How the Curriculum has evolved

The idea of a curriculum of learning has a long history, influenced by many philosophers?  Going back as far as 1649 there was education for children, but it was based around religion unlike todays education which focuses on literacy and numeracy predominantly. A definition of Curriculum is “A  Curriculum sets out the body of knowledge, skills and understanding that a society wishes to pass on to its children and young people”(House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, 2009),similarly known as, ‘the group of subjects studied in a school or college and what each subject includes’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2020).They also associated it with curricula mentis that metaphorically refers to “the educational course of the mind.” Barrow and Milburn (1990, p.84). It was not until the early Nineteenth Century that this was commonly used within the educational system.
The development of the concept of a curriculum has been influenced by theorists who have looked at the ways they believe children should learn; theory means “a formal statement of the rules on which a subject of study is based or of ideas that are suggested to explain a fact or event, opinion or explanation”(Cambridge Dictionary, 2020). To be able to understand how curriculum has formed it is important to discuss the influences behind how education is seen today (Semi, Gallagher, Mora-Flores,2015).  Many theorists have influenced the way education is today from their ideas of how they believe children should learn. In more recent times, theorists became passionate about the idea of children’s development and two theorists who have had a considerable influence on this are Piaget and Vygotsky (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014). They believed children were to be filled full of knowledge and shaped into individuals with their own strengths and drive. Their theories laid the foundations on understanding how children learn and develop through to adulthood (Selmi, Gallagher and Mora-Flores, 2015). Vygotsky believed that the child is a social being, and cognitive development is led by social interactions (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014).  He measured intelligence on how independent a learner a child became. Piaget on the other hand believed children had to go through 4 stages of development to be able to cognitively develop sufficiently (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014).  He believed that the child should develop through the development of thinking and language, Perceptions and limitation (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014). For example, a parent repeating a word such as ‘Drink’. Through repetition the child eventually remembers the word and repeats. The theory of Jerome Brunner is heavily based on the earlier work of Jean Piaget and Vygotsky (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014).
The introduction of the first school for infants was pioneered by Robert Owen in an example of what we now recognise as public schooling. It was influenced by Montessori and others which led him to believe that children should not be restricted in their learning (Salmon and Hindshaw,2008). Robert Owen recognised that children and families that worked under him needed to have support and that their children would benefit hugely from high quality care and education. He had strong view on how the curriculum should be structured and was influenced greatly by the principles of Pestalozzi, Frobel, Steiner and Montessori and because of that Robert Owens believed that children should not be made to sit and learn from books and be restricted in their learning (Salmon and Hindshaw,2008). He encouraged teachers to allow the children to learn from the curiosity of the child and encourage them to ask questions and being curious about the world around them (Nutbrown, Clough, Selbie, 2008).The new Institute for the Formation of Character was formally opened on New Year’s Day 1816 by Robert Owen. Teaching staff were trained to never threaten or physically punish any child and to encourage the children through praise and rewards child (Salmon and Hindshaw,2008). This was adopted in 1986 within schools in the UK in public schools but not until 1999 in independent sectors as it became into force that no schoolteachers were able to physically punish any child (Salmon and Hindshaw,2008). 

Prior to the 1940s there was a great divide in education.  It was not until the Education Act in 1944 which made secondary education compulsory (UK Parlimant,2020).
There was a great change in education in the 1940s due to the first and second world wars. Education lapsed as the country fought for survival and children’s education was put on hold.  There were many postponed proposals from the government until the end of the second world war (UK Parlimant,2020).  After World War Two, education in Britain changed, due to the 1944 Education Act. This act made secondary education compulsory until the age of fifteen and clearly distinguished between primary and secondary education (UK Parlimant,2020).  Free education was provided for all children regardless of class unlike that of previous years where education was only for the rich children (UK Parlimant,2020).

Under the Butler Act, children were divided according to ability, this was known as the 11+ which banded children into three categories known as the tripartite system (UK Parlimant,2020).  For those who passed were provided with an academic education, those who were less able went on to technical collages to learn trades such as carpentry for boys and cooking for girls and Grammar School that was funded by the government(UK Parlimant,2020).  There was great criticism of the 11+ test as it was inaccurate in the testing of intelligence (UK Parlimant,2020). Children from disadvantaged families were behind in their studies compared to high classes as they had the money to pay for nannies for example who educated children well prior to the Butler Act (Barber,1994). However, as the children from lower classes became educated within secondary modern schools some children developed a high level academically but could not be pushed to their full potential as the secondary modern schools were not equipped for this (Barber,1994).  This caused a social divide within Britain, so the Labour party who were in Government at the time needed to provide a fair education system meeting the needs of all children (Barber,1994).   

This is when The Comprehensive system was introduced, it allowed all children regardless of ability to attend school (Matheson, 2015).This brought with it challenges, even though all children were able to attend comprehensive schools the fact that all abilities were mixed made larger class sizes. Brighter children were no longer challenged and if the schools did bring in a banded system it did not stop the social divide that the Labour government wanted from abolishing the tripartite system had (Matheson, 2015). However, children whose schools did have the banding system allowed all children to reach their full potential by those progressing well going up to higher sets and those who were struggling being lowered to more adequate levels for them (Matheson, 2015).

The Education Act in 1988 made it compulsory for all children to attend school however within the UK there are two different types of schooling, independent and state, independent schools don’t have to follow the National Curriculum but they are inspected by Office For Standards in Education Children’s Services and Skills (OFSTED) (Allen, 2005).The first to be discussed is independent schooling. This is where schools charge for the children to attend and secondly is the state school which is funded by the government for all children to attend free (Kelly, 2009). There are many similarities between the types of school.  Both schools allow boys and girls to attend school up until the age of sixteen and follow the same curriculum. England and Wales are governed by the UK government and introduced the National Curriculum in 1988 (Kelly, 2009). The government provided a framework for education for children ages five to eighteen (Allen N, 2005). The independent schools do not have to adhere to the National Curriculum however, they do need to provide an acceptable level of holistic education and are regularly inspected OFSTED in England and Estyn in Wales. 

The National Curriculum was introduced in1988, this meant that schools have to teach the core subjects with allowances made for additional subjects such as Welsh, by looking at the early years curriculum in the different countries within the UK, we can see the differences (Kelly, 2009). Across the UK there are five stages of education: early years, primary, secondary, Further Education and Higher Education (Kelly, 2009). However, schools in Scotland do not follow the exact same curriculum as pupils in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, but rather one informed by national guidance. There are differences between the curriculum in Wales, England and Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
The Curriculum for Wales identifies different areas of learning, personal and social development, wellbeing and cultural diversity; language, literacy and communication skills; mathematical development and development of the welsh language for ages three to seven which has combined the Early Years Education and the National Curriculum which was used previously, unlike the foundation Stage in England which is age zero to five (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). In England, the aims of their curriculum are communication and language, physical development, personal, social, and emotional development, literacy, mathematics, understanding the world and expressive arts and design.  Health visitors assess the children between two and three and then the schools assess them at the age of five. Children are not formerly tested they are assessed on observations by the class teacher which differs greatly that of Wales. (Beckley P,2013). 
In Scotland, the Curriculum is known as the Curriculum for Excellence includes expressive arts; health and wellbeing; languages; mathematics; religious and moral education; sciences; social studies and technologies (Scottish Government, 2020). On the other hand, the Northern Ireland Curriculum requires children in Key Stages 1,2,3 and 4 to study language and literacy; mathematics and numeracy; the arts; the world around us; personal development and mutual understanding; religious education and physical education (Northern Ireland Government, 2020).
In Wales, the early years education introduced a framework for three to seven years known as the Foundation Phase. The welsh government revisited the recommendations of The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNRC) (Welsh Government,2015). It emphasised that children should have a flying start in life. On their recommendations the welsh government constructed 7 main aims to address the growing need for change regarding children education, health, and wellbeing (Welsh Government,2015). The welsh curriculum had to be revised. The Foundation Phase curriculum currently allows children to be supported to grow in confidence in their own ability allowing them to become successful and independent. Similarly, Piaget believed that children learned by exploring the around them independently as encouraged by the Foundation Phase curriculum (Meggitt, 2012). The Foundation Phase encourages children to use their own initiative and imaginations to learn at their own pace, at their individual academic level and be creative (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Children are supported to challenge themselves, exploring through practical activities, solve problems independently and learn in a happy positive environment (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). There is much research to suggest that Montessori’s methods of learning which was documented over a hundred years ago and her method being published in1912 has had an influence on today’s curriculum (Meggitt, 201). She believed that children should be able to choose the activities they wanted to explore, much like having all activities easily accessible to children through the foundation Phase framework.
Currently Wales is going through a reform of their curriculum and is due to be implemented from September 2022. With an ever-changing world the welsh government have identified gaps in children’s learning and lower than average grades as evidenced by The Programme for International student which is a worldwide study of student assessments (PISA).The PISA results conducted in 2009 highlighted that Wales showed a significant below average performance through all age ranges. As a result, the Welsh Government invited the Organisation for Economic and Development (OECD) to conduct a review of the school system in Wales (OCED, 2019).
In 2014 the Welsh Government asked Professor Graham Donaldson to look at the current curriculum and advice what needed to be changed within education in Wales to improve the outcome for children in Wales leaving education into adult life. Graham Donaldson is a modern-day educational theorist, helping to develop curriculums in Scotland and Wales. He was a teacher of History and has worked in many educational settings over forty years. Alongside working for the Scottish Government, he consulted with other countries on adapting curriculums. In 2014 he setup his own consultancy firm called Donaldson Education Services Ltd and has been the main influence on the reform of the welsh curriculum that is currently being piloted (Donaldson, 2020).
Professor Donaldson and his team spoke to 700 people and 300 of these were children from all ages of education. They spoke to carers. Parents, teachers and other professional to gain an understanding of what they were happy about regarding the education system and what they felt was not working. Children felt that the curriculum was not fit for purpose regarding Information Technology, software, and digital skills. Teachers wanted to have more power to teach the way their students needed rather than following strict guidelines. The new curriculum is focused around learning six key areas of learning and experience. These being the mental and physical wellbeing of all children and improving the support of children with additional learning needs. It will empower children to have a voice and for those who care for them (Welsh Government,2020). Each school will have their own curriculum devised by their teaching staff. However, they need to follow the guidance of the framework set by government The curriculum has four main purposes to develop children in to ambitious, capable learners, enterprising, creative contributors ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world and healthy, confident individuals (Welsh Government,2020). There will be six areas of learning that needs to be include within the curriculums of individual schools. These are Expressive Arts, Health and Wellbeing, Humanities, Languages, Literacy and Communication, Mathematics and Numeracy, Science and Technology. The curriculum has been made in Wales but shaped by the best ideas from around the world (Welsh Government,2020). There will no longer be the stages 1,2,3,4 that we have seen currently, but the new restructuring of a five-point progression process. This will enable learners to progress through their education in their own pace (Welsh Government,2020). For high achieving children this will allow them to progress at a faster speed than those less able. For those who are struggling this will be highlighted and extra support will be give to those children for them to achieve on to the next progression point (Welsh Government,2020). The changes will help to improve how children and young people are assessed in education, support children with additional learning needs. Teachers will have better training to deliver the curriculum effectively as within the guideline’s teachers are going to be accountable for their work (Welsh Government,2010). Similarly, in Australia teachers are held accountable for delivering a high standard of teaching to their students. Within Australia national testing, teacher competence and standardised curricula have been placed in all schools (Waller and Davis 2012). Teachers performance is accessed by appropriate through appraisals are assessed, then that reflects on the salaries that the teachers get. So, if a child is underperforming it is identified and results are put on to a data base and available to the public (Waller and Davis 2012).
In 1996 in New Zealand a new curriculum was developed known as the Te Whariki curriculum. It has similarities to the new welsh curriculum as like Wales there are two dominant languages used within both countries, so the curriculums had to take this in to account when developing their curriculums. Both frameworks encourage an anti-racist approach that allows both counties to gain positive relationships with the two main cultures. The Foundation Phase framework has very similar approaches already within Wales whereby the focus is very much that the children learn through their own learning experiences (New Zealand Government,2020). Furthermore, both curriculums have key principles and progression points to ensure all students reach their full potential (New Zealand Government,2020 and Welsh Government,2020).
There have many philosophies, theories and legislations that have helped develop the education system through the UK and worldwide over hundreds of years. Some of these have been discussed throughout the essay. Education is forever evolving. These changes allow children to learn within an ever-changing society and any curriculum needs to be adapted to meet these changes. Currently a new curriculum in Wales will replace the out of date current curriculum (Welsh Government, 2020). There will be many changes that will be positive. These being that children will be allowed to have a voice and make decisions on how they would like to learn (Welsh Government, 2020). Very much like the philosophy of Montessori as she believed that children learn best by exploring independently in a way that suits the child (Conkbayir and Pascal, 2014). Each school will have it their own curriculum also adhering to the main outcomes set by the Welsh government (Welsh Goverment,2020). The curriculum is to be a positive step however, there needs to be appropriate funding for it to work. With the country going through austerity for over the last ten years how is the Welsh government going to fund the new curriculum. There will need to be more resources available to financially support the vision of the curriculum. There is not enough support staff to support the current curriculum effectively. Teachers are stretched to beyond capability as the targets currently set are no longer achievable. However, with schools not focusing so much on grades will relive the pressures children are currently under as well as the teaching staff. There will hopefully be a drop in poor mental health in children with the changes made, as the curriculum gives the children a voice to empower them to have a brighter future.
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