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Abstract Both China and England require state-funded schools to teach a 
national curriculum. While policy congruence in terms of overall intention is 
apparent, there are major differences between each country’s approach to 
systemic curriculum reform which highlight contrasting attitudes to how best to 
effect change in schools and widely differing views on curriculum design, 
particularly in relation to pedagogy, and its significance. 
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Contrasting Directions of Travel 

England has had a fully implemented and state-mandated curriculum for its 
government-funded schools since 1988; China has had one since 1999, although 
it is more accurate to say that it began to develop such a curriculum from that 
year, its implementation being still very much an on-going matter (Guan & Meng, 
2007). Indeed, China’s national curriculum reform (CNCR), unlike England’s, 
has been less about quickly handing down to schools and teachers a previously 
fully worked out curriculum design, and much more about working with key 
stake holders over an extended period to create and establish one. As such, 
CNCR has emphasized the importance of local implementation, inviting teachers 
in particular to play a crucial role in interpreting on the ground a broad centrally 
determined curricular framework, including modes of formative student 
assessment. By contrast, England’s national curriculum reform (ENCR) has 
required schools chiefly to teach centrally prescribed subject-derived curricular 
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content, the learning of which is periodically monitored through teacher 
administered pre-specified standardized tests. The upshot is that CNCR entails far 
more teacher-discretion and school-based curriculum development than is allowed 
for in ENCR, where top-down prescription, largely uniform teacher-delivery, 
formative modes of student assessment and strict modes of school accountability are 
given greater and considerable prominence. Given the contrasting ways in which the 
central state has historically operated in England and China—the latter entailing, in 
contrast to the former, a party-led sovereign rather than parliamentary-led 
representative form of democracy, it is thus fascinatingly ironic that strict 
government control appears to be a far greater feature of ENCR than CNCR. 

And, as will be made clear shortly, there are other crucial and major 
differences of emphasis which, together with the ones mentioned so far, suggest 
the need to be very cautious in drawing too easy comparisons between what 
China is seeking to achieve through its highly drawn out curriculum development 
initiative and what England has largely brought about in very fast order. The 
important need to also recognize obvious contextual differences, including the 
contrasting political backgrounds of the reforms in each country, results in the 
requirement to be especially careful about using the experience of one context 
and applying it to another (Whitty, Power, & Halpin, 1998, p. 7). Put simply, 
what appears to “work” in one country simply either may not be relevant to or 
workable elsewhere, although, as is stated at the very end, there might be merit in 
avoiding certain approaches to curriculum reform in any situation because of 
their near universal negative unintended consequences. 

Three differences of emphasis in CNCR and ENCR are significant to this 
discussion. 

(1) CNCR includes a strong steer on approved learning styles, while ENCR 
does not, other than in indirect and frequently regressive ways. The words 
“learning,” and “ways of learning,” in fact, hardly occur in the initial statements 
about ENCR, featuring rather as later add-ons; in CNCR they, or ones like them, 
are both dominant and central, and there from the start, with stress being laid 
upon the importance of encouraging students to become “active” and “creative” 
learners, rather than “passive” and “rote” ones. Consequently, “exploration,” 
“co-operation,” “interaction,” and “participation” are central leitmotifs of 
CNCR’s theory of student learning. ENCR, meanwhile, certainly in its original 
format, does not possess and commend a comparable and coherent position on 
pedagogy. Relatedly, in CNCR, the role of the teacher is redefined away from 
that of a mere instructor of students towards being an enabler of their learning, a 
position set within a broad democratic context that promotes students’ “rights” 
and “voice.” These latter aspects are entirely absent from ENCR. Their presence 
in CNCR moreover highlights the importance of articulating ideas about 
curriculum form and content with ideas about the processes of teaching and 
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learning. This linkage in CNCR, in point of fact, underscores the theoretical 
necessity to view agreement on what is to be taught in schools in terms that draw 
attention not just to curriculum content, but also to basic principles of pedagogy, 
seeing them in fact as reverse sides of the same coin.  

(2) While CNCR, like ENCR, privileges the teaching of established subjects, 
this is advocated very differently. A narrow selection of high status and well 
established subjects, most with very familiar names, constitute the core and much 
of the rest of England’s NC—subjects like mathematics, science, English, history, 
and geography. The presence and legitimacy of these subjects is mostly assumed 
in England, rather than argued for, with the result that a host of other important 
areas of knowledge hardly get a look in—subjects like philosophy and most of 
the social sciences, for instance. In this connection, it may strike some observers 
as astonishing that students following England’s NC, unlike China’s, get so little 
direct exposure during their school years to subjects crucial to an understanding 
of contemporary society and modern life generally—subjects like sociology, 
psychology and economics, for example. This is not to say however that the 
modern world is relegated fully to the margins of students’ learning by ENCR. 
On the contrary, as in CNCR, technological education is strongly represented in 
England’s NC. On the other hand, there is something curiously un-modern 
looking, old-fashioned even, in what is chiefly found in England’s NC reform.  

Subjects feature strongly in CNCR, and some with immediately recognizable 
labels, like mathematics, science, and history. But, unlike in England, these sit 
alongside and form part of a uniform curriculum structure that seeks to integrate 
subject knowledge with active problem-solving and work-related skills. 
Additionally, the sorts of areas of knowledge, which some bemoan the absence of 
in England’s NC, are headlined very strongly in China’s, as indicated by subject 
labels such as “ethics and life” and “ideology and morality,” all of which are 
designed to foster in students an appropriate patriotic spirit and commitment to 
civil society, including of course an adherence to socialist and democratic ideals.  

Although no theoretical ideas are explicitly invoked by CNCR to support this 
curriculum design, they have historical precedent in some of the early attempts in 
the USA between 1950 and 1964 to articulate a theory of general education as the 
basis for developing a “common core curriculum” (Smith, Stanley, & Shores, 
1950; Broudy, Smith, & Burnett, 1964). Like these early efforts, CNCR’s regards 
established subjects as one among a variety of resources needed to develop a 
suitable whole “basic education” curriculum design, rather than, as in ENCR, 
viewing them as the superior pre-determinants of its overall structure. It is also 
notable that early US ideas about the need for and form and content of a common 
basic education were strongly associated with the requirement to help prepare 
school-aged students for democratic citizenship in adulthood, a theme, as just 
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indicated, that is vigorously pursued in CNCR, as was also the case in a 
significant parallel core curriculum development initiated in Australia in the 
1980s (Skilbeck, 1982).  

(3) Unlike CNCR, ENCR has no theoretically informed notion of either 
curriculum development or curriculum implementation. ENCR outlines merely a 
curriculum structure to be adopted without stating how this is to be best achieved 
and over what time-scale, other than immediately or soon after! The assumption in 
England has largely been that all that is required in order to affect successfully 
systemic curriculum reform is a public announcement by central government 
followed by a ministerial policy edict, including a piece of legislation, to which 
schools and teachers are then expected simply to subscribe with the minimum delay.  

The contrast with CNCR here cannot be minimized, for China appears to have 
a far better appreciation than England of the simple truism that issuing a 
declaration on the curriculum is the easy part; getting teachers and schools 
subsequently to engage and work with it positively being a far more complicated 
and drawn out process requiring considerable pre-planning and external support.  

This better appreciation in CNCR realizes several important policy emphases 
which are mostly absent from ENCR, other than in the form of oblique 
after-thoughts or undeclared assumptions. Significantly, CNCR adopts explicitly 
a “staircase” model of curriculum implementation, entailing three inter-linked 
“management levels” of policy mediation, implicating in turn the central state, 
provincial educational administrations, and schools and teachers. This model 
regards it as axiomatic that the process of curriculum implementation must entail 
a degree of mutual adaptation at each management level.   

China’s central state sets the reform’s “macro-goals”; provincial administrators 
work out how best to reinterpret these, meshing them sensitively with local needs; 
while individual schools are charged with exploring and selecting appropriate 
curriculum resources, including textbooks, and developing specific schemes of 
study relevant to the students they teach and the circumstances in which they live 
out their daily lives. Running through this approach to curriculum planning and 
implementation is an implicit commitment to the principles of school-based 
curriculum development (Skilbeck, 1984; Sabar, 1991).   

Arising out of CNCR’s assumption of the importance of school-based 
curriculum development is its encouragement of local experimentation, which 
has, among other things, stimulated several counties in many municipalities to 
act as test-beds for new textbooks covering a variety of NC subjects. State 
sponsored experimentation of this sort is notable by its absence in ENCR. As is 
the idea, prominent in China’s efforts, that external agencies like university 
schools of education should work in close partnership with local schools and 
teachers to help them rethink their curriculum priorities and practices in the light 
of the macro goals identified by the central state and mediated by local 
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authorities (Xu, 2009). To be sure, ENCR does not discourage such activity; but 
it does not overly espouse it either, assuming that schools and their teachers can, 
indeed should, “deliver” the state’s requirements in a mostly undiluted form 
without the need for much or any outside “expert” guidance and support. 

England’s National Curriculum 

Although ENCR received its first legislative endorsement in 1988, its present 
form came fully to fruition some eight years later, in 1996. During that year 
England’s national government—a Conservative one—issued an Education Act, 
section 351 of which required all schools funded by the central state to “provide 
a balanced and broad-based curriculum that: promotes the spiritual, moral, 
cultural, mental and physical development of pupils at the schools and in 
society.” Although this broad curriculum aim, or one like it, featured in ENCR’s 
original incarnation in 1988, the years that elapsed between then and 1996 
witnessed a plethora of changes to some of the detail of the curriculum structure 
prescribed to achieve it. To cut a long story very short, because there is not 
enough space here to tell it in full, early experience of the ENCR showed that 
schools required greater flexibility to the initial requirements than was first 
envisaged in 1988. The result was the introduction between 1988 and 1996 of a 
host of changes designed to permit this, though these did not in any way 
profoundly compromise the original idea that the content of England’s NC 
should be organized around and essentially derived from a set of pre-identified 
and mostly historically well-established academic subjects.  

1997 was an important year in the history of ENCR. That year a Labor 
Government replaced the previous Conservative one in England, remaining in 
power ever since. While Labor retained the NC introduced by the Conservatives, 
it introduced in 1998−1999 a series of advisory strategies for schools which, 
whilst technically outside the formal NC, now carry almost equal weight with it. 
This is most significant for primary schools in the areas of literacy and 
numeracy—the so-called “National Literacy and Numeracy Strategies.” Because 
neither strategy is actually part of the statutory ENCR, there is no need to 
comment overly on them here. However, a complete account of the ENCR’s 
development and implementation cannot be ignorant of them, chiefly because 
their requirements are not experienced by teachers in England as remotely 
advisory. On the contrary, they are viewed as both peremptory and unavoidable, 
with the result that schools engage with them as if they are stipulated, not least 
because compliance with what they “advise” is regularly monitored by external 
inspectors.  

The year 2002 consolidated in legislative terms the ENCR as it is known and 
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experienced today in England. Specifically, the Education Act 2002 (Part 6) 
re-confirmed both the NC’s structure, including the subjects that schools should 
teach, rehearsing much of what was there at the outset in 1988, while adding 
adjustments of detail derived from the changes made in the intervening period.  

Appreciating properly this structure requires some understanding of a number 
of key terms and phrases that feature throughout ENCR’s official paperwork, and 
which are particular, indeed unique, to it. These include: “key stages,” of which 
there are four; “core and non-core foundation subjects,” of which there are three 
and nine respectively; “programmes of study,” of which there are many; 
“attainment targets” and “level descriptors,” of which there are even more; and 
“standard assessment tests,” which occur at regular intervals.   

England’s NC is divided into four key stages (KS): 
 
·KS 1: 5 to 7 years old  
·KS 2: 7 to 11 years old  
·KS 3: 11 to 14 years old, and  
·KS 4: 14 to 16 years old.  

 
In the majority of cases, students at KSs 1 and 2 attend non-selective 

“primary” schools; while students at KSs 3 and 4 attend “secondary” schools, 
also largely non-selective in their intakes. 

England’s NC is made up of twelve subjects. The “core” subjects—English, 
Mathematics and Science—are compulsory for all students aged 5 to 16. The 
other “foundation” subjects are compulsory at one or more KSs: 

 
·Art & Design (not compulsory at KS 4)  
·Citizenship (not compulsory at KSs 1 & 2) 
·Design & Technology (not compulsory at KS 4) 
·Geography (not compulsory at KS 4) 
·History (not compulsory at KS 4) 
·Information and Communications Technology (compulsory at all KSs) 
·Modern Foreign Language (not compulsory at KSs 1, 2, & 4) 
·Music (not compulsory at KS 4) 
·Physical Education (compulsory at all KSs). 

 
Allowing some secondary students to opt out of studying certain subjects at 

KS 4 is designed to enable them to do one of two things: either to follow instead 
a more vocationally oriented curriculum at the expense of a mostly academic one; 
or to facilitate greater academic specialization with a view to future university 
attendance. Although at first sight this opting out mechanism seems 
uncontroversial, there are some critics, as will be indicated later, who worry that 
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it has some undesirable consequences.   
The NC programmes of study are legally binding statements that set out, first, 

the knowledge, skills and student understanding that must be taught during each 
KS where each subject is taught; and, second, the breadth of study required, by 
which is meant the contexts, activities, areas of study and range of experiences 
through which the knowledge, skills and understanding are taught, including 
their application in practice. As such, programmes of study prescribe the why and 
what of that which is to be taught for each of the core and foundation subjects. 
These programmes of study exist in published form and are distributed to all 
schools (for further information, http://curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/). Teachers work 
with them in the course of drafting their schemes of work, attending closely to 
what they state when planning individual lessons and sequences of lessons. They 
also feature a lot in university-based initial teacher training courses, whose 
curricula are organized around them.  

Each subject of England’s NC has one or more attainment targets which set out 
the knowledge, skills and understanding which students of different maturities 
and abilities are expected to have by the end of each KS. With the exception of 
Citizenship, each attainment target for each subject is divided into eight level 
descriptors which describe what a student ought to know and to be able to do at 
different stages of their schooling.  

ENCR is thus a highly bureaucratic reform, in which teachers are constrained 
to provide students with learning experiences that follow closely an elaborated 
pre-ordained official blueprint, almost all of which they have had no direct say in 
drawing up, other than through the subject associations that seek to represent 
their interests, but of which few teachers are active members. Of course there 
remains some room for manoeuvre, and a special role therefore for teacher 
imagination generally; but both space and creativity are severely constricted by 
what is laid down by the programmes of study and their associated attainment 
targets and level descriptors, which are obligatory. This has profound and 
potentially negative consequences for how assessments are carried out and how 
lessons are planned and taught, as will also be made clear in a moment. 

Meanwhile, it is necessary to comment on the assessment regime itself, which 
is closely tied into the curriculum structure as just described. Until last year, all 
students underwent externally set standard assessment tests (SATs) towards the 
ends of KSs 1, 2, and 3, in the core subjects, but not the foundation ones, where 
teacher assessment was allowed. During the last two years of KS 4 most students 
formally sit public examinations in a selection of core and foundation subjects. 
From 2010 SATs at the end of KS 2 will be curtailed, chiefly because severe 
problems emerged during the marking of them in 2008. Now, at both KS 1 and KS 
2, and at KS 3, testing will take the form of teacher assessment, though still firmly 
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against the NC attainment targets for all subjects. In other words, SATs will still 
exist, but they will be generated more by schools rather than by external bodies. 

Whether of the teacher or external form, test results for individual schools are 
always published in England, being an important statistical (if arguably narrow) 
measure of their performance. The publication of test results in this way is one 
means whereby the government in England regulates the work of schools and 
teachers, making them highly accountable in ways previously unheard of. Many 
commentators think this to be a good outcome; others, as will be indicated 
shortly, find it a worrying trend. 

To summarize: This is how the structure of England’s NC looks compared to 
China’s: 
·China’s national curriculum framework, like England’s, identifies a range of 

subjects to be taught, but these are not linked with detailed or prescribed 
programmes of study; 

·Many of the subjects prioritized in China’s NC framework feature 
prominently in ENCR, notably technological education. However, CNCR’s 
NC has a more unified overall curriculum structure than ENCR’s, espousing 
an explicit conception of general education, including a greater emphasis on 
societal and ideological outcomes; 

·ENCR is far more structured than CNCR around the needs of summative 
assessment; 

·CNCR adopts a more explicit theory of pedagogy than does ENCR, one that 
allows for and encourages a greater degree of teacher discretion in the 
development of creative teaching and learning methods; and  

·CNCR gives greater priority than ENCR to school-based curriculum 
development and curriculum experimentation at the level of the school. 

The Impact of England’s National Curriculum 

Considerable research activity since 1988, both in England and elsewhere, has 
been committed to monitoring the impact of ENCR, which means comments at 
this point, given limitations of space, will inevitably be partial and limited. For 
ease of effort, and to get quickly to the heart of the matter, it is useful therefore to 
discuss the impact of ENCR along two crude axes—theoretically positive 
outcomes and empirically negative ones.     

Theoretically Positive 

Whatever one may think of the actual detail of ENCR, and many commentators 
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are very critical, it undeniably has established in England a national curriculum 
entitlement, spelling out what all students, irrespective of social and economic 
background, should be taught during their years of compulsory schooling. 
Although it would be quite wrong to suggest that, prior to 1988, schools in 
England were free to teach whatever they liked, it is reasonable to argue that it 
was not always clear they all provided a sufficiently balanced and broad 
curriculum for every student. The result was that some students living in different 
parts of England had a poorer educational experience than others residing 
elsewhere, often reinforcing historic inequalities of access and opportunity.  

There is no evidence available however to suggest that this greater uniformity 
in curriculum provision in England’s schools today has directly had any major 
causal consequences for levering up student attainments and improving 
education standards generally. The key words here are “directly” and “causal.” For 
while it is clear that there has taken place over the past years improved national 
scores in KS3 SATS, not to mention also public examination results at KS4, and 
subsequently, it is not at all obvious that this improvement has come about because 
of the existence of ENCR. Other factors, the influence of which may equally or not 
be causally evidential, might include improvements in teacher education and 
teachers’ pay and conditions. We simply do not know either way. What seems to be 
the case, is not encouraging, however, especially where standards of literacy are 
concerned, the PIRLS data about which indicates that British schools, during the 
period of its NC reform, have failed to keep up with, even dragged behind, the 
achievements of those in other developed countries (PIRLS, 2006).  

ENCR has also laid down explicit statements about the standards that can and 
should be achieved at different stages of every student’s school career. For sure, 
debate can take place about the detail of these pre-specified standards, arguing 
that some are more or less relevant, while others are not helpful at all. But one 
surely cannot forgo the need for them, or ones like them, not least because they 
facilitate ambitious target setting for students and schools, encouraging 
simultaneously more systematic lesson planning and disciplined record keeping 
of student progress. Again, though, there is no evidence to hand to suggest that 
this theoretical suggestion and its embodiment in ENCR has contributed either 
directly or overly to significant improvements in teaching quality. 

By the very same token, it is clear that nationally applicable programmes of 
study constitute a significant necessary condition for promoting continuity and 
coherence in students’ learning, both within and between the schools they attend. 
Theoretically this again must be true; the trouble is, once again, there is no empirical 
evidence to hand to suggest that it is in reality as far as ENCR is concerned. 

Of course such theoretically positive outcomes assume the credibility and 
legitimacy of the design of the NC specification under discussion. This, in fact, is 
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mostly the case where ENCR is concerned. Indeed, it cannot be stressed enough that 
critiques of ENCR along the lines of legitimacy and credibility largely derive in 
England from university sources and not teachers, with the academy’s complaints 
centering more often than not on the overly subject-based nature of England’s NC 
and the coherence of the educational aims associated with it (White, 2005). 

These alleged limitations however obscure a much less commented on feature 
of ENCR, which is not at all about rationale and purpose, but to do instead with 
how fully and successfully to implement all the prescribed programmes of study 
at the level of the individual school. Schools are required to both teach and assess 
an enormous amount of subject matter, leaving them arguably little space and 
opportunity to engage with other interesting non-mandatory material. Linked to 
this frustration is another one about student engagement: To what extent, ask 
some commentators, are students of limited academic orientation likely to be 
very excited by the prospect of a daily diet at school of lessons that focus on 
discrete subject knowledge, much of which is alien to the lives they ordinarily 
lead? Might not such students be more motivated to learn if the subject matter of 
their schooling was more closely aligned to and integrated with their lived 
experience? This question, and the preference it contains, has not gone unheeded 
by the architects of ENCR, which explains why very recent government 
approved revisions of the programmes of study at KSs 3 and 4 seek to cut back 
on the amount of compulsory subject content, allowing teachers increased time 
and space to support more personalized and individualized forms of learning 
(Sebba, 2007) (for further information, http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf. 
gov.uk/personalisedlearning/). 

Empirically Negative 

Particular less positive outcomes of ENCR, on the other hand, are much more 
long-standing and well documented (see: Alexander, 2010, on these, a source 
which informs much of the discussion that follows). Two empirically negative 
outcomes warrant special mention. 

(1) Despite ENCR’s intention to provide all students with a broad and 
balanced curriculum, in reality, one suspects, many of them receive neither. In 
fact the sheer magnitude and detail of England’s NC have forced many teachers 
to narrow what they teach, not expand and develop it. This is particularly true at 
the primary level, where many schools simply find it difficult, sometimes 
impossible, to fit in everything. The result in these schools is too often a rushed 
rather than a stimulating curriculum experience, with students engaging at 
insufficient depth with certain key ideas and skills, both in the foundation 
subjects and in the core.  

Additionally, the greater importance attached to the core subjects in terms of 
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assessment results at the primary level has had the effect of sometimes distorting 
the overall curriculum offering made there. Today, many primary schools devote 
in excess of 50 % of available curricular time to the teaching of just the three 
core subjects—mathematics, English and science—leaving less than 30 % to 
work on the remaining nine which comprise the foundation aspect. Thus, the 
assessed parts of England’s NC, which are relatively small in size in primary 
schools, appear to have become the greater part of the taught curriculum at that 
level in many institutions.  

A different but related problem has arisen in the secondary sector. As was 
mentioned earlier, during KS 4 students are permitted to opt out of studying 
particular subjects (such as history and geography) in order to follow less 
academic courses. It is estimated, for instance, that nearly 30 % of 14–16 year 
olds in England no longer study history after the end of KS 3. Some critics worry 
about this development, complaining that it contributes to an inferior curriculum 
offering being made to too many students who should be compelled to continue 
their academic studies until they are 16, rather than be allowed to reduce the size 
of them two years earlier.   

(2) But there is a little more to add here. Teachers, especially in England’s 
primary schools, feel under considerable pressure to focus their teaching on those 
attainment targets that are tested with SATs. As a result, in some cases, they 
appear to place more emphasis on the completion of work than on the 
understanding of it, leading some critics to complain that far too much student 
learning in primary schools is nowadays focused on working towards and 
achieving good test results rather than on acquiring an interesting education. 
Such test results are important because their publication has major consequences 
for the reputation enjoyed, or not, by any one school in a given locality, affecting 
parental interest in that school and student enrolments to it. Some critics of 
England’s NC think that the marketization of schools in England along such lines 
has had a delimiting effect on the curriculum they offer—many of their teachers 
preferring to be risk aversive rather than experimental and innovative. Although 
such market factors are not part of the CNNC experience, a parallel tension 
seems to be evident, in which some teachers are reported to be unsure if they 
should pay attention more to students’ academic records than to their all-round 
development (see Zhong, 2006; Guan & Meng, 2007).  

Conclusion 

As was stressed at the outset, any suggestion that China may have things to learn 
from England about systemic curriculum reform, and vice versa, is open to the 
objection that the circumstances in which these two nations have gone about 
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developing a NC for schools are so different that policy-borrowing is unlikely to 
realize fruitful outcomes. China is a huge country with a much larger population 
than England’s, incorporating vast differences in economy and culture among 
and between regions. England is a more tightly structured nation state where 
regional differences are not so obviously emphatic. To make sensible educational 
comparisons between China and England is therefore a little like attempting to 
compare radically different musical genres. Also the education systems of China 
and England have very different structures, embodying as well contrasting 
assumptions about what it means to be educated.  

On the other hand, there may be one broad principle of practice from which 
China might learn from England’s experience of implementing a NC for schools: 
namely that it should avoid associating too closely high stakes testing with 
particular parts of the prescribed curriculum, fearing that, to do otherwise, this 
will run the risk of narrowing the overall curriculum experience, encouraging 
teachers instrumentally to teach to tests rather than philosophically with broad 
aims in mind of an educational kind.  
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