
 

We have a national curriculum which is based on subjects. 

This has been the case since its inception in 1991. Before that the English school 

curriculum was always subject based, even when there was no law to say so.  

Although many critics consider this to be constraining, because of the heavy weight 

of tradition, it need not be so. Subjects are constantly changing and evolving. They 

are dynamic, and school geography today is different from the past, even the recent 

past. For example it is influenced by new ways of seeing the world via TV and the 

internet.  

Furthermore, although we can always argue about which subjects are more 

‘important’ or ‘relevant’ than others, and we can even see new subjects come along 

such as IT, the key subjects are not entirely arbitrary. They are enduring. This is 

particularly so when it comes to geography, which is a fundamental fascination: it is 

about our home on planet Earth. You could try to abolish geography as a school 

subject, or merge it with history or science, but you could never abolish geography 

as an idea and a basic concern – it would always come back. Young children need 

to know something about the planet, the places on it and how these relate to each 

other. 

It is sometimes argued that as we actually live on planet earth, and we experience it 

everyday, geography is pretty well common sense. It is based on our experience. 

This may  not an entirely helpful idea. What is special about school is that the 

curriculum begins to extend children’s knowledge and understanding beyond their 

everyday. Geography introduces the earth (its elements of land, sea and air, and the 

people who live on it) as an object of study. 

On the other hand, all good teachers know that we need to create access to such 

study – and we can often do this using the everyday, and everyday experiences, as 

the starting point with children.  

We are making a conceptual distinction here, between the curriculum (which 

specifies what we think, as a society, it is important we teach children) and pedagogy 

(which is how we make this available to them, and create opportunities for children to 

make sense of the world). 

In practice, the distinction between curriculum and pedagogy can become blurred. 

But we do need to hang on to the realisation that they are not the same thing. This 

distinction is helpful, for it is useful to emphasise that the National Curriculum does 

not aim to tell you how to teach.  

However, it doesn’t even specify in great detail what you have to teach either – and 

in this sense the national curriculum is mis-named. It is really the national framework. 



The curriculum has to be made locally – selections need to be made of what to teach 

within the national framework. Often teachers will make these decisions partly based 

on how they will teach, and the available resources and so on. But the careful 

teacher will do so with an eye on the spirit and purpose of the national framework – 

what it allows you to do and what it encourages you to aspire to achieve with 

children. This is why the statement of purpose and the aims are so very important to 

read and discuss with colleagues. 


