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Currently, England’s primary schools appear to be struggling to maintain a broad and balanced curriculum
because of the demands of the National Curriculum’s expectations for core subjects, high-stakes accountability
measures and intense testing and assessments. Yet previous research examining how core subject
prioritisation impacts the attitudes of teachers has given mixed conclusions and is restricted due to limited
sampling.

This thesis seeks to contribute to the current knowledge concerning evidence of continued and
increased prioritisation of core subjects in primary schools in England. To examine this, and its impact on
teachers’ attitudes towards teaching, this study used qualitative data collection to gain first-hand perspectives
from eight primary school teachers in London and the Southeast of England of how they perceive the current
situation and their attitudes towards it.

It was found that teachers consistently reported negative attitudes towards core subject prioritisation
and the subsequent high-stakes accountability measures. Core subjects dominate teaching time, at the
detriment to the foundation subjects and the wider curriculum, and are perceived as a priority because of the
pressure of National Curriculum assessments. It appears that teachers are adapting their practise to meet
these demands, feeling they lack autonomy as well as pedagogical freedom.

This study aims to highlight this ongoing issue in primary schools in England and to provide an
opportunity for teachers to share how core subject prioritisation impacts their attitudes, their profession, and
the children they teach.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Following the 2014 National Curriculum reforms in England, an educational shift
seemed to occur in primary schools with core subjects, predominantly English and Maths,
becoming viewed as a priority focus for schools and teachers. Increased educational value
was placed on these subjects because of intensification in national testing, accountability
measures and school inspections. Other aspects of the curriculum, such as the foundation
subjects which include the arts and the humanities, lost value and became supplementary
to the core subjects. Teachers, who were committed to providing a broad and balanced
curriculum, were faced with a growing difficulty to do so because of the perceived restraints.
Much of the existing research surrounding this issue suggests that a combination of factors,
resulting from the 2014 reforms, continues to contribute towards issues with motivating and

retaining teachers in the present day (Perryman & Calvert, 2020).

Based on this situation, this thesis is concerned with evidence of continued and
increased prioritisation of core subjects in primary schools in England. This thesis seeks to
gain an understanding of the impact core subject prioritisation is having on the

attitudes of teachers towards teaching by answering the following research questions:

1. What are teachers’ attitudes towards the prioritisation of core subjects?

2. How do high-stakes accountability measures for core subjects shape teachers’
attitudes towards teaching the curriculum?

3. How does the prioritisation of core subjects have an impact on primary school

teachers’ overall teaching of the curriculum?



There are several motives for this thesis. Firstly, there is the desire for clarification.
Although research into core subject prioritisation and teachers’ attitudes towards it exists,
these previous studies report mixed attitudes from teachers towards the 2014 National
Curriculum reforms and the consequent prioritisation of core subjects. Much of the existing
research examining teacher attitudes has found that participants report a mixture of both
negative and positive attitudes towards core subject prioritisation, meaning there is not a
definite conclusion in our research-based understanding (e.g., Brown & Manktelow, 2016;
Brundett & Duncan, 2015). Because of the variations found in teachers’ attitudes, it is difficult
to fully gain an overall understanding of what teachers’ attitudes towards the prioritisation of
core subjects in the primary curriculum are. These mixed results have led to ambiguity and
vagueness surrounding this issue which hinders our understanding of its impact on primary

school teachers and, consequently, primary school children.

Secondly, this thesis aims to contribute to the current knowledge because it seems
that existing research on this topic is limited. This is due to the restrictive research samples
used. Much of the research examining the impact of core subject prioritisation has used
participant samples taken from limited locations, such as from singular schools or areas,
primarily the Midlands (e.g., Pratt & Atkinson, 2020; Williams-Brown & Jopling, 2021).
Although this research is still insightful, these samples give us a very specific insight into the
issue and overlooks schools in other areas of England which possibly prevents us from
gaining a more general understanding of teachers’ attitudes towards core subject

prioritisation.

Moreover, participants in previous research included teachers who held managerial
positions in schools, such as Head Teachers, Curriculum Coordinators or Senior Managers
(Barnes & Scoffham, 2017). This thesis seeks to remove these participants from its sample

because it seems they do not represent the attitudes of teachers. This is partly because



Head Teachers and Senior Managers appear to present biased attitudes towards their own
school’s curriculum, presenting it from a favourable perspective, as they have contributed to
its development and implementation. Also, many educators who hold managerial roles have
core subject leader responsibility too and, therefore, may provide a biased opinion when

discussing the impact of core subject prioritisation.

Although this study is also small-scale and therefore has a restricted sample size -
due to resource limitations, including the available time to collect data — the data collected
is useful in providing additional insights into this topic which can be examined alongside the
existing research to provide a clearer understanding of how core subject prioritisation is
impacting teachers. Due to the limitations in previous research, it is challenging, at present,
to fully understand whether the prioritisation of core subjects is impacting the attitudes of
teachers towards teaching; how it is impacting their attitudes, and, if so, if the impact on
attitudes is limited to individual schools in particular areas or if this is a shared phenomenon

in England.

Lastly, this thesis is inspired by personal motives. As a primary school educator in
England, | have personal, first-hand experience of how the prioritisation of core subjects can
impact other subjects and the wider curriculum. | have also had disconcerting discussions
with fellow primary school teachers concerning this topic so | feel that more attention needs
to be paid to the broader impact curriculum prioritisation can have on the attitudes of

teachers towards teaching.

Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute to understanding the impact of core subject
prioritisation in primary schools in England, by providing further insights into how it
contributes to teachers’ attitudes towards teaching. It is also hoped that this thesis will
provide some clarification on the attitudes of teachers towards the prioritisation of core
subjects. This thesis also has the potential to contribute to understanding why there is an
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increase in teachers leaving the profession and may provide suggestions for future research

into the impact of core subject prioritisation.

To begin, this thesis will introduce the contextual and conceptual framework, followed
by a description of the research method and data collection used. After this, the findings will

be presented, discussed and evaluated concerning each research question.



2 BACKGROUND

This chapter provides a background for this thesis to contribute to understanding what core
subject prioritisation in England’s primary curriculum looks like and whether it might be

having an impact on teachers’ attitudes according to existing research.

2.1 The Primary National Curriculum in England

The National Curriculum in England has changed significantly since its introduction
by the Education Reform Act in 1988. Originally, the National Curriculum’s purpose was to
create a basic standard for education in England which all primary schools were required to
teach. It included the same subjects and the same content, alongside “the knowledge, skills
and understanding which pupils of different abilities and maturities are expected to have by
the end of each key stage” (DfES, 1988). The use of these Key Stages is still present in the
National Curriculum today and continues to refer to how the National Curriculum is
organised, with each key stage referring to a block of years (e.g., Key Stage One refers to
Year 1 and Year 2; Key Stage Two refers to Years 3-6). But, although these key stages, as
well as the basic principles of the 1988 National Curriculum arguably still exist in the National
Curriculum today, the most recent reforms in 2014 caused an educational shift which is still

evident in how the curriculum looks in primary schools today.

The shift that occurred changed the focus of the National Curriculum from skills to
knowledge, directly opposing previous curriculums. The current curriculum being taught in
primary schools in England focuses on teaching children knowledge, which needs to be rich

and provide them with a foundation based on the “best that has been thought and said”



(Gibb, 2021). The Department for Education explains that the current curriculum has also
been designed to make sure “that every subject is taught well in primary schools, and that
every child gets the benefit of a rich, well-designed and broad curriculum” (DfES, 2004,
p.34). Although Parker and Leat (2021) explain that this knowledge-based curriculum
reflects England’s “fondness for traditional subject-focussed conceptualisations of
schooling” (p.153), this curriculum approach also reflects the government’s increasing

control on curriculum making in England.

During the design process of the 2014 National Curriculum reform, there was limited
input from external, curriculum actors. In fact, at the time of the most recent reforms, the
Education Secretary Michael Gove was given “individual decision-making powers over the
curriculum” and “alienated his panel of curriculum experts by disregarding their advice”
(Wrigley, 2014, p.6). This approach directly contrasts to previous curriculum making
processes which had been essentially free from government control. The consequences of
this macro-level approach to curriculum making is that the opportunity for teachers to
contribute to the design of the curriculum is limited, if not non-existent, restricting the
opportunity for the curriculum to be contributed to, discussed, or deliberated (Parker & Leat,
2021). This reflects how, in England, the government is increasingly determined to uphold
what is being taught in schools by restricting the voices of teachers and marginalising them

to being implementers of the curriculum.

Consequently, to guarantee that the intention of the 2014 National Curriculum
reforms is achieved and that children are taught this new, knowledge-based curriculum
properly, the curriculum document outlines clear objectives and requirements for each
subject and its subsequent programme of study. Some may consider this approach helpful
because it can be seen as supporting teachers in knowing exactly what to teach in each

year group. However, this approach can also be seen as being overly prescriptive. It creates



rigidity in teaching, with teachers being restricted and prevented from making professional
decisions. Research has shown that to ensure curriculum reforms are successful, teachers
need the opportunity to experiment with the curriculum and to engage with it in their everyday
practice (Coburn, 2004). Yet, an overly prescriptive and restrictive curriculum, such as
England’s National Curriculum, reduces the opportunity for teachers to do so and, ultimately,
not only impacts the implementation of the reforms, but also the teachers who are teaching
it.

The over-specification of content is especially obvious in English and Maths which
are given a significantly greater number of pages in the National Curriculum document
compared to other subjects, including the arts and the humanities, in which content has been
reduced to just a few pages (Barnes & Scoffham, 2017, p.301). By approaching the content
of the subjects in this way, the current National Curriculum has also inadvertently created a
hierarchy within the curriculum. In doing so, subjects which have more content then need
more teaching time, and became prioritised compared to the other, less prescribed subjects
(Boyle & Bragg, 2006, p.570).

2.2 Core Subjects in the National Curriculum

Currently, the National Curriculum for primary schools in England is organised into
subjects which are identified as being ‘core’ and ‘other foundation’ subjects (DfE', 2014,
p.6). The core subjects in the National Curriculum are the subjects which are assessed
through standardised national tests, including the English and Maths Standard Assessment
Tests (SATs) taken by children at the end of Key Stage One and Key Stage Two. The SATs
are government-led assessments which are used to assess and track the attainment of
children throughout their primary school education. In contrast, foundation subjects are the
subjects which “make up the rest of the curriculum” (Barnes & Scoffham, 2017, p.299),

including subjects which create the humanities, such as Geography, History and Art (DfE",
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2014). On the surface, the main difference between these two groups of subjects is that
primary schools are not required to publish assessment data for foundation subjects - so

they are not measured by standardised assessments - but core subjects are.

Although there is a clear separation between core and foundation subjects, the
National Curriculum insists that “every state-funded school must offer a curriculum which is
balanced and broadly based” (DfE’, 2014, p.5). OFSTED (Office for Standards in England)
- England’s education inspectors responsible for inspecting, regulating and publishing
reports for schools in England - emphasises the necessity to provide children with a “broad
and balanced curriculum [which] inspires [them] to learn” (OFSTED, 2018, p.47). Yet, the
idea of a curriculum which is broad and balanced is neither clearly defined by OFSTED nor
in the National Curriculum itself. A curriculum which is broad and balanced suggests that
children will be taught a range of subjects, knowledge and skills which are given equal
attention and priority. However, the conflict between maintaining a broad and balanced
curriculum like this and achieving expectations in particular assessed subjects has created
“territories of priority” between the core and foundation subjects (Boyle & Bragg, 2006,
p.570). In doing so, the curriculum is narrowed in primary schools, where foundation
subjects are being neglected so that the teaching of core subjects can be prioritised to meet

the expectations outlined in the curriculum.

The lack of breadth and balance in the National Curriculum is evident in previous
research examining the disparity between core and foundation subjects. Existing studies
have found that the emphasis the government has placed on the core subjects has led to a
narrowing of the curriculum and a “curriculum skewed in the direction of English and
mathematics to the detriment of science, the humanities and the arts” (Boyle & Bragg, 2006,
p.574). Because of this, subjects including PE, geography, history and art have been

described as being “squeezed out” by the focus placed on core subjects (Berliner, 2011,
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p.293). These descriptions of the current situation in primary schools are supported by
claims that more teaching time is allocated to core subjects, because they are tested, in
comparison to non-tested subjects (Berliner, 2011, p.299). In fact, Pratt and Atkinson (2020,
p.360) found that teachers reported spending “80% of teaching time” on core subjects, with
Boyle and Bragg (2006) also reporting that “almost one-third of the available whole
curriculum teaching time” is being given to English and “well over one-fifth of the total
available teaching time for all the curriculum” is being allocated to Maths (p.574). These
reports on the allocation of teaching time to the core subjects directly contrast with the
government’s expectation of a curriculum which is broad and balanced. Narrowing the
curriculum in such a way, by prioritising time for the core subjects, is detrimental to other
parts of the curriculum because it limits the available time for any subjects other than the
core. As a result, it appears that primary school children in England are not being taught the
broad and balanced curriculum they are supposed to be receiving. Instead, their learning is
centred around the core subjects which became a priority in the curriculum, for teachers and

children.

In this thesis, the prioritisation of core subjects relates to this issue, in particular, how
much teaching time is allocated to English and Maths in primary schools, and the importance
placed on achievement and attainment in these subjects at the detriment of other parts of

the curriculum.

2.3 Accountability Measures

England’s National Curriculum in 1988 was originally designed to establish and
increase competition between schools. In doing so, it was believed that it would lead to an
increase in overall standards in primary schools in England (Bagley, 2006). The emphasis
the current National Curriculum places on the core subjects is, arguably, not too dissimilar

to the aims of previous curriculums in England because the data collected from the
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assessment of these subjects is used to create national league tables and to compare
school performance. However, following the 2014 reforms, the shift in focus of the National
Curriculum towards core subjects escalated and coincided with an increase in “high stakes
accountability, driven by national testing and school inspections” (Parker & Leat, 2021,

p.153).

Currently, the National Curriculum emphasises the importance of assessment by
stating that a primary school curriculum “must include an assessment system which enables
schools to check what pupils have learned and whether they are on track to meet
expectations at the end of the key stage” (DfE?, 2014, p.2-3). To make sure children stay on
track, children undergo a vast number of government-led assessments during their primary
school education and teachers are held accountable for the results. Currently, assessments
in primary schools in England include statutory, National Curriculum assessments, also
known as SATSs, in English and Mathematics which are taken at the end of both Key Stage
One and Key Stage Two (Year 2 and Year 6); a national, statutory Phonics screening taken
in Year 1 to assess children’s phonics knowledge; a multiplication check in Year 4 to assess
timetables fluency, and, in Reception - or the first compulsory year of schooling - a baseline
assessment taken within the first six weeks which assesses children’s literacy, maths,
communication and language skills (Roberts, 2022). In addition to all these statutory
assessments, teachers also conduct end-of-term or topic assessments in a range of
subjects, although typically English and Maths, to check and monitor progress, as well as to

make predictions about children’s future performance on the SATs.

Given this exhaustive list, it is fair to say that testing, assessments and results have
become a priority in primary schools in England. Unsurprisingly, this intense testing regime
has had a significant impact on schools, teachers and children with these assessments

becoming “the driving force in curriculum planning and timetabling” (Barnes & Scoffham,
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2017, p.299). Moreover, these accountability measures are directly impacting primary
school teachers who, as previous research has found, believe that accountability measures
are “given more emphasis in the education system than any other aspect” and “overshadow
all other success in schools” (Brown & Manktelow, 2016, p.74; Parker & Leat, 2021).
Research conducted by Williams-Brown and Jopling (2021) reported similar findings, with
their teacher participants expressing how accountability measures have led to particular
subjects and skills being unfairly valued because “more emphasis is placed on SATs than

any other outcomes” (p.234-6).

This shift in focus towards assessment and accountability can be understood as
being reflective of the market-driven approach of England’s curriculum design. The current
curriculum arguably demonstrates the change in the government’s educational priorities
and, so, has been designed to meet the perceived needs of children and society today (Kerr,
1994). To be able to achieve this, the National Curriculum outlines expectations for
attainment, stating that “by the end of each key stage, pupils are expected to know, apply
and understand the matters, skills and processes specified in the relevant programme of
study” (DfE", 2014, p.17). Consequently, teachers are expected to reach attainment targets

set out by the government to sustain what the government believes is a priority.

Much of the research examining this has found that these expectations for teachers
have not only impacted the curriculum they are expected to teach but have also impacted
their teaching practice itself. This can be seen in reports of teachers adapting their teaching
timetables to meet assessment demands. Previous research has found that teachers are
attempting to maximise the teaching time spent on assessed subjects and, consequently,
reducing the time spent on foundation subjects (Boyle & Bragg, 2006, p.574; Pratt &
Atkinson, 2020, p.360). Unsurprisingly, teachers feel that “everything else has suffered”

because of accountability measures (Berliner, 2011, p.293). Comments like these are
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inevitable given England’s current fixation on statutory assessments and their results. As
Berliner (2011) summarises, a testing regime like that of England will undoubtedly result in

“pernicious’ but ‘rational” narrowing of the curriculum to be able to meet and cope with the

demands of the assessments (p.287).

In addition to changes in teaching timetables, another consequence of the National
Curriculum’s emphasis on core subject accountability measures is the creation of
pedagogical adaptations by primary school teachers. This is partly because teachers want
to make sure that children are meeting the objectives of each academic year before the
assessment period takes place, but it is also because “the results are a key part of the
inspection process, as well as providing information for performance (league) tables”
(Bradbury et al., 2021, p.149). If a school underperforms on these assessments, the
teachers are held accountable and must explain to OFSTED - England’s education
inspectors - why the children have not met the curriculum expectations, hence why the
accountability measures are considered to be ‘high stakes’. To avoid this, teachers have
adapted their practice by utilising surface-level teaching strategies to cover all the content
and to get children to perform suitably on the assessments. In fact, in their 2016/17 report,
OFTSED (2017) showed an awareness of this trend resulting from the high-stakes
accountability measures it monitors. In this report, they described witnessing teachers
utilising “shallow teaching and learning practice”, such as teaching to the test, rote-learning
and fact memorisation, to ensure the prescribed objectives and content are met, and,
ultimately, to meet the expectations of the accountability measures. Although this may help
teachers meet accountability expectations, it is at a detriment to the children experiencing
this form of teaching practice. Children are not having their learning embedded appropriately

and they are not receiving a well-rounded curriculum or education.

2.4 Teacher Attitudes
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Accessing teacher attitudes is a high priority in educational research because gaining
insight can provide an understanding of why teachers behave in particular ways, as well as
their feelings and beliefs towards some issues (Kennedy & Kennedy, 1996, p.355). Getting
this insight is especially important when implementing educational reforms, like those of the
National Curriculum in 2014, and ensuring their success. This is because teacher attitudes
have the power to alter the intended outcomes of reforms. When the attitudes and beliefs of
teachers are overlooked, “teaching can be strikingly different than intended” (Cotton, 2006;

Wallace & Priestley, 2011, p.360).

To ensure success, research has shown that curriculum reform implementation
needs to be approached utilising “an extensive knowledge-sharing mechanism that strives
to fit the new information into existing knowledge and beliefs” of teachers (Pietarinen et al.,
2017, p.23; Fullan, 2007). This can be achieved by providing teachers with the opportunity
for sense-making of the curriculum reforms which involves the teacher attempting to align
the new reforms with their existing beliefs for them to make sense. As Pietarinen et al. (2017)
explain, a lack of coherence and sense-making can be problematic when trying to create
long-lasting curriculum change. For large-scale curriculum reforms to be sustainable, “a
shared and coherent understanding of the reform among the architects of the reform” needs
to be achieved (Pietarinen et al., 2017, p.27). However, as the design and implementation
process of the 2014 reforms in England had limited curricular input from external actors, it
can be seen as being deficient in this knowledge-sharing mechanism. Given that issues with
the National Curriculum are still persisting, almost ten years after the reforms, it is still lacking
in coherence, as well as opportunities for sense-making for teachers. As a result, teachers
do not have the opportunity to actively construct meaning of the reforms. The outcomes of
this can impact the teacher’s attitude, their actions towards the reform and whether they

accept or reject the reform. Hence, developing teachers’ understanding of educational
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reforms and securing their acceptance of them is vital if they are to be implemented and

presented as intended (Janik et al., 2018).

Generally, attitudes are understood to be observable actions, such as behaviour,
which are linked to an individual's beliefs or feelings. These responses can be understood
further as either favourable or unfavourable actions relating to an event, people, or objects
(Ajzen, 2005; Munck, 2007). Yet, teacher attitudes cannot be just simply understood as
being either positive or negative but need to be viewed as being on “a continuum from
acceptance to resistance” (Janik et al., 2018). This is because teachers’ attitudes are
influenced and shaped by a variety of factors, including contextual factors, such as their age,
teaching experience and position, as well as subjective factors, such as their preference for
curriculum, their pedagogical viewpoint or their understanding of a particular reform and its
principles (Janik et al., 2018). For instance, research examining teachers’ attitudes has
found that teachers with more teaching experience “generally showed more encouraging
and positive attitudes towards [curriculum] innovations than their novice counterparts” (Ha
et al., 2008, p.91). Other sources have reported gender differences in teachers’ attitudes
towards curriculum reform, finding “that women hold more positive attitudes towards
educational behaviours than do men” (Haney et al.,1996, p.986). Therefore, when trying to
understand teacher attitudes, it is important to consider the influence of both contextual and

subjective factors and how these shape the observable actions of teachers.

Understanding teacher attitudes is particularly important when examining curriculum
reforms because teacher attitudes contribute to determining whether a reform is successful,
including the extent to which the intended curriculum is implemented in the classroom. Day
and Smethem (2009) explain that when governments force reforms, particularly from a top-
down approach with limited input from external actors, resistance may be raised amongst

those who are expected to implement them. As is the case for the 2014 National Curriculum
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reforms, when teachers are only perceived as implementers of the reforms, they are
overlooked as actors, their attitudes are impacted, and they become disempowered. This
not only impacts their attitudes towards teaching but impacts the reform’s implementation
which becomes “superficial and characterised by teachers’ lack of ownership, passiveness,
reduced autonomy, and limited motivation to improve themselves and respond to the reform”
(Ungar, 2016, p.118). Research has found that when teachers have a positive attitude
towards the purpose and goals of a reform - built on participation, trust, understanding and
autonomy — teachers are more likely to engage in the reform and support its realisation in
the school environment (Adams, 2013). Consequently, teachers’ attitudes play a significant,

if not crucial role, in determining the success of educational reforms.

Much of the research into teacher attitudes towards the impact of core subject
prioritisation have reported varied findings. Participants in a study conducted by Brown and
Manktelow (2016) reported negative attitudes accompanied by negative feelings of
restriction, pressure and frustration as a result of the emphasis placed on core subjects.
Similarly, Pratt and Atkinson (2020) found that teachers felt pressure to teach English and
Maths more than other subjects because core subjects are considered the priority in the
curriculum. Reports of negative attitudes like these are not just limited to teachers but have
been expressed by other members of teaching staff in England too, including Headteachers.
Berliner (2011, p.293) found that the Headteachers they interviewed felt they were being
given “guilt complexes” because of the prioritisation of the core curriculum and the
accompanying time pressure of assessments. Similarly, Headteachers in Barnes and
Scoffham’s (2017) study also described how difficult the prioritisation of core subjects makes
teaching the foundation subjects. These Headteachers described how they feel they are “too
busy being judged on Maths and English” and are therefore “reluctant to invest anything into

the [foundation] curriculum” (p.301).
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However, other sources of investigation into this topic report teachers who hold
positive attitudes towards core subjects. Some studies have found that teachers perceived
core subject prioritisation as a challenge which they felt “supported and liberated” to try and
overcome and was seen as “an opportunity to do things differently” where they could “think
laterally and creatively” (Pratt & Atkinson, 2020, p.359; Brundrett & Duncan, 2015, p.760).
Although this research is encouraging, for it suggests that there is a possibility that core
subject prioritisation is not as detrimental to teachers’ attitudes as other studies have found,
individual differences must be considered. These studies are reporting the attitudes of
singular teachers from singular schools. This may mean that these schools have developed
a curriculum which overcomes the challenges of core subject prioritisation but does not
represent the common attitudes of teachers experiencing this. As a result, this thesis seeks

to provide clarity on the attitudes of teachers relating to core subject prioritisation.

Although teachers’ attitudes towards core subject prioritisation are of central
importance in this thesis, the consequences which result because of this issue on teachers’
attitudes should not be overlooked. Existing research indicates that teachers’ attitudes are
of great importance because of the potential they have to impact their students’ learning
experiences, both positively and negatively. As Karavas-Doukas (1996) explains, although
teachers’ attitudes may be unconscious, they still “have an effect on their classroom
behaviour, influence what students actually learn, and are a potent determinant of teachers’
teaching style” (p.188). The literature suggests that teachers’ attitudes have been shown to
positively impact the motivation of students to learn, as well as their attitudes and behaviour,
whereas teachers who hold negative attitudes are more likely to discourage and demotivate
their students (Frymier, 1993; Ross-Hill, 2009). The impact of core subject prioritisation on
teachers’ attitudes, therefore, has the potential to indirectly impact the children they are

teaching. Although teachers may accept core subject prioritisation as part of their practice,
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to be able to change their attitudes towards it, “they may also be required to change the way
they think about certain issues, which is a deeper and more complex change” (Kennedy,

1988, p.329).
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3 RESEARCH PROCESS

This chapter presents the research process of this thesis by outlining the research
aim and research questions. It will describe the participant selection and data collection
processes which will then be followed by an explanation of the research ethics and a data

management plan.

3.1 Research aim and questions

This thesis aims to study the impact the prioritisation of core subjects in primary
schools in England has on teacher attitudes towards teaching by answering the following

research questions:

1. What are teachers’ attitudes towards the prioritisation of core subjects?

2. How do high-stakes accountability measures for core subjects shape teachers’
attitudes towards teaching the curriculum?

3. How does the prioritisation of core subjects have an impact on primary school

teachers’ overall teaching of the curriculum?

3.2 Participants

The participants in this study were gathered by contacting schools directly in London
and the Southeast of England. Initially, five primary schools were contacted but one chose
not to participate, and one did not respond. A general request was sent to the teachers in
the schools who agreed to participate but there were difficulties in gathering participants due

to time restraints and the limited availability of teachers. Originally ten participants decided
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to participate. However, two of these participants did not meet the requirements of this study,
as they held managerial positions, so in total, there were eight participants. All participants
were primary school teachers who were working full-time in state primary schools in England
at the time of data collection. The participants worked in different types of schools, including
four participants who worked in a faith school and four participants who worked in two
different community schools. Each school were in a different catchment area and locations.
One of the community schools was located in a London borough and the other two schools

were located in the Southeast of England.

The participants chosen for this thesis were selected because they did not hold
managerial positions, meaning they were teaching the full primary curriculum, including both
core and foundation subjects. It was expected that these participants would provide a direct
perspective on the prioritisation of core subjects as they would have the most experience of
its impact on the rest of the curriculum being taught. However, despite this, it has to be noted
that this is a small-scale study and is not a representative sample. Because of this, no
generalisations for the population of teachers in England can be drawn from this data.
However, it is intended, that these participants might provide some new insights for the need

for further research instead.

3.3 Data Collection

The gain first-hand perspectives on the impact of core subject prioritisation, this thesis
used qualitative data collection. This data collection method was chosen because it enables
us to explore the meanings participants assign to a phenomenon and allows them to share
their individual perspectives on a phenomenon (Billups, 2021, p.5). The data was collected
through in-person, unstructured focus groups which took place in the participants’ schools.
This study used focus groups as the chosen method of data collection because the structure

allows for the discussion to be guided by the researcher without restricting the participants
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(Billups, 2021, p.14). There were three focus groups, the first with two participants, the
second with four participants and the third with two participants. The focus groups lasted
approximately thirty minutes to one hour in length, depending on the group size and whether
the discussions required or facilitated it. In the focus groups, the participants were asked
pre-prepared questions to facilitate a semi-structured discussion and to ensure the
discussion remained consistent with the research aim. The following questions, in addition

to others, were asked during the focus groups:

e How would you define ‘core’ and ‘foundation’ subjects?

e What are your views about how the current curriculum prioritises certain subjects?

e How do you think the prioritisation of certain subjects might affect your teaching?

e How do accountability measures, such as assessments and data, affect your daily
teaching of the core subjects/foundation subjects?

e In what ways do you think that the current curriculum is broad and balanced?

With the participants’ consent, the focus groups were audio recorded using a

recording device to help with the analysis process.

3.4 Data management plan

As this thesis involved the processing of participants’ personal data, a data
management plan was created (Table 1). The researcher acted as the data controller and
was responsible for protecting the privacy of the participants and for complying with the data

protection laws outlined by Tampere University.

3.5 Research ethics

Due to the data collection method of this thesis, research ethics were a significant
part of the planning process and data collection itself. Before the focus groups, an email was

sent to the participants containing information relating to the project, outlining the purpose
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of the research, the requirements of the participants and how the data collected would be

used.

Following this, consent forms were produced and provided for each participant to
complete before the research. The consent forms further detailed the intent of the research
project and what was expected to occur during the focus groups. Due to the unpredictability
of focus group discussions, examples of questions that would be asked were given to
support the participants’ understanding of what to expect. Confidentiality was also
emphasised by explaining how the anonymity of the participants would be maintained. This
was achieved by including no directly identifying information, with the names of schools
being excluded and participants being referred to as numbers in the findings and discussion

sections of this thesis, for instance, ‘Participant 1’ or ‘P.1’.

At the start of each focus group, a preliminary briefing occurred to restate the aims of
the thesis and how the focus groups would be conducted. The opportunity to revoke
participation was also made clear and focus group confidentiality was emphasised by asking
participants to observe the anonymity rules outlined in the consent forms. During the focus
groups, the interactions and discussions between the participants were monitored to reduce
the risk of over-disclosure, to maintain anonymity and to keep the discussion appropriate

and in keeping with the research aim.

Once the focus group had finished, the discussion content was summarised for the
participants and an opportunity to clarify any issues and answer any questions relating to
the focus group, or the research, was provided. The importance of confidentiality and
anonymity was further emphasised, and the contact details of the researcher were made

available to participants if they wanted to further discuss the focus group or the research.

3.6 Data analysis process
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To analyse the data collected from the focus groups, a systematic approach was
adopted. To begin, the focus groups were audio recorded for analysis, and the comments
and statements made by the participants relating to the research questions were transcribed

into written form for closer study.

To analyse the transcripts of the focus groups, a thematic analysis approach was
utilised to identify, analyse, and report any patterns or themes within the data which related
to the research questions (Braun & Clark, 2006, p.79). Initially, immersion in the data
occurred to ensure a familiarity “with the depth and breadth of the content” (Braun & Clark,
2006, p.87). This process involved listening to the focus group recordings several times, and
then writing the transcripts. For this thesis, an “intelligent verbatim” approach was adopted
which allowed for “subjective decisions” to be made throughout the transcription process
“about what to include (or not), whether to correct mistakes and edit grammar and
repetitions” (McMullin, 2021, p.2). Following this, the transcripts were read separately, then
they were read whilst listening to the focus group recordings. This process was undertaken
to ensure the data collected was analysed from both an individual and collective viewpoint

with any recurring themes relating to the research questions being identified.

Following this initial process, coding occurred to examine and organise the recurrent
themes identified in the data. Any comments or discussion points relating to the research
questions were highlighted and colour coded (Table 2). Coding, in this thesis, involved a
process of “moving forward and back through the transcripts, drawing on in-depth
knowledge connected with the study, returning to the study question and thinking in terms
of systems and theoretical concepts” (Green et al., 2007, p.548). After this initial coding
process, the transcripts and recordings were re-examined again to ensure that the original

codes still applied to the data. Lastly, an attempt to link the codes created through this
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process was conducted “to create coherent categories” (Green et al., 2007, p.546) relating

to the research questions.
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4 FINDINGS

The focus groups gave some insight into the complex issue of prioritising core
subjects, its impact on teachers and how it contributes to their attitudes towards teaching. It
became clear that the teachers chosen for this research held strong opinions on the impact
they felt core subject prioritisation had on them, their attitudes, and the children they teach.
It appears that the participants reported negative attitudes towards core subjects, the
corresponding assessments and accountability measures and towards England’s National
Curriculum as a whole. To help gain a better understanding of the data collected, and the
thoughts of the teachers in the focus groups, the findings are presented in relation to the

three research questions of this thesis.

4.1 What are teachers’ attitudes towards the prioritisation of core subjects?

One of the main topics of discussion during the focus groups was the core subjects,
mainly English and Maths, and their place in the primary school curriculum. The participants
considered these subjects as having more significance than other subjects in the curriculum,
mostly the foundation subjects, such as the arts and the humanities. This seemed to be
because the participants felt that more of their teaching time was allocated to teaching the
core subjects as they were considered a priority for their schools. Participant 2 explained
how,

There are a directed number of hours you have to do for each [core] subject...an hour
a day for each, every day. (P.2)

English is four times a week, Maths is four times a week. (P.2)

And Participant 4 described how,
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You have to do English and Maths every day but you don’t have to do the others [the foundation
subjects] every day. (P.4)

Here, the participants emphasised how they felt an obligation to prioritise teaching
time towards the core subjects, repeating how they feel they “have to” teach English and
Maths every day. The use of “have to” indicates an obligation, without choice; however, it
seemed that the participants did not feel obliged to teach core subjects every day because
of the instructions of the National Curriculum, but because of the amount of content the
National Curriculum expects them to cover in an academic year. Participant 3 summarised
this by explaining that,

The content is more for them [for core subjects] therefore, you have to do it more often otherwise
you're never going to get the content coverage. (P.3)

Yet, despite the necessity they felt to allocate time towards the core subjects in their

weekly timetables, participants reported feeling frustrated, describing how,

There’s never enough time to do everything. (P.5)

And that it is,

...hard to try and timetable it all in because there isn’t the time...to cover it properly and to cover
it the way that you would like to cover it as well. (P.2)

Here, Participant 5 and Participant 2 highlight how, even though they allocate large
parts of their daily and weekly timetable to the core subjects, they still feel time constraints
and are unable to cover the content “properly”. These comments suggest that these
teachers feel they are unable to do justice to the teaching of core subjects as they feel they
are restricted by time and the amount of content they have to cover. Moreover, Participant
2’s description of how they feel they are unable “to cover [the core subject content] the way
that [they] would like to cover it” suggests they lack the freedom to teach how they would

like to teach the core subjects.
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The consequences of time limitation when trying to cover the content of core subjects

were also emphasised by other participants who explained how,

...because they [teachers] have got so much they’ve got to cram in, they [the children] haven't
actually secured those basic skills so you’re rushing over everything. (P.3)

In addition to the participants feeling rushed and unable to teach the content of the

core subjects properly, Participant 2 described how they feel that they are,

...not given any flexibility...we get told off if we go off on a bit of a tangent and do something
different. (P.2)

Here, it seems that the participant is describing feeling a lack of autonomy and
restraint from their school when they attempt to make creative choices to overcome the
rigidity of the time allocated to the core subjects. This is confirmed by Participant 1 who
described similar feelings of limitation, exasperation and concern for the children they teach
this curriculum. When discussing how they felt about the emphasis on core subjects, they

shared how they,

...do wish, sometimes, there was a day where you didn’t have to do, say English and Maths,
where they [the children] could just do a range of the wider subjects. (P.1)

Unsurprisingly, the comments made by the participants relating to the prioritisation of
time given to the core subjects and the consequences of this were accompanied by further
negative attitudes. Participant 1 continued to explain how allocating more time to the core

subjects has a direct, negative impact on them, as a teacher, describing how,

It doesn’t make you feel particularly good as a teacher, to know that I've got some really creative
children that I'm not nurturing because I'm having to focus so much on other things.
(P.1)

This feeling of having no choice but to focus on the core subjects was also described

by Participant 3 who clarified these feelings, saying how,

It's a cycle of guilt because you know that you’re moving on and most of those kids haven’t got
it...but you don’t have a choice because you’ve run out of time; it’s frustration because you [want
to] spend more time and you [want to] go over something in more depth...but you don’t have a
choice! And, so, it's this constant cycle, battling what you know as an adult and as a decent
human being to be right, and what they, at the top, are telling us to do. (P.3)
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Here, this teacher describes a series of negative feelings, including guilt, frustration,
and a lack of choice when it comes to teaching the core subjects. Their negative attitude
reflects the conflict experienced by teachers who are aware that they should prioritise core
subjects and this has an impact on other parts of the curriculum, as well as the children they
teach, yet they feel they have no choice but to continue with this practice to ensure the
content and the allocated hours for the core subjects are covered. This corresponds with the
lack of autonomy and restraint described by the other participants, contributing overall to

their negative attitudes towards core subject prioritisation.

4.2 How do high-stakes accountability measures for core subjects shape
teachers’ attitudes towards teaching the curriculum?

Accountability measures for core subjects were another dominant topic of discussion
in the focus groups. Conversations about accountability measures mainly focused on the
SATS assessments - the statutory, National Curriculum assessments sat by children at the
end of both Key Stage One and Key Stage Two in English and Maths. As discussed earlier
in this thesis, the data collected from these assessments are published nationally and is
used in the inspection process, as well as providing information for performance (league)
tables. It seemed that these measures were a significant factor in shaping teacher attitudes
towards teaching the whole curriculum. The teachers generally reported negative attitudes
towards these high-stakes accountability measures and the overall impact they have on the
curriculum. This was particularly evident in the attitudes of teachers who were teaching the

year groups which sit the SATs assessments.

Participant 1, who is teaching in Year 2 — a SATs year group - explained how the
emphasis placed on accountability measures impacts their teaching as they are having to
take part in additional teacher training to ensure their practice meets the government

expectations. They explained how the school registers for this additional training which is
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delivered by assessment experts. This type of training is common for teachers teaching
SATs year groups for they are designed to support the teacher when preparing for, and
delivering, government assessments. Typically, these extra courses occur during school

time, which the participant explains:

I’'m doing extra courses for this, extra courses for that which take away my teaching time
[because] they need me up there on the testing side of it. (P.1)

This comment suggests that the teacher feels the Year 2 SATs are prioritised over
other parts of their teaching because, rather than being in the classroom, they are going to
extra courses to ensure they are prepared for the government assessments. As a result,
their actual teaching time in the classroom is being reduced. When asked how attending the

training impacts other aspects of their teaching the participant adds that

...the assessment does come into it. If there are certain things that they’re [the children] lacking,
we have to embed those into those lessons, so it does affect the planning. (P.1)

This teacher explains that when gaps in learning, or teaching, occur in the assessed,
core subjects, the overall curriculum planning for that week is then altered to ensure the
content is covered. The need to ensure that the content for the core subjects which are

assessed is prioritised was reiterated by another participant who explained that,

Because they [the children] are officially assessed in those subjects, we have to make sure that
they’re doing as well as they can in those subjects. (P.6)

Here, Participant 6 describes the emphasis placed on the prioritisation of assessed
subjects, mainly the core subjects, compared to subjects where the assessments do not
result in such high accountability from teachers, including the arts and the humanities. It
seemed that this teacher felt the need to make sure the children “do as well as they can” in

the assessed subjects, arguably to ensure that the assessments reflect the children’s
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abilities. However, another participant argued that they feel this is not the purpose of the

assessments. Instead, they explained how they felt the situation is similar to,

We’re going to test you on it at the end of the year...not whether the kids have learned it but
whether or not you've taught it. (P.8)

This was followed by Participant 3 who commented that,

That data just represents the school...[the SATs] are done to credit the school, they’re not done
to credit the children. (P.3)

Here, these comments highlight the teachers’ attitudes towards, and understanding of,
the purpose of the assessments. Rather than being used to demonstrate the abilities of the
children and the progress they have made, these participants reference how the government
uses the data. The teacher described how the data is used to “represent the school”,
referring to how the assessment data from the government assessments is published
nationally. This publication then allows for performance league tables to be created which
use the assessment data to portray and compare the achievements, and failures, of schools
in England. Moreover, these teachers described how they feel that the assessments are not
to check the children but are actually to check the teachers and what they have done
throughout the year. The participants emphasised that they feel they are the ones being
tested, not the children. When asked how this impacts them, the participants in this particular

focus group described how

...it's not nice feeling like the weight of the world is on your shoulders sometimes (P.8)

With another explaining how they,

...hate it, but we don’t have a choice (P.7)

These comments demonstrate the negative impact accountability measures are
directly having on the attitudes of teachers and the feelings of pressure these participants
experience with assessments. These comments also demonstrate the participants’

disagreement with the emphasis on assessments, as they explain that they “hate it” but they
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feel they “don’t have a choice”. This suggests that the participants feel they are not doing
what they are supposed to when teaching. Nevertheless, Participant 1 highlighted how it is
not just core subject assessments that result in this attitude, but how they hold this negative
attitude because high accountability measures are present in all the subjects, including

foundation subjects. They explained how actually,

We have assessment for all of them...at the end of each topic they do an assessment (P.1)

Yet, Participant 4 in this focus group explained that despite the focus placed on
assessments across the whole curriculum and the consequential high stakes accountability

measures teachers experience,

Realistically we haven’t seen a massive improvement. (P.4)

Instead, Participant 3 in this focus group described how,

There is an intense amount of pressure to know a lot of stuff but only by this deep [gestures].
(P.3)

When asked what this meant, they elaborated, explaining that they feel,

The National Curriculum is a mile wide but only an inch deep. (P.3)

Here, the teachers are discussing the National Curriculum’s claim that it is broad and
balanced. As discussed earlier in this thesis, ‘broad and balanced’ refers to the range of
subjects and topics, knowledge, and skills, that are expected to be taught in England’s
primary schools following the National Curriculum. Although the participant agrees that the
National Curriculum is broad, because it requires children to “know a lot of stuff’ and is “a
mile wide”, the participant still holds a negative attitude towards the curriculum because of
how it promotes surface-level teaching. They explain that this is partly due to the vast
amount of content they are expected to teach, but also because of the pressure of
assessments and accountability measures. Yet, despite this pressure to meet the

assessment requirements, Participant 4 describes that the school has not “seen a massive
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improvement”. Here, the participant is questioning the purpose of the assessments and
accountability measures. Despite the “intense amount of pressure” the teachers feel they
experience when trying to meet the National Curriculum’s requirements, the children’s
learning is not improving. As a consequence, these participants felt that the high stakes
accountability measures are negatively impacting their ability to embed knowledge and to

teach the content of the National Curriculum properly.

4.3 How does the prioritisation of core subjects impact primary school
teachers’ overall teaching of the curriculum?

This final part of the data analysis will discuss how the findings related to the impact
of core subject prioritisation on teachers’ overall teaching of England’s primary curriculum.
This was a recurring theme in the focus group discussions. Teachers raised the issue of
feeling like the core subjects continued to dominate their teaching, which consequently
negatively impacted their overall teaching of the curriculum. Because of this, the participants
explained that other parts of the curriculum, namely the foundation subjects, were regularly
overlooked, or even replaced by additional core subject lessons, to ensure the content of
the core subjects that needed to be covered was taught enough. Participant 7 explained

that,

The foundation subjects are the first things to go — the very first things to go. (P.7)
With another participant describing how,

What's got to go is our Geography and whatever to do an extended Maths lesson so that we
can get everything in. (P.2)

Through these comments, these teachers are illustrating how, when a core subject
lesson is missed or if the content needs to be covered again, it impacts their teaching of the
wider curriculum by taking the place of a foundation subject. Moreover, another participant

explained how if individual children, or small groups of children, require interventions in the
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core subjects, perhaps because they are less able, or they did not meet the objective of the

lesson, typically they miss out on the wider curriculum to compensate:

| don’t want them pulled out of other lessons that they enjoy because of that [interventions]. |
don’t want them to miss out on the Art that they love because the English needs to be bumped
up — it's not fair. (P.1)

This comment demonstrates the impact that core subject prioritisation has on the wider
curriculum and how it is being taught, but it also depicts how this is effecting the children
who are being taught it. Here, the participant describes how the children are missing out on
the “Art that they love because the English needs to be bumped up”. This suggests that the
children are not being taught a broad curriculum but, instead, are being taught a curriculum
in which the core subjects are prioritised over the foundation subjects, such as Art. Despite
this occurring, participants did not agree with prioritising the core subjects over other parts

of the curriculum they teach. Participant 8 expressed how,

| hate it but we don’t have a choice. We literally are battling. (P.8)

And Participant 2 explained how,
We do try and push that scale up to balance but...it's virtually impossible. (P.2)

This idea of trying to maintain a balance when teaching the curriculum was a recurring
theme in the focus groups. The reference this participant made to feeling like they are
“battling” while teaching reflects their attempts to keep the curriculum balanced by giving the
foundation subjects enough coverage time. This was reiterated again by Participant 8 who

explained,

We try and make sure they are doing the foundation subjects and they are doing the fun things ...we
do try. (P.8)

Here, the teacher describes the effort they feel is necessary when teaching to ensure
the foundation subjects are covered. They also make a clear distinction between the core

and foundation subjects, describing the foundation subjects as being “fun”. Yet, even when
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the wider curriculum was allocated teaching time, participants explained how they felt that
foundation subjects were relegated to the afternoon sessions, where, generally, the

sessions are shorter and are seen as less of a priority. Participant 1 explained how,

They’re usually afternoon subjects. We usually do them about once a week. (P.1)

And Participant 7 described how in their school,

We tend to rotate what we do so one term we’ll do Geography, one term we’ll do History...we
don’t always teach them. (P.7)

Despite the emphasis the National Curriculum places on ensuring that children are
provided with a broad and balanced curriculum, here the participants are describing how
this is not the case with foundation subjects being rotated or taught alternatingly, or only

being given afternoon slots in the timetable.

Nevertheless, the teachers felt that they tried to overcome the challenge of core subject
prioritisation by adapting their teaching to ensure the content of core subjects is still
prioritised and suitably covered, whilst ensuring the wider curriculum is taught too.
Participants who taught year groups which are subject to statutory assessments described
how they tended to relegate teaching the wider curriculum partially or completely until after
the assessments when there is more available time to dedicate to covering the foundation

subjects:

The foundation subjects then get put in [after statutory assessments] because we haven’t been
able to cover them. (P.2)

Participant 3, who taught in a different assessed year group, described how their

school adopts a similar approach,

We’re cramming for May to then have twelve weeks or eight weeks, or whatever it is, afterwards
for them [foundation subjects]. (P.3)

Here, this teacher describes how the pressure to prioritise core subjects results in fitting

the content in before the assessment period. For this particular school, this then results in a
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time after the assessments where foundation subjects become the priority in the curriculum.
This is arguably because the objectives of the foundation subjects have been neglected and
now teaching needs to be adapted to ensure the content is covered before the end of the
year. The comments gained from the focus groups demonstrate how the participants
perceive the current curriculum, as well as how the situation impacts their teaching of the

wider curriculum.

The findings demonstrated that teachers held negative attitudes towards the
prioritisation of core subjects. Participants described how the time spent teaching the core
subjects is prioritised over other parts of the wider curriculum, contributing to negative
feelings, including pressure, lack of autonomy and restraint. Moreover, the findings showed
that teachers felt assessments and accountability measures negatively affected their
attitudes towards core subjects. Participants described feeling pressure to meet assessment
targets and that the purpose of the assessments was to assess their own practice.
Additionally, it was also found that teachers felt core subject prioritisation was negatively
impacting the wider curriculum. They explained how the foundation subjects are often
neglected or removed from the curriculum because their planning had to be adjusted to

make sure the core subject content was suitably covered.
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5 DISCUSSION

In this chapter, the ideas collected in the data analysis will be explored further by
connecting and comparing them to previous research on this topic. The research process of
this thesis, including any limitations will be discussed and suggestions for future research

will be presented.

The main aim of this thesis was to gain insight into the impact the prioritisation of core
subjects in primary schools in England is having on teachers’ attitudes towards teaching. It
seems that the findings of this study reflect the concerns raised towards this issue for it was
found that, overall, the teacher participants held negative attitudes towards teaching as a
result of core subject prioritisation.

5.1 What are teachers’ attitudes towards the prioritisation of core subjects?

When examining the findings of the first research question, which focused on
teachers’ attitudes towards core subject prioritisation, this study found that teachers reported
feelings of guilt, frustration, upset and pressure when discussing whether English and Maths
are prioritised. These negative attitudes described by teachers are not original but mirror the
findings of other studies. Previous research has also found that core subject prioritisation
negatively effects the attitudes of teachers who experienced frustration, constraint and
pressure to teach English and Maths (Pratt & Atkinson, 2020, p.361; Brown & Manktelow,
2016, p.75-77). In this thesis, these negative attitudes can be attributed to the amount of

teaching time allocated to the core subjects with teachers repeatedly using the phrase “have
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to” when discussing teaching the core subjects. Previous research has shown that for
curriculum reform to be successful, it needs to allow for teachers to have “greater autonomy
and freedom in choosing how to deliver the curriculum” (Priestley & Biesta, 2013). Arguably,
the participants’ comments describing how they “have to” focus on core subjects,
demonstrates a lack of control, but also reflects a sense of disempowerment. This is
because teachers are perceived as deliverers of the curriculum which results in them feeling
they have no choice but to teach the prescribed content. This approach in England’s
National Curriculum - for these participants - has resulted in a lack of autonomy, as well as
a lack of curriculum freedom and flexibility which, consequently, has led to their negative

attitudes.

The emphasis placed on core subjects in the National Curriculum was reflected in its
domination of participants’ timetables, with participants explaining how they have a “directed
number of hours you have to do for each [core] subject. Despite this allocation of time,
participants described how they still feel they are having to “cram” content in or that they are
‘rushing over everything”. These comments demonstrate the incongruities between those
who designed the 2014 National Curriculum and those who must implement it. As Pietarinen
et al. (2017) cautioned, a lack of coherence and sense-making in curriculum reform design
can be problematic. As discussed earlier, for the National Curriculum in England, this is
mainly because of the lack of input from external actors. Because of this, the current
curriculum from the viewpoint of the participants - particularly its expectations for core

subject content coverage - is unrealistic, unachievable and unsustainable.

Thijs and Van Den Akker (2009) further highlight the importance of discussion with
multiple actors within curriculum design, explaining that “evaluation activities cast light on
the users’ wishes and possibilities in their practical context and reveal the best way to attune

the product to the practical setting” (p.15). To provide a practical, effective, and desirable
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curriculum, curriculum developers need to listen to those who are directly involved in its
delivery. In limiting the participants of curriculum design, the current National Curriculum in
England has become detached from the practical context in which it is to be implemented.
Arguably, had the curriculum been designed using a bottom-up approach utilising the
expertise of educators, the implementation issues which the participants are describing,

including timetable domination for core subjects, would not be occurring.

Yet, what makes the findings of this first research question interesting is the lack of
positive attitudes towards core subject prioritisation. Previous research into this topic found
that although teachers reported negative attitudes, they also expressed some positive
attitudes towards core subject prioritisation. Teachers in other studies reported feeling
“‘enthusiastic”, “supported and liberated” in finding creative ways to overcome the emphasis
placed on core subjects (Pratt & Atkinson, 2020, p.359). However, participants in this study
did not share these attitudes. Instead, teachers reported feeling a lack of freedom to think

creatively and to make cross-curricular links, even reporting feeling unable to be flexible with

the time allocated and the content coverage of core subjects.

Although it must be considered that this lack of creative freedom may be reflective of
individual school-level issues, it is notable that not one participant in this research reported
positive attitudes towards core subject prioritisation. Moreover, Hizli and Priestley (2018)
suggest that this lack of creativity, evident in the participants of this study, may be a reflection
of “reform turmoil” which displays itself in the extent of teachers’ ability and willingness to
change their practices in response to curriculum reform. If a curriculum reform is rejected or
resisted, teachers are “less likely to change their pre-existing frames, and more differences
in how the reform is understood are likely” (Tikkanen et al., 2017, p.703). It is arguable that

for the participants in this thesis, their pedagogical beliefs and attitudes do not align with the
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National Curriculum, therefore resulting in a possible unwillingness to adopt creative

practices to overcome its perceived limits and restrictions.

5.2 How do high-stakes accountability measures for core subjects shape
teachers’ attitudes towards teaching the curriculum?

It became clear, when looking at the findings relating to how high-stakes
accountability measures for core subjects shape teachers’ attitudes towards teaching the
primary National Curriculum, that teachers, again, reported consistent negative attitudes. In
this thesis, the participants reported feeling an “intense amount of pressure” as well as
“feeling like the weight of the world is on [their] shoulders”. These comments reflect the
findings of previous research examining teacher attitudes and accountability measures who
reported negative feelings of restriction, pressure, and frustration (e.g., Brown & Manktelow,

2016; Pratt & Atkinson, 2020).

It also became clear that these attitudes were a result of a combination of factors
involving core subject prioritisation. These factors included having to undergo further teacher
training for the assessments; relentless assessments for both core and foundation subjects,
as well as ensuring the results of these assessments accurately reflect the children’s, along
with the teachers’, abilities. The participants reported feeling that they were the ones being
assessed, explaining how “the data represents the school” and that the assessments are
used as a way of checking “not whether the kids have learned it but whether or not [the
teachers have] taught it”. These comments are reflective of other teacher’s attitudes towards
accountability measures who, in previous research, described feeling that assessments and
their outcomes were emphasised more than any other part of the education system and that
the results of these assessments surpassed any other achievements of children or teachers

(e.g., Brown & Manktelow, 2016; Parker & Leat, 2021; Williams-Brown & Jopling, 2021).
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Additionally, these comments demonstrate how the expectations of England’s
National Curriculum has created a sense of vulnerability and uncertainty for teachers who
feel they are the ones being judged by the accountability measures. Ball (2003) explains
that because the consequences of assessments are high-stakes, teachers feel “ontologically
insecure” (p.220) and are questioning the extent and purpose of their teaching. They are
also being forced to compare their performance against others in their profession. In doing
so, it appears that the assessment culture created by the accountability measures,
coinciding with the National Curriculum, is not actually raising standards for primary schools,
as was intended in its original design (Bagley, 2006). In fact, the participants highlighted
this, describing how “realistically [they] haven’t seen a massive improvement” despite the
focus on core subject assessments. Instead, the main outcome of implementing such an
intense testing regime appears to be simply raising stress, pressure and judgement for

teachers.

Yet, teachers do not deserve this and, instead, deserve to be active participants in
curriculum reform and its implementation. In this thesis, it has become clear that the
domination of attainment targets and accountability in the English primary education system
not only hinders teachers’ autonomy but also their confidence when approaching the
curriculum. Due to the relentless accountability measures and an intense level of output in
the form of assessments, Hammersley-Fletcher and Strain (2011) explain that teachers feel
discouraged “from capitalising on any curricular freedoms” (p.871) and feel that there is “a
low capacity for agency in terms of curriculum development within modern education
systems” (Priestley et al., 2012, p.192) which was evident in the comments of the
participants. To overcome teachers’ resistance to participate in curricula reforms, teachers
need to feel a sense of agency, but they also need to be trusted as professionals in their

field.
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In addition to this, the participants expressed negative attitudes towards the
consequences of high-stakes accountability measures. Although describing how the focus
on accountability measures shapes their attitudes was a large part of the discussion, the
teachers were also eager to express how it impacts their practice. The participants openly
and honestly critiqued their teaching practice, explaining that because of the pressure the
assessments create, their planning is affected and is dictated by the content which needs to
be covered for the core subject assessments. They explained how they “have to make sure
that [the children are] doing as well as they can in those subjects” and referred to how the
curriculum needs children “to know a lot of stuff’ but only by an “inch deep”. This comment
reflects the concerns raised by OFSTED, who described witnessing “shallow teaching and
learning practice” in primary schools in England (OFTSED, 2017). It also displays the
concerns of Firestone et al. (2002) who explain that high-stakes accountability measures
have led to “teaching tasks becoming simplified, often mimicking items on the test and
leaving little room for intellectual challenge”. According to Toth and Csapé (2022) this is
because accountability measures result “in the integration of assessment and instructional
practice” into teachers’ everyday practice (p.461). Although not welcomed by the
participants, in this thesis the result of accountability measures is a change in pedagogy
from child to teacher centred. The participants felt that they were being forced to adapt their
teaching practice, even though it opposed their values, explaining that they “hate it” but they
“‘don’t have a choice”. It became clear that if they are to meet the expectations of the National
Curriculum and its focus on high-stakes accountability measures, teachers in England have
no choice but to make drastic, pedagogical decisions which affect them, their practice and
the children they teach. As is the case for the participants in this thesis, when the curriculum,
and consequently teaching, is aligned with the outcomes of assessment, the assessment

itself guides the curriculum (Brown, 2018, p.15).
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5.3 How does the prioritisation of core subjects have an impact on primary
school teachers’ overall teaching of the curriculum?

The focus groups revealed that prioritising the core subjects impacts on primary
school teachers’ overall teaching of the curriculum. Teachers reported feeling that core
subjects dominated their teaching, in particular their timetables which were rearranged to
accommodate the core subjects. This involved replacing foundation subjects with additional
core subject lessons or intervention sessions to ensure the content for English and Maths
was covered. These findings coincide with concerns raised by previous research that found
similar evidence of the domination of core subjects in daily and weekly timetables (e.g.,
Berliner, 2011; Boyle & Bragg, 2006; Pratt & Atkinson). Moreover, this demonstrates the
troubling approach towards foundation subjects in the National Curriculum. The teachers in
this study described how the foundation subjects are perceived as being of less importance
as they are either relegated to alternating afternoon slots or are neglected altogether until
after the assessments have taken place. This clearly demonstrates how core subjects are
being prioritised in England’s primary schools, resulting in a narrowing of the curriculum

being taught to meet the National Curriculum and assessment demands (Berliner, 2011).

The consequences of distorting the curriculum in this way can be considered
detrimental to children’s overall education. In narrowing the curriculum to focus on the core
subjects, Hutchings (2015) explains that children are simply being taught how to perform
assessments which does not improve their overall learning (p.2). Moreover, for those
children who are unable to perform on assessments, they can potentially become
demotivated in their learning, disaffected - which may result in disruptive behaviour - and
their self-esteem suffers (Harlen & Deakin Crick, 2002). The literature shows that even high
attaining children can experience negative consequences from curriculum narrowing, with

children becoming anxious due to the relentless pressure of core subjects and their
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corresponding assessments (Cizek & Burg, 2006; Pollard et al., 2000). Undoubtedly,
children deserve to be taught a broad education which provides them with a foundation that
enables them to develop an understanding of the world around them. In restricting the
curriculum to prioritise English and Maths, children are getting a restricted education but the
additional consequences of this may result in demotivated children, who are anxious and

disaffected.

The teachers in this study also referred to how they feel as if they are “battling” the
current situation to maintain balance between the core and foundation subjects and
described feeling as though they must try and “push that scale up to balance”. Arguably,
these comments demonstrate a paradoxical situation in the current curriculum, in which
teachers are seen as both the “main agents of social reproduction and low status operatives
in the education system” (Lawn, 1996, p.10). This is because not only are teachers expected
to implement the intentions of the National Curriculum for core subjects, but they are also
expected to provide a broad curriculum, both of which are “initiatives conceived and imposed
by controlling others” (Day & Smethem, 2009, p.148; Harris, 1994). This suggests that
teachers must comply with the expectations of the National Curriculum but must also be
flexible in their practice to ensure children are receiving a well-rounded curriculum. It is
apparent that the teachers in this thesis feel they are separate from the National Curriculum
in England, which they perceive as being something they need to battle in order to provide

a well-rounded education for the children they teach.

Despite their efforts, these teachers explained that until the assessments are finished,
“the foundation subjects are the first things to go”. This attitude towards the foundation
subjects reflects the findings of Barnes and Scoffham’s (2017) study who found that schools
were “reluctant to invest anything into the [foundation] curriculum” (p.301). Teachers are

having to battle against the prioritisation of core subjects and, when they do get an
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opportunity to teach other parts of the curriculum, it is replaced with extra core subject
sessions and interventions. Although participants in other research saw this situation as a
challenge and an opportunity “to do things differently” (e.g., Pratt & Atkinson, 2020, p.359;
Brundrett & Duncan, 2015), the teachers in this study perceived this challenge as a losing
battle in which it is “virtually impossible” to provide a broad and balanced curriculum

regardless of how much they try.

This can have broader consequences beyond the classroom. The ongoing battle
described by the participants, alongside the other demands of the profession, have been
found to contribute to teacher retention issues in England. Although retaining teachers is a
global problem, England stands out as it “loses a high proportion of its teachers at the start
of the careers [which] is exacerbated by high attrition rates” (Perryman & Calvert, 2020,
p16). This is partly because of accountability measures and government policy which have
been cited as some of the main reasons for teachers leaving the profession, but it is also
the nature of the profession itself. Data collected by Perryman and Calvert (2020) suggests
teacher retention issues stem from “the accountability agenda that deprived teachers of the
creativity and variety for which some had joined the profession” (p.16) mirroring the
comments of the participants in this thesis. Yet, the National Curriculum reforms have not
solved this problem but, instead, have seemingly worsened it, with research by Lightfoot
(2016) finding that “43% of state school teachers” of the 4450 they polled were “planning to
leave the profession in the next five years”. To increase teacher retention, teachers need to
not only be valued but need to be able to teach the whole curriculum creatively, with
spontaneity and with enjoyment. Currently, it appears that the curriculum’s focus on core
subjects is not only impacting the attitudes of teachers towards teaching but is also impacting

their love of the profession.
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However, the comments made in relation to this research question not only reflect
the current situation in primary schools in England for teachers, but it also reflects the
situation for children. This study found that alongside describing their own attitudes towards
core subject prioritisation teachers consistently empathised with the children who are
receiving this narrowed curriculum. They explained that they disagree with core subject
interventions which see children being “pulled out of other lessons that they enjoy” and feel
that “it’s not fair” that children have to “miss out on the Art they love because” they are not
meeting the curriculum expectations in the core subjects. They also described their attempts
to ensure the children are “doing the fun things”, which they perceived as being the
foundation subjects. To fully understand the significance of these comments, and the
attitudes they reflect, they need to be compared with Karavas-Doukas (1996) who explains
that teachers’ attitudes, even if unconscious, “have an effect on their classroom behaviour”
and are capable of influencing “what students actually learn” (p.188). As the teachers in this
study consider the foundation subjects to be “fun” in comparison to the core, which they

perceive as a “battle”, they potentially and indirectly impact the children they are teaching.

As discussed, when a curriculum, like the National Curriculum in England, is driven
by the desire for success in the core subjects, the teaching of the whole curriculum is
restricted. As a consequence, the children who are receiving the curriculum, are also
restricted. Winter (2017) explains that a narrowing of the curriculum leaves limited
opportunities for children to experience “alternative ways of thinking” or “for questioning
knowledge” (p.60). Furthermore, by dividing subjects into ‘core’ and ‘foundation’,
opportunities for curriculum flexibility, innovation and creativity are restrained, and teachers’
capacity to target learning to children’s strengths, interests, and individual needs is limited.
Yet, foundation subjects are equal in importance, if not of more importance, than core

subjects for they have the potential to promote a variety of aspects relating to a child’s overall
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progression, including their social, emotional, physical, cultural and spiritual development.
Foundation subjects also provide opportunities for expression, creativity and exploration,
skills that have been limited by the knowledge-based approach of England’s National
Curriculum. Therefore, it is unquestionable that more emphasis should be placed on
subjects such as the humanities, to fully nurture a child by providing them “with the
opportunity to be creative [and] encouraging them to learn and express themselves in ways
that are in addition to writing and speaking” (Webster & Misra, 2015, p.6). By reducing the
opportunities for children to participate in learning other than the core subjects, the National
Curriculum in England restricts a child’s overall development, neglecting their aptitudes and

talents in favour of their performance in core subjects.

Merry (1991) explains that “the more fixed the curriculum becomes, the less it is
able to respond to the real needs of individuals [and] any difficulties which arise are seen
as the failure of the child to meet the demands of the curriculum rather than...the failure of
the curriculum to recognise...the needs of the individual child” (p.71). By limiting the value
of foundation subjects, the current curriculum is arguably reflective of a general-purpose
approach to curriculum design and teaching and restricts the overall development of the
child. In doing so, curriculums, like that of England, result in conformity and educational
singularity where learner’s individuality is hindered and their subjectivity, as well as their

education, is controlled (Winter, 2017, p.70).
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6 CONCLUSIONS

This thesis aimed to study the impact the prioritisation of core subjects in primary
schools in England is having on teacher attitudes towards teaching. The findings of this
thesis confirmed the concerns raised about the National Curriculum’s emphasis on the

importance of core subjects and its impact on the attitudes of teachers towards teaching.

As expected, this thesis found that core subject prioritisation continues to be an issue
in primary schools in England and is a contributing factor impacting teachers’ attitudes. The
participants in this study reported having negative attitudes towards the prioritisation of core
subjects and the consequences this, they claim, is having on the wider curriculum,
predominantly the foundation subjects. This study also found that high stakes accountability
measures were a negative contributing factor to teachers’ attitudes towards the curriculum,
especially for those participants teaching in year groups which were subject to statutory
assessments. Furthermore, it was found that the participants, and their teaching practice,
were being negatively impacted by core subject prioritisation, resulting in foundation
subjects being replaced by additional core lessons or interventions to meet the content
demands of the curriculum. All of these factors were found to be negatively impacting the
attitudes of teachers in this study and are comparable with other findings that core subject
prioritisation is negatively impacting teacher attitudes (Brown & Manktelow, 2016; Pratt &

Atkinson, 2020; Berliner, 2011).
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The National Curriculum states that “every state-funded school must offer a
curriculum which is balanced and broadly based” (DfE, 2014, p.5). Yet, despite the
encouragement of providing a school-level curriculum which provides balance and breadth,
when combined with inseparable, high accountability standardised assessments and
inspections, this thesis has found that teachers have essentially become immobilised.
Worryingly, it appears that, despite the curriculum reforms being in effect for almost ten
years, teachers are under a constant and increasingly state of pressure and restraint, as
well as lacking autonomy and ownership of the curriculum they teach. This is due to the
paradoxical situation raised in this thesis, in which there are disparities between the content
and expectations outlined in the National Curriculum for core subjects, and the practicalities

teachers face when implementing them.

To resolve its limitations and to begin solving the current situation, the National
Curriculum needs to truly reflect its intent of being “rich, well-designed and broad” (DfES,
2004, p.34). This can be achieved by increasing the value of subjects other than English
and Maths. This thesis found that currently, the core subjects dominate teaching time in
England, resulting in foundation subjects being relegated to afternoon timetable slots, where
opportunities for full engagement and enjoyment are limited. Although ensuring children
have core subject knowledge arguably contributes to a solid educational underpinning, this
thesis has found that the current approach in the National Curriculum in England has
resulted in the dominance of subject knowledge at the detriment to the wider curriculum.
This, ultimately, has resulted in the marginalisation of foundation subjects and has

negatively contributed to the attitudes of teachers towards teaching.

6.1. Limitations and recommendations
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The largest limitation of the current study is the sample size. Although it was ensured
that this study overcame the limitations of previous research examining this phenomenon -
by only selecting participants who were not in management or curriculum positions, and by
selecting participants from varying areas in England - the number of participants obtained
does limit this study. Even though a limited data set, such as this, is not claimed to be
representative it does serve to demonstrate how this phenomenon is perceived and
experienced by participants in some schools. Moreover, the teachers who participated in the
focus groups represented contrasting primary schools in England, including different types
of schools, such as faith schools and community schools, different catchment areas and
different locations. As a result, the participants arguably represent a diverse selection of

teachers.

It is also important to carefully consider the findings of this study, in relation to
previous research into this phenomenon. As discussed, previous research found teachers
had mixed attitudes towards core subject prioritisation, yet the current study found
consistently negative attitudes from all the participants. Accordingly, this must be
considered, for it is difficult to determine that it is core subject prioritisation alone that is
negatively impacting the attitudes of teachers. As discussed, attitude formation is influenced
by a multitude of variables, making it challenging to isolate just one issue (e.g., Ha et al.,
2008; Haney et al.,1996; Janik et al., 2018). Although the participants in this study did
present negative attitudes as a result of the impact of core subject prioritisation, variables
including individual school management and curriculum approach, as well as the gender of

the participants and their teaching experience may all have contributed to the findings.

Some recommendations, therefore, can be made based on the findings of this study.
To begin, future research into this phenomenon would benefit from following a similar

participant selection process, ensuring that teachers do not hold managerial or curriculum
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positions to eliminate potential bias and to gain a clearer insight into teacher attitudes
towards core subject prioritisation. Moreover, selecting participants from a variety of
locations and school types proved beneficial in gaining an overall perception of the attitudes
of teachers and would further benefit similar studies in the future. The use of focus groups
as the data collection method in this study facilitated the collection of insightful data;
however, further qualitative data collection methods, such as questionnaires or individual
interviews, could enrich our understanding of the impact of core subject prioritisation on

teachers’ attitudes.
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Table 1

Personal data will be collected and processed in this thesis

What is the | regarding the impact of core subject prioritisation on teacher
purpose for | attitudes towards teaching. The purpose of this research is to
collecting gain an understanding of the increased prioritisation of core
personal subjects in primary schools in England and whether this is
data? having an impact on the attitudes of teachers who are expected
to deliver a broad curriculum.
What is the | Audio recordings are the minimum amount of data needed to
minimum fulfil this master’s purpose. No identifying information or
amount of personal data is needed in this thesis.
personal
data needed
to fulfil the
purpose?
How will Data will be collected on a recording device in the form of audio
personal recordings.
data be
collected?
Where and Digital data, including audio recordings and transcripts, will be
how will protected with username and password or multi-factor
personal authentication (MFA). All digital data will be stored on an
data be encrypted drive. Direct identifiers will be removed from the data
stored? and participants will be referred to as numbers, for instance,
‘Participant 1’ or ‘P.1".
How long Data will be retained to be used for the master’s thesis of
- Hannah Woodley and deleted once the thesis has been
will personal
accepted.
data be
retained?
How will the | After the thesis has been accepted, the data will be destroyed.
data be All audio recordings will be deleted from the recording device
securely and transcripts of the audio recordings will be deleted from the

disposed of
or archived?

encrypted drive.
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Table 2

Overarching Theme

Sub-theme and Coding

Sample of Coded

Instruction Text
English There are a
Maths directed number
Time of hours you have
Content to do for each

subject... an hour
a day, for each,
every day.

Foundation subjects

Wider curriculum e.g.
Arts, Humanities
Time

Content

...we tend to
rotate what we do
so one term we’'ll
do Geography,
one term we’ll do
History.

——

Positive
Negative

| do wish,
sometimes, there
was a day where
you didn’t have to
do, say English
and Maths.

Attitudes towards foundation

subjects

Positive
Negative

| don’t want them
pulled out of other
lessons that they
enjoy because of
that
[interventions]. |
don’t want them to
miss out on the
Art that they love
because the
English needs to
be bumped up —
it's not fair.

Accountability measures

Assessment
Inspections
Data
Results

We have
assessment for all
of them...at the
end of each topic
they do an
assessment.

National Curriculum
Pedagogy
Strategies

The National
Curriculum is a
mile wide, but only
an inch deep.
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