Government Policy and the Curriculum
Chitty (1988) explains that by the 1960s,  LEAs and schools had experienced an unprecedented period of freedom over the school curriculum. The 1944 Butler Act had left curriculum explicitly in the hands of LEAs, but effectively it was down to schools and teachers. Chitty believes this was the result of a long-term policy of leaving curriculum to indirect local control, originating in the abolition of the Elementary Regulations in 1926 due to Conservative fears at the time that a future socialist government would dictate a left-wing curriculum for workers’ children. The Secondary Regulations were allowed to lapse from 1944 and thus, ‘primary and secondary teachers ….[enjoyed] a period of comparative autonomy in curriculum matters – even if they failed to take full advantage of it.’

Ministers were proud of the decentralised nature of the school curriculum and compared it favourably with more rigid countries such as the USSR and France. By the 1960s, however, Chitty sees signs of change at government level with the formation of a Curriculum Study Group at the DES in 1962 and the creation of the Schools Council in 1964, but in fact the latter was a vehicle for innovation by teachers so it cannot be seen as a major change. HMI were having less effect, due to the rise of local authority inspectors, who were very influential over the curriculum in schools. 

Nothing much happened before the mid-1970s, when economic crisis resulted in a more interventionist approach. Chitty sees the education system as a ‘convenient scapegoat’ for the economic ills; there were assertions in the media that standards were declining and complaints from leading industrialists about young people’s lack of skills and work-readiness. A confidential document, School Education in England: Problems and Initiatives (popularly known as The Yellow Book) was prepared by the DES for the PM (Callaghan) in 1976 and Callaghan’s speech at Ruskin (18 October 1976) was written by the Downing Street Policy Unit.  The gist of the speech was the need to form a stronger link between education and the needs of the economy – there were many stakeholders in the system and in the curriculum and it could not therefore be left to teachers. 

Between 1976 and 1981, a ‘stream of documents’ emerged from the DES. HMI advocated a looser framework whilst the DES pushed for a compulsory core of a few essential subjects (see A Framework for the School Curriculum 1980 and The School Curriculum 1981). However, after this date, DES focused on examination reform with the introduction of CPVE (Certificate of Pre-Vocational Education) for less ‘academic’ children, the Advanced Supplementary exam and GCSE. They also introduced the TVEI (Technical and Vocational Education Initiative) funded by the Manpower Services Commission. In the first phase, TVEI was very focused on the science/technology field, but history teachers joined in when it was broadened (see interview with JDClare).
DES used targeted grant funding to ‘direct’ curriculum change in the education system – for instance, for teacher training and for computer purchases (continued by New Labour) under the 1984 Education (Grants and Awards) Act.
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