carry out a task
successfully in real-life contexts. Such key
competencies, or ‘twenty-first-century skills’,
typically include dimensions such as critical
thinking, creativity, problem-solving, communication, ICT literacy, as well as collaborative,
social and citizen skills (OECD, 2013a).
An important similarity of most definitions
of key competencies is a shared focus on ‘learning for life’, ‘lifelong learning’ or ‘learning
to learn’. Although they emphasize different
elements, these terms are clear in suggesting that what is learned must have relevance
beyond school (Lucas and Claxton, 2009).
This responds to a concern that school settings
sometimes tend to promote a narrow set of
cognitive skills and attitudes that have limited
relevance outside the classroom, such as taking accurate handwritten notes, remembering
detailed information acquired months or years
ago and sitting still for long periods of the day.
Although these may be essential ‘school skills’,
they are insufficient to equip students for active
participation in society and the world of work
in the future (Lucas and Claxton, 2009).
In particular, the exponential increase in
the availability of information has made it
less important for learners to be able to recall
and reproduce facts, and made it more important to develop competencies to synthesise,
transform and apply learning in real-world
situations, think creatively and critically, collaborate with others, communicate effectively
and adapt to rapidly developing environments.
Hence, although numeric, verbal and scientific
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literacy will remain important building blocks
of education, more generic and transversal competencies are becoming increasingly important
(European Commission, 2011a; 2012).

DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO
CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT
Despite a general trend towards including socalled twenty-first-century competencies as
key learning goals across OECD school systems, there are pronounced differences in the
degree to which countries specify concrete
expectations for student performance to
guide teaching, learning and assessment
across schools. Information on expected
learning outcomes and developments are
typically expressed in national curricula and
educational standards.
National curricula generally describe overarching learning objectives for the school
system and explain the underlying values and
culture that should shape teaching and learning. Countries take different approaches to
how they design curricula, and although some
set out the teaching content, methods, materials and assessment criteria to be applied
in different subjects and year levels, others
establish broad guidelines, leaving room for
local authorities and schools to decide upon
more specific goals, content and methods.
It is common for OECD countries to have
system-wide curriculum frameworks that
set objectives for student learning, but the
degree of prescription varies widely between
countries. Detailed central curricula can act
as a legal trigger to promote valued learning content and bring specific pedagogical
approaches within the reach of all schools and
teachers, but they may not respond equally
well to different local and school contexts
(Elmore and Sykes, 1992; Westbury, 2007;
Kärkkäinen, 2012). More decentralised curricula, on the other hand, allow schools and
teachers to experiment and develop curriculum innovations that are relevant to local
contexts and may spread through horizontal
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networks of schools (Elmore and Sykes, 1992;
Elmore, 1996; Darling-Hammond, 1998;
Marsh and Willis; 2007; Kärkkäinen, 2012).
Several school systems have adopted participatory approaches to developing curricula
where the central level education authority
provides the core of overarching objectives,
whereas the more specific goals and curriculum content and assessment criteria are
developed at the local and/or school level.
This is the case, for example, in the Flemish
Community of Belgium, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland, Norway and the Slovak
Republic. Such curricular autonomy is
intended to provide space for local interpretation and adaptation of goals. It is also
expected to help strengthen local ownership
of the teaching programme.
Although keeping curricula open allows for
teachers’ professional judgements and innovations in the classroom, such a decentralised
approach may also lead to a lack of clarity
regarding the specific goals to be achieved
by all students in different subjects and
year levels. There are often large variations
in schools’ capacity and expertise to implement effective local curricula and assessment
approaches. This may lead to a lack of equivalence and fairness in educational opportunities for students across a given school system.
In the absence of clear and specific systemwide objectives, teachers may find it difficult
to develop concrete lesson plans, learning
goals and assessment strategies that are in
line with national expectations.
The introduction of more detailed national
standards (or expectations or benchmarks
or competency goals) for what should be
taught, learned and assessed in schools has
been debated and tried to varying extents
in many countries over the last quarter century. Educational standards refer to descriptions of what students should know (content
standards) and be able to do (performance
standards) at different stages of the learning process. In some countries, standards are
only available for the core subjects, such as
literacy and mathematics, whereas in other
countries they exist for a broad range of
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subjects. The standards may be set out in a
separate document, or may be embedded in
the curriculum.
Central standards are intended to provide
consistency and coherence, especially in
contexts where there is a high degree of local
autonomy regarding the development of curricula, teaching programmes and assessment.
Although it may appear straightforward to
create statements of expected learning and
levels of proficiency, experiences in different
school systems have shown that it is not an
easy task to identify clear and agreed standards and criteria (Looney, 2011; Nusche
et al., 2011).
Research has revealed challenges in ensuring that the curriculum, standards, teaching and assessment are consistent (Looney,
2011). The core logic of standards-based systems rests upon the alignment of these key
elements. If the assessments do not match the
curriculum and the standards, then assessment results have little value in judging how
well students are learning. This, in turn, will
make it difficult to diagnose and respond
to student or school needs. Policy therefore
needs to give considerable attention to sound
strategies that assess student performance in
relation to the curriculum and standards.

Aligning Assessment Approaches
to Twenty-First-Century Curricula
As expectations of what students should
achieve have changed with the focus on
twenty-first-century competencies, there has
been parallel reflection in research and policy
development on how to best design assessment approaches that can actually measure
such broader competencies. This is important
because the scope of student assessment,
especially when it has high stakes for teachers
and students, can strongly influence the scope
of teaching and learning.
Although assessment is primarily intended
to measure the progress and outcomes of
learning, it also has effects on the learning process itself (Somerset, 1996). Several

authors have described this influence of
assessment on teaching and learning as the
‘backwash effect’ of student assessment
(Alderson and Wall, 1993; Somerset, 1996;
Baartman et al., 2006). This close interrelationship makes assessment an important
tool to signal and clarify the key goals that
students are expected to achieve; however, if
assessment only covers a small fraction of the
valued curriculum goals, then the impact of
assessment on teaching and learning can be
restrictive (Harlen, 2007).
Given the well known ‘backwash effect’ of
assessment, curriculum innovations are more
likely to be to be translated into changes in
teaching and learning if they are accompanied by related innovations in assessment
(Cizek, 1997). This means that for assessment to be meaningful, it must be well
aligned to the type of learning that is valued.
For example, factual knowledge tests are well
suited to assess the outcomes of traditional
teaching approaches based on rote learning
and knowledge transfer. But such tests are
less adequate when it comes to assessing
complex competencies (Biggs, 1996; 1999).
A great deal of the assessment research in
recent years has focused on innovative and
‘authentic’ forms of assessment that would
be able to capture the type of learning that
is valued in today’s societies. These alternative forms of assessment are most commonly
referred to as performance-based assessment.
They may include open-ended tasks such
as oral presentations, essays, experiments,
projects, presentations, collaborative tasks,
real-life cases, problem-solving assignments
and portfolios. The main characteristic of
performance assessments is that they assess
a range of integrated knowledge and skills by
asking students to perform a task rather than
to provide a correct answer. As such, they are
more effective at capturing more complex
achievements than closed-ended formats
(Looney, 2011).
However, although there is a strong ambition to focus school systems increasingly
on the development of complex competencies, the OECD Reviews of Evaluation and
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Assessment in 15 school systems found that
national frameworks for student assessment
were typically lagging behind such competency-based curricula. The curriculum might
be competency-based, but the assessment
system may not adequately capture many of
the key objectives of the curriculum. Where
this is the case, the assessment system can
become a ‘hidden curriculum’ encouraging a narrower approach to teaching and
learning.
Although no directly comparable information is available regarding the scope of student assessment across countries, this section
brings together information collected on the
scope and format of assessment across the
29 school systems participating in the OECD
Review.

Central Assessments and
Examinations
It is generally expected that all subjects are
given some attention in teacher-based
assessment, but standardised assessments
and examinations – where they exist – tend
to focus on a few priority subjects. The
subjects assessed in central examinations
vary across school systems, but the subjects
most frequently assessed across OECD
countries are the language of instruction
and mathematics.
As is typical for standardised assessment,
the vast majority of school systems use written formats for their central assessments
and examinations. Table 52.1 presents an
overview of testing formats used in 2012 in
national assessments of mathematics and the
language of instruction that did not have formal consequences for students. Findings are
for countries that participated in the OECD
Review on Evaluation and Assessment
Frameworks for Improving School Outcomes.
The table shows the most common format
in the first column and the least common
format in the final column. It clearly shows
that multiple-choice tests are by far the most
frequently used assessment format. Closedformat short-answer questions (for example,
yes/no; true/false; selecting a word; providing
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the result to a calculation) and open-ended
writing tasks/open calculations are also frequently applied. Many countries use a mix of
these three formats. Only a few countries use
oral questions or require students to perform
oral presentations as part of such national
assessments. The use of performance tasks is
also very limited.
The limited use of these formats in central assessments with no stakes for students
might be explained by the fact that such
assessments serve primarily for monitoring
and comparing student results across regions
and schools and the purpose is to obtain
highly reliable and easily comparable scores.
The administration and scoring of multiplechoice and closed-format short-answer questions is also less costly and time-intensive
than other assessment formats.
In standardised central examinations that
do have formal consequences for individual
students, the most frequently used assessment formats are open-ended written tasks.
Multiple-choice items are also frequently
used, especially in examinations in the language of instruction. A few school systems
also use closed-ended short-answer formats
(for more information, see OECD, 2013a).
In many countries, however, these centrally
designed standardised components are complemented by non-standardised parts of the
examinations that are locally designed and
marked. As there are limits to what any centrally administered standardised assessment
can assess, it is often expected that the assessment of a broader range of skills and competencies happens in such local assessments.
In recent years, the potential of information and communication technologies
(ICT) to influence and shape assessment
approaches has been increasingly recognised
across OECD countries. Developments in
ICT have opened new avenues for the assessment of complex competencies. Technologyenhanced learning environments can provide
tools and systems that recreate learning
situations requiring complex thinking,
problem-solving and collaboration strategies and thus allow for the assessment of
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Table 52.1 Testing formats used in national assessments (2012)
ISCED*
level

Multiple
choice

Closed-format
short-answer
questions

Open-ended
writing tasks/
calculations

Performing a
task

Oral questions Oral
and answers presentation

Austria
Australia
Belgium (French
Community)
Belgium (Flemish
Community)1
Canada
Chile
Czech Republic
Denmark1,2
Estonia
Finland1
France
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Israel3
Italy
Korea
Luxembourg
Mexico (sample)
Mexico (full)
Netherlands1
New Zealand1
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Slovak Republic4

1; 2
1; 2
11; 2; 3

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

No
No
Yes

Yes
No
No

Yes
No
No

1; 2; 3

Yes

Yes

No

Yes

No

No

2
1; 2; 3
1; 2
1; 2
1
1; 2
1; 2
11; 2; 3
1; 2
1
1; 2
1; 2; 3
1; 2; 3
1; 2
1; 2
1; 2; 3
1; 2; 3
1; 2
1; 2
1
1
2

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
ISCED 2 only
Yes
No
ISCED 2 only
No
Yes
Yes
No
No
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
ISCED 1 only
No
No
No
No
ISCED 1 only
No
No
No
Yes
No
No
No
No

No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
ISCED 2 only
No
No
No
No
ISCED 1 only
No
No
No
Yes
No
No
No
No

No
No
No
No
No
ISCED 2 only
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No
No

Slovenia
Spain5
Sweden
Total number of
systems using
this format

1; 2
1; 2
1; 2; 3

Yes
Yes
Yes
28

No
Yes
Yes
22

Yes
Yes
Yes
18

No
No
ISCED 1 only
7

No
No
Yes
6

No
No
Yes
3

1

National assessments are not compulsory.
Matching items are also used which require students to match pictures/drawings with words.
3 The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities.
T he use of such data by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.
4 National assessments are being developed for ISCED 1 also.
5 Last administered in 2010 and currently under development.
*The International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) is a statistical framework for organising information on
education maintained by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). ISCED 1 refers to
primary education, ISCED 2 refers to lower secondary education and ISCED 3 refers to upper secondary education.
Source: OECD, 2013a.
2
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such competencies (European Commission,
2011a). Innovative computer-based assessments may now score student performances
on complex cognitive tasks, such as how
students go about problem solving, or openended performances such as written essays,
or student collaboration on constructed
response formats (Mislevy et al., 2001).
Binkley et al. (2010) describe two key
strategies regarding the use of ICT in assessment. First, the ‘migratory’ strategy refers to
the use of ICT to deliver traditional assessment formats more effectively and efficiently.
Second, the ‘transformative’ strategy refers
to the use of ICT to change how competencies are assessed and develop formats that
facilitate the assessment of competencies that
have been difficult to capture with traditional
assessment formats (Ripley, 2009; Binkley et
al., 2010; European Commission, 2011a).
Information collected from school systems
participating in the OECD Review indicates
that the use of ICT for assessment has not
yet become common practice internationally. In the few systems where technology is
used for standardised central assessments or
examinations, it is mostly done in a ‘migratory’ perspective. Technology is most typically used for data management purposes,
such as data sheet scanning, inputting marks
or results management, whilst assessments
remain paper-based, and some countries use
computer-based uniform technology for the
actual administration of central assessments
(for more information, see OECD, 2013a).
The limited use of performance-based
tasks in large-scale assessments may be
explained by a combination of concerns
about reliability, resources and timing. There
are challenges related to creating reliable
measures of complex competencies, such as
problem solving, creativity and collaboration. Performance-based assessments tend
to have lower comparability of results than
standardised paper-and-pencil assessments.
Research in some countries has shown that
higher-order thinking skills are context and
situation specific, that is it is difficult to generalise from hands-on performance-based
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tasks to make judgements about student competencies (Shavelson et al., 1990; Linn et al.,
1991). The use of closed-ended paper-andpencil tests is often motivated by the need
for objectivity, fairness and impartiality in
assessment, especially where high stakes are
attached. Performance-based assessments
are also more costly and time-consuming
to implement on a large scale, in particular
when they require one-to-one assessment
situations.

Teacher-Based Assessment
Although standardised assessments will
always be limited to measuring a selected
subset of curriculum goals, the assessment of
more complex competencies is generally
expected to happen in classroom assessment
where teachers can use richer and more indepth assessment tasks.
In most OECD countries, schools benefit
from considerable autonomy in the organisation of internal student assessments. School
leaders, together with teachers and sometimes
in co-operation with school governing boards
or education authorities, are typically in
charge of establishing school policies for student assessment. In the OECD’s Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA)
in 2012, 47 per cent of 15-year-old students
across OECD countries were in schools
whose principals reported that the school
alone had the main responsibility for establishing student assessment policies, and
41 per cent of students were in schools where
the school, together with the regional and/or
national education authority or school governing board, had considerable responsibility for
student assessment policies (OECD, 2013b).
Most OECD countries have long-standing
traditions of teacher-developed assessment and
rely strongly on teachers’ professional judgements in assessment. Teachers are generally
expected to take responsibility for different
functions of assessment, including diagnostic,
formative and summative. Although teachers
tend to have the exclusive responsibility for
summative assessment in primary education,
their assessment approaches are typically
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complemented by regionally or nationally
implemented standardised examinations
at the secondary level. The distribution of
responsibilities tends to be organised in a way
that teachers assess and report on student performance in relation to the full range of curriculum goals, whilst standardised examinations
and assessments assess a particular subset of
learning goals in specific year levels.
However, although teacher-based assessment provides opportunities for diverse and
innovative assessment approaches covering
the full range of curriculum goals, studies
from different countries indicate that teachers do not necessarily use such approaches.
In fact, the validity of teacher-based assessment depends to a large extent on the assessment opportunities provided by individual
teachers. It is difficult to ensure that all teachers indeed use the potential of internal assessment to cover the full range of goals specified
in the curriculum (Harlen, 2007). Several
reviews of research on teacher-based assessment note that teacher-made assessments
are often no more diverse or innovative than
external assessments, encouraging rote learning and recall of fragmented knowledge rather
than critical thinking and deeper learning (for
example, Crooks, 1988; Black, 1993; Black
and Wiliam, 1998; Harlen, 2007).
There are a number of challenges for teachers to assess the key competencies outlined in
many curricula. First, there is often a lack of
clarity on how to translate competency aims
into concrete teaching and assessment activities. Competency goals are often stated in a
general way with little guidance regarding
what exactly teachers are expected to change
in their teaching and assessment. Second, the
transversal nature of competencies – they
tend to involve several subjects or go beyond
school subjects altogether – makes it challenging for teachers to see who should be
responsible for assessing them and how to fit
them within particular subjects or disciplines.
Third, the high visibility of standardised
assessments may put pressure on teachers to
adapt their own assessment to the format used
in national tests. Teachers may be tempted to

narrow their teaching and assessment in order
to best prepare their students for closedended national tests, to the detriment of richer
more performance-based approaches (Lucas
and Claxton, 2009; European Commission,
2011b, Pepper, 2011).

Broadening Assessment to Match
Twenty-First-Century Curricula
Across OECD curricula, there is a shared
ambition to move school systems beyond
pedagogical approaches focusing on knowledge transmission and to promote a broader
model of learning that includes competencies
to synthesise, transform and apply learning in
real-world situations. Current paper-and-pencil tests with their limited item formats will
not be able to appropriately assess these
skills, either for formative or for summative
purposes. There will therefore be a need to
develop the expertise, technical capacity and
support to design, develop, deliver and evaluate more complex assessments. Some of these
assessments will be integrated with instruction and take place in settings using ICT, with
access to the Internet, in closed micro-worlds,
or in game-like environments. This section
explores a range of potential directions for
policy and practice that might help achieve
better alignment between competency-based
curricula and assessment approaches, both
large-scale and classroom-based.

Developing Learning Progressions
As curricular statements of broad competency
goals often remain vague and provide little
guidance for pedagogy, professionals in
schools could benefit from support in translating competency goals into concrete lesson
plans, teaching units and assessment
approaches. Specific learning progressions,
describing how students typically move
through learning in each subject area, can help
to clarify national curriculum goals for teachers. Research-based learning progressions can
provide a picture from beginning learning to
expertise and help provide teachers, parents

STUDENT ASSESSMENT: CURRICULUM, TEACHING AND LEARNING

and other stakeholders with concrete images of
what to expect in student learning, with direct
links to the final learning objectives and reference levels. Such learning progressions can
provide a clear conceptual basis for a coherent
assessment framework, along with assessment
tools that are aligned to different stages in the
progressions (Nusche et al., 2011).
Teachers can use these learning progressions as roadmaps to identify the set of skills
and bodies of enabling knowledge that students must master on the way to becoming
competent in the more complex and multifaceted learning objectives defined for the end
of primary and secondary education. School
systems can also facilitate the development
of assessment criteria for rating different
aspects of performance and exemplars illustrating student performance at different levels
of proficiency. These can be used to define
what constitutes adequate, good and excellent work in relation to broader competency
goals. They can also support professionals
in clarifying quality definitions and making
accurate judgements about student performance and progress in different curriculum
areas (Nusche et al., 2011).
Such materials can be promoted as voluntary resources that teachers use as signposts in
their assessment. They can help raise aspirations and communicate a focus on excellence
and continuous improvement. Such guidance
could help teachers design their instructional
plans and classroom assessment strategies in
alignment with national objectives and progressions. Teachers could also be encouraged
to share and co-construct intermediate learning
goals and assessment criteria with students so
that they understand different levels of expected
learning and performance. Such common work
on goals and criteria can promote both student learning and reflective teaching practice
(Andrade, 2005; Jonsson and Svingby, 2007).

Support and Incentives for
Teachers
It is also important to expand teachers’
assessment expertise in directions that will
facilitate the introduction of the new forms
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of assessment demanded by new curricular
goals. One approach is to support smallscale innovation projects that will lead to
pilot administrations of innovative assessments. Such projects could involve partnerships between assessment researchers and
groups of schools where the pilots would
take place. Ideally, some of the educators in
these schools would participate in the
research and development effort, and not
simply serve as proctors during administration. Initially, such assessments could generate data for formative purposes and be
embedded in instruction. For example, in
science classes, pedagogy centred on
micro-worlds and other kinds of simulations could incorporate tasks that require
higher order critical thinking, collaboration
and effective communication, which are all
twenty-first-century skills. Such tasks
would challenge both students and teachers, and yield new types of data that could
serve as a focus for professional development (Nusche et al., 2014).
The success of such initiatives depends,
in part, on the existence of networks of
educators that can facilitate collaboration and dissemination of new approaches
and best practices in assessment (as well
as other aspects of pedagogy and didactics). Professional learning opportunities
where teachers can discuss and collaborate
in assessing actual student products can
further contribute to their understanding of
broader assessment practices. In addition,
school systems could consider strategies for
accommodating and even rewarding schools’
innovative assessment practices, especially
if there is reasonable evidence that they are
supporting student learning. For example,
inspectorates or external review bodies can
favourably recognise schools instituting programmes of professional development that
highlight improved assessment practice as a
key target (Nusche et al., 2014).

Developing Test Banks
Furthermore, innovative assessment formats
can also be developed centrally to

848

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

complement teacher-made assessments. Due
to concerns about reliability and resources,
‘performance-based’ or ‘authentic’ assessments are often challenging to implement on
a large scale and in a standardised way.
Alternatively, school systems can opt for
developing test banks for teachers, which can
provide a range of innovative assessment
tools for teachers to draw from when their
students are ready. Such test banks provide
an excellent opportunity to promote innovative assessment tools that have proven successful elsewhere. They can offer a map of
assessment items suitable to assess the key
areas and competencies outlined in the
curriculum.

Assessing Broader Learning
Goals through Sample-Based
Assessments
Another option is to implement innovative
assessments that cover larger parts of the curriculum on a sample basis. Sample-based
assessments that are applied to a representative proportion of the student cohort allow
the assessment of a broader range of curriculum content at relatively low cost, whilst at
the same time avoiding distortions deriving
from potential ‘teaching to the test’. Such
assessments may be organised in cycles,
assessing a different curriculum area each
year and not assessing all students on the
same tasks, thus allowing the assessment of a
wider range of content without overburdening individual students.
Although the purpose of such samplebased assessment typically is to monitor
the school system, they can still be beneficial for individual teachers and students
when they receive their results. The tasks
of previous years may also be made available for teachers to use in their formative
classroom assessment. Where teachers are
centrally employed and trained to correct
such sample-based assessments, this can
constitute a valuable professional learning experience that will also help them in
their classroom teaching and assessment
practice.

Building on Innovative Approaches
Developed in Particular Education
Sectors
In many countries, there are some education
sectors that have a longer tradition than
others in using innovative assessment
approaches. Often, there is a stronger tradition in the vocational education and training
(VET) sector than in general education programmes to include innovative assessment
approaches that may take place in practical
and authentic work situations and are connected to real-life challenges that graduates
may encounter in the workplace (Santiago
et al., 2012a, 2012b).
Sometimes there is also greater attention
paid to assessing authentic performances in
special needs education, second chance education programmes or special programmes
for migrant students. In designing assessment approaches for general education
programmes, it would be important to pay
close attention to innovative assessments
developed in other programmes and learn
from approaches that have proven successful and could be integrated and/or adapted.
Policymakers should promote communication and collaboration regarding the assessment of competencies across education
sectors and programmes, so that mutual
learning can be facilitated. Exploratory pro
jects can build the expertise needed when
versions of these assessments are eventually
brought to scale.

Using ICT to Develop Sophisticated
Assessment Instruments
Increasingly sophisticated ICT programmes
that score open-ended performances, measure
students’ reasoning processes, examine how
students go about thinking through problems
and even provide feedback to students have
been developed in some settings. Although it
has always been possible for teachers or
external assessors to perform these functions,
ICT offers the possibility for large-scale and
more cost-effective assessment of complex
skills (Mislevy et al., 2001; Looney, 2009).
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The systematic use of ICT to transform
central assessment systems is still limited, and many public and private actors
are increasingly investing in research and
development in this area. Several innovations in assessment around the world are
taking advantage of recent advances in ICT.
Increasingly sophisticated ICT programmes
are now able to score ‘open-ended performances’, such as essays. These programmes
typically use natural-language processing
and information retrieval technologies to
detect textual features of essays, for example
variety in use of syntax, quality of content
and organisation of ideas (Looney, 2009).
These ICT models are still in the relatively
early stages of development, and although
they may facilitate scoring of large-scale
assessments, they cannot replace human raters. Further studies are also needed to determine the validity and reliability of different
automated essay scoring tools (Wang and
Brown, 2007, cited in Looney, 2009).
Technology-based assessments may also
incorporate simulation, interactivity and constructed response formats. For example, students may use the multimedia functions of
ICT to show how they would perform a science
experiment or other problem-solving tasks.
Some assessments require students to use and
judge information on the Internet or to develop
concept maps using online tools to show their
understanding of processes. The student’s map
is scored by comparing it against an expert’s
map (Bennett, 2001; Looney, 2009). There
are also examples of web-based peer assessment and collaborative problem solving, for
example students can send information and
documents to each other and work on tasks
together using ICT (Binkley et al., 2010).
Developments in ICT are relevant not only
for standardised assessments, but they can
also influence regular assessment practices
in the classroom, for example there has been
increased interest in using digital portfolios
(or e-portfolios) across countries (McFarlane,
2003; Binkley et al., 2010; Pepper, 2011).
Although portfolios have been used in many
countries for some time, the use of digital
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tools allows collecting information on student progress in a broader range of formats,
including text with hyperlinks, video, audio
and simulations. Digital portfolios also make
it easier for teachers to comment on assignments and track student progress. Students’
own work with the digital portfolios can
enhance their skills in learning to learn, ICT
literacy and self-monitoring (Binkley et al.,
2010; Pepper, 2011).

CONCLUSION
This chapter aimed to disentangle the complex
relationships between curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment and shed some light on the
degree to which these elements are coherent
in different school systems. Coherence
between curriculum, pedagogy and assessment can help increase the focus on valued
learning goals across school systems and
support effective teaching and learning.
Conversely, a lack of alignment between
valued learning goals and student assessment
frameworks will send conflicting signals to
teachers and students, with potentially detrimental effects on teaching and learning.
This chapter’s review of country practices
and relevant literature indicates that both
central assessments and teachers’ classroombased assessments often lag behind countries’
ambitions to support cross-curricular learning
preparing students for life and work in the
mid-twenty-first century. At the same time,
there is increasing emphasis in research and
practice on developing more complex assessments that can support such broader learning
goals. This chapter suggests several ways for
policymakers and practitioners to support
broader assessment practices. These include
developing learning progressions to provide a
clear conceptual basis for broader assessment
approaches, supporting teachers in developing expertise in this area, developing test
banks and sample-based assessments to assess
broader learning goals and using ICT to create
sophisticated assessment instruments.
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National Assessment and
Intelligent Accountability
Sandra Johnson

INTRODUCTION
The accountability drive that has been inexorably increasing over decades around the
world has arguably been stimulated and
fuelled by the cross-national assessment
activities of the International Association for
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA) with its Trends in Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS), and the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) with
its Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). One impressive result is
the mushrooming of national assessment
programmes intended to serve monitoring
and accountability purposes at system level,
and in many cases also at school level. Over
the space of a decade, the old scenario, in
which only a handful of countries operated
their own locally-targeted system-monitoring
programmes, has been supplanted by a present reality in which large numbers of countries have newly launched national assessment

programmes, resulting in a wide variety of
purposes and models (Eurydice, 2009; INCA,
2012; Rey, 2010).
But what is ‘national assessment’? What
is ‘intelligent’ accountability? How can
national assessment programmes potentially
serve intelligent accountability? And why
is this potential not always realised? These
questions are the focus of this chapter.

National Assessment
National assessment can be defined as any
system of assessment in which every student
in the school population at a given stage, or
every student in a randomly selected sample
of that population, is assessed in such a way
that dependable inferences about population
attainment in some subject domain or sub
domain can be drawn. The former model is
technically census-based assessment, also
known as ‘exhaustive’ or ‘cohort’ assessment, whilst the alternative model is samplebased assessment.
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The history of national assessment is relatively short and is intertwined with that of
the international survey programmes, which
by their nature comprise multiple national
attainment surveys. The initial emergence
of national assessment, in the US in the late
1960s followed by the UK in the 1970s, was
arguably triggered by the first survey activity
of the IEA in the early 1960s, which focused
on the attainment of 10- and 14-year-olds in a
variety of subjects. The IEA was founded by
a small group of leading school effectiveness
researchers, whose hope was that looking
across borders would provide richer information with which to explore the issue of school
impact on student achievement (Husen and
Postlethwaite, 1996) by introducing greater
heterogeneity into educational provision
than is typically found in one country alone
(Purves, 1991).
The IEA had no political motivation in its
early survey activity. However, its research
focus inevitably meant that national attainment outcomes were being incidentally
exposed in survey reports (Peaker, 1975).
This will have whetted the appetite of
national policymakers for further outcomes
information for their own systems, along with
continually updated information about their
standing internationally. But the IEA was not
in a position in those early days to guarantee
further subject surveys, least of all on a regular basis. In response, some countries took
steps to develop assessment systems of their
own to provide them with regular national
outcomes information.
The US was the first country to introduce
a formal national assessment programme
when it launched its National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) in 1969/1970
(Jones, 1996; Pellegrino, 2014). The UK
followed closely behind, launching its
Assessment of Performance Unit (APU)
survey programmes in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland in the late 1970s (Foxman
et al., 1991; Johnson, 1989), modelled to a
great extent on NAEP. Scotland followed by
launching its Assessment of Achievement
Programme (AAP) in the mid-1980s (Condie

et al., 2003), modelled to some extent on
England’s APU. Meanwhile, in the early
1970s, Ireland carried out attainment surveys
periodically in a variety of subjects (Shiel
et al., 2014), but because performance change
over time was not a priority prior to 2009, the
grade levels at which surveys took place varied
each time. In the mid-1980s, the Netherlands
launched its Periodic National Assessment
programme (Peridodiek Peilings Onderzoek,
PPON), which, like NAEP, continues to this
day (Scheerens et al., 2012). New Zealand’s
National Education Monitoring Programme
(NEMP) was launched in the mid-1990s
and was unique in its focus on reporting
performance at item/task-level only, for the
benefit of the teaching profession rather than
policymakers (Crooks and Flockton, 1993).
In these sample-based programmes, with
rare exceptions, assessment took place
towards the end of a school year, the attainment information often being complemented
by questionnaire-based ‘background’ information, for example about students’ learning attitudes, interests and environments.
Achievement results were not reported in any
of these programmes at school or individual
student level.
France took a different direction when
it launched a programme of ‘diagnostic’
national assessment in the late 1980s (Bonnet,
1997; Trosseille and Rocher, 2015). This was
exhaustive assessment, intended primarily to
provide information for school inspectors and
receiving teachers about the strengths and
weaknesses of students as they started a new
school year, so that appropriate teaching programmes might be planned for that year. Like
NEMP, there was no overt political motivation
behind this programme. The purpose was simply to support teaching and learning, and in
this way to quality assure system effectiveness.

Intelligent Accountability
The term ‘intelligent accountability’ was
coined by O’Neill (2013) in the context of
the draconian accountability environment
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that continues to prevail in England.
Intelligent accountability essentially has to
do with validity, fairness, transparency, trust
and sustainability.
In an attainment monitoring application,
validity has to do with the appropriateness
both of the subject or subject domain being
assessed and of the assessment tools used
to measure attainment. This is appropriateness in terms of the inferences to be drawn
about system effectiveness on the basis of
the resulting attainment data (consequential
validity). A narrow reading test would generally not be agreed to be a valid tool from
which to arrive at comparative statements
about the effectiveness of different schools,
or of a single educational system over time,
in terms of developing students’ ‘language
ability’. A combination of numeracy and
literacy attainment results at the end of primary schooling might not be a valid basis
for statements about relative between-school
achievement in chemistry at age 15, or even
in mathematics at that age.
Validity also has to do with the adequacy
of any explicit or implicit student sampling.
The attainment results of a self-selected, or
otherwise potentially biased, sample of students would not be a valid basis for inferences
about the attainment of an entire national,
or even within-school, student population.
National qualifications data, for example, are
often not valid for system-level evaluation
because of non-representation arising both
from general self-selection (not every student
in the age population choosing to study for
qualifications) and from further self-selection
where optional subject choices are available (given issues to do with the likely non-
comparability of grading standards across
subjects). O’Neill (2013) effectively illustrates the issues in a comprehensive critical
overview of practice in England.
Item and task sampling is relevant, too,
whether the sampling is implicit or explicit.
Administering the same short reading test to
every student in all primary schools throughout a country in an annual attainment survey
will arguably produce less generalizable
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attainment results than administering more
items in several such tests using matrix sampling (where the different tests are randomly
allocated to different students). Assessment
validity is compromised when the subject
domain is not fully represented.
Fairness is an aspect of assessment validity
in the sense that any degree of non-validity in
general accountability model design will have
implications for fair comparisons amongst
students, teachers and schools – this is not to
forget the essential requirement for technical
reliability in assessment.
Transparency is an essential prerequisite of an ‘intelligent’ accountability system if stakeholder buy-in and trust is to
be ensured. It is essential that assessment
results are understandable to all concerned
and accountability implications immediately
clear. Neither mean test scores nor ‘scaled’
scores are user-friendly in this sense, which
is why the international survey programmes
report proportions of students in various ‘performance bands’ or ‘levels of achievement’,
to which are attached short verbal descriptions of the demonstrated abilities and skills
concerned.
Finally, for sustainability, an intelligent
accountability system is one that is manageable in terms in particular of assessment
workload in schools.

National Assessment Serving
Intelligent Accountability
To illustrate the potential value of national
assessment in intelligent accountability,
along with the effects that politicians have
had – and will continue to have – on such
programmes and on their actual value as
accountability tools, it might be instructive to
consider some of the more salient experiences of a subset of the countries previously
mentioned that have the longest histories of
national assessment to date.
The selected subset comprises the US,
England, Scotland and France. The US’s
NAEP, the world’s earliest-established,

856

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

longest-running and still surviving national
assessment programme, has over its lifetime been subject to many political pressures
to change. In response, it has expanded its
activities, but also succeeded in retaining an
accountability function at system level only.
In contrast with the US, England’s system
evaluation history is a particularly chequered
one. It has been characterised by continuing
political interference, with the current system now serving a draconian school-level
accountability function. Scotland is interesting in the way that it has up to now resisted
pressures to provide information of value in
school-level accountability, choosing quite a
different path from the one England is pursuing. France is included for its continued
resistance to international trends, along with
its cultural attachment to informing teachers about student learning in the expectation that they will know how to react for the
better, rather than admonishing schools for
their ‘unsatisfactory’ achievement.

administered in the survey as a whole. This
is to ensure assessment validity through
broad curriculum coverage without rendering assessment unmanageable in schools and
unacceptable for students. Initially, performance was reported item-by-item, task-bytask, with some items and tasks released for
exemplification and others retained securely
for re-use in later surveys in order to monitor
change over time.
Item-by-item reporting, however, although
interesting for teachers and educational
researchers, is not particularly useful for
policymakers. Policymakers need summative information, particularly for evaluating
educational initiatives aimed at improving
population or subgroup attainment generally.
Moreover, NAEP reported on the basis of age
not grade, and again this was a problem when
it came to using the information in educational policy making.

1980s: The NAEP Redesign
NATIONAL ASSESSMENT IN THE US
1970s: The First Decade
NAEP was originally planned to monitor the
achievement of students aged 9, 13 and 17
and young adults (this latter intention never
materialised) in different subject areas
(Pellegrino, 2014). The first surveys in
1969/1970 were in science, citizenship and
writing. Performance reporting would be for
the national population at each age and for
demographic subgroups within this, including gender. In response to the concerns of
state and local leaders about the possible
introduction of a national curriculum, and
pressure for accountability, the programme
was designed to report at national level and
not by state, district or school.
From its inception, NAEP has used matrix
sampling in order to limit the number of
test items and tasks put before individual
students, whilst maximising the number

NAEP is one of the best illustrations of the
reality that, in order to survive, national
assessment programmes must remain responsive to policy pressures. A redesign in the
1980s was such a response. In 1984, responsibility for NAEP development and administration moved from the Education
Commission of the States to the Educational
Testing Service, and many procedural
changes were introduced at that point. These
included a new dual focus on age and grade,
a reporting model newly based on subjects
rather than on individual items and tasks, an
increase in the use of multiple-choice items
and the adoption of item response theory
(IRT) for response modelling and analysis
(Messick et al., 1983). However, the adoption
of IRT, with its strong assumptions about
item invariance, quickly resulted in implausible trend results for reading (between 1984
and 1986), leading to the often-quoted message, ‘When measuring change, do not
change the measure’ (Beaton, 1990: 165).
The measure clearly had to change, however,
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because of the intention to continue with IRT
in the future.
In order to monitor the effectiveness of
numerous state-level reforms, driven by the
report A Nation at Risk (National Commission
on Excellence in Education, 1983), NAEP
also began to come under pressure in the
late 1980s/early 1990s to provide state-level
and even district-level results in addition to
national results, a move that would begin
to newly assign to the programme an overt
system-level accountability role beyond that
of the national system. An important reporting change that was made at this time in
the interests of user interpretability was the
introduction of ‘levels of achievement’, with
labels ‘basic’, ‘proficient’ and ‘advanced’.
These levels, to which individual students
are assigned before aggregated distributions
are produced, are determined on the basis
of achieved scaled scores. Their validity has
come under severe scrutiny in formal NAEP
evaluations and elsewhere (Buckendahl et al.,
2009; Pellegrino, 2014).

1990s: Trend NAEP
and Main NAEP
Another inevitable pressure that NAEP experienced after some years in operation was to
change its subject assessment focus to reflect
a changing curriculum. Such pressure could
have resulted in abandonment of the original
NAEP model, with a complete loss of trend
data from that point on. Instead, resistance
resulted in a decision to run two NAEP programmes in parallel in the future: Trend
NAEP and Main NAEP.
Trend NAEP follows the original NAEP
design and, as its name suggests, is responsible for continuing to document change over
time in a selected set of subject areas at the
original ages of 9, 13 and 17 using items
already used in previous NAEP surveys. The
subject areas were reading, writing, mathematics and science. In practice, writing
assessment was dropped because of lack of
reliability and science was also eventually
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dropped because the original content coverage (the science assessment framework) had
become outdated. As a result, trend data over
the past four decades is available for reading
and mathematics only (National Center for
Educational Statistics, 2013).
Main NAEP, in contrast, is designed to
measure not what students ‘know and can
do’, as in Trend NAEP, but rather to reflect
contemporary thinking about what students
‘should know and be able to do’ in a range
of subject areas, with the assessment frameworks revised periodically to maintain currency, for example to embrace interactive
digital teaching. There are two component
programmes here: National NAEP and State
NAEP. The first is based on nationally representative samples of students in grades 4, 8
and 12, and assesses achievement in a range
of subject areas: mathematics and reading
are assessed every 2 years, science and writing are assessed every 4 years, with other
subjects assessed periodically, including the
arts, civics, economics, geography, technology and engineering literacy, and US history.
State NAEP is based on representative state
samples of students in the same grades as
National NAEP, and assesses achievement in
reading, writing, mathematics and science, in
participating states.

2000s Onwards: A Mandatory
State-Level Assessment Role
State participation was voluntary during the
1990s – it became mandatory in 2001 following the introduction of the No Child Left
Behind Act. NAEP has consequently evolved
from a programme that furnished nationallevel attainment information only, of value to
federal politicians and policymakers, to a
programme that now also provides state-level
attainment information (in the same graphical ‘league table’ form as PISA country
comparisons) for use by state as well as federal authorities. NAEP is not involved, however, in school-level attainment reporting – it
leaves school-level accountability with the
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associated performance incentives and penalties (teachers’ pay linked to their students’
performance) to the states themselves
through their own state-wide exhaustive testing programmes (Hout and Elliott, 2011).

to developments in the curriculum, and
which would allow comparable assessments
of performance over time.

1980s: The APU
NATIONAL ASSESSMENT
IN ENGLAND
1950s Through 1970s:
Standardised Testing
England’s earliest attempts to monitor population attainment focused on ‘reading ability’
at age 11 (the end of primary schooling) and
age 15 (then the end of compulsory secondary schooling). Sample-based surveys were
conducted periodically from 1948 to the late
1970s, based on repeated administration of
two standardized sentence completion tests.
Reported attainment initially rose slightly,
but then began to fall away (Kellaghan and
Madaus, 1982; Start and Wells, 1972), triggering debate about how real the attainment
changes might be and what could be done to
redress the situation should the decline be
genuine. The tests inevitably came in for criticism that focused on decreasing relevance
(outdated vocabulary items) and fundamental
validity (could sentence completion be an
acceptable vehicle for assessing ‘reading
comprehension’?). Concern was compounded
by the fact that important attainment ceiling
effects were apparent at both ages tested.
In response to this experience, the
Government set up a Committee of Inquiry
to look into all aspects of the teaching of
English in schools, not just reading. In their
influential ‘Bullock Report’, the Committee
outlined what it considered would be a more
effective alternative methodology for attainment monitoring (Department of Education
and Science, 1975, Chapter 3). The central
pivot of their proposed new strategy would be
a dynamic question bank, from within which
questions would be selected to create monitoring instruments that would be responsive

Modelled in some respects on NAEP, the
APU survey programmes came into being in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland in the
late 1970s (Newton, 2008). Sample-based
surveys were carried out in English language
(not reading alone), mathematics and science –
with foreign language and design and technology surveys appearing later as one-off
exercises. Like the reading surveys that preceded them, the new surveys focused on
11-year-olds and 15-year-olds, with 13-yearolds included for science because this was
the last opportunity to assess population
attainment before students made their
optional science subject choices in preparation for national qualifications. Surveys
began on an annual cycle, with an intention
to move to a 3-year cycle after 5 years.
Matrix sampling was adopted for the administration of relatively large numbers of items
and tasks in surveys, whilst keeping the testing load low for individual students. In addition, both students and teachers were invited
to complete questionnaires to provide information about the learning environment, with
which to contextualise the attainment results,
potentially enhancing their policy value.
Interestingly, system monitoring was not
initially an explicit programme objective –
the ‘identification of underachievement’ was,
even though the meaning of the term ‘underachievement’ had never been clarified. The
label ‘underachievement’ implicitly presupposes that the achievement level concerned
should be higher, and might be improved
through policy initiatives. But how to recognise underachievement? Following extensive debate, it was agreed that ‘relatively low
achievement’ would be the programme focus
(for example, of one gender compared with the
other, or of particular regions of the country),
with no particular accountability implications.

National Assessment and Intelligent Accountability

It was widely acknowledged that much
of the materials development work of the
APU teams was ground-breaking and that
the impact on teaching was positive and considerable. In addition to full survey reports,
several feedback booklets for teachers were
produced on a variety of topics, including practical assessment in science, understanding decimals, and assessing speaking
and listening. Frontiers were also pushed
on the technical side (for overviews of the
APU experience and comprehensive lists of
APU publications, see Foxman et al., 1991;
Johnson, 1989).

Late 1980s: A Growing Thirst for
School-Level Accountability
Whatever the strengths and weaknesses of
the APU programme as a whole, it is fair to
say that the Conservative politicians that rose
to power as a result of a change of government soon after the programme was launched
were not enamoured of it.
Although the programme reported attainment at the level of items and tasks, as well
as at the level of subject subdomains, such
as ‘reading’ and ‘oracy’ in English language, none reported attainment at the level
of whole subjects in a ‘user-friendly’ rapidly digestible form, which politicians newly
craved. It would have been possible to provide descriptive ‘levels of achievement’ of
the sort introduced by Main NAEP in the US,
or ‘proficiency levels’ as used for reporting
purposes in PISA, but no time was allowed
for this development before the programme
was abandoned.
Manageability also became a problem. It
could, and should, have been anticipated that
once three subject programmes were underway annually, as they were during the early
1980s, with a total of 7 age-related subject
surveys in operation in each school year,
school participation, which was voluntary,
would be affected detrimentally. Indeed, at
one point teachers threatened to boycott the
testing.
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Arguably, though, it was the APU’s designed
impotence as a tool for school-level accountability that led to its eventual demise.

Late 1980s: Introduction of
a National Curriculum and
Associated National Assessment
In response to its disillusionment with the
APU, in 1987 Margaret Thatcher’s
Conservative Government took steps to
introduce a national curriculum, along with
an associated school-level assessment programme. The National Curriculum Task
Group on Assessment and Testing (TGAT)
was under severe pressure to deliver, and
submitted its final report to the government
after just 6 months of work (TGAT, 1988).
The Government acted quickly. The APU
survey programmes were summarily ended
and the 1988 Education Reform Act – a
national curriculum for students aged 5 to 16,
with a few differences in coverage from one
country to another (Johnson, 2012) – was
introduced into England and Wales, along
with accompanying statutory assessment
arrangements for cohort assessment.
Northern Ireland followed suit under the
Education Reform (Northern Ireland) Order
1989, again with some differences in the
adopted national curriculum.
National curriculum assessment (NCA)
was to take place at the end of each of three
key stages in schooling: key stage 1 (age 7),
key stage 2 (end of primary school, age 11)
and key stage 3 (lower secondary school, age
14). System monitoring remained a principal
purpose. But two further principal purposes
were added: first, the provision of studentlevel attainment information for the benefit
of students, teachers and parents/carers; and
second, aggregated student attainment data
for use in school self-evaluation and external
school accountability.
The main features of the TGAT assessment recommendations were the introduction
of a flexible 10-level progression framework spanning numerous broadly defined
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‘attainment targets’ described in the form of
‘statements of attainment’ (SoAs) that would
serve as references for teacher assessment.
To support teachers when arriving at summative level judgements, ‘standard assessment
tasks’ (SATs) would be provided for classroom use. These were the tasks that former
APU team members and others soon found
themselves developing.
This early NCA model was doomed to
failure from the start. For what exactly were
teachers expected to do under this new system in terms of student assessment? ‘Too
much’ was the answer. So much too much
that the system soon cracked (see Sainsbury
(1994) for an interesting account). Here, in
brief, is why.
The progression framework was in principle a criterion-referenced framework,
the SoAs being the criteria against which
level attainment would be judged. Teachers
were expected to assess each of their students against each statement of attainment,
and come to decisions about appropriate
levels in each of a range of subjects. One
immediate problem was that the number of
attainment targets was large in some subjects, and there were multiple statements
of attainment against each level within
each of these. Between English, mathematics and science alone there were hundreds
of SoAs. The requirement to assess all of
them left teachers with a predictably impossible job to do, and eventually they rebelled.
Manageability, or, rather unmanageability,
ultimately led to the abandonment of this
particular model of national assessment,
although issues of assessment reliability and whole-cohort interpretability also
contributed. This was very clearly a nonintelligent accountability model.
The politicians’ response was to introduce
into all three countries a regime of exhaustive national testing at the end of the three
key stages, complemented by a simplified
8-level framework for teacher assessment,
using ‘best fit’ descriptors. ‘National assessment moved away from teachers’ control and
was transformed into written examinations in

English, mathematics and science…taken by
an entire year group simultaneously’ (Isaacs,
2010: 323). One interesting national difference worthy of note is that there was no plan
to introduce the same national test system into
Northern Ireland at the end of key stage 2, given
that the 11+ examination, a nationally administered grammar school selection device, was
still in operation in that country at the time
and was set to continue indefinitely. In fact,
the statutory 11+ examination was abandoned in 2008, leaving a political vacuum,
within which ‘a non-statutory, unregulated
and private transfer system operates without
evaluation or scrutiny’ at this point (Elwood,
2013: 211).
Further problems ensued and in 1993, in
response to a threatened teacher boycott of
the planned testing that year, the government set up a review of the curriculum and its
assessment (Dearing, 1993). As a result, testing was dropped for key stage 1, so that only
teacher assessment remained, and although
tests continued to feature at key stages 2 and
3, these were shorter than before (with new
implications for ‘intelligent’ accountability)
and were, from then on, externally marked.

Mid-1990s: the Introduction
of School League Tables
It was in 1996 that test results and teacher
assessments at key stages 2 and 3 began to be
used to produce school ‘league tables’
(teacher assessments were dropped from the
performance tables in 1999, only to be reintroduced in 2010). With the introduction of
league tables, system-level accountability
was now officially extended to school-level
accountability, with the steadily increasing
use of NCA results to admonish schools for
‘poor’ performance, and even to close
schools considered to be ‘failing’ (both practices continue, and indeed are reinforced).
In 2002, the NCA was supplemented by
the introduction of a teacher-assessed Early
Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) profile for
3–5-year-olds, thus extending the monitored
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age range downwards from 7-year-olds to
3-year-olds.
From the mid-2000s onwards, Wales and
Northern Ireland broke away from the pattern for England, abandoning testing and
introducing teacher assessment in its place
– decisions that have brought their own problems in terms of data dependability (Johnson,
2013). In the meantime, England continued
along its now well-established testing path,
punctuated by further curriculum reviews, a
review of cumulated NCA experience, and
consequent changes to NCA (see Department
for Education (2014) for a detailed timeline
of changes). In particular, in response to
the NCA review report (Expert Group on
Assessment, 2009), testing at key stage 3 was
abandoned, and cohort testing at key stage 2
in science was replaced with sample-based
testing (a quarter of the sampled schools
failed to take part in the first round of samplebased testing in 2010, the final annual survey
taking place in 2012). In a separate development, a statutory phonics check for all 6-yearolds in state-funded schools was introduced
in England in 2012 (see Bradbury (2014) for
reflections on the accountability motivation
for the phonics check, and for the EYFS profile mentioned earlier).
In 2014, a new national curriculum was
introduced, and from 2016 the assessment of
English, mathematics and science will take a
new form. In particular, achievement levels
have been abandoned. In their place, individual students will achieve one IRT-based
scaled score as a result of key stage 1 testing
and a second as a result of key stage 2 testing, with the difference in scores indicating
the extent of progression relative to the average for all students with the same key stage 1
score. In principle, this ‘value added’ model
takes account of the differential intakes of
schools and provides more valid comparisons
of school effectiveness. Teacher assessment
will also be included using new performance
descriptors.
In addition to system-level monitoring,
school-level accountability remains an assessment purpose for English and mathematics,
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which will involve cohort-testing as before,
although not for science, for which surveys
will continue to be sample-based on a new
2-year cycle.
Following extensive stakeholder consultation (Lynch et al., 2015), a new initiative –
‘reception baseline assessment’ – is to see the
introduction of formal assessment of basic
skills in literacy, reading and cognition at age 4.
The programme, for launch in September 2016,
replaces the EYFS profile. The Government’s
motivation for introducing assessment at the
start of the primary reception year is to improve
how primary schools’ progress is measured.
How intelligent this new model of ‘valueadded’ national assessment proves to be in
practice remains to be seen.

NATIONAL ASSESSMENT
IN SCOTLAND
1950s to 1980s: Standardised
Testing
Like England, Scotland, which has independent control of its educational system, has a
long history of attainment monitoring, with
primary sector surveys (Scottish Scholastic
Survey) of the attainment of 10-year-olds in
English and arithmetic having been conducted
as far back as 1953 and repeated in 1963 using
standardised tests. The evidence from the surveys was that attainment had improved in both
areas in the intervening period (Scottish
Council for Research in Education, 1968). An
inactivity gap of 15 years followed after
which, in 1978 and 1981, two national surveys
of reading were again carried out (Neville,
1988), this time at ages 9 and 12, thus extending coverage to the lower secondary school.

Mid-1980s: Sample-Based
National Assessment
In the mid-1980s Scotland followed England by
introducing a sample-based system-monitoring
programme. This was the Assessment of
Achievement Programme (AAP), which was to
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focus on the attainments of 9-year-olds (midprimary), 12-year-olds (end of primary school)
and 14-year-olds (lower secondary school) in
English, mathematics and science (Condie
et al., 2003).
Initially, like early NAEP in the US, the
AAP reported estimated population and
subgroup performance item-by-item. But
as the programme rolled along through the
late 1980s and early 1990s, a national 5–14
curriculum was introduced into the country along with associated 6-level attainment
progression frameworks for most school
subjects. Unlike England in the late 1980s,
Scotland did not at this point introduce statutory assessment, and neither did it abandon
the AAP. Instead, the AAP was adapted, so
that the surveys eventually reported with reference to the same 5–14 curriculum attainment levels that teachers were themselves
now using in the classroom (Munro, 2003).
There was no statutory obligation on
schools to have teachers assess their students
against the 5–14 progressive level framework
at any stage of schooling, nor to submit these
assessments to other bodies. Nevertheless,
the adoption of the 5–14 assessment framework was widespread and the submission
of teachers’ assessments to local authorities
and central government became almost universal throughout the 1990s and early 2000s.
In aggregated form, the data were used for
school evaluation purposes by local authorities and the school inspectorate, with feedback to schools taking the form of advice
for improvement, along with suggested
improvement targets – no league tables were
published. Judgements were aggregated
nationally for the ‘National Audit’ and were
used by the Scottish Government for system
monitoring, alongside other relevant system
information, including AAP results.

Mid-2000s: Extension to Local
Authority System Assessment
Following a national consultation on assessment in the early 2000s, the National Audit was

discontinued and the AAP was replaced, or,
rather, enlarged and rebranded. Its successor,
the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA) was
launched in 2005 and was given the broader
remit to assess and report attainment in key
subjects at local education authority level, as
well as nationally (Hutchinson and Young,
2011). By this time, the AAP had changed its
focus from ages 9, 12 and 14 to ages 8, 10, 12
and 14 to increase the policy value of statements about age-related attainment progression. Each year there was, in principle, a focus
on one of four curriculum areas – English
Language, Social Subjects, Science and
Mathematics – with some practically-based
core skills assessed annually, although less
formally (for example, ICT, ‘working with
others’, problem solving). In practice, the
assessment of literacy and numeracy predominated, with science benefitting from just
one single survey in the SSA’s 5-year life span.
Wherever possible, attainment continued to
be reported with reference to the 5–14 assessment framework. Interestingly, unlike the
AAP, the SSA also gathered teachers’ judgements of the 5–14 attainment levels of those
students who had been sampled for survey
participation. This permitted a direct comparison of teacher judgements and test-based
classifications, with interesting results that
would support the inference that dependable
system-level monitoring could not be based
on teacher assessment (Johnson and Munro,
2008). To continue to provide a learning context against which to reflect on the attainment
findings, students and teachers were invited
to complete background questionnaires if
they had participated in the survey.
One insurmountable issue that arose for
the SSA in relation to authority-level reporting concerned school workload. Scotland is
a small country, with around 60,000 school
students in an age group, and as many as 32
different local education authorities of varying population sizes were operating at the
time. In order to provide sufficient numbers
of students for testing, high proportions of
secondary schools were being selected for
authority participation in many cases, with
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high numbers of students selected from
within each school. In the smaller authorities, exhaustive testing was the order of the
day. Should the programme have continued
longer than it did the burden on the school
system would have become intolerable, particularly as international surveys were also
taking place from time to time.
There were two other reasons for abandoning the extended remit. First, high numbers
of sampled students in each survey school
rendered any attempt to manage practicallybased assessment even more problematic
than it had been previously, and practical
assessment had always featured in the surveys, albeit more informally than the written testing. Second, dependable school-level
attainment estimates were in principle newly
available, given the high numbers of students
now tested in many schools. The Scottish
Government came under increasing pressure from the schools inspectorate to make
these data available for use in school-level
monitoring. However, the SSA, like the AAP
before it, had never been intended to provide
data at the level of individual schools or students, and policymakers at the time had no
desire to change this situation.
With these issues in mind, the final survey in the SSA’s short lifespan, carried out in
2009, reverted to national reporting only. The
SSA could have continued on this basis, were
it not for the fact that the 5–14 curriculum
was replaced towards the end of the decade
by the Curriculum for Excellence (CfE),
and policymakers and others assumed (one
could argue wrongly) that a new curriculum,
or, rather, a new form of curriculum delivery, ‘necessarily’ implied the need for a new
attainment monitoring programme.

2010s: A Reversion to National
System Monitoring Only, and
Narrower Scope
As its name implies, the new survey programme, the Scottish Survey of Literacy and
Numeracy (SSLN), focuses on the assessment
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of literacy and numeracy, in alternate years
(Spencer, 2013). The programme was
launched with a first survey of numeracy
skills in 2011, with attainment reported at
ages 9, 12 and 14 (note the reversion from
ages 8 and 10 – as in the SSA – to age 9 as in
the earlier AAP) using achievement levels
established by judgemental standard setting
in the absence of any form of CfE attainment
framework that the programme might have
made useful reference to.
The reduction in the subject coverage of
the new programme can be justified in terms
of international trends, but it might also be
considered a convenient opportunity for
science to be dropped, given that national
5–14 attainment, as estimated in the AAP
and the SSA, had routinely fallen well short
of official government attainment targets at
all ages assessed. The degree of ‘intelligence’
in the system-monitoring model was consequently reduced.
An interesting decision to change the procedure for selecting the national samples of
students for assessment at each school stage
was that school sampling would no longer be
practised. All schools were to be invited to
take part in SSLN surveys. But within each
participating primary school just two students would be randomly selected for testing
in each relevant age group, and even within
secondary schools the student sample sizes
would be modest (at a maximum of 12). There
were two principal reasons for this change.
First, small in-school student samples would
facilitate practical assessment, and this was
a particularly important desire in light of
the skills emphasis in the CfE. Second, with
only two students tested at each relevant age
in each primary school, and a maximum of
12 in each secondary school, there could
no longer be pressure from the inspectorate or other bodies to make data available
for school-level comparisons. System-level
evaluation would remain the function of the
programme.
Perhaps predictably, however, the designed
inability of the SSLN to offer school-level
attainment results soon became perceived
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by politicians and policymakers as a weakness rather than a strength. A ministerial
announcement in September 2015 finally
signalled its imminent demise (The Scottish
Government, 2015). In its place will be an
exhaustive programme of ‘standardized
testing’ of reading, writing and numeracy,
planned for introduction into the Scottish
school system from 2017.

NATIONAL ASSESSMENT IN FRANCE
Late 1980s to Mid-2000s:
‘Diagnostic’ National Assessment
What particularly distinguishes France from
the other countries described earlier is the
‘diagnostic’ survey programme that ran from
the late 1980s to the mid-2000s (Trosseille
and Rocher, 2015). Between 1987 and 2007
every child in the country took the same tests
in literacy (French) and numeracy at the
beginning of their fourth year in primary
school (age 8) and at the beginning of their
first year in the collège, or lower secondary
school (age 11). The schools inspectorate
determined what the assessment should focus
on each year, depending on their current
areas of concern (fractions, dictation, writing, or whatever).
The timing of assessment, at the beginning
rather than at the end of a school year, was of
benefit to receiving class teachers, who personally marked the tests and, on the advice
of the school inspectors, used the results in
their child-centred programme planning for
the coming year. For teachers, a secondary benefit of the timing was that there was
no personal accountability threat associated
with the testing as there inevitably is when
testing takes place at the end of a school year.
For both reasons, teachers, including headteachers, appreciated the value of the testing
for helping to ensure system effectiveness.
Professional buy-in was high.
Although aggregated results were produced at regional and national level, this
particular assessment programme could not

serve the function of system monitoring in
any direct sense because its assessment focus
was not fixed (the inspectors decided what
was assessed each time), and yet there were
multiple growing pressures to monitor the
system. First, there were what policymakers
considered on the basis of misleading league
table positions to be poor performances in
PISA (but which in reality were average
for the OECD on the basis of mean scaled
scores). The second influence was the introduction in 2006 of a national curriculum (Le
socle commun) into the school system. A
third source of pressure was the emergence
of a new national programme of administration accountability. In response, the diagnostic survey programme was abandoned
and replaced with a new ‘accountability
programme’ (Jeantheau and Johnson, 2012),
partially modelled on the NCA in England.
The new monitoring programme was ushered
in towards the end of the decade.

Late 2000s: The New
‘Accountability’ Programme
Exhaustive assessment continued, with all
students in an age group taking the same tests
in literacy and in numeracy, as before, and
with class teachers marking their own students’ scripts. Crucially, however, the timing
of the assessment was modified: testing was
moved from the beginning of the school year
to the end of the previous school year (actually to the end of the second year and to the
middle of the final year of primary school).
Teachers in schools that were randomly
selected as part of a representative national
subsample were required to key their results
into a supplied database for the purpose of
transmission to central government.
In general, the results from the new programme had much less value for teachers and
schools than in the past, and teachers were
aware that they could be held accountable for
their students’ performances. Even though
the government repeatedly stated that it had
no intention of reporting results by school,
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and in fact no schools were identified in the
web-based results reported each year, the
exhaustive testing meant that this possibility
always remained an option. The accountability threat was ever-present.
There was vociferous dissent among
practitioners and other stakeholders about
the programme design change (Education
Commission, 2011; Jeantheau and Johnson,
2012). Criticisms focused on a variety of
issues. Unsurprisingly, these included the
timing of the testing, which obviated any
possibility of providing useable diagnostic
feedback for teachers, and which also rendered the validity of the test results dubious
as measures of learning over any meaningful
period of schooling. The ‘unsuitable’ nature
of the test items, the majority of which were
multiple-choice with binary scoring, also
invited criticism, as did the limited representation of the curriculum in the tests. Payment
to teachers for marking, and for keying test
results for transmission to authorities and
government, was another point of contention.
After 3 years or so of experience under
the new system, and despite the continued
absence of any sign that school league tables
might be introduced, the dissent continued
and boycotts threatened. Introducing partial credit in marking and moving the midyear testing to the end of the school year
failed to placate the critics. In response, the
Government drew up plans to replace the
existing programme with one that would
monitor science and technology as well as
reading and numeracy, with each subject
assessed on a 3-year survey cycle rather than
all subjects each year. There would also be
changes to the timing of assessment: surveys
would take place at the end of the second year
in the primary school (one year earlier than
before), and at the beginning and end of the
lower secondary school (MEN-DEPP, 2014).
The new programme never materialised, however. A change of Government in 2012 led
to a political decision to abandon this form
of system monitoring as ‘inappropriate’ – a
reaction, perhaps, to the volume of criticism of the existing programme, with its
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fluid objectives and acknowledged technical
weaknesses (Trosseille and Rocher, 2015).
A final annual survey was run under the old
programme in 2013, for the benefit of teachers and parents only, with voluntary school
participation.

Early 2000s Onwards: Broader
Curriculum Monitoring Develops
Meanwhile, a programme of sample-based
subject assessment that began in 2003 continues. Known as CEDRE (Le cycle des
évaluations disciplinaires réalisées sur
échantillons), the programme assesses
achievement at the end of primary school and
at the end of the lower secondary school in
several curriculum subjects or subject groups,
each on a 6-year cycle: French; mathematics;
modern languages; civics, history and geography; and experimental science. The majority of test items are multiple-choice, IRT is
the technical methodology used for data
analysis, and an ambition for the programme
is to move to computer-based assessment as
soon as feasible. Details of this and other
continuing forms of system monitoring in
France, including occasional longitudinal
surveys and panel studies, are offered by
Trosseille and Rocher (2015).

CONCLUSION
National assessment design is a challenging
activity, whether the data to be furnished by
surveys is for system description and monitoring only, or for explicit use in accountability at
some level (Greaney and Kellaghan, 2008;
Kellaghan, et al., 2009). In particular, to serve
purposes of quality research – system description and monitoring – and of ‘intelligent’
accountability, the attainment measures produced in national assessment must be meaningful, relevant and dependable. The degree
to which these properties will be achieved will
depend on what, in principle, is being assessed
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(for example, ‘reading’, ‘problem-solving
skills’), how the assessment is carried out
(written tests, teacher judgement, observercompleted rubrics, etc.), what degree of population and subgroup representativeness is
achieved in sampling (for example, age-group
representation for students, domain representation for items/tasks, population representation for markers and raters) and how attainment
results are reported (mean domain scores,
mean scaled scores, percentage distributions
across performance levels). In addition, the
assessment process itself must be manageable
in terms of teacher workload and general
burden on schools, the findings must be readily interpretable and widely accepted as valid
and fair, and use of the findings by politicians
and policymakers must be to support rather
than to sanction.
Narrowly defined standardized tests, whose
results might be meaningful to teachers as a
result of test familiarity, have little curriculum
relevance in system monitoring terms, and
little if any consequential validity for use in
accountability. Attainment results produced
by sentence completion or arithmetic tests
are of limited value as indicators of population performance in reading comprehension
or numeracy more broadly defined. In turn,
performances in written tests of reading comprehension or of numeracy will have limited
value as indicators of population performance
in language or mathematics more generally.
The assessment of ‘science knowledge and
understanding’ does not necessarily tell us
anything about how well developed students’
‘science literacy’ is, and vice versa.
When subjects like history, geography and
music do not feature in national assessment,
none of the outcomes information for subjects that do feature will be relevant. Subjects
included in the survey might also attract more
attention in teaching, to the detriment of those
not included. Despite the greater challenges
in terms of logistics, cost and reliability, some
countries do attempt to cover a broader range
of curriculum subjects in their large-scale
assessment, for example the US (with Main
NAEP), Sweden, Belgium (Flanders) – and

France once again after its unhappy flirtation
with the English cohort assessment model.
Nevertheless, the growing emphasis on literacy and numeracy in national assessment
worldwide must be of some concern, in terms
of ‘intelligent accountability’.
Attainment reporting is another issue.
Mean domain scores are interpretable only
to the extent that they enable comparisons
between subgroups and over time. In themselves they are not appealing to policymakers
because national targets based on mean scores
are practically impossible to set. Greater
problems arise when attainment is reported
in terms of mean scaled scores, particularly
when (IRT) scales are artificially elongated
and impossible for the non-technical stakeholder to relate to reality. This is why performance bands, or levels of achievement,
carry such appeal, given their reification in
short performance descriptors. Such bands,
however, are typically defined on the basis
of standard setting procedures in which
appropriate cut scores are identified through
judgemental reviews of test items, with verbal performance descriptors similarly based
on scrutiny of ‘borderline’ items. Different
reviewers will have different opinions about
where the score boundaries should be placed,
and yet reliability information is rarely furnished to support the cut score decisions
finally made. NAEP uses performance bands
in reporting, as do the international survey
programmes and growing numbers of other
national assessment programmes. Validating
cut score decisions for this purpose, as has
been carried out in NAEP, is essential if intelligent accountability is to be properly supported. Similar comments are relevant when
borderline items, sometimes few in number,
are subjectively reviewed to produce seductively plausible performance descriptors.
Administering numerous individual items
and tasks, including performance assessments, in surveys, and reporting attainment
on an illustrative subset, might in principle
be more useful for teachers than summative
reporting, with a potentially positive impact
on teaching and learning. But such reporting
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is understandably of little value or interest to
policymakers, as NAEP in the US, the APU
in England, and the AAP in Scotland discovered. In this regard, it is perhaps astonishing
that New Zealand’s NEMP, despite its high
quality standards and effective dissemination to schools, continued with this approach
for as long as it did until it eventually and
inevitably succumbed to the growing international pressure for system accountability
programmes of value to policymakers above
all other stakeholders (Smaill, 2013).
In terms of appropriateness for system
monitoring, programmes that employ matrix
sampling to administer large numbers of
items and tasks to students, reporting summative results at domain or subdomain levels
in addition to item-level performance results,
arguably offer the highest utility value, both
for policymakers and practitioners. NAEP,
the APU and Scotland’s SSA are examples.
Manageability pressure on schools and
class teachers can be an issue that threatens
even an otherwise intelligent accountability
model. As noted earlier, both the APU and
the SSA became unmanageable, operating
as they were with annual surveys at multiple
stages in the school system and in different curriculum subjects in relatively small
countries. The testing burden on schools
became intolerable in both cases, and, along
with other factors, led to the demise of both
programmes. NAEP was untouched by this
problem in the very much larger US.
The most compelling weakness that led
to the abandonment of the APU, however,
was not manageability, cost, quality or relevance. It was a shift in political priorities
that the APU could not respond to, brought
about by a change of government after the
programme had been in operation for several
years. This was the desire to extend assessment and reporting to embrace school-level
attainment results for accountability purposes. Schooling in the US is the responsibility of state authorities and not federal
government, and NAEP therefore escaped
this pressure, as it had escaped school burden issues, and the states themselves put
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in place their own incentive-based school
accountability systems (teacher pay linked
to student attainment). Ironically, despite the
cost and logistics involved in exhaustive student testing and the demoralising effect that
incentive-based accountability has on teachers, few, if any, benefits have been reported in
terms of increased state system effectiveness
in the intervening two decades (Hout and
Elliott, 2011).
Although there are no visible benefits
associated with accountability-driven cohort
testing, there are important losses. In particular, in order to have direct comparisons
of school-level attainment, such programmes
typically administer the same set of items/
tasks to all students in all schools in any
survey, packaged in one or more short tests
to avoid overburdening individual students.
Compared with the matrix sampling models
used in sample-based surveys, fewer items
and tasks are administered each time – and
fewer items overall implies reduced curriculum coverage. This, in turn, reduces the
validity of the attainment results as indicators of subject achievement, and therefore the
validity of their use in system accountability,
nationally, regionally, locally or at school
level. It also means that a very much longer
time period is needed before large pools of
items become available that could be used
as resources for positive curriculum impact
through focused analyses and reports.
As mentioned earlier, one of the biggest
impacts that the international surveys have
had on education systems worldwide is
the recent and rapid expansion of national
assessment programmes, with many countries newly benefiting from the availability
of this valuable policy tool. Programmes are
relatively new, and it remains to be seen how
well they will perform and, in particular, how
effectively they will respond to policy pressures for change in the future. The lessons
learned from the extensive national assessment experience of those few countries considered here should be of value to programme
designers and managers as they attempt to
anticipate and meet new policy demands.

868

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

REFERENCES
Beaton, A.E. (1990) ‘Introduction’, in A.E. Beaton
and R. Zwick (eds.), The Effect of Changes in
the National Assessment: Disentangling the
NAEP 1985–86 Reading Anomaly. Report No.
17-TR-21. Princeton, NJ: Educational Testing
Service, National Assessment of Educational
Progress. pp. 1–14.
Bonnet, G. (1997) ‘Country profile from
France’, Assessment in Education: Principles,
Policy and Practice, 4: 295–306.
Bradbury, A. (2014) ‘“Slimmed down” assessment or increased accountability? Teachers,
elections and UK government assessment
policy’, Oxford Review of Education, 40:
610–27.
Buckendahl, C.W., Plake, B.S. and Davis, S.L.
(2009) ‘Conducting a lifecycle audit of the
National Assessment of Educational Progress’,
Applied Measurement in Education, 22:
321–38.
Condie, R., Robertson, I.J. and Napuk, A.
(2003) ‘The Assessment of Achievement
Programme’, in T.G.K. Bryce, and W.M.
Humes (eds.), Scottish Education. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press. pp. 766–76.
Crooks, T.J. and Flockton, L.C. (1993) The
Design and Implementation of National
Monitoring of Educational Outcomes in New
Zealand Primary Schools. Dunedin, New
Zealand: Higher Education Development
Centre.
Dearing, R. (1993) The National Curriculum
and its Assessment: Final Report. London:
School Curriculum and Assessment Authority.
Department for Education (2014) Quality and
Methodology Information: Attainment in
Primary Schools in England. London:
Department for Education.
Department of Education and Science (1975) A
Language for Life: The Bullock Report.
London: HMSO.
Education Commission (2011) Les indicateurs
relatifs aux acquis des élèves: bilan des résultats de l’école – 2011. Paris: Haut Conseil de
l’Education.
Elwood, J. (2013) ‘Educational assessment
policy and practice: a matter of ethics’,
Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy &
Practice, 20: 205–20.
Eurydice (2009) National Testing of Pupils in
Europe: Objectives, Organisation and Use of

Results. Brussels: Education, Audiovisual and
Culture Executive Agency.
Expert Group on Assessment (2009) Report of
the Expert Group on Assessment. London:
Department for Children, Schools and Families.
Foxman, D., Hutchison, D. and Bloomfield, B.
(1991) The APU Experience 1977–1990.
London: Schools Examination and Assessment
Council.
Greaney, V. and Kellaghan, T. (2008) Assessing
National Achievement Levels in Education.
Volume 1. Washington, DC: The World Bank.
Hout, M. and Elliott, S.W. (eds.) (2011)
Incentives and Test-Based Accountability in
Education. Washington, DC: The National
Academies Press.
Husen, T. and Postlethwaite, T.N. (1996) ‘A brief
history of the International Association for
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement
(IEA)’, Assessment in Education: Principles,
Policy & Practice, 3: 129–42.
Hutchinson, C. and Young, M. (2011)
‘Assessment for learning in the accountability era: Empirical evidence from Scotland’,
Studies in Educational Evaluation, 37:
62–70.
INCA (2012) National Assessment and Public
Examination Arrangements. International
Review of Curriculum and Assessment
Frameworks Internet Archive. Table 9.
Isaacs, T. (2010) ‘Educational assessment in
England’, Assessment in Education:
Principles, Policy & Practice, 17: 315–34.
Jeantheau, J.-P. and Johnson, S. (2012) ‘Quels
objectifs pour les évaluations nationales en
France?’, Proceedings of the Annual
Conference of the Association pour le
Développement des Méthodes de l’Evaluation
en Education (ADMEE), 11–13 January,
Luxembourg.
Johnson, S. (1989) Monitoring Science
Performance: The APU Experience. A
Technical Report on Programme Development
Experience. London: HMSO.
Johnson, S. (2012) Assessing Learning in the
Primary Classroom. London: Routledge.
Johnson, S. (2013) ‘On the reliability of highstakes teacher assessment’, Research Papers
in Education, 28: 91–105.
Johnson, S. and Munro, L. (2008) ‘Teacher
judgement and test results: should teachers
and tests agree?’, paper presented at the
Annual Conference of the Association for

National Assessment and Intelligent Accountability

Educational Assessment – Europe, 6–8
November, Hissar, Bulgaria.
Jones, L.V. (1996) ‘A history of the National
Assessment of Educational Progress and
some questions about its future’, Educational
Researcher, 25: 1–8.
Kellaghan, T. and Madaus, G.F. (1982) ‘Trends
in educational standards in Great Britain and
Ireland’, in G.R. Austin, and H. Jarber (eds.),
The Rise and Fall of National Test Scores.
New York, NY: Academic Press.
Kellaghan, T., Greaney, V. and Murray, T.S.
(2009) Using the Results of a National
Assessment of Educational Achievement.
Washington, DC: The World Bank.
Lynch, S., Bamford, H. and Sims, D. (2015)
Reception Baseline Research: Views of
Teachers, School Leaders, Parents and Carers.
London: Department for Education.
MEN-DEPP (2014) Programme d’activité.
Direction de l’évaluation, de la prospective et
de la performance. Circular no. 2014-013 du
5-2-2014. Paris: Ministry of Education.
Messick, S., Beaton, A. and Lord, F. (1983)
National Assessment of Educational Progress
Reconsidered: A New Design for a New Era.
Princeton, NJ: National Assessment of
Educational Progress.
Munro, L. (2003) ‘National testing and national
assessments’, in T.G.K. Bryce, and W.M.
Humes (eds.), Scottish Education: PostDevolution. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press. pp. 746–55.
National Center for Educational Statistics
(2013) The Nation’s Report Card: Trends in
Academic Progress 2012 (NCES 2013 456).
Washington, DC: Institute of Education
Sciences, US Department of Education.
National Commission on Excellence in
Education (1983) A Nation at Risk: the
Imperative for Educational Reform.
Washington, DC: US Department of
Education.
Neville, M. (1988) Assessing and teaching language: Literacy and oracy in schools.
Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan.
Newton, P.E. (2008) Monitoring National
Attainment Standards. London: Office
for Qualifications and Examinations
Regulation.
O’Neill, O. (2013) ‘Intelligent accountability in
education’, Oxford Review of Education, 39:
4–16.

869

Peaker, G.F. (1975) An Empirical Study of
Education in Twenty-One Countries: A
Technical Report. New York, NY: Wiley.
Pellegrino, J.W. (2014) National Assessment of
Educational Progress. Available from http://
education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1767/
Assessment-NATIONAL-ASSESSMENTEDUCATIONAL-PROGRESS.html (accessed 6
August 2015).
Purves, A.C. (1991) ‘Brief history of IEA’, in
W.A. Hayes (ed.), Activities, Institutions and
People. IEA Guidebook 1991. The Hague:
The International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement.
pp. 34–48.
Rey, O. (2010) ‘The use of external assessments
and the impact on educational systems’, in
S.M. Stoney (ed.), Beyond Lisbon 2010:
Perspectives from Research and Development
for Education Policy in Europe. (CIDREE
Yearbook 2010). Slough, UK: National
Foundation for Education Research.
pp. 137–58.
Sainsbury, M. (1994) ‘The structure of National
Curriculum Assessment’, in D. Hutchison,
and I. Schagen (eds.), How Reliable is
National Curriculum Assessment? Slough,
UK: National Foundation for Education
Research. pp. 1–10.
Scheerens, J., Ehren, M., Sleegers, P. and
de Leeuw, R. (2012). OECD Review on
Evaluation and Assessment Frameworks for
Improving School Outcomes. Country
Background Report for the Netherlands.
Paris: OECD.
Scottish Council for Research in Education
(1968) Rising Standards in Scottish Primary
Schools 1953–1963. London: University of
London Press.
The Scottish Government (2015) Creating a
Smarter Scotland. A Draft National
Improvement Framework for Scottish
Education. Edinburgh: Scottish Government.
Shiel, G., Kavanagh, L. and Millar, D. (2014)
The 2014 National Assessments of English
Reading and Mathematics. Volume 1:
Performance Report. Dublin: Educational
Research Centre.
Smaill, E. (2013) ‘Moderating New Zealand’s
national standards: teacher learning and
assessment outcomes’, Assessment in
Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 20:
250–65.

870

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

Spencer, E. (2013) ‘National assessments:
improving learning and teaching through
national monitoring?’, in T.G.K. Bryce, W.M.
Humes, D. Gillies and A. Kennedy (eds.),
Education in Scotland. Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press.
Start, K.B. and Wells, B.K. (1972) The Trend in
Reading Standards. Slough, UK: National
Foundation for Educational Research.
TGAT (1988) National curriculum: Report of the
Task Group on Assessment and Testing.

London: Department of Education and
Science.
TGAT (1988) National curriculum. Report of the
Task Group on Assessment and Testing.
London: Department of Education and
Science.
Trosseille, B. and Rocher, T. (2015). ‘Les évaluations standardisées des élèves: perspective
historique’, Education et Formations, 86-87:
15-36.

PART VI

The Curriculum and
Educational Policy

54
Economic Impact of Education:
Evidence and Relevance
Kristinn Hermannsson

INTRODUCTION
The application of economic analysis to various aspects of education dates back at least to
the work of Adam Smith1 who recognised the
skills of the population2 as one of the manifestations of an economy’s capital stock. The
modern literature on the economics of education as a special sub-field spans approximately half a century (De Meulemeester and
Diebolt, 2004), stretching back to Schultz
(1961) who argued for public intervention to
facilitate human capital accumulation, and
Becker (1964) who presented a model of
investment in human capital analogous to
investment in physical capital. Since then the
field has grown to include a huge literature
encompassing broad topics including the role
of education in influencing economy-wide
outcomes, such as in economic growth and
development; labour market outcomes and
the functioning of school systems and individual institutions.3 How much of a role, if
any, that economic perspectives should have

in shaping education policy is beyond this
chapter to resolve; however, there is significant evidence to suggest that education
policy will always have economic implications, whether intended or not.
The economics of education is not a unified body of knowledge, but rather one that is
spread across time and several sub-disciplines
of economics. For this overview I shall build on
McMahon’s taxonomy of identifying impacts
along the two dimensions of private/public
and market/non-market. The main emphasis
is on the labour market impacts of qualifications. This is by far the most widely researched
aspect of the economic impact of education. I
examine how this translates into a macroeconomic impact in the context of human capital
and signalling theories. Furthermore, the chapter examines the wider economic impacts of
education, such as through impacts on health,
crime and household production. Where appropriate I shall highlight tensions between popular perception and the evidence base and point
out areas for further research.
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As is common in applied research, the
evidence base on the economic impact of
education falls short of some of the detailed
requirements of the decisions facing policymakers. Empirical evidence relies primarily on observational data, which for causal
inference requires more elaborate identification strategies such as natural experiments.
Furthermore, the level of detail is often limited by the nature of the data collected and
statistical power. For instance, information
on the association between the level of qualifications and labour market outcomes are
available for most countries. Digging deeper,
however, into subject of study, type of education institutions attended, or regional or
socioeconomic variation, the evidence rapidly becomes more difficult to obtain. The
aim of this chapter is to offer an accessible
introduction to empirical work on the economic impact of education.
Before digging into the actual evidence, it is
useful to clarify what is meant when referring
to economic impact. I shall briefly define two
concepts that typically lurk in the background
of any discussion of the economic implications of policy: National Accounting and its
result the Gross Domestic Product (GDP),
and also Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA).

HOW DO WE DEFINE ‘THE
ECONOMY’?
It is frequently asserted in public-policy discourse that a particular course of events
would be good or bad for the economy.
Sometimes the direction and/or magnitude of
this impact is contested, but despite the
definitive article, this reference to ‘the economy’ is rarely clarified. Does it refer to a
conceptual notion of the economy, a particular metric such as GDP or employment, or
perhaps to the interests of a particular subpopulation such as rentiers or wage earners?
Furthermore, is the definition restricted to
market-based activity, which can be clearly attributed a monetary value or does it also account

for a wider range of impacts, such as on leisure, home-production or the environment?
A clear delimitation of some of these
boundaries is still a work in progress (for
a comprehensive discussion, see Stiglitz
et al., 2010); however, two yardsticks are
often applied in the evaluation of the economic merits of public policy. One is the
contribution of policy to macroeconomic
aggregates (GDP, Gross National Product
(GNP), etc.) as defined by national accounting; the other is the sum of total costs and
total benefits as articulated in CBA.
Modern national accounting took hold in
the 1940s and has evolved through successive revisions of the United Nations System
of National Accounts, although the precursors date back to the seventeenth century.4
In a nutshell, the national accounts count the
amount of output, income and expenditures
of households, government and businesses
for a particular place over a particular period
at market prices. One of the results of this
exercise are frequently referenced macroeconomic aggregates. Gross Domestic Product
or GDP (expenditure view) is defined as the
total market value of all final goods and services produced within an economy.5 GDP
(income view) can also be defined as the
total factor incomes (wages and other value
added) generated in the economy.6
From the definition of GDP, the limitations
of the concept are clear. It is a measure based
on aggregate market activity and has little to
offer on non-market issues or the composition of the aggregate. As Okun (1971: 133)
highlights, the ‘beauty of the present practice is that no sensible person could seriously
mistake the GNP for [a measure of social
welfare]’; however, an increase in GDP or
GNP is often interpreted as a proxy for much
broader advancement. A comprehensive
review of these issues is presented in Stiglitz
et al., (2010), which bring together a discussion of the ‘classical’ measurement issues
associated with GDP and GNP, in addition
to environmental issues and the more philosophical issue defining and measuring quality of life.
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As useful as national accounting principles
are when applied to their intended domain,
these clearly omit important aspects of what
is sought after in public policy. Public services are counted in GDP at their input costs,
not their output value. This can provide a
very misleading target for establishing policy
priorities because the most expensive policy
would contribute the most to GDP.7 Economic
benefits of education, such as a skilled workforce, impact through contributing to the
activity of all the sectors in the economy.8
Arguably the most prevalent approach for
establishing the economic merits of policy is
CBA. CBA is widely used to derive an estimate of the social net-benefit of public projects by enumerating and evaluating the total
social costs and total social benefits. To this
end, a range of methods and rules are applied.
CBA is a bottom–up approach that includes
identifying the relevant costs and benefits
(including externalities), assigning each a
monetary value and applying an appropriate discount rate to derive a present value
of future cost and benefit streams.9 As with
any method in applied economics, each of
these steps requires careful consideration and
should not be treated as a mechanical exercise. Costs and benefits have to be identified
so there is neither under- nor over-attribution
of costs or benefits to the activity being evaluated. Various techniques are used to assign
prices depending on circumstance and available information, and no single discount
rate is universally appropriate or accepted.
Sensitivity analyses, however, can be applied
around critical parameters to produce a range
of plausible outcomes. One of the benefits of
CBA is that it is a well-established approach
with well-known qualities and limitations.
If done in a transparent way, users should
be reasonably able to draw their own judgements as to the validity of assessment for
the valuation of individual components and
adjust their interpretation of conclusions
accordingly.
CBA approaches are outlined in the policy
manuals of various governments and international organisations, for example, the UK’s
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Green Book on Appraisal and Evaluation in
Central Government (HM Treasury, 2003).10
Often in practice, simplified routines are
adopted for CBA that are sanctioned by convention in the field of application; however
at a more general level the methods involved
raise some significant theoretical and practical challenges (for a comprehensive discussion, see Layard and Glaister, 1994).
Typically it is straightforward to estimate
the cost of education on the basis of accounting data; however, as we shall see, valuing
the benefits is more challenging.

ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF
EDUCATION: AN OVERVIEW
Education policy impacts the economy
through a wide range of channels. These vary
in terms of their salience, clarity and depth of
understanding. In its simplest incarnation,
education can be viewed as any other production sector, where education institutions purchase inputs and pay wages. Similarly
students can be treated like tourists, affecting
the economy through consumption expenditures. This is particularly relevant for higher
education where students are mobile, concentrated in a few student centres and are
sometimes a source of significant export
earnings, as in the UK case.11 These are
referred to as demand-side or expenditure
effects.12
More fundamentally, qualified individuals directly stimulate the productive capacity (supply-side) of the economy through
the skills they offer in the workplace, but
also through a range of indirect effects.
Furthermore, many of the benefits of education are non-pecuniary. In order to classify
these supply-side and wider impacts, I follow
McMahon’s (2009) classification along two
axes: private or public and market or nonmarket. This results in four categories (see
Table 54.1): private market benefits, private
non-market benefits, external market benefits
and external non-market benefits.
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Table 54.1 Classification of returns to education
Who benefits?

Market

Type of
benefit

Non-market

Private

External

Higher wages
Higher employment
Lower unemployment
Better own health
Longer life expectancy
Improvement in happiness

Higher productivity of other workers (productivity spillovers)
Higher Total Factor
Productivity (TFP) due to knowledge spillovers
Lower crime
Democratisation
Civic society

Source: Hermannsson et al. (2012).

Private market benefits of education are
the labour market benefits enjoyed by individuals as a result of their level of education.
They manifest themselves in higher earnings
and lower unemployment rates, relative to
less qualified individuals. Similarly, private
non-market impacts of education are the
benefits enjoyed by individuals outside the
labour market that are directly attributable to
their level of education. These include positive effects on health, longevity, happiness
and many other benefits. These effects are
strongly correlated with income and other
attributes, which make it challenging to identify the specific contributions of education.
External impacts of education (or externalities) refer to benefits enjoyed by wider
society as a result of the level of education
of the general population. These externalities can be manifested in terms of higher
wages and higher profits and are reflected in
GDP per capita; however, they are not ‘internalised’ by particular qualified individuals
and are enjoyed by other agents in the economy. Examples include the higher productivity and wages of non-graduates generated by
working with graduates and the education
system’s (typically focusing on HEIs) contribution to R&D and innovation (of a public
good nature).
Similarly, external non-market impacts
improve quality of life, but are not necessarily directly translatable into pecuniary benefits.
Examples would include any education-induced
reduction in crime levels, improvements in
public health, democratisation or political
stability. These are non-monetary benefits

that are captured at a social level as an indirect impact of the level of education in the
community. They are not captured in measures of economic output but may improve
other development indicators. This category
would include education’s contributions to
various types of social advancement, such
as the quality of culture or the rule of law
as reflected in quality of life metrics, for
example happiness scales (independent of
the effects of income on the same metrics to
avoid double counting).
It is apparent that accurately attributing
these effects to their source is challenging.
Often outcomes are difficult to measure, random assignment is usually not possible and
there are various confounding factors that
need to be taken into consideration. However,
it is worthwhile attempting to clarify this
inherently messy situation because the alternative of assuming that these effects simply
do not exist could lead to under-investment in
education, which is harmful to society.

LABOUR MARKET BENEFITS OF
EDUCATION FOR INDIVIDUALS
(PRIVATE-MARKET IMPACTS)
An extensive literature documents the labour
market benefits of education (typically
referred to as the returns to education) at various levels of schooling, in different countries,
at different times. Sometimes the results are
further disaggregated by characteristics such
as gender, discipline and social background.
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These studies reveal a clear correlation
between education and income, and provide
rich information about the nature of this relationship. Due to an obvious inability to conduct controlled experiments in the field,
verifying the causality between education
and income has proven difficult. More
recently a wealth of papers has been published utilising advanced statistical
approaches, that is instrument variables,
controlling for fixed effects (using samples
of twins) and natural experiments to clarify
the issue.
Numerous reviews of the microeconomic
literature on returns to education have been
published, for example Dickson and Harmon
(2011), Checchi (2006), Blundell et al. (2005),
Psacharopoulos and Patrinos (2002, 2004),
Harmon and Walker (2003) and Krueger and
Lindahl (2001). These estimates are obtained
through regression analysis of cross-sectional
data, such as those available for the UK in
the Family Expenditure Survey, the General
Household Survey and the Labour Force
Survey (Blundell et al., 2005). An earning
function (see Mincer, 1974) is fitted where
indicators for formal education, labour market experience and individual characteristics
are used to explain wage income.
These studies find higher returns to education in lower income countries where education levels are generally lower. This is seen
as consistent with the notion of diminishing
returns to education, with the return to education falling as the average education levels
rise. However, as discussed later, the dynamism of these diminishing returns is more
complex than a simple analysis of increasing
supply within a comparative static framework
because it is not only the supply of education
that can change but also the demand for it.

UK-regions, but a wealth of evidence is available for other countries (for an overview, see
Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2002, 2004).
A key result, repeatedly found in studies
of this kind is that qualifications increase the
likelihood of employment and more qualified
workers generally earn higher wages. For
example, Walker and Zhu (2007a, 2007b)
pool 10 years of data from the Labour Force
Surveys in 1996–2005 to construct a large
enough sample to estimate wage premia by
qualification level at a regional level within
Great Britain. Their broad findings are in line
with other work in the field. For men and
women, they find the value of qualifications
broadly similar across Great Britain. To demonstrate the stylised findings I shall focus on
results for Scotland.
Walker and Zhu (2007a, 2007b) find strong
wage premia effects for both vocational and
academic qualifications.13 These are detailed
in Table 54.2. Overall, the academic qualifications yield higher wage premia, but what
is also noteworthy is how the structure of the
wage premium by levels of qualification differs between vocational and academic qualifications. The marginal effect of low-level
vocational qualifications is modest compared
to low-level academic qualifications, and
the additional wage premia gained by postgraduate study is modest. From a human
capital perspective, these findings may not
be surprising if the amount of schooling
behind these education levels is examined.
For example, a Level 4 undergraduate degree
typically takes four academic years to complete, whereas a common duration for masters degrees is 12 months14 and the wage
premia earned per effective duration of study
(and therefore also the return to education) is
broadly similar between Level 4 and Level 5.

Returns to Education in the UK

Returns to Education by Subject

A large body of statistical work examines the
labour market benefits of education in highincome countries. In the remainder of this
section I shall focus on the UK and

A perennial question is whether the returns to
education differ between subjects. Strong views
on this can be found in popular perception, but
a rigorous quantitative confirmation
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Hourly wage premium of vocational and academic qualifications in Scotland

Vocational wage premium

Male

Male (cumulative)

Female

Female (cumulative)

None
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4
Above level 4

Base
9%
7%
19%
17%
30%

Base
9%
16%
35%
52%
82%

Base
11%
9%
9%
23%
29%

Base
11%
20%
29%
52%
81%

Academic wage premium

Male

Male (cumulative)

Female

Female (cumulative)

None
Level 1
Level 2
Level 3
Level 4
Above level 4

Base
17%
12%
19%
31%
12%

Base
17%
29%
48%
79%
91%

Base
18%
12%
13%
34%
13%

Base
18%
30%
43%
77%
90%

Source: Walker and Zhu (2007b).

of differing returns to subjects is harder to
provide. The key limitation for statistical estimates is the size of the samples available.
Blundell and Deardren (2000) report some
individual subject findings for higher education graduates in the UK based on the National
Child Development Survey, which tracks a
cohort of people born in 1958. For most subjects, differences were found to be insignificant. For men a significant negative effect was
found for biology, chemistry, environmental
sciences and geography. The returns are calculated based on comparing the earnings of university graduates with the earnings of those
with sufficient qualifications to enter university. A weak return therefore reflects the relatively weak earnings power of a particular
subject, but are also influenced by the earning
power of non-graduates. For women, the
Table 54.3

pattern is somewhat different because they
were found to earn higher returns in education,
economics, accountancy and law and the
‘other social sciences’ category. To control for
the quality of the student intake into the subjects, they included A-Level results in their
regressions. Inclusion of this variable did not
alter the results qualitatively.
O’Leary and Sloane (2005) analyse returns
to higher education degree subjects. To obtain
a sufficiently large sample for this breakdown
they pool observations from the Labour Force
Survey from 1994 to 2002. For men with
undergraduate degrees, they find the lowest wage premium accrues to holders of arts
degrees, –2.5 per cent compared to those who
have completed two A-Levels,15 based on an
earnings index where earnings of Arts degree
holders (including performance arts) were

Examples of SVQ/NVQ Levels

SVQ/NVQ level

Academic qualification

Vocations qualification

5

PhD, Masters degree

4
3
2
1

Undergraduate degree
2+ A-levels/3+ Highers
5+ GCSEs at A–C, O Grades, Credit Standard Grade
<5 GCSE, General Standard Grade

PGCE, non-masters postgraduate
qualifications
HNC/HND
OND, ONC
GSVQ/NVQ intermediate, RSA diploma
BTEC, SCOTVEC first or general certificate

Source: Walker and Zhu (2007b).
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fixed at 100 the highest wage premia accrue
to accountancy, medicine, engineering and
maths and computing (with an earnings index
in excess of 130). Next in line (130>125)
are law, business and finance and education, followed by geography and architecture
(125>120). Lower wage premia (120>110)
are earned in nursing, biology, psychology,
other social sciences, English, history and
languages. Interestingly, no subject falls in the
range between 100 and 110, implying there is
a significant jump in wage premia from holding an Arts degree to the next tier above.
A different pattern emerges for women.
Compared to those who have completed two
A-Levels, women earn significant wage premia on Arts degrees (19.29 per cent). Again,
based on an earnings index where holders of
Arts degrees are set at 100, fewer of the subjects were found to earn a statistically significant wage premia compared to an arts degree.
Statistically significant differences for the
biggest wage premium for women are in
accountancy (137). The next tier (130>120)
is composed of medicine, law and education. Many subjects fall in the range between
120 and 110, including nursing, maths and
computing, engineering, architecture and
business and financial studies. In the range
closest to arts (110>100) we find sciences,
sociology, economics and English.
O’Leary and Sloan (2005) base the disaggregation of the subjects on what was feasible with the available data, with popular
fields allowing more disaggregation because
of larger samples. In their regressions, they
include a control for the quality of the student
intake.16 This affects the final ranking of the
subjects, where a wage premium is reduced if
a subject has a relatively high quality student
intake, but inflated (in relative terms) if the
student intake is of a relatively low quality.
Walker and Zhu (2011) revisited this issue
and find limited variation across subjects for
women, but a more pronounced effect for
men, where law, economics and management
offer the best financial outcome. Degree class
has large effects in all subjects, suggesting the
possibility of large returns to effort. Similarly,
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postgraduate study has large effects, independently of first-degree class. Chevalier
(2011) argues that an overlooked aspect with
regards to the economic pay-off from subject
choice is the distribution of earnings around
the mean. Graduates in some subjects exhibit
earnings that are relatively tightly clustered
around the mean, for example education
and subjects allied to medicine where most
graduates enter relatively centralised labour
markets with formal pay scales. Conversely,
for other subjects, outcomes are much more
widely dispersed, making the subject choice
more risky from an investment point of view.

Interpreting the Statistical
Association Between Education
and Earnings
Although the correlation between earnings
and education is a well-established fact, the
presence of correlation is not sufficient to
establish causality. There are two main theoretical perspectives on this subject. First, the
human capital school has its origins in the
works of Mincer (1958), Schultz (1961) and
Becker (1964) and this tradition maintains
that education is an investment in human
capital, which in turn increases the productivity of workers. Second, an alternative perspective is that of the signalling school,
which stems from the works of Arrow (1973),
Spence (1973) and Stiglitz (1975). In the
most extreme version of this theory, education has no impact on productivity, but
simply reveals (signals) innate ability to
employers.

Signalling and Screening
An often-raised concern is that education may
have a value in the labour market, not because
of the positive effects of formal education
upon productivity but for spurious reasons. It
is particularly stressed that education may act
as a signal of ability or other characteristics
that employers value but cannot easily
observe. In the extreme case, these abilities are
unaffected by education altogether. That is to
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Table 54.4 Index number of returns to narrow first-degree subjects for men and women,
based on several waves of the Labour Force Survey (1994Q1–2002Q4)1, 2, 3
Men

Medicine and related
Nursing
Sciences
Biology
Psychology
Geography
Maths and computing
Engineering and technology
Civil engineering
Mechanical engineering
Electrical engineering
Architecture and related
Social sciences
Sociology
Politics
Law
Business and financial studies
Economics
Accountancy
Arts
English
History
Languages
Education
Combined

Women

n

index no

SE

rank

n

index no

SE

rank

336
25
1327
130
125
298
975
650
411
524
682
410
132
126
118
315
827
430
193
804
213
306
110
490
2529

132.06+
114.39+
125.22+
115.87+
118.66+
123.42+
137.23+
131.85+
129.25+
133.71+
140.73+
120.97+
114.20+
110.83+
115.70+
128.04+
126.53+
128.57+
142.15+
100
110.84+
111.69+
119.22+
126.73+
122.41+

0.0474
0.0358
0.0335
0.0482
0.0454
0.0477
0.031
0.0313
0.0325
0.0339
0.0313
0.0288
0.0451
0.0394
0.0477
0.041
0.0266
0.0445
0.047
n.a.
0.0423
0.041
0.054
0.0316
0.0241

5
20
12
18
17
13
3
6
7
4
2
15
21
24
19
9
11
8
1
25
23
22
16
10
14

597
220
696
188
303
261
346
97
24
19
28
83
286
269
72
302
691
110
95
1091
468
318
291
1283
3135

127.52+
113.93+
106.13+
101.6
101.98
104.34
118.10+
113.54+
113.7
113.84+
119.04+
118.70+
113.45+
106.50+
99.09
123.97+
114.34+
109.68++
137.12+
100
106.65+
110.95
103.3
122.40+
105.58+

0.0305
0.0301
0.0261
0.0356
0.0262
0.0398
0.037
0.0556
0.095
0.0286
0.0233
0.037
0.0313
0.0292
0.0508
0.0372
0.0234
0.0508
0.0504
n.a.
0.0322
0.0365
0.0386
0.0223
0.0187

2
9
17
22
21
19
7
12
11
10
5
6
13
16
25
3
8
14
1
24
15
23
20
4
18

Notes
1All returns are measured relative to an arts degree (base = 100).
2 Return to an arts degree relative to 2+ A-levels is –3.25% (men) and 19.29% (women).
3 +, statistically significant difference in returns at 95% confidence interval; ++, statistically significant difference in returns
at 90% confidence level.
Source: O’Leary and Sloane (2005: 82–3, Tables 7 and 8).

say, education signals but does not contribute
to the workers’ inherent productivity. As
noted by Harmon and Walker (2003), there is
a fundamental difficulty in unravelling the
extent to which education is a signal of existing productivity or truly enhancing productivity. This is because both human capital and
signalling theories suggest that there is a positive correlation between earnings and education, but for very different reasons.
Brown and Sessions (2004) refer to the
theory proclaiming that education ‘signals’ or

‘screens’ intrinsic productivity as the ‘sorting’
hypothesis. Signalling and screening refer to
two related genres of models that describe
this process from opposite starting points.
Signalling models (Arrow, 1973; Spence,
1973) describe the process from the point
of view of the employee obtaining a signal
to enhance his labour market performance.
Screening models turn the sequence around
to have employers screening the labour market by setting a required signal their applicants need to obtain (Stiglitz, 1975).
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These models17 draw on the theoretical
work on asymmetric information and market
imperfections, where often a single transaction takes place between the buyer and the
seller and therefore asymmetric information
can be used to the sellers advantage;18 however, an employment relationship is continuous and firms can revise their employment
and wage decisions. Even if firms are paying
their wages purely on the basis of credentials
in the short term, over time they gather their
own information about the employee and
can change wages, through redundancy or
promotion; therefore, over longer time horizons employers should correct for a potential
initial effect of signalling. Indeed, examples
of signalling models with employer learning can be found in contemporary work,
for example Lange and Topel (2006). For a
review of empirical evidence, including studies allowing for learning, see Brown and
Sessions (2004).
Spence (1973) gives a dynamic description of how signalling might work in that
observed labour quality feeds into the value
assigned to education signals in the labour
market (see Figure 54.1). Over time, the
signal is not static but reflects recent observations of actual labour productivity by
education level. A scenario where qualified

Employer’s Conditional
Probabilistic Beliefs

Hiring, Observation of
Relationship between
Marginal Product and
Signals

workers are overpaid relative to their actual
productivity can only occur under quite
restrictive assumptions. The quality of new
graduates entering the labour force has to be
worse than in previous periods and the informational feedback sluggish enough not to
adjust the wage premium assigned to a particular education level based on new observations of productivity. Needless to say, such
overpayment relative to productivity cannot
persist indefinitely – sooner or later market
participants will discover that the quality
of new graduate entrants is not the same as
before and adjust the wage premia assigned
to the education signals accordingly.
As summarised by Harmon and Walker
(2003),19 there are various ways of finessing the problem of estimating empirically
the extent of signalling in the labour market.
One of the ways suggested is to compare the
wages of the employed and self-employed.20
This is predicated on the assumption that
education has no value as a signal for the
self-employed because individuals know
their own productivity and therefore do not
need to signal it to themselves. Harmon
and Walker (2003) argue, based on British
Household Panel Survey data, that the rates
of return to education are quite comparable between the two groups, implying that

Offered Wage Schedule
as a Function of
Signals and Indices

Signaling Decisions by
Applicants; Maximization
of Return Net of
Signaling Costs

Signaling Costs

Figure 54.1

Informational feedback in the job market

Source: Spence, 1973: 359, Figure 1.
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the signalling component is quite small. A
weakness of this approach, however, is that
self-employment is not random and that individuals with specific and often unobservable
characteristics choose to be self-employed.
Another approach is to directly include ability measures in the regressions. This, however, requires that the ability measures are
‘uncontaminated’ by the effects of education
or they will select its productivity enhancing effects, and that ability measures reflect
ability to make money rather than ability in
an IQ sense. As Harmon and Walker (2003:
134) point out, it ‘seems unlikely that any
ability measure would be able to satisfy
both of these requirements exactly’. Harmon
and Walker (2003: 149–150) conclude that
it is possible that the returns to education
reflect innate ability signalled by credentials;
however, they find that the effect is small
because the inclusion of ability measures
lowers the return to schooling by less than
one percentage point.
As of yet, there is not a widespread consensus on how best to reconcile human capital and signalling theories as explanations
of graduate wage premia; however, most
well informed readers of both theories will
conclude that these are not incompatible.
Brown and Sessions (2004: 94) argue that it
is a misinterpretation of sorting (signalling
and screening) that education only signals
productivity and cannot cause it; however, a
clear dichotomy is a useful modelling expediency. As Brown and Sessions (2004: 94)
point out, the ‘pioneering theoretical work
of Spence (1973), Arrow (1973) and Stiglitz
(1975) only abstracted from an augmenting
role for education to clarify their analysis’.
Indeed as Arrow (1973) states, he did not
believe education was unproductive; rather,
that this assumption was adopted because
the extreme view made the modelling process easier. Conversely, there is not a basis
to reject signalling altogether. The current
state of the academic debate about the value
of education is not about seeing education as
productivity enhancing or as just a signal, but
to narrow the range for which education may

have a true treatment effect on worker productivity, as reflected in wages (apart from
any wider impacts of course).

Does Education Drive
Earnings or Vice-Versa?
The correlation between education and
wages has also been scrutinised from a more
purely empirical point of view. An obvious
weakness of the link drawn between education and earnings is that it cannot be verified
by means of a controlled experiment where
randomly selected individuals would be
given different education treatments and their
labour market outcomes subsequently compared; instead, we have to rely on analyses of
actual observations. It is therefore not clear
ex ante whether the causality runs from education to earnings or the other way around,
that is, individuals with better earning capabilities seek out more education.
Various adjustments to the basic analysis
of cross-sectional labour market data have
been used to identify bias in estimates of the
rates of return to education. These include
adjustment for the anticipated growth in
earnings, mortality, unemployment, taxes
and innate ability. Authors of various recent
surveys (Bonjour et al., 2003; Checchi, 2006;
Krueger and Lindhahl, 2001; Psacharopoulos
and Patrinos, 2004) have pointed out, following Card (1999), that the application of
a range of adjustments has led to the conclusion that the counteracting biases effectively
cancel so that the end result is a net benefit
almost equal to the unadjusted one. The use
of unadjusted returns has therefore become
prevalent. In his survey, Checchi (2006)
identifies three types of weaknesses of the
estimated returns to education that could
bias the results: omitted variables, measurement error and heterogeneity of returns in the
population.
The case of omitted variables can apply
when the researcher is unable to control
for characteristics that might raise earnings
independently of education, such as family
background or individual ability. ‘A typical example is unobservable ability: more
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talented persons achieve more education
because it is easier for them to do so, and at
the same time they are more productive when
working’ (Checchi, 2006: 201). The sign of
the bias is ambiguous. It could be positive
because more intelligent and disciplined
people also perform better as students, thus
achieving longer schooling; however, the
bias could also be negative if better endowed
individuals face a higher opportunity cost of
schooling and therefore leave education earlier. Further ambiguity arises as parents may
take decisions on educational investment.
They may do so on the basis of efficiency
where more is invested in abler individuals producing a positive bias. Conversely,
they may be driven by equity considerations
where more is invested in less able individuals to compensate for their shortcomings,
resulting in a negative bias.21
Measurement errors are a second source of
bias. It has been observed that self-reported
schooling is not completely accurate and
that the measurement errors do not cancel
out because the least educated cannot underreport and the most educated cannot overreport. ‘Research in the U.S. over the past
three decades has concluded that the reliability of self-reported schooling is 85–90 percent
(Angrist and Krueger (1999, Table 9)), implying that the downward bias is on the order of
10–15 percent – enough to offset a modest
upward ability bias’ (Card, 2001: 1135).
The third source of bias stems from the heterogeneity of the coefficient to be estimated
in the population. Card (1995) points to two
potential sources of the heterogeneity: ability
bias and cost bias. The first is driven by the
fact that differences in abilities result in differences in productivity so that more able individuals can expect a higher payback for any
level of education achieved. The second originates from financial market imperfections,
where people of different family backgrounds
face different marginal cost in acquiring education, so that poor families face higher cost.
The consequence of both distortions is that the
subset of the population with low educational
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attainment will be composed of individuals with
lower returns (less able) and by individuals facing
higher costs (poorer backgrounds). Since the
underlying model implies that each individual will
optimally select the amount of education that will
equate his/her expected returns to his/her marginal
cost, the population estimate of the return on
education will depend on sub-group composition.
If the group of less able individuals prevails, I
observe a positive correlation between education
and error component ɛ in the wage function, and
therefore the OLS estimate will be upwardly
biased. Otherwise when the group of individuals
from poorer families prevails, the opposite situation will occur, and I will observe a downward bias.
(Checchi, 2006: 202–3).

One way to dealing with this issue is to analyse
returns to education in samples of twins. Twins
share biological and social backgrounds, and
analysing variation within twin-pairs controls
for the fixed effects of genetics and the home,
which is seen as (at least partial) controls for
individual ability bias. As McMahon (2009:
332) points out, there is ‘wide agreement that
identical twins studies offer probably the best
basis for estimating the pure returns to education since they provide highly controlled conditions for the identical abilities and family
backgrounds of monozygotic twins’.
McMahon (2009) summarises US studies
utilising within twin-pairs differences in earnings and education to estimate ‘net-ability
bias’ in estimates of return to education. He
points out these studies have found evidence
of significant ability bias, but that these are
partially offset by a downward biased measurement error. Early studies found a wide
range of estimates for net ability bias, but
McMahon (2009) argues that in more recent
studies, with larger samples and methodological advancement, estimates have converged
on a more narrow range from 0.9 per cent to
13.7 per cent.22 Perhaps the most prominent
twin study based on data from UK twins is by
Bonjour et al. (2003), who corroborate findings of previous authors that there is indeed an
upwards ability bias in estimates for returns
to education, but that this is offset by a downwards bias caused by measurement error.
They conclude that these roughly cancel out.
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Skill Biased Technical Change and
the Return to Education Over Time
In cross-sectional comparisons, institutional
features of the labour market affect wage
premia. Over time, however, it is not only the
relative supply of workers at different skill
levels (for example, graduates) that determines
wage premia, but also demand. Demand for
skilled labour has been gradually increasing – a
fact typically attributed to technical change.23
Goldin and Katz (2007) use estimates of supply
and demand for graduate labour to investigate
the level of the graduate wage premium in the
US over the 90-year period from 1915 to
2005.24 They find that the graduate wage premium (compared to those with high school
qualifications) was at a similar value (around
65 per cent) at the beginning of the period as
the end, albeit with significant intermittent fluctuations. Two troughs can be identified: around
1950 when it fell close to 30 per cent and in
1980 when it fell slightly below 40 per cent.25
Acemoglu (2002) reviews evidence
and theoretical perspectives on the links
between technical change and skills premia
in the labour market, drawing on economic

Figure 54.2

history to argue that technological change
can be skill-biased (increasing the need for
skilled labour) but can also be skill-replacing
(decreasing the need for skills). Although
evidence from the US in the twentieth century suggests that technological change has
been skill-biased, counterexamples are found
in nineteenth-century Britain where industrialization made highly skilled artisans
redundant because they were substituted by
low-skill factory workers. He argues that this
dual nature of technological change can be
understood if it is recognised that the development and use of technology responds to
profit incentives. In circumstances where it
is profitable to develop and implement technologies that complement low-skill workers,
technological change will tend to be skillsreplacing; however, when technological
advances requiring high-skill operators are
more profitable, technological change will
tend to be skill-biased.
I suggest that the early nineteenth century was
characterized by skill-replacing developments
because the increased supply of unskilled workers
in the English cities (resulting from migration from
rural areas and from Ireland) made the introduction

US college and high school graduate wage premiums 1915 to 2005

Source: Goldin and Katz (2007: 32, Figure 1)
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of these technologies profitable. In contrast, the
twentieth century has been characterized by skillbiased technical change because the rapid increase
in the supply of skilled workers has induced the
development of skill-complementary technologies
(Acemoglu, 2002: 9).

Furthermore, Acemoglu (2002) argues that
the acceleration of skill-biased technical
change is likely to have been a response to
the increased supply of skilled workers,
which made skill-intensive production methods more competitive. This point, however,
does not have to imply that the overall rate of
technical change has increased, but rather
that the types of technologies being developed has shifted.
In addition to technical change, wage premia attributed to qualifications have been
affected by other factors, such as changes in
labour market structure (that is, union power),
changes in firm organisation and increasing trade between high-skill and low-skill
countries. McMahon (2009) points out that
the rise in the wage premium of high-skill
workers in the US since 1980 can partially
be explained by negative real-term growth in
the wages of unskilled labour. He attributes
this fact to a relative abundance of unskilled
labour, partly because of an effective increase
in the supply of unskilled labour through
increased integration of developing countries
in the World economy. Furthermore, he suggests that automation has replaced many lowskill jobs and therefore reduced the demand
for uneducated workers. Acemoglu (2002)
suggests that all these factors have amplified the effect of technical change upon the
graduate wage premium and are likely causes
for the real wage decline of low skill workers
observed in the US.
Historical data reflect the average outcomes of all people with a particular level of
qualification. More recently, labour market researchers have begun focusing on the
variability within those averages. Walker
and Zhu (2008) point out that at a UK level,
although the average return to higher education has remained stable, the distribution has
widened with increased participation, where
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higher ability people are earning more than
the average and lower ability people are
falling further behind the average. They argue
that this might be the joint effect of increasing demand for skilled workers and growing
heterogeneity in student intake of higher
education. They argue that strong candidates
(high unobserved abilities) are earning a
greater wage premium than people of similar abilities in previous generations; however,
the number of graduates with relatively lesser
abilities has increased and these individuals are earning below average wage premia.
Some work argues for falling wage premia
(see, for example, McGuinness and Bennett,
2005), but the overall effects are modest.

WIDER IMPACTS OF EDUCATION
Most of the academic effort hitherto has
focused on the more direct impacts of education for the economy, in particular institutional demand-side impacts and private
returns to education; however, these only
constitute a part of the overall impact of education for the economy. As outlined in Table
54.1 each effect within the overall impacts
can be attributed to one of four quadrangles.
So far, only the first of these has been discussed, the private market impacts. I shall
now provide a brief overview of the three
remaining fields of impact: private non-market benefits and external benefits – market
and non-market.
In relation to the labour market impacts surveyed in the previous section of this chapter,
where much has been published over several
decades, systematic analysis of the wider
impacts of education is underdeveloped. There
is a substantial literature analysing specific,
often quite narrow effects; however, this evidence base is fragmented. McMahon (2004,
2009: Chapter 4) summarises the relevant
existing literature and uses it to estimate the
economic impact of wider effects of education.
Haveman and Wolfe (1984) and Oreopolous
and Salvanes (2011) provide a review of the
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non-pecuniary impacts of education accruing
to individuals. The Department for Business
Innovation and Skills (BIS) also summarises
the evidence relating to the wider benefits of
higher education (2011: Chapter 3).
McMahon (2004, 2009) argues that the
economic contribution of these wider impacts
can be significant, but measurement problems make them difficult to pin down. Many
of these impacts only reveal themselves with
long time lags and there is an inherent difficulty in disentangling the impact of education
per se from the impact of other developments. For example, education increases
income and socioeconomic advancement, but
rising income also has a beneficial impact on
many socioeconomic metrics. Determining
causation is therefore difficult because it is
attributing outcomes to particular actions
or developments. Many of these effects are
particularly relevant for developing countries
(for example, birth rates, political stability,
rule of law), but potentially very significant
benefits can be reaped by developed economies as well, such as through educations’
impacts on health and crime rates.

Private Non-Market Benefits
Private non-market benefits are the various
non-monetary benefits that accrue to a particular educated individual. Probably the most
important of these is improved own health,
but a range of effects have been explored in
the literature, including longevity, child
health, child education, husband’s health,
fertility, happiness, consumption and saving,
job and location amenities, lifelong learning
and consumption benefits (for an overview,
see Oreopoulos and Salvanes, 2011 and
McMahon, 2009: Chapter 4). These effects
are strongly correlated with income, which is
typically controlled for.
A number of studies show statistical association between children’s educational attainment and that of their parents (see BIS (2011:
Chapter 5) for a summary of some of the UK
evidence; and Wolfe and Haveman (2001) for

international summary). What mechanism
might explain this transmission? It is highly
likely that selection issues play a role in the
statistics. That is to say that unobservable
characteristics that facilitate success in education attainment also facilitate success in
parenting; however, there may be additional
transmission channels, for example Bynner
et al. (2003) point out that graduate parents
read more to their children and own more
books than non-graduates. Other channels
include income – because income is correlated
with more education, higher income can be
used to purchase goods and experiences that
enhance childhood development; however, as
Oreopolous and Salvanes (2011) point out,
conditioning on income does not eliminate
these effects. The study by BIS (2011: 57)
concludes that there is ‘no clear-cut evidence
as to what underlies the parenting results’.
McMahon (2009) details methods and
sources for a range of non-market private
benefits (including only studies that have
income and education in the equation,
allowing income-equivalent benefits to be
computed). He estimates that in the case of
higher education, the non-market benefits to
the individual are 122 per cent of the earnings
increase. This is huge, with obvious implications for the incentive for individuals to
invest in higher education provided they have
access to the relevant information.

Public Benefits of Education
Education is associated with a number of
public benefits. Some are clearly marketbased and are likely to be picked up in
national accounting, others are non-pecuniary
and likely to impact the economy through
much more indirect channels.
Perhaps the most obvious market-based
public benefits of education are productivity
externalities (Battu et al., 2003; Heurman,
2011; Moretti, 2004). More indirectly, there
are externalities that feed back to economic
growth, especially over longer time horizons,
for example effects that arise through more
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investment in physical capital, more investment in education, adoption of technology,
improved R&D and innovation and slower
population (particularly relevant for less
developed economies, see Kravdal, 2002).
Public non-market benefits of education
are non-monetary benefits that are captured at
a social level as an indirect impact of the level
of education in the community. These are not
captured in measures of economic output but
may improve other development indicators.
This category includes education’s contributions to various types of social advancement, such as public health (Feinstein et al.,
2006), strengthening of civic institutions and
social engagement (Campbell, 2006), lower
crime rates (Machin et al., 2011) and environmental effects (Appiah and McMahon,
2002). McMahon (2004: 218, Table 6.1)
lists 13 examples of effects that contribute
to non-market aspects of economic development, many of which are seen as particularly relevant at earlier stages of economic
development.
There is a small but growing literature
on the crime-reducing effect of education
(Haveman and Wolfe, 1984; Lochner, 2004;
Lochner and Moretti, 2001; Machin et al.,
2011). These authors identify several factors
that explain the negative relationship between
the level of education and criminal activity.
First, education increases opportunity cost
of criminal activity by increasing the returns
from legal work and increasing the cost of
potential incarceration. Second, time spent in
education reduces time available for participation in criminal activity. Third, education
may reduce the chances of involvement in
criminal activity by increasing patience and
risk aversion.
Machin et al. (2011) estimate a causal education impact on crime, exploiting, as a natural experiment, the rise in the compulsory
school-leaving age from 15 to 16 in England
and Wales in 1972. This law generated a discontinuity in the average age of people leaving school and the proportion of men aged
18–40 born between 1950 and 1965 with no
qualification. Simultaneously, the authors
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observe a drop in the conviction rates for
men leaving school after the school-leaving
reform. Similarly, Lochner (2004) found that
education reduces criminal behaviour and
estimated that the social value of this was
equivalent to between 14 and 26 per cent of
the private return to schooling.

Overall Magnitude of
Wider Impacts
To estimate the impact of wider benefits of
education, cross-country macro-regressions
can be used; however, these are limited in
that they include various controls for development indicators that are themselves influenced by education (for example, political
stability, fixed-effect dummies) and therefore
pick up some of the educational benefits.
Furthermore, if these include time dummies
or are conducted over a short-time horizon,
many of the effects will not be picked up
because they occur with long time lags of at
least 10 to 20 years. These highly controlled
regressions risk underestimating the wider
impacts of education. If these controls are
relaxed, researchers potentially overstate the
impacts because education starts to pick up
the beneficial impacts of other closely related
socioeconomic developments. Researchers
have attempted to engage with this problem
by applying different specifications in which
each has its potential positive or negative
biases. These recent studies have provided a
range of results that give an indication of a
plausible magnitude of the wider impacts of
education.
McMahon (2004) combines a variety of
estimates for the social rate of return to education, as found in macroeconometric studies, and broad findings for private rates of
return to provide a possible range for the
magnitude of the wider impacts of education
(Table 54.5). Based on recent literature, he
argues that a plausible social rate of return
of education may vary from approximately
10 per cent to 30 per cent. The lower bound
implies the returns to education are almost
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Table 54.5

Primary
Secondary
Higher
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Estimates of social returns to education in the OECD countries
Conventional monetary
social rates of return
(A1+B1)

Non-market private
returns (A2+B2)

Non-market education
externalities (B-3)

Total social rates
of return (includes
non-monetary)

8.5
9.4
8.5

6.8
7.5
6.8

2.5
2.8
2.5

17.8
19.7
17.8

Source: McMahon (2004: 244, Table 6.5).

solely based on private market returns with
limited or no wider impacts. The result is
based on tightly controlled static regressions, which McMahon (2004) argues fail
to attribute wider impacts to education, and
therefore understate education’s impact.
The upper bound is based on dynamic, more
loosely controlled specifications, which he
conversely argues is probably overstated
because the lack of controls means that the
education variable picks up effects from
other economic developments. Drawing on a
number of empirical studies and simulations
he presents ‘educated guesses’ by economic
development and education level.
These estimates reveal that the typically
unmeasured impacts of education are at
least as big as the frequently estimated private returns to education; however, most of
these wider impacts are, in fact, non-market
benefits accruing to the educated individual.
The externalities, although significant, are relatively small. In relation to education levels,
their economic impacts seem to be broadly of
the same order of magnitude, which implies
that expansion of education at any level will
have a high social rate of return.26

CONCLUSION
Available evidence on the economic impact
of education is broad-brush in nature and
shaped by the availability of data. Aspects of
education that have been tracked in largescale secondary data sets, such as labour
market outcomes, have been thoroughly
researched. Much less is known about how
particular details shape outcomes.

Repeated cross-sectional analysis across
the world reveals that formal qualifications
provide positive wage premia and increase the
likelihood of being in employment. In the UK,
each increment of attainment, as captured
in the National Vocational Qualifications
scale, provides a positive benefit on average,
although the impact of some of these is quite
small.
A sizeable literature has grown around
how to interpret these cross-sectional observations. There is the obvious problem of ability bias that occurs as more gifted students
self-select into education, thereby inflating
perceived wage premia; however, there are
also counteracting biases through measurement issues and cost-bias, which pushes
gifted students out of education. Through
careful analysis of natural experiments and
twin-studies a consensus has emerged that
qualifications provide a treatment effect and
are not simply a reflection of selection or a
signal of underlying ability. However, several
authors have argued that around 10–15 per
cent of the effect could be spurious.
There is growing interest in moving beyond
such broad aggregate measures and looking
in more depth at different sub-groups. This
is particularly urgent because in recent years
the dispersion of outcomes for highly skilled
workers has increased.
There is much less understanding of the
magnitude of the wider benefits of education,
but it is clear that education provides multiple benefits in addition to its labour market
impact. Education is associated with various
non-monetary benefits, such as success in
marital and family life, happiness, health and
longevity; however, the private non-market
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effects are also closely associated with, for
example, income, making the relationship
difficult to disentangle. Furthermore, education is associated with a number of public
benefits, such as innovation, public health
and reduced crime rates. The challenge is to
disentangle the role of education from other
socioeconomic causes.
The strength of using large-scale social surveys to conduct research into the economic
impact of education is that these can often produce robust results; however, the outputs from
such analysis are disappointingly aggregate
for many policymakers. In the day-to-day
decision, the issues are often quite nuanced,
such as cutting a particular programme to
fund another one or vice versa. There is still
much work to be done utilising large social
surveys, but also leveraging a wealth of
administrative data. Future policy analysis is
most likely to benefit from enhanced efforts
to collaborate through mixed methods, combining the scaffolding of statistical analysis
with the rich impression of case studies and
observations.
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NOTES
1 	 De Meulemeester and Diebolt (2004) suggest
early precedents can be found in the work of William Petty but that Smith was clearly the first to
articulate the concept of human capital.
2 	 ‘The acquired and useful abilities of all the inhabitants or members of the society. The acquisition of
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such talents, by the maintenance of the acquirer
during his education, study, or apprenticeship,
always costs a real expense, which is a capital
fixed and realized, as it were, in his person. Those
talents, as they make a part of his fortune, so do
they likewise of that of the society to which he
belongs’ (Smith, 1776, book II, ch.1, para. 17).
3 	 See, for example, Johnes and Johnes (2004) for
an overview of different strands of education
economics.
4 	 As Bos (1992) points out, the impetus for articulating the amount of economic activity was provided by the needs of England and France to levy
taxes in order to pay for war and other activities
of the state.
5 	 The small qualification of ‘final’ is important in
this context as by this GDP cancels out the double
counting that occurs where the output of a sector is
used as an intermediate input as products and services move between producers in the supply chain.
6 	 A closely related concept is the GNP, which
adjusts GDP for net payments abroad. GNP therefore represents only activity attributable to the
citizens of a particular country (whether home or
abroad), whereas GPD includes economic activity
within a particular place, whether attributable to
domestic or foreign subjects.
7 	 However, such boosts to economic activity can be
important, particularly in a local context, and they
no doubt play a role in the overall policy setting.
See, for instance, Hermannsson et al. (2014) for
an analysis of the contribution of higher education to the GDP of Scotland.
8 	 To capture these effects research have used simulation models to estimate the impact of education
outputs on the macro economy. Hermannsson
et al. (2014) estimate the contribution of skilled
labour from higher education in Scotland and Hermannsson, Lecca and Swales (2014) estimate the
contribution of a single graduation cohort from
Scottish Further Education Colleges. Giesecke and
Madden (2006) estimate the economy wide contribution of university research in Australia.
9 	 CBA draws close parallels with investment
appraisal in that the objective is to establish what
outlays are recouped over a particular time horizon. However, CBA allows for non-pecuniary
benefits and costs as opposed to a sole focus on
cash flow, as is the case in conventional investment appraisal.
10 	 For details see: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/the-green-book-appraisal-and-
evaluation-in-central-governent
11 	 In 2013, The Department for Business Innovation
and Skills (BIS) announced a strategy to further
increase the export of education services from the
UK: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/newpush-to-grow-uks-175-billion-education-exportsindustry
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12 	This literature has a long tradition. For an overview, see Florax (1992) and Siegfried et al. (2007).
The methods of these studies are revisited by
Hermannsson et al. (2013, 2014) who allow for
the influence of public funding constraints and
compare the impacts of different institutions.
13 	For vocational qualifications, they use standard
classification from ‘Level 1’ (lowest) to ‘Above
level 4’ (highest) as found in the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ). Although an official
equivalent ranking does not exist for academic
qualifications, labour market researchers have
established conventions for equivalent ranking of
academic qualifications.
14 	Presumably respondents with masters degrees
dominate the sample because the PhD graduates
are less common.
15 	 The negative wage premia for men’s Arts degrees
is striking because it suggests that these individuals might have been better off in monetary terms
from entering the labour market after completing
secondary school; however, the converse applies
to women with arts degrees who earn positive
wage premia.
16 	Leslie’s degree acceptance quality variable, see
O’Leary and Sloan (2005: 77).
17 	 I shall not elaborate on the models here, but shall
refer interested readers to Brown and Sessions
(2004) and Checchi (2006).
18 	 See Ackerlof (1970).
19 	 For a further review of empirical evidence on sorting hypotheses, see Brown and Sessions (2004).
20 	 Some studies compare returns to education in the
public and private sectors, but these have been
found less credible. See Harmon and Walker
(2003: 134).
21 	 For details, see Checchi (2006: 201–2).
22 	These are percentage (not percentage points)
deviations, and so if a graduate wage premia of
say 50 per cent were to be revised downwards,
it would become 49.55 per cent (50/1.009) or
43.97 per cent (50/1.137) for the lower and
upper bounds, respectively.
23 	For a review, see Machin (2004) and Acemoglu
(2002).
24 	Some metrics examine even longer periods from
1890 to 2005.
25 	 Goldin and Katz (2007) argue that these are not
fully explained by the simple supply and demand
framework, but are influenced by institutional
features of the labour market, such as strong
unionisation in the 1940s and inflation in the
1970s eroding the real value of graduate wages
relative to lower skilled workers on indexed
contracts. The growth in the graduate wage
premium after the 1980s was driven by a slowdown in graduate attainment growth and weaker
bargaining position of lower skilled workers.

26 	McMahon (2004) makes similar estimates for
developing countries where social returns are
sometimes twice as large, in particular for primary
education.
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55
Public and Private Boundaries in
Curriculum and Educational Policy
Ve r a P e ro n i

INTRODUCTION
This chapter discusses the changes that have
been taking place in the relationship between
public and private in this period of capitalism, with redefinitions of the role of the
state,1 and their implications for the democratization of education, which is materialized
in educational and curricular issues in all
education spheres, from the design of
national educational policies to changes in
the curriculum in the classrooms. The boundaries between public and private have been
shifting during the current crisis of capitalism at a time when the strategies to overcome
the crisis – neoliberalism, globalization, production restructuring and the Third Way – are
redefining the role of the state, particularly
with regards to social policy. In this chapter,
we will focus on changes that have occurred
in education, specifically how the private
sector has come to define the curriculum in
public schools, the knowledge to be taught,
how it should be taught and how it should be
assessed.

It is important to point out that, from our
theoretical–methodological perspective, educational policy is not determined simply by
social and economic changes, but is a constituent part of those changes, and the state, as well
as capital, should be regarded as a relationship and process. Hence, we understand that
the state is an important part of the movement
of correlation of forces of subjects2 situated
in a specific historical and geographical context.3 State and civil society are therefore pervaded by correlations of forces of different
social classes and different types of societal
projects. It is worth mentioning that our studies focus on the market-based civil society,
where the private is linked to the market. We
analyze the privatization of the public, within
the logic of the market, and its implications
for the democratization of education (Peroni,
2013a).
In this sense, there is no opposition between
state and civil society because we live in a
class society where civil society and the state
are pervaded by market interests. After all, as
Wood (2014) points out, the economic power
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of capital cannot exist without the support
of extra-economic forces, and the extraeconomic forces are today, as before, primarily those of the state.It is also important to
point out that the relationship between public and private did not begin in this particular
period of capitalism; historically, the dividing
line between public and private has always
been blurred in Brazil. The democratization
of public education, therefore, still has a long
way to go, and we raise questions about the
implications of the mercantilization of the
public in this process.
The concept of democracy upon which
our analysis is based is the non-separation
between the economic and the political,
with social rights materialized in the form of
social policies (Wood, 2003) and the collectivization of decision-making (Vieira, 1998)
where policies are elaborated through critical and auto-critical social practices during
the process of their development (Mészáros,
2002). In other words, democracy is not an
abstraction – it is the materialization of rights
in the form of policies that are collectively
constructed through auto-critical social practices (Peroni, 2013a).
When we debate the relationship between
public and private in education, our main
focus is the curriculum, the production and
appropriation of knowledge; hence, we
ask ‘what knowledge’? Who decides what
to teach and how to teach? We agree with
Apple’s approach (Apple, 1995), which
offers a good summary of the discussion presented in this chapter.
The curriculum is never simply a neutral assemblage of knowledge, somehow appearing in the
texts and lessons of a nation. It is always part of a
selective tradition, someone’s selection, some
group’s vision of legitimate knowledge. It is produced out of the cultural, political and economic
conflicts, tensions and compromises that organize
and disorganize a people. (Apple, 1995: 153)

Goodson (2007) also warns about the power
relations linked to the curriculum:
Over the years, the alliance between prescription
and power has been carefully nurtured so that the

895

curriculum becomes a device to reproduce existing
power relations in society. The children of powerful, resourceful parents enjoy curriculum inclusion
and the less advantaged suffer from curriculum
exclusion. (Goodson, 2007: 246)

In our studies, we have observed that the
private takes the reins of educational policies
and defines the curriculum, the production
and appropriation of knowledge, as pointed
out by Young (2014):
In developing an argument about what we might
mean by the idea of curriculum, I borrow an idea
from a recent article by my colleague David Scott
(Scott and Hargreaves, 2014). His starting point is
not curriculum as such but learning as the most
basic human activity. What makes human learning
human, he argues, is that it is an epistemic activity,
in other words, it is involved in producing knowledge. (Young, 2014: 198)

Also on the conception of curriculum, Miller
(2014) makes a critique of ‘a technicalrational conception of “curriculum” only as
pre-determined “content” into active processes of “understanding curriculum”’
(Miller, 2014: 2043) and she highlights the
interaction between curriculum, learning and
teaching. In the partnerships examined, we
observed that the conception of curriculum
that the private brings to schools is a set of
predetermined contents. We will present the
testimony of a teacher, who says that she was
not allowed to make any changes to the
lesson plans, which came ready-made by the
school. This teacher also tells us that there
was intense monitoring through assessments
in order to evaluate the progress of that prescriptive curriculum proposition.
Pacheco and Paraskeva (1999) highlight
the importance of ‘decisions in the practices
of curriculum conception, development and
assessment, with curriculum understood as a
continuum that includes both the intentions,
or theoretical aspect, and the reality, or practical aspect, so that it becomes a formative
project within a concrete time and space’
(Pacheco and Paraskeva, 1999: 8).
Hypólito (2010) warns us about the implications of this privatization process for the
autonomy of teachers. Thus, we return to the
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important question raised by Miller (2014)
and Pacheco and Paraskeva (1999) about who
decides the school curriculum:
…there is not much space for increased autonomy.
What has been happening is that the control over
the social and political objectives of education –
the decisions about curriculum and programs,
about what and how to teach – have been increasingly transferred from teachers to the control of
managers, politicians and wider economic interests. (Hypólito, 2010: 1345)

HypÓlito criticizes the mercantilization of
teaching and its effects on education:
…the regulatory state has been efficient redefining
its educational and curricular policies, submitting
education and schools to the market, both through
the mercantilization of pedagogical materials and
teaching methods, with significant effects for
teacher education and the formation of consumers –
teachers and students – achieving success in the
constitution of teaching identities who are coadjuvants in the neoliberal and conservative agenda.
(Hypólito, 2010: 1353)

In relation to the mercantilization of teaching
materials, we give an example in this chapter
of how it occurs in Brazil through the network of businesses gathered in the movement
Todos pela Educação [All for Education],
which sells teaching materials to the Ministry
of Education.
Apple and Mead (2015) question the
results of the process of education privatization in terms of quality improvements:
If research supported the assertion that funding
private school vouchers resulted in better outcomes
for children, such a risk to the public school system
might be justified. However, research has clearly
demonstrated that children in voucher programs
do no better, and often worse, than their peers
educated in the public system. It is false to assert
that competition between schools will improve
outcomes. The state has now invested millions of
dollars in an experiment that did not bear fruit.
(http://host.madison.com/wsj/news/opinion/
column/guest/michael-apple-and-julie-mead-don-tprivatize-strong-public/article_2e448fd4-3e5a54ca-b20e-7739049d269a.html)

Another important issue regarding the curriculum discussed in the chapter is the debate

on the relation between curriculum and the
world of work. According to Tonet (2012):
In the past decades, with the information revolution, the world of work has changed dramatically. A
new productive model has been installed – a process that is still under way – which is characterized
by an ever greater incorporation of science and
technology into production, by flexibility, by descentralization, by the need for a very fast turnover of
products and by a production designed to meet a
more individualized demand. (Tonet, 2012: 13)

Tonet (2012) highlights how these changes
relate to curriculum:
…workers must learn to think, to solve new and
unpredicted problems; they need to have a versatile education, i.e., a kind of training that allows
them to move between different jobs, since stability is no longer part of this new form of production. (Tonet, 2012: 13)

Tonet also criticizes naturalized assumptions,
for example that the mercantile character of
society is something that is part of its own
nature and that the essential function of education is to prepare individuals for the market
place (Tonet, 2012: 14).
For Goodson (2007), the prescriptive curriculum is not adequate to the changes in the
world of work:
In the new era of flexible work organisation, workers face unpredictable and constantly changing
assignments….Long-established and prescribed
courses of study therefore become a handicap for
the new flexible work order. Curriculum as prescription might provide residual patterns of social reproduction, but its increasing economic disfunctionality
calls its continuity into question by powerful economic interests and global pressures….’Prospective
planning’ of learning, curriculum as prescription, is
then colossally inappropriate to the flexible work
order – in this analysis it is doomed and will require
rapid replacement by new forms of learning organisation. (Goodson, 2007: 248)

Many questions arise from this debate,
including should knowledge be instrumental
to society’s economic project in the sense of
preparation for work? Is the curriculum proposed by private institutions linked to the
logic of the market appropriate to a knowledge that is adequate to the changes in the
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world of work? Or does it prepare only a few
to work as a team, to be creative, to be problem solvers, whilst the majority are left with
a prescriptive curriculum that is inadequate
to the changes taking place not only in the
world of work, but also in the life of society.
Work is an important dimension of human
formation, although it is not the only one. The
conceptions of work and the world of work
are therefore also in dispute when we discuss
curriculum. We would like to highlight that
not even the conception that capital itself proposes is being discussed, as was promised in
the partnerships.
In our studies, we observed that in the
public schools targeted by private partnerships, the curriculum proposed is standardized, replicable, basic and more appropriate
to a bygone Fordist era than to the current
period of capitalism of flexible accumulation. Despite a discourse that argues that the
private should define the content of education
because it is linked to a market-based conception of quality and an economic development project that needs education as a tool to
train adequate labor, it is not what we have
seen in our investigation. In this chapter we
discuss how the private has been determining
the direction of public education and, more
specifically, the curriculum through three
examples, which were part of our research.
We observed several forms of privatization of the public: through changes of ownership, with the transference of ownership
from the state to non-profit or for-profit third
sector organizations or to the private sector;
through partnerships between public institutions and for-profit or non-profit private
institutions, where the private defines the
public; or through organizations that remain
in state hands but follow the logic of the market, mainly through the reorganization of the
management processes and the redefinition
of the content of educational policy.
This chapter presents three examples based
on research that analyze how this process is
materializing in basic education: in the relation between the Movimento Todos Pela
Educação [All for Education Movement]
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and the Brazilian Ministry of Education’s
Technologies Guide, and also the partnerships between two private institutes and public schools – the Instituto Ayrton Senna (IAS)
with primary and lower secondary schools,
and the Instituto Unibanco, with upper secondary schools.
We understand that the changes in the
boundaries between public and private are
part of the redefinition of the role of the state,
which is a consequence of the profound crisis
the world is going through today. This discussion is taken up in the following section.

THE REDEFINITIONS OF
THE ROLE OF THE STATE
We understand the redefinitions of the role of
the state as part of the social and economic
changes taking place in this particular period4
of structural crisis of capitalism, where the
contradictions have deepened. For Mészáros
(2011: 2), ‘the crisis of capital we are experiencing is an all-embracing structural crisis’.
In the same sense, Antunes (1999) points out
that the crises of Fordism and Keynesianism
was the phenomenic expression of the more
complex, critical situation of the downward
trend in profit rates. Brenner (2008) agrees
on the depth of the crisis and the fact that it
is rooted in falling profit rates. Brenner also
highlights that the ‘weakness of underlying
capital accumulation and the meltdown of
the banking system is what’s made the downward slide so intractable for policymakers
and its potential for disaster so serious’
(Brenner, 2008: 1). He warns that those
paying the ‘bill’ for the crisis are states and
workers, as exploitation has already
increased, with longer working hours and
lower pay, and states are getting into debt to
finance the crisis (Peroni, 2013a).
The state has historically been called upon
to control or regulate the contradictions of capital and the capital/labor relation. Currently,
despite the minimal state propounded by
neoliberals, the state is being called upon to
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‘rescue’ the productive and financial capital
at a moment of great crisis. Paradoxically, it
is considered ‘guilty of the crisis’ by neoliberal theory (Peroni, 2013b).
Although in the post-war period the strategies of the state were mainly Fordism/
Keynesianism in the central countries and
developmentalism in the peripheral countries,
in the current period the main strategies are
neoliberalism, production restructuring, globalization, and the Third Way. Another theoretical assumption in the analysis of the process
of the redefinition of the role of the state is that
the fiscal crisis is part of a broader crisis of
capitalism, and not its cause, as diagnosed by
neoliberalism and accepted by the Third Way.
The role of the state regarding social policies has changed as the neoliberal diagnosis offered two prescriptions: to rationalize
resources and to take power away from institutions because democratic institutions are
subject to the pressures and demands of the
population and are also considered unproductive by the logic of the market. The responsibility for the execution of social policies
must therefore be transferred to society – for
neoliberals through privatization (the market)
and for the Third Way through the third sector
(Peroni, 2013a).
Buchanan et al. (1984), who were neoliberal theoreticians, consider contemporary
democratic institutions irresponsible and the
remedial action they prescribe are constitutional measures to contain government, placing the control tools outside representative
institutions based on the principle that political
controls are inferior to market controls. In our
research into public–private partnerships, we
observed that this has been one of the justifications used by private institutions to enter partnerships, for example in the case of Instituto
Ayrton Senna,5 where the basic assumption is
that public education is in trouble and that it
must ‘save it’:
Instituto Ayrton Senna’s programs are educational
solutions that help tackle the main problems of
public education in Brazil. And they contemplate
three large areas: formal education, complementary education and education and technology….

Implemented at large scale, with pre-defined strategies and targets, the programs are systematically
monitored and evaluated, with the aim of achieving a single goal: the success of students at
school.6 (emphasis added)

It is interesting to point out that the institute
works on the formulation of policies and on
the conception, monitoring and assessment
of the education provided by the partnered
public education networks. In the justification of its activities, it cites quality of education and takes on tasks that should be the
state’s responsibility within public education
policy.
This ‘savior’ viewpoint, according to
which the market-based private sector should
ensure the quality of public education, is
not the isolated view of one institute, but
is embedded in a logic that naturalizes this
participation because it is grounded on the
neoliberal assumption that it is not capitalism that is in crisis, but the state. According
to this conception, the strategy is to reform
the state or to minimize its actions in order
to overcome the crisis. It is the market that
should remedy the failures of the state and,
therefore, the logic of the market must prevail within the state so it can become more
efficient and productive.
For neoliberal thought, there is a tension
between individual freedom and democracy.
According to Hayek (1983), the maximization of freedom resides in protecting the
market as something necessary and sufficient
for the existence of freedom. The market
must therefore be protected against the state
and the tyranny of the majority, and Hayek
warns that if the state is influenced or vulnerable to the influence of the masses, the two
dangers merge.
According to that theory, through the vote,
citizens decide about goods that are not theirs,
generating a conflict with the owners because it
is seen as a form of distribution of wealth. Hayek
(1983) denounces that democracy is guilty of
plundering the property of others and because it
is impossible to totally suppress democracy (the
vote, political parties) in many cases, the effort
is directed at depleting its power.
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For Hayek (1983), unlimited democracy
leads to planned economy, which is one step
away from totalitarianism. He warns against
the perils of unlimited democracy: ‘a democracy may well yield totalitarian powers, and
it is at least conceivable that a totalitarian
government may act on liberal principles.
Liberalism is thus incompatible with unlimited democracy’ (Hayek, 1983: 143).
The Public Choice Theory makes an economic analysis of politics. Public Choice’s
starting point is that the economy and politics
of a country are inseparable. The key idea is
that all human actions in every dimension are
rooted in an exchange, in vested interests –
that is both an assumption and a prescription,
in the sense that every relationship is modeled on an exchange (Buchanan et al., 1984).
We have seen this prescription materialize in
education in different ways, either through
outside influence in a process that Ball and
Junemann (2012) call exogenous privatization, or within the public sector through
endogenous privatization.
Ball and Olmedo (2013) makes a critical
analysis of the presence of ‘other’ subjects
linked to the market that take on a leading
role in the definition of educational policies, which used to be the responsibility of
the state, and emphasizes that governmental organizations have also been working
with market-based parameters (competition,
choice, and performance-related funding).
New voices and interests are represented in
the political process and new nodes of power
and influence are built and strengthened
(Ball, 2013: 177).
In this sense, Sacristan (1998) highlights
the importance of public discussion of the
curriculum in a country in a democratic
process:
I believe that, in a democracy, the publicly discussed
and agreed upon intervention of the state in the
curriculum in order to establish some rules of the
game at the service of public interest may be preferable to a curriculum determined by multinational
corporations, as it is already starting to happen in
other contexts, or by private publishing companies
producing textbooks. (Sacristan, 1998: 97)
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Sacristan (1998) makes an important warning about the need to democratically define
the curriculum, and we stress that the very
concept of democracy is under discussion.
In our view, the participation of subjects connected to the market in discussions about
curricular issues is not accidental, but part of
an assumption defended by Public Choice,
according to which democracy and state
regulation are detrimental to the functioning
of the free market. It is therefore necessary to
set constitutional limits on current democratic institutions: eliminating the vote,
which would be more difficult, or restricting
the impact of the vote through privatization
and deregulation, leading to the dismantling
of the state (Buchanan et al., 1984).
The Third Way,7 the present social democracy, offers the same diagnosis, that is, that the
crisis is in the state, and it proposes that social
policy should be transferred to civil society
through partnerships with the third sector. In
this sense, the conception of democracy as the
non-separation between the economic and the
political (Wood, 2003), and as social rights
materialized in universal policies, is replaced
by another idea of democracy, according to
which the participation of society means, in
many cases, taking responsibility for the execution of social policies, rather than participating in decision-making and social control.
Robertson and Verger (2012) also cite
questions about democracy in the debate on
the relationship between public and private:
‘partnerships and regulatory networks tend to
reduce democracy to negotiation within civil
society between extremely unequal actors’
(Robertson and Verger, 2012: 1138).
The non-governmental character assumed
by the third sector, which implies that it is
not subject to institutional control, points
to an important issue as these organizations
have ever increasing power. In whose name
do these organizations operate? As they are
often directly connected to international
agencies, who are they accountable to? What
are their ethical judgment standards? Who
judges their actions? In case they have legitimacy, who grants it?
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Ball stresses the importance of this sector, which he calls new philanthropy. ‘What
is “new” in “new philanthropy” is the direct
relationship between “giving” and the “outcomes” of the direct involvement of givers in the philanthropic actions and policy
communities’ (Ball and Olmedo, 2013: 33).
The authors point out that the changes in
traditional philanthropy happened in a threestage move from palliative giving (traditional
philanthropy or ‘philanthropy 1.0’) to developmental (‘philanthropy 2.0’) and, finally,
to ‘profitable’ giving, constituting what has
been termed as ‘philanthropy 3.0’ (Ball and
Olmedo, 2013: 33–34). It is important to
mention that we understand networks as subjects (individual and collective) in relationships8 as a class project.
We present an example of the influence
of the market as private businesses sell educational technologies9 to Brazilian public
schools through a federal government program,10 which designs technical and/or financial assistance actions that can be requested by
municipalities in their respective plans, as well
as sub-actions executed by the municipalities
themselves. There are four dimensions divided
into indicators and areas. Dimension 1 covers education management; dimension 2, the
education and training of teachers and school
service and support staff; dimension 3, teaching practice and assessment; and dimension
4, physical infrastructure and teaching aids.
Table 55.1
Item

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8

The offer is implemented through the
Technologies Guide (BRASIL, 2011), which
is provided to schools so that they can decide
according to the problems diagnosed in their
plans. We question whether the ‘basket of
products’ offered is actually suited to the needs
of the schools or whether the schools have to
adapt to what is offered to them if they need
any type of government help to solve their
problems. It is important to highlight that these
actions address the more relevant issues of
education, such as teachers’ education, teaching practice and assessment, which are defining aspects of the Brazilian educational policy.
However, the state promotes partnerships with
private institutions in the most important areas
of the plan, as shown in Table 55.1.
Among the Guide’s categories, we draw
attention to teaching–learning, which shows
a predominance of technologies developed
outside the Ministry of Education. Sacristan
(1998) warns about the importance of who
decides the content of public education:
I think that discussing the existence or absence of
control over the curriculum is pointless, as it seems
unthinkable that this control would not exist, given
the close ties that the school system has with the
social system … the problem lies in establishing
who exerts control and through what mechanisms
(Sacristan, 1998: 97)

According to Bernardi et al. (2014) the same
subjects of the corporate movement Todos

Educational Technologies Guide 2009 and 2011/2012

Category

Education management
Teaching–learning
Training of education professionals
Inclusive education
Educational portals
Diversity and young people – and
adult education
Children's education
TOTAL

Technology developed
by MEC

Technology developed
outside MEC

Total

2009

2011

2009

2011

2009

2011

09
04
10
06
04
10

11
09
12
11
05
17

06
51
14
01
02
07

07
51
15
01
11
11

15
55
24
07
16
17

18
60
22
12
16
28

–
43

–
65

–
91

08
104

–
134

08
169

Sources: Technologies Guide (BRASIL, 2009: e 2011/2012) and Rossi et al. (2013).
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pela Educação act as agents and representatives at the public sector, that is, the Ministry
of Education, thereby becoming clients of
the state when they offer their recommendations or their products in the Technologies
Guide. Bernardi et al. (2014) present11 the
governance council and the institutions, as in
Figure 55.1.
This connection between the Todos pela
Educação movement and the products
offered in the Technologies Guide refers us
to the connection that Ball and Junemann
(2012) and Rhodes (1996) call ‘steering’ and
‘rowing’ (execution) in network analysis. In
this case, entrepreneurs act in the steering and
in the rowing because they strongly influence

national policies and are also present in the
classroom through the sale of their educational
products. Robertson et al. (2012) highlights
this as the influence of the private sector in all
instances of education: ‘PPPs have enabled
their rapid advance, so that the private sector
is now deeply embedded in the heart of the
state’s education services at all levels, from
policy and research work to delivering learning in classrooms’ (Robertson et al., 2012:
1149). There is also what Ball designates as
philanthropy 3.0, when so-called non-profit
organizations obtain profit through the sales
of products to public education networks and
schools. Another issue that deserves attention
is the relationship between public and private

GTE
Acelera

PEJ Prjt Entre
Jovens
Se liga

Circuito
Campeão

Jovem de
Futuro

Fund. Itaú Social

Instituto Unibanco

Instituto Ayrton Senna
Inst. Brasil Voluntário

Antonio Jacinto Matias
Wanda Engel Aduan
Instituto Gerdau

Pres. Faça Parte

Viviane Senna

Beatriz Johannpeter

Milu Vilella
Daniel Feffer

Instituto Paulo Montenegro
Luiz Paulo Saade Montenegro

Danilo Santos de Miranda

Governance
Council

Grupo Pão de Açúcar

Suzano Holding SA

SESC/SP Div Regional

Denise Aguiar Alvarez

Ana Maria dos S. Diniz

Dir. Fund. Bradesco
Fernão Bracher
Itaú - BBA

Luís Norberto Pascoal
José Francisco Soares
Pres. Grupo D’Paschoal e
Fun. Educar D’Paschoal

José Roberto Marinho

José Paulo Soares Martins

Cons. Consultivo INEP e
Cons. Tec. INEE
Dir. Fund. Roberto Marinho

Prova Brasil
Provinha Brasil

Dir. Inst. Gerdau
KEY

Prg. FC
Multicurso
Matemática

Governance Council
Insitutional Links
Technologies Guide

Figure 55.1 Individual and collective subjects and their relationships with the Technologies Guide
Source: Technologies Guide (BRASIL, 2009: e 2011/2012) and Movement All for Education Governance Council (Bernardi et al., 2014)
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within the “Plano de Desenvolvimento da
Educação” (BRASIL, 2007)12, through which
the federal government is more present than
before in the history of Brazilian education,
whilst is also entering partnerships with the
private sector in strategic areas of education
that promote the logic of the market within
public schools.
Besides the participation of the policy networks, as in the example of the Movimento
Todos pela Educação, which influences
educational policy, we have observed other
forms of privatization of the public. We were
able to observe this in two research studies
that examined partnerships between public
education networks and private institutions.
The first study looked at the partnerships
between basic education schools (up to 9th
grade) and IAS. The second study examined
Instituto Unibanco and its partnerships with
secondary schools.

INSTITUTO AYRTON SENNA
This section is based on the nationwide
research study ‘Analysis of the consequences
of partnerships between Brazilian municipalities and the Ayrton Senna Institute (IAS)
for education’ (Adrião and Peroni, 2010).
The study aimed to capture the specific consequences of the partnerships between IAS
and public school networks. Due to the
extreme inequality and diversity existing
between the different Brazilian regions and
municipalities, the study selected one municipality from each region to conduct ten case
studies. The main research sources were
interviews with secretaries of education,
principals, teachers, teaching coordinators
and coordinators of the programs during the
partnership. We also analyzed information
from institutional documents produced by
IAS or by the private institutions involved in
the implementation of the programs, as well as
documents drawn by municipal governments.
Local teams conducted documentary research;
changes in the municipalities’ education

laws; types of teachers’ employment and
remuneration; and organization of the municipal education networks (enrolment, management policies, curriculum policies,
assessment results, etc.). The research methodology used in the schools consisted of
semi-structured interviews and observation
(Adrião and Peroni, 2010).
IAS is a non-profit, non-governmental
organization founded in November 1994,
which has partnerships with municipal, state
and federal public education networks. We
should point out that IAS has been expanding its actions and consequent prominence
in the definition of educational policies, with
its participation in the Technologies Guide,
discussed earlier. As the institute declares:
‘currently, the programs Se Liga [Tune
in], Acelera Brasil [Speed up, Brazil] and
Circuito Campeão [Champion Circuit] have
been accredited by the Ministry of Education
as support tools to the public education
systems for the promotion of the quality of
education’.13
To start with, IAS offered complementary
programs in the opposite shift to school hours
and only in remedial classes, but it eventually came to influence educational policy
as a whole, from curriculum and lessons
through to the management of education networks and schools, as we will demonstrate
later. The IAS realized that in order for the
changes to be substantial, it would not suffice to act only on specific issues, but rather
that it should act on education as a whole. It
is now involved in planning, monitoring and
assessing public education systems through
the Rede Vencer [Winning Network], an IAS
project that aims to improve the learning of
public school students and articulate knowledges from different social technologies
developed and implemented by the Institute.
Those technologies involve the [AY1]mainstreaming of students through the programs
Se Liga and Acelera Brasil. The Se Liga program is concerned with literacy for students
lagging behind and Acelera Brasil is designed
to speed up the learning of students who are
behind. The program Circuito Campeão deals
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with literacy in the regular grades of primary
school through managing the first 4 years,
and the program Gestão Nota 10 [Grade A
Management] addresses school management
and the municipal departments of education.
It is important to know the objectives of
Rede Vencer in order to analyze the IAS’s
conception of education, curriculum and
assessment:
(1) To institutionalize managerial practices in the
schools’ daily routine, which can substitute the
“culture of failure” by the “culture of success”;
(2) To establish the planning of teaching practices
based on assessments of the teaching–learning
process;
(3) To train teams from the departments of education and the schools to enable them to perform
their functions with a focus on outcomes
and targets, assuming the respective responsibilities for the learning outcomes of every
student; and,
(4) To generate opportunities for the professional
development of the school staff so as to enable
the generation of knowledge, especially in the
areas of reading, writing and mathematics,
the foundations of learning in every area of
human knowledge. (Adrião and Peroni, 2010:
319, emphasis added)

IAS links learning to school management. In
its view, schools must have a strictly monitored managerial administration, with standardized activities through pre-set lessons and
a routine. The focus should be on mathematics and Portuguese, which are the activities
assessed through national tests. The IAS sees
learning as a product that is measured by test
results and pre-established targets and the
material is strongly prescriptive:
In the Circuito Campeão program, which deals
with literacy, the lesson plans are sent to IAS by the
municipal coordinator from the first to the last day
of the school year, in December, and the schools
must inform the themes, the abilities and skills that
will be developed on each day of the school year.
The advance lesson plans are done in advance for
the year’s 200 school days. When teachers make
their plans, they must follow the steps that the
Circuito Campeão program denominates ‘routine’.
(Caetano, 2013: 207)

In the program Gestão Nota 10, the data
(grades, assessments, attendance sheets,
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targets achieved) are collected by teachers
who conduct the individual monitoring of
students, and then pass the information on to
the principal. The principal then makes a
consolidated report on the data, analyzing
them in order to check whether the students
have achieved the set targets. The material is
sent to the Municipal Education Department,
which produces another consolidated report
on the municipal schools. That material is
finally sent to IAS through the Sistema
Instituto Ayrton Senna de Informação –
SIASI (Ayrton Senna Institute’s Information
System), which, according to the results,
sends specific material to the schools and
education networks. Indicators of success,
diagnoses of the educational reality, monitoring reports, interventions, processes and
results therefore dictate the technical work to
be done.
The IAS relates quality control to the products of the assessments and the strict control
over teachers’ work, which is measurable
in SIASI’s virtual platform. Young (2014)
alerts to the dangers of an assessment-driven
curriculum:
My view is that if outcomes or competences or
more broadly assessment drives the curriculum, it
will be unable to provide access to knowledge;
knowledge is about being able to envisage alternatives whether in literature or chemistry; it can
never be outcomes, skills or assessments led.
(Michael Young, 2014: 195)

Another important aspect in relation to
curriculum is the IAS’s work through the
Programa Circuito Campeão (PCC), which
deals with the period of literacy learning,
working exclusively with the mother tongue
(in this case Portuguese) and Mathematics,
which are the disciplines that are assessed
through national tests, as Caetano’s (2013)
studies demonstrate.
The monitoring of the teachers’ work is
done through weekly visits by the supervisor
and the participation of teachers in biweekly
meetings for assessment, exchange of experiences and shared planning with other
teachers. The training courses are provided
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through distance learning. There is daily collection of information on students’ and teachers’ attendance, student dropout, records of
supervisors’ visits, teachers’ participation in
the quarterly meetings and even on the number of books read by students. This constant
monitoring significantly limits teachers’
autonomy.
A school principal mentions the competition that is stimulated between schools and
between classes in the same school:
… you had to send the flipcharts and the competition it generated was not very nice. So much so,
that the Department of Education stopped it. They
used to name the school, to show this or that
school and its place as 1st, 2nd, 3rd, last place.…
And then there were the tests, the institute
designed the tests, the external assessments, to
check the level of the students. We used to apply
them, and then the results of the tests came, and
also the place. (Principal from Municipality B)14

Another aspect addressed by the teacher was
the assessments – carried out by IAS itself.
We understand that assessments are done
partly in order to have control over the program, however, they are also done because of
the IAS’s view that testing induces quality
and that people will work harder if they are
constantly monitored. Moreover, the fact that
the tests come ready-made from IAS is
another controversial aspect because the
debate on the assessment of the learning process has evolved significantly, and tests are
no longer considered the only or the most
adequate form of assessment:
…in April and September, we had to apply tests
that came ready-made from the institute. My 1st
graders had to do 5 pages of Portuguese and 5
pages of Mathematics.…but never, at any moment,
was the educational material ever discussed, and
neither were any alternatives to improve the results
of the assessment. (Teacher 1 from Municipality B)15

Another controversial aspect is the set
lessons:
…there was a list of planned contents that we had
to observe strictly, so, when the supervisor entered
the classroom, he checked what school-day
number it was, what the sub-project and the class

were. On that day, you had to work on that theme
and it had to be during that pre-defined period.
And heaven forbid if you did not do it correctly.
(Teacher 1 from Municipality B)16

Just as the assessments are a way of monitoring teachers’ work, the set lessons originate
from the idea that teachers are incapable of
planning their tasks and therefore should
receive everything prepared for them, as
Viviane Senna, the IAS President, explains:
The materials are highly structured in order to
ensure that even an inexperienced teacher, or one
who is insufficiently prepared – as is the case of
many teachers in Brazil – is able to offer students
a quality program, with a high degree of student
participation in the class, in the school and in the
community. (Senna, 2000: 146)

As Senna puts it, the content is ‘highly structured’, which we see as a step backwards in
terms of the autonomy of schools and teachers, and thus in the process of democratization of education. We agree with Young’s
(2014) critique about teachers being told
what they should teach:
No teacher wants solutions from curriculum theory –
in the sense of “being told what to teach.” That is
technicism and undermines teachers. However,
like any profession, teachers would be isolated and
lose whatever authority they have without curriculum guidelines and principles derived from curriculum theory. In other words, teachers need
curriculum theory to affirm their professional
authority. (Young, 2014: 195)

During our study, we noticed that IAS had no
interest in establishing a dialog with the school
community. We emphasize that the changes
introduced by IAS are not exclusively technical because they also interfere in the curriculum, conceptions and goals in what we have
designated, in our latest studies17 (Peroni,
2013), as the ‘content of education’. The material provided by IAS is highly structured, as
declared by the President of the IAE, Viviane
Senna. We observed in our nationwide field
research, which covered ten Brazilian states
with very different characteristics, that the
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material is standardized and the same material
is used for indigenous schools in the Amazon
region and also for schools in urban municipalities in São Paulo or Rio Grande do Sul.
That seems to be at odds with the neoliberal
discourse on quality of education to meet the
demands of the market because the demands
of current capitalism for the restructuring of
production require flexible workers who are
able to think for themselves and work in
teams, and that is the exact opposite of what
IAS is offering their partner schools and
networks.
The study of this partnership raises questions, such as what are the consequences for
a democratic definition of curriculum when
IAS determines how and what will be taught,
and when it monitors every action of the
municipality, thereby removing a great deal
of its autonomy? What happens to the participation of different educational segments
in educational decisions? What leads the
public education system to seek this type of
partnership?
As a consequence of this type of partnership, social control and the collectivization
of decisions, which are such crucial factors
in the construction of democracy in Brazil,
eventually give way to external control by a
private institution, which determines the content of public education policies from legislation and the organization of the educational
system through to daily educational practices.
The process of construction of democratic
management is therefore thwarted, with IAS
determining what is to be done at every level,
from the head of the state’s Department of
Education to teachers and students.

INSTITUTO UNIBANCO
The Instituto Unibanco was founded in
1982, initially to promote the bank’s social
investments and initiatives.18 It expanded its
activities in formal education in 2003 when
President Lula came to power and Brazilian
society expected educational policies that
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had greater regard for the working class.
Instituto Unibanco’s goal was for its technologies to become public policy, and in
2007 it conceived and implemented the
Projeto Jovem de Futuro – PJF [Youth with
a Future Project], which was experimentally
implemented in secondary schools. In 2011,
PJF had its technology validated and
expanded for large-scale implementation in
partnership with the Ministry of Education,
within the program Ensino Médio Inovador
[Innovative Secondary Education]. The partnership was denominated ProEMI/JF.
ProEMI is a governmental program created
through a process of correlation of forces,
with a conception of curriculum – which was
different from that which had been developing
in the country – was connected to abilities and
skills. The program Ensino Médio Inovador
was created ‘with the aim of supporting and
enhancing the development of innovative curricular propositions in non-technical secondary schools’ (Portaria 971/09 art. 1, BRASIL,
2009). The document presents a definition of
curriculum that supports its proposition:
The curriculum, in all its actions and dimensions,
should be designed in order to guarantee the students’ right to learning and development through
actions and activities that contemplate, from this
perspective of curricular integration, the acquisition of knowledge, the development of experiences and the promotion of actions that materialize
into a holistic human education, fostering students’ capacity for critical reflection and autonomy. (BRASIL, MEC, 2014: 8–9).

We have also observed that ProEMI has the
aim of fostering emancipatory methodologies
and offers conditions for public systems and
schools to build democratically debated curricular propositions. According to ProEMI’s
guiding document, ‘The construction of the
Projeto de Redesenho Curricular – PRC
[Curriculum Redesign Project] will take
place in a collective and participatory manner,
contemplating actions that correspond to the
reality of schools and students’ (BRASIL,
MEC, 2014: 14).
However, the federal government, which
enabled the construction of a participatory
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and democratic curricular policy for secondary schools, made an agreement with the
Instituto Unibanco, opening the possibility
for the states’ public education systems to
establish partnerships for the implementation of ProEMI. Instead of being a democratic and collective construction in schools,
the curricular proposition should therefore
occur through a standardized management
and assessment system, which, in Instituto
Unibanco’s view, is the way to improve students’ learning.
For the program Jovem de Futuro, efficient and
participative management focused on positive
learning outcomes can decisively influence the
quality of education offered by schools. From that
perspective, as well as encouraging the redesign of
schools’ curricula, guided and funded by the
Ministry of Education, ProEMI/JF also seeks to
enhance school management, focusing on the
improvement of teaching results. (Instituto
Unibanco, 2013: 11)

As we have seen, ProEMI’s proposition
focuses on the curriculum, whilst Instituto
Unibanco, through the PJF, presents a proposition that sees school management as inductive to students’ learning. The PJF is based
on the perception that the problem lies in the
management of the schools, which is deemed
inefficient and ineffective, and it proposes
the Gestão Escolar para Resultados – GEpR
[Results-based School Management]. This
system adopts information systems for monitoring, control and assessment, and uses
communication programs to ensure broader
community commitment to the actions of the
school, aiming at improving students’
outcomes.19
The GEpR concept is based on the assumption that ‘any organization’, particularly public interest ones, must have technically and
socially qualified management (Instituto
Unibanco, 2014: 4, emphasis added). In
the Instituto Unibanco’s view, the school
management has no specificities and can
adopt the management perspective of ‘any
organization’.
Results-based management is done in
schools through the construction of a Plan of

Action ‘based on planning, execution, monitoring and assessment activities that constitute
a continuous cyclic process, with constant
feedback. Therefore we call it “Management
Circuit”’ (Instituto Unibanco, 2014: 10).
According to one of the Instituto Unibanco’s
documents, the results expected are:
1 From students. R1: Students with developed skills
and abilities in Portuguese and Mathematics. R2:
Students with high attendance rates.
2 From teachers. R3: Teachers with high attendance
rates. R4: Improved teaching practices.
3 From management. R5: Results-based school
management. R6: Improved school infrastructure.

The Plan of Action is designed to guarantee
the expected outcomes and, if the school
does not achieve them, it suffers financial
sanctions, as shown in Figure 55.2.
It is clear that the performance-related
payments are seen as an incentive, fitting perfectly with the logic of the market. When the
representative of Instituto Unibanco comes to
deprived schools, with very low-paid teachers and socially disadvantaged students, it
encounters very little resistance. That raises
the question of whether this is a form of
privatization of public schools and buying
educational policies and principles.
In order to control the actions of the PJF,
Instituto Unibanco developed an online
platform to manage school projects and distance education. It is currently formed by
the Sistema de Gestão de Projetos – SGP
[Project Management System] and by the
Ambiente Virtual de Aprendizagem – AVA
[Virtual Learning Environment]. This control
system is very similar to SIASI.
Another highlight is the training of teachers
and managers in results-based management.
In order to participate in the PJF, teachers
and managers attend a training course lasting
approximately 120 hours, offered during the
3 years of the project. It is important to highlight that the course is intended for the staff
from schools and from the Department of
Education, who are at the center of the decisions about the definition and development of
policies. At the schools, the participants are
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Figure 55.2
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Results-based sanctions policy

Source: ProEMI/Jovem de Futuro Apresentação do Jovem de Futuro Ceará (slides), Peroni and Caetano (2014).

the principal, the teaching coordinator and
a teacher, and in the state’s Department of
Education, the participants are the supervisors and technicians responsible for monitoring the schools.
A further important issue is that the school’s
council, one of the essential pillars of democratic management, loses its significance
because another council, which is linked
to the project, is constituted at the school.
According to one of Instituto Unibanco’s
documents, the ‘role of the managing group,
alongside with the school’s principal, is to
plan and coordinate the elaboration of the
Plan of Action, to implement and execute the
ProEMI/JF, making the necessary decisions
to guarantee its success’. (Instituto Unibanco,
2013: 50)
We would like to point out that the PJF
uses standardized programs for the different
Brazilian states and strict control and monitoring of results, as we have seen in other
programs, such as those of IAS.

We agree with Alferes and Mainardes
(2014) when they say that the ‘silence of the
government with regards to the design of a
common curriculum defined nationally or
locally (for one public school network), has
been facilitating the interference of private
organizations through advisory services on
the adoption of teaching materials, workbooks or literacy methods’ (Alferes and
Mainardes, 2014: 253). They also highlight
the consequences that the partnerships have
on students’ learning (which we illustrate
with the examples in this chapter): ‘In many
public school networks, a significant portion
of public funds is destined to the purchase of
these materials and advisory services, which
results are debatable from the point of view of
guaranteeing the appropriation of knowledge
by all students’ (Alferes and Mainardes, 2014:
253). In Brazil, we do not have a national curriculum, only curricular guidelines. This is a
controversial topic and it generates heated
debates at national level about the increasing
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presence of the commercial private sector in
public education. A democratically debated
national curriculum can help to prevent it
being defined only by national assessments,
textbooks and private companies in partnerships with public schools. In this sense, we
agree with Alferes and Mainardes (2014) in
that ‘the definition of a common curriculum
and the publication of complementary materials are strategies that can instrumentalize
public school networks to effectively improve
the quality of education without transferring
funds to private organizations’ (2014: 253).
In this chapter, we present one example
of private corporate networks influencing the
direction of educational policies, entering the
classroom and influencing the curriculum
through the sale of technologies to public
schools; and two examples of partnerships
between private institutes and public primary and secondary schools. These examples
involve forms of relations between the public
and private in education in Brazil; however,
this process is also taking place internationally
and in different ways, as shown by the studies
of Robertson et al. (2012); Ball (2012, 2013);
Ball and Olmedo (2013); Ball and Junemann
(2012) and Gewirtz and Ball (2011).

CONCLUSION
In this chapter we have presented elements for
the debate on how redefinitions of the role of
the state are reorganizing the boundaries
between public and private and materializing in
different ways in public primary and secondary
education, as well as their implications for the
process of democratization of education. We
emphasize that, in Brazil today, the guarantee
of access to public education is being expanded,
which we consider a step forward in this process; however, we are also seeing an increasing
presence of the private sector defining public
education. The state remains responsible for
access and is even increasing the number of
places in public schools, but the educational
‘content’ (teaching, curriculum, assessment) is

increasingly determined by institutions that
introduce the logic of the market, with the justification that they are contributing to improving the quality of public schools.
In our research, we analyzed different
forms of relationship between public and
private in basic education. We attempted to
analyze more specifically how the private
interferes in the public through partnerships
in which the ownership remains public, but
the private institution interferes in the content of education, introducing an individualistic and competitive business logic. That
logic focuses on results at the expense of
the democratic process, which is grounded
on collectivist principles and focused on the
construction of democratic values.
The partnerships are one of the ways to gain
direct access to schools and classrooms, and
to define and control what will be taught and
how. In the examples given, we observed that
the content is highly prescriptive. In the partnerships with the IAS, we saw that the lesson
plans came ready-made for every school day
and that SIASI [Ayrton Senna Information
System] exercised strict monitoring to check
whether the targets set by the IAS were being
met. For IAS, learning and curriculum are
linked with schools’ management.
In secondary education, an attempt at a
democratic process in the definition of the
curriculum has been under way but, with the
partnership, the focus was shifted from curriculum to management. It was also shifted
to outcome-based management based on
business management principles. This shift
from curriculum to management is part and
parcel of the neoliberal diagnosis discussed
in the beginning of this chapter. According to
this diagnosis, the current crisis is because of
poor public sector management and, therefore, business-style management would solve
it. This diagnosis is based on the assumption
that learning is a product, and it can be measured and use managing devices to allow an
‘outcome’ that meets the targets. If we return
to the conception of curriculum at the start of
this chapter, which argues that curriculum is
connected with knowledge production (Miller,
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2014; Young, 2014), this knowledge is not
neutral (Apple, 1995; Goodson, 2007) but
connected to power relations in the construction of different types of social processes.
The conception of learning as a measurable, highly prescriptive, standardized and
replicable product (or in other words, the
same for all) is part of a market-based vision
where everything is a product and everything, including knowledge, subjects and
social processes, has an exchange value. In
this sense, we question the reason why public
education networks seek partnerships with
private institutions, and miss the possibility to collectively discuss a curriculum connected with a knowledge production process
and a societal project. The curriculum – the
teaching proposition of the school – is bought
as if they were buying notebooks, pencils or
any other product.
We agree with Miller (2014) on the importance of theoretical discussions about curriculum, to ‘shift the current and excessive obsession
of test producers and assessment gurus with
“certainty”, regarding curriculum merely as
“pretermined, packed, fixed, unchangeable and
testable knowledge”’. (Miller, 2014: 2051). In
the sense of ‘who and what “counts” in education’ (Miller, 2014: 2051).
It is also interesting to point out that the
institutes we analyzed work on the definition
of policies, on their conception, and on monitoring and evaluating education in the partner
public education networks. In the justification for their activities, they cite quality of
education, and they take on tasks that ought
to be the responsibility of the state regarding
public education policies. The methods used
are standardized and replicable, which are
contradictory to the production restructuring programs of capital itself, which propose
educating workers who are creative and able
to respond quickly to demands and to think
for themselves and work in a team.
The Instituto Unibanco has a peculiarity that causes us great concern – it funds
schools and, therefore, many public schools
join its programs in order to receive financial resources. The schools therefore have
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to subscribe to the Institute’s targets, which
influence every aspect of education – from
the school’s council through to the syllabus –
and because they apply the assessment tests,
the schools that do not achieve the set targets
have their funding cut. We question whether
this is a case of ‘buying public schools’, many
of which are in a precarious state due to the
lack of investment in educational policies that
occurred in Brazil, particularly in the 1990s.
Another issue we have looked into, which
is connected with the role of the state, is the
importance of the global networks for the
definition of education. With new actors
that have come to exert powerful influence
on educational policies, such as philanthropic organizations and global networks,
the responsibilities are getting increasingly
diluted with regards to the responsibility for
the provision of the right to education. We
emphasize that we understand networks as
subjects (individual or collective) in relationship, situated in a historical and geographic context (Harvey, 2005) and pervaded
by class objectives. The networks can either
be tools for increased participation or for
control and influence. In this sense, the central issue is that networks should not replace
government in the execution of social rights
or in the public debate about the content of
education, or in a conception of teaching,
curriculum and assessment that is connected
to the debate about the role of knowledge in
a fairer and more democratic societal project.
We understand that the private commercial
sector, whether or not organized in networks,
is not an abstraction, but rather it is formed
and operated by individual and collective
subjects in a class project – and these subjects are part of a historic offensive of capital,
with the specificities of this particular period
of capitalism.
The relations between public and private
refer to the redefinitions of the role of the state,
and here we agree with Wood (2014: 18) in
that ‘…the state is more essential than ever to
capital even, or especially, in its global form’.
He also points out that ‘global capitalism is
what it is not because it is global, but, above
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all, because it is capitalist’ (Wood, 2014:24).
The problems associated with globalization ‘are not simply because the economy
is “global”, or because global corporations
are uniquely vicious, or even because they
are exceptionally powerful…globalization
is the result, not the cause’ (Wood, 2014:
24). In this sense, ‘even the most benign or
responsible of global corporations can escape
the compulsions of capital, but must follow
the laws of the market in order to survive’
(Wood, 2014: 24), and hence ‘the problem is
not this or that corporation, nor this or that
international agency, but the capitalist system
itself ‘ (Wood, 2014: 25).
Finally, in accordance with the concept of
democracy adopted in this chapter, that is, the
collectivization of decisions (Vieira, 1998),
social rights materialized in policies (Wood,
2003), and the elaboration of policies through
critical and auto-critical social practices in
the course of their development (Mészáros,
2002), we emphasize that the different forms
of relationship between public and private,
materialized in educational policies, have
significant implications for the democratization of education.
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NOTES
1 	 State is understood as historical, concrete, class
state, and, in this sense, maximum state for the
capital because in the process of correlation of
forces, it is the capital that has hegemony.
2 	 Individual and collective subjects as in Thompson’s conception (1981).
3 	 Historical and geographical context as in Harvey’s
conception (2005).
4 	 Particularly as in Lukács’s (1978) conception: ‘The
movement from singular to universal and viceversa is always mediated by the particular; it is a
real intermediary member, both in the objective
reality and in the thinking that reflects it in an
approximately adequate way’ (Lukács, 1978: 112).

5 	 On the issue of partnerships between the public
basic education systems and the Ayrton Senna
Institute, see the research report by Adrião and
Peroni (2010).
6 	 See http://senna.globo.com/institutoayrtonsenna/
programas/programas_educacao_formal.asp
(accessed 2 February 2014).
7 	 The Third Way is presented by Giddens (2001) as
an alternative to neoliberalism and to old-style
social democracy.
8 	 Subjects and relations as in Thompson’s conception (1981).
9 	 According to the Ministry of Education (BRASIL,
2009), educational technologies are the teaching practices, methods or techniques accompanied by instrumental devices, equipment or tools,
including those already being used by school
systems or institutions, which represent a potential positive impact in the improvement of public
basic education, to be employed as support tools
to the educational systems and learning-teaching
processes developed in the classroom.
10 	 See Farenzena (2012).
11 	 Table 55.1 presents only the direct offer of technologies. There is also a series of support mechanisms and partnerships between the subjects.
12 	 Development Program for Education
13 	 See http://senna.globo.com/institutoayrtonsenna/
(accessed 13 September 2010).
14 	 Head of the Department of Education of municipality B [Interview] (2007) Interview given to Juliana Lumertz and Daniela Dinis on 11 September
2007 at the Municipal Department of Education,
Research Files, Porto Alegre.
15 	Teaching Coordinator at municipality B [Interview] (2007) Interview given to Vera Maria Vidal
Peroni; Daniela Diniz Dahm; Daniela de Oliveira
Pires on 1 August 2007 at the Municipal Department of Education, Research Files, Porto Alegre.
16 	Teaching Coordinator at municipality A [Interview] (2006) Interview given to Vera Maria Vidal
Peroni; Juliana Selau Lumertz on 30 May 2006 at
the Municipal Department of Education, Research
Files, Porto Alegre.
17 	 Peroni and Adrião, 2007; Adrião and Peroni, 2010;
Peroni, 2013
18 	 In 2008, it formed the conglomerate Itaú Unibanco.
19 	 See http://www.portalinstitutounibanco.org.br/
index.php?option=com_content&view=article&i
d=10&Itemid=8 (accessed 21 May 2014).
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56
International Assessments of
Student Learning Outcomes
Andreas Schleicher

Following a brief introduction to the history of
international assessments, this chapter sets out
the potential that international assessments offer
for educational policy and practice, as well as
some of the challenges they face in providing
valid, comparable and reliable evidence.

INTRODUCTION
Parents, students, and those who teach and run
educational administrations seek good information on how well their education systems
prepare students for life. Most countries monitor students’ learning in order to provide
answers to this question (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), 2013a). Comparative international
assessments can extend and enrich the national
picture by providing a larger context within
which to interpret national performance. In a
global context, where the yardsticks for educational improvement are no longer national
standards alone but increasingly the best

performing education systems internationally,
that perspective is gaining prominence.
Although efforts to compare education
systems internationally can be traced back
to the early nineteenth century (for example,
Jullien, 1817), the discourse on international
comparisons of learning outcomes started to
emerge during the 1950s and 1960s. In 1958,
an expert group led by William Douglas Wall,
including prominent researchers such as
Benjamin Bloom, Robert Thorndike, Arthur
Wellesley Foshay, Arnold Anderson, Gaston
Mialaret and Torsten Husen, met under the
auspices of UNESCO’s International Institute
of Education in Hamburg to launch a feasibility study to compare student performance
internationally. The feasibility study involved
12,000 13-year-olds in 12 countries and its
results were published in 1962 (Foshay et al.,
1962). The International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA)
emerged out of this collaboration, which then
conducted a series of international assessments
(see Table 56.1). The most prominent regular
surveys conducted by the IEA are now the

Table 56.1

International assessments conducted by the IEA

Study

Data
collection

Target population

1960 Pilot Study

1960

13 years

First International Mathematics
Study (FIMS)
1970 The Six Subject Survey

1964

1980 Second International
Mathematics Study (SIMS)
Classroom Environment Study

1980–82

1970–71

1982–83

Second International Science
Study (SISS)
Written Composition

1983–84

Computers in Education
(COMPED)
Pre-primary project

1989 and
1992
1986–94
1989–2003
1993–2003
1990–91
1994–95

1985

1990 Reading Literacy Study (RLS)
Third International Mathematics
and Science Study (TIMSS 1995)
Civic Education Study (CIVED)
1996–97
1999–2000
Second Information Technology
1998–99
in Education Study Module 1
(SITES-M1)
Third International Mathematics 1998–99
and Science Study Repeat
(TIMSS-R 1999)
2000 Progress in International Reading 2001
Literacy Study 2001 (PIRLS)
Trends in Mathematics and Science 2002–3
Study 2003 (TIMSS 2003)
(In progress) Progress in
2005–6
International Reading Literacy
Study 2006 (PIRLS 2006)
(In progress) Second Information 2006
on Technology in Education
Study 2006 (SITES 2006)
(In progress) Teacher Education
2007–8
and Development Study –
Mathematics TEDS-M 2008
(In progress) Trends in International 2006–7
Mathematics and Science Study
2007 – TIMSS 2007
(In progress) TIMSS Advanced
2007–8
2008
(In progress) International Civic
2008–9
and Citizenship Education
Study (ICCS 2009)
Source: Siniscalco (2007).

Coverage

Mathematics, science, reading,
geography, non-verbal abilities
13 years and last year of upper Mathematics
secondary education
10 years, 14 years and last
Reading comprehension
year of upper secondary
Literature
education
First International Science Study
English as a Foreign Language
French as a Foreign Language
Civic Education
13 years and last year of upper
secondary education
9 and 15 years
Instructional methods in mathe
matics, science and history
10 years, 14 years and last year Science
of upper secondary education
10 years, 14–16 years and last Writing
year of upper secondary
education
10 and 13 years
Availability and use of computers
and technology
Longitudinal study following
Quality of early childhood
children from 4–7 years
provision
9 and 14 years
Reading comprehension
9 and 13 years and last year of Mathematics and science
upper secondary education
14 years and 16–18 years
Civic education
Availability and use of technology

9 and 13 years and last year of Mathematics and science
upper secondary education
9 years

Reading comprehension

9 and 14 years

Mathematics and science

9 years

Reading comprehension

Availability and use of technology

Teacher training

9 and 13 years

Mathematics and science

Last year of upper secondary
education
13 years

Mathematics and physics
Civic education

International Assessments of Student Learning Outcomes

4-yearly Trends in Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) and the 5-yearly Progress in
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS).
In 1988 the Education Testing Service
in the US conducted the International
Assessment of Educational Progress (IAEP)
(LaPointe et al., 1989) and a follow-up study
in 1991 (Lapointe et al., 1992).
The latest generation of international
assessments has been developed by the OECD
as part of the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA). PISA surveys
have been conducted every 3 years since
2000 in key content areas such as reading,
mathematics and science, but they also cover
cross-curricular domains such as problemsolving as well as a range of non-cognitive
outcomes. PISA provides the assessment
with the widest geographic coverage.
Country participation in international
achievement studies grew steadily over the
years. By the late 1990s all OECD countries
had participated in an international study
(Table 56.2).

Research Frameworks of
International Assessments
OECD and IEA assessments seek to contextualise measures of student learning outcomes with
background information collected from students, school principals, and sometimes teachers and parents in order to interpret the observed
Table 56.2

915

variation in learning outcomes between students, classrooms, schools and education
systems. To facilitate this, they operate with
research frameworks that provide data at up
to four levels of the education system, namely:
•• The education system as a whole;
•• The educational institutions and providers of
educational services;
•• The classrooms or instructional setting; and
•• The learners themselves (see Table 56.3).

The research frameworks address different
classes of research questions:
•• A first class relates to comparing learning outcomes at each of the four levels.
•• The second class provides information on the
policy levers or circumstances that shape the outputs and outcomes at each level of the education
system. This includes, for example, measures of
attitudes and behaviours at the level of students,
measures of student learning and teacher working conditions and human and material resources
at the level of instructional settings and institutions, and measures of structures and resource
allocation policies and practices at the level of
the education system. These policy levers and
contexts typically have antecedents – factors that
define or constrain policy, which are represented
in a third class of research areas.
•• The third class which, for example, provides
information on the socio-economic context of
students, schools or systems is particularly important in an international comparative context
because it allows ‘like with like’ comparisons,

OECD country participation in international achievement studies (2012)

Study first joined
1963–67 First International Mathematics Study (FIMS)

First-time participants

Australia, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany (FRG), Japan,
Netherlands, Sweden, UK (England and Scotland), US
1968–72 First International Science Study (FISS)
Hungary, Italy, New Zealand
1977–81 Second International Mathematics Study (SIMS) Canada (British Columbia and Ontario), Luxembourg, UK (Wales)
1982–86 Second International Science Study (SISS)
Canada (other provinces), Korea, Norway, Poland
1993–97 Third International Mathematics and Science
Austria, Czech Republic, Denmark, Greece, Iceland, Ireland,
Study (TIMSS 1995)
Mexico, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Spain, Switzerland
1997–2001 Third International Mathematics and Science Chile, Turkey
Study Repeat (TIMSS-R 1999)
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) All 34 OECD countries
Source: OECD (2013).
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Research frameworks for international assessments
(1) Education and learning
outputs and outcomes

(I) Individual participants (1.I)  The quality and
in education and
distribution of individual
learning
educational outcomes
(II) Instructional settings (1.II) The quality of
instructional delivery
(III) Providers of
educational services
(IV) The education
system as a whole

(2) Policy levers and contexts (3) Antecedents or constraints
shaping educational outcomes that contextualise policy

(2.I) Individual attitudes,
engagement, and
behaviour
(2.II) C
 urriculum, pedagogy
and learning practices
and classroom climate
(1.III) The output of educational (2.III) S chool environment
institutions and
and organisation
institutional performance
(1.IV) The overall performance (2.IV) System-wide institutional
of the education system
settings, resource
allocations and policies

for example comparisons of schools that have a
similar socio-economic intake or countries that
operate under similar socio-economic conditions.

Each of the cells in Table 56.3 resulting from
cross-classifying these above two dimensions (horiziontal axis and the vertical axis)
can then be used to address a variety of
research issues from different perspectives
relating, for example, to the quality of educational outcomes and educational provision;
to issues of equality of educational outcomes
and equity in educational opportunities; or to
the adequacy, effectiveness and efficiency of
resource management (see Table 56.3).

THE POTENTIAL OF INTERNATIONAL
ASSESSMENTS FOR POLICY AND
PRACTICE
The design and conduct of international assessments was originally motivated by research
objectives. More recently, governments have
also begun to attribute growing importance to
international assessments and have, for example, invested considerable resources into the
development and implementation of PISA. This
interest derives from several considerations:
•• By describing student performance in the countries with the highest or most rapidly improving
assessment results, international assessments
can reveal what is possible in education.

(3.I) B
 ackground
characteristics of the
individual learners
(3.II) Student learning
conditions and teacher
working conditions
(3.III) Characteristics of the
service providers and
their communities
(3.IV) The national educational,
social, economic and
demographic contexts

•• Although international assessments alone cannot
identify cause-and-effect relationships between
inputs, processes and educational outcomes, they
can shed light on key features in which education
systems show similarities and differences.
•• International assessments are also increasingly
used to set policy targets in terms of measurable
goals achieved by other systems and to establish
trajectories for reform.
•• International assessments can assist with gauging the pace of educational progress and help
review the reality of educational delivery at the
frontline.
•• Last but not least, international assessments can
support the political economy of educational
reform, which is a major issue in education where
any pay-off to reform almost inevitably accrues
to successive governments if not generations.

Some of these issues are examined more
closely in the remainder of this section.

Revealing What is Possible in
Education and Identifying Factors
that Contribute to Educational
Success
Although it is sometimes argued that weighing the pig does not make it fatter, diagnosing
underweight can be an important first step
towards therapy. Increased public awareness
of student performance through international
comparisons has, in some countries, also created an important political momentum and
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engaged educational stakeholders, including
teacher or/and employer organisations, in
support of policy reform.
In Germany, for example, equity in learning opportunities across schools had often
been taken for granted because significant
efforts were devoted to ensuring that schools
are adequately and equitably resourced. The
PISA 2000 results, however, revealed large
socio-economic disparities in educational
outcomes between schools. Further analyses
that separated equity-related issues between
those that relate to the socio-economic heterogeneity within schools and those that
relate to socio-economic segregation through
the school system, suggested that German
students from more privileged social backgrounds are directed into the more prestigious
academic schools that yield superior educational outcomes, whilst students from less
privileged social backgrounds are directed
into less prestigious vocational schools that
yield poorer educational outcomes, even
where their performance on the PISA assessment was similar. This raised the spectre that
the German education system was reinforcing rather than moderating socio-economic
background factors. Such results, and the
ensuing public debate, inspired a wide range
of equity-related reform efforts in Germany,
some of which have been transformational
in nature. These include giving early childhood education, which had hitherto been
considered largely an aspect of social welfare, an educational orientation and better
institutionalising early-childhood provision;
establishing national educational standards
for schools in a country where regional and
local autonomy had long been the overriding
paradigm; or enhancing the support for disadvantaged students, such as students with a
migration background.
For many educators and experts in
Germany, the socio-economic disparities that
PISA revealed were unsurprising; however,
it was often taken for granted and outside
the scope of public policy that disadvantaged children would fare less well in school.
The fact that PISA revealed how the impact
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of socio-economic background on students
and school performance varied considerably
across countries, and that other countries
appeared to moderate socio-economic disparities much more effectively, showed that
improvement was possible and provided
the momentum for changing public policy.
For example, significant investments were
made into expanding access to early childhood education and care, to enhance learning opportunities for disadvantaged students
through full-day schooling, and to focus on
improved education for children with an
immigrant background. Interestingly, the
PISA results in subsequent years showed significant improvements in learning outcomes,
particularly among socio-economically disadvantaged groups, as well as amongst students with an immigrant background (see
Klieme et al., 2010; OECD, 2013b).
Showing that strong educational performance as well as educational improvement
are possible seems to be two of the most
prominent uses of international assessments. Whether in Asia (like in Japan, Korea,
Shanghai or Singapore), in Europe (like in
Finland or in the Netherlands) or in North
America (like in Canada), many countries
display strong overall performance in international assessments and, equally important,
some of these countries also show that poor
performance in school does not automatically
follow from a disadvantaged socio-economic
background. Last, but not least, some countries show that success can become a consistent and predictable educational outcome:
In Finland, for example, the performance
variation between schools amounted in 2012
to only 5 per cent of students’ overall performance variation. Parents can therefore
rely on high and consistent performance
standards in whatever school they choose to
enrol their children. Considerable research
has been invested into the features of these
education systems. In some countries, governments have used knowledge provided by
PISA as a starting point for a peer review
to study policies and practices in countries
operating under similar context that achieve
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better results. Obviously, learning outcomes
also reflect features of social and economic
policies that extend well beyond the education system, such that it is often difficult to
discern effective educational policies and
practices.
International assessments have at times
raised awareness that led to a public debate
about education, with citizens recognising
that their countries educational performance
will not simply need to match average performance, but that they will need to do better
if their children want to justify above-average
wages.

Putting National Targets into
a Broader Perspective
International assessments can also play an
important role in putting national performance targets into perspective. Educators are
often faced with the following dilemma: if, at
the national level, the percentage of students
achieving good exam scores in school
increases, some will claim that the school
system has improved. Others, however, will
claim that standards must have been lowered,
and behind the suspicion that better results
reflect lowered standards is often a belief that
overall performance in education cannot be
raised. International assessments frame those
perceptions in a wider perspective by allowing schools and education systems to look at
themselves in the mirror of the performance
of schools and education systems in other
countries. Some countries have actively
embraced this perspective and systematically
related national performance to international
assessments, for example, by embedding
components of the PISA or TIMSS assessments into their national assessments.

Assessing the Pace of Change
in Educational Improvement
A third important aspect is that international
comparisons provide a frame of reference to

assess the pace of change in educational
development. Although a national framework
allows progress to be assessed in absolute
terms, an internationally comparative perspective allows an assessment of whether
that progress matches the pace of change
observed elsewhere.

A Tool for the Political
Economy of Reform
International assessments can also support
the political economy of reform. For example, in the 2007 Mexican national survey of
parents 77 per cent of parents interviewed
reported that the quality of educational services provided by their children’s school was
good or very good. However, in OECD’s
PISA 2006 assessment, roughly half of the
Mexican 15-year-olds who were enrolled in
school performed at or below the lowest level
of proficiency established by PISA (IFIEALDUCIN, 2007; OECD, 2007). There may
be many reasons for such a discrepancy
between perceived educational quality and
performance on international assessments.
For example, this may be partly because the
educational services that Mexican children
receive are significantly enhanced over the
quality of schooling that their parents experienced. However, the point here is that justifying the investment of public resources into
areas for which there seems no public
demand poses difficult challenges for the
political economy of reform. One response
by the Mexican presidential office has been
to include a ‘PISA performance target’ in the
Mexican plan for educational reform that
served to highlight the gap between national
performance and international standards. It
was associated with a reform trajectory and
delivery chain of support systems, incentive
structures and also improved access to professional development to assist school leaders and teachers in meeting the target. Brazil
has taken a similar route, providing each
secondary school with information on the
level of progress that is needed to perform at
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the OECD average performance level on
PISA by 2021.
Japan is one of the best performing education systems on the various international
assessments. However, PISA revealed that
although students tended to do very well on
tasks that require reproducing subject matter
content, they did much worse on open-ended
constructed tasks requiring them to demonstrate their capacity to extrapolate from what
they know and apply their knowledge in novel
settings. Conveying that to parents and a general public who are used to certain types of tests
poses a challenge for the political economy
of reform too. The policy response in Japan
has been to incorporate ‘PISA-type’ openconstructed tasks into the national assessment,
with the aim that skills that are considered
important become valued in the education
system. Similarly, Korea has recently incorporated advanced PISA-type literacy tasks in its
university entrance examinations in order to
enhance excellence in the capacity of its students to access, manage, integrate and evaluate written material. In both countries, these
changes represent transformational change
that would have been much harder to imagine
without the challenges revealed by PISA.

DESIGN ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
FOR INTERNATIONAL ASSESSMENTS
The design of international assessments of
learning outcomes needs to fulfil different,
and sometimes competing demands:
•• International assessments need to ensure that
their outcomes are valid across cultural, national
and linguistic boundaries and that the target
populations from which the samples in the participating countries are drawn are comparable.
•• They need to offer added value to what can be
accomplished through national analysis.
•• Although international assessments need to be
as comparable as possible, they also need to
be country-specific in order to adequately capture historical, systemic and cultural variation
amongst countries.
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•• The resultant measures need to be as simple as
possible to be widely understood, whilst remaining as complex as necessary to reflect multifaceted educational realities.
•• Although there is a general desire to keep any set
performance measures as small as possible, it needs
to be large enough to be useful for research and
policy across countries that face different educational challenges. Some of the design issues involved
in meeting and balancing these various demands
are laid out in the remainder of this section.

Cross-Country Validity and
Comparability in the Assessment
Instruments
International assessments necessarily are
limited in their scope. This is because:
•• There is no international agreement on what fundamental competencies students in a particular
grade or at a particular age should possess;
•• An assessment can only capture a selection of
competencies because student response time will
always be limited; and
•• Various methodological constraints limit the
nature of competencies that are currently amenable to large-scale assessment, international
assessments necessarily are limited in their scope.

International assessments have made considerable progress towards assessing knowledge
and skills in content areas such as mathematics, reading, science and problem solving;
however, they have not yet been able to
evaluate, for example, social and emotional
dimensions of competencies, which are of
increasing importance, such as the capacity
of students to relate well to others, to manage
and resolve conflicts, or to respect and appreciate different values, beliefs or cultures.
Similarly, they provide only very crude selfreported measures of intrapersonal dimensions of competencies, which are of
increasing importance because individuals
need to be able to constantly adjust to their
right place in an increasingly complex world.
Even in established content areas, internationally comparative measurement poses
major challenges. Countries vary widely in
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their intended, implemented and achieved curricula. Inevitably, international assessments
need to strike a balance between narrowing
the focus to what is common across the different curricula of school systems, on the one
hand, and capturing a wide enough range of
competencies to reflect the content domains to
be assessed adequately, on the other. Leaning
towards the former, as has been the tendency
for the assessments of the IEA, ensures that
what is being tested internationally reflects
what is being taught nationally. This is an
important aspect of fairness, but it risks that
the assessment reflects just the lowest common denominator of national curricula and
lacks important aspects of curricula that are
not taught in all countries as well as the content validity that is required to faithfully represent the relevant subject area. Leaning towards
the latter, as is the case for the PISA assessments, enhances content validity but risks that
students are being confronted with assessment
material they may not have been taught.
In whatever way the various international
assessments have struck these balances, they
have tried to build them through a carefully
designed interactive process between the
agencies developing the assessment instruments, various international expert groups
working under the auspices of the respective
organisations, and national experts charged
with the development and implementation of
the surveys in their countries. Often, a panel
of international experts, in close consultation
with participating countries, led to the identification of the range of knowledge and skills
in the respective assessment domains that were
considered to be crucial for a student’s capacity to fully participate in and contribute to a
successful modern society. A description of
the assessment domains was created called the
assessment framework, which was used by participating countries and other test development
professionals who contributed to assessment
materials. This framework typically involved:
•• The development of a working definition for
the assessment area and a description of the
assumptions that underlies this definition;

•• An evaluation of how to organise the set of tasks
constructed in order to report to policymakers and
researchers on performance in each assessment
area among 15-year-old students in participating
countries;
•• The identification of a set of key characteristics
to be taken into account when assessment tasks
were constructed for international use;
•• The operationalisation of the set of key characteristics to be used in test construction, with
definitions based on existing literature and the
experience of other large-scale assessments;
•• The validation of the variables, and assessment of the contribution that each made to the
understanding of task difficulty in participating
countries; and
•• The preparation of an interpretative scheme for
the results.

In the case of PISA, for example, the assessment is defined through three interrelated
dimensions, namely the knowledge or structure of knowledge that students need to
acquire (for example, familiarity with scientific concepts); competencies that students
need to apply (for example, carrying out a
particular scientific process); and the contexts in which students encounter scientific
problems and the relevant knowledge and
skills that are applied (for example, making
decisions in relation to personal life, understanding world affairs).
The use of an international framework limits the ability of international assessments to
give a comprehensive overview of any one
national system (Bialecki et al., 2002; Ofqual,
2008). International assessments may also
not come at optimum times to monitor extensive system reform or innovation (Green and
Oates, 2009; Ofqual, 2008).
Once the assessment framework is established and agreed upon, which tends to be the
most challenging aspect of an international
assessment, assessment items are developed to reflect the intentions of the frameworks and they need to be carefully piloted
before final assessment instruments can be
established. To some extent, the question to
what extent the tasks in international assessments are comparable across countries can
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be answered empirically. Analyses of this
were first undertaken for the IEA Trends in
Mathematics and Science Study (Beaton
et al., 1996). The authors compared the percentage of correct answers in each country
according to the international assessment as
a whole, with the percentage correct in each
country for the items stated by the country
that address its curriculum in mathematics.
Singapore, for example, had 144 out of 162
items that were stated to be covered by the
Singaporean curriculum. The percentage of
items correct on the whole test and on the
items covered in the curriculum was 79 in
both cases. Singapore also scored between
79 and 81 per cent correct on the items that
other countries considered covered in their
own curricula. These ranged from 76 items
in Greece to 162 items in the US. For most
countries, the results were similarly consistent, suggesting that the composition of the
tests had no major impact on the relative
standing of countries in the international
comparisons. Such analyses have also been
conducted for PISA, which yielded similar
results.
International assessments pay close attention to reflecting the national, cultural and
linguistic variety among participating countries. OECD’s PISA assessments employ the
most sophisticated and rigorous process to
this end. The agency charged with the development of the instruments uses professional
test item development teams in several different countries. In addition to the items developed by these teams, the assessment material
contributed by participating countries is
carefully evaluated and matched against the
framework. Furthermore, each item included
in the assessment pool is rated by each country for:
•• Potential cultural, gender or other bias;
•• Relevance to the students to be assessed in school
and non-school contexts; and
•• Familiarity and level of interest.

Another important aspect concerns the nature
and form of the assessment, as reflected in
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the task and item types. Although multiplechoice tasks are the most cost-effective way
to assess knowledge and skills, and have
therefore dominated earlier international
assessments, they have important limitations
in assessing more complex skills, particularly those that require students not just to
recall but to produce knowledge. Moreover,
because the nature of assessment tasks, and
in particular student familiarity with multiplechoice tasks, varies considerably across
countries, heavy reliance on any single item
type, such as multiple-choice tasks, can be an
important source of response bias. The PISA
assessments have tried to address this through
employing a broad range of assessment tasks,
with a large share of the questions requiring
students to construct their own responses.
Another way to improve the nature of the
assessments task is by either providing a
brief answer (short-response questions) or by
constructing a longer response (open-
constructed response questions), allowing for
the possibility of divergent individual
responses and an assessment of students’
justification of their viewpoints. Partial credit
is given for partly correct or less complex
answers, with questions assessed by trained
specialists using detailed scoring guides that
give direction on the codes to assign to various responses. Open-ended assessment tasks,
however, raise other challenges, in particular
the need to ensure inter-rater reliability in the
results. For PISA, sub-samples of the assessment booklets are coded independently by
four coders and examined by the international contractor. In order to examine the
consistency of this coding process in more
detail within each country and to estimate the
magnitude of the variance components associated with the use of coders, an inter-coder
reliability study on the sub-sample of assessment booklets is carried out and homogeneity analysis is applied to the national sets of
multiple coding. Similarly, at the betweencountry level, an international coding review
is implemented to check the consistency of
application of response coding standards
across all participating countries, with the
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objective to estimate potential bias (either
leniency or harshness) in the coding standards applied in participating countries.
In order to cover the intended broad
range of content whilst meeting the limits
of individual assessment time, most modern international assessments are now using
multiple test forms that are distributed
amongst students in a systematic manner.
These test forms typically have a common
set of test items that can be used to link the
results.
Ensuring that international assessments are
comparable across countries is one thing, but
the more important challenges actually relate
to their external validity, which involves verifying that the assessments measure what they
set out to measure.
A shortcoming of international assessments is their lack of a longitudinal component. As OECD’s review of Evaluation and
Assessment framework notes, their crosssectional nature (that is, one measurement at
one point in time) means that it is not possible to measure student progress for a given
student cohort (for example, Egelund, 2008;
Goldstein and Thomas, 2008; OECD, 2001,
2013b). This also calls for caution on using
such correlational data to infer causal relationships. International assessment results
cannot provide definitive evidence on performance variations, but can raise important questions to be investigated by further
research (Goldstein and Thomas, 2008;
McGaw, 2008). Caution should be taken in
interpreting results due to the ‘often narrow
focus of comparative data and the consequential risk of misinterpretation’ (Tamassia and
Adams, 2009).
However, it is possible to provide some
insights on the extent to which the knowledge and skills that are being assessed are
predictive for future outcomes in adulthood. Used in conjunction with the results
from PISA, data from the Survey of Adult
Skills (a product of the OECD Programme
for the International Assessment of Adult
Competencies, or PIAAC) provides some
insights into whether countries with high

mean performance in PISA maintain their
lead later or whether countries’ performance
tend to converge once students leave compulsory education. In general, there is a positive
relationship between performance in PISA
and the corresponding age group’s performance in the Survey of Adult Skills (OECD
2013c). Countries that had high, middling
or low mean scores in a given wave of PISA
also tended to have high mean, middling or
low mean scores for the corresponding age
group in the adult survey. For example, in
2000, 15-year-olds in Finland, Japan, Korea
and Sweden performed above average;
12 years later, 26–28-year-olds in these countries also performed above average in the
Survey of Adult Skills. Similarly, Austria,
Germany, Italy, Poland and Spain performed
below average in PISA 2000 and did again
in the adult survey for the corresponding
age group. It is noteworthy that no country
has higher-than-expected performance in
the adult survey, suggesting that it may be
particularly hard for countries to catch up
when young people leave school with a poor
set of skills. The findings of this analysis
should not be taken as implying that performance at the age of 15 represents destiny at
the individual level. The results concern the
mean performance of an age cohort. Within
a given age group, the rate of learning gain in
literacy or numeracy from the age of 15 may
differ considerably amongst the individual
members of that group. In fact, in Canada
and Denmark, the same students who sat
the PISA test in 2000 were retested at later
ages, and results suggest that there is a high
degree of variability in achievement growth
after the age of 15. In Canada, for example,
students who had sat the PISA 2000 assessment were retested using the PISA instruments in 2009, when they were 24. Results
indicated that over time, skills levels amongst
individuals converge, but that students who
showed an early performance disadvantage
did not overcome it by the time they were 24.
In Denmark, students who had participated in
PISA in 2000 also participated in the Survey
of Adult Skills in 2011–12. Although many
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students maintained their relative ranking in
the two assessments, around one-quarter performed relatively better in the adult survey
than in PISA, and another quarter performed
relatively worse.

Comparability of the
Target Populations
Even if the assessment instruments are valid
and reliable, meaningful comparisons can
only be made if the target populations being
assessed are also comparable. International
assessments therefore need to use great care
when:
•• Defining comparable target populations;
•• Ensuring that they are exhaustively covered with
minimal and well-defined population exclusions;
and
•• Ensuring that the sampled students do participate in the assessment.

In relation to defining target populations,
important trade-offs need to be made
between international comparability, on the
one hand, and relating the target populations
to national institutional structures on the
other. Differences between countries in the
nature and extent of pre-primary education
and care, the age of entry to formal schooling and the institutional structure of educational systems do not allow the establishment
of internationally comparable grade levels of
schooling. Consequently, international comparisons of educational performance typically define their populations with reference
to a target age group. International assessments of the IEA have defined these target
groups on the basis of the grade level that
provides maximum coverage of a particular
age cohort (such as the grade in which most
13-year-olds are enrolled). The advantage
of this is that a grade level can be easily
interpreted within the national institutional
structure and provides a cost-effective way
towards assessment, with minimal disruption of the school day. However, a disadvantage is that slight variations in the age
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distribution of students across grade levels
often lead to the selection of different target
grades in different countries, or between
education systems within countries, raising
serious questions about the comparability of
results across, and at times within, countries.
In addition, because not all students of the
desired age are usually represented in gradebased samples, there may be a more serious
potential bias in the results if the unrepresented students are typically enrolled in the
next higher grade in some countries and the
next lower grade in others. This excludes
students with potentially higher levels of
performance in the former countries and
students with potentially lower levels of performance in the latter. To address these
problems, the assessments of the OECD
use an age-based definition for their target
populations – one that is not tied to the institutional structures of national education
systems. For example, PISA assesses students who were aged between 15 years and
3 (complete) months and 16 years and
2 (complete) months at the beginning of the
assessment period and who were enrolled in
an educational institution, regardless of
the grade levels or type of institution in
which they were enrolled, and regardless of
whether they were in full-time or part-time
education. The disadvantages of this agebased approach are that this is costly, the
assessment process becomes more disruptive and it is more difficult to relate the
results of individual students to teachers and
classrooms.
The accuracy of any survey results also
depends on the quality of the information on which national samples are based,
as well as on the sampling procedures. For
PISA, advanced quality standards, procedures, instruments and verification mechanisms have been developed that ensure the
national samples yield comparable data and
the results could be compared with confidence (OECD, 2014). Data from countries
not meeting the international PISA sampling
standards have been excluded from international comparisons.
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Comparability in Survey
Implementation
Finally, well-designed international assessments need to be well implemented to yield
reliable results. The process begins with
ensuring consistent quality and linguistic
equivalence of the assessment instruments
across countries. PISA, which provides the
most advanced procedures to this end, seeks
to achieve this through providing countries
with equivalent source versions of the assessment instruments in English and French and
requiring countries (other than those assessing students in English and French) to prepare and consolidate two independent
translations using both source versions.
Precise translation and adaptation guidelines
are supplied, also including instructions for
the selection and training of the translators.
For each country, the translation and format
of the assessment instruments (including test
materials, marking guides, questionnaires
and manuals) are verified by expert translators (whose mother tongue is the language of
instruction in the country concerned and who
is knowledgeable about education systems)
appointed by agency charged with the development of the assessment instruments before
they are used.
The assessments are then implemented through standardised procedures.
Comprehensive manuals typically explain
the implementation of the survey, including
precise instructions for the work of school
co-ordinators and scripts for test administrators for use during the assessment sessions.
Proposed adaptations to survey procedures,
or proposed modifications to the assessment
session script, are reviewed internationally
before they are employed at a national level. In
the case of PISA, specially designated quality
monitors visited all national centres to review
data-collection procedures and school quality. Monitors from the international agency
visited a sample of 15 schools during the
assessment. Marking procedures are designed
to ensure consistent and accurate application
of the internationally agreed marking guides.

International validation studies have been carried out to ascertain inter-rater reliability as
well as similar rater harshness across countries
(OECD, 2014).

IMPACT
The OECD review of Evaluation and
Assessment systems describes a shift to an
increased focus on outcomes and attributes
this, in part, to a growing prominence of both
national and international standardised
assessment results in national policy and
public debate. In countries such as Austria,
Denmark and Luxembourg, where there is no
established tradition of monitoring outcomes
of the education system, this shift is widely
recognised as a result of the impact of PISA.
For example, in Austria various studies have
documented how the influence of international assessments (as part of system evaluation) has seen the introduction of education
standards, the establishment of a specific
agency to undertake evaluation and assessment and the development of national assessments. This pattern is mirrored in Denmark
and Luxembourg. Several research studies
have discussed the impact of international
assessments on national policy making and
the use of different results to argue positions
by different stakeholders (for example, see
Carvalho and Costa, 2009 for an overview;
Delvaux and Mangez, 2008; Grek, 2009; Gür
et al., 2011; Rautalin and Alasuutari, 2007).
The PISA Governing Board has gained some
further insight into this (see Box 56.1).

CONCLUSIONS
In a globalised world, the yardsticks for success in education are no longer national goals
or standards alone, but increasingly the performance of the most successful education systems internationally. International assessments
can be powerful instruments for educational
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Box 56.1 The impact of PISA on national policy making
In2007,thePISAGoverningBoardcommissionedastudytoevaluatetheimpactofPISAresultsinparticipatingcountries(Hopkinsetal.,2008).Thestudycollectedfeedbackthroughstandardisedquestionnairessenttopolicymakers,
localgovernmentofficials,schoolleaders,parents,researchersandmediain43countries(548questionnaireswere
returned), as well as to the PISA Governing Board members and representatives from the business community and
labour organisations.This was complemented by case studies in Canada, Hong Kong–China, Norway, Poland and
Spain.
ResultsshowedthatPISAresultsaremainlyusedbypolicymakers,followedbylocalauthorityofficialsandschool
leaders; PISA is used to monitor and evaluate both performance and equity of the education system and has a high
levelofcredibilityandinfluence;countriesandstakeholdergroupsincreasinglyvaluetheskillsassessedinPISAand
promotethesewithintheirsystems;theinfluenceofPISAonbothnationalandlocalpolicyformationisincreasing,but
has less impact on the school and classroom levels; PISA had made an impact on policy in all countries studied, but
moresoincountrieswithrelativelylowperformanceonthetest,wheremanypolicyinitiativeshadbeenintroduced
directly as a consequence of PISA; and also the level of awareness among stakeholders varied across countries, but
therewasgreaterawarenessinsystemswherepolicymakersandthemediaplacemoreemphasisonresultsandgenerallyincountrieswhereaverageperformancewaslower.However,thestudysuggeststhatthemediaplaythemost
importantroleincountrieswithoutcomprehensivestrategiesforthedisseminationofPISAresults,whichislikelyto
haveanegativeimpact.PISAresultswerefoundtoinfluencepoliciesoncurriculumrevision,alignmentofcurriculum
withassessmentandinstructionandaccountability,forexamplewithsomecountriesintroducingnationaltesting
andothersrefiningtheiraccountabilityframeworks.Thestudyalsoidentifiedanemergingtrendofcountriesaligning
theirassessmentsystemsmorecloselywithPISAandthatthereweresomeunexpectedimpacts,includingincreased
confidenceintheeducationsystem,highlevelsofdebateamongstakeholdersandafocusonregionaldifferencesand
exploring reasons behind these.
In 2011, a short survey was administered to members of the PISA Governing Board to gain more insight into the
impactofPISAandtoexploretowhatextentPISAresultswerebeingusedtoevaluateandimproveeducationsystem
performance(Breakspear,2012).PolicymakersreportedthatPISAresultswereinfluencingpolicytosomedegreein
themajorityofcountries,regardlessoftheiraverageperformanceonthetest.ThesurveyalsorevealedthatPISAwas
beingembeddedinnationalpoliciestovaryingextentandinvaryingforms,throughcurriculumstandards,assessment
practices or performance targets.
Source: OECD (2013c).

research, policy and practice by allowing education systems to look at themselves in comparison to intended, implemented and achieved
policies elsewhere. They can show what is
possible in education, in terms of quality,
equity and efficiency in educational services,
and they can foster better understanding of
how different education systems address similar problems. Most importantly, by providing
an opportunity for policymakers and practitioners to look beyond the experiences evident
in their own systems and thus to reflect on
some of the paradigms and beliefs underlying
these, they hold out the promise to facilitate
educational improvement. As this chapter has
shown, designing and implementing valid and
reliable international assessments poses major
challenges, including defining the criteria for

success in ways that are both comparable
across countries whilst remaining meaningful
at national levels, establishing comparable
target populations and carrying out the
surveys under strictly standardised conditions.
However, more recently, international assessments have made significant strides towards
this end.
Some contend that international benchmarking encourages an undesirable process of
degrading cultural and educational diversity
amongst institutions and education systems,
but the opposite can be argued as well: in the
dark, all institutions and education systems
look the same and it is comparative benchmarking that can shed light on differences on which
reform efforts can then capitalise upon. Who
took notice of how Finland, Canada, Japan or
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Shanghai ran their education systems before
PISA revealed the success of these education
systems, in terms of the quality, equity and
coherence of learning outcomes?
Of course, international assessments have
their pitfalls: policymakers tend to use them
selectively, often in support of existing policies
rather than as an instrument to challenge them
and to explore alternatives. Moreover, highlighting specific features of educational performance
may detract attention from other features that
are equally important, thus potentially influencing individual, institutional or systemic behaviour in ineffective or even undesirable ways.
This can be like the drunken driver who looks
for his car key under a street lantern and, when
questioned whether he lost it there, responds no,
but that it was the only place where he could
see. This risk of undesirable consequences of
inadequately defined performance benchmarks
is real because teachers and policymakers are
led to focus their work on those issues that performance benchmarks value and are put into the
spotlight of the public debate.
As OECD’s review of evaluation and
assessment policies notes, measures of education system performance should therefore aim
to be broad enough to capture the whole range
of student learning objectives. It is not always
possible to devise assessments across all the
objectives of the education system and, therefore, it needs to be recognised that policy making at the system level needs to be informed
by high quality data and evidence, but not
driven by the availability of such information.
Qualitative studies, as well as secondary ana
lysis of the available measures and indicators,
are essential information to take into account
in policy development and implementation.
Ways to ensure that international assessments are of high quality include ensuring
systematic collection to agreed definitions
of existing information at different levels in
the system; promoting data quality improvement; undertaking research to shed light on
some of the ‘gaps’ where systematic collection is too costly/not feasible; and developing
a long-term strategy to improve measurement
tools for future information needs.

Although the development of international
assessments is fraught with difficulties and
their comparability remains open to challenges, cultural differences among individuals,
institutions and systems should not suffice as
a justification to reject their use, given that the
success of individuals and nations increasingly
depends upon their global competitiveness.
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57
Comparison and Countries
Esther Care and Bruce Beswick

INTRODUCTION
Comparison studies in education are undertaken with the presumption that we can identify, and thereafter select, an optimal set of
resources that are associated with desired
learning outcomes. This approach assumes
commonality at one or both of the ends of the
predictive pathway, either of the desired
learning outcomes, or the probability that
identified resources are both accessible and
able to be combined. There are different
approaches to comparative education, and in
this chapter we review a number of these in
order to arrive at a conclusion concerning the
reasonableness of this proposition.
In 2000, a special issue of the journal
Comparative Education offered an overview
of the field and looked ahead to the challenges it faced in the twenty-first century.
In the introduction to that issue, Michael
Crossley and Peter Jarvis (2000) noted that
the year 2000 marked the 100th anniversary
of Sir Michael Sadler’s Guildford address,
‘How far can we learn anything of practical

value from the study of foreign systems of
education?’ (Bereday, 1964). As Crossley
and Jarvis noted, Sadler’s address represented, for many, the foundations of ‘the
socio-cultural, interpretive dimension of the
field’ (Crossley & Jarvis, 2000: 262) and the
millennial issue of Comparative Education
acknowledged and addressed the significance of the ‘Sadlerian canon’. However, as
Edmund King’s article in that issue (King,
2000) pointed out, another approach to
comparative education was initiated in the
second half of the twentieth century by the
International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA), which
began international comparative testing
in 1966 after conducting a pilot study of
12 countries from 1959 to 1961. The IEA’s
research represented a genuine departure
from previous comparative studies because it
was the first to use the same objective cognitive tests in more than one country (Plomp,
1992). Initially, according to King (2000),
with the aim of minimising cultural differences, the organisation chose mathematics
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as its assessment subject, but in later years
its range of assessments expanded to include
the mother tongue, science, foreign language learning and civic knowledge. Home
backgrounds and related factors were also
documented. As King remarked of the IEA
assessments, their ‘detailed and meticulously
scrutinised data about school learning and
teaching have given plenty for the world (and
comparativists) to reflect on’ (King, 2000:
273). But, as King also noted, some wellknown centres of comparative education
played little part in the early work of the IEA,
and some professional comparativists ‘would
have nothing to do with it’ (2000: 273). King
explains the rift that developed between the
IEA and other comparativists:
Most of the IEA’s initial leaders were experts in
psychometric or sociometric methods or curriculum studies, rather than alerted to the contextual
emphases now usual in comparative education.
Consequently, perhaps, a major overall criticism
might be that IEA studies have been mainly about
within-school questions or the impact of calculable
outside factors on them. The subtle cultural ecology or inner dynamics of the learning process and
its possible follow-up lacked sufficient attention.
(2000: 273)

Since the appearance of international largescale assessments on the scene of comparative
education, and despite the Sadlerian tradition,
the opportunity afforded by this large-scale
approach has not been superseded by any
viable alternatives. Notwithstanding this reality, the approach is flawed. In this chapter, we
identify the most simple and implicit model
behind comparative studies – that there are
inputs and outcomes. We focus attention on
curriculum as an input and large-scale assessment studies as indicators of outcomes. In
addition, we focus on the classroom as the
least distal influence on students. We show
how each of these indicators varies and argue
that this variation can deny attempts to identify predictive relationships within country,
and confound attempts to identify common
predictive relationships across countries.
The focus in this discussion is on the use
of comparative data to inform questions of
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optimal combinations of inputs to ensure
optimal outcomes. In the dynamic twentyfirst century, agreement concerning those
optimal outcomes is in a state of flux – at
least at the global level. As education systems
become more aware of each other’s characteristics, there is a tension between adoption
of the values and goals espoused by international organisations, such as the OECD or
UNESCO, and the adoption of values and
goals that are peculiar to each nation. Another
complicating factor is that national values
and goals are not static but move in response
to internal and external factors. Education
systems tend to be reactive and responsive to
national agendas, rather than being proactive.
The outcome of this dynamic is that clarity
around what constitutes desirable outcomes
is lacking and is also typically out of sync
with the current state of inputs. Against this
dynamic, the data presented in comparative studies feed the assumption that inputs
and outcomes can be measured in the same
moment of time with an assumption of a
predictive pathway. Experts will be aware
of the complexities inherent in collecting
and analysing data and drawing appropriate
conclusions, but the difficulties inherent in
communicating these complexities challenge
useful documentation and dissemination of
the information. The search for simplicity
may be the confounding variable in the use
of comparative data.
The introduction of large-scale assessments has provided a set of tools that increase
focus on educational outcomes, and have
been presumed to facilitate the process of
cross-country comparisons. In so doing,
assessment results may have deflected attention away from the quality of the educational
endeavours designed by countries to inform
their particular world views, their values
and their aspirations. When discussing the
ways in which large-scale assessments can
be misused, Clarke (2002: 7) notes the existence of ‘curricula or teaching practices that
were never designed to achieve the goals of
the global curriculum on which such studies appear predicated’. An inherent danger in
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large-scale comparative studies is that they
will not measure the achievement of the different curricular goals of the participating
countries.
In summary, despite the ongoing development of large-scale assessments, agreement
on desirable outcomes has not been achieved
and predictability from inputs has not been
established. If a single factor underlies and
unites these two observations, it may be that
local culture determines what is desired and
how it is achieved. In other words, cultural
differences between countries are expressed
in different goals and values and in different
educational outcomes, leaving large-scale
comparative studies with some problematic
challenges.

INTERNATIONAL LARGE-SCALE
ASSESSMENT
Assessment of student learning outcomes has
multiple functions. At the broadest level,
assessment results inform policy and teaching. Countries may wish for an external set
of criteria by which they can evaluate educational quality, and which will be presumed to
contribute to and predict economic outcomes. Specifically, they may wish to identify how their students are progressing
against other countries in order to benchmark
within and over time to establish justification
for curriculum reform, or for expenditure
decisions. For policymakers, assessment
results may provide information about products of their education systems and student
learning that can inform workforce planning
(Upsing et al., 2011). The purpose for the
establishment of large-scale assessment programs is frequently cited as interest in comparable information about skills of particular
groups, and how these skills relate to social
and economic outcomes.
Proponents of the value of international
assessments cite their benefits as allowing for
decomposition of variation in performance
across student, school and system levels, and

that in relationship to these, the influence of
input and process factors can be identified. The
aim is to generalise findings for the purpose of
explanation and prediction, which in turn inform
planning. Additional ‘advantages’ of these
studies are listed by Hanushek and Woessman
(2010), such as their capacity to exploit identified variation between countries for analysis,
increased statistical power, the standardisation
of the data collection and sampling processes,
and the capacity to identify systematic heterogeneity in effects across countries.
Three international testing programs are
currently pre-eminent. The Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) has
tested mathematics, science and reading performance of 15-year-olds on a 3-year cycle
since 2000, with the addition of other constructs over time; the Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) has
tested mathematics and science performance
of eighth grade students on a 4-year cycle
since 1995; and the Progress in International
Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) has tested
primary school reading performance on a
5-year cycle since 2001. PISA was developed
to evaluate performance of school systems
in Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) countries. It was
designed to measure applied knowledge
and skills, at some variance with the IEA’s
TIMSS, which, although developed by international panels, relates to common elements
of curriculum across countries. Despite this
self-conscious difference in targeting, common variance between the two sets of data at
country levels has been shown to be 0.75, and
greater in like-discipline areas.
Lesser known are large-scale assessment programs implemented by regional
consortia, such as the Southern and Eastern
Africa Consortium for Monitoring Education
Quality (SACMEQ), sponsored by UNESCO
and announced in 1995. Both OECD (Bloem,
2013) and UNESCO’s Learning Metrics Task
Force have called attention to the lack of outcomes measurement in, and the appropriateness for, less developed countries. Initiatives
such as OECD’s PISA for Development and
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UNICEF’s Southeast Asia Primary Learning
Metric project are taking into account dissatisfaction with the ‘big three’ assessment
programs – PISA, TIMSS and PIRLS – in an
effort to develop comparative student assessments that are more attuned to regional local
conditions. Such initiatives are testament to
the limitations of international large-scale
assessment projects in informing different
countries about associations between inputs,
processes and outcomes. In this chapter, we
explore the theoretical justifications for this
shift to localisation in comparative studies.
There is no doubt that information derived
from large-scale assessments can be valuable
in many ways (Engel and Frizzell, 2015).
For example, in the SACMEQ project it is
regularly shown that the goals of the intended
curriculum far exceed the performance levels
of the students as measured in the achieved
curriculum. Textbooks translate the intended
curriculum into activities for the classroom,
and teachers are held accountable for delivering those particular subjects as intended.
Although in South Africa, Botswana, Namibia
and several other countries, the typical performance of Grade 6 students is at least 3 years
behind the intended curriculum in the levels
expected of them, textbooks, teaching materials and teaching strategies maintain a focus
on the intended curriculum, rather than targeting the point at which students are able to
engage and learn. It may be that some systems
are unwilling to target instruction at the zone
of proximal development (ZPD) because of a
public perception of inadequate educational
standards. The validity of the approach’s
measurements is not in question; it is the subsequent use of the emanating information that
may be subject to criticism. Although there
are clear benefits to individual countries in
participating in large-scale assessment, the
capacity of countries to act on comparative
outcomes varies. Notwithstanding, largescale assessment can act as a trigger for a
more profound pedagogical change (Beller,
2013) as well as political change.
Temporal issues exist in two ways. The
task of interpreting large-scale assessment
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results in the context of the inputs (that is,
the education system and the student and
teacher demographics) presents one such
issue. Collection of input and output data in
the same time period makes an assumption
about the longevity and stability of both,
which is typically not merited. We discuss
the reasons for this later. The second temporal issue concerns the functions to which
these data are applied. The first function
is the use of the data to identify the current
state – a benchmarking approach. The second
function is the use of data to drive change.
Assessment for the current state may inform
policy; assessment for change informs learning and teaching. The nature of the data for
these purposes has typically differed. Now
we are seeing efforts to use one assessment
approach to inform both functions (Care et
al., 2014). Whether this is possible without
requiring compromises that will diminish the
functionality of the assessment for either or
both purposes remains to be established.

RECOGNITION OF CULTURAL
DIFFERENCES IN LARGE-SCALE
ASSESSMENTS
In his account of the IEA’s approach to its
research, then chairman Tjeerd Plomp (1992)
emphasized the organisation’s reluctance to
report the raw scores of its testing. This was
to avoid its studies being interpreted and publicised as an education ‘Olympics’ or ‘horserace’ (1992: 282, 285) and to recognise the
differences between education systems that
make such simple comparisons misleading.
One way in which the IEA sought to avoid
such comparisons was by using a measure it
called Opportunity to Learn (OTL) (Plomp,
1992: 282), which asks whether the content
required for answering an item was actually
taught to the students being tested. At the
most basic level, this can result in different
‘cognitive yields’ in different countries. In
one study, for example, raw scores in science
achievement for 13-year-olds in Thailand and
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the US were the same (IEA, 1988) but only
one-third of Thai 13-year-olds were in school
in the year the test was administered. The
IEA’s aim was to assess the whole population
of 13-year-olds in each country, and so the
cognitive yield for Thailand fell dramatically
when the number of 13-year-olds out of
school was taken into account. Of course, this
reveals nothing about the structure of the
education systems in Thailand or the US, or
about differences in the ways they achieve the
same level of accomplishment amongst those
students who do attend their schools. Plomp
(1992) was cognisant of this and provided a
list of other factors that may contribute to
level of achievement:
•• The effects of the curriculum and the organization
of schools and classrooms on learning;
•• The relationship between achievement and
attitudes;
•• The effects of certain subject matter practices,
such as laboratory work in science, time spent
in class, and composition teaching in the mother
tongue;
•• Different educational practices; and
•• The attainment of special groups.

What is noticeable about these factors is that,
for the most part, they are measurable or, to
use King’s (2000) term, ‘calculable’ inputs,
and Plomp (1992) was open about the purpose for which the organisation studies them:
‘The (IEA) collects the sort of data policymakers can use as a basis for decision-
making to improve education’ (1992: 279). If
these factors are linked to performance, they
will be able to inform education policy
because they are not only measurable but,
largely, controllable. With the exception of
‘attitudes’, they are parts of the education
system in which practical measures can be
implemented; however, it is possible that
other factors are of equal or greater importance in educational achievement. Betts
(1999), for example, notes a law of diminishing returns in educational resourcing. Beyond
a certain level already achieved in most
developed countries, improvements in
teacher salaries and teacher–student ratios

have had little impact on student performance. Coleman et al. (1966) found that the
most important determinants of student performance were family background and student’s peer groups – two factors over which
governments and school administrators have
little or no control.
Others have emphasized broader contributors to educational outcomes that are even
less likely to come under the purview of governments and administrators. Kandel (1933)
emphasized the importance of ‘intangible,
impalpable, spiritual and cultural forces which
underlie an education system’ (1933: xix) and
Clarke (2002: 8) wrote of ‘strange, invisible,
and unquestioned routines and rituals’ of
school systems. These unspoken, assumed or
unconscious factors may have an impact on
learning outcomes but, precisely because they
are intangible or invisible, they may not be
measurable or controllable. Plomp (1992), in
his role as IEA chairman, did not deny the significance of cultural factors in education. He
noted the potential effect, for example, of the
importance placed by a culture on the learning
of a second language. Arguing that OTL can
be used to carry out ‘nuanced comparisons
which tell why students do poorly on tests
or test items’ (1992: 282), he asked whether
it would be fair to compare second language
acquisition in a country that provides many
opportunities for students to practise their
language skills with one that provides few
similar opportunities. ‘Perhaps’, he observed,
‘scores should be adjusted automatically for
opportunity to learn’ (1992: 283).
PISA, administered by the OECD, attempts
to reduce cultural bias in the following way:
All PISA participants are invited to submit questions to the international contractors; in addition,
the international contractors write some questions. The questions are reviewed by the international contractors and by participants and are
carefully checked for cultural bias. Only those questions that are unanimously approved are used in
PISA. Further, before the real test there is a trial run
in all participants. If any test questions prove to
have been too easy or too hard in certain countries/
economies, they are dropped from the real test in
all countries and economies. (OECD, n.d.)
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This may seem a thorough way of ensuring
cultural neutrality, but because it allows the
inclusion of only those questions that are
acceptable to all participating countries, it
also ensures, ipso facto, that any educational
achievements that are not shared by all participating countries will not be tested. A participating country may have a particular
educational strength, or a number of strengths,
that remain untested by PISA. Indeed, particular strengths may be shared by a number of
participating countries and remain untested
because they are not shared by all countries.

INPUT–OUTCOME
Despite some recognition of the challenges
raised by cultural differences, large-scale
assessments have persisted with an input–
outcome model of evaluation, which is most
easily understood through the lens of an
economic model. The model adopts some
specific measures of achievement as the outcome and estimates the relative importance
of a number of inputs to that outcome. As we
are beginning to see, however, the application of this approach (for example, Betts,
1999) has demonstrated that the model is not
sufficient to explain differences in student
achievement outcomes.
Interactive effects between economic
resourcing, education quality, specific classroom tools and pedagogies and student
characteristics (Fuller and Clarke, 1994;
Hanushek, 1995) serve to show that a simple input–outcome model will not invariably deliver the same outcomes. Sometimes
referred to as a ‘logic model’ when depicted
visually and for the purposes of clarifying
connections between what is planned and
what is achieved, such a model may be used
to view connections conceptually or empirically. Wyatt Knowlton and Phillips (2013)
distinguish between ‘theory of change’ models and ‘program logic’ models, with the
latter including specific details of resources
and inputs of activities, outputs and impacts.
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Moving beyond this approach to evaluation,
Stufflebeam (2000) incorporates a context
parameter, which is of particular relevance to
the application of an input–outcome approach
to curriculum comparison.
Fuller and Clarke (1994) argue persuasively
for a heightened acknowledgement of context
or culture. They differentiate between two
approaches, one held by ‘policy mechanics’
and one by ‘classroom culturalists’. Although
applied at classroom level, this distinction is
also a useful one for analysis of education system comparison approaches. Fuller and Clarke
see the policy mechanics as focused on instructional inputs, uniform teaching practices
and on the links of these with achievement.
Criticism of the policy mechanics’ approach
is based on lack of evidence to demonstrate
that particular pedagogical behaviours, for
example, lead ubiquitously to cognitive gains.
Among the input factors, Fuller and Clarke
(1994) identify school spending; specific
school factors, such as class size and teaching tools; teacher attributes, such as length of
education and salary level; classroom pedagogy and organisation, such as instructional
time and frequency of homework; and school
management, such as inspection visits and
student streaming. Fuller and Clarke (1994)
point out that this approach has failed (across
large numbers of studies) to specify the conditions under which some factors are more likely
than others to influence achievement. School
effects vary across region, across subject areas
and across classrooms. This leads to an argument for greater accounting of localisation
factors or contextual differences. Hanushek
(1995) concludes from meta-analyses of over
100 studies that the effectiveness of particular
inputs varies across developed and developing
countries, and that resourcing does not reliably
lead to improvements in student outcomes.
The policy mechanics’ approach therefore
appears to fail where the classroom culturalists’ approach might succeed. But culture is
not created in the classroom – teachers operate
within a culture that exists at a broader level
and that changes along with the developing
goals and values of its people.
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CURRICULA
Curricula are a means to an end. They are
linked to society’s social and economic needs,
and are therefore naturally dynamic, although
primarily responsive. The implementation of
curricula is dependent on national education
frameworks. These include resourcing,
assessment and reporting, philosophical
approaches to teaching and learning, and
statements of goals and values. These components are interdependent. Changes in any one
component will affect others and full-scale
change must take all into account.
As noted by the European Centre for
the Development of Vocational Training
(CEDEFOP, 2012) in their report concerning design and delivery of outcome-oriented
curricula, curriculum statements specifying
learning outcomes influence the teaching
and learning process. The level of detail in
the statements has implications for pedagogy
and for assessment. For example, CEDEFOP
found that curricula that focus on outcomes
statements promoted learner-centred pedagogies because outcomes are measures of
student learning. Notwithstanding, it should
be noted that how outcomes statements are
written presumably influences the degree to
which pedagogy will be teacher- or studentcentred. These interdependencies make the
identification of specific predictors of student
outcomes more complex. Although the outcomes orientation in curriculum design has
been driven by economic factors – countries
seeking to enhance skills relevant to their
national agendas – these are naturally linked
with their social and political values.
This complex and dynamic mix of influences means that adequacy of education at
any given point is difficult to explain in terms
of identifiable contributing factors. What is
measured at a particular point in time cannot
be explained by concurrent education endeavours, given continual reforms (see Shuayb and
O’Donnell (2008) for examples). As goals
and values shift, and different governments
have control of education systems, outcomes
can become disconnected from goals. As we

have seen, education is a long process, and it
is the accumulation of learning over time that
is measured on any one occasion. To explain
student learning outcomes in a given year by
reference only to the education system in that
year is to overlook the cumulative effect of
previous years, and this has implications for
comparisons between nations. Since student
assessment can occur at different phases of
each nation’s implementation of change, contributing factors across different nations may
not be commensurate at any given time.

CURRICULUM COMPARISON
There has been an increasing number of
cross-national educational comparison studies performed since the mid 1990s. Although
there are no methodological approaches
unique to the field, there are some preferred
approaches (Heyneman, 2004), and although
even these have their limitations, they can be
used as a foundation on which to build better
forms of comparison. Promising methods of
curriculum comparison have been outlined
by the IEA and by Brimer and Griffin (1985)
who reported on the Hong Kong findings of
SIMS. The IEA outlines its method within its
final study reports (for example, Kennedy et
al., 2007; Mullis et al., 2009). The method
considers curriculum as ‘intended’, that is,
‘reflected in official documents articulating
national policies and societal visions, educational planning and official or politically
sanctioned for education objectives’ (Houang
and Schmidt, 2008: 3). Approached in this
way, comparisons most appropriately rest on
the formal curriculum of each educational
system as released by the respective governments. This approach provides the facility for
comparing different curricula by organising
their content and structure in relation to one
another. Under this method, comparison of
content and skills within subject areas can be
completed through a comprehensive audit of
curricula, and topics and skills can be crossreferenced. Methods of this kind result in
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comparison matrices, where information is
organised by grade level and then by the
sequence in which content occurs across
grade levels. The matrices provide the data
for analysis of thematic similarities and differences across constituencies emerging
from the information. There are, of course,
challenges in implementing this approach,
including obtaining access to the raw data –
the actual curricula. Curriculum structures
also vary widely and analysis is not always
straightforward. In many cases, the language
in which the curriculum is written acts as an
additional barrier, as do slightly different
meanings attributed to translated terms.
Nevertheless, a localisation approach to
curriculum comparisons, where differences in
the goals of curricula are taken into account,
can focus on school outcomes linked through
social-economic goals to national goals and
values. From this outcomes perspective, it is
necessary to go back through a curriculum to
identify the degree to which its specific grade
level and subject level goals, and the detail of
the curricular materials, are consistent with
over-arching national goals and values. The
way that we construe knowledge aims, objectives and learning outcomes must influence
many aspects of education practice: pedagogy; subject-based teaching; knowledge,
skill, and disposition orientation; knowledge framing in the classroom; progression
and pacing; relations between teacher and
learner; relations between types of learners;
spatial and temporal arrangements; formative assessment and feedback processes; and

Figure 57.1

Curriculum pathway to outcomes

Source: Care (2011)

935

criteria for evaluation. These are essential
components, not least because a curriculum
is an intended program of learning – that is,
a set of prescriptions. This approach also
informs how to identify the curriculum paths
of comparator countries consistent with their
particular national goals. The comparison of
one national curriculum with another must
be undertaken with recognition of the similarities and differences between different
nations’ objectives and values, and the implications these have for curricula, rather than
being undertaken with focus only on the curriculum itself.
The method for identifying congruence
across the components of this process is
described in Figure 57.1. As can be seen,
the socio-economic outcomes are predicted
(in part) from a process that originates in the
development of the curriculum and the degree
to which it is explicit concerning subject
outcomes, leading to graduate and post-
secondary outcomes. Figure 57.1 depicts a
flow of processes delivering outcomes. It is
clear that a country’s economic outcomes that
are dependent on human capital rely on how
that human capital is managed and developed.
The primary conduit for this development is
through population-wide education. This
model implies that the specific learning goals
of a curriculum will be evaluated in terms of
their intended links with graduate outcomes.
This contextual evaluation provides a framework within which each country’s curriculum
can be seen to cohere with intended national
education outcomes.
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NEW PERSPECTIVES ON THE USES
OF LARGE-SCALE ASSESSMENTS
FOR COMPARISON

Klieme’s (2013: 123–124) summary of
the challenges to educational effectiveness
research includes:

The need to account for influences on outcomes that are not easily collected at large
scale has informed the recent work of Klieme
(2013) and Zuzovsky (2013). Klieme (2013)
differentiates between the interests of policymakers and researchers with the view that the
former are interested in indicators of the
functioning, productivity and equity of education, and the latter are interested in factors
that influence effectiveness and data that
provide a resource with which to investigate
scientific (research) questions. He draws
attention to the temporal issue raised earlier
in this discussion – to the cumulative nature
of learning (or yield) that informs large-scale
assessment results, rather than immediate
year or class-level outcomes. The issue is
that assessment results do not reflect the
most recent year or specific curriculum context in which the tested students have been
studying. For the assessment to reveal salient
input factors, they would need to be identified some years before the performance is
measured.
Klieme (2013) argues that student learning outcomes are the unique product of pedagogical interventions that take prior learning
into account, and the effects of these interventions cannot be estimated from crosssectional data. Intrinsic to this argument is
the notion of localisation of the education
process, which is a challenge to the validity or usefulness of comparison studies.
Notwithstanding, Klieme (2013) allows for
the utility of an interplay between large-scale
assessment and what he terms ‘effectiveness
research’. He refers to the Context-InputProcess-Outcome (CIPO) model, which
informed early design of large-scale assessment initiatives, as an opportunity to create
more sophisticated designs for integrating
the two interest groups and their activities.
The purpose of comparative education studies
is to identify what works and what does not.

•• The adaptive nature of education and its processes, which translates to a dynamic paradigm
in which outputs may merge into inputs or have
reciprocal effects;
•• The complex nature of mediating effects on performance due to student, class and school level
variables;
•• The differential influence of factors within different contexts; and
•• The weakness of distal effects such that individual learning activities have more impact than
classroom or school characteristics.

Each of these issues is central to comparison
studies of education, quite independently of
the particular challenges posed by analysis of
cross-country data acquired through largescale assessment.
Reflecting Fuller and Clarke’s (1994)
thesis of variability of outcomes across different countries, Zuzovsky (2013: 3) takes
the perspective that in ‘facing an educational reality in which variability exceeds
similarity’, the early intentions of largescale assessments to identify strengths and
weaknesses of educational practices in an
input–output model, which might lead to a
comprehensive educational theory, cannot
be realised. In fact, research since 2005 has
attempted to describe systematic patterns
of input and output, following factors such
as the implemented and achieved curricula,
student background, classrooms and actual
test item responses. The identification of
region as an explanatory factor also reached
its most ludicrous point, with an argument
for broad areas such as Europe, Asia, and
America providing useful distinctions.
We know from studies of pedagogy and
classrooms globally that such gross groupings obscure important differences. The
work of Clarke and colleagues (2006), for
example, demonstrates striking differences
in pedagogical practices in classrooms
within regions.
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THE SALIENCE OF THE CLASSROOM
Clarke et al. (2006: 1) have provided evidence of how ‘culturally-situated are the
practices of classrooms around the world’.
Starting from a different ground – the classroom – these researchers analysed in detail
the presence and frequency of practices.
They noted that similar classroom practices
are enacted globally, but differ in frequency
and in co-occurrence. As with large-scale
testing, Clarke and colleagues (2006) looked
for patterns across cultures but emphasized
the lack of evaluative judgement in their
work. In addition they drew attention to the
‘homogenization of…curriculum’ (2006: 4),
which is to some extent an outcome of largescale assessment initiatives. The view that
curriculum is socially constructed is an
important aspect of this approach, and one
that is pivotal to critical analysis of the
adequacy of large-scale assessments in evaluating educational outcomes across different national education systems. Clarke and
colleagues (for example, 2006) have found
differences across and within countries in
curriculum, its organisation and delivery,
and pedagogical practices, leading them to
conclude that the interconnections between
and amongst them, rather than mere frequency or nature, are the salient factors that
might describe comparative educational
systems.
In literature focused on pedagogy, Western
educational pedagogical practices have often
been characterised as ‘student-centred’,
and Asian classrooms have been typified as
‘teacher-centred’. These terms have been
used to reflect a dichotomous and mutually
exclusive set of practices between the two
settings. Research in each setting (see Fang
and Gopinathan, 2009) has confirmed the
value of practices associated with Western
classrooms whilst acknowledging that students in the Asian settings have been highly
successful in international achievement studies. However, Clarke and colleagues believe
that classroom practices across international
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settings have been misrepresented by the use
of this dichotomy.
Clarke and Seah (2005) examined communication and discourse in instruction and
learning from three perspectives: teacher–
class, teacher–student and student–student
interactions. Lessons were videotaped in
mathematics classrooms of competent teachers in four major cities (Shanghai, Hong
Kong, Melbourne, San Diego). Teacher and
student post-lesson interviews, in which participants were asked to share classroom activities and their learning, were also analysed.
Findings revealed differences within and
across teacher practices in these four cities.
In Shanghai, teachers were observed to
provide scaffolding to students for mathematical problem solutions, with a clear devolution of responsibility over time from teacher
to students, which resulted in students teaching each other alternative problem-solving
strategies. In Hong Kong, students did not
appear to be given similar opportunities
to contribute or communicate in lessons –
teachers provided explicit instruction and
guidance for every step of problem solving.
In Melbourne, there were several patterns of
differences between teachers. In San Diego,
teacher questioning was obvious in introducing mathematical rules and concepts
to students after they had described their
problem-solving attempts. Findings reflected
the authors’ views that there were differences
in responsibility for knowledge generation in
the classrooms observed; however, variation
existed within and across typical ‘Western’
and ‘Asian’ teacher practices. This was confirmed in a later study by Clarke et al. (2010),
who found that assumptions that there would
be similarities in practice in classrooms that
were culturally similar (for example, Asian
versus Western cities) were unfounded. In
addition, differences in practices of teachers
in Seoul, Shanghai, Hong Kong and Tokyo
showed that there is difficulty characterising
the ‘Asian classroom’.
Taking these research studies into consideration, Clarke and colleagues question the
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usefulness of large-scale assessment programs in terms of their capacity to inform
cross-cultural comparisons. Equally the
researchers question the usefulness of selfreport measures from teachers, given that
teachers are embedded in their own cultural context and will bring to their judgements local interpretations that can nullify
comparability. Clarke’s use of videotaping
classrooms is argued to offer a form of documentation that denies subjective judgements
and is capable of presenting data that permit
legitimate comparisons.
Zuzovsky (2013) also noted the variability
in instructional practices within cultural and
geographic groups and turned to an alternative method of identifying criteria that might
help to make sense of the interactions of
inputs, student learning outcomes and cultural phenomena. Zuzovsky grouped countries according to the actual achievement
levels of students, following Postlethwaite
and Ross (1992), in order to identify factors that discriminated between the groups.
Putting aside resourcing inputs, Zuzovsky
concentrated on interaction effects between
types of instructional practices and membership of three achievement groups: low,
medium and high achieving. Her focus was
on identifying which practices worked with
which group(s), and so her approach takes a
step forward from the descriptive approach of
the work of Clarke and colleagues. The identification of achievement groups rested on
the mathematics and science TIMSS scales,
and each group comprised 15–17 countries
from the 2007 study. This grouping defies
the developed versus developing dichotomy,
or the regional classifications. The research
question that framed the work concerned
the relationships between frequency of specific instructional practices and learning outcomes across the three groups of countries.
The nature of the TIMSS sampling design
is such that a full class constitutes schoollevel data. Zuzovsky found that effectiveness
of particular practices varied across the low
and high achieving groups; in other words, a
practice does not have an inherent quality for

the good – it varies according to the context
in which it is enacted. For example, certain
instructional practices associated with developing computational skills (for example,
memorising formulas and procedures) were
associated more positively with learning outcomes for low achieving than high achieving
groups, whilst others (for example, beginning homework in class) were associated
with negative outcomes for low achieving,
with little effect for high achieving groups.
Zuzovsky’s innovative approach highlights
the potential of large-scale assessment studies to inform country-specific needs, and also
the understanding of the characteristics – and
influence – of classroom practice.

THE VALIDITY OF CONSTRUCTS
As we noted at the outset, the use of largescale assessments for comparisons of education systems and effectiveness across
countries presumes that there is constancy of
either predictive or predicted factors. For this
reason, particularly when relying on the student learning outcomes as the criteria, clarity
about what these represent is paramount.
Typically, literacy, mathematics, science and,
more recently, problem solving, have been
the selected skill areas for large-scale student
assessment. The creation of test blueprints
against descriptions of these skills with subsequent item development should ensure that
what is being assessed is indeed what is of
interest. The degree to which each country’s
understanding of these skillsets is met by
their curriculum is not clear. This is not
a question of the validity of the assessment,
but of the alignment of the assessment
construct with what is valued and taught in
country curricula. The large-scale assessment programs have well-documented methods of ensuring validity of their measures in
the sense that the underpinning construct is
the focus.
Literacy and numeracy are examples
of skills domains that are relatively well
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accepted globally, although there may be differences in understandings about how these
develop and their definition. That such skills
domains are adopted for large-scale studies underwrites the relative robustness of
this understanding; however, despite strong
commonalities across many continents in
the understanding of these skills, they are
taught and demonstrated in many different
ways. Notwithstanding the commonality,
the differences can have substantial impact
for assessment of student learning outcomes
because of their encapsulation in local curricula. Although core skills that can be equally
responded to by students may exist, this cannot be taken to imply that students are learning
in environments that treat these skills equally
or value these skills in the same way. The links
between national goals and values with curriculum, discussed earlier, have a backwardsmapping effect on curriculum development.
What is valued by the country will flavour
how even core skills are perceived, taught and
learnt. This flavour is embodied in national
curriculum frameworks.
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should be equally true that a curriculum
system established by a country will actively
build a unique knowledge infrastructure.
Equally, the context and unique learning
environment will strongly influence student
learning outcomes. To apply an international
global assessment standard to such unique
situations is irrational.
Behind every syllabus there are certain
fundamental principles and consideration of
curriculum elements – a curriculum code –
that directs the manner in which formal
documents, teaching materials and assessment practices are combined to make up the
curriculum (Lundgren, 1979). Accordingly,
school subjects, as written curricula, reflect
societal, sociological and philosophical factors (Sivesind and Karseth, 2014). In terms
of localisation, therefore, the starting point is
national goals and values. These vary, sometimes radically, across countries and can be
presumed to imbue what may be seen as similar school subjects with very different characteristics. These differences, in turn, will
have an impact on how students will engage
with test items designed to measure agreed
constructs of interest.

THE LOCALISATION OF EDUCATION
Comparative studies tend to assume that
input, process or output factors will be
common across the participating units.
Globalisation provides a facility for greater
commonality by virtue of mere information
dissemination. Globalisation of values is
increasingly pushed by international organisations such as OECD, UNESCO and
UNICEF. In the context of the precepts
promulgated by these organisations, specific
initiatives such as the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) imply a growing agreement between nations on goals and
values. Endorsement of these initiatives
requires critical review within countries of
their goals and values. Constructivist paradigms view knowledge as being actively built
up by the individual and within learning situations. If we accept this premise then it

CURRICULUM DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN AND WITHIN COUNTRIES
A challenge for international comparative
studies is the accommodation of different
educational missions or goals, not only in the
different countries but also in the different
periods of each country’s history. What is
valued in each country and in each period
finds expression in different curricula, and
yet large-scale international assessments set
out to measure the same student outcomes
across these different curricula. Perhaps the
most inflammatory expression of this problem is that of Thorsten (2000: 71), who
described the TIMSS assessments as ‘41
bureaucratic gazes, all linked to the seduction
of one global economic curriculum’. The
point is that what is valued in each curriculum
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influences the teaching of even the core skills
that are typically assessed in international comparisons. Differences in curriculum and national
values within country, and across country,
are presented in the following examples.

The Philippines
The variability of educational values not only
across countries but also across time is illustrated by the example of the Philippines. In
the Spanish period of the Philippines’ history
(1556–1898) the main objective of schools
was religious education. This was followed
by a period of rule by the US (1898–1942),
under which Philippine schools taught
English language and American history and
prepared the best-performing students for
roles in US government offices. During the
Japanese occupation (1942–45), the principal
aim of education in the Philippines was proclaimed as the promulgation of the ‘New
Order’ within East Asia. Notably, each occupying force attempted to embed its language
in the country, using education as a medium.
From this, the impact of social and political
context on curriculum itself, as well as the
cultural context for the use of language, can
be seen clearly. Criticisms of the system in
1949 included its academic flavour –
considered inappropriate for a population
not destined to reach the end of secondary
education, let alone university entry – and
recommendations included the development
of an understanding and appreciation of
Filipino traditions and ideas in line with the
nation’s new-found independence in 1946, as
well as an emphasis on practical economyrelated skills. With the implementation of the
K-12 Basic Reform Agenda in 2013, the
Philippines now espouses curriculum relevance (to context), proficiency in mother
tongue, integrated and seamless learning,
orientation to the future, and nurturing ‘the
holistically developed Filipino’ (Care, 2011;
Okabe, 2013), a very different set of values
from those of its Spanish and American
periods.

Where such huge change is underway, the
justifiable attribution of educational outcomes
to inputs cannot take place for at least a full
10–12-year education delivery of a particular
curriculum, and this may be a conservative
estimate. In order to roll out the education
reform, curriculum rewriting is just one step.
The training of teachers to focus on new goals
of the education system, on understanding and
application rather than content coverage, is
another. Introducing three additional years of
education, and providing the trained teacher
resource is yet another, as is the provision of
material resources, such as classrooms and
classroom facilities. The country currently has
more than 655,000 teachers, with an estimated
one-third of these certified to teach, and almost
24 million children enrolled in Kindergarten
through to Grade 10. It is estimated that an
additional 80,000+ teachers will be required to
staff the two senior years of secondary school.
The conditions under which the reforms are
being implemented will no longer exist in a
decade, and educational outcomes will be a
function of these changing times, not of the
status quo, either now or in that decade’s time.
It is clear from this example that we cannot
measure educational achievement as though
it is invariant across different historical periods. It seems reasonable, therefore, to question
whether we can measure educational achievement as though it is invariant across different
geographic or national contexts. Even in the
same subject areas, curricula in different countries can have different aims and produce different achievement outcomes. In the Philippines,
for example, under the new K-12 curriculum,
the subjects of Geology and Meteorology
have a strong focus on local conditions in
that country. From Grade 7 through to Grade
9, the Geology curriculum is focused on the
Ring of Fire – the area of volcanic and earthquake activity that borders the Pacific Ocean
and creates volatile geological conditions in
the Philippines (Department of Education
(DepEd), 2013). The Meteorology curriculum for Grades 7 and 8 has a similar focus
on local conditions. Students are taught about
the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone, which
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directly affects weather in the Philippines,
and about monsoons and typhoons. This focus
on addressing local conditions or problems is
also evident in the curriculum’s Conceptual
Framework for the entire discipline of Science,
which is notable for its opening reference to
‘applications of scientific knowledge that may
have social, health, or environmental impacts’
(DepEd, 2013: 2). Although the framework
acknowledges the wider role of science as
a global discipline, it returns regularly to the
theme of science as ‘relevant and useful’,
closing with a reference to its ‘application to
real-life situations’ (DepEd, 2013: 2).

Australia
In contrast to the Philippines, the goals of the
Australian education system do not make
reference to any specifically national character, despite explicit recognition of the country’s indigenous children. The Melbourne
Declaration on Educational Goals for Young
Australians (Ministerial Council for
Education, Early Childhood Development
and Youth Affairs (MCEECDYA), 2008)
expressed two overarching goals:
•• Goal 1: Australian schooling promotes equity and
excellence.
•• Goal 2: All young Australians become successful
learners, confident and creative individuals, and
active and informed citizens.

When this declaration was followed by The
National Education Agreement (Council of
Australian Governments (COAG), 2009), the
stated goals became more explicitly international than national. They included a commitment ‘to ensure that all Australian school
students acquire the knowledge and skills to
participate effectively in society and employment in a globalised economy’ (COAG, 2009:
1) and they identified the following outcomes:
•• All children are engaged in, and benefiting from,
schooling.
•• Young people are meeting basic literacy and
numeracy standards, and overall levels of literacy
and numeracy achievement are improving.
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•• Australian students excel by international
standards.
•• Schooling promotes social inclusion and reduces
the education disadvantage of children, especially
Indigenous children.
•• Young people make a successful transition from
school to work and further study. (COAG, 2009: 1)

Taking into consideration Australia’s less
recent transition from colonialism, its educational goals are understandably less nationalistic than those of the Philippines and more
focused on the place of its citizens in a globalised and internationally competitive
world. In the Australian curriculum, an
emphasis on global twenty-first-century
skills is reflected in the ‘General Capabilities’
(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and
Reporting Authority (ACARA), 2013). There
are seven of these: Literacy; Numeracy;
Information and Communication Technology
(ICT) Capability; Critical and Creative
Thinking; Personal and Social Capability;
Ethical Understanding; and Intercultural
Understanding (ACARA, 2013: 3). These are
designed to address Goal 2 of the Melbourne
Declaration, as illustrated in Figure 57.2.
Teachers are expected to teach these General
Capabilities explicitly within their subject
specialisations (Howes, 2012). The place of
the capabilities is highlighted within curriculum year-level content for subjects so that
teachers can relatively easily recognise
opportunities to develop the skills in their
students.
A similar level of difference is revealed by
a comparison of the Australian and Philippine
Science curricula. The Australian Science
curriculum acknowledges the practical uses
of science but explicitly states that, ‘in addition to its practical applications, learning science is a valuable pursuit in its own right’
(ACARA, 2015: 3). The overview of the
Science curriculum refers to ‘the joy of scientific discovery’ and ‘natural curiosity about
the world’, emphasizing the discipline of science as a ‘collaborative and creative human
endeavour’ that seeks to explain the world,
‘exploring the unknown’ and ‘investigating
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Figure 57.2

Critical and
Creative
Thinking

General capabilities in the Australian curriculum

Source: http://www.australiancurriculum.edu.au/generalcapabilities/overview/general-capabilities-in-the-australian-curriculum
(accessed 15 March 2015).

universal mysteries’ (ACARA, 2015: 3).
The language of the Australian curriculum is
more towards the pure than the applied end
of the science spectrum, emphasizing free
inquiry over practical application, and notably also making reference to the possibility
of students participating ‘if they so wish,
in science-related careers’ (ACARA, 2015:
3). Nevertheless, in its descriptions of specific subject areas, a local Australian focus
becomes discernible in the curriculum. In
Years 7 and 8, students in Earth and Space
Sciences are taught about renewable and
non-renewable resources, with specific reference to water and mineral deposits (ACARA,
2012). Australia is a drought-prone country with vast mineral resources that play a
significant role in its economy. Although
Australian students learn about science as a
pure research endeavour, they are also taught
about its practical applications in specifically
Australian settings.

It is clear that there are significant differences
in what is valued by these countries’ education
systems, and these differences impact on curriculum, teaching and learning. Although there are
common core competencies, their acquisition
by students will occur within idiosyncratic cultural contexts. Large-scale assessment may be
designed such that no bias exists in items across
populations, but how the competencies are
taught and learned will vary. These variations
may be significant for the countries and highly
valued, but not reflected in outcome measures
that are comparable between countries.

CONCLUSION
The difficulties that comparative studies
encounter are clear. The large-scale assessment approach is primarily an identification of
comparative outcomes, and the pre-selection
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of specific resourcing factors, which are
thought to influence these outcomes. The curriculum comparison approach encounters
difficulties in terms of access to comparable
data. The localisation of education systems
similarly establishes difficulties in comparison due to differences in goals, values and
their embodiment in education systems.
It is noteworthy that much of the comparative work that seeks to explain student learning outcomes rests on instructional practices,
rather than on curriculum itself. The delivery
is given priority over content. This implies that
the delivery is assumed to be the troublemaker,
and that the curriculum is an accurate representation of national goals and values and therefore
does not require analytic attention. This possibility would ensure that for each country one
part of the predictive model – the curriculum –
would be assumed to be a constant.
What is valued by a country permeates its
curriculum and its education system. Current
approaches to educational comparisons indicate awareness that there are few constants
available to enable analysis within simple
inputs–outcomes models. It is tempting to
conclude that current state has not moved
beyond Sadler’s 1900 perception: ‘in studying foreign systems of education we should
not forget that the things outside the schools
matter even more than the things inside the
schools, and govern and interpret the things
inside’ (Bereday, 1964: 312). That one kind of
education might suit all nations is obviously
incorrect. The cultural neutrality claimed as
characteristic of large-scale assessments does
not obviate the fact that although there may
be sufficient commonality between countries
to measure the same construct, that construct
will have different valence in each country by
virtue of its unique cultural perspective and
the way this permeates its education system.
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Effects of Globalised Assessment
on Local Curricula: What Japanese
Teachers Face and How They
Challenge It
S h i n y a Ta k e k a w a

INTRODUCTION
The educational systems of Japan and other
East Asian countries have been modified by
their centralised governments with a view to
achieve rapid modernisation. Further, these
educational systems focus on preparing students to pass competitive entrance examinations for high schools and universities, and
classroom teaching is based on intensive
cramming. In Japan, there has been a powerful centralised system of control over the
class curriculum. The curriculum guideline
for Japan’s national curriculum, which is
deemed to be legally binding, regulates the
screening of textbooks, thereby determining
a school curriculum and controlling what
should be taught in every classroom. Japan’s
curriculum policy focuses on curriculum
content, and on how to ensure that teachers
comply with such content.
However, such a characteristic of education
in East Asia as described is currently showing signs of change. There is a shift towards

new priorities embodied by buzzwords such
as ‘globalisation’, ‘equity and quality’, ‘market’, ‘decentralisation’, ‘literacy’, and ‘competency’. One obvious factor behind this
shift is the socio-political transition brought
about by globalisation; however, education in East Asia is influenced, both directly
and indirectly, by educational policies and
the project of performance indicators that are
designed to globalise education, for example
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development’s (OECD) Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA).
Ulrich Beck (1992) mentioned ‘risk society’ and ‘individualisation’ as the key themes
in globalisation. In a globalised society, the
role played by the modern nation state is
changing; it is no longer in charge of determining everything about education. It is
expected to establish rules that regulate the
actions of people participating in the market.
Individuals, by contrast, are expected to take
measures on their own against risks from
unseen power.
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The OECD’s educational policy, discussed
later in this chapter, is not to advance a form of
globalisation based purely on the principle of
marketisation, but rather to demand individuals a functionalism that meets certain global
standards (Matsushita, 2014). Education systems and teaching practices have adapted to
globalisation in varying degrees depending
on the political context of each country, but,
generally, risks that warrant an individualised
response are currently being imposed on teachers, students and parents. This chapter analyses how this transnational phenomenon has
manifested in current Japanese education and,
in doing so, identifies the practical challenges
concerning planning curriculum and pedagogy.
It also looks at examples of classroom teaching
in Japan with the objective of identifying a fundamental framework for educational practices
that can address these challenges.
The first section examines the PISA survey’s influence on Japanese curriculum
policy and curricula. The response in Japan
to the PISA focused entirely on its rankings, with no consideration of other factors,
and PISA became a pretext for introducing
standardised testing. This response has thus
resulted in the controlling of schools and
teachers through an accountability system,
and to the impoverishment of classroom
teaching. The chapter explores the OECD’s
conception of ‘key competencies’, PISA’s
conception of literacy and the Assessment
and Teaching of 21st Century Skills
(ATC21s) project’s conception of twentyfirst-century skills. It also critically analyses the competency model, which forms the
backdrop to these concepts, whilst referring
to Beck’s concept of a ‘risk society’ and
how it ‘individualises’ risk. The final section
explores case studies of teaching practices in
Japan in order to identify a theoretical and
practical framework for a critical teaching
practice that emphasizes curriculum content
research. The purpose of such a framework
is to provide an alternative to the competency and literacy model that portrays a set
of resources and competencies required by
individuals in a globalised world.
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CURRICULUM REFORM IN JAPAN:
AFTER THE INTRODUCTION OF PISA
A Typically Japanese Reception –
and Misreading – of PISA
Since the beginning of PISA, education in
Japan has been showing signs of change.
Specifically, there has been a rapid shift in
the way that curricula are controlled.
Traditionally, curricula were controlled
through regulating teaching content; however, teachers’ performance is currently governed through a Plan-Do-Check-Action
(PDCA) cycle centred around testing and
accountability (Kodama, 2013). In addition,
local governments and schools, rather than
the central government, have proactively
implemented this PDCA cycle-based management system. Amidst the proliferation of
the discourse of ‘teachers’ autonomy’ and
‘bringing out the uniqueness of regions and
schools’, teachers are actually becoming
increasingly apolitical towards the politics of
the curriculum and pedagogy they partake in.
Teachers, local governments and schools,
which have traditionally resisted systems of
state control, are now voluntarily furthering
the politics of globalisation and nationalism.
Is there really no alternative to this situation?
This chapter begins by outlining the conditions regarding Japan’s curriculum and
the testing system after the introduction of
PISA.
The so-called PISA shock was not a reaction to the results of the PISA 2000 survey,
but rather to Japan’s rankings having declined
further in the PISA 2003 survey, and which
have continued to decline in successive surveys. Certain conservative politicians, education researchers and sectors of the media have
directed public attention squarely upon the
decline in rankings despite the PISA survey
results having revealed a more serious concern – a gap of socio-economic background
in literacy results. The public focus on the
decline in rankings sparked a further wave of
criticism against child-centred and problemsolving teaching, which has already been the
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target of much criticism in the past, and it
accelerated a change in direction towards the
learning of basic skills. Concurrently, Japan’s
response policy to the PISA literacy survey emphasized linguistic competency.
Accordingly, in 2006 an expert working group
from the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT)
presented a learning model (MEXT, 2006);
however, this model differs considerably in
nature from PISA’s definition of literacy in
the following ways.
First, the PISA literacy conception has been
depoliticised. PISA is based on the OECD’s
Definition and Selection of Competencies
(DeSeCo) project, which examines the
competencies that ought to be mastered by
individuals in the globalised society of the
twenty-first century, and it only measures a
part of three categories of key competencies,
namely ‘using tools interactively’, ‘interacting in homogeneous groups’, and ‘acting
autonomously’. The DeSeCo project was
conceived within a social democratic political
context – the so-called Third Way (Giddens,
1998) – and this context is reflected in the
PISA literacy concept (Rychen and Salganik,
2003). The OECD (1999: 20) defines ‘reading literacy’ as ‘understanding, using, and
reflecting on written texts, in order to achieve
one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and
potential, and to participate in society’, and
it therefore views the purpose of literacy as
raising ‘constructive, concerned and reflective
citizens’. The strategy of PISA in Japan’s educational policy removed the social democratic
politics from the concept of PISA literacy.
Second, this depoliticised conception
of literacy has resulted in a skills-based
approach to teaching reading. The following is an example of a classroom teaching
model presented to teachers by the National
Institute for Educational Policy Research
(NIER, 2011: 2).
•• Aim: to foster effective reading of newspaper articles in order to obtain the information required.
•• Learning task: students read newspapers, compare them and report their findings on the editing

style of the newspapers and the writing style in
the articles.

Step 1
•• Discuss how newspapers focus on society, economics, politics, education, culture, sports, and
so on.
•• Provide a learning task in which students comparatively read two newspapers edited for elementary school students and report the findings,
and then prepare a study plan accordingly.

Step 2
•• Students read similar articles that appear in both
newspapers, and then compare the articles in
terms of the content of the headline, as well as
that of the lead (introductory passage) and main
text, and the quantity and structure of the text.
•• Students form groups, allocate the common articles in the two newspapers, and compare their
findings using worksheets.
•• In groups, students summarise their thoughts on
the readability of the articles in terms of their
content and structure, and the opinions and bias
of the articles’ authors.

Step 3
•• Students report to each other and then summarise their findings and opinions on the editing
style of the newspapers and the writing style in
the articles.

Although this classroom teaching model
teaches students about how language is used
in daily life, the learning objective of ‘read
effectively’ becomes replaced by general
skills for extracting necessary information
(that is, students are instructed to focus on ‘the
editing style of the newspapers and the writing
style in the articles’), and the decoding of the
sociocultural/political contexts in the text are
dismissed. In this way, the act of reading,
which should be situated and comprehensive,
is converted into fragmented skills and the
students end up being taught ‘packaged’
reading skills that are geared towards the
acquisition of the various competencies. In
Japan, therefore, the PISA literacy concept
has been segmented into basic learning such
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as vocabulary and arithmetic on the one hand
and decontextualised and depoliticised learning skills on the other, and it has permeated
into classrooms in such form. The driving
force behind this permeation is the national
test, which was launched in 2007.

From PISA to National Test and a
Reform of National Curriculum
The misreading of PISA has invited a more
severe crisis. Since 2007, an annual nationwide survey of scholastic ability has been
conducted on sixth-grade students of elementary school and third-grade students of
junior high school. The 2015 survey targeted
1,104,000 elementary students and 1,122,000
junior high students (MEXT, 2015). This
survey imitates the PISA survey in that it
covers language literacy and numeracy (it
has also covered science since 2012), and it
tests student competencies, not only on basic
skills but also on logical thinking. However,
unlike PISA, the survey has separate questions for basic skills (Test A) and logical
thinking (Test B), and this has led to the
stratification or tiering of learning, which is
discussed later.
The average test scores (for Tests A and B)
in each prefecture are published, and the prefectures are ranked accordingly. Regarding
the scores for local body and each school,
the local boards of education are notified of
the scores for all schools under their jurisdiction, whereas each school are notified only
of their respective scores. MEXT initially
adopted a cautious approach towards the
publication of results at a local-, government- and school-level over concerns pertaining to the ranking of different schools,
but in 2013 it signalled its willingness to
allow such publications, provided that the
boards of education and schools consented.
As revealed in a questionnaire survey, the
boards of education and schools expressed
concern that certain schools and students
may be stigmatised because of their scores,
and as a result few local bodies have actually
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publicised the test results (MEXT, 2013). The
current stated aim of this national test is not
to create league tables, such as in England,
or to scrap schools that fail to meet certain
standards, as in the US No Child Left Behind
Act, MEXT states that it is not a test, but
rather a ‘survey’ of students’ learning and
their learning background, and that it is conducted in order to raise educational standards.
However, it essentially compels schools and
teachers to voluntarily and actively conduct
classes that are standardised according to the
national curriculum guidelines. This fact is
evidenced in the close linkage between the
content of the test and that of the national
curriculum guidelines published in 2008, one
year after the test was launched.
It has been indicated that in the PISA surveys, Japanese students are particularly weak
in the competencies of reflecting and evaluating text (NIER, 2002). In order to inculcate
such components of literacy, the national
curriculum guidelines state that the curriculum should be based on two principles: full
mastery of basic skills and utilisation of such
knowledge. Basic skills would henceforth be
assessed in Test A, with utilisation learning
in Test B. Herein exists the inverted relationship between educational content and assessment. Normally, the content and approach of
assessments are configured according to the
particular content to be assessed, but in this
case, the assessment content is prepared in
advance and educational content is devised
afterwards to correspond to the assessment.
In order to improve the test scores, schools
and teachers are therefore expected to adhere
all the more closely to the curriculum guidelines. The use of this test as a means of controlling the curriculum is addressed in greater
detail, focusing on the issues associated with
the two principles of basic skill and its utilisation in the national curriculum.
The issues with these two principles are
twofold: they trivialise the concept of literacy and impoverish learning. Literacy is a
socially, politically and economically situated
practice and it is a holistic competency; however, in Japan’s national curriculum, literacy
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is interpreted as a set comprising basic knowledge and thinking skills. This interpretation has, amidst the fixation on assessments
through national tests, fostered the attitude in
schools that teaching should focus chiefly on
the mastery of basic knowledge. One educational research company in Japan surveyed
elementary and junior high school teachers
about how they put emphasis on ‘mastery’ of
basic knowledge or ‘utilisation’ in their class
following the revision of the national curriculum guidelines (Benesse, 2010).
According to the survey, 79.4 per cent
of elementary teachers and 77.0 per cent of
junior high teachers are putting their emphasis on ‘mastery’ of basic knowledge. On the
other hand, teaching ‘utilisation’ of knowledge remains 43.9 per cent in elementary and
47.4 per cent in junior high teachers. It was
evident that both elementary and junior high
school teachers predominantly focus on basic
knowledge mastery, and one may conclude
that they consider mastery and utilisation
learning to be two separate stages of learning. Furthermore, this survey examined the
type of pedagogy the teachers adopt for their
teaching. It shows that schools with lower
scholastic achievements tend to emphasize
learning, whereas those with higher scholastic achievements tend to extend their focus
to include utilisation learning. In order to
master basic knowledge, repetitive drills and
rote memorisation tend to be dominant. This
trivialisation of the literacy concept and the
understanding of mastery and utilisation as
two separate tiers of learning push students
into a negative cycle, particularly those with
a lower scholastic achievement. Schools with
low scholastic achievements feel under pressure to improve their test scores, and they
attempt to remedy their situation by focusing
intensively on basic knowledge. However,
by implementing such a teaching with no
real life context, students become even more
demotivated and disinterested in learning.
MEXT has asserted that the new national
curriculum was devised in view of the PISA
literacy standards, and it also claims that
the guidelines aim to deliver education in

accordance with global standards. Koyasu
(2008) argues that such dichotomous/tiered
learning leads to a pitfall where students end
up cram-learning basic knowledge and a fixed
set of skills, and fail to acquire either satisfactorily. Koyasu also argues that such learning
further widens the disparity in literacy between
social classes. Japan’s cram-learning, which
typifies the learning style of East Asia, is, to
use Paulo Freire’s terminology, ‘banking education’ (Freire, 1996). Although it is important to maintain a critical attitude towards
the political and economical background in
which the PISA’s literacy concept was formed
(that is, responding to globalisation), the concept does have the potential to shift Japan’s
traditional learning style towards critical
reading and thinking practices. However, the
style of education currently being undertaken
by Japan is banking education geared towards
a globalised world. Particularly notable is
that this style of education is not only being
advanced by the central government, it is also
being developed through teacher performance
under the test-accountability system. The
standardized tests and the control of the curriculum are discussed next.

Control of the Curriculum
Through PDCA
The beginning of the curriculum guidelines
clearly states that each school is responsible
for organising its curriculum (MEXT, 2008);
however, the education system in Japan has
hitherto imposed a system of unitary control
over what teachers can teach (that is, through
the screening of textbooks), which is based
on the legal enforceability of the national
curriculum guidelines. Curricula and teachers are therefore currently controlled in a
multidimensional way through standardized
testing. Shimizu (2014) aptly terms this situation the ‘test regime’. Under this condition,
the raising of scores in standardized tests
becomes the ultimate goal, and in order to
achieve this objective at all costs, there is a
general mobilisation of politicians, central
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and regional education bureaucrats, principals, teachers and parents/guardians (a mobilisation that leaves children behind).
According to Matsushita (2012), the fact
that the national test in Japan is an exhaustive survey signifies not that it is designed
to ascertain the scholastic levels of students,
as mentioned in MEXT’s official statement
of purpose, but that it is designed to permeate a test-accountability system based on the
PDCA cycle amongst each board of education and school. Although the test results of
specific schools are not published, the results
are published at the prefectural level, and this
is conducted for a purpose: the function of the
nationwide standardized test is to have teachers and schools assume responsibility over
managing educational objectives and content.
The power that is operating here is relatively
different from Foucault’s (1995) concept of
disciplinary power. Foucault envisaged a form
of power that manages individuals by instilling
norms in them, provided that such individuals
possess shared values (Foucault, 1995). This
type of power applies to power structures that
developed in the modernisation process against
the backdrop of a grand narrative. For example, physical discipline has been embodied by
schools in various aspects against a backdrop
of social values, including ‘social mobility
based on academic credentials’ and ‘if you
work hard, you will be rewarded’. However,
Azuma and Osawa (2003) argue that this
power has now shifted into a more subtle form,
namely ‘environmental governance’. A plurality of values is embraced with ‘environmental
governance’, and individuals appear to act as
they choose, but in reality, those in power are

Table 58.1

pulling the strings at the individual level and
determining the extent of freedom allocated to
each person (Azuma and Osawa, 2003). This
model of power can explain power structures
in a society where not everyone partakes in
the grand narrative. Thus, for the nationwide
standardized test, teachers, parents and children all know that the test does not guarantee
an improvement in student’s learning or their
future position in society. Moreover, individual
students are not informed of their test results;
however, the data are used to govern teachers
and the curriculum.
We now examine a number of phenomena
related to the nationwide standardized test
that confirms the reality of this situation –
one in which individuals act voluntarily, but
lack awareness of the power politics that are
subtly steering their decisions. Consider, for
example, the changes to school objectives following the introduction of the national test.
Table 58.1 shows the results of a survey on
the changes in objectives upheld by schools
in two time points: 2002, when the national
curriculum guidelines were emphasizing
problem-solving learning; and 2010, the year
after the introduction of the nationwide standardized test and the accompanying revision
to the national curriculum guidelines (the
revision that resulted in the current guidelines). The results revealed that words such
as ‘improvement of learning and literacy’
and ‘learning habits’ were being incorporated
into school objectives to a greater extent in
2010. It is possible to infer from these results
that, under the test-accountability system,
schools have started viewing improvements
of test score as the ultimate goal.

Shifting goal of local schools after national standardized test

Year

2002 (%)

2010 (%)

Difference (%)

Self-learning
Improvement of learning and literacy
Improvement of basic lifestyle
Establishing learning habits
Social norm and rule

59.8
20.7
20.9
8.4
13.7

53.9
41.8
34.1
27.7
22.9

−5.9
+21.1
+13.2
+19.3
+9.2

Source: Adapted from Benesse (2010)
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The incorporation of learning improvement into objectives was not brought about
through MEXT’s direct control. According
to the environmental governance framework,
those in power have fostered an environment
in which schools and teachers feel compelled to perform. This condition is achieved
through the objective-evaluation system
based on the PDCA cycle.
Walter A. Shewhart and Edwards Deming
propagated the PDCA cycle in post-war US
as a quality control method. It is currently
incorporated in control systems such as
ISO9000 and ISO14001. This quality control system for corporations has been transplanted directly into schools to serve as a
teaching quality assurance system.
In Japan, the power to determine ‘quality’
objectives under the objective-evaluation system is possessed entirely by the government.
In 2006, the Basic Act on Education (a law
that determines the constitutional position
of education) was revised, and part of this
revision included the designation of specific competencies that ought to be targeted.
Accordingly, the subordinate legislation
(the School Education Act) stipulated target
competencies for each stage of school education, competencies that are decontextualised.
Also incorporated into the legislation was the
duty to improve school management with
a view to achieving such targets. This revision represented a big change to a legislative
framework. The national government could
now have decision-making powers over the
general purpose of education, as well as in
internal matters such as objective-setting and
curriculum content. From a practical aspect,
in 2006 MEXT issued guidelines for school
assessments that required schools to assess
and improve their educational activities continually through the PDCA cycle (MEXT,
2010), including a section on ‘educational
curriculum and learning guidance’ that listed
the scores in the national test as one of the
performance indicators.
In relation to this situation, Nakajima
(2007: 30) indicated that the PDCA cycle, as
it is used in Japan, comprises the following

four steps: (1) the central government determines the objectives to be achieved in
compulsory education; (2) local boards of
education and schools are tasked with meeting these targets; (3) the national government
assesses the extent to which the objectives are
being met; and (4) based on this assessment,
the state encourages local communities and
schools to improve as necessary. Nakajima
argued that by having hegemony over the
‘check’ and ‘action’ steps, the objectiveevaluation system serves to control school
education in a unitary manner. Thus, whilst
trumpeting local autonomy and devolution
to schools, in reality, the test-accountability
system conditions schools and teachers to
‘voluntarily’ accept an excessive burden.
Under this system of spontaneous subjugation, what challenges do teachers face? One
challenge is that in order to raise rankings
on the nationwide standardized test, teachers
are compelled to advance intensive test preps
under the direction of the prefectural board of
education. Test preps are conducted more in
communities and schools that are ranked low
on the national test and involve, for example,
having students repeat past test questions.
Learning standards are also set at the local
government level, and each local government
implements its own scholastic tests to measure the extent to which these standards are
being attained. These standards and tests are
modelled after the national test, and in this
sense, they are clearly designed to improve
scores in the nationwide survey.
The ideology that underlines this situation is ‘performativity’, a results-oriented
approach. Stephen Ball (2006) pointed out
that performativity is the situation where we
are operating within a baffling array of figures, performance indicators, comparisons
and competitions. In the name of accountability, the outcomes of students’ educational
activities from kindergarten to higher education are quantified and assessed. In this climate of performativity, what was originally a
means for assessing educational content has
become the end in itself, with educational
activities currently being designed to fulfil all
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assessment criteria. The adverse effects of this
inversion penetrate every part of education. In
Japan, the objective-evaluation system has fostered a management-led school culture, with a
decline in democratic collegiality and professional autonomy. In the classroom, teaching is
becoming ‘manualised’, students are streamed
according to their achievement level, and the
attempts to improve students’ learning levels
in this manner certainly lead to a diminished
student interest in learning. Teachers must
spend copious amounts of time and energy in
test preps, and they feel powerless in planning
a curriculum on their own.
PISA has therefore impacted school education in Japan substantially under a conception
of literacy that differs from its original conception. Educational reform has sparked a crisis and delivered a fatal blow to the classroom
teaching practice of each teacher. Although it
was originally a policy performance indicator, PISA has become a national standard of
learning and objectives, and, in turn, a local
indicator that assesses schools and teachers
under a curriculum–test–evaluation system.
This chapter has discussed how PISA,
which was launched in a globalised context,
has been transmuted into Japanese national
and local contexts. Although the manner of
Japan’s reception of PISA reflects a certain
kind of politics, one cannot ignore that problems are inherent in PISA itself, as well as
in the competency model upon which PISA
is based. The issue concerns PISA defining competencies of the globalised world as
‘quantifiable’ and ‘partial’, and then grading
the particular strength of each competency.
The following section critically analyses
PISA and the competency model that has
been proposed for a globalised world.

A CRITIQUE OF GLOBAL
COMPETENCIES
There has already been a considerable amount
of criticism against PISA. These critiques
can be divided broadly into two categories.
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The first criticises how PISA provides only
the measurable rankings of competencies in
each country, and how this prompts countries
to devise quick-fix measures to boost their
rankings. A critique of this category that
gained considerable attention was in the
‘Open Letter to Andreas Schleicher’, composed by a group of educational researchers
known worldwide and published in The
Guardian in May 2014 (The Guardian,
2014). The letter criticised PISA for contributing to an increased reliance on standardised
testing and quantitative measures and causing, with its 3-year assessment cycle, a shift
in attention to short-term fixes designed to
help the country improve its rankings, ultimately leading to more ‘vendor’-made lessons, less autonomy for teachers and the
impoverishment of classroom teaching. The
letter labels the situation ‘educational
colonialism’ – and this situation, as described
in the letter, matches the circumstances
described in this chapter for Japan.
The second criticism levied against PISA
concerns the model of economic globalisation and competency upon which it is based.
Economic globalisation and the accompanying changes in social structure are obviously
altering the labour model. The new realities of
the labour model will be arguably reflected in
school education in the form of the competency
model. PISA is predicated on key competencies
proposed by the OECD-sponsored DeSeCo
project, and DeSeCo stipulated key competencies that should be mastered by individuals
so that they may lead full lives in a globalised
world and contribute to society (Rychen and
Salganik, 2003). These key competencies comprise three categories: (1) using tools interactively; (2) interacting in heterogeneous groups;
and (3) acting autonomously. Each category
contains three subcategories (see Table 58.2).
PISA is designed to measure part of the first
key competency – using tools interactively.
Collaborative problem solving competency
was added from the 2015 survey onwards, and
there is a plan to expand the range of the PISA
survey to cover the second key competency –
interacting in heterogeneous groups.
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Key competencies (DeSeCo) and twenty-first century skills (ATC21s)
Key competencies

21st century skills

Using tool interactively
• Use language, symbols and texts interactively
• Use knowledge and information interactively
• Use technology interactively

Ways of thinking
• Creativity and innovation
• Critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-making
• Learning to learn, metacognition (knowledge
about cognitive process)

Interacting in heterogeneous group
• Relate well to others
• Co-operate, work in teams
• Manage and resolve conflicts
Acting autonomously
• Act within the big picture
• Form and conduct life plans and personal
projects
• Defend and assert rights, interest, limits and needs

Tools for working
• Information and literacy
• ICT literacy
Ways of working
• Communication
• Collaboration (teamwork)
Ways of living in the world
• Citizenship – local and global
• Life and career
• Professional and social responsibility, including
cultural awareness and competence

Source: Adapted from Rychen and Salganik (2003) and Griffin, McGaw and Care (2011).

The term ‘competency’ has traditionally
been used in business management studies,
but when DeSeCo uses the term ‘key competency’, it is not only the economic aspects.
Although the competencies upheld as essential for individual and social achievement
include ‘economic positions and resources’
and ‘economic productivity’, it also includes
‘democratic processes’, ‘solidarity and social
cohesion’, ‘human rights and peace’, ‘equity,
equality, and absence of discrimination’, and
‘ecological sustainability’, and these competencies encompass political, social, cultural
and biological values (Rychen and Salganik,
2003). However, Matsushita (2014) argues
that PISA has such an influence over countries worldwide because the logic of ‘magnet
economy’ behind PISA. For example, the
OECD report (2011) that analysed the educational policies of countries that achieved
top PISA rankings cites that these policies
have focused on competition over the quality
of human resources in a global-scale labour
market. Further, the principle of economic
growth in a globalised economy has had a
major bearing on the definition of key competencies as well as on PISA’s literacy concept.
As evidence for this claim, OECD Education

and Skills Director, Andreas Schleicher,
projected that if the US improved its PISA
scores by 25 points over the next 20 years,
there would be a gain of US$41 trillion in the
US economy (OECD, 2011). It is possible
to interpret the incorporation of these political, social and cultural values as representing
a response to a situation where such issues
must be cleared in order to advance global
economic development.
Likewise, the institution that proposed
the model of competencies in a globalised
economy was the ATC21s project, which
was sponsored by Microsoft, Intel and
Cisco Systems, and assigned a key role to
the University of Melbourne, Australia. The
ATC21s project defined ten core twenty-firstcentury skills, which were sorted into four
categories: (1) Ways of Thinking; (2) Ways
of Working; (3) Tools for Working; and (4)
Living in the World (Griffin et al., 2011).
The ATC21s framework is notable because
it provides a model of specific skills for the
actual workplace as opposed to general skills,
differentiating it from the key competencies (see Table 58.2). By being so specific,
the model stands out as a framework for
skills expected of company workers, such
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as creativity, innovation, collaboration and
problem solving.
Iwakawa (2005) argues that although the
PISA literacy concept measures competencies that promote citizenship and social
participation, one should be aware of how
PISA displays concern for a system of global
competition and the quantity and quality of
human capital within such a system. It is reasonable to suppose that, irrespective of how
globalised economies become, the majority
of children will lead working and civic lives
in their country of birth. When determining
what skills should be aimed by public education and what content it should teach, policymakers should not be caught up entirely in
the dominant neoliberal conception of economic globalisation.
This chapter now elaborates on the two
main criticisms of PISA by exploring two
key problem areas: how standardised testing
is silent in relation to research on educational
content in the curriculum, and ‘the individualisation of risk’ as a perspective that links
standardised testing with the global competencies model.

Lack of Educational Content,
Disregard for the Value of
Knowledge
PISA has dramatically transformed the curriculum policies of participating countries.
Although PISA and the DeSeCo’s key competencies upon which it is based clarify necessary competencies, there is no mention of
what knowledge should be taught; and
instead PISA emphasises performance –
what students should be able to do, rather
than what they should know.
Knowledge is therefore viewed in the same
way as a skill, and regarded as a means to
master competencies. According to Bernstein
(1996: 87), this represents ‘a fundamental
break in the relation between the knower and
what is known’ and ‘knowledge is separated
from inwardness, from commitments, from
personal dedication, from the deep structure
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of the self’. Thus, knowledge is no longer
regarded as a dynamic framework by which
we can understand the world and form relationships with it.
Moreover, when curricula are being configured, the emphasis is on competency rather
than on knowledge, meaning that the relationship between knowledge and power is no
longer considered. The relationship between
knowledge and power is lost because listing
a set of competencies on the basis that they
are essential for a globalised society creates
the illusion that everyone is equally capable
of mastering them. Bernstein’s (1975) ideas
offers an insight – he analysed pedagogies
in Britain using a theoretical framework that
divided pedagogies into visible and invisible
pedagogies, and concluded that the latter,
which would seem at first to be democratic,
actually serve to reproduce social class
inequality in learning. During the 1990s,
Bernstein (1996) developed his theoretical framework into a ‘performance model’
and ‘competence model’. He then criticised
the competence model on the basis that it
assumes ‘a universal democracy of acquisition. All are inherently competent and all possess common procedures’ and then combines
with ‘a tendency to embrace populism’ to end
up ‘abstracting the individual from the analysis of distribution of power and principles of
control which selectively specialise modes
of acquisition and realisations’ (Bernstein,
1996: 56). Kodama (2013) argues that a competence-based curriculum is responsible for
shifting attention away from the question of
what knowledge to teach in schools, thereby
inculcating the view that ‘anyone can do it if
they try hard enough’.
The danger with curricula devoid of a
perspective on knowledge as educational
content is that they can result in abstracted
competency/skill-based learning. Such learning is particularly harmful for students on the
socioeconomic peripheries because although
competencies and skills may at first seem
abstract and value-neutral, their acquisition
is dependent on the learner’s cultural habits and the continuity/discontinuity (of the
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competencies) with the individual’s socioeconomic environment. In other words, for
students in a certain socioeconomic class,
seemingly abstract competencies and skills
are continuous with the abilities that the student has cultivated in his/her family home,
and they therefore function as meaningful competencies. When competency-based
standardised tests, such as PISA, are emphasized, the importance of explicit knowledge
in curriculum making is downplayed, which,
in turn, leads to a wider gap in competency
belied by the slogan of learning improvement.

Risk Society and Individualisation
Another issue with standardised tests such
as PISA is the individualisation of risk.
Standardised testing and economic globalisation both operate on the principle of the
individualisation of risk. I now discuss this
problem with reference to Beck’s theory of
the risk society, mentioned at the beginning
of the chapter.
Beck (1992) made two main claims, the
first of which is that the present society is
a society of increased ‘risk’ from forces
that are uncontrollable and unknowable.
Although modernity has increased wealth by
controlling nature scientifically, the price of
society’s maturation is a dramatic increase
in risks. Thus, society, Beck argues, has now
morphed into a risk society, where the production and distribution of risks become the
social point of contention. We live in a society that bears risks in exchange for wealth.
Moreover, these risks are not constrained
by national borders. As examples such as
nuclear waste and terrorism clearly show, the
people who produce risks are not necessarily
those who take them on. According to Beck,
a ‘risk society’ is a society in which everyone
is equally exposed to risks.
As Beck believes, risks are unknowable (to
laypeople), and we must therefore rely on the
judgment of experts – scientific knowledge – to
determine where the risks lie and how serious
they are. However, scientific understanding is

itself highly contentious, and many risks are
assessed differently (for example, consider
the debate over the safety of nuclear power
generation in Japan following the 11 March
2011 earthquake and tsunami).
Beck’s (1992) second main claim concerns
the way a risk society addresses risk – by individualising it. This argument is predicated on
the view that the unit of social life is no longer
class or family, but the individual. Risk falls
directly on individuals without being mediated by intermediary organisations, and these
individuals are responsible for taking appropriate measures by themselves. This situation
does not emerge because individuals actively
take on risks themselves, but rather because
there are fewer social capacities for risk to
be distributed to. When a society becomes a
risk society, the process of decision-making
is entrusted to individuals. Beck (1994: 7)
describes this situation as ‘people are not
being “released” from feudal and religioustranscendental certainties into the world of
industrial society, but rather from industrial
society into the turbulence of the global risk
society. They are being expected to live with
a broad variety of different, mutually contradictory, global and personal risks’.
There are arguments against Beck, which
call into question whether the globalisation
of society has really heralded the retreat of
intermediary organisations (that mediate
risk) and the individualisation of risk (Lauder
et al., 2006). However, even if these counterarguments are considered, by placing individualised risk management at the core of
social analysis, Beck’s theory has undoubtedly raised important questions in relation to
education.
When viewed through the prism of risk, a
system such as PISA can be understood as
one that produces risks that must be borne by
individual teachers and individual students.
Specifically, there are countries that take on
the risks of PISA and others that do not. Japan
is clearly among the latter. In Japan, PISA,
the curricula and tests that are standardised
by national and local governments, and the
teaching processes designed around them
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have become a system that justifies the socioeconomic class-based gap amongst students.
PISA and other standardised tests are merely
one type of social system, but they ascribe a
shape and scale to individuals’ ‘competencies’, consequently individualising the risk
of reproducing low achievement.
This system has also produced risks that
must be borne by teachers. Teachers have
been robbed of the essential question that
concerns their expertise and autonomous
decision-making – the question of what to
teach – and in return they have been lumbered
with the risk of being responsible for the outcomes of their teaching (that is, the scholastic
level of the children they have taught). Here,
again, this risk is produced socially, whereas
the risk-response is individualised.
How can we sever the linkage between
standardized test and accountability systems
and the individualisation of risk? We must
wield the language of systems and the language of practice. The next section examines
a counter strategy for the case of Japan.

A CRITICAL TURN IN THE STUDY
OF CURRICULUM CONTENT
Standardised testing increases the individualised risks to be faced by teachers and students.
In a world where the global, national and
local levels all operate on the same principles, standardised testing doubles and triples
the risk to teachers and students. This section
explores teaching practices in Japan that use
a bottom–up approach and derives from
these case studies the counter principles of
teaching practice that can provide an alternative to the present situations.
The first step to challenging the assumption that standardisation is essential in a globalised world, and the belief that standardised
testing is essential to develop global competencies, is to be aware of the inconsistencies
of globalisation and standardisation. Beck
(2000) presented the three concepts of ‘globalisation’, ‘globality’, and ‘globalism’, and
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argued that comprehending the difference
between globalism, on the one hand, and globalisation and globality on the other, is key
to challenging the orthodoxy of the prevailing ideology associated with globalisation,
the ideology that Beck identifies as globalism. By globalism, Beck is referring to the
globalised rule of neoliberal ideology, an ideology based purely on the market economy
principle. Globalisation and globalism tend
to be used as interchangeable terms. To help
differentiate the terms, Beck (2000) defines
the historical and social phenomenon of globalisation in terms of its multidimensional,
pluralistic and spontaneous aspects. He states
the following:
Globalization lays the stress upon a transnational
process, in the dimensions we have considered
1
2

3

It refers to intensification of transnational spaces,
events, problems, conflict and biographies.
This tendency – contrary to everything the
word ‘global’ suggest – should not be understood either as linear or as ‘total’ or ‘allencompassing’. Rather, it should be thought of
as only contingent and dialectical – as glocal.
This will become clearer if the conceptual
figure of ‘inclusive distinction or opposition’ is
employed as the underlying principle of biography, identity and organization.
It then becomes necessary to consider the
degree, density and extent of globalization/
localization in the various dimensions. Thus,
the manifestation of glocalization can and
must be empirically investigated. (Beck, 2000:
87–88, emphasis original)

Beck argues that globalisation as a process is
headed towards globality as a state of existence, and he defines globality as a multi
dimensional, pluralistic, spontaneous and
political outcome.
Beck does not regard neoliberal globalism
as a given and unavoidable process. Although
globalisation is a historical and social reality,
there is no reason to respond to it with globalism. According to Beck’s view, globalisation
cannot mean the predominance of a singular
orthodoxy such as this. An important question
when considering education systems is how
to construct multidimensional, spontaneous
and political spaces.
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The same principle must be applied when
developing educational practice. In the face
of standardised learning criteria and teaching
styles, the fundamental principle is to determine how to create pluralistic teaching and
learning.
One concrete/specific approach that is
essential for converting this fundamental principle into teaching practice is the
‘precautionary approach’, which refers to
the belief that measures against risk must
be taken, even if scientific understanding is insufficient. The Rio Declaration on
Environment and Development made at the
1992 UN Conference on Environment and
Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro
states the following:
In order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely applied by States
according to their capabilities. Where there are
threats of serious or irreversible damage, lack of
full scientific certainty shall not be used as a reason
for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent
environmental degradation. (United Nations,
1992: n.p.)

Predicated on the relativism, pluralism and
fallibility of science, this statement declares
the principle that precautionary measures
against individualised risks should be taken
at a societal level. The antithesis of this principle is the preventive approach. Although
the term itself is uncommon, it refers to the
belief that measures should be taken only in
cases where the cause–effect relationship of
risks and their occurrence has been scientifically proven. The same concept is embodied
in Japan’s Product Liability Act, which
declares manufacturers to be legally exempt
(from liability for damaged goods, and so on)
if they have taken measures against proven
risks.
This preventive approach was dealt a decisive blow by the tsunami and Fukushima
Daiichi nuclear power plant disaster following
the Great East Japan Earthquake of 11 March
2011. This chapter will not go into detail, but
the disaster can be regarded as a consequence
of Japan advancing its nuclear energy policy

and disaster-preparedness policy based on the
preventive approach, allowing state-sanctioned
science to be the driving force and excluding numerous scientific opinions that had
already raised many cautions. In view of
the sheer number of victims it produced –
15,889 individuals perished and 2,597 still
missing (as of November 2014) – the disaster has forced Japanese society as a whole,
including the entirety of public education, to
confront issues that must be generalised and
universalised. It is not enough to merely provide teaching regarding the risks of nuclear
energy and natural disasters – the question
is how schools should teach students about
the relationship between knowledge and the
world. This issue cannot be managed with
packaged classroom teaching focused purely
on achieving the targeted competencies and
skills. It is essential to have a perspective
on knowledge, its plurality and the politics
that can make it a reality. This paper now
introduces two case studies of teaching practice that provide clues in this respect, and it
derives from these case studies a framework
of curriculum research with a view to achieving a shift from a standardised curriculum
towards pluralist and political education.
The first case study is the disaster-
preparedness curriculum of Kamaishi, a city
that was devastated in the Great East Japan
Earthquake, and yet protected the lives of 99.8
per cent of its 3,000 students through swift
evacuation action. The saving of so many lives
has been dubbed ‘the Miracle of Kamaishi’;
however, rather than being a miracle, this
accomplishment was due to risk education.
In other words, schools collaborated with
the local community to ensure the teaching,
learning and mastery of a plurality of disaster-
preparedness thinking and action skills.
According to a report by the headmistress
of Kamaishi Elementary School, the school
executed a disaster-preparedness curriculum
in the following four levels:
1
2

Tsunami hazard mapmaking;
Evacuation trainings in anticipation of a tsunami
striking when students are walking home from
school;
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3
4

Tsunami disaster-preparedness lesson; and
The importance of the old saying of tsunamitendenko. (Kato, 2013: 25–27)

Regarding hazard mapmaking (Level 1),
schools had parents join students in investigating the routes between the school and
homes to identify potentially dangerous
points as well as evacuation sites. The information was shared and then incorporated into
a large map, which was then posted on a wall
that students would often pass to ensure it
would become a familiar sight. Evacuation
trainings (Level 2) were conducted to prepare students for an earthquake/tsunami disaster that strikes during their walk home
from school or whilst playing outside the
school. These trainings were conducted with
the participation of local residents. When the
11 March earthquake struck, one elementary
school student who was fishing at sea at the
time initially rushed to an evacuation centre
near the shore, but then, deciding that the
location was too dangerous, ran to another
evacuation centre 1 km inland. This action
saved the student’s life. Regarding Level 3,
teaching units on disaster preparedness were
prepared and implemented systematically
under the direction of Professor Toshitaka
Katada, a disaster social-engineering expert
at Gunma University.
Katada (2012) highlighted the following
three key points of disaster-preparedness
teaching:
1 Do not place too much faith in ‘assumptions’.
2 When disaster strikes, do everything you can.
3 Take the initiative in evacuating.

The first key point is undoubtedly based on
the precautionary approach. The disasterpreparedness education in Kamaishi included
informing students about the forecasted figures for the amount of inundation based on
data from a tsunami that hit Kamaishi in the
past, but the students were instructed not to
trust the forecasts blindly. The students were
also taught not to wait until the announcement to evacuate, but to take the initiative
and flee. Such teaching was not only based
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on Katada’s ideas, it also incorporated the
old saying in Kamaishi and throughout the
Tohoku coastal region, namely tsunamitenko. Tsunami-tenko is the maxim that, in
the event of a tsunami, individuals should
flee separately to higher ground and it is
based on the accumulated wisdom of the
region. Thus, the so-called Kamaishi Miracle
was achieved by virtue of the fact that,
although scientific assumptions were set as
the premise, disaster knowledge was pluralised through personal judgments and local
knowledge. In fact, one first-grade elementary school student who had undergone such
education made a personal judgment not to
stay at the designated evacuation centre, but
to head instead for higher ground. The student had to endure two nights on his own as
a result, but had the wherewithal to calmly
await the arrival of his parents.
Kamaishi’s disaster-preparedness curriculum comprises the following four areas (Table
58.3): ‘Understanding earthquakes and tsunami’, ‘Understanding the measures to take’,
‘Considering how tsunamis will damage the
local community’ and ‘Learning from past
experience’ (Kamaishi-shi Board of Education
et al., 2010). In addition, the educational content as a whole has been reorganised from a
disaster-preparedness perspective by selecting learning units related to earthquakes and
tsunami within each grade and subject. For
example, in the sixth-grade elementary mathematics class, one learning unit is entitled,
‘Expressing speed’. As part of this learning
unit, students indicate the speed of a tsunami
in metres per second, and they then consider
how many seconds it would take the tsunami to
reach their home. Likewise, in the sixth-grade
elementary science class, there is a learning
unit entitled, ‘formation and change of the
land’. As part of this learning unit, students
learn about the mechanisms of earthquakes,
their destructive force, the danger of tsunami
that can sometimes follow earthquakes, how
to prepare and respond to earthquakes in the
middle of scientific experimentation.
There are guidelines on disaster-preparedness
teaching issued by national government;
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Table 58.3 The framework of disaster-preparedness curriculum in Kamaishi
Content
I. Understanding
the earthquake
and tsunami

II. Understanding
the measures
to take

III. Considering
how tsunamis
will damage
the local
community
IV. Learning
from past
experience

Primary 1–21,2
A. To know the mechanism of
seismic tsunami
B. To know the characteristic
of tsunami
C. To know the need of
evacuation
D. To understand various
characteristics of the tsunami
E. To understand the
characteristic of the
shaking of the earthquake
A. To know the method to
protect the body from an
earthquake
B. To understand the way of
evacuation from a tsunami
C. To know the place of
evacuation around the
school and the home
D. To think about various
ways of evacuation
E. To think about the action
after evacuation
F. To consider psychology of
those who cannot evacuate
A. To know the past tsunami
damage in the area
B. To think about the
measures to protect the
area from a tsunami
A. To hear the story from a
person who experienced
tsunami and earthquake
B. Tsunami-Tendenko
C. To think about responsibility
to hand down

PE and SA (1)
MT
SA (1)

Primary 3–41,2

Primary 5–61,2

Junior High 1–31,2

SA (1)

SA (1)

SC (1)

SA (1)

SA (1)
SA (1)
SC (1)

SA (1)

LES (1)
LES (1)

SA (1)

SA (1)

SS (2)

IS (1)

SS (1)
SS (3)
SA (2)
SA (1)
IS or SA (1)
SA (1)

IS (1–3)

SA (1)

IS (1)
SA (1)

SA (1)

SA (1)
ME (1)

Notes
1 S A: Special Activity; PE: Physical Education; MT: Mathematic; SC: Science; LES: Life Environmental Studies; SS: Social Studies;
IS: Integrated Studies; ME: Moral Education.
2 Parenthesis shows the hours of the lesson.
Source: Kamaishi-shi Board of Education et al (2010: 11)

however, amidst an extremely centralised
system of national control, the same by-thebook principles are followed even through
the process of transforming the guidelines
content into concrete measures at a prefectural level. In this context, Kamaishi’s
disaster-preparedness curriculum is crucial


for reorganising and pluralising the guidelines
content at the local level. This reorganisation
and pluralisation resulted in activities that
saved the lives of 99.8 per cent of students.
The Kamaishi case is an example of a curriculum that includes learning content on
social risks themselves. Teaching students
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that social risks are themselves contentious
in terms of the measures (risk-response measures) and their assessment, promotes the
pluralisation and politicisation of knowledge.
If such a curriculum has the potential to further develop learning content on social risks,
what about other subjects?
I have argued in this chapter that standardised testing, by simplifying the teaching
process, individualises the risks associated
with developing students’ competency. In
brief, in measuring students against the standards, the endpoint is whether one ‘can or
cannot’. However, there have been attempts
to create alternative classroom teaching, a
teaching practice that can cater to the ‘noncomprehension’ of students who ‘cannot’. A
former elementary school teacher in Japan,
Etsuko Watanabe developed her own teaching practice based on the essential aspect
of classroom teaching content, namely the
question of what to teach. Let us consider her
mathematics class for third-grade elementary
school students as a case study.
In Japanese elementary schools, students
study multiplication in the second grade and
then start learning division from the third
grade. In Watanabe’s class, two students
named Hiroshi and Mari were struggling to
grasp multiplication. It was natural to assume
that Hiroshi and Mari would struggle with
the concept of division with remainders. In
response to such a situation, most teachers
would drill these students on the times table;
however, Watanabe recognised that the learning content was arranged in a systematic
manner, and as such, could not necessarily
cater to the student’s way of understanding, and so she decided to develop a style of
classroom teaching that aligned with the students’ respective thinking process. Watanabe
handed Hiroshi and Mari cups and marbles
and the students then speculated their thinking by manipulating these tools (concrete
operation). As a result, Hiroshi reached the
understanding that ‘division means dividing
a number into equal parts’.
According to Lev Vygotsky (1978), these
students were practicing operational thinking
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through the manipulation of external tools.
For Hiroshi, this had significance for learning in that the external tools (the cup and the
marbles) had been converted into internal
tools of the mind. However, the significance
of this tool-facilitated thinking did not stop
with Hiroshi and Mari. Those students who
could translate mathematical word problems into mathematical expressions adeptly
before proceeding to solve them, could independently review their answers through the
mediation of the operational thinking that
Hiroshi and Mari practiced, and this led to
a renewed understanding of the meaning of
division. It can be claimed that Hiroshi and
the other students in the class had attained,
what Lev Vygotsky (1978) refers to, as the
‘zone of proximal development’.
Watanabe’s success story could certainly
not have occurred through standardised
teaching. In Watanabe’s class, multiple
perspectives on the meaning of division
were given recognition and this facilitated
unlearning. This result was achieved because
Watanabe understood that the mathematical content to be taught in this learning unit
should be ‘division means dividing a number
into equal parts’ and also because the process
by which students obtain this cognition was
pluralised. By developing a class that helps
students develop a plurality of understandings, rather than being concerned for whether
the student will ultimately provide the singular correct answer, Watanabe ensured that the
risk of having difficulty in learning would not
become an individualised risk. Further, this
case demonstrates that if being robbed of the
question of ‘what to teach’ generates risks for
teachers, then reclaiming this question generates plurality in teaching and learning.

CONCLUSION: UNLEARNING
THE CURRICULUM
This chapter analysed the present situation of
education in Japan to determine the impact of
standardised testing, such as PISA, upon
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school curricula and classroom teaching.
Standardised testing leads to standardised
curricula and classroom teaching that is
designed around the test, thereby leading to
risks being imposed on teachers and students
alike. Amidst this present trend in curriculum
policy and teaching practice, there are also
examples of curricula and classroom teaching that incorporate a bottom–up approach.
This chapter examined such cases and clarified the fundamental principles upon which
they are based. These examples revealed that
an important principle is for teachers to
manifest plurality in teaching and learning
and, to this end, to assume ownership over
the question of ‘what to teach’.
The discussion revealed the importance of
changing the approach to curriculum inquiry
and teaching methods. According to Koyasu
(2013), in curriculum research it was traditionally acceptable to simply ascertain the
officially recognised achievements of science
or to provide teaching based on the latest outcomes of scientific research at the podium.
However, in a risk society, there is a need to
proactively explore research and the findings that can clarify and challenge commonly
accepted theories (Koyasu, 2013). Koyasu’s
claim echoes the teaching practice case studies presented in this chapter. To make such
curriculum inquiry a reality, teachers must
‘unlearn’ the curriculum. According to
Gayatri Spivak (1988), learning or gaining
knowledge is a privilege, but it simultaneously signifies that the person has not gained
other knowledge. To ‘unlearn’ in this context
means to recognise that with one’s privilege
(knowledge), there is also much loss (ignorance of alternative knowledge), and then
to deconstruct one’s knowledge in order to
open the opportunities for alternative knowledge; Spivak, 1988; Landry and MacLean,
1996). To unlearn does not mean to cease
learning or to forget everything that one has
learnt; instead, it involves focusing on the
knowledge one was prevented from learning through the process of learning what one
does know, and then redrawing the boundaries of one’s knowledge accordingly.

In Japan, there is currently an ongoing discussion over the forthcoming changes to the
national curriculum, and the new curriculum
is anticipated to be based on the competency
model. At the same time, extremely powerful
nationalistic controls are being exerted over
teaching from the kindergarten to university
levels. In December 2013, MEXT unveiled
an action plan to revise the textbook screening system under which textbook screening,
which has already been shown to be highly
problematic, would be further reformed along
nationalist lines. The new guidelines require
textbook publishers to ensure that their textbooks offer ‘balanced’ teaching content if no
views have been established on the subject
matter in academia, or if the government has
an official position on such subject matter
(MEXT, 2013). Although it may seem that
these guidelines are promoting balanced content, under the system of textbook screening,
textbook publishers are effectively compelled
to present the official view of the government
and leave out multiple alternative views.
This will lead to students being taught only
the official government line on content such
as the territorial disputes with neighbouring
countries or the portrayal of Japan’s role in
World War II. In addition to standardisation,
school curricula in Japan are being exposed
to the risks of nationalism.
This chapter focused on bottom–up
approaches taken at a school and individual
teacher level; however, it is also important to
expand the scope of research to include an
analysis of educational policy as the politics
of teaching practice, or policymaking for
teaching. It is hoped that these issues will be
addressed in the future.
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59
The Ebb and Flow of Curricular
Autonomy: Balance Between
Local Freedom and National
Prescription in Curricula
Claire Sinnema

CURRICULAR AUTONOMY
The purpose of this chapter is to problematize the notion of curricular autonomy, and in
particular the autonomy that national curricula afford to those implementing teaching
and learning programmes in local settings. It
is important to do so because national curricula are constantly changing, and their balance between prescription and autonomy is a
source of much debate in policy and public
contexts. That debate draws on divergent
perspectives about the benefits and risks of
curricular autonomy and often leads to
changes in the degree of prescription in
national curricula – similar to the ebb and
flow of the tide, there are constant fluctuations in curricular autonomy over time and it
is high in some places whilst low in others.
My intention in this chapter is to contribute
to debates about curricular autonomy by proposing two frameworks – the first framework
of curricular autonomy encompasses elements both within and beyond a documented
curriculum. The utility of the framework is

demonstrated through applying it to the
comparison of curricula in two contrasting
contexts – England and New Zealand. The
balance between prescription and autonomy
in those two cases is quite different, leading
me to propose a second framework that
captures the relationship between system
conditions and considerations of appropriate
balance between national prescription and
local freedom in national curricula.

Tides of Curricular Autonomy
Characteristic of educational policy in many
jurisdictions in recent times is an emphasis
on curricular autonomy, or at least moves
toward increased curricular autonomy compared to previous curricula. Although the
degree of autonomy and the elements of the
curriculum it relates to vary from place to
place, and systems offering low levels of curricular autonomy remain fairly common
across OECD countries, ‘the most common
configuration is the one that gives schools the
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freedom to make curricular decisions’
(OECD, 2011a: 45). That increase in schoollevel authority to make decisions about curriculum content has been noted in relation to
the curricula of Scotland and New Zealand
(Sinnema and Aitken, 2013) and of Finland,
Japan, Brazil and parts of China and Canada
(OECD, 2011a). Curriculum – and I refer
here specifically to the planned curriculum –
is increasingly deemed to be not only the
concern of policymakers, but also the concern of practitioners based in schools, including school leaders and teachers. Schools are
asked to address the challenges inherent in
designing and implementing a local curriculum
in a manner that also ensures they give effect to
a national curriculum. Those challenges are
strongly impacted by the degree and nature of
autonomy in the national curriculum.
Although there is evidence of increasing curricular autonomy in many jurisdictions, the pattern internationally is mixed.
Describing the current pattern across nations
with regard to curricula (and their autonomy)
is complex, given those curricula are in a
constant state of change – at any given time,
countries are often either embarking on, in
the midst of, or responding to curriculum
review processes of some sort. Central issues
that are typically addressed in those reviews
are about alternatives in what a revised curriculum should emphasize: autonomy versus
prescription; reduced versus expanded curriculum content; local versus national priorities; and knowledge versus competencies. In
some countries, New Zealand and Scotland
for example, curriculum change has led to
increased local decision making, greater
autonomy for schools, reduced content prescribed at a national level and emphasis on
competencies and capabilities. The tide of
curricula autonomy in those countries might
be described as high (with high freedom
for teachers). In England and Australia, by
contrast, the tide has been going out – with
tightening of national control, prescription
and regulation over curriculum, with expanding curriculum content and a more explicit
emphasis on core knowledge.

The analogy of tides and curricular autonomy works in at least two ways. First, like
tides, levels of curricular autonomy are different in different places at the same time.
Although the issues that national curriculum reviews often respond to are sometimes
quite similar in different contexts (the need
for improved teaching quality, higher student achievement, schooling improvement
and greater education system equity, for
example), some systems take the autonomy
route, whilst others the prescription route.
That contrast is evident currently in the curricula of New Zealand and England. Second,
like tides, levels of curricula autonomy are
constantly changing. A national curriculum
that is highly prescriptive at one point in time
is often reported to be much less so at a subsequent point in time, and vice versa. These
changes in the nature of curricula are influenced by policymakers’ perceptions of the
problems that policymakers seek to address in
the design, or re-design, of a national curriculum. During curriculum developments in New
Zealand in the mid-2000s, for example, overcrowding in the curriculum of the preceding
decade was considered a problem (Le Métais,
2002). That problem was emphasized in calls
to revise the curriculum and strengthen its
role as a lever for improving student achievement. The revised curriculum of 2007 sought
to address the over-crowding problem by significantly reducing prescription. In addition
a great deal of emphasis was given, in the
national curriculum itself, to the importance
of schools designing a locally relevant curriculum to give effect to broad curriculum
requirements. Not long after, the efforts to
put a national curriculum in place in Australia
began. In that context a key problem being
addressed in the developments was a lack
of consistency across the country, given the
absence of a national curriculum. Curriculum
development in Australia sought to ensure
that sufficient content was outlined in the curriculum to ensure national consistency – a
notable change for a country that previously
did not have a national curriculum. Recent
critiques of the new curriculum, however,

THE EBB AND FLOW OF CURRICULAR AUTONOMY

claim that it is overcrowded and content heavy,
and that depth has been compromised for
breadth. Those concerns have been substantiated in a review of the Australian curriculum
and accepted by policymakers as needing to be
addressed:
In announcing the Review of the Australian
Curriculum, we already knew that many stakeholders had been critical of the overcrowding of
the Australian Curriculum and the content being
excessive, unduly rigid and prescriptive in many of
the learning areas. The findings of the Review of
the Australian Curriculum have confirmed that this
is a real concern. (Department of Education,
2014a: 6)

One might reasonably predict that the outgoing tide in Australia is on the turn, and the
tide of curricular autonomy will come back
in (to at least some extent), just as it has in
many jurisdictions following critique of an
overcrowded curriculum. South Korea is an
example where that was the case. Criticisms
suggested that the heavily packed content
knowledge of curriculum subjects caused
students to become overwhelmed. Those
criticisms led to a new curriculum in 2009
designed to both reduce academic workload
for students and enhance school-based curricular autonomy (Hong and Youngs, 2014).

Situating Curricular Autonomy
Given the recent attention to curricular
autonomy in policy, research and practice, it
is important to also situate the concept from
a theoretical point of view. In this section I
outline a definition of curricular autonomy,
as it is referred to in this chapter, and discuss
how levels of autonomy in national curricula
are strongly related to the ideologies and
associated curriculum theories that inform
curriculum policies.
Curricular autonomy is used here as a broad
term to encompass the approaches to curriculum variously described in the literature over
recent decades in ways that emphasize different aspects of autonomy. Some perspectives
on autonomy emphasize the ‘person’ or role
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that holds autonomy, for example ‘teachers as curriculum makers’ (Craig and Ross,
2008) or ‘teacher agency in curriculum making’ (Leander and Osborne, 2008; Priestley
et al., 2012). Others emphasize the ‘location’ of the autonomy, for example ‘schoolbased curriculum development’ (Prideaux,
1993; Priestley et al., 2014; Skilbeck, 1984;
Xu and Wong, 2011), school-based curriculum innovation (Darling-Hammond, 1998;
Fullan, 2007) or ‘local curriculum control’
(Tyree, 1993). Some of the literature emphasizes not so much the person or location of
the autonomy, but the ‘nature’ of the autonomy, for example ‘professional autonomy’
(Honig and Rainey, 2012; Kasher, 2005),
‘freedom’ (Cunningham, 2002), ‘flexibility’
(Nir and Eyal, 2008), ‘accountable autonomy’ (MacKinnon, 2011) or ‘curriculum
decision making’ (Johnston, 1995). Despite
the variations in terminology, these perspectives all have relevance to the issue of balance between national and local curricula.
Furthermore, the salience of these various
notions of autonomy depends greatly on
the curriculum ideologies that govern the
decisions of curriculum designers and policymakers. There are varying degrees of compatibility with regard to curricular autonomy
within the four curriculum ideologies outlined by Schiro (2013) – scholar academic,
social efficiency, learner-centred and social
reconstruction.
A learner-centred ideology (Schiro, 2013)
is entirely compatible with the notions of
curricular autonomy. Underpinned by the
image of ideal schooling put forward by
Dewey and Dewey (1915), the theory of
learner-centred education is that people have
the right to determine what they will learn.
The curriculum, under this ideology, does
not require rigidly organized content, but
rather opportunities for activity and experience (often referred to as project work) that
is flexible and responsive to students’ needs
and interests.
The emphasis for teaching and learning
under a learner-centred ideology is on learners having first-hand experience with reality
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in ways that are developmentally appropriate
in order to grow, learn and construct meaning
– value is placed on rich and authentic social
and physical activity inside and outside the
classroom. This ideology positions children
as having the right to make decisions about
their own learning, and does not predetermine
the knowledge they will learn. The starting
point of education, from a curriculum point
of view, is the immediate interests of the student (Rugg and Shumaker, 1928), along with
their needs and concerns (Weber, 1971).
A social-efficiency ideology (Schiro,
2013) is compatible with the notion of curricular autonomy but to a lesser extent than
the learner-centred one – it treats preparation
for adulthood as the ultimate goal of education, and focuses on shaping the behaviour of
students towards pre-determined behavioural
objectives. It is compatible with the notion
of curricular autonomy because there is a
degree of flexibility and recognition of a need
for adjustments in response to particular students. As Schiro puts it, ‘the job of teaching
is to fit the student to the curriculum and fit
the curriculum to the student … The curriculum developer designs curriculum for a standard student; the teacher makes adjustments
for particular students’ (2013: 86).
A scholar-academic ideology (Schiro,
2013) is more likely than the others to be
considered incompatible with the notion of
curricular autonomy. Given that this ideology foregrounds the perspective of academic
disciplines and views the induction of a child
into an academic discipline as the goal of a
curriculum (Schiro, 2013), there is little room
for autonomy, particularly with regard to curriculum content. A scholar-academic ideology
is most compatible with a curriculum that is
prescriptive because ensuring curriculum
knowledge and content excludes any concerns other than those embodied within the
discipline itself almost certainly requires prescription. Under this ideology ‘all curriculum
content should be drawn from the disciplines’
and, furthermore, ‘only knowledge contained
in the disciplines is appropriate to the curriculum’ (Phenix, 1962: 57–8, emphasis added).

There is, therefore, no value placed on local
decision making about content in response to
students’ needs or interests, and therefore little
place for curricular autonomy in that regard.
The fourth ideology described by Schiro
(2013) is also compatible with the notion
of curricular autonomy. The social reconstructionist ideology views curriculum from
a social perspective, and assumes that the
deep social structures involved in societal
problems can be addressed through attending
to the hidden curriculum that contributes to
them. Curricula, when social reconstructionist in nature, are relevant to students’ lives,
with topics often derived from the concerns
of students themselves. Notions of what
is worthwhile, including curriculum content, are derived from the subjective reality
of individuals. In order to meet the goals
of a social reconstruction ideology, such as
responding to social crisis, a social reconstructionist curriculum aspires for students
who are ‘motivated to understand the nature
of society, envision a better society, and act
to reconstruct society’ (Schiro, 2013: 165–6).
The purpose of addressing societal issues and
inequities through connecting with students,
therefore, is slightly different to the more individual purpose of connecting with students’
needs and interests under the learner-centred
ideology. But both suggest the relevance of a
degree of curricular autonomy.

A FRAMEWORK FOR EXAMINING
CURRICULAR AUTONOMY
Consideration of curricular autonomy in
national curricula is a complex business
because messages about autonomy in the
curriculum literature and descriptions regarding prescription and autonomy in curricula
themselves can be mixed or contradictory.
Furthermore, those coming from different
perspectives can make quite opposite claims
about the curricular autonomy of the very
same curriculum. This is because autonomy
is a relative concept. A curriculum might be
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considered ‘very prescriptive’ if it is more so
than the previous one, if it is more so than
curricula in other places, or even if it is more
so than an individual thinks it ought to be. In
an effort to begin addressing that complexity,
I propose a framework for examining curricular autonomy (see Table 59.1) that seeks to
provide a common basis for describing curricular autonomy. The framework refers to
both within-curriculum dimensions and
beyond-curriculum dimensions – it prompts
attention to what the curriculum itself indicates about curricular autonomy and also to
the system dimensions that influence how
that autonomy can be realized in practice.

(content or competency/skill outcomes and
processes) and the degrees of prescription in
those aspects (broad prescription across
schooling, broad prescription at particular
curriculum levels and specific prescription at
particular curriculum levels). The degrees of
prescription are suggested as an indicator for
autonomy – higher prescription signals lower
autonomy, whilst less prescription signals
higher autonomy. This approach (focused on
identifying indicators of prescription rather
than indicators of autonomy) was taken
because it was deemed more useful to identify what can be seen (prescription) rather
than what cannot be seen (because that which
is not detailed might be considered open to
local interpretation). The prescription as a
proxy for autonomy approach also makes
sense given that even prescription-heavy curricula make claims about curricular freedom,
autonomy or flexibility. In Australia, for
example, the curriculum that has led to

Within-Curriculum Dimensions
of Curricular Autonomy
The within-curriculum section of the framework deals both with aspects of curricula
Table 59.1

Curriculum
aspects

Curricular autonomy framework
Within curriculum dimensions of autonomy

System dimensions of autonomy

High autonomy Moderate autonomy Low autonomy

High autonomy

Broad
prescription
across
schooling

Content
Broad areas of
outcomes
content and
concepts
of subjects/
learning
areas

Broad
Specific
Low
prescription
prescription
influence
at particular
at particular
system
curriculum levels
curriculum levels
elements

High
influence
system
elements

Broad areas of
content and
concepts of
subjects/learning
areas

System elements
have high
influence on
curriculum
content
outcomes in
practice

Competency/ Broad
Broad competencies
skill
competencies
and skills to be
outcomes
and skills to
developed
be developed

Teaching
Broad teaching
processes
approaches

Low autonomy

Broad teaching
approaches

Specific areas of
System elements
content and
have low
concepts of
influence on
subjects/learning
curriculum
areas, including
content
conceptual
outcomes in
understandings or
practice
topics
Specific competencies System elements
and skills to be
have low
developed in
influence on
relation to specific
curriculum
areas of content
competency/
skill outcomes
in practice
Specific teaching
System elements
strategies,
have high
activities,
influence
experiences,
on teaching
resources
processes in
practice

System elements
have high
influence on
curriculum
competency/
skill outcomes
in practice
System elements
have high
influence
on teaching
processes in
practice
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criticism of being content-prescription heavy
is also claimed to have been developed using
criteria for a quality curriculum such as ‘The
curriculum is flexible enough that it can
accommodate the reality of student, teacher
and school diversity’ (Australian Curriculum,
Assessment and Reporting Authority
(ACARA), 2014: 6). It is apparent that claims
made specifically about autonomy in a curriculum cannot be relied upon as indicators
of actual curricular autonomy. The extent to
which those claims can be realized depends
largely upon what else a curriculum requires.
A curriculum that promotes autonomy alongside prescription of just ‘broad’ objectives, or
‘broad’ guidelines for content will allow
more autonomy to be realized in practice
than a curriculum that also promotes autonomy but alongside the prescription of
‘detailed’ objectives and ‘required’ content.
In some places, the rhetoric of policymakers is used to signal a turn in the tide toward
autonomy when key features of the curriculum policy work against that turn. The
England National Curriculum in place in
2014, for example, speaks of teachers having freedom to shape the curriculum to their
pupils’ needs. Although it sets out a core of
essential knowledge, and not the knowledge
required across all areas of learning (hence
the argument for describing it as allowing
teachers freedom), what it sets out in those
core areas is very much more prescriptive
than in other places. In the England National
Curriculum, although there is the appearance
of some flexibility, limits on that espoused
flexibility are clear:
Schools are, however, only required to teach the
relevant programme of study by the end of the key
stage. Within each key stage, schools therefore
have the flexibility to introduce content earlier or
later than set out in the programme of study. In
addition, schools can introduce key stage content
during an earlier key stage if appropriate.
(Department for Education, 2013a: 6)

In other words, there is flexibility only in the
timing of implementation of highly prescriptive curriculum content. Furthermore, the

appearance of flexibility signalled by the
term ‘guidance’ is somewhat misleading
because clarifications about the ‘statutory
guidance’ make clear that it is not so much
presented to guide, but rather to ensure, as a
statutory requirement, that ‘Schools and
local authorities are required by law to follow
the statutory guidance that applies to them.
These publications reflect the current legal
position’ (Department for Education, 2014a:
para 1). The language of compulsion is
prevalent in the programmes of study that
comprise the ‘statutory guidance’. In those
programmes of study there are statements
about what schools ‘must start teaching’, and
what ‘must be taught’, with a signal that only
examples provided between square brackets
or explicitly labelled non-statutory are not
required by law (Department for Education,
2013a).

Beyond-Curriculum Dimensions
of Curricular Autonomy: The
Influence of System Elements
The extent to which aspirations for curricular
autonomy can be achieved is also influenced
by the educational context beyond the curriculum itself. The approach taken and
expectations set out in other system elements
inevitably create conditions for implementation. Those conditions may influence curriculum in ways that either promote or constrain
curricular autonomy in practice. Examples
include the approach to assessment, national
testing, inspection and evaluation in schools
and teaching processes promoted in professional learning opportunities and resources.
In some jurisdictions, there is a paradox at
play – autonomy on the one hand and constraint on the other. As Glatter (2012: 564)
puts it in reference to the system in England,
‘a paradox of the current position is that
despite the persistent and growing emphasis
on autonomy most school practitioners consider themselves significantly constrained by
government requirements’. The government
requirement for inspection in Scotland
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alongside a curriculum that gives a great deal
of freedom to teachers is one such example
of supposed autonomy being constrained – as
MacKinnon notes, ‘school inspection with its
basis in specifications and fixed measures
conflicts with the formative agenda of the
incoming curriculum, causing a barrier to its
creative realisation in schools’ (MacKinnon,
2011: 89). This paradox, which is widespread in OECD countries at least, is seen
when there are simultaneous initiatives to
decentralize curriculum and centralize for
learning (Looney, 2011). In the education
systems of more than half of the OECD education systems, Kärkkäinen (2012) reports,
there are criterion-referenced test-based
national examinations and/or assessments for
all lower-secondary school students, which
limit the extent to which schools can exercise
the freedom they ostensibly have for innovation and curriculum decision making.

Trade-Offs in Curricular Decisions
The changing patterns of curricular autonomy
internationally indicate the trade-offs that are
made in curriculum design decisions in different contexts. Those decisions depend on
the weight given to perceived benefits and
risks when considered in relation to the issues
of particular educational contexts. A perceived benefit of enhancing teacher efficacy,
for example, might be given weight in a time
of teacher contract negotiations. Similarly,
the risk of increasing variability in teacher
practice and outcomes might have weight for
those determining autonomy levels when
results of global assessments point to a pattern of underachievement. The question of
balance between national prescription and
local autonomy cannot be considered without
attention to context. Just as a balanced diet
looks different for individuals with different
health conditions and medical issues, so does
a balanced curriculum looks different for educational systems with varying conditions and
issues. Benefits and risks to consider in examining balance are elaborated next.
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The Benefits of Curricular
Autonomy
Calls for curricular autonomy, and claims
about its benefits, are by no means new. As
long ago as 1925 there was talk in the literature of the warrant for local curriculum
making. As Bobbitt (1925) explained,
educational plans will not be properly appreciated
and understood if they are merely taken over from
some outside source. Those responsible for the work
come to realize the nature and intent of the plans
through formulating them. Local curriculum-
making, therefore, should be the method of arriving
at the curriculum for any community. (1925: 654)

This claim, like many others since, focuses
on the benefit of practitioners being heavily
involved in curriculum design, which is
evident when they come to implement the
curriculum – the ownership argument (Bakah
et al., 2012; Brennan, 2011; Huizinga et al.,
2014; Johansen, 1967). A lack of ownership
of the curriculum in the Australian context,
for example, has been attributed to a curriculum development process that failed to
engage well with professional associations
and teachers (Australian Government, 2014).
An alternative argument about participation in curriculum design leading to better
implementation is the argument that autonomy creates space for innovation (Fullan,
2007). In other words it broadens the scope
of implementation possibilities beyond those
that a prescriptive curriculum might include.
Space for innovation is argued by some to be
desirable because practitioners can develop
local solutions for local problems in ways
that are responsive to their students’ particular needs. Furthermore, responses developed
through local experimentation can subsequently benefit those in other schools –
horizontal spread.
There is also a professional identity and
satisfaction argument for practitioner participation in curriculum design – this argument
suggests that not only does participation in
the process make implementation more likely,
but it also gives practitioners greater satisfaction and a stronger sense of professional
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identity as they go about that implementation (Howells, 2003). When teachers are
free of central regulation and able to make
decisions about what they teach as well as
how they teach, they have better morale and
enjoy their work more. But that argument
is a contested one. The logic is not entirely
supported in empirical studies of curriculum design and implementation, including
a study of curriculum control and teachers’
perceptions of autonomy and satisfaction by
Archbald and Porter (1994). In response to
the contention that ‘large-scale testing, prescriptive curriculum guides, and textbook
adoption regulations are antithetic to teacher
professionalism’ (Archbald and Porter, 1994:
31), they compared the ratings of 195 teachers from districts in the US categorized as
high, medium or low control. In the high
control districts there were detailed curriculum guides (which prescribed units, topics
and lesson ideas), the requirement to adopt
a single set textbook and district-wide tests
for courses. In the low control districts, by
contrast, curriculum guides were completely
voluntary and non-prescriptive (without
details or connection to set textbooks), leaving much room for interpretation. Results
from teachers’ ratings on two empowerment
scales (self-efficacy and job satisfaction)
were ambiguous. Differences between the
ratings of teachers in the three control categories on the self-efficacy scale were not
statistically significantly different. On the
satisfaction scale, ratings were statistically
significantly different only between the low
and medium groups, but not between the low
and high control group.
Archbald and Porter’s (1994) findings
did not support the contention that greater
control would lead to reduced satisfaction.
They also found that higher control policies,
despite what one might expect, did not lead
teachers to report higher levels of control
over instruction – ‘despite prescribed textbooks, specific course content guidelines,
and required district tests for each course,
teachers reported high levels of control over
instruction’ (Archbald and Porter, 1994: 35).

The authors suggested that teachers continued to have control over when and how to
follow the policies, and the predisposition to
teach prescribed topics explained that finding. Similar findings were reported in a more
recent study of teachers in Florida by Pearson
and Moomaw (2005). They found that ‘as
curriculum autonomy increased on-the-job
stress decreased, but there was little association between curriculum autonomy and job
satisfaction’ (2005: 47).
Other claims about the benefits of autonomy go beyond just those relating to teachers.
There are suggestions that improved student
achievement and schooling improvement also
result from greater curricular freedom for
teachers and schools. As Honig and Rainey
(2012) explain in relation to reform in the US,
‘autonomous schools’ and ‘empowerment
schools’ initiatives are based on assumptions
about the influence of autonomy:
“autonomy” – generally defined in policy designs
as authority over key decisions about school
improvement – will enable schools to develop and
implement approaches to teaching and learning
that better build on their strengths and address the
needs of their students than if policy makers or
others outside schools made those decisions. In
turn, such initiatives will leverage improvements in
student learning. (Honig and Rainey, 2012: 466)

There are those, however, who consider
claims about the benefits of curricular autonomy to be at best not compelling and at worst
outweighed by significant risks.

Risks in Curricular Autonomy
There are a number of perceived risks of curricula creating space for or having emphasis
on local decision-making. Those risks focus
on both teachers (what they are capable of
and how they regard autonomy) and also on
students (in particular, their curriculum entitlement and entitlement to equity).
First, a risk of greater curriculum autonomy is that teachers’ desire for autonomy
might not be matched by their capacity and
expertise. This risk does not seek to downplay the capacity and expertise teachers
have for teaching, but rather to highlight the
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quite different expertise required to meet the
demands of the task of designing curricula.
If it is true that teachers lack both the design
expertise (Huizinga et al., 2014; Nir and Eyal,
2008) and the capacity to develop a curriculum at school level (Priestley et al., 2014),
then cautions laid out by Archbald and Porter
(1994) should be heeded. They cautioned
that one cannot assume, as those promoting
greater discretion for local actors do, that
‘in the absence of central curriculum control
policies, local actors would make different
and better content and pedagogical decisions
leading to improved student achievement’
(Archbald and Porter, 1994: 21). This issue
highlights the debate between those who see
teachers as lacking capability, and those who
view teachers as capable curriculum makers,
who are knowing and knowledgeable about
such matters and the appropriate people to be
designing curricula (Clandinin and Connelly,
1992; Craig, 2006; Craig and Ross, 2008;
Schwab, 1969, 2013).
There are limits to the capacity of even the
most capable of teachers and this has important implications for the expectations (or
autonomy) placed on teachers for curriculum
design. Drawing on the example of the 1997
New Zealand Social Studies Curriculum,
Aitken (2005) explains how the ‘discretionary space’ (Hlebowitsh, 2005) afforded
teachers in that curriculum meant that
teachers were left with an impossible task –
impossible from a cognitive load perspective because it required them to deal with the
integration of more elements than is actually
possible. Those elements included a subject
aim, five conceptual strands, two achievement aims for each strand, two achievement
objectives per strand achievement aim, three
to four indicators per achievement objective, three processes with one achievement
aim, an achievement objective per process
and 206 indicators per process achievement
objective, five perspectives, five settings and
19 aspects of essential learning about New
Zealand society. The task of considering,
simultaneously, all of the required elements
and also the number of interacting elements
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meant the cognitive load required for the task
was excessively high and beyond the working
memory capacity of any individual (Sweller,
1994). Although it is possible for curriculum
design features to reduce the associated extraneous cognitive load (the load arising from
how a task is represented), when the intrinsic
load of the task itself is excessive, as is likely
for those seeking to make sense of and implement permissive curricula, the load is simply
too high. When curricula are not designed
in ways that address such issues, there is the
risk of confusion, contradiction and uncertainty being perpetuated about the status of a
curriculum (Aitken, 2005). A permissiveness
curriculum, combined with excessive intrinsic load and insufficient attention to design
features for reducing extraneous cognitive
load might be considered a recipe for implementation failure. That failure implicates curriculum designers rather than teachers.
A second frequently mentioned risk is
focused not so much on the capability of
teachers or the relevance of curriculum design
work to their role, but on their response to
such demands. Although the Pearson and
Moomaw (2005) study described earlier
found that greater curriculum autonomy was
associated with lower levels of teacher stress,
for some this autonomy brings with it a burden that is unwelcome. That seems to be so
across different contexts – in New Zealand,
for example, where new-found freedom for
curriculum decision-making was considered
by teachers to be both a blessing and a burden
(Sinnema, 2011) and in China where greater
freedom followed the previously tightly prescribed curriculum prescription. As Xu and
Wong (2011) explain, curriculum reforms
gave teachers a new role beyond their previous role as passive curriculum implementers –
the role of curriculum developers. That role,
however, was not well received:
Ironically enough, this top–down honorable invitation has not yet been welcomed by teachers.…the
policy has not been kindly accepted by teachers
and schools in many places as expected in the
process of implementation. On the contrary, not
only do many teachers and schools refuse the
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offer, but they also regard it as an extra burden
that they have been trying to undertake or even to
escape. (Xu and Wong, 2011: 47)

The third risk is one focused not so much on
teachers, as the first two risks are, but on
students – the risk of jeopardizing the curriculum entitlement that a prescriptive
national curriculum ensures for students. A
curriculum entitlement refers to a legislated
statement of what all students are entitled to
have access to and, therefore, expectation for
curriculum provision. It is prominent in most
national curriculum policies. Although the
specifics of the entitlement varies, the underpinning principle of entitlement and positioning of equity as central to it, is common
across countries. For example, this was
established in the national curriculum of the
1980s in England:
Pupils should be entitled to the same opportunities
wherever they go to school…ensuring that all
pupils, regardless of sex, ethnic origin and geographical location have access to broadly the same
good and relevant curriculum and programmes of
study which include the key content, skills and
processes which they need to learn and which
ensure that the content and teaching of the various elements of the national curriculum bring out
their relevance to and links with pupils’ own experiences and their practical applications and continuing value to adult and working life. (Department
of Education and Science, 1987: paras 7, 8)

A similar notion of entitlement is evident in
the more recent curriculum in Scotland,
despite the form of that curriculum being
quite different to that in England:
All children and young people in Scotland have an
entitlement to a curriculum which will support
them in developing their values and beliefs and
enable them to: develop knowledge and understanding of society, the world and Scotland’s place
in it. (Scottish Government, 2008: 14)

Although the notion of an entitlement is
widely accepted, the nature of the knowledge
students are entitled to is somewhat contested – there are those who argue for the
inclusion of everyday knowledge serving
instrumental purposes, whilst others argue

that what matters is access for all to powerful knowledge (Rata, 2011; Young and
Muller, 2010), the knowledge of the disciplines that takes young people beyond their
own experience. The risk of high levels of
autonomy in curricula is that such powerful
knowledge cannot be ensured from a policy
point of view. Students are at the mercy of
individual schools or teachers regarding the
knowledge they encounter, and equity is
threatened. As Sabar and Mathias (2003)
report, there are questions about whether
greater curricular autonomy in Israel supports social solidarity, integration and equal
opportunity for all, or whether it perpetuates
gaps, division and disparity between cultures and social groups.
A final risk, as perceived by some, is that
of reduced regulation of evidence-informed
practice, be that in the form of scaling up
exemplary interventions (McDonald et al.,
2006) or using syntheses of evidence for
educational improvement (Alton-Lee, 2011).
There are strong arguments for the view
that reducing the potential influence of such
evidence is undesirable. Although it is possible for a prescriptive national curriculum
policy to embed the learning from research
evidence in the requirements it sets out, a
less prescriptive curriculum might be seen as
leaving to chance the influence of significant
research findings. That argument could be
unwarranted where there is local capacity for
and commitment to engaging with research
because schools could ensure their curriculum and implementation responds to research
of most relevance to that setting, in a way that
would not be possible if greater central control is in place.
The appropriateness of best methods
approaches, when applied to education, is
not, it should be noted, universally accepted.
There are those who raise questions about its
logic on the basis that ‘identifying a general
set of best methods that holds for particularized teaching problems and teaching contexts
is dubious at best and arguably impossible’
(Hlebowitsh, 2012: 3). However, when combined with a requirement for inquiry-oriented
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practice alongside engagement with research,
as in the teaching as inquiry model of the
New Zealand curriculum, that risk is largely
mitigated. In that curriculum model it is made
clear that the general explanations about best
practice do not hold, but rather increase the
likelihood (not certainty) of effective teaching, and should inform (not determine) decisions that are subject to practitioner inquiry
in their own context (Sinnema and Aitken,
2011, 2012, 2014).

APPLICATION OF THE CURRICULAR
AUTONOMY FRAMEWORK
This section explores the use of the curricular
autonomy framework introduced earlier to
compare two contrasting curriculum cases –
the New Zealand Curriculum and the England
National Curriculum. It demonstrates how
the framework can form the basis of a curricular autonomy profile that indicates the
degree of prescription of content outcomes,
competency/skill outcomes and teaching
processes.

The England National Curriculum
The profile in Table 59.2 for the England
National Curriculum is explained by drawing
on examples from the History, Science and
English programme of study.

Prescription of content outcomes
The History programme of study (Department
for Education, 2013b) is a particularly relevant example for considering the prescription
of content outcomes given persistent controversies and debates over time regarding the
prescription of historical content knowledge
– debates about what should be prescribed
and, furthermore, whose version of the past
should be represented in that prescription
(Harris and Burn, 2011). In the 2013 programme of study there is broad prescription
of content across schooling for History (cell
A1 in Table 59.2). It outlines, for example,
that the purpose of history education is to
‘help pupils gain a coherent knowledge and
understanding of Britain’s past and that of the
wider world. It should inspire pupils’ curiosity to know more about the past’ (Department
for Education, 2013b: 1) and aims include
that all pupils ‘know and understand the history of these islands as a coherent, chronological narrative, from the earliest times to the
present day: how people’s lives have shaped
this nation and how Britain has influenced
and been influenced by the wider world’
(Department for Education, 2013b: 1) and
‘know and understand significant aspects of
the history of the wider world: the nature of
ancient civilisations; the expansion and dissolution of empires; characteristic features of
past non-European societies; achievements
and follies of mankind’ (Department for
Education, 2013b: 1). There is also broad
prescription of content at particular

Table 59.2 Applying the curricular autonomy framework
Aspect of
prescription

A. Content
outcomes
B. Competency/
skill outcomes
C. Teaching
processes

England National Curriculum

The New Zealand Curriculum

1. Broad
prescription
across
schooling

2. Broad
prescription
at particular
curriculum levels

3. Specific
prescription
at particular
curriculum levels

1. Broad
prescription
across
schooling

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

2. Broad
prescription
at particular
curriculum levels

3. Specific
prescription
at particular
curriculum levels
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curriculum levels (see cell A2 in Table 59.2).
In History, at key stage 2, for example, ‘pupils
should continue to develop a chronologically
secure knowledge and understanding of
British, local and world history, establishing
clear narratives within and across the periods
they study’ (Department for Education,
2013b: 3). That prescription goes even further
by setting out specific topics required at particular levels (cell A3 in Table 59.2). At key
stage 2 in History, the list of what students
should be taught includes changes in Britain
from the Stone Age to the Iron Age; Britain’s
settlement by Anglo-Saxons and Scots; the
achievements of the earliest civilizations (an
overview of where and when the first civilizations appeared and an in-depth study of one of
the following: Ancient Sumer, The Indus
Valley, Ancient Egypt, or The Shang Dynasty
of Ancient China); and Ancient Greece (a
study of Greek life and achievements and
their influence on the Western world as well
as a local history study).

Prescription of Competency/Skill
Outcomes
There is prescription of competencies and
skills in the England National Curriculum in
broad terms across schooling (cell B1 in
Table 59.2) and at particular curriculum
levels (cell B2 in Table 59.2). In History it is
prescribed that students will ‘understand the
methods of historical enquiry, including how
evidence is used rigorously to make historical claims, and discern how and why contrasting arguments and interpretations of the
past have been constructed’ (Department for
Education, 2013b: 1). In addition, there are
similar prescriptions for competency outcomes at particular key stages.

Prescription of Process
In England some broad teaching processes
that should apply across schooling are prescribed (cell C1 in Table 59.2). The Science
programme, for example, states ‘teachers
should ensure that pupils build secure foundations by using discussion to probe and
remedy their misconceptions’ (Department

for Education, 2013c: 4). There are also
statements prescribing broad prescription of
teaching processes at particular curriculum
levels (cell C2 in Table 59.2). In the English
programme of study, this is seen through the
requirement to use a systematic phonics programme for students still struggling at Year 2
to decode and spell (Department for Education,
2013a).

The New Zealand Curriculum
The profile in Table 59.2 for the New Zealand
National Curriculum is explained by drawing
on examples from the Social Sciences learning area (used as the example because it
parallels the History one outlined earlier) and
from more general sections of the policy.

Prescription of Content Outcomes
In New Zealand the most recent national curriculum drastically reduced the extent to
which content outcomes were prescribed. In
the curricula of the 1990s, detailed sets of
numerous achievement objectives were outlined at each of seven levels for each aim of
each strand in each curriculum area. This
resulted in many hundreds of achievement
objectives to be addressed by teachers. The
2007 curriculum, in contrast, sets out short
statements (just one or two pages) for each
learning area that prescribe, broadly, the compulsory content. They state what the learning
area is about, the rationale for studying it and
an explanation of how it is structured (including the broad strands within the learning
area). Although achievement objectives are
still provided, they are not compulsory and
have the status of guidance only – schools are
free to use them as is, but are encouraged to
select from them and develop their own.
The curriculum statement for Social
Sciences (Ministry of Education, 2007a) for
example, like those for other learning areas,
prescribes the broad content required across
schooling for that learning area (cell A1 in
Table 59.2). It signals, for example, that the
social sciences are about ‘how societies work
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and how people can participate as critical,
active, informed, and responsible citizens.
Contexts are drawn from the past, present,
and future and from places within and beyond
New Zealand’ (Ministry of Education, 2007a:
30). It also signals the overarching purpose
of the learning area throughout schooling
(including to better understand, participate in
and contribute to the local, national and global
communities in which they live and work)
and a general statement of what students learn
about (people, places, cultures, histories, and
the economic world, within and beyond New
Zealand), as well as the conceptual strands
that should be addressed (identity, culture and
organisation; place and environment; continuity and change; and the economic world).
The broadness of what is prescribed can be
seen, for example, in the aim for the place and
environment strand – ‘students learn about
how people perceive, represent, interpret,
and interact with places and environments.
They come to understand the relationships
that exist between people and the environment’ (Ministry of Education, 2007b: 30).
The nature of the perceptions, representations, interpretations and interactions and the
conceptual understandings relating to those
are left for teachers to determine, and the contexts used – the particular places and environments and people(s) of focus – are also left to
teachers. Importantly, the freedoms signalled
by the broadness of the curriculum prescription is somewhat constrained when beyondcurriculum elements are taken into account.
National standards for reading, writing and
mathematics in Years 1–8 developed shortly
after the curriculum policy itself are much
more specific in signalling priority outcomes
for each curriculum level – specificity that
was welcomed by some but criticized by others for, amongst other issues, removing the
freedoms promised in the curriculum.

Prescription of Competency/Skill
Outcomes
Five key competencies are prescribed in
the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of
Education, 2007b). These capabilities for
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living and lifelong learning are thinking;
using language, symbols, and texts; managing self; relating to others; and participating
and contributing. They are explained to be
‘more complex than skills’ because they
‘draw on knowledge, attitudes, and values in
a way that lead to action’ (Ministry of
Education, 2007b: 12). They are considered
key to learning in the learning areas, and
broad statements about each are outlined that
apply across schooling. Skill outcomes are
referred to in the learning area statements
particular to certain learning areas (social
inquiry in the social sciences, for example),
and these also apply across schooling – there
are no similar prescriptions for competencies
or skills that apply to specific levels of the
curriculum.

Prescription of Process
The New Zealand Curriculum emphasizes
process through a prominently positioned
section on effective pedagogy. It sets out
broad statements of pedagogical approaches
for which there is evidence of positive impacts
on student learning. These suggest teachers
should create a supportive learning environment, encourage reflective thought and
action, enhance the relevance of new learning, facilitate shared learning, make connections to prior learning and experience, and
provide sufficient opportunities to learn. It
also sets out a model of effective pedagogy –
teaching as inquiry, which requires three
kinds of inquiry: focusing inquiry, teaching
inquiry and learning inquiry (Sinnema and
Aitken, 2011; Sinnema, Sewell, and Milligan,
2011). The focusing inquiry requires attention
to the priorities for students given curriculum
requirements, community expectations and,
most importantly, the learning needs, interests
and experiences of the learner. The teaching
inquiry requires attention to outcomes-linked
research evidence and also practitioner experience to inform decisions about teaching
strategies. The learning inquiry requires
teachers to systematically examine the impact
of teaching actions on student outcomes and
experience, and the relationship between the
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teaching and students’ learning. This falls
outside the sections of the curriculum document that are officially required, but its
prominence in curriculum implementation
support, professional learning initiatives and
resources for school leaders and teachers
gave it much the same status as other elements of the curriculum that were officially
prescribed.

Balance Between National
Prescription and Local Autonomy
in Curriculum
Curriculum policymakers in countries seeking to address similar educational issues
respond quite differently, from a curriculum
point of view, when their profiles of autonomy
are compared. Notions of balance vary from
place to place and over time. The question of

Figure 59.1

balance in the degree of national prescription
and local autonomy in a curriculum is not a
normative one (what degree of prescription
versus autonomy ought a national curriculum
have?), but a contextual one, given the educational context of a particular system at a
particular point in time (what degree of prescription versus autonomy in a curriculum
could be justified and in relation to which
curriculum elements?). Aspects of an educational context of particular relevance to that
question are outlined in Figure 59.1.
Those designing curricula need to be attentive in their decision-making about autonomy
within the curriculum to the dimensions
beyond the curriculum that will enable or
constrain that autonomy (as outlined in Table
59.1 – the curricular autonomy framework).
They also need to consider balance with
regard to system conditions, including the
accountability context (such as assessment

Balance in curricular autonomy: the role of system conditions
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systems, qualifications frameworks and
approaches to school principal and teacher
evaluation), the student achievement context
(including both the quality of achievement
and equity of achievement across a system)
and local capacity (the capacity of teachers,
school leaders and schools to design and give
effect to a curriculum).
Achieving appropriate balance between
local freedom and national prescription
requires policymakers, researchers, curriculum designers and practitioners to engage
in a process of dialogue about all the system
conditions that have implications for curricular autonomy. Such a process is likely
to improve the quality of implementation as
well as the quality of the curriculum itself
(by quality I refer to the suitability of a curriculum for a given context at a given time).
The appropriate weight to give to the various
system conditions when making curricular
autonomy decisions will vary from place to
place and at different times. More weight
should be given, arguably, to local capacity in contexts where there is widespread
low capacity alongside low levels of system
equity in student achievement. In that context
an argument could reasonably be made for
increased prescription. Slightly less weight
might be given to local capacity where there
is extremely high leadership capacity alongside low, but an improving teacher capacity and tight alignment between assessment
frameworks and the curriculum itself. In that
context an argument could reasonably be
made for increased autonomy.
Without consideration of system conditions there is the potential for a lack of coherence in the policies practitioners are expected
to give effect to. A lack of coherence will
lead to competing pressures that increase the
challenge of implementation. One potential
pressure is a combination of flexibility for
teachers to determine relevant local outcomes,
whilst simultaneously having accountability
for different outcomes determined nationally.
Another is the pressure to deal effectively
with both national and local achievement
issues – tighter prescription risks supporting
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national student achievement priorities at the
expense of local ones, whilst looser prescription risks the opposite. Furthermore, without attention to local capacity, practitioners
will face one of two challenges: either the
challenge of dealing with local freedom for
curriculum decisions for which there is insufficient capacity or the frustration of curricular constraint that is inappropriate given the
level of professional capacity and expertise at
the local level.
The call for dialogue about and responsiveness to system conditions positions curriculum design itself as a behaviour that is
derived from the theory of action of the curriculum designer. Theories of action all have
the same form, ‘in situation S, if you want to
achieve consequence C, do A’ (Argyris and
Schön, 1974: 5). Applied to curriculum, the
adequacy of the theory depends, at least in
part, on the scope and rigorousness of the
consideration given to the situation. There is
a risk that curriculum designers, when persuaded by firmly held curriculum ideologies,
will focus on the final part of a theory of
action (‘if you want to achieve consequence
C, do A), without adequate consideration
of relevant system conditions. It is the task of
those leading the curriculum revision work to
engage with, critique and integrate the multiple theories that inform an overall theory of
use – these include but are not limited to theories about curriculum (Schiro, 2013), theories
of professionalism (Pratte and Rury, 1988),
and theories about the current system context
with regard to accountability, achievement
and capacity.
Curricular autonomy, when intelligently
combined with accountability, has been associated with better student performance. The
OECD reported that ‘the greater the number
of schools that have the responsibility to define
and elaborate their curricula and assessments,
the better the performance of the entire school
system, even after accounting for national
income’ (OECD, 2011b: 2). That finding
has important implications for questions of
autonomy in national curriculum revisions,
but it should not be assumed, as the policy
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borrowing literature warns, that the association between curricular autonomy and better
student performance will hold across different
contexts. Context, as Philipps and Ochs (2003:
457) explain, has complex significance, given
‘the “embeddedness” of aspects of educational
approaches and provision in the locally prevailing cultural and other conditions’.
The suggestion that ‘intelligent’ combination of autonomy and accountability might
contribute to better outcomes for students
requires systematic analysis of the current
curricular autonomy profile and of the current
system conditions. Identifying the current curricular autonomy profile of a national curriculum will deepen understandings about what
changes to that profile will mean for those
implementing a curriculum policy. Identifying
system conditions will provide insight into
the constraints on action – the limitations and
affordances of system elements that influence
the likelihood of a curriculum, be it a flexible or prescriptive one, being implemented in
accordance with its intentions.
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One noteworthy characteristic of educational
policy in the late twentieth and early twentyfirst century is the interconnectedness of its
various parts. Curriculum is linked to technology, funding is linked to local, national, and
even international politics, and the testing of
8-year-olds in Kansas may well be discussed
in relation to college graduation or to the performance of children in Singapore or Finland.
This interconnectedness means that the role
of standards in today’s schools cannot be
fully understood without a consideration of
the political and policy environment in which
standards are embedded or without addressing their linkage to other educational processes, projects, and debates.
As we write from inside the US context,
we find ourselves in the midst of what might
be called the era of standards. After a period
when efforts by the federal government to
use testing as a means of prodding schools
to adopt various reforms (from changes in
teacher licensure to changes in how reading
is taught), a set of quasi-national standards,

the Common Core State Standards, have taken
center-stage in the world of education policy
and reform. Almost every day, news outlets,
from the New York Times to CNN to Fox News
feature items about school standards alongside items about conflict in the Middle East or
the release of the newest model of the iPhone.
Unfortunately (at least for the authors of
pieces such as this), the term ‘standards’ raises
a number of definitional problems. It can
mean ‘academic standards’, which is often
translated as ‘what students should know and
be able to do’ at the end of particular course
of instruction. However, in some instances, the
term ‘outcomes’ is used for this same purpose.
In the non-US context, ‘educational standards’
also may refer to a range of ‘measurable indicators’ related to such things as class size and
teacher qualifications. To further complicate
matters the distinction between ‘standards’
and ‘curriculum’ is not always clear. In the US,
the relationship between these two terms has
been of considerable interest because of the
tradition of ‘local control’ and the resistance

National Standards in Policy and Practice

to a ‘national’ curriculum. In other countries,
connecting and combining standards and
curriculum seems generally unproblematic.
In this chapter, we use the term ‘standards’ to
mean ‘academic standards’, that is, measurable statements about what students should
learn from a particular course of study.
Whenever the term is used in a different way,
we will mark the difference and explain.
Although discussions about education in
other countries may not be quite so dominated by standards as they are at present in
the US, the increase in interest in international assessments such as PISA (Programme
for International Student Assessment) and
TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study) has invariably increased
interest in what schools teach. Indeed, in
many contexts the word ‘standards’ cannot
be used without following it with ‘and testing’. Therefore, as long as the globalization
of education continues, the interest from
policymakers, educators, and the public in
measuring what students know and are able
to do will spawn additional interest in what
schools and school systems are attempting to
teach. Interest, that is, in standards.
In this chapter, we approach this large and
complex issue from four directions: (1) the
history of school standards as an idea in the
US, with special attention to how it appeared
in the popular press and public discourse; (2)
the nature of debates about school s tandards
in two countries other than the US (Italy
and Australia); (3) the role of money, b usiness,
and the ‘new philanthropies’ in policy-making
related to standards; and (4) the impact of
standards on practice.

STANDARDS IN US POPULAR
PRESS AS REFLECTION OF PUBLIC
DISCOURSE
The debate from points along the political
spectrum over implementation of Common
Core State Standards in the US populates
headlines in newspapers, blogs and
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newsletters from professional education
organizations; however, public debate over
educational standards has not always maintained such a high profile – prior to the early
1980s, US newspapers rarely mentioned
educational standards. The publication of
A Nation at Risk in 1983 under then-Secretary
T.H. Bell marked the official beginning of
standards becoming part of the national dialogue, as far as the popular press was concerned.
Bell organized a commission ‘to address
what he termed “the widespread public perception that something is seriously remiss
in our educational system”’ (Fiske, 1983).
Excerpts from the report, quoted in the
Washington Post state:
We recommend that schools, colleges and
universities adopt more rigorous and measurable
standards…Standardized tests of achievement
(not to be confused with aptitude tests) should be
administered at major transition points from one
level of schooling to another and particularly from
high school to college to work. The purpose of
these tests would be to: (a) certify the student’s
credentials; (b) identify the need for remedial
intervention; and (c) identify the opportunity for
advanced or accelerated work. The tests should be
administered as part of a nationwide (but not
federal) system of state and local standardized

tests. (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983).

The very title of the article, ‘Rising tide of
mediocrity threatens our very future as a
nation’ signifies a panicked tone, which conveys the idea that we might well have taken
our eyes off of the tide for too long with catastrophic results if we do not correct this, and
soon. Not surprisingly, 1983 marks the start
of more frequent public discussion about
education standards, and from the mid-1980s
onward, articles dealing with education standards number in the thousands, a presence
that continues today.
As is the case today, debates about
education standards taking place 30 years

ago were also accompanied by discussions of other, namely the power struggle
between the national government, states and
local districts. In 1978, there was even mention of the creation of national standards as
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‘proposals have been advanced to create new
national education standards and otherwise
involve the federal government more deeply
in local classrooms’ (Jencks, 1978). This tension was perhaps captured by the tenure of
T.H. Bell, described in another article from
the Washington Post (Aplin-Brownlee, 1984)
as being ‘charged with carrying out President
Reagan’s campaign promise to abolish the
Department of Education’. Aplin-Brownlee
(1984) argues that, ‘[i]nstead, Bell raised
the department’s profile, defined the state of
education and established a leadership role
for the federal government in education,
even as the administration urged more state
and local control’.
Although A Nation at Risk was published
in April of 1983 and carried the subtitle of
being An Open Letter to the American People,
individual states would respond on behalf of
its citizens. In August of that same year, Balz
reported that
…state governments have taken the message of a
string of recent reports decrying what the National
Commission on Education Excellence called ‘a
rising tide of mediocrity’ in American education
and are now leading the drive to find solutions…
The connection between education and economic
vitality was a central part of the opening session of
the National Governors Association meeting here
today, as the governors unanimously approved a
resolution calling for stepped-up emphasis on educational improvements and the creation of partnerships – especially with business – to carry out
those changes. (Balz, 1983)

Two days later, also in the Washington Post,
Broder (1983), who had conducted interviews at the National Governor’s Association,
stated that while states wanted to be proactive, ‘[n]one of the governors believes the
federal government should abandon its role
in education’.
In December of the following year, the
New York Times reported that a ‘fundamental
change’ and ‘fundamental shift’ had occurred:
Hundreds of new laws enacted to improve the
quality of elementary and secondary schools are
giving states around the country increased control
over public education. State legislatures and

boards of education have been paying more of the
cost of public education than local school districts
for five years and are extending their influence
over teaching and learning…others fear that ‘writing curriculum on the floor of the legislature’ is
unworkable and will undermine the longstanding
tradition of local control of public schools…But the
growing movement for educational change in the
1980’s has dramatically intensified the trend
toward state control, extending it for the first time
into curriculum and related areas… (Fiske, 1984)

In this same article, Fiske proceeded to quote
Michael Timpane, past president of Teachers
College, who ‘suggested that the heightened interest in education at the state level
had brought “new actors” into educational
policy-making’ including ‘corporate leaders
and other private individuals’ resulting in ‘a
broader constituency of leadership’ (Timpane
cited in Fiske, 1984).
During this time, the popular press narrowed
its focus even further to profile an individual
teacher, and the concern that non-educators
and politicians would exert control over curricula, as mentioned in Friske’s 1984 New York
Times article, was also echoed in Battiata’s
(1984) ‘Structure, demands tie instructors’
hands’ article in the Washington Post. In this
piece, Battiata profiled eighth-grade teacher
Gail Palmer in the context of ‘everyone from
President Reagan to the local PTA agoniz[ing]
over the state of the nation’s public schools’. In
a scenario that would likely sound familiar to
many current educators, Palmer’s reality was
a crowded classroom, in which the conflicting interests and influence of parents, politicians, administrators and educational experts converge. She must
contend with increasing administrative demands on
her time, with meddling in what and how she
teaches, with low pay, and with a feeling that
school has become somehow less central in the lives
of the children she must educate…’You’re supposed to be performing minor miracles [she says],
and if you’re going to do it the right way, there’s not
a whole lot of time to chat’. (Battiata, 1984)

The impossibility of trying to orchestrate
‘minor miracles’ whilst on a non-negotiable
schedule set by those who do not regularly
spend time in classrooms (or do not trust teachers to make curricular decisions) is a situation
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that has not changed enough in 30 years. In fact,
it harkens back to the ‘scientific management’
approach that would characterize American
education beginning in the early 1900s, when
standardization would be used ‘as a means of
efficient operation similar to the expanding US
industrialization of the time’ (Au, 2011: 15).
This profile of educator Gail Palmer personalized the standardization debate (counter to an impersonal ‘scientific’ or industrial
focus), despite maintaining that ‘much of
the responsibility for declining educational
standards rests with the way public schools
are structured and with demands on students
that are outside a teacher’s sphere of influence’ (Battiata, 1984). The teacher’s sphere,
and the standards that come along with it,
would be irrevocably widened after 1983, as
Wixson, Dutro, and Athan (2003) describe:
Since A Nation at Risk mobilized the nation around
education, many stakeholders have become
involved in curricular reform. As business leaders,
politicians, and the general public have joined
educators in thinking about what students should
know and be able to do in subject areas, competing values and ideas have increasingly come into
play, as have the practical issues involved in implementing standards. (2003: 103)

If recent issues of Education Week are a
current reflection of public dialogue about
standards, then the stakeholders are largely
unhappy. Not only are educators questioning
the content and implementation of Common
Core State Standards, but the public has also
expressed ‘stiff opposition’ (Camera, 2014).
Now that we are a few years into the execution of CCSS, the practical issues that Wixson
et al. (2003) referred to are (perhaps?) more
contentious than in decades past; however, the
philosophical as well as pragmatic tensions
that have come to define the national discussion of standards is not confined to the US.

INTERNATIONAL TRENDS
As American scholars, our previous work
focused on the new Common Core State
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Standards, and yet we’re quite aware that such
standards are but one aspect of a much
broader international movement in educational policy and practice. Typical elements of
this movement include a shift in policy actors,
from governmental and professional to philanthropic and private; an increase in the use of
quantitative data for decision-making purposes; and a shift from public ownership of
various aspects of education to private ownership. Each country that has taken up this
agenda has approached it in a somewhat different way, but in virtually all cases, reforms
have been linked to the ‘measuring of student
performance in relation to a set of standards’.
The measurements are then used to determine
the success of whatever policies or practices
have been adopted. In view of reformers, once
academic standards are in place and once tests
are in place to determine how students are
performing against those standards, any
number of different programs and practices
can be evaluated for effectiveness.
Luke (2011) describes the current international wave of reform as:
In board rooms and in staff rooms there is a new
common sense: that standards will enable equity,
that this is about self-evident ‘basics’, that teachers
and professors will perform better if there are
stronger merit incentives and performance benchmarks, that to catch up with country or system X
in the competitive production of human capital
requires we must adopt a hardnosed approach to
outcomes,…that parents or communities…must
be able to access transparent information to
enable market choices of educational goods and
services. (2011: 372).

Luke is critiquing these shifts, but those who
favor them and who see them as the future of
education, describe them in a similar way. In
the words of Rupert Murdoch (2011), founder
and chairman of the multinational news and
publishing conglomerate Newscorp:
With common standards and a competitive
market, we can deliver a first-class education to
any child, from any background, in any classroom…I don’t pretend to be an expert on a cademic
standards. But as a business leader, I do know
something about how common standards unlock
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investments and unleash innovation. With those
standards in place, investors are willing to take
bigger risks because there are bigger rewards.
(Murdoch, 2011).

As both Luke and Murdoch indicate, the
link between standards and tests is the
lynchpin of the current wave of educational
reform. It is standards and the accompanying tests that will ‘prove’ that the reforms
work. Although it is beyond the scope of
this chapter to provide a comprehensive
survey of how school reform is playing out
around the world, the brief case studies of
Italy and Australia that follow show that
the US is not alone in its current focus on
standards and testing.

Italy
According to Grimaldi and Serpieri (2013:
444) ‘the perceived imperatives of global
competiveness have been increasingly used
as rationale for a project to modernise [the
Italian] education field’. At the core of this
project has been an emphasis on accountability. Overall, reforms aim to ‘change the
regime of practice that regulates the conduct
of schools and educational professionals,
redrawing it according to a new business-like
ethos’. (2013: 455). This ethos involves,
among other things, ‘reproducing zero-sum
games and [the] winner-loser logic of the
market’; encouraging the abandonment of
qualitative and internal criteria of evaluation
so that they may be replaced with ‘externallydriven measurable indicators’ to judge both
individuals and the entire organization; and
‘importing into the education field the privatesector rule stating that which is not measured
is not valued’ (2013: 455).
As in the US, these changes have been
promoted not by educational professionals
but by private businesses and, especially, by
new philanthropies. Although reforms had
been underway since about 1997 (Grimaldi
and Serpieri, 2013), the financial crisis that
began in 2007 gave reformers new impetus. In August 2011, Jean-Claude Trichet

(President of the European Central Bank from
2003–2011) and Mario Draghi (President of
the European Central Bank after November
2011) sent President of Italy Silvio Berlusconi
a letter calling for ‘the adoption and diffusion
of performance indicators in health, justice,
and schooling’ (Landri, 2014). According to
Landri,
The letter reassures its readers and, in particular,
financial markets, that in the next school year: a)
schools would be more ‘accountable’ (the Italian
text uses exactly the English term ‘accountability’)
through the INVALSI testing (standardised assessment tests at the national level) and that policies
will be devised to restructure those schools with
low performances; and b) teachers would work
longer hours although they will compete for meritbased awards…and thus start a new system of
selection and recruitment to improve the school
system’s overall efficiency. (2014: 29).

Teachers and other professional educators
have resisted these changes, but ‘the logic
of calculability seems to have partially succeeded in colonising the education field,
establishing data on student performance…
as the only reliable device to formulate a
“realist” and “objective” judgment on the
functioning of the education system, its
organisations and professional communities’ (Serpieri, 2012, cited in Grimaldi and
Serpieri, 2013: 460).
As we have suggested, in the present context, academic standards are nearly always
embedded in a web of educational reforms
and to speak of them without reference to the
other elements in those webs obscures their
function. This interconnectedness between
standards and other elements of education
reform tends to be especially clear in countries such as Italy, where standards have been
viewed as part of a ‘package’ of accountability policies. Grimaldi and Serpieri therefore
refer to the recent wave of reform as ‘the
making of education as a domain calculability’ (2013: 460). Citing Ball, Landri writes
that ‘the use of data and performance indicators, in particular, favours the development of
a regime of performativity; a regime of governance where the measurement, comparison
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and judgment of performances is a mechanism to promote competitiveness and also
solicit the ongoing improvement of educational and orginisational school outcomes’
(Ball, 1998, cited in Landri, 2014: 27).

Australia
In 2007, the new Labor government in
Australia proposed its own set of reforms.
They included ‘a national curriculum that
focused on the basics, a one-laptop-per-child
policy, and expanded testing and accountability system’ (Luke, 2011: 372). By 2012,
the implementation of these reforms had
resulted in a national curriculum, national
standards for teachers, national standardized
testing, a National Assessment Program –
Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), and a
‘My School’ website, created so that the
performance of individual schools could be
compared to one another (Allard and Doecke,
2014: 44). The testing focuses on ‘meeting
targets’ with the accompanying political
rhetoric of goals, measures, and consequences for substandard performance
(Hogan, 2012: 5). For example, a 2012 report
on an interview with then-prime minister
Julia Gillard, published in The Australian,
states that, ‘Ms Gillard told The Australian
that Labor could demonstrate its reform program was “making a difference” and delivering real improvements, but the figures
showed other nations were also lifting school
standards, with the average Australian
15-year-old students as much as six months
behind an equivalent student in leading
nations’ (Franklin, 2012).
As in the No Child Left Behind legislation
in the US, the Australian reforms are part
of ‘a bi-partisan federal education policy,
with both Liberal and Labor Governments
progressively implementing a series of
reforms that have led to increasing regulation of teachers’ work’ (Allard and Doecke,
2014: 44), and, as in the US, the pressure
on school to raise student achievement as
measured against the standards is intense.
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In October 2014, the Business Council of
Australia urged that ‘federal schools funding
should be conditional on the states requiring
primary students to meet minimum literacy
and numeracy standards before entering high
school’ (Maher, 2014).
In a study of the impact of standards-based
reform on the experiences of early career
teachers in Australia, Allard and Doecke discuss one secondary school English teacher,
Marie, who finds herself in a ‘world of
standards-based reforms…[which] effectively discounts the knowledge that she
brings to her work’ (2014: 50). Because of
high stakes tests, she must place a priority on
‘learning outcomes crudely organized around
constructions of cognitive development,
unanchored within any robust understanding of the principles of inquiry that constitute each curriculum area’ (2014: 50). Thus
she must work ‘against the grain’ and raise
‘disturbing questions about where her professional knowledge sits within the heavily
regulated policy environment in which she is
teaching’ (2014: 50).1, 2

THE ROLE OF MONEY, BUSINESS,
AND NEW PHILANTHROPIES IN
STANDARDS-BASED REFORM
Investment in standards-based reform internationally is a result of the new markets
opened to provide standards assessments,
teacher development, assessment preparation, and especially technology, whether it’s
iPads with Microsoft software for every child
in India or new infrastructure for schools or
online remedial programs. For example,
although corporate foundation interest in
American public schooling might seem like a
recent development, it actually goes back to
the early 1900s when the Rockefeller, Ford
and Carnegie foundations sought to influence
educational policy (Gatto, 2000). The
Rockefeller Foundation financed the John
Dewey-organized Progressive Education
Association at Columbia Teachers College,
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which sought to politically influence public
schools. It is interesting to note that a century ago the government had a much smaller
impact on education, as well as on welfare
and health (Reckhow, 2013). Philanthropists
today find themselves competing with
local, state, and federal in education politics. With less free reign, investors are
clearly more ‘results-oriented’ in their
giving (Scott, 2009).
There were an estimated 50,000 corporate
foundations by 1990 (Gatto, 2000) and since
2000 national advocacy funding has risen
more than 23 percent (Reckhow and Snyder,
2014). The authors note:
…increasing grant-making directed toward
national research and advocacy suggests efforts to
inject new perspectives including charter school
advocacy, into national education policy debates.
In this regard philanthropists’ attempts to cultivate
challengers to traditional school operations coincide with the amplification of new voices in
national education politics. (Reckhow and Snyder,
2014: 193)

Foundations led by Eli and Edythe Broad,
Flora Hewlitt, Michael and Susan Dell,
Fisher, and Bill and Melinda Gates have
mounted a massive effort to privatize and run
public education like businesses especially
for low-income and minority children (and
this is based, at least partially, on the assumption that those who have been highly successful in business will therefore be equally
successful in education policy and reform).
The belief is that private sector solutions
will work better than previous public efforts.
These schools are the most cashed-starved
and are more than willing to take money that
comes with many attached strings. The privatization of educational services leading up to
the era of No Child Left Behind was primarily for non-instructional services. Whitty and
Power (2000) offer that the term privatization
should be replaced with the term marketization because previously state-run educational
programming, such as assessment, remediation, teacher development, have increasingly become privatized. The proliferation
of non-profit organizations especially in

urban settings is not new but has certainly
grown. Complicit in this model is the Obama/
Duncan administration as seen in the education section of the American Reinvestment
and Recovery Act (ARRA), Race to the Top
and Investing in Innovation Fund grants
(Bulkley and Burch, 2011).
Examples of non-profits organizations
involved in the education sector include
Teach for America and its iterations in
other countries (Teach for India), which are
backed by McKinsey & Company, Goldman
Sachs, and the Ashoka Foundation, amongst
others (Ball, 2012). Through a school
improvement framework, these non-profits
situated in high urban and poor rural settings
offer alternatives to traditional teacher training programs and have garnered widespread
publicity and funding and have slowly
begun transforming traditional schools and
settings. These same non-profits and foundations have begun to exert political influence through charter organizations like
KIPP, National Alliance for Public Charter
Schools, Democrats for Education Reform,
and many others. Policy pressure is not
only at the national level, but also at state
and local levels. Ball refers to it as ‘…the
increasingly complex and opaque crossings,
blurrings, interweavings, or hybridities, that
constitute and animate this neoliberal landscape of enterprise’ (2012: 89).
Pearson is an example of bridging the gap
between the non-profit foundations and forprofit enterprises. In 2011, Pearson hired Sir
Michael Barber from McKinsey & Company
as their Chief Education Advisor. Through
Pearson’s publishing, assessment (Pearson
won the PARRC [Partnership for Assessment
of Readiness for College and careers] assessment contract), curriculum development
products, technical infrastructure (partnered
with Microsoft), professional development
materials, remediation materials, and its
training of evaluators ‘contributes to what
cultural knowledge is most worthwhile and
these products have invested with them particular conceptions of educational process
and organization’ (Ball, 2012: 127).
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Curiously, the initial rollout of the
Common Core State Standards was not met
with much opposition. The rollout seemed
remarkably bi-partisan in the same way that
No Child Left Behind was heralded as a bipartisan effort; however, opposition to the
Common Core State Standards has slowly
and steadily mounted, but with no clear partisan distinction. As No Child Left Behind
folded its tent heralded by defunding the
Reading First Act, many states and school
districts felt relief from having to determine
Annual Yearly Progress.
Slowly, opposition started with the antitesting crowd in several states who feared
that curriculum would continue to be test
controlled. Opposition also emerged from
both the conservative right and teacher
unions, concerned that Race to the Top federal money meant federal intervention in
the standards movement. Curiously, these
groups still contained a number of influential politicians, including former Florida
Governor Jeb Bush who continued to argue
for the Common Core State Standards.
Rather than the debate being played out
nationally, it has become a state issue, with
several states opting out of the Common
Core State Standards and/or opting out of
their previous commitments to the assessment consortiums. The real Common Core
State Standards battlegrounds are now in
gubernatorial and state superintendent races
as a premier campaign issue.
At a 2009 Grant Makers for Education
conference, Secretary of Education, Arne
Duncan, said, ‘We are on the cusp of a new
era of innovation and entrepreneurship in
education that was almost unimaginable a
decade ago. I am convinced that every problem in education has been solved before,
somewhere – and often with philanthropic
support’ (US Department of Education,
2009). In his address announcing his
Investment in Innovation (i3) Fund, Secretary
Duncan asked teachers, students, administrators, school boards, community organizations
and other traditional stakeholders to move
over because he had just opened the door for
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foundations to have a seat at the table (US
Department of Education, 2011). The federal
government has no business telling foundations how to spend their money; however,
government transparency in decision-making
can point the way to where foundation money
would be the most appreciated. By outlining his department’s goals and providing an
assessment as to how philanthropic foundations can support these goals, Secretary
Duncan skirted the edges of federal intrusion
into education.
The US spends about US$500 billion per
year on K-12 public schooling. According
to the Foundation Center (http://foundation
center.org/), the leading source of information
on philanthropy worldwide, philanthropic giving to transform public education has reached
about US$8 billion annually (only religious
organizations receive more). Of the many private non-profit givers, the big three funders
who appear to have the most influence are
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, The Eli
and Edythe Broad Foundation, and the Walton
Family Foundation. Although their reasons
for giving might be different, they still appear
to be like-minded when it comes to ‘choice,
competition, deregulation, accountability, and
data-based decision-making’ (Barkan, 2011:
49). Coincidentally, so does Secretary Duncan
with Race to the Top funding. Basically, the
big three want to close down low performing schools, increase charters, implement
vouchers, evaluate teachers based on student
test scores, award merit pay based on these
same test scores, and increase the stakes in
high stakes testing. However, not considered
are the data on charter school performance
compared with public schools, the data on
value-added measures to assess teaching performance, data on test scores measuring student ability, data on class size, and data on the
effects of poverty on schooling.
Teachers, administrators, school boards,
mayors, legislators and governors are
accountable for their decisions either to
elected boards or to voters. Non-profit foundations are not accountable and immune from
outside control. Additionally, gross changes
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in campaign finance laws have allowed forprofit and non-profit organizations unprecedented access in influencing public policy.

THE IMPACT OF STANDARDS
ON PRACTICE
Reviewing the chronology of standardsbased reform has been an emotional roller
coaster ride. The standards-based reform in
the educational landscape continues to
change – beginning with A Nation at Risk
(1983) and including the 1989 Charlottesville
Education Summit; the 1994 Goals 2000:
Educate America Act; 2002’s No Child Left
Behind Act, through 2009 with the approval
of 48 states adopting the Common Core State
Standards, to 2014 with three states removing themselves from the Common Core and a
number of states reviewing their own involvement. What started as an altruistic bi-partisan
national effort is now a fractured, acrimonious political quagmire. In 1989, then
Arkansas Governor, Bill Clinton, said at the
Charlottesville Summit:
This is the first time a President and Governor have
ever stood before the American people and said:
‘Not only are we going to set national performance goals, which are ambitious, not only are we
going to develop strategies to achieve them, but
we stand here before you and tell you we expect
to be held personally accountable for the progress
we make in moving this country to a brighter
future. (Fiske,1989: n.p.)

However, the only group that now seems
to have been held accountable has been
teachers. No Child Left Behind’s Reading
First Act had virtually no effect on practice
(Manzo, 2008). The effect of the current
Striving Readers Act, which targets at-risk
middle and high school students, is unknown.
Implementation of the untested Common
Core State Standards across states has been
wildly unsystematic and leaves school districts to fend for themselves.
Evidence from the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) indicates that

the sharp focus on assessment and teacher
accountability has had no impact on student performance (Brandenberg, 2014), has
had widespread testing scandals, and the
creation and growth of grassroots organizations, such as the Badass Teachers, suggest
that they have also had a deleterious effect
on teaching (Strauss, 2013). The proliferation of educational start-ups, non-profit, and
for-profit philanthropic educational involvement, all promising silver bullet solutions for
schools and assessment consortiums providing assessments and materials, have led to
curricula driven by commercial programs.
Professional national content organizations
noticeably have not endorsed the Common
Core State Standards, and offer tepid and
cautious support for teachers.
Up to this point, our focus has been on
standards as policy instruments; however,
we would be remiss if we did not touch on
the standards themselves. The Common
Core State Standards (Common Core States
Standards Initiative, n.d.) identify three key
instructional shifts: (1) regular practice with
complex texts and their academic language;
(2) reading, writing, and speaking ‘grounded
in evidence from texts’, both literary and
informational; and (3) building knowledge
through content-rich non-fiction. These
instructional shifts and how they have been
presented to teachers appear at odds with
research that supports socially constructed
collaboration amongst the teacher, students,
and the curriculum.
Consider, for example, the implication of
how the English Language Arts & Literacy
RI9-10.9 state standard (‘Analyze seminal US documents of historical and literary
significance (for example, Washington’s
Farewell Address, The Gettysburg Address,
Roosevelt’s four freedoms speech, King’s
‘Letter from Birmingham Jail’) including
how they address related themes and concepts’) should be taught. First, although these
are indicated as examples, our history with
state standards and recommended texts tells
us that these ‘examples’ actually become
the texts that teachers use. Considering that

National Standards in Policy and Practice

the PARRC and Smarter Balanced assessors
have also read the standards, it is no mental
jump to think these iconic texts ‘might be in
the test’. Teachers would have to supplement
this list if they wanted women and authors of
color represented. Additionally, these listed
iconic texts exist in social, cultural, and political contexts; however, what is tested becomes
the curriculum and how it is taught depends
on how the questions are framed. Add in Text
Complexity and a whole new impact on practice emerges. Fisher and Frey (2014: 237)
wrote: ‘Here we define text complexity as a
set of quantitative and qualitative attributes
that collectively describe the features of a text.
Text difficulty – how hard a given text is for a
particular reader – forms a subset of the attributes of text complexity’. The authors then
seem to use the terms ‘critical thinking’ and
‘deep thinking’ interchangeably. Martinez
and McGee (2000) defined ‘deep thinking’ as
‘seeing more than one perspective, searching
out a variety of interpretations, and finding
compelling connections among and between
perspectives, interpretations, and self (2000:
166). Qualitative attributes, critical thinking,
and deep thinking can be confusing for teachers who have a variety of ability levels in the
same classroom. When classrooms contain
students who are reading at or above grade
levels alongside students who must have
these texts read to them, we wonder how
much of any student thinking gets done.
In short, there is a great deal to debate
within the standards themselves – how they
present school subjects, their implied vision
of teaching and learning, their research base
(or lack thereof), their theoretical base (or
lack thereof), and their relationship to tests;
however, those debates never took place. In a
sense, they were turned over to the private sector to sort out. The result has been that implementing the standards in practice is currently
a free-for-all. There are two types of markets that the Common Core State Standards
impose on language arts curricula. The first is
characterized by a set of rules imposed on the
game. These rules inform states how to compete for federal monies, philanthropic dollars,
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and rules for conducting business. The second market ‘pits established and startup
profit and nonprofit businesses against one
another in order to supply states and schools
with the commodities and services to make
CCSS work (Shannon, 2014: 267.) This second market – think Pearson, McGraw Hill
and the like – become the engine that drives,
instruction, teacher development, and especially assessment.
We began this chapter with an attempt
to situate standards from four distinct, but
complimentary directions: (1) the history of
school standards as an idea in the US, with
special attention to how they appeared in the
popular press and public discourse; (2) the
nature of debates about school standards in
two countries other than the US (Italy and
Australia); (3) the role of money, business,
and the ‘new philanthropies’ in policy-making
related to standards; and (4) how the standards are shaping teaching and learning.
Taking a brief historical vantage point by
reviewing the inclusion and visibility of standards in the popular press of the US reveals
a shift in public discourse: the public began
to converse about standards with a new frequency and entitlement. Public education is
fundamentally public, but the public is not
represented or empowered equally, and the
tensions that are an inextricable part of public discourse are not unique to the US. As we
discussed, the conceptions of standards in
both Italy and Australia illustrate the point
that the movement to evaluate the efficacy of
standards by measuring student performance
is not restricted to the US. We transitioned
into an examination of the recent impact of
business on the implementation of standardsbased reform and concluded with a snapshot
of the complications involved in putting the
standards into practice.
We have attempted to scratch the thin veneer
of altruism that disguises standards-based
reform; however, once scratched, political
agendas, national posturing, profiteering, corporate interests, among others, become all too
apparent. There is little to no control of the
direction of the standards beast. Internationally,
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the same scenario appears to be playing out in
the same way. It is our hope that questioning
and contextualizing will lead to a critical and
thoughtful approach to the adoption and implementation of standards in the US and beyond.

NOTES
1 	 At this point it’s important to note that the words
used to describe various aspects of educational
reform change from country to country and even
from researcher to researcher. For instance, in the
US we have tended to use the term ‘standards’
for statements of what students should ‘know
and be able to do’ at the end of particular course
of instruction. In the earlier remarks, the term
‘measureable indicators’ is used instead. In other
instances, the comparable term is ‘outcomes’. In
the non-US context, ‘educational standards’ also
may refer to a range of ‘measurable indicators’
related to such things as class size and teacher
qualifications (see Landri, 2014: 26).
2 	 In the US context, the distinction between ‘standards’ and ‘curriculum’ has been of considerable
interest because of the tradition of ‘local control’
and the resistance to a ‘national’ curriculum.
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61
Curriculum Development and
School Leadership: Unattainable
Responsibility or Realistic
Ambition?
Ciaran Sugrue

INTRODUCTION
When Thomas Mann (Secretary of the Board
of Education, Massachusetts, US), visited
schools in Germany, parts of Great Britain
and Ireland in the 1840s, he reported thus:
I do not hesitate to say, that there are many things
abroad which we, at home, should do well to
imitate; things, some of which are here, as yet,
mere matters of speculation and theory, but
which, there, have long been in operation, and are
now producing a harvest of rich and abundant
blessings. (Mann, 1846: 18)

His observations provide evidence of comparison, of policy borrowing, whilst simultaneously providing critical comments levelled
at education in Prussia as ‘actually producing, a spirit of blind acquiescence to arbitrary
power, in things spiritual as well as temporal,
as being, … a system of education, adapted to
enslave, and not to enfranchise the human
mind’ (Mann: 1846: 19). More than a century
later, a similar transatlantic set of observations were provided on ‘progressive’ primary

education as documented by US researchers
in England (Berlak and Berlak, 1975; Berlak
et al., 1976). Attention was drawn to the significance of dilemmas in teaching and reflective practice, whilst the ‘big picture’ concern
was tension between ‘progressive’ reforms
and more traditional approaches to schooling,
neatly captured in the phrase: ‘how far “back
to the basics” to go’ (Berlak and Berlak,
1975: 2). Such progressive transplant efforts
were heavily criticised (Sugrue, 2010).
Contemporary resonances of these tensions are evident in Finnish Lessons for the
rest of ‘the world’, reinforcing the view that
policy export or policy borrowing across
national boundaries continues (Sahlberg,
2011). More recent, however, is the emergence of powerful international organisations
such as International Monetary Fund (IMF),
European Central Bank (ECB), European
Union (EU), Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD),
International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA) to mention but a few. These are the super-tankers
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on the high seas of policy making. Driven
by the powerful winds of globalisation,
they circumnavigate the globe and penetrate
national, regional and local policy making
in a manner never encountered before (Ball,
2012; Lawn and Grek, 2012) with a tendency to become policy imperatives rather
than possible options. However, there is
growing recognition that ‘if curricula are…
historically formed within systems of Ideas,
research cannot but proceed with historical
methods’ and that curriculum may be understood ‘genealogically’ (Thröhler, 2014: 62).
For contemporary school leaders, many of
whom are in the grip of ‘austerity’ that has
cultivated a fatalistic policy climate of ‘more
for less’ whilst enabling policymakers to
promulgate a rhetoric that ‘there is no alternative’, ‘a synchronic comparative stance’
is necessary to avoid a fatalistic view when
faced with external change forces in order ‘to
gain emancipatory energy’ (Thröhler, 2014:
62). Additionally, in order for school leaders in particular to avoid some of the worst
features of policy borrowing and superficial
adoption, a rigorous and critical approach
becomes a necessity in contexts of ‘raging globalisation’ (Beck, 2000, 2006, 2013;
Smith, 2014; Wallerstein et al., 2013).
Curriculum development, since the emergence of (national) systems of education,
is an intensely contested space; a contest
that is about much more than test scores
(Apple, 2004; Goodson, 1994). Writing in
1918, Bobbitt (1918: v) was explicit about
the necessity for a step change in education:
‘education is to be called upon to bear a hitherto undreamed-of burden of responsibility; and to undertake unaccustomed labors’.
More recently, on the European side of the
Atlantic, similar sentiments have been articulated: ‘curriculum research and theory must
begin by investigating how the curriculum is
currently constructed and then produced by
teachers in the “differing circumstances in
which they are placed”’ (Goodson, 1994: 37).
Throughout these periods there have been
ongoing tensions between those who emphasize content and mastery in contrast to those

who give primacy to experience, motivation, engagement, affective and aesthetic
learning (Bruner, 1960/1997; Egan, 1997;
Eisner, 1979). Curriculum may therefore
be interpreted on a continuum from formal syllabus of a course or programme to
the totality of experience, thus ‘curriculum
is everything a child experiences from the
moment he or she wakes up in the morning
until the moment at which he or she goes to
bed at night’ (McDermott, 2013: 19). School
leaders, despite more recent policy tendencies towards external prescription, have also
enjoyed varying degrees of professional
autonomy to exercise professional judgement with regard to the overall focus of curricula, teaching and learning. The increasing
tendency towards centrally prescribed, internationally inspired, technical rational, instrumentalisation of curricula is in sharp contrast
to what Stenhouse articulated a generation
ago in the UK context:
A curriculum is an attempt to communicate the
essential principles and features of an educational
proposal in such a form that it is open to critical
scrutiny and capable of effective translation into
practice. (Stenhouse, 1975: 4, emphasis in original)

Due to the increasing impact of global forces,
it is more difficult if not impossible to escape
the influence of an unfettered and more triumphalist neo-liberal ideology, particularly
during the past three decades. Consequently,
the relative autonomy afforded to teachers
for constructing curricula has been seriously
eroded and heavily circumscribed with variation across jurisdictions. International rhetorics of ‘devolution of responsibility and
decision-making to the level of the school’
have shone a particularly harsh light on the
role of school leaders (Pont et al., 2008).
In more recent times, therefore, they have
been positioned in the eye of this ongoing
ideological storm because ‘As the key intermediary between the classroom, school and
the education system as a whole, effective
school leadership is essential to improve its
efficiency and equity of schooling’ (Pont et al.,
2008: 16).

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

In recent times, and particularly (although
not exclusively) in the English-speaking
world, the role of the school leader as gatekeeper and conduit for an externally prescribed curriculum has been privileged.
Nevertheless, it is necessary also to recognise
that the manner in which school leadership
has evolved in different jurisdictions has consequences for the role as currently conceived
and enacted.
Consideration of school curricula, their
underlying principles, content and pedagogies, as well as the manner in which principals
are expected to lead school communities are
ensnared in a considerable ideological battle
that may be more adequately understood by
excavating the manner in which underlying considerations infiltrate and occupy discourses on school leadership and curriculum
reform. Appropriately undertaken, this task
necessitates a ‘change over time perspective’
whilst acknowledging also the significance
of periodisation (Goodson, 2004; Hargreaves
and Goodson, 2006).
The embrace of ‘leadership’ as an alternative term to more traditional labels such as
‘principalship’ or ‘headship’ has come about
partly as a consequence of a loss of certainty
and increasing complexity in terms of the role
and responsibility (Sugrue, 2015). Belatedly:
The education field is finally embracing school
leadership as an essential ingredient in reform,
worthy of investment in its own right. Facing pressure…, states and districts increasingly are recognizing that successful school reform depends on
having principals well prepared to change schools
and improve instruction, not just manage buildings
and budgets. (Mitgang, 2012: 5)

These changed and changing circumstances
‘have made school leadership a priority in
education policy agendas across OECD and
partner countries’ to the possible detriment
of curriculum development (Pont et al.,
2008: 16).
Against this general backdrop, the next
section situates leadership and curriculum
reform within these wider ideological struggles by focusing on the distinct language and
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logic of accountability and responsibility.
This framing provides this chapter’s analytical lens through which subsequent sections
are presented and interrogated. The first of
these is a succinct account of the evolution of
the field of leadership, highlighting the significance of language and underlying logic
throughout. The following section examines the evolution of curriculum during this
period, posing the question ‘leadership for
and of what’, and this analysis heralds what
Biesta (2010) has labelled the ‘learnification’ of schooling and teacher–student relationships with profound consequences for
education. The chapter’s focus then turns to
priorities currently being given to the preparation of school leaders and the extent to which
‘learnification’ of leadership is prioritised. In
the final section, the ‘zone of proximal distance’ is proposed and described as a means
of cultivating and sustaining a professionally
responsible leadership that embraces curriculum development. The chapter concludes that
considerable benefits accrue from contemplating school leadership, leader professional
preparation and curriculum development as
elements of the same educational script.

REFORMS: LANGUAGE, LOGICS
AND IDEOLOGICAL ROOTS
OF ACCOUNTABILITY AND
RESPONSIBILITY
The language and logic of neo-liberalism is
one of deregulation and the roll back of
the state; for life to be ‘ruled’ by market
forces (Couldry, 2010/2012). Cloned from
the same ideological gene pool, New Public
Management (NPM) has become the staple
policy discourse of an increasing number of
governments, and includes the following
megatrends:
…to slow down or reverse government growth in
terms of overt public spending and staffing…shift
toward privatization and quasi-privatization…the
development of automation,…and…the development of a more international agenda, increasingly
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focused on general issues of public management,
policy design, decision styles and intergovernmental
cooperation. (Hood, 1991: 3, emphasis in original)

Although Hood recognises that NPM is ‘illdefined’, he identifies common characteristics that include the disaggregation of the
monolithic public sector into cost centres,
privatisation of services where possible,
competitiveness (quasi-markets), specification of standards, a parsimoniousness characterised by ‘more for less’ and the application
of private sector management norms in the
public sector (see Hood, 1991: 4–5). These
characteristics are readily evident in the lives
and work of teachers internationally, even if
more pronounced in some jurisdictions.
School leadership and curriculum are perceived very differently when viewed through
the lens, language and inherent logic of
‘accountability’ on the one hand, and professional ‘responsibility’ on the other (see
Solbrekke and Englund, 2011).
To ‘profess’ carries vocational overtones of responding to a ‘calling’; its Latin
root – profiteri – means to declare publicly.
When combined with the Latin root of
responsibility – respondere – to answer or
to offer in return or by way of reciprocation,
professional responsibility includes:
…a sense of calling to provide service for the benefit of others, to take care of individuals as well as
cater for the public welfare.…being morally
responsible for one’s behaviour; to take on important duties while being willing to make independent decisions and being entrusted to do so.…It
connotes both the personal and moral dimensions
of having a commitment to care that includes a
combination of control, duties and decisions.
(Solbrekke and Sugrue, 2011: 13)

Responsibility therefore ‘relies on trust’, as
well as the professional ‘being qualified and
willing to handle dilemmas and having the
freedom to deliberate on alternative courses of
action’, which are not always predictable, nor
possible to pre-determine their ‘outcomes’.
Consequently, the exercise of professional
responsibility ‘goes beyond the limits of
accountability and is linked to a sense of

freedom because professionals are trusted yet
also committed to act in the interest of others’
(Solbrekke and Englund, 2011: 854). In contrast, the inherent logic of accountability relies
on compliance, conformity to a set of predetermined measures or outcomes. Consequently,
it is predisposed towards ‘control rather than
trust and “good services” are guaranteed by
means of measuring and accounting instruments rather than relying on professional discretion’ (Solbrekke and Englund, 2011: 855).
It is possible, therefore, to be accountable
without being professionally responsible, and
the language and logic of accountability
potentially hollows out not only a sense of
professional responsibility, but also what is
entailed in leading a school community and
divining an appropriate curriculum. Such hollowing out is captured succinctly in the
following:
Efficere translates…as ‘to bring about’, to accomplish, to effect. Only in modern times do we separate effectiveness, efficacy and efficiency and our
public conversation is consequently fractured –
and impoverished (Gross Stein, 2001: 2)

By privileging efficiency and effectiveness,
the efficacy of professional responsibility is
potentially compromised – whilst purporting
to ‘speak on behalf of taxpayers and consumers’ it pits itself ‘against cosy cultures of
professional self-regulation’ (Power, 1999:
44). Table 61.1 summarises these different
languages, their logics and the tensions they
create for school leaders, how they perceive
their roles and also exercise their
responsibilities.
This representation inadequately depicts the
force field created by the underlying logics.
Nevertheless, the ensuing tension is the terrain
in which school leaders are obliged to function.
Is professionally responsible leadership, when
external control and prescription is pervasive, consigned to the margins by the ensuing
‘performativity’ culture that further promotes
‘managerial accountability’? (Green, 2011).
Performativity is a technology, a culture and a
mode of regulation that employs judgements,
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Table 61.1
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Language and logic of responsibility and accountability1

Responsibility

Accountability

Based in professional mandate
Situated judgement
Trust
Moral rationale
Internal evaluation
Negotiated standards
Implicit language
Framed by professions
Relative autonomy and personally inescapable
Proactive

Defined by current governance
Standardised by contract
Control
Economic/legal rationale
External auditing
Predetermined indicators
Transparent language
Framed by political goals
Compliance with employers’/politicians’ decisions
Reactive

Leadership
Citizen
Education
Public good
Professional collaboration
Professional judgment

Management
Client/customer
Learning (outcomes)
Consumer/consumption/choice
Competition
Inspection/league tables

Note
1
The keywords in both columns above the line are the original list provided by Solbrekke and Englund (2011). The keywords
that appear below the line in both columns have been added more specifically to reflect leadership, whilst also indicating
the manner in which language reshapes discourses and, in the process, influences the dispositions and actions of learners,
teachers and leaders.
Source: Adapted from Solbrekke and Englund (2011: 855).
comparisons and displays as means of incentive,
control, attrition and change based on rewards
and sanctions (both material and symbolic). The
performances (of individual subjects or organizations) serve as measures of productivity or
output….The issue of who controls the field of
judgement is crucial. (Ball, 2003: 216)

School leadership in particular is at the epicentre of this phenomenon. It is ‘one manifestation of a global reworking of the economic,
social, moral and political foundations of
public service provision and the development
of new kinds of responses to social disadvantage’ and inequality (Ball, 2012: 15).
Table 61.1 contrasts the major shift in language use whereby responsibilities are being
determined increasingly by governments or
external bodies, and are informed increasingly by international organisations through
rankings of student performance (OECD,
2010b, 2013). Such ‘measures’ may result
in knee-jerk policy responses that restrict
curricula through national prescription and
attendant funding mechanisms.1 Such panicked and politically motivated policy decision making casts principals in the role of

conduits for official policy, rather than catalysts for curriculum making.2 What Table
61.1 encapsulates is the extent to which principals in various jurisdictions and to varying
degrees are progressively coerced into working from a prepared script that is dictated
remotely, centrally and shaped internationally, several removes from the daily realities
for which they are increasingly held accountable rather than being accorded the necessary
professional autonomy, trust and support to
exercise professionally responsible leadership (Lawn and Grek, 2012).

FROM PRINCIPAL TO LEADER:
PERFORMATIVE ACCOUNTABILITY OR
PROFESSIONAL RESPONSIBILITY?
Until relatively recently in an Irish context,
the principal’s responsibility was to ‘keep the
Register, Daily Report Book and Roll Book
accurately, neatly and according to the instructions prescribed by the Minister’ (Department
of Education, 1965). These minimal
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administrative duties contrast sharply with a
recent study in England and Wales where
researchers identified ‘30 categories’ of work
undertaken ‘in a typical week’ (Smithers and
Robinson, 2007: 21). Smithers and Robinson
(2007) asked a representative sample, which
although ‘necessarily small for a study based
on in-depth interviews…are representative of
the population of schools in England and
Wales by region, size, type, funding method,
age range, and in the case of secondary
schools by their specialisation’ (Smithers and
Robinson, 2007: 15), how the role and responsibilities had changed during their tenure
(which ranged from 1 to 22 years), they
…mentioned 58 things that had been added to
their responsibilities or changes with which they
had had to cope during their time in post.…
Changes in the nature of headship, school organisation, staffing, curriculum and assessment
accountability, funding arrangements, responsibility for premises, the social agenda and in society
itself immediately came to their minds. (2007: 22)

Interviewees did not indicate that anything
had been removed, strongly suggesting intensification. Nevertheless, ‘both primary and
secondary heads said that it was the people
aspects of the job they most enjoyed’, whilst
‘it was the bureaucracy, external interference
and excessive regulation that they liked least’
(2007: 21). These tensions are reflected
within leadership literature.

Intersecting Literatures and
School Leadership Trajectories
Much of the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of leadership have already been documented, albeit
from different perspectives. School effectiveness (Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000), which
after a period of time and sustained criticism,
metamorphosed into effectiveness and
improvement (Townsend, 2007). Other perspectives added to this growing literature,
such as ‘educational change’ (Hargreaves
et al., 1998, 2010) or school development in
a more holistic manner (Day, 2012), whilst
others subjected ongoing policy and practice

to analysis through a leadership lens
(Leithwood et al., 1996, 2002) or endeavoured to make sense of ongoing school
reform through an evaluation aperture (Ryan
and Bradley Cousins, 2009). Motivations for
undertaking related research are multi-various, including quality, policy, practice and
equity to mention but a few (Sammons et al.,
1995), driven in part by a reaction to the
more pessimistic views that schooling had
negligible impact on disadvantaged students
(Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972).
Subsequent cumulative research evidence
indicated that schools indeed make a difference, and such positive influences varied
depending on the nature of the school’s leadership (Rutter et al., 1979). However, evidence of the positive impact of leadership has
fostered further research on various leadership styles, with a tendency to narrowly focus
on ‘instructional leadership’ rather than curriculum development. Styles have been distributed (no pun intended!) across a spectrum
from authoritarian to laissez faire, with consultative and collaborative emerging as significant, whilst empowering others to varying
degrees depending on whether such interactions were ‘transactional’ or ‘transformative’
(Leithwood et al., 2002). This literature is
largely silent on leaders’ curriculum responsibilities, increasingly determined from without the school rather than from within.
This research literature revealed leadership as being shaped by place and time to a
significant degree. With a general move away
from the ‘super’ leader (Copland, 2001; Hall,
1996; Reynolds, 2002; Smulyan, 2000),
there emerged a more pervasive view that
‘heroic’ forms of leadership, with an overreliance on charisma, were neither appropriate nor adequate to the increasingly complex
responsibilities (Gronn, 2003). As the pace
of change accelerated internationally through
the 1990s, leadership literature was being
influenced more by business school thinking
and private sector norms with a consequent
ratcheting up of tension between accountability and responsibility that fostered leadership
‘hybrids’(Gronn, 2009). As external policy
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pressures intensified, the ‘cellular’ structure
of schools’ architecture and dominant cultures
was superseded by persistent calls for more
evidence-based collaboration (Hargreaves,
1994) and such organizational cultural reforms
led to more demand for, and awareness of, the
necessity for ‘teacher leadership’ (Lieberman
and Miller, 2004). In turn, this cultural shift
began to be superseded by ‘distributed’ leadership (Spillane, 2006), which was rapidly
adopted as a policy orthodoxy despite initially
lacking supporting evidence (Leithwood,
Mascall & Strauss, 2009), whilst this evidentiary lacuna was swiftly being filled by accumulating evidence that distributed leadership
‘matters’ considerably (Harris, 2008, 2014).
Increasingly, in and between various styles
of leadership, there was also evidence of the
necessity to be adept, flexible, a style switcher,
a chameleon (Kets de Vries, 2006). This relative autonomy enjoyed by school leaders and
their teaching colleagues in the 1980s that
facilitated ‘school-based curriculum development’ was replaced by increasing external curricular prescription (Skilbeck, 1990, 1998). As
Hargreaves (1989: 163) counselled, ‘the broad
international trend towards more centralized
patterns of curriculum development is…placing profound restrictions on the possibilities
for teacher development’ and leadership trends
had become complicit in this asphyxiation.

Legislating Leadership and
Curriculum Reform
Without factoring into consideration larger
political forces that have been buffeting and reshaping the educational landscape in significant
ways during this period, this account may seem
rather tame, innocuous even. In order to illustrate this in a general and trans-Atlantic manner,
two pieces of legislation are hugely significant.
The first is the Educational Reform Act of 1988
(revised in 1992, and subsequently) in England
and Wales, and the second is the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation of the Bush administration in the US in 2001. In the case of the
former, it fundamentally altered established
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norms by prescribing a national curriculum (for
the period of compulsory schooling) divided
into ‘key stages’ with national testing to be
undertaken at these points. It also facilitated
schools in separating from their Local
Authorities whereby through Local Management
of Schools (LMS) they could opt to be grantmaintained or independent under the rubric of
creating a market for schooling and choice for
parents. The NCLB Act, signed into law on 8
January 2002, created unprecedented federal
intrusion into state responsibility for education
to ‘drive broad gains in student achievement and
to hold states and schools more accountable for
student progress’ (Education Week, 2004).
Similar to its English near relative, there was
significant emphasis on testing, and federal
funding was tied to schools able to demonstrate ‘adequate yearly progress’ (AYP) (Lasky,
2012), with serious consequences if targets were
not met, similar to England’s ‘naming and
shaming’ culture (Bevan and Wilson, 2013).
The locus of decision-making, the degree of
prescription, the responsibilities of principals
and the manner in which they would be held to
account, as well as the language in which these
reforms were written, fundamentally altered the
educational landscape. This general trend has
been subsequently extended by the advent of
Academies in England, as well as vouchers and
Charter schools in the US. More than anything
else, these provisions are manifestations of a
market logic and the creation of a quasi-market
in education of ‘edu-business’ (see Ball, 2012:
116–36). The next section examines the consequences of these unprecedented legislative
policy shifts and their consequences for the curricula of schools and the content of principal
preparation programmes.

LEADING CURRICULUM: EXTERNALLY
PRESCRIBED ‘LEARNING OUTCOMES’,
SCRIPTED LEADERSHIP
For more than two decades, with schools as
‘units of production’ in the increasing quasimarket of education shaped by considerations

1004

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

of choice and competition, the spotlight has
been focused increasingly on school leader
preparation (Walker and Hallinger, 2013),
fuelled by considerations of revolving door
appointments (particularly in the US, see
Renihan, 2012), recruitment and succession
(MacBeath et al., 2009). Some have considered this as a ‘makeover’ that induces conformity and homogenisation rather than
creativity and imagination – more management and less leadership – (Gunter and
Thomson, 2009), whilst others see the shift
in emphasis from education to learning as
retrograde (Biesta, 2014). The erosion of
trust and the application of market forces to
educational services have intensified performativity trends, whilst reducing the spaces
and opportunities for the exercise of responsible leadership and the relative autonomy
necessary for discretionary judgement, which
is a hallmark of curriculum development at
the level of the school.
In Table 61.1, learning and education are
accorded different logics. Biesta (2014) summarises this distinction and its implications,
and although he is not against learning and its
significance per se, his point is that learning
is distinct from education.
… the point of education is not that students
learn, but that they learn something, that they
learn it for particular reasons, and that they learn
it from someone. The problem with the language
of learning is that it is a language that refers to
processes that are ‘empty’ with regard to content
and purpose … a language of education always
needs to pay attention to questions of content,
purpose and relationships. (Biesta, 2014: 3)

Consequently, there has been a hollowing out
of what goes on in schools to the point
where, in some instances, schools, as part of
a ‘makeover’ of a more market-sensitive
approach to the ‘services’ they provide, have
taken to ‘branding’ themselves as places of
‘learning’ rather than teaching, and school
leaders are made over into ‘lead learner’ to
avoid perceived negative connotations
(Biesta, 2014). Biesta’s point is that for
learning to be genuinely educative it requires

content, a set of processes as well as a set of
relationships. These three purposes of education are ‘qualification’ (achievement),
‘socialisation’ (both formal and informal)
and ‘subjectification’, which, along with
socialisation, contributes to the ‘formation’ of
the individual whereby the student becomes
the subject of education rather than being a
mere spectator whilst mastering certain skills.
Even if schools become preoccupied with,
and overly focused on, ‘performance’ this
narrowing of the curriculum has consequences
for socialisation and subjectification – ‘which
is about the ways in which students can
be(come) subjects in their own right and not
just remain objects of the desires and directions of others’ (Biesta, 2014: 4). I concur
with the conclusion that ‘the language of
learning is unable to provide a sense of direction to the educational process, which is
precisely where its deficiency as an educational language lies’ (Biesta, 2014: 4).
Hollowing out of education by privileging learning has additional negative consequences because the language of learning
is ‘an ideology, making what really goes on
invisible and inaccessible’ (Biesta, 2012:
38). The adoption of ‘the empty language of
learning to speak about education’ frequently
results in questions such as ‘what is education
for’ or indeed what is the ‘good’ of education
being ignored (Biesta, 2010: 2). Teaching is
also diminished when learning becomes the
central focus and the role of the teacher is
reduced to being ‘a guide on the side’. By
insisting that teaching and teachers are at the
heart of the relationship between teacher and
student, it follows that a teacher ‘plays a central role in engaging with the question as to
what is educationally desirable in each concrete situation, both with regard to the aims
and to the ‘“means” of education’ (Biesta,
2012: 39). Such responsibilities are ‘a matter of judgement, not a matter of the execution of directives from elsewhere’ (Biesta,
2012: 39). This hollowing out of education
by a process of ‘learnification’ replaces ‘the
normative question of good education with
technical and managerial questions about
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the efficiency and effectiveness of processes,
not what these processes are supposed to be
for’ (Biesta, 2010: 2), a process described as
‘policy by numbers’ (Lingard et al., 2003)
where what counts is test scores (‘learning
outcomes’) – achievement. Critically, when
moving beyond the limits of the language of
learning, teachers’ responsibilities are reasserted because ‘teacher’s responsibility for
making situated judgements about the educational desirability of the means and ends of
how education “proceeds” is integral to the
role and responsibility’ (Biesta, 2012: 40).
To emphasize the significance of teaching as
part of an educative process, Biesta (2012:
40–2) distinguishes between ‘learning from’
and ‘being taught by’ as two phrases that capture significant qualitative differences. Such
a relationship requires receptivity on the
part of the learner and an openness to being
educated. The process of formation includes
‘critical self-reflection’ as well as ‘moral
dimensions’ (Sutphen and de Lange, 2014).
Formation has much in common with ‘subjectification’ whereby the student, through
reflective engagement in the encounter, takes
ownership as a subject for ‘action and responsibility’ (Biesta, 2012: 39). Has learnification
of school leaders followed from this hollowing out of education?

The ‘Making Over’ and Over
Again of School Leaders?
The ‘makeover’ of school leaders has potential to be authentic, and in the manner in
which it is used by Gunter and Thomson
(2009) – borrowed from popular culture – the
‘change’ is largely cosmetic, superficial and
determined by others, whereby those who
endure a makeover are ‘bettered’, even temporarily, by their betters. In the infotainment
world, the more insidious influences of
makeover programmes are often hidden from
view, and yet ‘this mediatised cultural space
obscures the reality that the ongoing surveillance practised in reality television programmes ‘…is increasingly the stuff of a
CCTV-ridden “audit society” (Lyon, 1994;
McGrath, 2004; Power, 1999)’ (Gunter and
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Thomson, 2009: 470). This perspective suggests that leadership has been reduced to a
form of surveillance, whereby ‘organisations
[including schools] must be changed to make
them auditable’, an endless proliferation of
policies and paper trails (Power, 1999: 47).
Without trust, more ‘technologies of control’
are perceived as a necessity, where being
held to account becomes a performance,
often a negation of the exercise of professional
judgement and responsibility. Gunter and
Thomson (2009: 471) argue that principals in
the English context over the past 20 years have
been subjected to ‘direct expert control exercised through leadership development to effect
permanent changes to the minds and bodies of
leaders and through them, their schools’.
Given the ubiquitous permeation of the language and logic of accountability in various
reforms, to what extent has the makeover or
learnification of leadership become an international phenomenon?

The Learnification of School
Leader Preparation?
Although evidence is limited, there are ‘discernible patterns’ (Gunter, 2008) in the
English context, and ‘many of the issues that
continue to bedevil meaningful leadership
development exhibit a certain commonality
across very different settings’ when selected
programmes internationally are compared
(Walker and Hallinger, 2013: 401). Such
influences are evident even in the selection of
leadership programmes for review, where
those high performing systems – as indicated
by Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) – studies were selected.
However, some of the most highly ranked
countries in these studies, such as Finland,
New Zealand and the Netherlands, do
not have ‘required pre-service preparation
programmes’ for principals, and principal
preparation in these jurisdictions is therefore
not available for analysis (Walker et al.,
2013: 409).
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, when programmes in fifteen centres
in nine countries were compared, there was
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considerable debate regarding the advisability
of compulsion, as well as the extent of such provisions in terms of time commitment and accessibility in an effort to broaden the leadership
talent pool (Bush and Jackson, 2002). There was
a discernible tendency towards accreditation of
programmes, contributing to a Masters, if not a
Masters award. Additional considerations were
the necessity to include theoretical perspectives
that recognised, however reluctantly in some
jurisdictions, that ‘all leaders need frames of
reference to guide decision-making’ because
‘theory…provides a valid base for evaluating
possible solutions to educational problems’
(Bush and Jackson, 2002: 424). When turning
their attention to the future direction of leadership preparation, Bush and Jackson cautiously
recognised that leadership preparation for all
teachers would need consideration and this
would require tailoring to principals’ and teachers’ career stages. They also acknowledged that
technology could be harnessed to create virtual learning communities that would support
schools as learning organisations, and research
and mentoring would also need greater attention (Bush and Jackson, 2002). But these are
boundary issues and, although important, say
little about the actual formation of the next generation of school leaders.
Selecting compulsory programmes for
review on the basis of PISA rankings recognises the prevalence of ‘performativity’
internationally. Walker et al. (2013) compare
programmes in ‘Australia, Canada, Hong
Kong, Singapore and the USA’ (2013: 408),
and in the US, where such programmes have
existed for several decades, a study in the
noughties indicates the increasing homogenisation now being experienced elsewhere –
perhaps with a particular US flavour in the
wake of NCLB legislation (2001):
•• Alignment to ‘state and professional standards’, an
•• Emphasis on ‘instructional leadership and school
improvement’;
•• Student-centred learning;
•• Formalized mentoring; and
•• Site-based internships. (Darling-Hammond et al.,
2010: 181–2)

This is evidence of learnification of leadership, which is emphasising the practical,
possibly at the expense of theoretical considerations, and these efforts on both sides of
the Atlantic have been criticised as being
overly ‘structuralist–functionalist’ (Gronn,
2003). Additionally, the pervasiveness of
accountability and NPM is immediately evident in the language used by the researchers
to describe these programmes’ content and
outcomes. Consequently, commentators
argue justifiably and consistently with hyping
of ‘efficiency’, to the detriment of efficacy
(Gross Stein 2001, above) and Ball’s ‘technologies of control’ (2003) to the extent that
homogenisation is evident in increasing
external accreditation and prescription of
frameworks, content and processes, which is
a ‘practice’ orientation typically involving a
placement. Emphasizing ‘practice’ is often
accompanied with a focus on evidence of
what works, whereas emphasis on ‘training’
ignores ‘the tension between scientific and
democratic control over educational practice
and educational research’ (Biesta, 2007: 5).
Research that favours ‘evidence-based education’ has a strong preference for ‘a technocratic model in which it is assumed that the
only relevant research questions are questions about the effectiveness of educational
means and techniques, forgetting, amongst
other things, that what counts as ‘“effective”
crucially depends on judgments about what
is educationally desirable’ (Biesta, 2007: 5).
From a leadership preparation perspective, if
the intent is to improve action rather than test
scores, then leadership preparation of all
‘must be informed by a critical engagement
with the social sciences and philosophy’
(Gunter and Ribbins, 2002: 388).
Comparative analysis of five programmes
(Walker et al., 2013) provides valuable
insights into the structure, content and programme processes, their emphasis on placement and mentoring, as well as their duration,
but this does not include the experiences of
participants and how they engage with the
opportunities. The terms ‘curriculum’ or
‘curriculum developer’ do not feature in the
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analysis of programmes. ‘Learning’ is much
more prevalent, particularly in the description of the New York programme with its
‘leadership Performance Standards Matrix’,
which ‘drives content and assessment across
12 dimensions’ and programme participants
‘must demonstrate competency in each
dimension, further delineated by 55 behavioural criteria, which are…defined along
a continuum of not meeting, progressing
towards and meeting the standard’ (Walker
et al., 2013: 415). Such detailed specification
of learning outcomes has been identified by
Green as a management preoccupation with
‘explicitness’ (see Green, 2011: 139–55). In
such circumstances, tacit knowledge and its
manifestations through practical judgement
and action, are turned into rules thus ‘knowing how’ gets confused with or conflated into
‘knowing that’ even ‘where efficient practice
is the deliberate application of … prescriptions … putting the prescriptions into practice
is not identical with…grasping the prescriptions’ (Ryle, 2000: 49, cited in Green, 2011:
160). Consistent with the general trend
towards homogenisation, Walker et al. (2013:
420–2) conclude that providing a common
language of leadership may be conducive to
building leadership capacity and increasing
the leadership talent pool, whilst programmes
that are highly competitive and selective may
serve as a disincentive to a more broadly
based approach to building leadership capacity. Although attempting to increase access
through multiple providers, programmes run
the risk of being overly focused on the local.
Some suggest that leadership preparation programmes ‘must expand the scope of vision of
school leaders to include an understanding of
education in the global context’ and that ‘an
international or global outlook among citizens of all countries’ should be promoted ‘as
an issue of social justice’ (Walker et al., 2013:
417). Although such aspirations are laudable
given national and regional policy contexts
where test scores predominate, technologies
of control seriously circumscribe the dispositions and actions of school leaders and teachers alike, promoting a climate of ‘teaching to
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the test’ (Koretz, 2008; Koretz, 2010; Lasky,
2012). In such circumstances, it is considerably more likely that they ‘see professional
formational virtue of responsibleness as
an “add on’” to accountability obligations
(Green, 2011: 170), extras that may prove
impossible to provide depending on the coercive forces that play out in their particular
policy-practice context. Such considerations
amidst this pervasive managerialism suggest that there needs to be space for practical wisdom and professional judgement, and
that over prescription does violence to the
‘personal in educational life’ (Green, 2011:
171). In pursuing a more pivotal role for subjectification of leaders and learners alike in
their formation, what potential does the zone
of proximal distance have in bringing leadership preparation and curriculum development
into generative tension?

DEVELOPING LEADERS OF
CURRICULUM: THE GENERATIVE
POTENTIAL OF THE ZONE OF
PROXIMAL DISTANCE?
The foregoing analysis suggests curricula
have become more prescriptive and the standards agendas, through national-international
testing regimes of control and accountability,
have intensified. In the process, learnification
has hollowed out the experiences of learners
and leaders. It is timely, therefore, as part of
the process of understanding long-wave
cycles of reform, to reconnect curriculum
development with the professional formation
of school leaders – a generative process that
begins in and is sustained within the zone of
proximal distance.
Recently, I completed a longitudinal life
history of school leaders in Ireland (Sugrue,
2015). Its data comprised 60 in-depth life history interviews with sixteen primary school
principals at varying career stages over a
period of ten years, beginning in 1999–2000
and concluding in 2008.3 What emerged from
this in-depth analysis was the necessity for
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what I call the zone of proximal distance. In
the first instance, it is important to acknowledge Vygotsky’s seminal contribution – the
‘zone of proximal development’ where the
tension in the ‘zo-ped’ between what is previously known and what is being learned
requires appropriate scaffolding (Vygotsky,
1978). Similarly, but differently, tension in
the zone of proximal distance is between the
personal and the professional, between external policy prescriptions and internal beliefs,
values and dispositions. This analysis clearly
indicates its generative potential for leadership formation (Sugrue, 2015). I argue here
that curriculum development and leadership
formation are two sides of one coin, and it
is as these are encountered within the zone
of proximal distance that leadership education rather than learninfication is fostered,
the subjectification of leaders and learners
accommodated and addressed, their formation sustained. Dealing with such tension has
the additional responsibility to reinstate relative professional autonomy as an essential
element of the life-blood of leading education, and thus also curriculum development.

The Genesis of the Zone
of Proximal Distance
In the Irish context, because principals are
appointed for life some may be in the role,
often in the same school, for more than three
decades, and without systemic provision to
enable principals to revert to teaching responsibilities.4 In the absence of adequate mobility, the study indicates that principals tend
towards privileging good ‘personal’ relationships, with a commitment to ‘keeping the
peace’ and smoothing over actual and potential conflict. In such circumstances, there is a
degree of ‘intimacy’ or ‘proximity’ whereby
‘good’ relationships are anchored in the personal, and troubling disagreements are
avoided. Such dynamics may play out to the
(potential) detriment of more robust professional relationships where a degree of professional ‘distance’ is necessary to create spaces

and opportunities for principled disagreements and more robust professional conversations. There is evidence of the need for
both proximity and distance in such relationships. In order to draw attention to this tension, rather like James Joyce describing his
native Dublin as ‘lugly’ (simultaneously ugly
and lovely) (Kearney, 1985), the compound
term ‘per-fessional’ draws attention to the
intimacy between the personal and professional, and attendant tension between
proximity and distance (Sugrue, 2015).
Relationships are critical and there is increasing recognition that in ‘building professional
capacity or “capital”… collaborative cultures
build social capital and…also professional
capital in a school community’ (Hargreaves
and Fullan, 2012: 114, emphasis in original).
However, ‘collaborative or shared leadership
is not the same as cosy consensus or unfocused cooperation’ (Harris, 2014: 4).
Nevertheless, in far too many instances this
awareness and recognition does not translate
into the actual efforts through professional
preparation programmes to build on this reality. This tension is exacerbated in a climate
of performativity and external prescription.
The zone of proximal distance is therefore
generative and intent on building leadership
capacity whilst simultaneously moving
beyond the unease, distrust and inhibition
that are generated by externally driven
demands for higher standards from learners
and greater ‘performance’ from leaders and
practitioners alike. These tensions are evident in and integral to the force field that
constitutes the zone of proximal distance
(Figure 61.1).
Maximising space and time within the
zone recognises the importance of various
competing and conflicting interests whilst
also suggesting that finding an appropriate settlement between them is critical to
per-fessional integrity, morale and commitment. In this regard, leadership formation is intimately connected to curriculum
development. Recognising subjectification
as integral to their own formation as professional and leader, they gain insight into the

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

1009

Per-fessional
Formation
Values
Beliefs
Disposition
World view

ZPD
Personal Formation

Figure 61.1

Professional formation
Knowledge /

Curriculum expertise

Socialisation

Vision

Family

Experience

Personal friendships
(proximity)

Professional relationships
(Distance)

Biography

Career stage/trajectory

Zone of Proximal Distance (ZPD)

responsibility that their engagement with
learners encompasses, namely to construct a
curriculum that contributes to their formation
rather than merely facilitating mastery of particular skills. This new synergy realises that
a ‘good’ education cannot ignore purposes,
including the formation of a moral compass
for positive and productive citizenship in
the knowledge society or participation in the
knowledge economy (Hargreaves, 2003).

Leadership Formation: Zone
of Proximal Distance
When a premium is placed on personal
friendships this inhibits the development of
professional relationships and therefore also
the trust and robustness necessary for professional growth; communication tends to
remain focused on social topics of conversation that largely do not intrude into the professional domain (Sugrue, 2015). In Figure 61.1,

communication is largely confined to the left
circle, leaving professional formation mostly
undisturbed. However, if external pressures
are intensified to a point where survival
becomes a major consideration, then it is
more difficult, if not impossible, to create
productive dissonance or temporary settlement between the personal sense of self and
integrity, and also the demands of the role
and its responsibilities. When there is insufficient time or space through the zone of
proximal distance to process policy demands,
there is greater likelihood of a sundering
between the personal and the professional
when it is no longer possible to hold them in
productive tension. In such circumstances,
the focus shifts to the circle on the right and
it is more challenging to make meaning for
the personal (and professional) – in fact it is
more likely to induce compliance accompanied by decline in morale and commitment,
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potentially leading to disillusion and disengagement. It is possible to understand performativity as a similar sundering whereby
the professional becomes technical and
instrumental and is no longer resonant with
values and beliefs. The personal therefore
becomes disconnected when generative tension is no longer possible, and a sense of professional responsibility is hollowed out and
reduced to a measure of accountability where,
over time, meaningfulness gives way to meaninglessness. I am in agreement with the assertion that ‘the technical–managerial approach
to accountability can in no way be reconciled
with an approach in which responsibility is
central’ (Biesta, 2010: 70). In such circumstances, ‘legitimate compromise’ (May, 1996)
is no longer possible – professionals are compromised, denied the space and opportunity to
fashion their own education, and are also
compromising the curriculum they enact for
their students. This is not an argument that
suggests permanent and immutable features of
the zone of proximal distance; rather, values,
beliefs and dispositions are in dynamic interplay as the engine room where personal and
professional are continuously renewed and
re-educated, at once cultivating a dynamic
disposition that recognises a similarly holistic
and internally coherent curriculum as the entitlement of learners.
Evidence from my study and elsewhere
(Hargreaves and Shirley, 2012) indicates
that there is need for both time and space to
be in the zone. In the absence of adequate
opportunity for leadership learning and curriculum development, there are limitations
to the cultivation of trust and professional
relationships. It becomes clearer, however,
that it is necessary in and out of school and in
considering the building of leadership capacity systemically that the personal and the
professional need appropriate and sustained
attention. This is not a panacea and although
there is evidence that communities of practice and learning communities have potential
to facilitate capacity building, they can also
become safe havens for complaint in the face
of increasing performativity policy demands,

rather than more robust places where learning is advanced and capacity enhanced.

CONCLUSIONS: LEADERSHIP
FORMATION AS CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT
This evidence and argument shows that, to a
significant extent, curriculum development has
been ‘outsourced’ and is no longer the professional responsibility of teachers and designated school leaders. Intensification of external
prescription, exacerbated by a variety of technologies of control, have conspired, wittingly
or otherwise, to increase the learnification of
leadership as well as hollowing out curricula.
This has short-changed learners and reduced
their formation to acquisition of skills whilst
largely ignoring their formation through education. Consequently, ‘the rising tide of standardized education … and a one-size-fits-all
model of measurement is rapidly dissolving
our innate power as professional educators to
create meaningful life-changing experiences in
our classrooms’ (McDermott, 2013: 104).
Similarly, and simultaneously, Hargreaves et
al.’s (2014) Uplifting Leadership indicates that
‘sustainable success requires a solid footing, as
well as a manageable rate of progress and an
ability and willingness to ensure that immediate actions are connected to long-term
results’ (2014: 157). This solid footing and
its attendant uplifting professional conversation begins and resides within the zone of
proximal distance, where school leadership
re-unites with and recognises curriculum
development as an attainable responsibility,
and where it cultivates the capacity to provide a good education for all.

NOTES
1 	 It would be instructive in this regard to scrutinise
literacy and numeracy policies in various jurisdictions, their genesis in each case, and to evaluate the extent of their impact on the quality of

CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND SCHOOL LEADERSHIP

the curriculum, teaching, learning and leading in
these systems.
2 	 A particularly good example of political policy
making is provided in the Irish context when, in
2011, the then Minister for Education and Skills
introduced a ‘national strategy’ for ‘literacy and
numeracy’ in response to a decline in national
performance in PISA tests (OECD, 2010a) (see
Department of Education and Skills (DES), 2011).
3 	 For a more detailed account of the methodology
and data analysis, see Sugrue (2015: 14–20).
4 	 This reality is a major legacy issue because teachers and principals are appointed to particular
schools, although all are paid by the state. This
has major implications for staffing and leadership
within school communities.
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Teacher Education – Making
Connections with Curriculum,
Pedagogy and Assessment
Ian Menter

INTRODUCTION
Teacher education has a dual relationship
with Bernstein’s three message systems of
curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation (or
assessment) (Bernstein, 1975). The first
aspect relates to how teacher education is
provided, what are the respective approaches
to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in
the way the beginning teachers experience
them as learners. In other words what is the
teacher education curriculum, how are the
students’ learning experiences structured and
how are the students assessed? But then the
second aspect lies within the curriculum
component itself – what is it that is taught
and learnt in relation to the topics of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment within the
teacher education programme?
This distinction may seem to be a somewhat ‘precious’ point to make but it cannot
be assumed that these two elements coincide.
For example, a very inclusive pedagogy could
notionally be taught in a very non-inclusive

manner; or student teachers might be tested
in their final exams in their understanding
of formative assessment, but yet never have
benefitted from formative assessment during the course of their learning. These two
aspects are theoretically distinctive.
In this chapter the two aspects of each message system are considered in turn, taking the
programmatic element first and then, somewhat
more briefly, looking at the approach taken to
each of the three topics within the teacher education curriculum. But before discussing these
aspects, some scene setting is necessary. It is
important to offer an account – albeit brief – of
the institutional development of teacher education and to identify some of the enduring issues
in teacher education. This is necessary in order
for us to get to grips with the more specific
concerns around the three message systems
later in this chapter. In the interests of concision, the focus is almost entirely on the UK,
with particular emphasis on England.
Underlying the whole chapter, however,
are two further underlying theoretical themes
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that must concern us and are amongst the
enduring questions in the study of teacher
education (Cochran-Smith et al., 2008). First,
what is the nature of the relationship between
schooling and teacher education? It may well
be assumed that teacher education should
‘serve’ the schooling system – that is, the
way in which teachers are prepared should
be consistent with the current approaches to
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment within
the schools. However, it might also be suggested that teacher education could be an
important source for change and development within schooling, not least if significant
parts of teacher education take place within
contexts of ‘knowledge production’, such
as universities. Second, although much of
the discussion may be concerned with initial
teacher education – sometimes known as preservice teacher education – we should not
forget the important dimensions of later professional learning, through teacher induction,
ongoing or continuing professional development and leadership development. This is
partly to suggest that it will not be possible
for beginning teachers to learn everything a
teacher needs to know or be able to do during
their initial period of preparation. It is now a
widely held view that ongoing development
throughout a teacher’s career is a prerequisite for a strong education system and this
is certainly the view taken in recent reviews
of teacher education in the UK (Donaldson,
2011; Furlong, 2015).

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHER
EDUCATION
The approaches to teacher education which
exist today in the ‘developed’ world have
their origins in a range of traditions, including the tutoring at home of wealthy young
people, the provision of religious training
both for the clergy and for monks and nuns,
but also especially from the second half of
the nineteenth century onwards, for the growing numbers of the urban working class. In

these settings the religious organisations
played a very central part in the early emergence of systematic preparation of teachers.
In the schools of the late nineteenth century
in England and Scotland, certain pupils were
identified as having the potential to become
teachers themselves and were trained by their
own teachers in the early stages of becoming
a teacher (Dent, 1977). Such candidates were
called ‘pupil teachers’. As Cruickshank
(1970) writes in her history of teacher education in Scotland:
Pupil teachers were in the words of Matthew
Arnold the ‘drudges’ of the profession. Occasionally
in the parish schools they attended advanced
classes in Latin or mathematics, but in general they
were engaged in teaching the whole of the school
day. The teachers in charge were required to give
them one and a half hours of private instruction,
but in fact the practice varied. (1970: 59)

This system became the basis for the development of ‘normal schools’, where such preparation became a feature of the schools and they
were seen as sites for the training and preparation for growing numbers of teachers who, on
completion of training, could then be deployed
elsewhere. In some cases these normal schools
provided the basis for the subsequent creation
of teacher training colleges (Cook, 1984).
These were still very much religiously driven
organisations, with the central ethos being a
Christian one and the central knowledge to be
conveyed by teachers to pupils being Bible
studies. In order to be able to read the Bible,
literacy was of course a requirement, and so
this was the main early driver for teaching
pupils to be able to read, rather than any
broader disposition towards literacy for either
functional or pleasurable purposes.
The elementary school system developed
around the transition from the nineteenth to
the twentieth century, and so that by the time
of the introduction of the ‘Elementary Code’
of 1904, all elementary school teachers were
expected to be able to meet the purposes of
this stage of schooling, which were to:
…train the children carefully in habits of observation and clear reasoning, so that they may gain an

TEACHER EDUCATION

intelligent acquaintance with some of the facts and
laws of nature; to arouse in them a living interest in
the ideals and achievements of mankind, and to
bring them to some familiarity with the literature
and history of their own country; to give them some
power over language as an instrument of thought
and expression… (cited by Maclure, 1986: 154)

The idea of a school ‘curriculum’ only
emerged during the twentieth century, at least
so far as the publicly funded sector was concerned. Prior to that there were many assumptions about the purposes of schooling, which
led to a simple definition of the school syllabus and to the testing of pupils’ learning
through simple tests and exams. The methods
of teaching were also largely taken for
granted and were simple techniques of transmission of knowledge using chalkboards,
slates, maps, globes and the like. What might
now be called ‘behaviour management’ was
largely a matter of strict codes of discipline
and accompanying sanctions, including
physical punishment, as a means of ensuring
compliance by pupils.
Although we are focusing here on developments in England, there were broadly similar
developments elsewhere in the Western world
with the steady institutionalisation of teacher
training and education. In some contexts,
model schools were an important element.
These were schools that were taken to exemplify good practice in teaching and where
trainees could observe and be observed as
they developed their own skills. Again many
colleges of education had schools attached
to them, and in some cases special observation theatres were developed within the college (Robinson, 2004). The ‘crit room’ at one
College of Education in a Victorian building, where the author of the present chapter
worked during the 1980s, was a large classroom with a banked semi-circle of seating for
students to observe demonstrations of teaching conducted at the centre of the room.
The colleges of education then were initially
church-based single-sex institutions scattered
across the country, many of them located in
beautiful pastoral settings with the trainees living in residence and undertaking their classes
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during the day and being placed in schools in
the area for periods of practical experience.
However, during the twentieth century, as
local education authorities (committees established by locally elected councils) increasingly became responsible for establishing and
maintaining elementary and then primary and
secondary schools, so some of these authorities also established colleges of education
that were not run by religious organisations
but by the local authorities themselves. The
early twentieth century – especially after the
end of World War I – was also a period when
some universities were increasingly becoming
directly involved in the preparation of secondary school teachers through establishing
Departments of Education and/or supporting
Area Training Organisations (ATOs).
The end of the World War II saw a period
during which there was such a shortage of
teachers that short ‘emergency training’
routes into teaching were introduced to help
to address the shortfall, but with the postwar ‘settlement’ on education under the
auspices of the 1944 Education Act, which
introduced secondary education for all,
there was a rapid expansion of the training
system both in colleges and in universities.
The period saw a move towards the introduction of academic awards being associated with teaching qualifications, initially
through ‘Teaching Certificates’ and later during the 1960s the introduction of Bachelor of
Education degrees. By the 1970s, The James
Report on Teacher Education (Department
for Education and Science (DES), 1972) both
consolidated the idea of an ‘all-
graduate’
teaching profession and pointed out that
teacher education should be a career-long
process, with the initial pre-service period
being only the precursor to subsequent stages
of professional learning.

ISSUES IN TEACHER EDUCATION
Elsewhere in the developed world, similar
processes were happening, although the

1018

THE SAGE HANDBOOK OF CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGY AND ASSESSMENT

particular institutional arrangements varied
considerably and these differences still continue to influence provision to this day.
However, as this range of institutionalised
approaches to teacher preparation developed
during the twentieth century, it became possible to identify a number of common critical
themes that were addressed and variously
contested and debated. Perhaps the most
enduring of these themes is that of the balance in learning between theory and practice.
This may seem like a simple distinction, but
it has been increasingly recognised as actually being very complex. The issue really
does relate closely to how the activity of
teaching is understood. As indicated, in the
early days of teacher training there were
many simple assumptions about what it was
to be a teacher. If the task of a teacher was
‘simply’ to impart knowledge to learners,
then the essence of teaching was for the
teacher to have the requisite knowledge and
to be able to ‘transmit’ it to the learners – two
simple qualities: knowledge and skills of
communication. If the knowledge was prescribed, then it was assumed that it could be
learnt through a process of study by the
intending teacher. As for communication
skills, it was assumed that they could best be
learnt through a kind of apprenticeship with
an experienced teacher, observing and imitating the best practice of experienced mentors.
There was, in other words, very little need for
any theoretical learning at all, certainly very
little need for educational theory. However, as
interest in processes of teaching and learning
grew during the twentieth century, there were
influences from philosophy and psychology
in particular, which began to call into question some of these simple assumptions. The
philosophers were beginning to question the
underlying purposes of education and asking
other questions relating to values in society.
The psychologists were beginning to question
what were the most effective means of learning for children and to examine in some detail
how children developed.
This was the beginning of ‘educational
sciences’ or ‘educational studies’ and for

the first time it appeared to indicate that
some theoretical study of education might
be important for beginning teachers, in order
that they could not only ‘do’ teaching but
could also understand how to make improvements to their teaching and to understand
why certain approaches might be desirable
or indeed better than certain others (Furlong,
2013). In other words, the idea of teachers as
decision makers was beginning to take hold.
The tension between theory and practice
has, to some extent, become a debate about
where student teachers should learn – what
should be the balance between ‘theoretical’ learning in the academy (the College
of Education or the University) on the one
hand and ‘practical’ or ‘experiential’ learning in the school setting on the other. In
recent decades, as teacher education has
become increasingly politicised, many politicians have developed a populist rhetoric
that derides the study of theory and insists
that the most important learning is done, as a
recent English Secretary of State in England
chose to term it, ‘on the job’ (Department of
Education (DfE), 2010).
However, there have also been attempts
over many years to bring theory and practice
into closer relationship, indeed to integrate
these two aspects of beginning teachers’
learning. There are few teachers or teacher
educators who would deny the critical importance of both aspects of learning, and the
challenge really should be to establish not
how much of each they should have, but
rather to identify the appropriate nature of the
relationship between the two. These debates
have been informed by a developing understanding of ‘workplace learning’ (McNamara
et al., 2013) and also by the development of
ideas around ‘clinical practice’ in teacher
education (Burn and Mutton, 2013). Most
such approaches involve beginning teachers not only carrying out some teaching in
school but also the gathering of ‘data’, often
observational data, and then analysing it in a
way that is informed by theory. A number of
teacher education schemes around the world
now adopt this kind of integrated learning
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approach and some involve the concepts of
‘theorised practice’ and/or ‘practical theorising’ (see Hagger and McIntyre, 2006).
If the relationship between theory and
practice is one major theme, a second one
that is very closely related is the nature of
the relationship between the school and the
higher education setting in contributing to
teacher learning. The word that has been
deployed to characterise this relationship in
many settings is ‘partnership’. What is the
nature of the partnership between schools
and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in
teacher learning? During much of the twentieth century in teacher education programmes
across the world, the two settings were seen
as very discrete, each making a distinctive
contribution to the student teacher’s learning. Programmes were usually led, managed
and administered by an HEI, with students
spending much of their time studying education, their chosen subject and approaches
to pedagogy in that setting. This element
was interspersed by relatively short periods
of placement – traditionally called ‘teaching
practice’ but more recently ‘school experience’. In the US such placements were usually termed ‘field experience’ or latterly, ‘the
practicum’. The dominant mode of learning
here was observation of teachers and periods
of student teaching with the student taking
on steadily increasing responsibility in the
classroom. The role of the teachers in the
school who were supporting the students was
usually implicit rather than clearly codified.
However, this did begin to change in some
parts of the UK in the early 1990s, when government prescribed not only the amount of
time that ‘trainees’ should spend within the
school (this had first been a subject for prescription earlier in the 1980s), but also that
the HEI provider was required to establish
a ‘partnership agreement’ that would specify a sum of money to be transferred to the
school in recognition of the formal support
that would be provided by the teachers in the
school. This led to the development of much
more formal designation of roles within
HEI–school partnerships and, perhaps most
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significantly, led to school teachers taking on
a role in the assessment of the performance
of the trainee teacher, and contributing to the
decision of whether or not the student should
actually qualify as a teacher.
In the 1990s in England teacher education
programmes were required to adopt a model
of partnership. A major study in that period
found that there were different approaches
to this, ranging from ‘collaborative’ or ‘integrated’ models where the partners could
jointly lead the programme, through to ‘complementary’ models where the distinctive
roles of the different partners were clearly
defined but did not effectively interact with
each other – these tended to be dominated by
the HEI partner (Furlong et al., 2000).
However, from the late 1980s onwards, in
part because of problems with teacher supply,
some ‘employment-based routes’ were introduced. These routes very often had a reduced
role for the HEIs, and now include, in England,
programmes such as Teach First, SchoolCentred Initial Teacher Training (SCITT) and
School Direct (Salaried) (Childs and Menter,
2013; Teacher Education Group, 2015).
The concern with assessment, mentioned
earlier, was also associated with a third key
theme – that of standards in teaching. If student teachers were to be assessed in a consistent and professional manner, what were
the criteria against which these judgements
should be made? During the 1990s across
the UK, we saw the identification of a series
of ‘competences’ that beginning teachers
should be able to demonstrate. Latterly these
became a list of ‘standards’ (Mahony and
Hextall, 2000) sometimes, as in Scotland,
grouped under an overarching Standard, such
as the Standard for Initial Teacher Education
(Kennedy, 2013). In all UK jurisdictions we
saw the creation of a list of observable behaviours, which trainee teachers would need
be able to demonstrate in order to achieve
their teaching qualification. In most settings
now, there is actually a series of Standards
designed to relate to each stage of a teacher’s development, from initial qualification
through to school headship.
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The growth of standards was associated
with the international concern with ‘the
quality of teaching’, which from the 1980s
onwards has increasingly been recognised as
perhaps the key factor in ensuring that education systems are themselves of high quality.
Sahlberg (2011) has identified the GERM – the
Global Education Reform Movement – that
has ‘infected’ education systems around the
world and includes ‘standardization’ as one
of its key characteristics, but it also includes
‘high-stakes accountability’ as another feature and this has certainly been manifest in
many Western teacher education systems.
At its most extreme it has seen the development of an inspection framework in England,
led by the Office for Standards in Education
(Ofsted), that threatens teacher education providers with reduced resources or even closure
if they are not able to demonstrate their successful compliance with the requirements laid
down by government.
These three themes – theory/practice, ‘partnership’ and standards/accountability – are
themes that influence the questions of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy in teacher education, as we shall see in the following sections.

THE TEACHER EDUCATION
CURRICULUM
Programmes of teacher education in most
UK settings last for at least 1 year or a major
part of a year and these 1-year programmes
tend to be offered to graduates who already
have a first degree. There are, however, still a
number of settings where it is possible to
undertake an undergraduate programme of 3
or 4 years that leads directly to a teaching
qualification. In the case of either type of
qualification it is usual to see the teacher
education curriculum as consisting of several
elements and the separation between these
elements may vary. It is also the case that the
balance between the elements will depend
not only on whether this is a graduate or
undergraduate programme, but also on what

age phase the programme is preparing students to teach. We can categorise the curricular elements as follows:
•• Subject studies
•• Professional studies
•• Professionally related subject studies

Subject studies is the element in the teacher
education curriculum in which the intending
teacher is supported to develop the appropriate subject knowledge to be able to teach the
relevant curriculum to the children they will
be working with. For a teacher in a secondary
school, this will typically be one or sometimes two subjects and the knowledge will be
that required to assist children to study for
and sit the requisite public examinations in
that subject. For a primary school teacher,
although the teacher may specialise in a particular subject, perhaps in order to become a
‘subject leader’ in that specialism later, during
their initial preparation they are going to need
to be prepared to teach across the full curriculum, that is all subjects up to the level
required for the age range they will teach. The
emphasis therefore is very much on breadth
of curriculum coverage, perhaps much more
than depth. In Early Years settings (pre-school
included) the subject knowledge required is
likely to be less subject-specific and more
about broad areas of learning, such as ‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’.
Professional studies is that part of the
teacher education curriculum in which
intending teachers study teaching and learning and learn about the school system that
they are being prepared to teach in. This may
or may not be informed by a range of background ‘disciplines’ in education, including
philosophy, history, psychology and sociology (see Furlong and Lawn, 2010; Furlong,
2013). This element has been challenged
recently, with opportunities for serious study
of these aspects severely reduced in many
contexts, especially in shorter courses, such
as the 1-year programmes for graduates. As
well as drawing on the disciplines of education, professional studies may also include
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aspects of professional enquiry, drawing
on more recent traditions of ‘teacher as
researcher’ (Stenhouse, 1975) or the enquiring teacher (Nias and Groundwater-Smith,
1988; Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 2009).
The element of professionally related subject studies has not always been recognised
as a separate stream of study, but drawing on
important work carried out in the US by Lee
Shulman (1987), it has been widely accepted
that there is something very particular about
the educational significance of particular subjects. Shulman coined the term ‘pedagogical
content knowledge’ (PCK) to indicate the
need for teachers to be aware not only of the
knowledge content of a subject per se, but to
recognise the particular challenges of learning that subject. This, therefore, involves
understanding the structure of the subject and
the ways in which key concepts and ideas are
best learnt by children. PCK is itself a concept
that challenges the assumption that all subjects can be learnt in the same way and have
equivalent structures (see Philpott, 2014).
If these are the main elements of a teacher
education curriculum, we must now return to
the question of how they are best taught and
learnt and by whom and in what context.

PEDAGOGY IN TEACHER EDUCATION
We have already established that professional
learning – learning to undertake a professional occupation – requires experiential
processes as well as the accumulation of
knowledge. Decisions about the balance
between knowledge, concepts, skills and
attitudes within a teacher education programme are likely to influence the question
of how learning is organised. Reference has
ready been made to the concept of clinical
practice and perhaps the best way of illustrating the issues within teacher education pedagogy is to examine this approach. In their
review of ‘research-based clinical practice in
teacher education’, Burn and Mutton (2013)
define clinical practice as follows:
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…for beginning teachers working within an established community of practice, with access to the
practical wisdom of experts, ‘clinical practice’ allows
them to engage in a process of enquiry: seeking to
interpret and make sense of the specific needs of
particular students, to formulate and implement
particular pedagogical actions and to evaluate the
outcomes. (Burn and Mutton, 2013: 3)

We see that there is a crucial interaction
between sites of learning, but we also see that
the learning involved is essentially a social
process. A student teacher cannot learn in
isolation. S/he is dependent on being able to
interact with other more experienced professionals, many of whom are likely to be
school-based teacher educators (often
referred to in schools as mentors or professional tutors). Traditionally, student teachers
would be observed in some of their teaching
sessions by a visiting tutor from their HEI,
who would offer critical feedback aimed to
identify strengths and areas for development.
Increasingly, these elements of observation
and feedback have been shared with schoolbased staff, although in many programmes
external visits by HEI staff still play a part in
the process.
In partnership-based programmes there
will also be sessions in the HEI, led by HEIbased teacher educators who may well be
research active in some aspect of educational
studies and will be able to enrich the theoretical and research aspects of the students’
learning. Furthermore, student teachers’
learning may be greatly enhanced by being a
part of a cohort of students who are all learning alongside each other. The opportunity to
undertake peer observation and analysis is
likely to be a very fruitful element in beginning teachers’ learning.
Based on this model, the student teacher
is certainly undertaking some conventional
study, especially in developing knowledge of
their subject, but this will be complemented
by a very strong element of social and professional learning in relation to their professional studies and professionally related
subject studies. Much of the latter learning
can and often does take place in the school
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setting, with many schemes now delivering
professional seminars for groups of trainees
within the school setting. Another critical
matter can be the range of school experiences that the student teacher may have. On
longer programmes it is easier to ensure that
the trainee will experience several different
school settings; however on shorter (1 year)
programmes it can often be difficult to ensure
that the two different settings in which students are placed provide a sufficient range
of experience. In some of the employmentbased and/or ‘school-led’ routes that have
developed recently, the intention is very
much to prepare the student for one particular setting because it is anticipated that they
will be employed within that setting. This
may be seen as a relative weakness, in that
the beginning teacher may be less well prepared to move on to other settings later in
their career.
The extent to which the pedagogy within
the teacher education programme is consistent with the pedagogy that the student
teacher her/himself is developing is an interesting question, to which we will return
later, but suffice to say that at this stage most
teacher education pedagogy takes a strongly
‘constructivist’ view of professional learning
and is increasingly one that is dependent on
an interaction between knowledge and skills.
The question of how professional values and
dispositions are learnt is also critical because
some aspect of these is invariably part of the
standards against which teachers are to be
assessed, but the actual teaching and learning
of values and dispositions is philosophically
very challenging because it involves a close
connection between the personal and the
professional. The question of whether values
can be taught and, if so, how, is a challenging one (Mahony, 2009). In the real world of
teacher education, ‘professionalism’ is still a
term that is widely used and tends to override other considerations. This involves such
diverse matters as developing respectful relationships with learners and with colleagues,
being punctual and reliable in the school setting and dressing appropriately.

ASSESSMENT IN TEACHER
EDUCATION
How should student teachers be assessed?
This may seem a straightforward question,
but we find that the answer depends on what
kind of programme the student is on. At one
extreme in England, there is what is called an
‘Assessment Only’ route into teaching. This
is designed to enable people who have been
working as unqualified teachers and have
some experience to demonstrate that they
have achieved the required standards to be
recognised as a qualified teacher. They are
therefore assessed only on their ability to
demonstrate that they can meet those standards. Furthermore, it should be noted that in
other parts of the UK and in many other settings, it is not possible to qualify as a teacher
without some demonstration of a theoretical
understanding of teaching as well as an ability to ‘perform’. Most routes into teaching
are therefore designed to lead to an academically related qualification in addition to basic
teaching competence. In England, most
schemes, such as Teach First and School
Direct, in contrast to the Assessment Only
route, lead not only to Qualified Teacher
Status (QTS) but also to an accredited qualification, usually a Postgraduate Certificate in
Education (PGCE). In order to achieve such
a qualification, it is not only a requirement to
demonstrate achievement of the standard for
QTS, but the university validating the qualification will also require the student to
submit some work for assessment against
academic criteria. This may consist of a
number of ‘coursework assignments’. It is
very unusual for student teachers on PGCE
routes to be assessed through formal examinations, although this may continue to be the
practice for parts of some degree entry routes
into teaching.
The assessment of the performance element in all settings is a matter for professional
judgement by those with the responsibility for making the decisions. Typically on
partnership routes these judgements will be
made by a combination of school-based and
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HEI-based staff. They will observe the trainee’s practice in the classroom, discuss it with
him or her and analyse the records and plans
that the trainee provides as evidence of their
attending to the full range of criteria. The
assessors are then likely to consult with each
other and make a recommendation to a formal examination board, usually administered
by the HEI concerned. The HEI will also
have in place some quality assurance procedures designed to ensure that that judgements made are both internally consistent as
well as consistent with the range of providers
nationally. This will involve the deployment
of some external examiners who have experience elsewhere.
Although the final assessment at the end of
the programme is ‘what matters’ both for the
individual concerned as well as for the sake
of the system as a whole in which it is important to maintain appropriate quality for entry
to the profession, the individuals are usually
greatly supported through a process of formative assessment during the programme. As
mentioned earlier under pedagogy, students
would normally expect to be observed and
to receive feedback during the early stages
of their placements, helping them to ensure
positive developments, especially in any
perceived areas of weakness. The universitybased elements of the programme may also
include elements of formative assessment
that help to improve the likelihood of success
in the subsequent summative assessments.

CURRICULUM, PEDAGOGOY AND
ASSESSMENT IN THE TEACHER
EDUCATION CURRICULUM
We turn now to consider the three elements
of curriculum, assessment and pedagogy as
they are addressed in the curriculum experienced by teacher education students. In other
words what are beginning teachers taught
about these three message systems? How
are they encouraged to appreciate their
significance?
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Underlying this is an interesting and important question about whether the way in which
the student teacher experiences each of these
as a student teacher is congruent with the way
in which they experience each of them as a
learner. Again, consideration is given to the
UK example, particularly England, but the
underlying principles are equally relevant in
all teacher education settings.
Taking curriculum first, the most obvious
way in which student teachers are exposed
to curriculum during their programme is in
becoming familiar with the actual curriculum
they are expected to teach – this is likely to be
defined by subject and by age range. As mentioned earlier, if they are a secondary teacher
this will involve them learning about specific
content in the particular subject that they
are training to teach. If they are a primary
teacher they may specialise in one subject
but will have to include some coverage of the
whole curriculum. In both cases, there may
well be some ‘cross-curricular elements’ that
they also need to study, which might include
literacy or ‘language across the curriculum’,
or it might be more thematic cross-curricular
strands such as ‘environmental issues’ or
‘citizenship’.
Although we may expect all student
teachers to be introduced to these essential
elements of ‘curriculum content’, the question to which there may be a more divergent
answer is whether they are introduced to curricular concepts and indeed to curriculum
theory. During the 1960s and 1970s, curriculum theory was seen as a key component
of teacher education programmes. This was
particularly the case in the US and in some
European teacher education programmes.
In the UK, where the tradition had been to
study the discrete disciplines in education,
the integrative subject of curriculum studies or curriculum theory was perhaps less
wholeheartedly adopted, although education courses run by the Open University
in this period did do a lot to promote the
field. However, curriculum studies certainly
fell out of favour as the more skills-based
approach took hold from the 1980s onwards
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and has been the subject of some concern – in
fact, some have asked ‘whatever happened to
curriculum theory?’ (Priestley, 2011). Many
student teachers today express some surprise
at the idea of curriculum theory. Having
gone through a schooling system themselves
where the National Curriculum had been laid
down for them, they arrive on the programme
innocent of the possibility that the particular
curriculum has been determined through a
series of decisions made by policymakers.
Concepts such as curriculum continuity and
progression, curriculum differentiation and
curriculum coherence may all be lost in the
simple adherence to a prescribed curriculum
to be ‘delivered’.
The ideas of an objectives-based curriculum, a process-based curriculum and
the questions about areas of learning and
definitions of subject – or, as Bernstein
(1972) put it, the classification and framing
of educational knowledge – are all ideas at
risk of being ignored if curriculum studies
are absent from the teacher education curriculum. Much of the important work that
links values to aims to curriculum objectives, which has underpinned educational
theory for many years, may be judged to be
essential if teachers are to grasp the significance of what they are doing in classrooms.
Current debates about the extent to which
knowledge should be the driving force for
curriculum were addressed by Young (2007)
and even more recently the idea of ‘powerful knowledge’ was promoted by Young
and colleagues (Young et al., 2014). All of
these – and related ideas – are crucial in the
learning of beginning teachers.
Turning to pedagogy, there has been a similar tendency in recent years to reduce teaching
about pedagogy to a simple and functionalist
focus on the teaching standards. Programmes
are required to ensure that students must be
able to demonstrate their achievement of the
standards; however. they are defined in particular jurisdictions. They typically cover
aspects of teaching such as planning teaching and assessing learning, managing behaviour, ensuring differentiation and an ability

to meet the needs of all children. These are
all important requirements, but they do not
require students to study underlying theory
about learning. Some years ago, the historian
Brian Simon asked the question ‘Why no
pedagogy in England?’ (Simon, 1981) and,
although the word pedagogy is in greater
use now than it was then, it is far from clear
that there is any greater understanding of the
importance of the processes of teaching and
learning. In the 1960s and 1970s, student
teachers were given the opportunity to look
at the work of scientists such as Jean Piaget
and Lev Vygotsky in order to assess its significance for work in the classroom. The
work of Americans John Dewey through to
Jerome Bruner was also frequently invoked,
and often connected pedagogy with curriculum, but the opportunities for studying such
work in English initial teacher education are
now much reduced under pressure from the
knowledge-based and skills-based emphases
that have dominated teacher education since
the 1980s.
Teaching about pedagogy has been replaced
by the adoption of specific approaches such as
particular techniques in the teaching of reading (‘the National Literacy Strategy’) or other
ideas such as ‘growth mindsets’ or ‘multiple
intelligences’, based on the research of particular scholars (in these cases, Carol Dweck
and Howard Gardner). Other particular ideas
have been promoted by government ministers at particular times, but have not given
student teachers an opportunity to investigate
underlying theories or research. For example,
‘personalisation’ was adopted as a particular mantra by the Labour-led Government in
England in the early 2000s (Hartley, 2012).
All this time, educational research was still
being undertaken, but it was rarely leading
to changes in teaching about pedagogy in
teacher education courses.
If both curricular and pedagogical theories
have tended to become restricted in how they
have been taught and studied over recent
years, it is perhaps in the field of assessment that there has been some more positive recent development in teacher education
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curricula. It would be reasonable to say that
both curriculum theory and pedagogical
theory were developed more thoroughly and
earlier than assessment theory. Prior to the
1980s, most assessment research was essentially about testing and different approaches
to testing. Important though it was, it was
much more concerned with finding effective,
fair and reliable examination methods than
with the assessment elements of teaching
itself. When new approaches to assessment
were introduced in England after the 1988
Education Reform Act, teachers began to be
more aware of different forms of assessment.
Indeed the ‘TGAT Report’, written by Paul
Black and colleagues to inform the development of assessment policy, very clearly spelt
out four different purposes of assessment:
formative, diagnostic, summative and evaluative (Task Group on Assessment and Testing
(TGAT), 1987). Although the emphasis in
the national assessment systems that followed was almost completely on summative
elements, Black and his collaborator Dylan
Wiliam went on to undertake research and
promote understanding of wider processes,
most specifically formative assessment or, as
it became known, Assessment for Learning
(AfL) (Black and Wiliam, 1990). The AfL
approach was something that was gradually
picked up as a very important element of
good teaching, and it is fair to say that it now
features strongly as an element of teacher
education programmes across the UK and
beyond.
This example of formative assessment
becoming integrated or embedded within
teacher education programmes is an excellent case of research informing practice, both
in schools and in teacher education. Indeed,
formative assessment has become embedded
to the extent that it is now a key element of
‘normal’ pedagogy for many practitioners. It
is also a subject of considerable investigation
and sharing of practice amongst teachers in
schools in the UK. It makes an uneasy bedfellow with the high stakes testing that is also
increasingly part of many Western education
systems.
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CONCLUSION
This chapter has sought to explore how
issues around curriculum, pedagogy and
assessment are played out and how they connect with practices of teacher education. By
providing an overview of the development of
institutional teacher education and then identifying key themes that have emerged from
that development, the scene was set for
examining the connections in two different
senses.
The first of these was to look at the organisation and practice of teacher education,
especially initial teacher education, and to
see what the major questions for curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment processes are in
teacher education programmes. The second
sense of these connections was to look at the
‘content’ of teacher education programmes
and to offer some assessment of how these
three topics are typically addressed within
these programmes.
The overall conclusions to be drawn from
these two sets of analyses are as follows. If
curriculum, pedagogy and assessment are
the key message systems of schooling, then
that is equally true of teacher education. We
have seen how there has been a lot of change
in how teacher education is organised and
many of the key debates, both historically
and contemporarily, have been concerned
with one or more of these message systems.
At present there is all too little opportunity
for people entering the teaching profession
to study any of these topics in much depth,
such is the pressure for beginning teachers
to be able to demonstrate their performance
skills in the classroom. This has been influenced by the dominance of a technicist and
craft model of teacher education, which has
been particularly strong in England and in
some parts of the US. This has increasingly
led teacher education towards an apprenticeship model of learning at the cost of the
intellectual elements of learning. In countries where an increasingly enquiry-oriented
approach has been taken in teacher education (for example, Finland and Singapore are
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frequently cited), we see an association with
a high level of pupil gains, or ‘outputs’ as the
current discourse might put it (Tatto, 2013).
In the introduction to this chapter, two
further underlying questions were suggested
which are worthy of reconsideration now,
following our review of the relevance of the
three message systems in teacher education.
The first was the nature of the relationship
between schooling and teacher education.
To what extent should one drive the other?
It has to be said that there has been a strong
tendency in recent years for schooling to
drive the teacher education system. There has
been very little educational innovation that
has been led by teacher education. Indeed,
there has not been much that has been led by
schools; rather innovation that has emerged
has tended to be led by politicians and policymakers who, since the late 1970s, have
played an increasingly interventionist role in
educational policy (Tomlinson, 2005). From
the days when one could have expected fresh
thinking and fresh ideas to emanate from
research and theory being developed in university departments of education, in England
at least, the current relationship between
schools and universities has tended to stifle
rather than foster such creativity. There is
not a lot of high quality research directly
concerned with teacher education happening in many of these universities; however,
the results of the 2014 Research Excellence
Framework (HEFCE, 2015) indicate that
there is a considerable amount of world-
leading educational research being undertaken across the UK. This makes it all the
more alarming how little connection there
appears to be between this research, teacher
education and schools.
On the second question we can perhaps be
a little more optimistic. This was the question of the continuing professional learning
of teachers throughout their careers. Most
of what has been discussed in this chapter
has focused on initial or pre-service teacher
education. There has been widespread recognition in most quarters that however
weak or strong an initial teacher education

programme is, there will still be a great
need for continuing support for teachers in
their professional development thereafter. It
is here where we begin to see opportunities
for a greater degree of agency on the part
of teachers (Priestley et al., 2015) than has
been the case where initial teacher education
(ITE) is concerned. We see encouragement
in many countries for teachers to undertake
Masters courses with a strong enquiry element. Even in England, where ITE has been
subject to such constraint, there appears to
be support for teachers to become enquirers, to use research methods and techniques
to gather and make use of evidence in their
day-to-day work (BERA–RSA, 2014). We
now see increasing reference to ‘EvidenceBased Teaching’ and a call for the creation of
a College of Teaching, which would support
such a notion as part of its rationale.
For the future, it remains very important
that the three message systems continue to be
the subject of critical scrutiny within teacher
education and that there should be continuing examination of their links and congruence with what is happening in schools.
Furthermore, it remains important to keep
reviewing the nature of professional learning
for teachers as a career-long process where
the curricular, pedagogical and assessment
needs and challenges may vary significantly
over the professional life course. These three
message systems are the lifeblood of teacher
professionalism and teacher agency, and how
they inform teacher education is crucial to
the future health of teachers’ professional
learning and the contribution they can make,
not only to the children they teach but also
through them, to the wider society.
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