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Re-energising Subject Knowledge 

JOHN HOPKIN 

ABSTRACT The value of knowledge and the role of subjects in the school curriculum 
have been widely questioned in recent years, often portrayed as old-fashioned and 
irrelevant, especially in the face of a fast-changing global economy. This article argues 
that this is both limited in its view of the potential of knowledge and subjects, and 
limiting for those pupils denied access to disciplined knowledge, especially in particular 
schools and subjects. It proposes that the acquisition of knowledge through subjects 
remains central to pupils’ entitlement to a broad and balanced curriculum, and to their 
ability to participate actively in our society, economy and democracy. It suggests the 
need for a more informed (and disciplined) policy debate founded in a balanced view of 
the purposes of education. 

Mr Bush, turning his attention to another continent, told reporters, 
‘We spent a lot of time talking about Africa, and we should. Africa is 
a nation that suffers from incredible disease.’[1]  

George W. Bush was famous for his creative interpretations of the English 
language, and sometimes-hazy knowledge of geography. Why did we find this 
entertaining, and rather troubling? Perhaps because we feel the need to be 
confident that the most powerful man in the world has a basic knowledge and 
understanding about it: it is one of the marks of an educated person. But in the 
early twenty-first century, Western culture has become ambivalent about the 
value of knowledge, and its place in education. In part this may be a rather 
post-modern scepticism, which views knowledge as provisional and questions 
its authenticity; in part it may be linked to rapid developments in technology, 
whereby an explosion of information, reliable or not, is available at the click of 
a mouse or the touch of a finger. 

This is a frequent line of reasoning for knowledge sceptics in education 
(perhaps confusing information with knowledge); for example, as the General 
Secretary of the National Union of Headteachers put it: 

It is very important that children have an idea of the chronology of 
historical events, but we expect them to know the precise dates that 
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they happened. Why? ... If children want the date of the Battle of 
Hastings, they will Google it.[2] 

On a similar theme, the deputy head of a secondary school in Merseyside told a 
reporter in 2007: 

You no longer need to go to school to get knowledge. You can sit 
on Google and find out anything you want at the touch of a button 
... you need to spend less time teaching the knowledge but more 
time teaching pupils where they can find it out.[3] 

Instead, many in education have argued that, faced with a fast-changing present 
and unknowable future, rather than basing curricula around the development of 
knowledge and understanding, schools should emphasise the acquisition of 
generic skills in order to prepare pupils (with no doubt unconscious irony) for 
flexible employment in a knowledge economy. It is a version of the argument 
that schools’ main purpose is to prepare pupils for the world of work. John 
Morgan suggests that this approach, based on dubious ideas about the ‘new’ 
economic reality, looks a little jaded --- if not wholly insubstantial --- in the light 
of the 2008 financial crash, and that, rather than trying to catch this zeitgeist, 
we should pause (with our disciplined knowledge) to examine it rather 
critically.[4] 

Doubts about the value of knowledge are often linked to a loss of 
confidence in subjects, or outright scepticism about their value as a way of 
organising the curriculum. A common critique (or caricature) is that a subject-
based curriculum is old-fashioned and out of date. Subjects are often 
characterised as nineteenth-century inventions, arbitrarily dividing ‘traditional’ 
knowledge, a means of cramming eclectic collections of material into pupils’ 
minds (and therefore conflated with a certain pedagogy), and so somehow 
academic and irrelevant to young people today.[5] These arguments are 
sometimes used to justify integrated approaches to the curriculum, where child-
centred purposes are to the fore, and an emphasis on pedagogy rather than 
subject knowledge as a way of framing teachers’ work.[6] 

This ‘old-fashioned’ argument (and its partner, the uncritical pursuit of 
innovation) betrays an unsophisticated view of curriculum history. Subjects like 
geography, history, mathematics and language are of course far older than the 
nineteenth century, and they are widely used today as a means of organising the 
curriculum in many other European countries and ‘high-performing’ education 
systems [7], suggesting that they represent quite fundamental ways of 
conceptualising human experience and of teaching it to the young. The set of 
subjects in the current English National Curriculum (and the proposed future 
version) looks similar to past curriculum frameworks perhaps because these 
ways of thinking about the world have great stability, command widespread 
public understanding and are an important part of cultural capital. The 
framework of subjects provides access to a set of knowledge and experiences 
which help assure pupils’ entitlement to a broad and balanced curriculum. 
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Moreover, far from being static and arbitrary collections of content, 
subjects are dynamic. What a pupil studies in physics, geography or history in 
2012 may be quite different compared with what their ancestors studied in 
1912, due to new discoveries, new thinking in the discipline, and changed 
purposes in learning. As society learns and develops, they change again as the 
world changes and new knowledge is created. Curriculum conservatives as well 
as knowledge-sceptics often forget this, the former believing that authorised or 
given knowledge, ‘the best that has been thought and said’ [8], is sufficient. 

For teachers, subject disciplines remain a key part of their professional 
expertise and identity, particularly in secondary schools. They are important 
intellectual resources enabling teachers to decide on learning goals and plan 
progression, as well as to keep up to date in their own knowledge and 
understanding. Subject specialists are more likely to be familiar with the key 
principles and methods of enquiry in their disciplines, and be supported in their 
judgements by a history of disciplinary thinking and debate; they are also more 
likely to be a member of a wider subject community. So they are better able to 
promote deep understanding --- rather than superficial knowledge acquisition, 
for example by asking (and answering) better questions. The result is teachers 
who really know what they are talking about and so are well placed to interest 
and motivate their pupils. For many it is simply harder to achieve the best 
learning for their pupils when teaching outside their discipline. TDA research 
supports this view: ‘Pupils across all ages agreed that ‘having an excellent 
knowledge of the subject they are teaching’ was the most important quality for 
an effective teacher’.[9] 

The impact of a retreat from subjects has been felt disproportionately 
within the curriculum, reflecting, to a great extent, existing curriculum 
hierarchies. Compared with English, mathematics or science, it is in subjects 
such as history and geography where pupils are most likely to experience 
reductions in teaching time, be taught by a non-specialist or within an 
integrated course, with a direct impact on the quality of provision.[10] There is 
evidence too that pupils have differential access to GCSE geography and history 
courses, depending on the type and location of their school. Significantly more 
pupils take these subjects within selective and independent schools than 
comprehensives and secondary moderns [11], and within comprehensive schools 
geography entries are larger in high-performing rural and suburban schools and 
smaller or sometimes non-existent in lower-performing, mainly urban 
schools.[12] Pupils educated in the first phase Academies seem to be most at 
risk of becoming detached from these subjects, and so from an important source 
of cultural capital. The opportunity to study geography and history has 
developed a particular geographical and social dimension. 

Pioneers of the working-class movements of the nineteenth century would 
be surprised by this outcome. Poor educational opportunities blocked their 
participation from full economic, cultural and political participation in society; 
they knew that Knowledge was Power: the key to taking their place in the 
world and to challenge it. Today, by downgrading subject disciplines and 
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limiting access to the humanities, there is a danger of cutting off some pupils 
from their full opportunities to participate in society, economy and democracy. 
This is surely a matter of justice [13]; an education system should enable all 
pupils to acquire knowledge that enables them to ‘move beyond their 
experience and gain understanding of the social and natural worlds of which 
they are part’.[14] 

The current review of the National Curriculum proposes a significant re-
emphasis on a subject-based curriculum, and a welcome opportunity to 
emphasise specialist subject teaching. However, in preparing for a new 
curriculum, pupils surely also deserve a better policy discussion than we have 
had recently, including about the merits (and limitations) of subjects: 

Curriculum debate, and thus curriculum practice, are weakened by a 
muddled and reductive discourse about subjects, knowledge and 
skills. Discussion of the place of subjects is needlessly polarised; 
knowledge is grossly parodied as grubbing for obsolete facts and the 
undeniably important notion of skill is inflated to cover aspects of 
learning for which it is not appropriate.[15] 

Debates about the curriculum are of course linked to differing views on what 
school is for, ‘what counts as an educated (young person) in this day and 
age’[16], and the standards expected from schools and young people, a 
discussion which the original version of the National Curriculum attempted but 
failed to settle. One symptom has been to over-emphasise competing narrow 
definitions of the purpose of education, rather than seeking a balance between, 
for example, preparing young people for the world of work, personal and moral 
development, and inducting them into the culture. The current National 
Curriculum review should resist the temptation to pin its colours too exclusively 
to the mast of the latter. 

By contrast, a broad and balanced curriculum (itself the best guarantee of 
broad and balanced opportunities in life) suggests a balance between 
educational objectives, within a stable entitlement framework of subjects. This 
promises a better and more durable policy settlement which just might avoid 
the familiar lurch from one educational enthusiasm to another --- a distracting 
boom and bust in ideas which seems to have plagued English policy and 
practice at national and local scale since 1988. Within the curriculum 
framework, one way to avoid the distractions and mistakes of the past could be 
to decentralise the construction and development of the curriculum detail, and 
even oversight of standards, to specialist subject communities; what the 
Geographical Association calls ‘curriculum making’.[17] That really would 
energise subject teaching and restore confidence to the profession. But can the 
policy live up to the Government’s own decentralising rhetoric? 



RE-ENERGISING SUBJECT KNOWLEDGE  

303 

Notes 

[1] Bruni, F. (1991) Deep US---Europe Split Casts Long Shadow on Bush Tour, New 
York Times, June 15. http://www.nytimes.com/2001/06/15/world/deep-us-
europe-split-casts-long-shadow-on-bush-
tour.html?sec=&spon=&pagewanted=all 

[2] The Observer (2009) Let Pupils Take Mobile Phones into Class, says Teachers’ 
Leader, 11 October, p. 4. 

[3] Times Educational Supplement (2007) Dreams and Disasters to be Timetabled, 23 
November, p. 17. 

[4] Morgan, J. (undated) ‘Why We Still Need School Subjects’. Online, 
http://www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_GIGCCMorgan.pdf 

[5] Hopkin, J. & Lambert, D. (2011) Learning to be Human and the English Baccalaureate 
--- Geography and History: evidence from the Geographical Association. 
http://www.geography.org.uk/download/GA_AUEBacSelectCommitteeEvide
nce.pdf 

[6] Lambert, D. (2008) Why are School Subjects Important?, FORUM, 50(2), 207---
212. http://dx.doi.org/10.2304/forum.2008.50.2.207 

[7] Oates, T (2010) Could do Better: using international comparisons to refine the National 
Curriculum in England. Cambridge: Cambridge Assessment. 
http://www.cambridgeassessment.org.uk/ca/digitalAssets/188853_Could_do
_better_FINAL_inc_foreword.pdf 

[8] Institute of Ideas (2012) Towards a Subject-based Curriculum: a policy response from 
the IOI’s education forum. London: Institute of Ideas. 

[9] Lord, P. What Young People Want from the Curriculum, 
http://www.qcda.gov.uk/libraryAssets/media/NCAsummary.pdf 

[10] Ofsted (2011), Geography: Learning to make a world of difference. London: Ofsted 
p. 31. http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/geography-schools-changing-
practice. 

[11] Joint Council for Qualifications (2009) Data for Centre Types and Regions, 
GCSE, Applied GCSE and ELC 2009. 
http://www.jcq.org.uk/attachments/published/1132/GCSE%20Slides.pdf 

[12] Weeden, P. (2012, forthcoming) Inequalities in Curriculum Access at Age 14---
16: a case study of geography. PhD thesis, University of Birmingham. 

[13] Firth, R. (2012) Disordering the Coalition Government’s ‘New’ Approach to 
Curriculum Design and Knowledge: the matter of the discipline, Geography, 
97(2), 86---94. 

[14] Young, M. (2008) Bringing Knowledge Back In: from social constructivism to social 
realism in the sociology of education, p. 164. London: Routledge. 

[15] Cambridge Primary Review (2010) Towards a New Primary Curriculum: a Report 
from the Cambridge Primary Review, p. 2. 
http://www.primaryreview.org.uk/Downloads/Curriculum_report/CPR_Curr
iculum_report_briefing.pdf 



John Hopkin 

304 

[16] Nuffield Review of 14---19 Education and Training for England and Wales 
(2008), p. 1. http://www.nuffield14---19review.org.uk  

[17] Geographical Association (2009) The GA Manifesto: a different view. 
http://www.geography.org.uk/adifferentview 

 

 

 
JOHN HOPKIN was president of the Geographical Association in 2010---11. 
Correspondence: johnhopkin@blueyonder.co.uk. 


