
 
 

This document is a digest of the response made by UKLA to the 
government’s National Curriculum Review - Call for Evidence.     
 

English and the National Curriculum 
The current National Curriculum’s (NC) strengths lie in the embodied promise of 
entitlement it provides for all children. All pupils from Year 1 have benefited by being 
introduced to all the subjects of the NC and these should be retained. The NC brings an 
essential consistency to schools and offers an appropriate balance of breadth and depth 
to ensure children experience a wide range of learning. UKLA supports the inclusion of 
English which encompasses speaking and listening, reading and writing. Further key 
strengths include the observation that teachers could have the opportunity to work 
creatively within the framework the NC provides. In addition, UKLA supports the 
recognition of the importance of drama in responding to literature and as a means of 
learning across the curriculum.  
 
English should continue to be a central core of the curriculum, as oracy and literacy 
underpin learning across all subjects. There needs to be greater clarity with regard to 
the relationship between ‘English’ and ‘literacy’, as the different terminology used in the 
National Curriculum and the Primary Strategy was not helpful.  
 

The NC must continue to offer both breadth and depth of knowledge, skills and 
understanding. Under no circumstances should it be slimmed down to accommodate a 
‘thin gruel’ of what is perceived by some to be the ‘basics’. This position has led to a loss 
of quality emanating from a misguided view that breadth cannot help raise standards. 
The converse is true (Alexander et al., 2010). The NC has recently been intellectually 
and creatively diminished by the pressure of testing and the non-statutory 
requirements of the National Strategies. This government has an opportunity to 
reinvigorate the curriculum to offer children a rich and stimulating experience. 
 
UKLA believes that the current NC is not inherently unmanageable. Like the conclusions 
of the Cambridge Primary Review (CPR) (Alexander et al., 2010), the Association 
believes that the NC should be reformed for educational rather than managerial 
reasons. Questions of how it is planned, managed and taught must be dealt with 
separately. UKLA supports many of the findings of the CPR and believes that many of 
the challenges associated with breadth could be solved through adoption of the 
recommendations of this report. 
 
UKLA does not believe that programmes of study for English should be set out year by 
year. This would contradict the spirit of the recent Special Educational Needs Green 
Paper (DFE 2011) which recognises that children with SEN should be entitled to equal 
access to the curriculum and therefore provision needs to be made for their individual 
progress.  A year by year basis for programmes of study may also have negative 
consequences for those children starting schools with English as an additional language. 
UKLA favours a developmental programme which indicates progression through early 
stages, middle stages and the end of primary school.  Equally, lesson time should not be 
specified.   
 



Literacy in the 21st century 
Whilst recognising the importance of reading, writing and speaking and listening, UKLA 
wishes to emphasise the expanded definition of what it means to be literate in the 21st 
century. The Association welcomed the greater emphasis on multimodality in the 
revised Primary Strategy and thinks that there needs to be greater clarity with regard to 
the relationship between literacy and other modes of communication. Drawing on 
Kress’s emphasis on ‘literacy’ as referring to lettered representation (Kress, 2003), 
UKLA believes that teachers need to understand the nature and affordances of the 
different modes of communication – literacy, oracy, visual, movement/gesture and 
sound – and be familiar with the way in which these modes interact in different texts. In 
addition, teachers should understand how texts work when operating in different 
media. For example there are many similarities, but also differences, in on- and off-
screen reading and writing, which need to be attended to by educators. In doing so, 
teachers can ensure that children develop skills, knowledge and understanding relevant 
for the 21st century.  
 
Whilst UKLA welcomes recent moves to embrace moving image texts in the literacy 
curriculum, it may be necessary to reconsider the ways in which moving image and 
other media are represented in the curriculum. This recognition is appropriate in the 
context of contemporary society in which such texts form a central core of children’s 
textual experiences outside school. However, there is also a need to recognise, and to 
develop critical awareness of, the wider set of texts and practices encountered in the 
media.  
  

There is a strong argument for reducing the degree of prescription and level of detail 
offered within the Programmes of Study, as such detail tends to prompt teachers to 
cover the curriculum  and may foster inappropriate levels of pace (Burns and Myhill, 
2004), and focus on transmission, perhaps short-changing the pedagogical principles in 
the process (English et al., 2002). It is of critical importance in the 21st century for a 
Curriculum to foster children’s capacity to live with complexity and uncertainty, to 
respond to problems creatively and to show empathy and understanding. 
 
We urge the committee to consider the pressing need to include provision for analysing 
and evaluating the consumption and production of multimodal forms of communication.  
Digital literacy plays an increasingly significant role in the lives of children and young 
people. Through their experience of digital technology the young are becoming familiar 
with a wide range of communicative tools and conventions and as such are active 
participants in changing literacy practices. However, there are significant differences in 
levels of experience and use of digital literacy both at home and in school environments. 
UKLA advocates wider access to new communicative tools in home literacy 
programmes, in community provision, in libraries and in schools as part of a coherent 
strategy of recognising and using these new literacy practices (Lankshear, and 
Bigum,1999; Johnson and Kress, 2003).   
 
  
The nature of learning 
UKLA believes that knowledge must not be seen simply as an objective decontextualized 
‘package’ to be simply transferred from one person to another. Learning is a complex 
and dynamic process. Learners need time to revisit concepts and skills within a spiral 



curriculum that enables them to return to and build on previous knowledge and 
understanding.  
 
Children learn to be literate within meaningful social contexts. Formal, decontextualized 
whole class teaching for young children is unlikely to be effective unless explicit links 
are made to the children’s experiences of literacy (Lewis and Ellis, 2006). A curriculum 
which equates knowledge only with ‘facts’ to be learned and assessed will encourage a 
‘quiz show’ approach to teaching and learning, forcing transmission models of teaching 
and learning and ultimately impoverishing the experience of education and schooling 
for children.  
 
This is not to say UKLA rejects a knowledge-based curriculum, rather, the Association 
asserts  that knowledge is cumulative and also that ‘certain knowledge transformations 
and acts of artistic creation or scientific discovery are so fundamental that they never 
lose their power and should be visited afresh by each generation’ (Alexander et al., 
2010:248).  Domains of knowledge offer the means for enquiry and contribute to the 
processes of tackling new problems, offering great richness for human lives. However it 
should be remembered that all new knowledge comes to learners in meaningful 
contexts and as part of an active process of construction. 
 

The difference between young children and adult learners is not the structure of their 
brain, but their relative lack of experience, metacognition and self-regulation (Goswami 
and Bryant, 2010). The promise of a generality of stages that children pass through in 
the learning and development that Piaget (1967) provided from his work remains an 
attractive, neat perspective. Yet, Vygotskian research has shown that development is 
affected by the form of social interaction and guidance provided throughout a child’s life 
– including in schools (Vygotsky 1978; Bruner 1985).  Learning is a socially situated, 
active process in which learners construct new knowledge, building on prior knowledge 
and understanding (Vygotsky, 1978;Rogoff, 1990). Children arrive in schools having 
learned a language and have been exposed to various forms of texts. When they are 
taught about literacy in school, much of this is not new. In order to tailor learning for the 
individual child, the curriculum must allow teachers to build on children’s experiences 
enriching and furthering their use of language and knowledge of texts, reading, writing 
and speaking and listening (Rogoff, 1989). 
 
Learning in the subject English/ literacy is underpinned by a knowledge of and ability to 
use and manipulate language and other modes of communication. Oracy should 
therefore be a cornerstone of the English curriculum, with dialogue underpinning all 
teaching and learning (Johnson et al., 1981; Slavin, 1983b; Webb and Cullian, 1983; 
Wells and Chang, 1988; Sharan and Shaulov, 1989; Wells et al., 1990). Children learn 
though guided participation (Rogoff, 1989).  They will not always learn from direct 
instruction alone. Children need to take an active part in learning situations which are 
guided by a more experienced other. Children need to have a sense of agency in the 
learning process (Blatchford et al., 2010) if they are to make steady progression. 
 
In addition, there are barriers to learning which governments should seek to overcome. 
Relatively low income has been strongly associated with low attainment and 
progression in school (OECD, 2001; Hirsch, 2007). Governments must find solutions to 
wealth inequality in Britain if they wish children to have equal opportunities to learn.   



 

Subjects other than English  
UKLA believes that modern foreign languages (MFL) form an important component of 
the NC. However it is essential that MFL must include languages spoken by the 
communities from which many of our pupils come. 
 
It is universally accepted that music is one of the most important means with which 
human beings can express themselves. It offers a unique mode of artistic expression and 
all children are entitled to discover its pleasures and affordances and how these have 
been used across different cultures. 
 
UKLA argues that Drama and theatre studies should be subjects in the National 
Curriculum across the age range as they offer a gamut of learning opportunities across 
the whole age range of schooling. Not only will children be introduced to some of the 
greatest works of art through works produced for the theatre and the stage across the 
centuries, but drama activities enable children to learn the knowledge skills and a craft 
which has its own rich subject domain.  
 
The importance of early oracy activities and their influence on later reading 
development is well documented (for example, Wragg et al.,1998; CCEA, 1999; Clipson-
Boyles, 2000; DfES, 2003 ). Drama is an ideal way of providing exciting and rich 
experiences that contribute to a child’s learning. Drama is adaptable and can provide a 
variety of contexts within which skills can be practised. Educational Drama engages 
children in meaningful contexts within which decisions about language will need to be 
used and children’s creativity can be encouraged. Performance drama facilitates 
children’s engagement in the production of a performance using a variety of dramatic 
texts and involves them in the cooperative and creative task of entertaining an 
audience.    
 

Testing and assessment 
For the sake of accountability of the education system in England, UKLA believes that 
some form of national measure of attainment needs to be in place. However, the ways 
with which attainment levels have been used have become distorted by pressures on 
schools and teachers brought about by ‘high stakes’ testing. Confusion has arisen 
between the need to measure individual progress to improve the teaching and learning 
of individual children and the measures demanded by successive governments wanting 
to promote an accountability agenda. Furthermore, reducing a description of a child’s 
learning development to a number indicates an overly simplistic view of learning. Such 
a reductive approach does no justice to the achievements of our young people which 
numerical levels fail to describe. 
 
UKLA is committed to a definition of assessment as including the activities undertaken 
by teachers and by children which provide information to be ‘used as feedback to 
modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged’ (Black and 
Wiliam, 2001:2). Such formative assessment uses data collected to adapt teaching and 
address the needs of the child. The summative assessment measures used by education 
authorities to monitor the performance of schools need to be kept separate from forms 
of assessment that are concerned with teaching and learning. Currently, the 8 levels of 
attainment are used in a way which allows them to cross between these two distinct 



assessment objectives which has, to the detriment of teaching and learning, disrupted 
the functioning of each. 
 
The Association believes that governments must take care to observe the ways in which 
assessment can affect the motivation and self-esteem of pupils.   Government policy has 
placed some emphasis on the importance of formative assessment by teachers in recent 
years. However, most of the available resources and political attention have been 
concentrated on the tests which are given at the end of the Key Stages to yield overall 
summative levels or grades. There still appears to be priority given through 
Government policy and rhetoric to external testing of teachers and schools, based on the 
8 levels of attainment. This policy priority promotes competition through the use of 
league tables, marginalising any real commitment to formative assessment. All this has 
led to the domination of teaching and assessment by ‘high stakes’ testing’ (Black and 
Wiliam, 2001) which has distorted the fundamental role of teachers and schools: to 
address the learning needs of the individual child. The regime of testing and 
accountability that has reduced the quality of learning in our schools must end.  
 
UKLA feel strongly that other forms of accountability measures which are kept distinct 
from most day-to-day work in the classroom need to be applied to schools.   We suggest 
the government looks for more reliable and less disruptive means of collecting data. 
They may wish to investigate approaches which sample the progress of children in our 
schools, drawing on teachers’ professional judgements, rather than blanket testing 
which necessarily does not give information of any detail. 
 

The most important source of feedback for children to assist their learning about 
literacy will be the teacher (Mayher et al., 1983; D’Arcy 2002). UKLA believes that it is 
not good practice to reduce descriptions of children’s learning simply to a number and a 
few short paragraphs which attempt to summarise a child’s educational achievement. 
This is disrespectful to the young as such a procedure does not give useful information 
to aid improvement. Recent documents on assessment (Assessment for Learning QCA, 
2006) work towards a better model which is far more concerned with assessment to 
facilitate dialogue between teacher and child. Recommendations to share assessment 
goals and criteria and the inclusion of student self-assessment represent a shift from 
end-point, summative assessment towards a more collaborative approach. AfL depends 
on teachers having a sense of what they should be teaching, and in England the National 
Curriculum can provide the guidance.  
 
In addition, attainment targets should not be age related, but instead attainment should 
be expressed as a continuum, providing recognition that children do not all develop in 
unison. Current expectations that all children should be able to achieve at specific ages 
normalises development, arguably pathologising  particular groups of children who 
need more time to develop their skills, knowledge and understanding (Gee, 2004; 
Larson and Marsh, 2005). Instead, teachers need to be encouraged to look for what 
children bring into the classroom and how schools can adapt to reflect and build upon 
these experiences. From this basis, teachers, children and parents can create a 
meaningful dialogue, sharing the goals and criteria for success in schools. 
 
  

International comparisons 



In consideration of what can be learned from other countries and states to inform the 
development of the National Curriculum, UKLA would assert that although comparisons 
are of great interest, it is clear that importing a system drawn from another culture may 
be inappropriate.  However, as international research has shown (Hall and Ozerk, 
2010), England uses far more testing than anywhere else in the UK and beyond. Testing 
alone does not help improve standards. 
 
In terms of teaching reading the 2009 PISA study revealed interesting insights which 
UKLA feel need to be noted by policy makers and teachers.  The 2009 PISA study of 15 
year olds’ reading shows that developing engagement and pleasure in reading should be 
a priority in all classrooms. In all countries, with the exception of Kazakhstan, students 
who enjoy reading the most perform significantly better than those students who enjoy 
reading the least. Students who read in their own time for enjoyment tend to be more 
proficient readers than students who do not (OECD 2010). The study also informs us 
that encouraging a wide reading diet should be a priority in schools. Reading fiction on a 
regular basis is associated with higher reading scores. Students who read varied types 
of texts in addition to fiction score even better than those who concentrate on fiction. In 
addition, students who engage extensively in online reading are generally more 
proficient readers than students who do little online reading (OECD 2010).  
 

Teachers’ professional expertise 
The NC needs to provide a framework which is not seen as prescriptive and instead 
offers opportunities for professional flexibility and initiative. Issues of planning, 
managing and teaching the curriculum must involve the professional knowledge and 
experience of teachers and education academics. In addition, opportunities for teachers 
to build learning based around local concerns and issues into programmes of study 
must be part of a more porous curriculum. Such flexibility will lead to an enrichment of 
the statutory elements. 
  
This government must learn from the implementation of the National Literacy Strategy 
and its ineffective cascade model. Implementation cannot be achieved successfully 
solely through documentation to schools and local authorities. There will need to be 
interactive meetings with teachers from schools which encourage their active 
involvement in implementation. Teachers must feel they have agency in the process. 
UKLA suggests a five year implementation model with adequate curriculum 
development and training. Government should consider staggering the implementation 
of subjects over a longer period of time than currently suggested. 
 
UKLA would urge the government to make all responses to reviews public and easily 
accessible. A summary of the responses will help understand how decisions came to be 
made. Moreover, explanations of how and why decisions are taken in the light of 
responses to Calls for Evidence should be part of the reporting back process. 
 

Andrew Lambirth for UKLA 

Professor of Education 
School of Education 
University of Greenwich 
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