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Analysis of Curriculum.


Introduction
The introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988 was set out to ensure a balanced and broad curriculum in maintained schools. Prior to its formation, a climate of ‘free reign’ (Crawford and Foster, 2006, p.26) was the norm for teachers, in the fact they had the autonomy to set their own schemes of work and navigate content of teaching with greater freedom. In 1976, the profession was criticised for the lack of a holistic approach it had towards learning. Callaghan (1976 [online]) argued for a “basic curriculum with universal standards”, and as such legislations since then including the 1980 Education Act and the Education Reform Act 1988 set in motion numerous educational reforms, more often than not at the behest of newly appointed education secretaries. This trend has continued up until the modern day with the most recent of changes occurring around 2010 through the schools White Paper, ‘The Importance of Teaching’ under the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition government, and subsequently the revamp of the National Curriculum in 2013 by then Education Secretary, Michael Gove. 
This essay will look at the 2013 Key Stage 4 curriculum for English, specifically evidencing a critical analysis and deconstruction of the ‘speaking and listening’ element of this curricula and some additional changes.

Contextualising Curriculum Area
Prior to 1993, speaking and listening in English was assessed through ‘oral communication’ (Witkin et al, 1996). Teacher’s measured the assessment on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being the highest and 5 being the lowest). The grade for oral communication grade was issued separately on the student’s certificate. A grade 5 was the minimum requirement for students to be awarded a GCSE grade, and at least a GCSE pass was needed for their oral communication grade. This changed post-1994, as speaking and listening was embedded directly into the GCSE; meaning that marks for speaking and listening directly contributed to the overall grade until the changes in 2013 (Aqa.org.uk, 2014). 

Under the latest changes, speaking and listening has reverted back to the way it was prior to 1993 (Ofqual, 2013). Whilst it is still undertaken modularly as part of GCSE English Language, it no longer has any bearing on the calculation of grades as it is now an unweighted component. Whilst Gove (2013) justified this move as adding more ‘rigour’ to the National Curriculum, his rhetoric of progressivism garnered controversy from a wide consensus of educationalists as incompatible for the 21st century learner due to neglecting core aspects of the cultural value established under previous curriculums. Opponents of his reform argue his changes pose a slippery slope dichotomy in inadvertently demeaning and devaluing the merit the English curriculum should have for British Values in the context of school SMSC development (that is enabling students to develop communication and oracy skills required for modern day Britain), as well as its previous educational significance as an assessed unit of the course. Its removal as a weighted component propagates the wider objective message of its lack of importance for both students and staff, which is a “downgrading of the importance of speaking and listening skills in the English GCSE” as Joe Walsh (2013, [online]) suggests.

On a broader level, this move is neither conducive for the appreciation of the arts, nor the differentiated needs of learners (TS 3a, 4b and 5 DfE, 2012). In a modern climate where the creative industries’ record contribution of £92bn to the British economy students (Govt. Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2017) signifies its reaping benefits, and where the broader discourse surrounding pupil progress and inclusive learning is widespread (Ofsted, 2017)  - the removal of arguably the one expressive part of the English curriculum as an assessed component signifies a problem of accessibility with the English curriculum. This omission fails to oversee the use of assessed speaking and listening as an “integration of the arts in English, contributing to the broader concept of literacy [and] the focus between understanding and the development of skills” as Baldwin and Flemming (2003) suggest. A consequence of this reform is that students who are better at expressing themselves orally are at a disadvantage to their peers who are have stronger writing skills hence they are unfairly divided through means of assessment.

Also, where the White Paper (DfE 2010, p.46) proposed an “appreciation of the visual and plastic arts”, there is no reference to the practical arts in the curriculum. This poses a major question surrounding the very conservative nature of ‘rigour’ endorsed by Gove’s adaptation of the curriculum; that it is more emblematic of prioritizing the marketization of education, then it is for preparing young people with the skills they need in the world of work. The incompatibility between the key focus of ‘competing’ with education systems in “Hong Kong, Massachusetts, Singapore and Finland” (Gove qtd. in Dominiczak 2013 [online]), whist still trying to ensure young people “secure good jobs” (Gove, 2014) intangibly means the latter is overlooked. At face value, his rhetoric is indicative of a conservative pragmatism underpinned by progressive ideals, however the redundancy of the arts, and subsequently the hidden curriculum in this context means this approach is more delineated to Hirschian’s principals of ‘core knowledge’ (Hirsch, 1987) - an ostensible focus which is failing to prepare students for the labour market (Ofsted, 2016). Since the 2013 reforms and now (2019), there has been no feasible or pragmatic action to improve the inclusion of the arts in English. Thomas and Chan (2013, p.164) point to the notion that “creativity is now a taboo in the world of English education policy makers [and that] arguments about [creativity] fall on deaf ears”. The current national pre-occupation of an uncertain Brexit as echoed by Amanda Spielman (qtd. in Weale, 2017) furthers the likelihood of this changing any time in the immediate future.

What is more, the current canonical English specification ignores the reality of a culturally modern Britain. The Govian emphasis on ‘rigour’ amounts to a political and pedagogical conservatism (Steers, 2014), forefronted by authoritative ‘knowledge’ as the measure for what an effective curriculum should be. In trying to policy transfer from jurisdictions such as Hong Kong to justify its didacticism, it fails to recognise that Hong Kong itself is reforming towards less strenuous and more student-centred lifelong learning as Forestier and Crosslet (2015) state. It also does not take into account the relativism of cultural deviations between people and/or country as a determining factor in correlating achievement with curriculum and assessment. The narrowing of the English curriculum through removing the assessed speaking and listening element of the English GCSE (meaning it is solely exam based) and making Language and Literature count twice as a Progress 8 measure (thus meaning substantially more content for students to learn), has meant there has been a greater emphasis on teaching to the test (Marshall, 2017), with little or no account for providing students with a holistic learning approach.

Barker (2013) argues that the current curriculum it is no more than a bid to recreate a grammar/public school curriculum from Gove’s own schooling. Whether this is true or not cannot be held to account; however a wider repercussion of the current specification is that it creates predetermined connotations and thus a culture for learners to be discriminated against. Besides receiving a proportionally higher mark, there is no real or measurable difference (from an employability sense) for a student receiving a grade 4 pass (standard pass) in contrast to another student with a grade 5 (strong pass). This results in a grey area when trying to standardise for example, the basis of a literate from a non-literate capability. Recent studies have shown 38% of sixth forms chose grade 4 as their minimum requirement, whereas 42% opted for 5 as their benchmark; 40% said they were unsure on how to come to a decision based on the new grading scale. Additionally, it was found that 23% of employers misunderstood 1 to be the higher grade, and 9 as the lowest (UCAS, 2018; Ofqual, 2015). In the face of uniform accountability for schools, the means by which to measure pupil progress becomes unclear under Gove’s curriculum; the focus on nominal data then, deliberates meaning, as it binds the criteria for success as “production targets” in which examinees become “units of production” (Yandell, 2014, p.2).

In contrast to the Govian curriculum, that of New Labour’s between 1999-2007 marked no radical reforms to the structure passed on to them from Conservative system. The 	National Curriculum for English touched on an expansive breadth of skills, subject areas and criterion, but for the targeted purpose of broadening ‘political literacy’, particularly for “effective participation in public life” (Landrum, 2000, p.24). On the opposite side of the spectrum, the curriculum of this epoch failed to streamline knowledge with learning as reflected in the gap in attainment (Jackson et al, 2007). Although the variation of the English curriculum here (with the assessed speaking and listening) proved successful in promoting the arts – incorporating an organic balance of knowledge with cultural value - a lack of strict quality assurance in the speaking and listening assessments and marking overall meant core knowledge became undermined. In the bigger picture, this particular curriculum succeeded in tackling socio-economic inequalities by widening participation, however it wasn’t able to close the gap in attainment for school leavers aged 16-18 who were still unemployed or outside education as Lupton and Obolenskaya (2013) suggest. The recession of 2008 had detrimental implications for the New Labour curriculum from an ideological standpoint. Despite some of its successes, the crash meant the hegemonic subculture of education for ‘deferred gratification’ became destabilised amidst the uncertainty of economic policy.

Post-2010, Gove reappropriated the idea of ‘knowledge’ as being the end goal in and of itself, however as evidenced throughout this essay, neither system has been able to achieve a rounded and holistic National Curriculum for English. Too binarily invested in either cultural value or disciplinary knowledge on either side of the scale, Chatzifotiou (2002) argues that both curriculums fail to meet between statutory and non-statutory guidelines in order to provide a sustainable development in education.

Reconstructing the curriculum

Theorizing commentary
Whilst Humes (2013, p.3) points to provision as a “key indicator of national identity”, it is important to consider how education can reflect national interests of the country it belongs to. A major point of success for the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence for instance, is its ability to cater for “successful learner, the confident individual, the responsible citizen and the effective contributor” (Priestley and Biesta, 2013, p.1). Reminiscent of the etymological Greek notion of paideia (cultivation of virtue), this evokes a multifaceted approach to building a curriculum as it takes into account the role of a diverse learning group as opposed to a singular approach based on a key principle. It is able to take account of the hidden curriculum and adopt components of structuralist and relativist policy in different contexts and thus advocates the view that the “purposes of education are no longer articulated in terms of what students should learn but in terms of what they should become” (Priesley and Biesta, p.2). It gives greater priority to a student-centred position, prioritising the norms and values that a curriculum should entail in its education.

Although it takes into account a more holistic approach, an absolutist stance on the above position makes it unreasonable to assume uniformity. What defines a ‘successful life’ or a ‘functioning society’ is not objectively measurable, as it becomes a normative and ambiguous judgement within the wider democratic sphere. Besides this, an unintended effect of such a position results in shifting the learner (as the academic repository) to being “the intended outcome of education” (Priesley and Biesta, p.10), paradoxically obstructing the very agency it is meant to protect. 

Greenwald et al (1975, p.183) advocate that the driving philosophies behind reconstructing a curriculum should revolve around “what kind of objectives does this have for education [and] how are these objectives related to each other”. Contextualising this with educational policy and its place within a democratic society then, it implies that what schools should be aiming at is mutually exclusive to the “future shape of the whole society in which the schools operate” as Whyse et al (2015) hold. 

Commentary
Having considered the inextricable link between subject knowledge and the sociology of knowledge in the curriculum as malleable (Merton, 1973), the adaptation of my curriculum (Annex 1) proposes to move “beyond the either/or polarity of traditionalism and constructivism [by] combining them” (Whyse et al, p.103). It utilises the 2013 curriculum as a framework, reverting some elements back to the English curriculum of 2007, but also adding in some new guidelines. This is to imbue a good balance of ‘conceptual’ knowledge as well as ‘procedural’ knowledge in an ideal curriculum (Winch, 2012) – i.e. preparing students for life as a citizen in modern Britian. For example, its aims of study ameliorates the knowledge-rich expectations from the 2013 curriculum; including the promotion of “high standards of
language and literacy by equipping pupils with a strong command of the spoken and written word”, but reverting back to a focus on the world literary canon as well as British, and forefronting interpersonal communication, perceptive enquiry and formal/standard register (Annex 1b) as statutory criteria. Overarchingly, the writing/reading testing skills enable ‘inferential know how’, whilst the verbal/oracy testing skill supports ‘procedural know how’ (Winch, 2010). Together, these encourage students to be ‘conducive members of society’ whilst stretching and challenging them. Likewise, a reversion back to world literature, but this time in addition to a compulsory study of a Shakespearean play is intended to create unanimity and denormalise the current predominance on pre-20th century Literature. There is a specific focus of British literary heritage, but this move is so students are able to appreciate Literature in its truer form; not as monolithically British, but its creation and place in the wider literary canon. This celebrates diversity and allows students to engage with different forms of Literature and appreciate the value of scholarship (TS 3a & b), and is a corrective remedy to the fissiparous segregation of Literature under the 2013 curriculum.

As intrinsic skills, there will be a greater focus on developing and sustaining “independent interpretations of what they read, supporting them with detailed textual reference” and recognising and evaluating “the ways in which texts may be interpreted differently according to the perspective of the reader” (Annex 1b). This reinforces both ‘rigour’ through the expectation of an expansive analysis, but at the same time encourages individuality through active thinking (Walsh, 2013), and thus active learning (Dewey, 1933). A prominence of ‘knowledge’ and ‘cultural value’ here therefore means a broad and balanced curriculum incorporating both elements.

As for writing, this curriculum illustrates the intention to keep to stringent expectations in writing competency, however there is now a prescription to include, and reward students to “write compellingly” (Annex 1c).  The prevalence of the ‘PEE’ (Point/Evidence/Explanation) writing model in penultimate curriculums, as well as advanced/revised versions of it under the 2013 curriculum meant that students’ ability to write affluently was often restricted and formulaic (Velasco, 2015). By ensuring that students are able to “write imaginatively, creatively and thoughtfully”, the new curriculum will focalise “evaluation based on criteria which are personal and changeable” as opposed to the current schema of rewarding language ‘said to be appropriate rather than “judged to be appropriate”’ (Fairclough, 1992, p52). This prepares students to be autonomous writers and gives them the freedom to express their own unique articulacy. Coupled with the requirement (now exclusive to English Language only) to analyse differences in spoken and written language such as register and standard/non-standard English, there is an explicit and distinguishing criterion for the skills required for English Language, and that for Literature so students can shape a chosen analytical discourse accordingly.

As a product of both Language and Literature however, grammar and vocabulary – specifically the ability to use clear Standard English, the use of an extensive range of punctuation (where appropriate) and spelling will accrue 20% of the marks for each specification as a whole. This is a basic measure to reiterate its importance as a literate skill (Ranaweera, 2008), and incites consistent high-level writing. This will be mirrored in the reintroduction of the speaking and listening assessment (weighted), which will assess students’ oracy and communication skills. It will test an understanding of students ability to know how to make their way through propositions as opposed to trying to just familiarise themselves with propositions inertly as Ryle (1945) suggests. Even the strongest academically able students within English adhere to a ‘rhetoric-reality gap' as Barret (2007) holds. They hold the academic credentials and are qualified on paper; yet fail to be competent communicators, and have an interpersonal dynamic - which is a detriment both in the workplace and the wider world. The speaking and listening element of this proposed curriculum therefore will not only be '”doing' speaking and listening, but teaching it in a way that leads to the progressive development of ability” (Kempe and Holroyd, 2013, p3). By embedding it as a criterion, and weaving it as fixed assessment objectives throughout the curriculum, it will enable a greater focus on it within the English framework.

Whilst speaking and listening will return as an assessed unit, its weighting will be reduced to 15% of the overall qualification as opposed to 20% in the penultimate curriculum. This to keep to the idea of challenging students to keep to high standards in their written assessment whilst not neglecting the importance of it within the specification. Furthermore, the controversy surrounding the disparity in marks achieved for speaking and listening in previous years (Ofqual, [online]) will be remedied through the introduction of stricter quality assurance measures. Rigid external moderating and random invigilation inspections will ensure that marks are standardised and accurate before they are issued. Another change will be to increase the reading and writing sections (Annex 1e) to a 42.5% weighting, in order to correlate with the weighting for speaking and listening. This will mean that the measures to assess the GCSE Language specification will be more systematic as a result of having the equilibrium of reading, writing and speaking as interlinked.

The specification for Literature on the other hand will be more robust considering it is contested to be the more ‘prestigious’ discipline in academic circles compared to English Language (Smith, 2018). A slight variance will mean AO1 and AO2 will each comprise 40% weighting and AO3 and A04 with 15% and 5% respectively. In order to draw attention to higher analysis and contextual knowledge, the new weightings will require students to demonstrate a higher degree of critical thinking. AO4 has been lessened in this particular specification, as it is more applicable within an English Language context and hence reflected accordingly.
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Appendices:



Annex 1a-1f is my adaptation of the National Curriculum for English. My intention is to keep the body of the 2013 curriculum the same, however with some major adaptations in the purpose of study, modes of assessment and specification. Highlighted in Red are the changes I purport to make.
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ANNEX 1a
Purpose of study

English will ready the young people of tomorrow with the skills ready to be conducive members of society. A high-
quality education in English will teach pupils to speak, write and communicate articulately in order their develop
interpersonal communication, as well as their ability to be independent and perceptive enquirers in modern day
Britain. Through reading in particular, pupils have a chance to develop culturally, emotionally, intellectually,
socially and spiritually. Literature, especially, plays a key role in such development. Reading as both a basic and
expansive skill also enables pupils both to acquire knowledge and to build on what they already know. All the skills
of language are essential to participating fully as a member of society; pupils, therefore, who do not learn to
speak, read and write fluently and confidently are effectively disenfranchised.

Aims
The overarching aim for English in the national curriculum is to promote high standards of
language and literacy by equipping pupils with a strong command of the spoken and
written word, to develop their love of literature through widespread reading for
enjoyment and to round them to be perceptive enquirers. The national curriculum for English aims to
ensure that all pupils:
& read easily, fluently and with good understanding.
& develop the habit of reading widely and often, for both pleasure and information.
& acquire a wide vocabulary, an understanding of grammar and knowledge of linguistic
conventions for reading, writing and spoken language.
& appreciate our rich and varied literary heritage, as well as that of the wider literary world.
& write clearly, accurately and coherently, adapting their language and style in and for a
range of contexts, purposes and audiences
& use discussion in order to learn; they should be able to elaborate and explain clearly
their understanding and ideas
& are competent in the arts of speaking and listening, making formal presentations,
demonstrating to others and participating in debate whilst maintaining a formal/standard English register.
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Reading
Pupils should be taught to:

# read and appreciate the depth and power of the English literary and world literary heritage

through:

# reading a wide range of high-quality, challenging, classic literature and extended
literary non-fiction, such as essays, reviews and journalism. This writing should

include whole texts. The range will include:

o at least one play by Shakespeare

o works from the 19th, 20th and 21st centuries

# poetry since 1789, including representative Romantic poetry

# re-reading literature and other writing as a basis for making comparisons

# choosing and reading books independently for challenge, interest and
enjoyment.

Understand and critically evaluate texts through:

# reading in different ways for different purposes, summarising and synthesising
ideas and information, and evaluating their usefulness for particular purposes

# drawing on knowledge of the purpose, audience for and context of the writing,
including its social, historical and cultural context and the literary tradition to
which it belongs, to inform evaluation

# identifying and interpreting themes, ideas and information

# exploring aspects of plot, characterisation, events and settings, the relationships
between them and their effects

# develop and sustain independent interpretations of what they read,
supporting them with detailed textual reference

# distinguishing between statements that are supported by evidence and those
that are not, and identifying bias and misuse of evidence

# analysing a writer’s choice of vocabulary, form, grammatical and structural
features, and evaluating their effectiveness and impact

% making critical comparisons, referring to the contexts, themes, characterisation,
style and literary quality of texts, and drawing on knowledge and skills from
wider reading

# recognise and evaluate the ways in which texts may be interpreted

differently according to the perspective of the reader

ANNEX 1b
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Writing ANNEX 1c
Pupils should be taught to:

& write accurately, fluently, effectively and at length for pleasure and information
through:
& write imaginatively, creatively and thoughtfully, producing texts that interest, engage and challenge the reader.
& selecting and organising ideas, facts and key points, and citing evidence, details
and quotation effectively and pertinently for support and emphasis
& selecting, and using judiciously, vocabulary, grammar, form, and structural and
organisational features, including rhetorical devices, to reflect audience, purpose
and context, and using Standard English where appropriate.
& make notes, draft and write, including using information provided by others [e.g.
writing a letter from key points provided; drawing on and using information from a
presentation]
& draw on their reading and knowledge of linguistic and literary forms when
composing their writing
& revise, edit and proof-read through:
& reflecting on whether their draft achieves the intended impact
& restructuring their writing, and amending its grammar, vocabulary and demarcation to improve
coherence, consistency, clarity and overall effectiveness
& paying attention to the accuracy and effectiveness of grammar, punctuation and
spelling.
& demonstrate ability to write compellingly
Grammar and vocabulary
use the grammatical features of written standard English accurately to structure a wide range of sentence types for
particular purposes and effect
& use the full range of punctuation marks accurately and for deliberate effect
& spell correctly, including words that do not conform to regular patterns and words that are sometimes confused in use.
& for English Language; analysing some of the differences between spoken and written language,

including differences associated with formal and informal registers, and between
Standard English and other varieties of English
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Speaking and listening ANNEX 1d

The range of speaking and listening activities should include:

&prepared, formal presentations and debates in contexts where the audience and topic are unfamiliar

& informal and formal group or pair discussions requiring students to take on a range of roles
&individual and group improvisation and performance.

The range of purposes for speaking and listening should include:

& describing, narrating, explaining, informing, persuading, entertaining, hypothesising; and exploring and
expressing ideas, feelings and opinions. The stimulus for speaking and listéfing activities should include
those drawn from work contexts and other real-life uses.

Pupils should be taught to:

& speak confidently, audibly and effectively, including through:

& using Standard English when the context and audience require it

& working effectively in groups of different sizes and taking on required roles,

including leading and managing discussions, involving others productively,

reviewing and summarising, and contributing to meeting goals/deadlines

& listening to and building on the contributions of others, asking questions to clarify
and inform, and challenging courteously when necessary

& planning for different purposes and audiences, including selecting and

organising information and ideas effectively and persuasively for formal spoken
presentations and debates

& listening and responding in a variety of different contexts, both formal and

informal, and evaluating content, viewpoints, evidence and aspects of

presentation

& demonstrating compelling rhetoric, register, voice, intonation and tone. Effective delivery could include
appropriate demonstration of personality and individuality whilst keeping to the above.
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Assessment objectives (English Language)

READING (42.5%)
Read and understand a range of texts to:

AO1 +  Identify and interpret exphcit and impkct information and ideas
* Select and synthesise evidence from different texts

AO2  Explain, comment on and analyse how writers use language and structure to
achieve effects and influence readers, using relevant subject terminology to
support the views

AO3 Compare writers ideas and perspectives, as well as how these are conveyed,
across two or more texts

AO4  Evaluate texts critically and support this with appropriate texiual references

WRITING (42.5%)

AO5 + Communicate clearly. efectrvely and imaginatively. selecting and
adapting tone, style and register for different forms, purposes and
Aubences

* Organise information and ideas, using structural and grammatical
features to support coherence and cohesion of texts

AO6  Candidates must use a range of vocabulary and sentence structures for
clarity, purpose and effect, with accurate spelling and punctuation. (This
requirement must constitule 20% of the marks for each specification as a
whole.)

SPOKEN LANGUAGE (15%)

AOT Demonstrate presentation skils in a formal safting
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Assessment objectives  (English Literature)

A0+ | Read, understand and respond to texts
Students should be able to:

* maintain a critical style and develop an informed
personal response.

= use textual references, including quotations, to support
and illustrate interpretations.

40%

AO2 Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer to
create meanings and effects, using relevant subject
terminology where appropriate

40%

AO3 Show understanding of the relationships between texts and the
contexts in which they were written

10%

AO4 | Use a range of vocabulary and sentence structures for clarity,
purpose and effect, with accurate spelling and punctuation

5%

In each specification as a whole, 20-25% of the marks should require candidates to
show the abilities described in AO1, AO2 and AO3 through tasks which require them

to make comparisons across texts.
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