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Curriculum Integration: reflections on
the English' experience

Professor David Bridges
University of East Anglia, Norwich, England

Introduction

I have been very interested to learn that the Republic of China, as part of its continuing
re-examination of the school curriculum, is considering whether the presentation of this
curriculum in clearly bounded or ‘compartmentalised’ subjects, considering the
desirability of a more ‘integrated’ curriculum and considering too the relationship
between the curriculum of the school and the world outside. Minister of Education,
Dr Lin Ching-jiang, declared in his 1998 report to the Legislative Yuan that
“Curriculum planning should emphasise curriculum integration between different
subjects within schools and between the elementary and junior high school
curriculum.” (Lin 1998 pl) and the Ministry of Education made clearly in its
Curriculum Guidelines for the Compulsory School Curriculum the claim that, “The
school curriculum should emphasise the integration of rationality and sensibility,

knowledge and action, humanities and technology.” (ROC Ministry of Education 1998
pl)

The issue of curriculum integration is one which has engaged me and many of my

1 The educational systems of England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland are sigliﬁcaxh.ly different, and
while many of the developments I am referring to have applied to all or most parts of the United Kingdom
(and England and Wales in particular have had very similar experience), for the sake of simplicity and to
avoid inaccuracy I shall refer specifically to England.
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colleagues in education in England for a good number of years — and I dare say that,
whatever temporary closure may have been placed on them by the current form of the
national curriculum, they will engage people for a good many years to come. I am
very happy as well as honoured to be able to share something of our thinking and
experience with colleagues from Taiwan, though I do so with a very clear
acknowledgement of the different circumstances, culture and traditions in which our
education systems operate and hence with the warning that to attempt to transfer
educational practicc from one such set of circumstances to another is fraught with
dangers!

There is, of course, a great deal of theoretical writing, which relates to this topic —
philosophical, sociological and psychological as well as in the broader interdisciplinary
field of curriculum theory — and a good deal of relevant practical experience. I shall
try to refer a little to both and to point to some of the lessons, which I think have been
learned over the years in developing practice in this area. To adopt this broad-brush
approach will, inevitably be at the price of some simplification.

It is helpful, 1 think, to distinguish four different projects, which lic under the
generalised rhetoric of curriculum integration — and 1 shall organise my lecture under
these headings:

e the co-ordinated curriculum — driven by z; desire for educational efficiency and
effectiveness and cross curricular planning;

o the unified curriculum — driven by epistemological commitments to do with the
essential unity of knowledge;

e the student centred curriculum - driven in particular by a commitment to
constructivist psychology and learning theories;

¢ socially integrated curriculum - driven by a desire to connect school learning to the
world outside.
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I have added a fifth section in recognition of the important sociological implications of
this kind of curriculum re-organisation:

e curriculum integration as a re-distribution of power — not necessarily an intended
consequence, but one, nevertheless which the curriculum reformer will be wise to

recognise.
Let us look at each of these different notions of curriculum integration in turn.
Curriculum integration as the co-ordinated curriculum

You don’t have to be attached to any very sophisticated position in theory of
knowledge or in psychology in order to take the view that a curriculum conceived
exclusively in terms of subject teaching, and even more one in which the teaching of
those subjects is planned independently one from another is an unsatisfactory one.
There are practical considerations of simple efficiency and effectiveness which point
towards what may be referred to as cross curricular planning, a co-ordinated curriculum

or in at least some usage an integrated curriculum.

The problem is that in any context in which the curricula for different subjects are

planned independently of each other you risk a number of inefficiencies, for example:

e One subject may rely on skills or knowledge which are derived from another, but
the timing of the presentation of the two subjects may not work to meet this need.
For example, there are all sorts of ways in which we rely on mathematical skills for::
the teaching of different parts of science; or on certain knowledge of geography for
teaching different parts of history; or on certain abilities in written language for
writing essays in other subjects; or on drawing skills for work in biology. Careful
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planning can ensure that the sequencing of the curriculum for different subjects
supports the inter-related needs of the others.

e  Work in one subject area can serve to enrich or reinforce the work of another. but
without co-ordination the opportunity may be missed. If, for example, the history
syllabus requires some study of let us say North American history and the
geography syllabus some study of North American geography and perhaps the
literature syllabus some reading of poetry by North American authors, might there
not be advantage in timing these so that they can connect together and add a few
extras — a film, some visitors from the country — to create additional interest?

e There can be advantage in planned reinforcement of teaching in different subject
areas (“last week you were learning about percentages in Maths; this week in our
Science lesson we are going to use what you leamed to measure the percentége on
sugar content in a number of different foods™) — but unplanned duplication can
waste time and bore pupils (“please, miss, we've already done this in
geography!”).

e By extension, there can be a loss of impetus and consecutiveness at the point at
which children make the transition between primary school and secondary (or in
some parts of the UK primary to middie to secondary) if the schools operating at
different phases do not work actively to understand what each is doing and to
secure the maximum continuity in the curriculum.

In practice in England these concerns for the co-ordination of the curriculum have led:

@) to the practice of ‘whole school curriculum review’ i.c. a serics of mectings
and other activities which have allowed the whole staff to learn more about



Curriculum Integration §

(i)

(iii)

(iv)

)

(vi)

(vii)

what they are each doing in their different specialist areas and to plan together
for greater co-ordination;

by extension, the development of a ‘vertically’ coordinated curriculum by
collaboration between secondary schools and their feeder primary schools,
designed to reduce the disjunctions between primary and secondary schools;

to the identification of certain themes (eg language, personal and social
development, multi-cultural awareness) which will be addressed across the

whole curriculum;
to the development of whole school policies and approaches to such themes;

to the appointment of a teacher responsible for co-ordinating and
implementing such policies:;

to more extensive centralised planning of the school curriculum and to the
development of a national curriculum which aspires, at least, to satisfy these
requirements.

To the recognition that certain parts of the curriculum, certain skills and
certain themes run across all or a number of subject areas and are best tackled
as ‘cross curricular skills’ or ‘cross curricular themes’.

This last principle was most famously enunciated in England by the Bullock Report
(Education and Science, Deparment of 1975) in terms of ‘language across the
curriculum’, which introduced a number of the practices I have indicated above into

schools.

At this stage in our educational history, individual schools enjoyed

wnsiderab{e autonomy in their management of the curriculum. By the late eighties,



