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	THE RESPONSE OF THE NATIONAL UNION OF TEACHERS TO THE QCA CONSULTATION 

ON PROPOSALS TO CHANGE 

THE PRIMARY CURRICULUM 

JULY 2009


1. The National Union of Teachers (NUT) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the above consultation.  The NUT’s response to the questions posed in the consultation document is set out below, although not always following the consultation questions, as there is considerable duplication particular in terms of the Areas of Leaning and Essentials for Learning and Life. The NUT’s response has been informed by the views of its primary members who have provided feedback on the QCA’s proposals. 
2. In its response to the Interim Rose Report, the NUT emphasised that curriculum reform had to be accompanied by a paradigm shift in Government school accountability and “Standards” policy if the Review was serious about its desire to increase schools’ and teachers’ ability to exercise their professional judgement. Unfortunately, the recent recommendations of the Expert Group on assessment, which the Government has already accepted, will ensure that in the majority of schools English and mathematics, as the “tested” subjects, will continue to dominate and undermine the curriculum and limit severely the professional autonomy which teachers require in order to make the professional choices about the curriculum indicated by the QCA in this consultation. 
SECTION 1: HOW THE CURRICULUM IS ORGANISED 
1a.
The proposed curriculum aims provide an appropriate foundation for primary education.
3. The NUT agrees that a set of over-arching agreed aims is essential to inform the development of the revised primary curriculum and its implementation within schools. Whilst acknowledging the attraction of a common set of aims across the phases, those adopted by the secondary curriculum should have provided only the starting point and the final proposed aims should have included a distinct primary dimension, which also had links with the Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS).  As the, University of Cambridge/Esmee Fairbairn Primary Review points out:
“although aims should be consistent from one stage to the next there is no reason why they should be identical.”

4. Three of the four ‘guiding themes’ of the EYFS would lend themselves particular well to extension or adaption into the primary curriculum, for example: 
· ‘A Unique Child’ recognises that every child is a competent learner who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured and needs opportunities to demonstrate these characteristics. 
· ‘Enabling Environments’ emphasises how the learning environment, including curriculum, assessment and planning, plays a key role in supporting and extending children’s development. 
· ‘Learning and Development’ recognises that children develop and learn in different ways and at different rates, and that all areas of learning and development are equally important and inter-connected.
The inclusion of such features within the primary curriculum aims would reflect the statements in the Rose Final Report concerning the distinctiveness of the primary phase in terms of children’s physical, intellectual, emotional and social development. 

5. The aims and values of the primary curriculum should therefore contain a distinct primary dimension, perhaps through references to the contribution it makes to a happy childhood, which is important in its own right and the foundation it provides for children to make the most of their abilities and talents as they grow up.
6. It is also essential that these aims are an integral part of curriculum design.  Few would disagree that the curriculum should develop “successful learners”, “confident individuals” and “responsible citizens”: indeed, the proposed aims could be described as “bland”, as it is unlikely that anyone would disagree with such generalised outcomes. What is crucial is how these aims are interpreted at individual school and classroom level. For example, there may be a variety of views on what constitutes a “successful learner”, ranging from achieving high performances in National Curriculum tests to being able to work independently.   Whilst mindful of the need to avoid prescription, clearer guidance on what these aims actually mean or explicit permission for schools and teaches to interpret them for their own contexts, is needed.
7. In addition, the means by which these aims would be achieved through curriculum provision is far from clear. Simply starting each Area of Learning document with a statement of the aims is not enough – there must be specific exemplars provided about how each aspect of the six Areas contributes to the three aims if the aims are to be meaningful in terms of children’s learning and teachers’’ curriculum planning.
1b.
The proposed areas of learning help teachers to plan meaningful learning experiences. 

8. The concept of broad Areas of Learning which was originally described in the Rose Interim Report did not suggest that discrete subject areas would be retained, other than for English and mathematics, given the Government’s continuing emphasis on literacy and numeracy outcomes. It is disappointing, therefore, that the final version of the Areas of Learning documents has preserved the existing primary subjects and actually emphasised their separateness by dividing each section within the Area documents by subject rather than by theme or skill set, for example. This format sends mixed messages to teachers when planning, and it would certainly be easier to plan to cover individual subject content rather than take a broader approach to curriculum coverage. 
9. In order to encourage a focus on deeper learning rather than mere curriculum coverage, it should be possible to marry these two approaches together by denoting individual subjects within a broader organisational structure, under headings such as “pupil-initiated inquiry” or “effective communication”. Such an approach would give more prominence to the skills set out in the Essentials for Leaning and Life whilst also enabling teachers to check easily that they have covered the relevant subject-based requirements. 
10. There is also a danger that a hierarchy of Areas of Learning, or individual subjects within Areas, may develop, especially given that the Government has indicated that the current end of Key Stage testing arrangements for English and mathematics will still be in place when the revised primary curriculum is introduced. 
11. Literacy and numeracy are obviously core aspects of the primary curriculum and are essential for children’s ability to access the full curriculum.  The issue which the reorganisation of the curriculum into Areas of Learning fails to address is the elevation of these into the ‘most important’ primary subjects, because of their linkage with the Government’s Standards agenda and their use as proxy indicators of schools’ performance.  
12. This has led to the teaching of English and mathematics being confined to discrete subject teaching only in many schools, rather than a mixture of discrete lessons and full integration throughout the curriculum as recommended by the Rose Final Report.  This situation is unlikely to change unless curriculum reform is accompanied by reform of school accountability and, in particular, its focus on outcomes at the end of Key Stage 2 for English and Mathematics.  There seems little optimism to support such necessary change, given the emphasis on maintaining the centrality of literacy and mathematics to the primary curriculum in the original Review remit letter and the recent recommendations for the Expert Group on Assessment. 
13. As a minimum, in order to counter this negative external influence on teachers’ planning and use of the revised curriculum, the NUT would support the suggestion made by the University of Cambridge/Esmee Fairbairn Primary Review: 

“it should be made very clear that the sub-headings used in describing the curriculum do not prescribe the headings for the periods into which the timetable is divided” 

14. Clear communication of the importance of a broad and balanced curriculum also needs to be communicated to those agencies and organisations with responsibility for school improvement. Schools and teachers may feel powerless to implement the revised curriculum if they are under intense pressure to meet their floor targets, for example and those working with the school are insistent on a concentration on “the basics”. Unless the message that high standards and a broad and balanced curriculum are not mutually exclusive is communicated strongly to all those engaged in school improvement work, pupils’ entitlement to such a curriculum will be dependent upon the circumstances of their school, which is not the same as a national entitlement for all. 

15. The Areas of Learning model of the curriculum should help improve continuity with the Early Years Foundation Stage Areas of Learning. However, the two curriculums do not always join up well together and there needs to be more explicit coverage of the EYFS in the Areas documents, especially for those children in Key Stage 1 who have not achieved the Early Learning goals. 

16. The curriculum is a key aspect of teachers’ “core business” and these proposals offer an important opportunity for teachers to become actively involved in curriculum design rather than limited to curriculum delivery, which has previously been the case in many schools. Many serving teachers, however, have little experience of curriculum design, as they have been used to planning delivery of the National Curriculum Programmes of Study and National Primary Strategy, often using centrally produced materials and have been, until relatively recently, actively discouraged from using these as a framework on which to construct programmes which meet the needs of their pupils.  A comprehensive CPD offer therefore needs to accompany these proposals, to enable all teachers to be able to engage in curriculum design and planning with confidence. 
17. Whilst it could be argued that all teachers will need to get to grips with the requirements of the new curriculum, those who taught before the introduction of the National Curriculum will have some advantage over younger colleagues in terms of curriculum design.  They will also be more likely to be able to resist the urge to over-plan, which will be a real danger when the new primary curriculum is introduced.  Given the excessive planning which has blighted primary education in recent years, driven by both the perceived and actual expectations of OFSTED in particular, QCA should give consideration to the production of guidance for teachers on this issue, using as a model the joint DCSF, QCA and OFSTED guidance on primary planning which accompanied the launch of ‘Excellence and Enjoyment’. 

1c.
The proposed areas of learning will help children make useful links between related subjects. 

18. The fundamental concept of the Areas of Learning curriculum model, that it should support both discrete subject teaching and promote cross curricular learning, is sound. Indeed, the proposals reflect closely the NUT’s proposals in its previous submission to the Rose Review, that the present distinction between the core and foundation subjects should be replaced by a statutory framework describing a common curriculum entitlement and that this framework should draw on the structure of the EYFS curriculum.
19. The final version presented for consultation, however, is far too similar to the current National Curriculum Programmes of Study and teachers will have to work hard to make potential links between subjects explicit to the children they teach. It is disappointing that the QCA did not take a more innovative approach to curriculum design, for example, by linking all the subjects within an Area of Learning together rather than retain separate subject areas and by including over-arching themes such as thinking skills, environmental learning, the impact of religious and secular beliefs on society, learning about industry and manufacturing, global issues and citizenship. 
20. Greater exemplification of cross-curricular learning, including identification of where specific skills and knowledge could be taught, should be included on a non-statutory advisory basis within the Areas of Learning, which should place the professional judgement of teachers at its centre and emphasise that it could be adapted to the needs of pupils.
21. The approach taken in the “ICT in the Proposed Primary Curriculum” document could provide a useful starting point for this, as it contains very precise references to the aspects of the Areas of Learning which could be used to teach or apply specific content or skills. It could go even further, however, by using pictorial symbols to denote links with other subject content and skills, in the same way that the revised Welsh National Curriculum documents do, in order to strike the right balance between flagging up cross-curricular opportunities and giving teachers permission to interpret these potential links for their particular classroom context. 

22. Currently, the information at the end of the Areas of Learning documents obscures rather than clarifies the types of cross curricular approaches or themes which could be used, such as ways of or encouragement to teach maths, science and geography at the same time. The location of this information, as the final section of the documents, also gives an implicit message that this work is less important or an after-thought, rather than integral to curriculum design. 

23. As the Areas of Learning documents are currently formulated, teachers would need to spend considerable time cross-referring to the Areas and Essentials for Learning and Life documents to plan any cross curricular teaching. This is especially unhelpful to those teachers with less experience of detailed curriculum planning. Professional development opportunities and support materials, as well as dedicated time to undertake collaborative cross-curricular planning will be needed if all schools are to be enabled to combine both discrete subject teaching with other approaches. 

24. This would be particularly important for mathematics and English. Whilst the NUT agrees that these subjects are essential for all learners, the use of literacy and numeracy across the curriculum should mean spending less curriculum time on discrete lessons for these subjects, in order that more time would be available to teach and reinforce literacy and numeracy skills within real learning contexts.  Unless the high stakes tests in mathematics and English are removed, however, it is unlikely that the curriculum time allocated for these subjects will be revised to accommodate the other proposed Areas of Learning equally.
1d.
The proposals to integrate information and communication technology (ICT) through the curriculum will help children use technology to enhance their learning. 

25. The NUT supports the proposed approach to ICT in the primary curriculum, of teaching ICT skills through application in all six Areas of Learning rather than by teaching ICT skills in isolation and as an end in themselves. The detailed cross-curricular references in this document should support teachers in using ICT to enhance children’s learning and is also likely to engage children much more than if they were learning in discrete ICT skills lessons.
26. There are a number of concerns, however, about the practical implementation of this approach, which may affect the ability of individual schools and teachers to follow the proposals fully. It is essential to take into account the significant number of primary schools, particularly smaller schools, which have limited ICT resources. It would be extremely difficult for example, for a teacher to use this approach if currently their class only had one or two hours per week timetabled in an ICT suite, which is still the reality for some schools – certainly, not all have access to class sets of laptops which would provide the flexibility necessary for integrating ICT fully into the whole of the curriculum. Allied to this concern is the need for technical support for primary schools, as all of the software and hardware would have to work all the time if the increased focus on ICT is to be realised. Equitable access to reliable and high speed broadband connectivity is also essential for all primary schools to be able to exploit ICT fully, yet many parts of the country still do not have sufficient coverage and will struggle to match the use of the internet made in other schools.  
27. The proposals also have considerable cost implications, as increased use of ICT will increase schools’ costs, in terms of disposables and also maintenance if ICT is used more intensively. Training for teachers is a key issue, as few primary teachers will have received training on the use of ICT to enhance and deepen learning or how to use all of the approaches mentioned in the ICT and Areas of Learning documents, for example, the use of Twitter or social networking sites for educational purposes. Not only is investment in initial preparation for the revised curriculum needed but also for on-going ICT CPD, to keep up-to-date with latest developments in hardware and software as well as the pedagogical approaches which may arise from them.
28. Without this investment, the changes in pedagogy which are implicitly suggested by the ICT proposals will be extremely limited. This is the reason why Whiteboards, for example, have failed to revolutionise teaching approaches. PowerPoint, which is commonly used in schools, retains the transmission or “lecture” approach to teaching rather than the active or learner-initiated approach to learning suggested by the proposals. 

29. The NUT is concerned, however, that the expectations for ICT have increased significantly and are now pitched a little too high, especially for ‘middle’ primary, for example, the expected ability for children to show discrimination about texts’ accuracy, reliability etc. although children have doubtlessly embraced technology and are commonly far more adept at using it than their parents and teachers, it should not be assumed that this is the case for all children, especially those with no or limited access to ICT out of school. By increasing the demands of ICT as set out in the Level Descriptor, there is a danger that these children will be doubly disadvantaged, as they will enter school with a lower starting point in terms of skills and have less opportunity to practice the skills taught in school. 
30. There is also an important distinction to be made between children’s familiarity with and use of ICT and their effectiveness in using it. Research by BECTA, for example, suggests that 94 per cent of Year 6 children feel very confident about using ICT but that half cannot find what they want on the internet. We must not use the quantity of ICT usage amongst pupils as the reason for assuming that the quality of usage has also increased, which appears to be the rationale for the proposed raised expectations for this aspect of the curriculum.

31. The ICT primary curriculum document would also benefit from  the addition of references to pupils’ choice of using ICT when appropriate, for example, when they can present work in a “better” way, for example compiling information in a table rather than in a narrative form or to make presentation more “professional”, which is particularly important for some SEN children and also to e-safety. Children need to be taught explicitly about the rights and responsibilities which accompany the use of ICT, in particular the personal risks involved and how to tackle cyber-bullying. 
1e.
The proposed Essentials for Learning and Life provide schools with a helpful framework for the skills all children should develop. 

32. The proposed Essentials for Learning and Life, which would form a new “core” for the primary curriculum, are to be supported. As noted above, literacy and numeracy are key skills which all children need to be able to access the full curriculum and are vital for full engagement in society in their adult life. ICT skills provide an important tool for children’s learning and are also increasingly demanded by employers as well as the means by which we communicate and can access information relating to our own communities and beyond.
33. Equally welcome is the emphasis within the Essentials for Learning and Life on broader learning, personal and social skills, which also fulfil the dual role of empowering children to become independent learners and rounded citizens. The structure of the document suggests that these elements should be given parity with literacy, numeracy and ICT within schools, which could provide a good way of ensuring that the Every Child Matters agenda is firmly embedded across the curriculum and enables teachers to devote curriculum time to these “soft” skills, which may be a key priority for individual children in order to move their learning forward, with more confidence than is currently the case.  
34. Key Stage 1 teachers in particular have reported that they have had to struggle to make time to address such aspects of children’s learning, because they have been expected to focus on progressing children’s formal learning. by locating these skills within the Essentials for Learning and Life, teachers should feel that they have been given the permission necessary to focus on these skills where appropriate. 
35. The concise nature of the Essentials for Learning and Life document is particularly helpful and is, in fact, what some teachers expected the whole revised primary curriculum document to be like. It is more useable than the Areas of Learning documents and covers essential content which children need to be taught whilst also providing teachers with enough flexibility on how they would teach it. 

36. By setting out only four to six skills within each section of the Essentials for Learning and Life which children should learn, teachers will be clear about the main priorities for primary education whilst at the same time have the ability to make professional judgements about how these would be taught within the six Areas Of Learning. The difficulty, however, is that because the Areas of Learning are still very detailed in terms of subject content, there is a danger that the Essentials for Learning and Life over-arching skills may be relegated to retrospective planning and the focus would continue to be on curriculum coverage. 
37. This is particularly the case with the Areas of Learning which relate to literacy and numeracy, as the “Essential Knowledge” and “Key Skills” sections do not match up well with the core skills set out in the Essentials for Learning and Life. While there is some overlap, there are also some differences of emphasis and it is likely that teachers will use the Area Of Learning, rather than the Essentials for Learning and Life, as the lead document for their literacy and numeracy curriculum planning. 
1f.
Overall, the proposed curriculum is less prescriptive than the existing curriculum. 

1e.
Overall, the proposed curriculum will give schools more flexibility to adapt the curriculum to the needs of their children. 

30. The outcomes of the Rose Review most hoped for by primary teachers were the tackling of curriculum content overload and greater freedom to interpret the statutory curriculum in a way which meets the needs of pupils. As the Interim Rose Report said, mere reconfiguration of the current curriculum into the six Areas of Learning would not be sufficient to reduce the overall amount of content and level of prescription.  The Cambridge Primary Review, in its report on the curriculum, emphasises this point: 

“reducing between 10 and 15 subjects to a smaller number of, say, “areas of learning” may look promising as a way out of the nightmare but will solve nothing if the programmes of study remain as densely packed as they have been, or if time for some subjects is ring-fenced while other subjects – the majority – must fight for what little time remains.” 

38. Despite the Rose Review’s objective of reducing curriculum content and prescription, however, a detailed comparison between the current Programmes of Study for individual subjects and the subject sections within the Areas of Learning documents reveals that very little of substance has actually been removed– it has simply been expressed in a more concise way. There are examples of where statutory requirements have been moved to the Areas of Learning explanatory text, for example, the range of activities which were specified in the PE Programme of Study have been expanded and moved to “guidance” status only, but such examples are fairly cosmetic when compared to the bulk of curriculum content which has remained broadly the same. 

39. It is disappointing that QCA have ignored the concept of a statutory slimmed down core curriculum which was consistently supported by schools involved in its “Curriculum Futures” project. Under this model, the curriculum guidance was envisaged as a framework only, something in fact very similar to the Essentials for Learning and Life document.  

40. For this reason, there is a sense that the new primary curriculum will still be more about compliance with Government priorities than teachers’ freedom to adapt it. A key example of this is that the ability of teachers to make professional decisions about teaching subjects discretely or in other ways is not flagged up clearly enough in the Areas of Learning documents. There needs to be a far more overtly permissive tone to these documents if teachers are to feel confident that they can adapt the curriculum to meet the needs of their pupils in more than superficial ways.
41. A curriculum which is still to all intents and purposes subject-defined and hierarchical, combined with the maintenance of a high stakes accountability system which is driven by data generated by end of Key Stage 2 tests, will continue to present significant barriers to flexibility and innovation in primary schools.  In light of such a cultural climate, therefore, the capacity of schools to introduce curriculum innovation or to take advantage of the flexibilities which are claimed to be on offer, particularly in relation to cross-curricular working, within the new curriculum must be called into question.
42. It is quite clear that something far more radical is needed if schools are to feel empowered by primary curriculum reform.  There are a number of schools now that, often armed with an ‘outstanding’ or ‘good’ judgements from OFSTED, have the confidence to cherry pick the current curriculum and adapt it for their own purposes.  These schools will continue to do so when the revised curriculum is introduced. Other, less high performing schools, however, will still engage in ‘post hoc curriculum’ mapping, linking the aspects of the Areas of Learning to that which has already been taught.  Such activity is essentially useless and takes place only for external accountability purposes, pressures which the recent education White Paper has indicated will increase further for primary schools with the introduction of new school improvement programmes targeted at primaries with inconsistent year on year results,  “coasting” schools and lower progression rates as well as those below floor targets

43. The evidence from other countries is that framework curricula, with explicit expectations written into them that curricular content and pedagogy should be developed by schools and local authorities, trigger innovation and creativity.
44. In New Zealand and Finland, for example, the only way to secure local curriculum development is to require it, whilst at the same time providing flexibility in terms of how this work is undertaken, so that clusters of schools or local authority co-ordinated groups could work together, for example, on developments within an area.  In addition, school accountability mechanisms would need to be realigned to enable schools’ autonomy for curriculum matters, such as the amount of time devoted to particular aspects of the curriculum, to be taken into account equitably by considering the entry characteristics of pupils and how schools have taken account of these in their curriculum provision. 
SECTION 2: ESSENTIALS FOR LEARNING AND LIFE 
45. Please see responses to 1d and 1e above. 
SECTION 3: AREAS OF LEARNING
46. Please also see responses to 1b and 1c above.

47. The division of the new Areas of Learning into three phases (“early”; “middle”; “later”) have generally been welcomed by NUT members who feel this would be useful for schools as an internal aid to planning for progression or indeed work in primary schools which currently use such an organisational device informally.  
48. The documents need to make clear, however, that these divisions have advisory status only and are intended to help teachers’ plan for progression only, otherwise they could be interpreted as an officially prescribed approach which could be reinforced by National Curriculum end of Key Stage assessment requirements or the Assessing Pupil Progress programme.  For this reason, any division of the curriculum into phases should be limited to teacher support materials and guidance only, so that schools could choose to use it if they judged it to be useful. 
49. One potential benefit of this structural proposal could be the extension of the EYFS into Year 1.  This would be particularly useful to aid transition and provide an appropriate curriculum for those children who do not achieve the Early Learning Goals by the end of Reception.  Consideration should therefore be given in the final Report to a section within each of the Area of Learning documents which would encourage schools to use the EYFS curriculum and teaching approaches beyond the ‘official’ end of the EYFS and into “early” primary, if that would be more appropriate for individual children. 
“Understanding English, Communication and Languages” Area of Learning 
50. The NUT has stated consistently throughout the primary curriculum review process that the National Strategies frameworks for literacy and mathematics should be incorporated into any new primary curriculum and should not continue as a stand-alone aspect of the curriculum after 2011, otherwise they would undermine the holistic model of the curriculum envisaged by the six Areas of Learning approach.  

51. The NUT was alarmed, therefore, to read the statements in the Explanatory Notes for both this and the Mathematical Understanding Areas of Learning that if schools followed the (non statutory) National Strategies frameworks, they would have met the (statutory) National Curriculum requirements. Not only would this limit cross curricular approaches and teacher autonomy, it would also be likely to mean that the curriculum will continue to be dominated by literacy and numeracy. 

52. This concern has been superseded to some extent by the announcement in the education White Paper that the National Strategies are to be discontinued. However, it is clear from the White Paper that these pressures will remain and will be crucial to schools’ ability to implement the new curriculum in the manner in which it is intended. For example, paragraph 4.11 of the White Paper says “Schools should continue to focus on the best practice established over the last 12 years – for instance, the daily literacy hour and mathematics lesson in primary schools”. The National Strategies have never had statutory status yet comments such as this explain why they have been treated as statutory by the majority of schools.   
53. The kind of flexibility in curriculum design envisaged by QCA in this consultation will be severely limited if Government seeks to prescribe the amount of time schools should allot, as a minimum, to two aspects of it. In addition, the White Paper’s insistence that “the accountability system will continue to focus sharply on literacy and numeracy” will leave schools in no doubt that most curriculum time and effort should continue to be given to these two skills. Only the most successful and confident schools will feel able to implement the new curriculum fully – the rest will feel compelled to introduce the surface change of moving to Areas of Learning but offer essentially the same curriculum to their pupils. 
54. In terms of the specific content of this Area of Learning, the increased emphasis on ICT skills is to be supported, with some caveats relating to the increased expectations on pupils and the practical difficulties of implementation, which were outlined in the response to 1d above. In addition, it is important that the teaching of handwriting is not marginalised as a result of the inclusion of ICT skills, including keyboard skills, in this Area of Learning. Both are important skills for life and should be given equal importance. 

55. There is comparatively little on reading for pleasure included in the main document – this is confined mainly to the introductory section of the Area document yet should be woven throughout this Area of Learning. Indeed, much more emphasis should be given to “enjoyment”, “enrichment”, “creativity” and Every Child Matters in all of the Areas documents if the over-arching personal, social and learning skills set out in the Essentials for Learning and Life are to be addressed through the curriculum rather than as an adjunct to it.
56. There is also a need to include specific guidance for the teaching of EAL and SEN children within the Area document. Although there will doubtless be additional supplementary guidance issued by QCA, the importance of making appropriate provision for such children should be clearly flagged up in the statutory documents, perhaps in the section explaining the status of the three stages of primary education and its links to the EYFS which were suggested above. 
57. Although the NUT supports the introduction of modern foreign languages as part of the Key Stage 2 curriculum and believes its location within this Area of Learning to be the correct approach to take, it does have concerns about the proposed expectations to be placed on children, especially when read with the subject level descriptor, which appears likely to replace the current assessment framework, which the Interim Rose Report said would be retained.  There would now be far 
too much grammar expected of Level 4 and even Level 1 is demanding for a beginner learner of a new language. 

58. In addition, the subject level descriptor does not always sit well with the Languages Ladder, which is currently used by many primary schools for assessment purposes, as the proposed descriptors have higher expectations which are more akin to those expected at Key Stage 3, for example, the following items from Level 4 of the level descriptor all reflect “preliminary” rather than “breakthrough” level on the Languages Ladder: simple conversations; understanding main points of text; expressing preferences and spelling. In addition, the Level 4 descriptor says that children’s pronunciation should generally be accurate, compared to the less demanding “preliminary” Languages Ladder descriptor that pronunciation should be understandable. Because of these increased expectations, parents may see that their child has been assessed at Level 1 and think this is the level of a five year old, rather than they have just started learning a MFL and its demands are not measured in the same way as for subjects which children start learning on entry to primary schools. 

59. The NUT notes that these proposals are driven by the aim of achieving progression in line with the Key Stage 3 National Curriculum levels.  It believes that it is important, however, that Lord Dearing’s original vision for the Key Stage 2 Languages Framework, in particular, his emphasis on spoken rather than written language and the Framework’s separation from formal National Curriculum assessment arrangements, is maintained both to preserve children’s enthusiasm for learning a new language and to provide information which is useful to teachers on transition to secondary school. 
60. The emphasis for primary MFL should therefore be on oral work and intercultural understanding rather than on formal written language learning, which can be addressed at secondary school once children’s enthusiasm for languages has been established, especially as this part of the Area of Learning may be used with younger children who are not yet ready for writing and with SEN and EAL pupils in Key Stage 2. 
61. In addition, the greater emphasis on more formal language learning, together with the Area of Learning document’s encouragement that the links between English and other languages are exploited has significant extra implications for teachers’ professional development, beyond those of simply teaching basic conversational MFL. 
“Mathematical Understanding” Area of Learning

62. It does not appear that any significant content has been removed from the current primary mathematics curriculum to facilitate the transition to the proposed new curriculum model: indeed, the Mathematical Understanding Area of Learning seems to duplicate the current content of the National Strategies numeracy framework, whilst adding further targets of a more cross curricular nature.  For example, M5 in “Numbers and the Number System” requires teaching about the representation of number in different contemporary cultures and L26 makes connections between maths, art and recognition of different cultures, which is also emphasised in the cross curricular studies section. These additions to the curriculum also raise the issue of the level of knowledge needed by teachers to teach this and whether appropriate professional development and support will be available to help teachers prepare for new subject content.
63. “Money” has been given a separate heading rather than subsumed into “Number” or “Measures” as is currently the case.  This development will presumably lead to assessing this separately, which is welcome, as many children struggle with money concepts, but not necessarily with the overall areas of “Number” or “Measures”, where money is usually placed. This point also begs the question of how the current Assessing Pupil Progress (APP) documentation will link to the new headings – or presumably they will all need to be revamped, even though teachers are only beginning to become familiar with them now. 
64. In addition, much more emphasis is made throughout the document on children’s understanding of displays, tables, diagrams and data. The NUT would agree that this is an area that is vital to children’s understanding, but it is also an area that the least able find particularly challenging. M10 (and the explanatory note) rightly links division to multiplication. Multiplication facts of 2, 3, 4, 5 and 10 are specified here, whereas facts up to 10x10 are part of the Numeracy Framework for Y4. The proposed Area of Learning document is more realistic in its expectations, as it is only the most able pupils who can currently achieve this target and the incorporation of knowledge of all multiplication facts up to 10x10  into the Later phase (L7) would appear to be the more appropriate expectation of pupils.
65. There is more emphasis on understanding, interpretation and exploration skills in the proposals, using all facets of the curriculum. There will still be significant demands upon time in the school day to teach this aspect of the curriculum fully, so it is unlikely that the current skewing of the primary curriculum towards mathematics and English will be addressed satisfactorily.  Whilst the attempt to link mathematics to other areas of the curriculum is welcome, as it would facilitate cross curricular and creative teaching, the additional work which teachers would need to undertake to integrate mathematics teaching fully across the curriculum, as well as a discrete subject, would be extremely time consuming. 
66. Some of the current mathematics area headings have changed, with the ‘Using and Applying’ strand seemingly incorporated into all areas. Whilst this proposal is welcome, teachers will need to be aware of the need for this to be an overarching skill. For the children who find maths difficult, this is the area that can be most challenging and the area in which they will need most support. This change of emphasis should therefore be flagged up clearly in the introductory sections of the Area of Learning document. 
67. The use of ICT is emphasised heavily throughout the Area of Learning document, including the use of calculators in the ‘Early’ phase for exploring number patterns. Spreadsheets and programmable toys, creation of geometric patterns are also mentioned in the explanatory texts. It should be emphasised that the use of technology should support mathematical learning – real connections should be made and ICT should not used in a context where children’s mathematical understanding is not sufficient to facilitate the activity – understanding must always come before the  technology. In addition, as noted above, the increased emphasis on ICT throughout the primary curriculum will create funding and training issues for schools and teachers. In the current economic climate, will school’s budgets be able to provide the resources to meet the demands of the curriculum? 
68. Although speaking and listening is given a high priority in the Final Rose Review (Recommendation 9), this is not a theme that runs strongly through the Mathematical Understanding Area of Learning document, particularly in the Early phase. Although the use of role play to understand money (E8) is mentioned in the explanatory notes, and role play is also a theme mentioned in the cross curricular studies, there are few other explicit references. 
69. In the Key Skills section d, “communicating ideas”, language is listed as the last means of communication, whereas every early years teacher know that it is the first. This would not facilitate the Rose Review’s recommendation of extension of Early Years Foundation Stage teaching and learning approaches into Key Stage 1. There should be a particular emphasis in the Areas of Learning documentation on talk, explanations and specific use of mathematical vocabulary as an essential part of learning especially in the Early phase, although this approach is relevant throughout the primary years. The Williams Review of Maths given high priority to the development of mathematical talk or “talk for learning” and a national training programme which focuses on this area has already been rolled out. It is essential that this work is reflected in the statements in the documentation.
SECTION 4: LANGUAGES
70. The proposals relating to primary MFL are pragmatic but somewhat contradictory. On the one hand, schools are to be free to choose which language(s) they teach, but it should only be one or two languages and these should be the same languages taught at the secondary schools the children will attend in Key Stage 3.
71. Most primary schools currently offer either one or two languages, mainly because of the constraints of teacher expertise and available curriculum time.  This enables at least a basic introduction to learning a language in depth, rather than a superficial taster of lots of different languages. The retention of schools’ ability to offer multi-lingual awareness programmes in line with Lord Dearing’s original recommendations for primary modern foreign languages, is important, however, particularly given the cross-curricular approach to the teaching of language in general and its application by children as envisaged in this curriculum model. 

72. This would also be in keeping with the principle that schools should have sufficient flexibility to adapt the curriculum to their context, as it would enable schools to include in their overall programmes of study children’s ‘home’ languages, which might not otherwise be able to be offered as one of the ‘main’ modern foreign languages because of lack of expertise in it or because it did not link with neighbouring secondary schools’ provision.  

73. The latter factor highlights the tension between the two proposals, as it is suggested that primary schools’ choices about which modern foreign language(s) to offer should be led predominantly by what is required at secondary level.  Unfortunately, this is likely to lead to only French and Spanish being offered in Key Stage 2 because the large number of feeder primary schools which most secondary schools have would make standardisation of approach the most pragmatic solution to ensuring that the specific language skills gained at Key Stage 2 could be built upon in Key Stage 3.  
74. These are also the languages which most primary teachers have some knowledge of and which are currently most frequently offered by primary schools. This is important, as it is still currently the case that the majority of primary MFL is taught either by staff without qualified teacher status or by non-specialist primary teachers, who have not received adequate support or training. England is still one of the few countries in Europe where MFL teachers are not recommended to spend a period of time in the country in which the language is spoken as part of their in-service training. In addition, a generation of new primary teachers will have poor MFL skills because of the low take up rate at Key Stage 4. Dedicated MFL professional development is needed, therefore, on an on-going basis, not merely to support the introduction of primary MFL. 
75. There are also practical issues relating to secondary school admissions which need to be considered in the context of these proposals. Academies, for example, operate outside local authorities’ “families of schools” and therefore could not be required to participate in the local networks which would be needed to facilitate the implementation of this aspect of the consultation. Secondary schools which have responsibility for their own admissions arrangements could potentially set previous learning of one of the languages which they offer as an admissions criterion, which could limit parents’ ability to exercise choice of secondary school for their child. Some secondary schools offer languages beyond those traditionally associated with school, such as Mandarin. Primary schools serving as feeders for such schools would need considerable additional support if they were also expected to make these available to their pupils. 
76. The University of Cambridge/Esmee Fairbairn Primary Review makes the important point that not only is continuity between primary and secondary language learning a key criterion for shaping provision, but also:

“a second is the likely use of usefulness of the language… A third criterion is the support which learning a foreign language gives to the advancement of the pupil’s understanding and skill in English…. Fourth, and less commonly heard, there is the argument that in communities which are linguistically diverse, cultural understanding and cohesion would benefit if the principle of English as an Additional Language were reversed and native English speakers were to learn one of the predominantly local languages. Like Rose, we see no alternative to the decision on such matters being taken locally.”

77. Strong local and regional co-ordination, partnership and funding is needed to ensure that an appropriate balance can be struck between reflecting the range of languages already spoken within primary schools, primary schools’ curriculum planning and the need for pupils to be able to continue to make progress in MFL learning when they move to secondary education.  The development of MFL in primary schools enhances also the need for local authorities to second MFL advisers, for example, who would not only advise primary schools but help build links between primary and secondary schools. 

78. Lord Dearing rightly said in the consultation document which first proposed the introduction of primary modern foreign languages that there is “no single way” of teaching MFL and that any curriculum framework’s emphasis should be on providing a wide variety of opportunities to meet pupils’ individual learning styles.  The NUT believes that the QCA’s proposals go some way towards Lord Dearing’s commitment to a ‘flexible’ framework, which does not seek to prescribe specific topics or contexts for language learning, in preparation for the demands of secondary MFL.  The curricular broad strands of oracy, literacy and intercultural understanding suggested by Lord Dearing have been adopted by QCA and should, with the exception of literacy, as noted above, enable teachers to interpret what is included in the revised primary curriculum according to their pupils’ needs and develop their own teaching approaches, harnessing their creativity and pedagogical expertise. 

SECTION 5: LEARNERS’ NEEDS AND TRANSITION
79. As stated above, the NUT believes that the basic concept of the revised primary curriculum design will facilitate improved transition between the EYFS and Key Stage 1 but that more work is needed to provide clear guidance to teachers on how far the EYFS framework can be used with pupils in Key Stage 1 where appropriate and also on how the EYFS principle of play-based learning can be adopted for Key Stage 1. 
80. The disconnect between the current primary curriculum and the EYFS have made it extremely difficult for schools to be able to accommodate the needs of children who are still working towards the ‘expected’ Early Learning Goal outcomes, particularly those related to literacy. The proposed new primary Areas of Learning do allow links to be made between the two curricula but do not dovetail completely yet and it is hoped that further work on aligning the two will be undertaken in order to ensure that the curriculum meets the needs of all children in Year 1. 
81. The NUT was extremely disappointed that the Final Rose Report recommended that selected literacy Early Learning Goals should remain located within the EYFS rather than be moved into Key Stage 1.  The NUT believes that the ELG literacy goals which require children to be able to write their own names and begin to use simple sentences, sometimes with punctuation are overly ambitious for most children. 
82. This position is not a manifestation of low expectations but a recognition that the ELGs must be developmentally appropriate. Sue Palmer, literacy expert, writing in the Times Educational Supplement (26/5/06) about the introduction of the EYFS, encapsulated this position when she said: 

“While developmental milestones come naturally to human infants, writing and punctuation do not, and this conflation of child development and educational objectives is very dangerous.” 

83. There is widespread agreement among early years specialists that these particular literacy ELGs are pitched too high when compared to the corresponding Key Stage 1 objectives and are not achievable for the majority of children.  Such a view was expressed recently by Lesley Staggs, former Director of the Foundation Stage, who also commented that the proposed target-setting process “could result in inappropriate pressure typically on four-year old boys”
.  Summer born children would also be adversely affected by their continued use. 

84. The national data for previous years indicates that these goals are not pitched appropriately.  Only 46 per cent of five-year-olds can do the first and 30 per cent the second.  Many Reception teachers are demoralised by their lack of success in enabling children to attain these goals and they are aware that this situation helps to develop a culture of deficiency for young children, identifying what they can not do rather than what they can.  The continued enforcement of these goals has lead to inappropriate pressures on young children to acquire certain formal skills too soon, which may affect both their current wellbeing and their future motivation. 

85. There is little evidence to support the view that the current approach is working.  Approximately 30 per cent of children do not achieve level 2B in the Key Stage 1 tests for reading, and nearly 40 per cent in writing. Disadvantaged children do particularly badly at Key Stage 1, for these are the very children who need a solid foundation in socialisation, listening and speaking skills, and fine motor skills, before proceeding to the demands of reading and writing.  There is substantial evidence from research in this country and from overseas that a later start to more formal aspects of language and literacy learning would lead to quicker gains in competence in reading and writing, and actually to higher standards at age nine or ten. 

86. Ministers may insist that these ELGs are not mandatory targets but ‘aspirational milestones’ but the EYFS Framework does say that providers have a duty to ensure that they comply with the learning and development requirements as well as the welfare requirements.  In addition, the use of the ELGs to underpin the target-setting process for local authorities, as part of their Early Outcomes Duties, has been a long-standing concern of the NUT, as not only does it pre-suppose that the ELGs are pitched at the right level, it pushes the pressure on local authorities to meet these targets down to individual setting and school level.  

87. Top down pressure in Reception to move quickly towards more formal approaches to teaching and learning would, despite the revised primary curriculum, still be experienced by teachers because of the demands of the end of Key Stage 1 National Curriculum tasks and tests.  Even though these are not formally reported in league tables, they are still high stakes for schools because they are used as a measure of ‘value added’ by OFSTED and other forms of school accountability.  The influence exerted by these requirements on schools must be factored into curriculum design if it is to be implemented as QCA intends to be by schools. 
88. The NUT’s concerns about how the new primary curriculum will be implemented in Key Stage 1 are exacerbated by the recommendation in the Final Rose Report that children should enter Reception in the September immediately following their fourth birthday. 

89. The NUT has held long-standing concerns about the practice of admitting four year olds to Reception classes.  There is no conclusive evidence that a later start disadvantages a child’s later progress at school
.  Indeed, children who are not developmentally ready to start school are more likely to experience stress and failure in the school environment
, with children starting school close to the age of four not doing as well as children born at the same time of year who started school later.  Rose’s consideration of the evidence to support his conclusion was selective to say the least and did not acknowledge this contrary, but equally valid research. 
90. In addition, Rose’s presentation of the EPPSE research findings is disingenuous, as this refers to all early years provision, not just that of Reception classes, so it would be impossible to extrapolate the benefits of early attendance at Reception classes from this work alone.  A more pertinent point is that summer born children who enter Reception in September typically experience only one year of early education, compared to two years for other children. 

91. Summer born children do catch up – the research shows that by Year six it is not possible to identify when a child was born according to their performance.  When children are four years old, however, the difference six months can make to their experience of life is quite significant, as it represents an eighth of their total life.  It is inappropriate to expect such children to perform the same tasks at the same level as older classmates. 

92. This finding lies at the heart of the NUT’s objection to the recommendation. Reception is officially the final year of the EYFS.  If this recommendation meant that all four year olds enjoyed a full year of early education as defined by the EYFS curriculum and practice guidance and was subject to the EYFS statutory staffing ratios, it would support the recommendation fully. 

93. In practice, however, Reception is commonly treated as the first year of Key Stage 1.  NUT Reception class teachers have increasingly reported that they are subject to pressure to adopt formal teaching approaches that they believe to be inappropriate for young children, particularly because of the National Strategy Literacy and Numeracy frameworks and the Key Stage 1 tests.  There is also some evidence that, in practice, OFSTED inspectors expect to see whole class formal teaching of literacy and numeracy in the Reception year.  This expectation can naturally influence teachers to adopt a formal approach throughout the EYFS, but especially in the Reception year.

94. Such a view is supported by the University of Cambridge/Esmee Fairbairn Primary Review, which comments: 

“the KS1/2 standards agenda has made this vital point of transition increasingly fraught, for it has been squeezed by two very different views of what primary education should be about.”

95. In addition, Reception is subject to the Infant Class Size legislation, not the EYFS staffing requirements.  This means that one teacher is considered sufficient to work with up to 30 children, with no requirement for support staff to be allocated.  The demands upon Reception teachers, who must try to meet the wide range of needs in any such class, cannot be overstated.  The potential for additional support, for summer-born children or other groups in need of particular attention, in Reception would clearly be limited and dependent to a large extent on the ability of individual schools to deploy additional support for them. 

96. These problems would be exacerbated further in mixed Reception/Year 1 classes, which are typically found in smaller schools.  This is clearly an unsatisfactory proposition for a national education system.  Practical issues, such as indoor and outdoor play areas and age-appropriate resources, could also present problems for primary schools which do not have EYFS provision attached. 
97. The NUT is extremely concerned therefore that, if this recommendation was implemented alongside the revised primary curriculum, teachers would not be able to offer an appropriate learning environment for children of this age, although it would conflict with both the EYFS and new primary curriculum guidance.  Formal teaching approaches in the early years are considered to be inappropriate and counterproductive by early years practitioners, a view which is supported by research findings, including the DfES-funded effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) study
, which found that this risks undermining young children’s motivation and disposition to learn, thus lowering rather than raising levels of achievement in the longer term.

98. The recommendation certainly does not reflect the EYFS principle of ‘the unique child’.  Bringing children into Reception early would not, of itself, address the needs of summer born children, as it is the timing of their assessment which puts them at a disadvantage.  It is disappointing that the Expert Group on Assessment’s review of current arrangements did not address this issue. 

99. In terms of transition between primary and secondary, the clear coverage of discrete subjects which has been maintained within the primary Areas of Learning should enable progression to be tracked between Key Stages 2 and the Key Stage 3 programmes of study. It must be acknowledged, however, that discrete subject teaching is increasingly being replaced by a cross-curricular or thematic approach in Years 7 and 8, therefore the proposed encouragement of primary schools to provide more discrete subject teaching in Years 5 and 6 seems rather disjointed from the actualities of current practice.  

100. A number of the Expert Group on Assessment’s recommendations about transition do, however, overlap with and are relevant to this section of the QCA consultation. The recommendation that the end of Key Stage 2 tests should be moved to mid June would have a serious knock-on effect on the proposed extended study for Year 6 pupils.  The justification for this proposal, that the teaching of English and maths are not given sufficient prominence after the tests, is both insulting to primary teachers and also clearly indicates the kind of pressures schools will be under if they attempt to implement the new primary curriculum in full. 
101. The Expert Group report implies that most of the work would be done in primary school during Year 6, rather than divided evenly with Year 7 as Rose suggested, which would offer a genuine “bridge” between the two key stages and real potential to bring Key Stage 2 and 3 teachers closer together. If the tests are to be taken in mid June, however, there would only be a few weeks before the end of term to undertake this work, which would limit any visits or other curriculum enrichment activities which primary schools traditionally organise for this part of Year 6. 

102. The extended study has to be meaningful and not duplicate work at either Key Stage 2 or 3, therefore it will need to have explicit links to both the Areas of Learning and the Key Stage 3 Programmes of Study.  Teachers need to be consulted on what an extended study might look like, what existing practices which support continuity between the primary and secondary sectors are available currently and how these could be build upon. 

103. There is also a range of practical issues which would need to be addressed if this was to be implemented; for example, how to involve large numbers of primary schools, time for joint planning and also how to secure the participation of Academies. Time would also need to be set aside for the Expert Group’s proposal that all Year 6 pupils should spend time during the summer term in their future secondary school.  Until such practical details are developed more fully, it is difficult to give an informed response to these proposals. 
CONCLUSION 
104. The NUT reiterates its view that whilst the QCA’s proposals for revisions to the primary curriculum are welcome and offer the possibility of a genuinely innovative approach to teaching and learning, the imperatives of the national school accountability system and the various uses to which the data from the Key Stage 2 tests are put will result in, at best, superficial changes to primary education.  If the QCA’s aims for the revised curriculum are to be realised and schools are to be able to exercise professional judgement over the curriculum offer to individual pupils, the test and accountability system must be revised to meet the needs of this new curriculum. This consultation, together with the Expert Group on Assessment’s recommendation, mean that primary education is at a cross roads. The NUT believes the right path to take is that signalled by the QCA, rather than the Expert Group’s recommended continuation of all that has narrowed and diminished the primary curriculum over the past 11 years. 
� Nursery World, ‘Special Report : Child Data’, 19 October 2006





� Sharp, C., Age of Stating School and the Early Years Curriculum, NFER/LGA, 1998.


� Gledhill, J., Ford, T. and Goodman, R., The Relationship Between Age within the School Year and Educational Difficulties, King’s College London, 2000.


� Siraj-Blatchford, I., Sylva, K.  et al, Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years, Institute of Education, University of London, 2002.





Response-QCA Primary Curriculum-09_KR

17 July 2009
Created: 10 July 2009/KR

Revised: 10 July 2009/CA

