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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1: The purpose and vision of the research study 

The purpose of this research study is to examine the curriculum arguments of Michael Young 

and John White and to examine to what extent are their recommendations found within the 

national curricula put in place within secondary schools in Malta and the Republic of Ireland. 

This study will provide a window into the current status of geography education not only within 

the context of Ireland and Malta but will also include a global perspective, it will take into 

consideration existing curricula frameworks in place as well as teaching techniques commonly 

practised in classrooms in both countries. This dissertation will also discuss why Young and 

White sought to establish arguments for alternative curriculum models within the educational 

system. The fundamental theories that will underpin this thesis will be Michael Young’s theory 

of “powerful knowledge” and the theories of John White and his argument for an aims-based 

curriculum model. In conclusion, an examination of national secondary school curricula in both 

Ireland and Malta will then be conducted to determine the extent to which White and Young's 

recommendations are reflected within the policy documents in both countries.  

1.2: The inspiration behind the study 

The primary motivation for creating this study finds its grounding in a society where the value 

of our educational system is becoming increasingly analysed under the microscope. Newspaper 

articles from sources such as the Irish Times have questioned whether the educational system 

in Ireland is failing their students (O’ Brien, 2017), and Maltese politicians such as the Hon. 

Minister Evarist Bartolo, former Minister for Education and Employment, have spoken out 
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against the “unjust” educational system in Malta, in a critique where Bartolo (2016) highlights 

that Malta registers one of the highest rates of early school leavers in the European Union. 

Baumann (1998, 2006, 2005 in Sultana, 2011) further argues that in developed countries, 

governments have reneged on their responsibilities and have instead implemented educational 

changes to fit the needs of the market economy (p. 182). Idris et al. (2011) further note the 

importance of education to our society, as “Education is generally seen as the foundation of 

society which brings economic wealth, social prosperity and political stability” (p. 434). 

Modern times have shown demographic changes in the age ranges to which people are 

attending university and a greater emphasis on learning as not only accessible in youth but also 

as a lifelong experience. O’Brien (2020) states that business employers in recent times have 

lamented the lack of skills required by graduates to navigate the future workplace, with only 

13% of Irish employers believing graduates are well equipped in this regard. Their frustrations 

have been laid at the feet of the Irish educational system, where it is noted that students coming 

through the system lack essential soft skills such as communication and problem-solving. In 

Ireland and Malta, there is evidence within policy documents, that governments are seeking to 

change and innovate the national secondary curricula within their schools (see National 

Minimum Curriculum (1989, 2000), A National Curriculum Framework for all (2012), 

Framework for Junior Cycle, (2015)). Furthermore, both states have sought to modernize and 

improve teaching quality with teachers now requiring a two-year Master’s degree in teaching, 

instead of previous qualification criteria only requiring a single year postgraduate certificate. 

In Malta however, some teachers are currently teaching without a master’s degree, and the 

obligatory requirements for possessing a master’s degree is currently not ratified into law. 

Since 2014, Irish universities have offered the Professional Masters in Education (PME) for 

postgraduate teacher training (Rickard & Walsh, 2019, p. 313), whereas in Malta, the Masters 

in Teaching and Learning (MTL), has been offered by the University of Malta since 2016 
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(Caruana, 2016). As governments in both countries have reflected and are actively attempting 

to modernize their curriculum models in secondary schools, with this in mind, this study seeks 

to provide a detailed analysis of the theoretical arguments found within the writings of Michael 

Young and John White, as well as their various debates.  

1.3: Research aims 

With context given to the purpose, vision and inspiration behind the construction of this study, 

the focus of this dissertation will be reflected in the structure of two key research questions. 

1. To what extent are the writings of John White and Michael Young reflected within 

contemporary curricula in Malta and Ireland 

2. Do the programmes of work in Ireland and Malta allow for the national curriculum 

to be reflected clearly within the classrooms of secondary schools, with specific 

reference to school geography. 

This study will primarily use primary sources from government bodies responsible for 

providing education, government agencies, and insight from both respective countries' legal 

acts and constitutions to answer these key research questions. This research study will further 

be contextualized through contributions from academia, who will provide supporting insight 

into the educational systems in Irish and Maltese secondary schools, with a specific focus on 

geography education. This research study will also make meaningful use of data collection 

from archives in both Malta and Ireland to determine the extent of the prominent student uptake 

of the subject within secondary schools in both countries.  

A necessary disclaimer that should be noted, is that due to the comparative nature of this thesis, 

a brief overview must be provided to demonstrate the differences and similarities that exist 

between both the Irish and Maltese educational systems. In this regard, I will briefly compare 
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and contrast the age ranges of students attending secondary school in Ireland, as well as 

secondary and post-secondary in Malta, when students in both respective countries face 

nationwide assessment. 

 

1.4: Differences between the educational systems in Ireland and Malta 

The age range of students attending secondary school 

In the Republic of Ireland, students begin compulsory education at Primary school, from there 

onwards, they will progress to secondary education and then further proceed to tertiary 

education. Students attending secondary school typically are between the ages of 12 and 19 

years old, and students attend secondary school for six academic years. It is important to note 

in this regard, that in the Republic of Ireland, there are no sixth-form institutions in contrast to 

Malta. 

In Malta, students begin compulsory schooling in primary school, and progress to secondary 

school, students may proceed to post-secondary or tertiary education. Students in Malta begin 

secondary education at 10-11 years old and finish secondary school at 15-16 years of age.  

Years of major nation-wide state examinations  

In the Irish secondary school educational system, the six academic years are divided into two 

separate three-year cycles, these being the Junior Cycle, where the curriculum covers the first 

three years of secondary school, and the Senior Cycle, where the curriculum covers fourth year 

to sixth year. In the concluding years of each respective cycle, students sit for nationwide 

examinations to assess the student's knowledge for those specific three-year cycles. These state 

examinations are the Junior Certificate, which assesses syllabus content from 1st to 3rd year, 

and the Leaving Certificate assesses syllabus content from 5th to 6th year. In this regard, the 
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Irish Junior Certificate functions similarly to the SEC exams in Malta, and the Leaving 

Certificate functions similarly to the Maltese MATSEC examinations. The 4th year of 

secondary school, known as “transition year”, is considered an optional year and can be skipped 

in some schools, and is an academic year where student’s focus more on vocational education 

and greater involvement in extra-curricular activities.  

One must note that in Malta, although all sixth form students sit for the MATSEC 

examinations, sixth form colleges may choose to approach the syllabus through a variety of 

means (MEDE, 2017, p. 49). Although there is a distinction between secondary school and 

sixth form, I will include a brief analysis of MATSEC assessment following the breakdown of 

to what extent can the curriculum arguments of Michael Young and John White be present in 

the geography secondary school curriculum. The justification for this decision is that both the 

Leaving Certificate in Ireland and the Maltese MATSEC examinations, which is taken at sixth 

form, both serve as nationwide assessment for student progression to university education. 

1.5: The development of the Irish secondary educational system 

To understand how the current secondary school system in Ireland operates, it is imperative 

that this study provides contextualization on the historical development of the secondary school 

curriculum in Ireland and gives context to geography education in the context of broader 

curriculum reforms. The grounding for the Irish educational system at both Primary and 

Secondary level, owes its origins to the events following the declaration of the Republic of 

Ireland in 1949. The aftermath of independence would lead to a change in educational policy 

as the government would seek to ground the educational framework within the context of the 

Irish Constitution, which was constructed in 1937. Article 42 of the Irish Constitution, would 

form the basic principles of Irish educational policy and to this day, remains the basic 

educational policy used by the government in outlining the role of the government in the 
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context of education in Ireland (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 240). O’Reilly quotes article 42.4 in this 

regard, as the article declares that 

“The State shall provide for free primary education and shall endeavour to supplement 

and give reasonable aid to private and corporate educational initiative, and, when the public 

good requires it, provide other educational facilities or institutions with due regard, however, 

for the rights of parents, especially in the matter of religious and moral formation”. (p. 240) 

Article 42.3 would further outline the role that the state plays within education in Ireland, as 

article 42.3 defines the rights of private, faith-run schools and State-run schools, with the state 

formally noting the religious freedom of parents and students in their choice of schools without 

interference from the state. (Constitution of Ireland, 1937b)  

The Irish educational system is notable in some aspects, as most primary and secondary schools 

are not under the ownership of the state, with the majority privately owned, usually under the 

stewardship of church authorities or religious orders (Department of Education and Skills, 

2012, p. 1). The state's role in education, is that of stewardship, with the Department of 

Education and Skills (DES) providing funding to schools and providing prescribed curriculum 

frameworks and syllabi to be followed within all schools in Ireland (p. 1). This is in keeping 

with section 3.2 in Article 42 of the Irish constitution, which outlines the state's responsibility 

in ensuring that “the children receive a certain minimum education, moral, intellectual and 

social. (Constitution of Ireland, 1937b) 

The roots of much of the modern history of Irish secondary school assessment can be traced to 

the implementations of the intermediate education bill (1924), where the Irish government 

outlined assessment within Irish secondary schools. This bill came following the aftermath of 

the Irish Free State’s formation in 1922, which had recently won Dominion Status from the 

British Empire following the conclusion of the Irish War of Independence in 1921. The bill's 
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outcome is salient to modern Irish assessment, as the bill would establish two sets of 

certification examinations in secondary schools. The intermediate certificate would serve as 

the certificate required to enter “a variety of professional workplaces” (House of the 

Oireachtas, 1924) and would assess students after three to four years, and would eventually 

merge with a separate vocational certificate (known as the day group certificate), to form the 

Junior Certificate in 1989. Meanwhile, the Leaving Certificate functioned much as it does in 

the present day, with the certificate assessing students’ knowledge over two years, and was 

designed as the necessary qualification for further advancement to university education. (ibid) 

In the decades following the intermediate amendment bill (1924), Mulcahy (1981, in Hogan, 

1983), states that during this time, the state of education at secondary level was left “in a 

chronic condition” due to the neglect of educational committees’ failure to provide aims or a 

clear purpose for secondary level education (p. 41). The “rules and regulations” policy 

documents which are issued annually by the state, and form guidelines for secondary schools 

under the stewardship of the state, (Department of Education and Science, 2004, p. 4), are 

critiqued by Mulcahy (1981, in Hogan, 1983) in this regard, as the documents would “year on 

year” either fail to provide a purpose for secondary level and would offer vague purposes to 

the certification examinations (p. 42).  

With the advent of the 1960s came a change in the political landscape, as under the stewardship 

of Sean Lemass as Taoiseach (prime minister), much of the “old guard” of Irish politics who 

had been in government since the early days of the Irish free state, was replaced with a new 

generation of younger politicians (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 251). Under the new government, several 

inquiries into the Irish educational system were made, and investment rose exponentially, with 

the budget devoted to education increasing by 500%, from £8.5 million in 1950 to almost £78 

million in 1970 (p. 253). Donogh O’ Malley, the Minister for Education at the time, would in 
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1966 further bolster secondary education, with an announcement of the abolition of fees for 

secondary and vocational schools, and a pledge made to provide transport services for primary 

and secondary schools (p. 254). This reform would directly lead to a drastic increase in schools 

in rural areas, and students attending post-primary education. O’Brien (2017), would highlight 

the importance of the reform’s legacy where he states that 

“At the time, about a third – or 17,000 children – who finished primary school were dropping 

out of education; at 15 years of age, fewer than 50 per cent were still in full-time education. 

By 16, only 36 per cent were still at school. Within a decade of the policy change, participation 

rates in second-level had doubled”. (p. 254) 

O’ Reilly (2012), notes that towards the end of the decade, questions surrounding the Leaving 

Certificate’s reliability had led to proposed reforms. In 1968, this would cumulate in a change 

to how the Leaving Certificate was graded, with results determined on a points per grade basis. 

O’Reilly critiques this decision, as the reform had now made the examinations high stakes and 

very competitive (p. 259). For Leaving Certificate, this model of grading persists to the present 

day.  

The 1980s would prove a challenging decade for Irish educational reform, as the decade's 

economic recession would see eight different ministers for education as Ireland saw several 

governments collapse during the recession (Department of Education, 2021). However, one 

outcome from the 1980s would prove significant as in 1989, assessment would see further 

changes at lower secondary level. The 1989 reform, would see lower-secondary assessment 

simplified, as the reform discontinued the intermediate certificate in academic secondary 

schools, and the group day certificate at vocational schools, and would replace them with a 

single certificate that would be known as the Junior Certificate (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 260), to 

which is still in place in today’s lower secondary schools. 
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Towards the turn of the 1990s, the Minister for Education of the day, Séamus Brennan, on the 

back of a recent OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) report on 

the standard of teaching in Ireland, would call for educational reform in the country, with a 

green paper titled “Education for a changing world” in 1992. Minister Brennan would call for 

a pedagogical shift throughout Irish education under the pretext that 

“knowledge and skill, both totally dependent on the education system, have become 

increasingly the dominant factors of wealth and job creation. This increased economic 

importance of learning is already a powerful catalyst in promoting a culture of lifelong 

learning in most developed countries. This is a shift in emphasis which in itself creates a 

substantial demand for change. Education cannot respond to tomorrow's challenges with the 

answers to yesterday's problems.” (House of the Oireachtas, 1992).  

Coolahan (2007) would outline the importance of this document, noting that the desire for a 

pedagogical shift within the green paper, would manifest itself in the first formal written 

document on post-qualification induction training for teachers, and the recommendation for the 

creation of a teaching council, to ensure quality control within the teaching profession. (pp. 9-

10).  

However, despite these changes within the green paper and the attempt by the Irish government 

to instil a modern style of pedagogical practice into the Irish secondary school system, Doyle 

(2019) comments that the Junior Cycle reform of 1989 and another attempted reform in 2000, 

would fail to materialize. Doyle attributes these failures to the lack of meaningful reforms at 

Senior cycle level, which was the gatekeeper for further progression to tertiary education (p. 

317). Gleeson (2010, in Doyle, 2019) notes that there were criticisms that examinations had 

become the key driving force within secondary level education and acting as a detriment to the 

curriculum, pedagogical innovation and student experiences (p. 4). With such an emphasis on 
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assessment placed on a single set of high stakes examinations, teachers were found to treat 

Junior Cycle as a “test-run” for Senior Cycle, and found to favour rote learning and used the 

examination papers as their syllabus. (p. 3). It became evident that reforming the assessment 

model would become central to any meaningful reforms in the Junior Cycle framework, and as 

such was noted by the NCCA (The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment) as one 

of their major recommendations in their review of the Junior Cycle in September 2011. In 

October 2012, the Minister for Education of the day, Ruairi Quinn, would announce the launch 

of a new curriculum framework for Junior Cycle that would promise to completely 

revolutionize the way Junior Cycle would be taught (p. 2). The framework in the words of 

Doyle “disrupted the purpose of Junior Cycle as a trial run for the Leaving Certificate alone 

and called for an identity for lower secondary within itself”, to challenge the system that did 

not wish to engage with change. (p. 4). This new Junior Cycle curriculum framework would 

be formally introduced in 2015, and remains the curriculum framework in place for lower-

secondary to the present day, with reviews currently being conducted to enact similar changes 

to Senior Cycle. A more in-depth study on the current curriculum frameworks in use for Junior 

cycle and Senior cycle, will be covered with context to the curriculum arguments of John White 

and Michael Young in Chapter 5 of this research study.  

1.6: The development of Geography education within the Irish Secondary school educational 

system 

As noted by the Association for Geography Teachers in Ireland (AGTI), along with the changes 

to the intermediate certificate in 1989, a revision of the syllabus to Geography education came. 

Critiques were made against the old Geography syllabus, with AGTI noting that the prescribed 

curriculum had been made too long and lacked precision and detail. With the changes in 1989, 
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came a revision to how Geography was taught, with Geography education at Junior and Senior 

cycle level primarily broken up into separate sections. (Waddington, 2011, p. 20) 

Figure 1: 

The breakdown of the Geography syllabus for Junior Cycle (1989) (Waddington, 2011) 

 

Junior Certificate Geography would have its syllabus divided into three separate sections, 

these would be labelled under physical, human and economic Geography (p. 21) 
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Figure 2: 

The breakdown of the Geography syllabus for Senior Cycle (2003) (Waddington, 2011) 

 

In 2003, the revised Junior Cycle syllabus would be further built upon in the Senior cycle 

syllabus, with syllabus content on physical geography, regional geography, economic or 

human geography, with the option of one out of a range of elective units at higher level. (p. 23) 

Initial reaction to these reforms was positive, with Waddington (2011) quoting one teacher’s 

response to the Junior certificate reforms as “awaited with outstretched arms by the second 

level teaching fraternity' (Sherwood, 1988). He considered that 'the new syllabus appears 

refreshing, stimulating, and definitely encouraging and worthwhile for students studying the 

course' and he welcomed the inclusion of a definite commitment to fieldwork within the 

programme.” (p. 22) 

Despite several interventions by governments in the humanities subjects such as Geography, 

in reducing the number of years that students must take Geography education from three years 
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to one, Geography still registers some of the highest uptakes in student numbers at Junior and 

Senior cycle level. Figures from the State examinations commission demonstrate that students 

at Leaving Certificate level, regularly register over 23,000 per year, with Junior Certificate 

students regularly registering 55,000 or more per year. Only Biology and French match 

Geography in student uptake outside of the core three subjects of Irish, Maths and English. 

This is despite no Irish University requiring a student to have Geography for entry to any 

course, whilst many courses at Irish Universities require a student having completed a science 

subject or a foreign language at leaving certificate level. 
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Table 1: 

Statistics of students taking Leaving Certificate and Junior Certificate geography  

 

Student uptake of geography for both junior certificate and leaving certificate has remained 

consistent throughout the years. It consistently registers some of the highest student numbers 

for subjects not obligatory for all students throughout their secondary education such as Irish, 

Maths and English. Many have questioned the diminishing status of geography in Irish schools 

in the face of such promising figures. (The data for this chart was obtained from statistics 

obtained from the State Examinations Commission statistical archives for the years, 2019, 

2018, 2017, 2016, 2015, 2014 and 2013. (See State Examinations Commission, 2021)). 

1.7: A background of the Maltese educational system 

Malta saw much of its modern historical secondary school development after the advent of 

national independence in 1964. Cutajar, (2007), notes that since the formal declaration of 

independence for the Maltese islands, the countries educational sector has gone through several 
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revolutionary reforms, with events from the last thirty years playing a particularly significant 

role in the formation of today’s Maltese secondary school curriculum framework (p. 4). Cutajar 

further notes that the purpose of these reforms was to “augment the country’s intellectual 

capital and provide improved quality education that will help all Maltese children succeed” 

(p. 4). Improving the national intellectual capital has always been a priority the Maltese 

governments. This can be reflected in Malta’s history of curriculum frameworks, with both 

national curriculum models, the National Minimum Curriculum (NMC)(2000) and the 

National Curriculum Framework (NCF)(2012) both underlining the importance of developing 

the student for employment and active citizenship.  

Below are some examples of direct references to the importance of the economy within both 

national curriculum frameworks. 

“The educational system should prepare students for the world of work by helping them to 

develop knowledge and acquire information about:  

- the different sectors of the Maltese economy 

- the global economy and how this affects the Maltese economy 

- the changing work environment in an information society 

- different workplaces and the required skills” (MEDE, 2000, p. 59) 

“The development of Malta’s vision as a high value-added knowledge and service base 

economy, as well as becoming one of the leading Member States in implementing the EU 2020 

Strategy, will not be achieved if the NCF isolates itself from the nation’s economic aspirations 

and goals.” (MEDE, 2012, p. 7) 
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The NMC, would see its introduction in 1999, and be prescribed to the state across State, 

Church and Independent schools, at both private and secondary level, and would mark Malta’s 

first national curriculum since the advent of independence. However, the curriculum 

framework itself would be borne out of the education act (1988), which would define the role 

of the government in the provision of education within the state. Cutajar adds on this point 

wherein the act, the government would outline three notable points within its role in the 

provision of educational services, where it is the right and duty of the state to 

1. “ensure the existence of a system of schools and institutions accessible to all Maltese 

citizens for the full development of the whole personality including the ability of every 

person to work” 

2. “establish the national minimum curriculum of studies for all schools” 

3. “to secure compliance with the National Curriculum Framework of studies and the 

national minimum conditions for all schools.” (p. 5) 

The Hon. Former Minister for Education Louis Galea, within the NMC, would note that the 

primary focus of the framework, was to be centred on the child, with the NMC promoting a 

holistic education for all, a push to encourage lifelong learning within students, and to promote 

global perspectives across the framework, in a society that had been increasingly globalized at 

the time (pp. 26-27). This is noted further by Bonello (2018) where she states that throughout 

the history of educational developments in Malta, educational reform was always preceded by 

a change within society (p. 10), this would be further proven with the NCF (2012) as will be 

analysed further on within this study.  

Curmi (1994) provides a fine study on the implementation of the NMC and is recommended 

for a more in-depth analysis on this curriculum framework. In his research study which 
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investigated how the framework was being implemented into the classrooms in secondary 

schools, an important outcome of his research, was that within Maltese classrooms, it was 

found that the curriculum recommendations, were not successfully implemented in Maltese 

secondary schools. In a series of interviews conducted by Curmi with Secondary school 

teachers, it had become apparent that teachers had frequently replied that they either had no 

knowledge of the framework recommendations or had never known of the existence of the 

framework (p. 24). Furthermore, it was found that as much as 40% of the teachers interviewed, 

had not known of the existence of the NMC (p. 24). Curmi highlights in this regard, that within 

Maltese secondary schools, the new curriculum “had changed nothing in any fundamental 

way” (p. 24). Curmi further provides evidence supporting this claim, where out of the 60% of 

teachers who had read the curriculum framework, 48% of that 60%, had chosen not to 

implement the new curriculum framework within their classrooms. When one considers the 

48% who decided not to implement the new curriculum, and the 40% of teachers who did not 

know of the curriculum frameworks existence, this only leaves a small minority of teachers 

(12%) out of a total of 306 teachers, who were implementing the new curriculum in their 

classrooms (p. 27). Curmi concludes in this regard, that no argument can be made for the 

national minimum curriculum being effective in classrooms, if only 12% of teachers were 

implementing the curriculum (p. 27). Curmi would attribute the failings of the NMC in Maltese 

secondary classrooms to three critical factors. 

1. Ignorance of the existence of the curriculum framework, to which Curmi argued was 

the fault of the government, for lack of stakeholder involvement from teachers (p. 31)  

2. Teachers felt pressured to adequately prepare students for tests and cover the syllabus 

content load. This led to a majority of teachers choosing to learn the syllabus and teach 

to the test. (p. 30) 
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3. Teachers were too attached to their method of teaching (i.e., teacher-centric), and 

had been unwilling to deviate from how they had been teaching throughout their 

profession (p. 30) 

These failings will prove important later in the research study, as a greater in-depth analysis 

will be conducted on the NCF, which replaced the NMC, in Chapter 5.  

1.8: Geography education within the Maltese secondary school educational system 

Within the Maltese educational system at secondary level, geography enjoys the status as a 

core entitlement subject under Humanities as one of the eight learning areas in the NCF. This, 

in turn, means that students in years 7 to 11, have geography education in their timetable (Borg 

Axisa, p. 104). In state schools, geography is offered at years 7 and 8 as an individual subject, 

but in the upper secondary years, is placed under the umbrella subject known as 

“Environmental Studies”, where students also partake in studies in History and Social Studies 

(p. 104).  

Borg Axisa (2018) further provides a critique of the framework of geography education within 

Maltese secondary schools as she makes the argument that within the National Minimum 

Curriculum (NMC), the framework contains a language policy statement, stating that the 

language of instruction in state schools for History and Social Studies, was to be conducted in 

Maltese (p. 104). This has been reaffirmed in the NCF (2012), as language constitutes one of 

the key learning areas of the framework, with English being deemed a language of importance 

culturally (p. 34), and Maltese being highly important for instilling Maltese national identity 

and pride (p. 60). The government policy document titled “Language education policy profile” 

(2015) further details that the increasing use of Maltese as the language of instruction, is 

specifically aimed at promoting Maltese identity through language (p. 22). This created a 

problem within Environmental Studies, with Geography education being omitted from a 
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change in the language of instruction (Borg Axisa, 2011, p. 104). At present, Geography is 

being encouraged to promote Maltese speaking also under its status as a “bilingual subject” (p. 

76). This has led to problems within Malta’s ever-increasingly diverse population, as state 

schools are not as homogenous as they once were, with Borg Axisa (2018) noting that during 

the scholastic year 2014-2015, there were 1109 international students in state schools, although 

with the population has increased exponentially, with (Debono, 2021) noting a 700% increase 

in international students (non-Maltese) in state schools since 2011. 

This inherently creates an issue with the language of instruction being enforced by the state, as 

the curriculum does not reflect the practical realities of Malta’s ever-growing multicultural 

population. Debono, (2021) in this regard, further notes that whilst state schools in Cottonera 

only register a 3.1% portion of students being non-Maltese, this rises to as high as 36% in the 

state schools surrounding the Sliema and St. Julian’s area, with St. Clare’s registering the 

highest portion of international students in the country. In a school where over 1/3rd of the 

student population are not Maltese, one can make the argument that the practical realities of 

having a large portion of the student population not being fluent in Maltese, constitutes a 

problem when faced with the language of instruction being Maltese for History and Social 

Studies, and bilingualism being promoted in Geography. 

The issue of language is not the only problem facing Geography education in Malta however, 

as in contrast to the strong student uptake in Geography education in Irish secondary schools, 

student uptake for the Secondary Education Certificate (SEC), show that Geography uptake is 

not as strong as in Ireland, when comparing Geography to other optional subjects on offer. In 

2020, a statistics report from the University of Malta (2020) on student uptake per subject in 

SEC exams for that year, had 41 different subjects on offer, and out of those 41 subjects, 

Geography would place 25th in the subjects with the most student uptakes.  
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Debono (2019), further adds to the difficulties facing Geography education at secondary school 

level, where students in non-state schools, might only receive geography under the umbrella 

subject of environmental studies, or after year 8, they might not choose to take on Geography 

as an optional subject, thus leaving their geographical knowledge at a basic level. (p. 14).  

This leaves Geography education in a position where its future as a distinct discipline within 

the Maltese secondary school curriculum faces challenges. As Geography faces a crisis of 

status of having to preserve the discipline from being absorbed altogether into a catch-all 

subject of Environmental Studies and facing ever shorter allotments in the timetable dedicated 

to the field, these will be issues further explored within this research study in Chapter 3 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

  

This chapter will primarily detail how we define a curriculum and the purpose of why we have 

a curriculum, and show insight into the curriculum arguments of Michael Young and John 

White. Researchers within academia across the disciplines, have promoted theories and 

engaged in debates, as to how national governments should structure their curricula for the 

future. Contemporary curricula have been put under the microscope and examined for their 

relevancy for the present, and to what extent are they applicable to real-world scenarios. 

Moreover, contemporary curricula have also been called into question as to what extent are 

they promoting and encouraging students to partake in their own education and be lifelong 

learners. Two notable researchers contributing to developing theories for a modernized 

curriculum framework, are Michael Young and John White. Michael Young has contributed 

immensely to the debates on modernizing curriculum frameworks, with his theory of “powerful 

knowledge”. White meanwhile, has contributed heavily through his arguments with Michael 

Young, using his model of an aims-based curriculum as a counterpart to Young’s theory of 

“powerful knowledge”. Along with White and Young, within geography education, David 

Lambert is a highly influential scholar in curriculum development and has drawn influence 

from Young, as to how “powerful knowledge” can be present within Geography Education. 

2.1: Defining what is a curriculum and its purpose 

As this study seeks at its heart to provide an analysis on the curriculum models in Irish and 

Maltese secondary schools, it is salient that this study first defines how we might define a 

curriculum. John Dewey in this regard, is an influential educational theorist, and is highly 

regarded in his work within academia surrounding education. In his book “The child and the 

curriculum” (1906), Dewey highlights the personal experience of the child as living “somewhat 
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in a narrow world of personal contacts, with things hardly coming within their experience 

unless they touch” (p. 8). Dewey further highlights that the conception of the child’s world at 

this time, extends only to their local area. This is further developed by Dewey where once the 

child is introduced to the curriculum, their life of learning knowledge through personal 

experiences, is replaced by facts and laws, and the scope of their world is expanded “as far as 

the bounds of the solar system, where his little span of personal memory and tradition is 

overlaid with the long centuries of the history of all the peoples.” (p. 9). 

Dewey highlights that throughout the learning process, the personal experiences of the 

student’s own memories and traditions should be essential towards delivering the curriculum, 

as it is the child’s pre-existing knowledge that unifies the different types of knowledge being 

learned (p. 9). For Dewey, the instruments of the curriculum serve the needs for the growth of 

the child and to develop them, and this is made clear in a statement provided by Dewey, where 

he makes the argument that in the curriculum 

“The child is the starting point, the centre, and the end. His development, his growth, 

is the ideal. ... To the growth of the child all studies are subservient; they are instruments 

valued as they serve the needs of growth. Personality, character, is more than subject matter. 

Not knowledge or information, but self-realization, is the goal. To possess all the world of 

knowledge and lose one's own self is as awful a fate in education as in religion.” (p. 13) 

The influence of Dewey can be felt in the works of modern educational theorists, such as 

Paolo Freire, as much of the arguments made by Dewey of how a curriculum can be defined 

and how a curriculum model should be implemented, can be found within Freire’s own 

arguments. Freire, in (Mahmoudi et al. 2014), reiterated the arguments of Dewey that 

“curriculum planning is a people-oriented process in which the starting point is the people, 
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and their expectation and wants, and is an ongoing process which is done through mutual 

participation from the teachers and students.” (p. 88).  

Although the arguments made by Dewey for how we should define the curriculum and the 

purpose for having a curriculum have often been quoted and reaffirmed by many leading 

academics, Mulenga (2018) states that there is still a difficulty in finding an overall accepted 

consensus from within academia for how we define a curriculum (p. 14). Mulenga (2018) 

develops on this point further by detailing that when defining a curriculum, there are 

discrepancies involved, as educational theorists have differentiated between types of curricula, 

such as the prescribed curriculum and the hidden curriculum. Mulenga notes in this regard, that 

Ellis (2011), has provided examples of definitions from academics on how we can define the 

curriculum, with these examples relating to the formal curriculum prescribed by the state.  

 

“Tyler (1949) stated that curriculum is all the learning experiences planned and directed 

by the school to attain its educational goals”.  

 

“Print (1993) defined a curriculum as all the planned learning opportunities offered to 

learners by the educational institution and the experiences learners encounter when the 

curriculum is implemented” 

 

“Ragan (1960) defined a curriculum as all the experiences of the child for which the 

school accepts responsibility”. 

 

“Brown (2006) stated that a curriculum is all the student school experiences relating to 

the improvement of skills and strategies in thinking critically and creatively, solving 

problems, working collaboratively with others, communicating well, writing more effectively, 

reading more analytically, and conducting research to solve problems”. 
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“Silva (2009) viewed a curriculum as an emphasis on what students can do with 

knowledge, rather than what units of knowledge they have, is the essence of 21st century 

skills.” (pp. 14-15)  

Baujard (2013) and Qu (2018) further delve into the debates surrounding the purpose the 

curriculum should serve for those studying under it, as Baujard (2013) and Qu (2018) argue 

the case of utilitarianism as a key driving force behind modern curriculum. Baujard (2013) 

notes that utilitarianism in itself is a historical philosophy, with origins dating back to the 

1700’s and fully articulated in the 1800s (p. 2). Baujard defines utilitarianism as not only 

concerned with ethical, moral or political philosophy, but also as a philosophy of action. In the 

context of education, we will focus on the later application of utilitarianism as a philosophy of 

action. Baujard states in this regard the interpretation of utilitarianism as a philosophy of action, 

as being concerned with how “individuals seek to promote their own utility, such that utility 

appears as both an explanation of and a guide for human action”. (p. 2) 

Qu (2018) explores further the application of utilitarianism within education where he argues 

that what drives the thought behind predominant curriculums and materials is driven by the 

competitive job market (p. 172). One can argue that in this regard, utilitarianism is present in 

the NCF in Malta, where it was remarked in the framework that it was salient that the NMC 

(2000) and NCF (2012) prepare students for employment and active citizenship (see page 21). 

Furthermore, this relates back to the argument made by Baumann (1998, 2006, 2005 in Sultana, 

2011) where he argued that in developed countries, governments had implemented educational 

changes to fit the needs of the market economy (p. 182). Qu (2018) states that in the present, it 

is noted that a primary task of education, is to evolve into “training students’ professional 

accomplishment and technical expertise for a large range of occupations in tight labour 

markets” (p. 172). An example of this in practice, was the formal introduction in 2012, of bonus 

additional points for students who sat the Leaving Certificate Higher level (advanced) paper in 
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Mathematics. This was incentivised to promote students engaging in application-focused 

mathematics, and to further promote the number of students taking STEM (Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) subjects at university level (Duffy, 2018). Qu 

(2018) outlines the effects of having utilitarian driven educational systems, where he quotes 

that  

“Teachers have to keep to those educational policies cajoled by politicians and business 

leaders to design teaching process and compile teaching materials in order to prepare students 

to be ready for job responsibilities and superiors’ instruction against time, but never cared 

about their own individual developments and personal demands”. (pp. 171-172).  

2.2: Knowledge of the powerful 

Within the academia surrounding the sociology of knowledge and the creation of curriculum 

models, it can be contended that one of the most contentious aspects within this academic field, 

is defining what constitutes knowledge and what types of knowledge should be produced 

within the curriculum. Michael Young, an academic who has contributed much towards this 

field, writes extensively on the sociology of knowledge creation and schools as centres of 

learning and specialized knowledge. Within the academia surrounding educational theory and 

curriculum development, one of the most influential and heavily debated theories amongst 

researchers, is Michael Young’s concept of “powerful knowledge”.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

In Young’s, article “What are schools for?” (2007), Young makes the distinction between two 

different types of knowledge, that of the “knowledge of the powerful”, and “powerful 

knowledge” (p. 150). For Michael Young, knowledge is deeply sociological, Young defines 

the importance of the school as a place as a historical struggle and argues that during the 1970’s 

it was accepted amongst educational theorists, that the place of the school was to teach the 

working class their place within society (p. 149). Young further comments that very few 

working-class students successfully made it to universities prior to that time during this period. 
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This becomes reflected within Young's definition of the “knowledge of the powerful”, as it is 

the knowledge prescribed by authority figures and what “counts as knowledge”. Young further 

relates this to the historical struggle of the school as a place, where he notes that knowledge of 

the powerful, refers to those in authority who have access to higher knowledge (p. 150). It is 

stated however by Young, that “knowledge of the powerful” tells us nothing about knowledge 

itself, and thus sought to define knowledge construction through his theory of “powerful 

knowledge”. In Young and Muller’s article “on the powers of “powerful knowledge” (2014), 

Young and Muller seek to examine and further define the theory of “powerful knowledge”.  

2.3: “Powerful knowledge” 

Bonello, (2018) states that the term ‘“powerful knowledge”’ is grounded in the sociology of 

education, and came about when sociologists started theorizing about how we think 

sociologically about knowledge. In their arguments, Young and Muller (2013), further 

highlight the sociological grounding of knowledge construction and assert that the process of 

knowledge creation is inherently influenced by the social (p. 230). Maude (2016) provides 

insight into how Young himself would come to define powerful knowledge, with Young (2008, 

2013 & 2014) defining powerful knowledge’s characteristics as to . . . 

 Discover new ways of thinking  

 Better explain and understand the natural and social worlds 

 Think about alternative futures and what they could do to influence them 

 Have some power over their own knowledge 

 Be able to engage in current debates of significance, and 

 Go beyond the limits of their personal experience (p. 72) 



37 
 

Maude (2015) provides further various quotations from Young, in his descriptions for what he 

deems as “powerful knowledge”, and what “powerful knowledge” can do for the individual. 

These can be seen in the below examples. 

1.  “Powerful knowledge” refers to what the knowledge can do or what intellectual power 

it gives to those who have access to it. “powerful knowledge” provides more reliable 

explanations and new ways of thinking about the world and …can provide learners 

with a language for engaging in political, moral, and other kinds of debates. (Young, 

2008, p. 14)  

2. “Knowledge is ‘powerful’ if it predicts, if it explains, if it enables you to envisage 

alternatives” (Young 2014, p. 74) 

What can be outlined in the examples provided by Maude (2015, 2016) for how Young (2008, 

2013, 2014) defines the characteristics behind powerful knowledge, it can be argued that 

“powerful knowledge” as a concept is fluid in its grounding, with different explanations for 

how powerful knowledge can be defined. Young (2013) accepts within his paper “on the 

powers of powerful knowledge”, that one of the challenges that underpin his theory of 

“powerful knowledge”, is that “powerful knowledge” as a theory is not tied to a specific 

discipline, but instead is multi-disciplinary, and as such can be found within the humanities 

and sciences (p. 230). This has led to criticism over the theory of “powerful knowledge”, as 

scholars such as John White have critiqued the lack of a solid theoretical grounding for 

“powerful knowledge” and the criteria for which we can consider knowledge to be powerful. 

David Lambert, an English educational theorist who specialises in geography education, further 

develops on the ideas of Michael Young’s theory of “powerful knowledge” and seeks to 

examine the purpose of the curriculum in the development of young students. In his paper, 

“Who thinks what in geography classrooms? Powerful disciplinary knowledge and curriculum 

futures”, Lambert (2017) highlights that schools are explicitly concerned with preparing the 
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students for adult life as well as their futures, and quotes Fred Inglis (1985), that curricula can 

be interpreted as a “message to and about the future” (p. 4). Lambert (2017), much like Young, 

shares concern with the state of curriculum modelling he observes in the present, and states 

that the primary purpose of his paper, was to explore Bernstein’s (2000) statement that students 

have the “pedagogic right” to be given access to what Michael Young defines as, powerful 

disciplinary knowledge (p. 1). Lambert (2014a, in Maude, 2016) would further define the 

capabilities of powerful knowledge, where Lambert determined powerful knowledge to be 

“Knowledge that is created by specialist communities or disciplines: all knowledge is 

a human construction, but powerful knowledge is made in accordance with some rigorous and 

demanding procedures and practices, put in place to test knowledge claims potentially to 

destruction. These state of art epistemic practices are established to ensure that knowledge 

created is reliable and truthful: indeed, that it is the best it can be’ (Lambert, 2014a, p. 7, in 

Maude, 2016, p. 71). 

Lambert (2017) develops further on the curriculum arguments of Michael Young through the 

concept on “the three futures” of curriculum model making; these three futures are referred to 

as Future 1 (F1), Future 2 (F2) and Future 3 (F3). Lambert (2017) develops further on the 

concept of the three futures, by first defining what he calls, the F1 approach to curriculum 

modelling. F1 is the curriculum structure which is most prevalent in our schools at present and 

what Lambert (2017) defines as the default curriculum model (p. 3), it is the system of teaching 

and learning which is heavily teacher-centric, and the process of learning for students is heavily 

transmissive from teacher to student. The teacher is seen as the focus of the classroom, whose 

responsibility is to provide to the students, vast amounts of knowledge, Lambert (2017) 

metaphorically highlights such a practice as akin to a student’s mind being “an empty bucket 

waiting to be filled” (p. 3). This was observed in Chapter 2, where for much of the history of 

curriculum development for the Junior and Leaving Certificate in Ireland, due to the curriculum 
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being dictated by the assessment framework, students in this scenario did not play a prominent 

role in the development of their own learning. Instead, students were relegated to being 

recipients of knowledge, with no knowledge as to determine how that knowledge was created, 

as well as the absence of skills to determine the validity or strength of the knowledge they 

received. Lambert (2017) details that despite national governments recognising the negative 

aspects of this curriculum model, the F1 curriculum model has found itself quite resilient to 

widespread change.  

Although Lambert (2017) highlights that for teachers and policy-makers, who see the system 

as heavily outdated and are eager to distance themselves from what is deemed a “19th-century 

approach” to schooling (p. 4), there is an approach to move from F1 and a movement towards 

what Lambert (2017) defines as an F2 curriculum model. Lambert (2017) defines F2, as a 

curriculum model that opposes the F1 model, eschews the teacher-centric transmission of 

knowledge from teacher to student, and instead seeks to implement a skills-based approach to 

education (p. 4). Lambert (2017) highlights examples of F2 curriculum innovations, where 

integrated subjects and problem-solving learning become favoured, and utilises such 

theoretical examples such as geography becoming geo-media or science becoming science 

literacy. F2 seeks to establish at the heart of its curriculum that developing a student’s skill-set 

for the future, such as digital literacy and problem-solving skills, would benefit the student for 

adult life once they leave school (p. 5). Lambert (2017) provides an important critique of the 

F2 approach to curriculum making, as Lambert argues that the curriculum’s focus on 

developing a student’s skills, are not for the benefit of the student’s own wellbeing, but are for 

the benefit that the student can bring as a participant within a fast-moving, capitalistic society 

(p. 4). Lambert (2017) details this further with example to a document published by OECD 

titled “Schooling for Tomorrow: Think Scenarios, Rethink Education” (2004). Within the 

report, the document critiques the F1 approach to schooling and instead advocates for a 
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curriculum which prepares students for what is called “the information age” (p. 10-11), further 

contained within the report are details of projects and movements made by national 

governments towards an F2 curriculum model (p.14). Within the report, one such example of 

a skills-based movement promoted by a national government, is the FutureSight project, 

promoted by the United Kingdom government, that aims “to build capacity for futures thinking 

through practical applications to help school leaders shape, not just guess at, the future.”, and 

includes specific objectives such as analysing where trends are moving in the future, and 

prepare student’s accordingly (p. 15). This skills-based F2 approach to curriculum modelling 

is further reflected within the curriculum framework of the NCF (2012) in Malta, where cross 

curricular themes such as digital literacy, co-operative learning and building entrepreneurial 

skills form the groundwork of the curriculum (p. xiv). As such, what becomes apparent in the 

F1 and F2 curriculum models, is that neither approach is grounded in what Lambert would 

define as “powerful disciplinary knowledge”, with F1 being teacher-centric, and F2 following 

a skills-based approach to curriculum planning. Lambert instead, would advocate for 

geographical thinking as the centrepiece for his arguments for GeoCapabilities as the 

grounding for an F3 approach to education. GeoCapabilities would promote geography 

education grounded within specialized disciplinary knowledge, where students would develop 

the capabilities to analyse geographical processes around them and envision new possibilities 

in their observations of the world. The F3 curriculum will be given its own analysis in chapter 

3, where an application of powerful knowledge to geography education in particular will be 

examined.  

Michael Young makes the argument for “powerful knowledge” to be involved in schools' 

curriculum and argues the point that “powerful knowledge” allows students to understand and 

analyse the world around them once they finish formal schooling. This lies in contrast to much 

of what we see in current school systems, where much of the curriculum encourages students 
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to rote-learn much of what is given to them in the curriculum and in many cases, holds no 

meaning to the student in the context of their own lives. Young further calls for the importance 

of social justice in providing “powerful knowledge”, as Young argues that schools are the 

centres for which students are given access to “powerful knowledge”. Young argues that the 

place of the school should be where students of all socio-economic backgrounds and 

ethnicities, can have equal access to knowledge which may help them progress further in their 

own life.  

2.4: The differentiation and specialization of knowledge 

The influence of Durkheim and Vygotsky are further reflected in Youngs works, as Young 

contends that within the differentiation of knowledge, there must be a process where 

knowledge can be consistently challenged and revised to determine the “best-ness” of 

knowledge, and what can be considered the knowledge that is deemed powerful and the most 

reliable for that moment in time (p. 236).  

Young, would further seek to define “powerful knowledge” through the sociological theory of 

knowledge differentiation, a theory with clear influences from the works of Emile Durkheim, 

who would differentiate between knowledge and experience in a critique of Kant. Young would 

develop this further, where Young notes that Durkheim initially used the sacred/profane 

distinction to describe the separation of religion and everyday life in the primitive societies he 

studied (p. 41). Durkheim would argue that the everyday conceptual and social differentiation 

(the profane) from the spiritual systems which allowed people to speculate about the afterlife 

(the sacred), would become the social basis of science, philosophy and other forms of 

knowledge (Bachika, 2015, p. 162).  

This is further reflected in his paper when Young himself states that the ideology behind his 

theory owes a debt to the works of Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917), a renowned sociologist, as 
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well as the works of Lev Vygotsky (1896 – 1934), an educational theorist, who holds an 

undeniable influence within the academia surrounding educational theories (p 230, 235). This 

can be seen clearly in Young and Muller’s paper, as Young quotes Durkheim’s arguments, that 

because of the social nature of knowledge construction due to the social influences with 

humans, knowledge itself can be differentiated, and that not all knowledge is considered of 

equal status (p. 234). Young would further highlight the arguments of Durkheim, in that 

Durkheim asserted that the solid foundations of knowledge are rooted in reality, and that reality 

is inherently social (p. 235). Much like Durkheim, Vygotsky would differentiate knowledge, 

between two concepts, that of which is the theoretical knowledge, and everyday knowledge. 

Vygotsky argues that the school curriculum's task is to provide students with access to 

theoretical concepts across the disciplines. Vygotsky then argues the place of a two-way 

complex pedagogic process where the learner’s everyday knowledge is shaped by the 

pedagogic, and this is as a result of engaging with the theoretical, or scientific knowledge 

present in the curriculum. Meanwhile, the other process involves the student taking the 

theoretical knowledge from the curriculum and using that knowledge to transform their 

everyday experiences (p. 235). As a result, as we have seen, it is clear that the social aspect of 

knowledge creation is shared between Durkheim and Vygotsky and together, these theorists’ 

arguments of the sociological process of knowledge creation and the theory of the 

differentiation of knowledge, would clearly influence the works of Michael Young, and be 

reflected within Young’s theory of “powerful knowledge”. 

Young argues this type of knowledge as specialized disciplinary knowledge, because such 

knowledge has undergone processes of examinations and revisions. For this reason, Young 

argues the concept of knowledge differentiation and the fact that because some knowledge 

undergoes examinations and revisions, these pieces of knowledge become elevated and 

considered of greater worth than other pieces of knowledge based on the personal experiences 



43 
 

(p, 230, 236). Such knowledge is often further contained within specialized individual 

disciplines such as Mathematics, the sciences and the humanities. To demonstrate how 

specialized knowledge can be powerful, Young utilizes the example of STEM research 

knowledge, Young argues that having specialized knowledge to conduct STEM research, opens 

up possibilities for new alternatives to be explored (p. 232), if we take the second quotation 

provided by Maude for how Young defines the capabilities of “powerful knowledge”, one can 

contend that this type of knowledge would be considered powerful. Young, however, argued 

that not all specialized knowledge can be regarded as powerful in the context of everyday 

living, and that not all everyday knowledge can be considered powerful (p. 231).  

Within the definitions that Maude provides for how Young constitutes “powerful knowledge” 

and how it can benefit people (see pages 35 & 36), Young contends that what makes knowledge 

powerful, is dependent on the recipient who has access to it. What might be considered 

“powerful knowledge” to one recipient, might not be considered ‘powerful’ by another 

recipient. This is developed further by Young, were utilizing his earlier example of how STEM 

research knowledge, which is specialized, is powerful to a STEM research scientist (p. 232), 

Young offers the contrasting scenario of a traditional healer, who may have knowledge of local 

medicines and herbs, which while valuable, would hardly have use for specialized 

institutionalized knowledge surrounding HIV/AIDS research. This remarks back to Young’s 

argument that not all specialised knowledge is powerful, as Young (2013) remarks in his paper 

“on the powers of “powerful knowledge”, that specialist knowledge “is ‘powerless’ in enabling 

someone to find their way around which they are completely unfamiliar” (p. 231).  

 

2.5: Young’s advocation for social justice 

Young reinforces the earlier arguments made by Vygotsky, for the importance of schools as 

places of knowledge creation, and argues in his book “bringing knowledge back in” (2008) that 
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the current curriculum he saw in the U.K. was inadequate, and the schooling system was failing 

to provide social justice. Young argues against what he calls “Neo-conservative traditionalism” 

within education, which advocates that the curriculum is a given body of knowledge, which is 

to be transmitted to students (p. 19). Young provides three key critiques of what he views 

within the neo-conservative model 

1. The model is too slow in the production of knowledge 

2. The model is too inefficient and too elitist to ensure that the majority of the 

population gain the skills and qualifications they need 

3. It is too out of touch with the increasingly competitive global society in which we find 

ourselves (p. 32) 

What is clear to see within these critiques of what he sees as an inadequate curriculum, was 

that the current model seen in the U.K, was out of touch with the modern needs of society for 

the production of knowledge, and the reluctance to change the model, has led to elitism, where 

the majority of the nation, were not getting the skills and qualifications they needed (p. 32). 

This creates a socio-economic barrier between those who have access to the powerful, 

specialised knowledge, which is created within the universities and research institutes. One can 

argue a clear lack of social justice in this regard, as in Malta, the PISA National Centre (2018), 

attributed those who attend private, fee-paying schools, to have a higher average proficiency 

in literacy (p, 50) and skills involving the sciences (p. 77) and maths (p. 101), than students 

attending state schools. 

In a separate paper, “What are schools for?” (2007), Young reinforces Vygotsky’s previous 

arguments for the importance of schools. As mentioned previously, In Young and Muller’s 

paper, “on the powers of “powerful knowledge” (2013), Young asserts that the place of 

schools, allows children to obtain “powerful knowledge” that they otherwise wouldn’t get in 

their everyday lives (p. 149). As a place that holds much meaning to Young in transmitting 
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“powerful knowledge”, Young further details the place of the school and the broader U.K. 

curriculum, and their importance for students. This paper aims to establish the place of 

knowledge within the U.K. curriculum, how its value differentiates knowledge, and what gets 

included within the curriculum and what is excluded. Within the paper, Young makes the 

argument that the success of the student developing “powerful knowledge” within schools, has 

much to do with the culture they were brought up in. Young, therefore, argues that in this 

regard, those brought up in higher socioeconomic classes have an advantage (p. 150). Young 

advocates for social justice in this regard and asserts that we must regard the curriculum base 

seriously to ensure that all students across the socio-economic classes have equal access to 

“powerful knowledge”. As is aforementioned, the curriculum is influenced by key 

policymakers within governments, and one can raise the question of the contesting of the 

curriculum and schools in general. Young demonstrates this by what he defines as the struggle 

for schooling throughout modern British history (p. 149). One must consider, that when 

analysing the curriculum, that the curriculum can become contested between different interest 

groups; this is a concern that John P. White would echo in his paper “The end of “powerful 

knowledge”?” (2019). 

Thus, as we have seen, Michael Young makes the argument for “powerful knowledge” to be 

involved in schools' curriculum and argues the point that “powerful knowledge” allows 

students to understand and analyse the world around them once they finish formal schooling. 

This lies in contrast to much of what we see in current school systems, where much of the 

curriculum encourages students to rote-learn much of what is given to them in the curriculum 

and in many cases, holds no meaning to the student in the context of their own lives. Maude 

demonstrates how geography education can play a central role in empowering students with 

“powerful knowledge”, as the discipline contains concepts, both physical and ideological, that 

can allow students to think geographically about what happens in society around them. Young 
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further calls for the importance of social justice in providing “powerful knowledge”, as Young 

argues that schools are the centres for which students are given access to “powerful 

knowledge”. Young argues that the place of the school should be where students of all socio-

economic backgrounds and ethnicities, can have equal access to knowledge which may help 

them progress further in their own life. 

2.6: The curriculum arguments of John White: Contesting Powerful Knowledge  

As is aforementioned, Michael Young’s theory of “powerful knowledge” has found itself 

centre stage not only within academic circles within educational theory and curriculum 

development, but has also been given attention by key-policy makers within governments. In 

John White’s paper “The end of “powerful knowledge”?” (2019), White writes further on the 

influence that Michael Young’s theory holds, as White notes that Young’s statement that 

“powerful knowledge” should be at the heart of the school curriculum”, has been widely 

received (p. 429). As such, Michael Young’s theory has found itself received in the educational 

world among academics, heads of school, and policymakers, not only in the United Kingdom 

but globally. White further notes the influence of “powerful knowledge”, where he gives 

evidence, that in a September 2018 speech, schools minister Nick Gibb used the phrase four 

times, saying among other things that ‘we must ensure that pupils are equipped with both 

“powerful knowledge” and the skills needed for this century’ (p. 429). 

As is further commented by White, “powerful knowledge” evokes a strong emotional message, 

and the call for a powerful education for all students, has lent itself to being taken up by 

policymakers and academics (p. 430). In White’s paper, “the weakness of “powerful 

knowledge””, White (2018) provides a critique of Young’s theory of “powerful knowledge”, 

and questions as to how “powerful knowledge” has found such prominence in the field of 

academia and beyond. The aim of White’s paper , seeks to analyse Michael Young’s theory, 
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and determine as to whether the theory is well-grounded and is indeed fit to take centre stage 

within curriculum planning, or alternatively, whether the theory has become a buzzword for 

policy-makers for their vision of tomorrow’s schools. 

At the core of White’s argument within his paper “The weakness of “powerful knowledge” 

(2018), White uses the definition of “powerful knowledge”, as provided by Young, as a means 

of deconstructing the legitimacy that Young gives for why “powerful knowledge” should be at 

the heart of the future curriculum. White primarily highlights the lack of boundaries and solid 

definition provided by Young, and questions the legitimacy of his theory, as to what extent can 

knowledge be considered powerful, and what knowledge constitutes as powerful in the first 

place (p. 326). This is given further weight by White, as White asserts that throughout the 

course of Young developing his theory of “powerful knowledge”, Young’s definitions and 

explanations of “powerful knowledge” are not static but are in flux, and as such, the base and 

boundaries of the theory have changed consistently over time. White in this regard, defines 

Young’s powerful knowledge in three key ways 

1. “Powerful knowledge” is multidisciplinary and its concepts are interrelated across 

different groups 

2. “Powerful knowledge” is powerful when students can understand the world around 

them and envision new possibilities  

3. “Powerful knowledge” is specialised. In other words, it has been developed by clearly 

distinguishable groups with a well-defined focus and relatively fixed boundaries, 

separating different forms of expertise (p. 326) 

White (2018) contextualises this further as he asserts that Youngs definition establishes two 

key criteria, those two criteria, are that “powerful knowledge” has to do with (1) bodies of 

knowledge built around their own unique interrelated concepts, and (2) “powerful knowledge” 



48 
 

is specialised and is developed within distinguishable groups. White (2019) argues against the 

first criteria, as while disciplines such as Maths and the sciences do have subject-specific 

interrelated concepts unique to the discipline, such a definition has faults when one applies 

them to a humanities subject such as history (p. 430). White further contextualises this by 

asserting that much of the concepts found in history can be defined in everyday language and 

exist outside of specialised institutions and groups. White comments that as Young has revised 

his definition of “powerful knowledge”, Young has clarified that although subjects such as 

history and geography would not be at the forefront of “powerful knowledge”, they are centres 

where “powerful knowledge” is produced (p. 431). White critiques further on the definitions 

provided by Young, as when White addresses the second criteria, White acknowledges the 

power in the generation of new ideas within distinguished disciplines, but questions whether 

all new ideas are necessarily powerful. While White acknowledges that subjects like Maths 

have their own ‘sui generis’ concepts, such as multiplication, White questions the power within 

subjects such as music and drama and English literature. White (2018) argues that students 

don’t typically get to experience the deeper understanding behind poets, authors, and music in 

the school curriculum and instead are provided aesthetic experiences, which aren’t necessarily 

powerful. White (2018) ultimately concludes that the only subjects that satisfy White’s criteria 

for “powerful knowledge”, are the sciences and maths, and questions whether the experiences 

of the social sciences and humanities, can always be considered powerful? (p. 328). 

White (2019) summarises his arguments of the weaknesses of “powerful knowledge” with the 

statement that if there are inherent flaws present when one applies Young’s criteria for 

“powerful knowledge” to disciplines outside of maths and the sciences, is “powerful 

knowledge” then relegated to the knowledge one obtains within those disciplines? (p. 435). 

White has raised many questions as to the validity of Young’s definitions of what constitutes 
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“powerful knowledge”, and questions to what extent can knowledge and ideas be considered 

powerful for the recipients.  

The backgrounds of these two academics can further contextualise this, Michael Young 

grounds much of his theory of “powerful knowledge” in its application to maths and the 

sciences, whilst John White places greater emphasis on the arts, humanities, and social 

sciences. I would argue that although White states that Young places maths and the sciences 

as the main centres of the creation of “powerful knowledge”, as a geographer and a historian, 

I would consider the geographical and historical knowledge I have obtained, as more powerful 

to me. This remark can be further supported through Young’s own writings as mentioned above 

on specialised knowledge. As previously mentioned, Young himself highlighted how the 

recipient plays a key role in the power behind knowledge. In the comparative example between 

the STEM researcher and the local healer, knowledge could be considered powerful for one 

recipient, if they had the means to utilise it, but might not be as powerful for another individual. 

This raises an important question of the extent to which knowledge can be powerful, but the 

fact that knowledge is powerful depends on the individual receiving the knowledge.  

In light of the arguments against “powerful knowledge” given by White (2018, 2019), White 

provides multiple critiques against the validity of the structure and grounding of Young’s 

theory of “powerful knowledge”. White (2019) underlines his critique of Young’s theory, as 

he argues that it is within the public interest, that the validity and grounding of the theory be 

assessed critically. Without a critical assessment of the theory, White worries that the theory 

might fall victim to interest groups who may use the theory to promote a curriculum that 

matches their political agenda, or use the meaning of “powerful knowledge” as a fashionable 

buzzword, without truly understanding it’s meaning. (p. 435) 

 



50 
 

2.7: White’s advocation for an aims-led curriculum  

In contrast to Young’s theory of “powerful knowledge”, which White argues as a subject-

centric approach to how schools should base their curricula of the future, White instead 

advocates for an aims-led approach to curriculum planning, and places the importance of the 

student and the school as the base for curriculum development. In White and Reiss’ paper, “An 

aims-led curriculum” (2013), White and Reiss divide their paper into two separate sections 

(titled Parts 1 and 2). Part 1 of the paper constitutes how White and Young envision the effects 

of an aims-led curriculum on the individual, and the development of the student in not only 

their own life, but as a wider part of a democratic liberal society. In part 2, White and Reiss 

change their focus towards the school as a centre of teaching, and how an aims-based 

curriculum can be practically implemented into the subjects within the curriculum, and through 

teaching and learning. In this analysis of White and Reiss’ writings on aims-based curricula, I 

will offer a brief overview of the first half of the paper (Part 1), and will provide a more in-

depth analysis in Part 2, into how White and Reiss envision an aims-led curriculum within 

schools, and how this would benefit teaching and learning within classrooms. The justification 

for this decision of mine is that Part 2 is most relevant towards answering the research 

questions, as it directly addresses how White and Reiss envision implementing an aims-based 

curriculum in the classroom setting. 

Reiss and White argue that an aims-led curriculum first and foremost, needs to start with the 

needs and wants of the students (p. 1). They contend that schools play a central role in the 

child’s development, as they provide to the student, the means to which they can live a 

flourishing life into adulthood (p. 4). White and Reiss remark that at the most basic level, a 

school curriculum must equip children in two key ways, 
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1. To lead a personally flourishing life  

2. To help others to do so, too. 

2.8: “Towards an aims-based curriculum”: A key text analysis 

In part 1 of Reiss and White’s paper, it is argued that Schools should provide the student the 

means to lead a flourishing life themselves and be able to actively participate in a local and 

global, active democratic society (p. 2). Furthermore, it is stressed that the role of the school in 

the student’s development, should also prepare student’s to be an active citizen and contribute 

with work. Reiss and White argue that schools should aid the student in this regard, by making 

them aware of the range of vocational possibilities for students, the routes needed to progress 

down their chosen path, and their advantages and disadvantages (p. 8). These are what Reiss 

and White call, moral aims, and constitute how the school in an aims-based curriculum, should 

benefit a child’s development as an individual and as a part of a wider democratic society.  

In part 1, Reiss and White further develop on the importance of basic aims, which they argue, 

are the most basic requirements for a successful aims-based curriculum grounding, and assert 

that the development of these aims gives way to more specialised aims. Reiss and White 

demonstrate the complexity of how students can seek fulfilment in schools and what leads to a 

student being able to flourish as an individual. Living a flourishing life first and foremost in 

the eyes of White and Reiss, means ensuring that the students basic needs are met, although it 

is noted that schools don’t have a hand in the provision of much of the students’ basic needs, 

it is argued that schools can work along with parents to ensure that a child is healthy, is given 

recognition, security and is given food and shelter (p. 6). Living a flourishing life means the 

student not only flourishing as an individual, but as a part of a wider society, White and Reiss 

contend that a child should want to want others (p. 7), and enjoy healthy relationships whether 

with family, friends or with lovers (p. 12). It is argued that human interaction with others can 
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enrich the individual's life and help the student become more in touch with their emotions and 

appreciate the importance of interconnectedness and co-operation (pp. 12-13). 

Helping others to lead a flourishing life means being able to partake as an individual in a wider 

society, and requires the individual to have a knowledge of moral education and knowledge on 

participation in citizenship. Reiss and White further contextualise this that in a world where 

religious faith is gradually waning, children must receive a moral education based on 

disposition. Children thus, should recognise what is seen by society as immoral, such as not 

lying, or causing harm to others (pp. 26-27). For the final specialised aim for an aims-based 

curriculum, Reiss and White appeal for an education in citizenship, and the importance of a 

student’s participation as future active citizens in a democratic society. It is argued that to lead 

a flourishing life within wider society, students should be equipped with egalitarian virtues and 

recognise that respect should be show to other people’s freedoms, religious beliefs and sexual 

preferences (p. 29). 

Within the wider specialised aims that Reiss and White contend are important educational 

themes that should be provided to children in schools, it is contended that a student’s 

knowledge of their background is equally as important. It is argued that student flourishing can 

begin to occur, when the student understands the wider society around them, and can recognise 

their place within society as a part of a whole. Reiss and White in this regard advocate that 

students should have the ability to question, and attempt to rationalise the world, recognise the 

natural and scientific forces that work around them, and be in tune with societal development 

and the contribution of the arts, literature and events in human history. This will be further 

explored in my in-depth analyses of part 2, as Reiss and White assert that the background must 

feature within the physical curriculum (pp. 11-12, 21). 
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In comparison to what we have seen in Part 1 of White and Reiss’ paper, Morgan White (2021) 

states on his analysis of the paper, that the purpose of part 2 of the paper, seeks to take the 

skeletal structure of the theory, and put meat on the bones of the theoretical, by examining the 

practicalities of physically introducing such a curriculum into schools. However, White and 

Reiss acknowledge that in the current time, the curriculum finds itself intimately tied to politics, 

and that the purpose of the paper itself is not to replace the national curriculum with their own 

aims-based curriculum. Instead, what is argued, is that the purpose of White and Reiss’ paper, 

is to instead offer to politicians, a vision of an alternative to the status quo, and implement a 

curriculum that is based in aims, and is not wholly subject-centric (p. 38).  

White and Reiss further detail the ties between temporary governments and the degree of 

influence that politics has on the curriculum, and advocates that in a liberal democratic society, 

there should be a commission that can be held for responsibilities surrounding the curriculum. 

White shows concern for how politicians may become influenced and involved with 

educational theories, and in his advocation for a commission, he asserts that this would 

safeguard the curriculum from what he deemed, political meddling (p. 48). This commission 

would then in the eyes of White and Reiss, consult with key stakeholders in the learning 

process, such as teachers and parents, and negotiate the aims that are to be included in the new 

curriculum. After a continuous process of consultation and providing a defence of the 

prospective aims of the new curriculum, this recommended aims of the curriculum would then 

be submitted by the commission to the secretary of state. This new curriculum would then act 

as a national guideline for all state, church and independent schools in the United Kingdom, as 

well as free schools. White and Reiss argue that such a curriculum, having gone through this 

process, would provide teachers with not only a list of aims, but a rationale for these aims, how 

they can be understood and interpreted, and a means for introducing these aims to the students 
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in the classroom, which is lacking in the current curriculum in the United Kingdom, in the 

opinions of White and Reiss. (pp 48-49).  

As was stated previously, White and Reiss argue that basic, generalist aims can make way for 

specialised aims in an aims-based curriculum when required. In these wider reaching, 

generalist aims, White and Reiss advocated for an aims-based approach that would develop the 

student to lead a flourishing life and actively partake in a liberal democratic society. In part 2, 

White and Reiss then analyse the practicalities of implementing such a curriculum into schools 

and take an approach for introducing an aims-based curriculum into the practicalities of the 

classroom. A key point of contention in the current curriculum in the views of White and Reiss, 

is the status quo of many subjects being compulsory for students, and instead argues for 

diversification in the subject’s students can partake in (p. 39). White and Reiss highlight that 

in the current curriculum, where students have become overburdened with compulsory 

subjects, students should have the opportunity to diversify their learning opportunities (p. 40). 

White and Reiss provide a rationale for their argument, in that in a modern age where new 

sciences and technological subjects are being offered in the curriculum and are growing 

exponentially in importance (such as ICT and earth sciences), students should have the 

opportunity to be given the chance to expand their academic horizons (ibid). White and Reiss 

highlight that this recommendation would lead to a revoking of the privilege of status, that 

many subjects enjoy in the national curriculum, such as was seen in the case of geography in 

the Junior Certificate mentioned earlier in this study (p. 39). Reducing the status of subjects 

such as Geography and History in Ireland led to widespread disapproval not only among 

teachers of the subjects but also in academia (see Carmody et. al, 2019). White and Reiss 

further define how a school curriculum can diversify the subjects on offer, by providing to 

students “tasters” of subjects, where students can take a number of subjects for a small period 

of time, before making an informed decision over which subjects to take for further study over 
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a number of years (p. 44). White and Reiss provide such an example with languages, where 

students can take sample courses in French, German, Spanish or Mandarin Chinese, before 

making a conscious decision to proceed further with one subject for future study (p. 39). This 

concept provided by White and Reiss can be seen in secondary schools in Ireland, where 

students are offered taster subjects in 1st and 4th year (Moynihan, 2015).  in one such example, 

during my studies as a 1st year in secondary school, one took a taster class in Art, technical 

graphics, music, technology and woodwork for six weeks each. At the end of the academic 

year, a student would choose one of those subjects, and study that subject for potentially 2 to 5 

more years.  

One can argue that this approach taken by White and Reiss to diversify the subject’s students 

can take in secondary school, moves away from the subject-centric approach we see all too 

often in the curricula of today, and instead emphasizes learning as a lifelong process. White 

and Reiss further support this point by addressing the changing of the age demographics, for 

students studying in third level education in recent years. It is argued that with the introducing 

of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) in the United Kingdom, great pressures are placed on 

students to take many classes, and to perform well on them to the detriment of their own 

wellbeing, such as sleep deprivation, anxiety, stress (p. 58). White and Reiss strongly argue 

that students who have barely reached adulthood are placing their own self-worth solely on the 

grades they receive in their penultimate examinations. If a student receives good grades, they 

believe themselves to have good prospects for the future, and often proceed to further 

education, however, for those students who are not satisfied with their grades, in the words of 

White and Reiss, these students look to seek salvation elsewhere. White and Reiss strongly 

disagree with this reality that today’s curriculum makes, by arguing that in a world which is 

seeing more and more mature students either going to university for the first time, or re-

enrolling at university later on in their life, this underlines the argument that learning is a 
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lifelong process. With this climate around us in mind, White and Reiss stress that an emphasis 

for lifelong learning, which underpins much of the aims within their curriculum arguments, 

should be given serious consideration, particularly for secondary level curricula. 

To achieve the aims that White and Reiss advocate in an aims-based curriculum, it is asserted 

by White and Reiss that we must have effective assessment that ensures that the proposed aims 

are being targeted and achieved. Much like we have seen earlier on in this study, White and 

Reiss, together with other academics, critiques the place of standardized assessment. While 

they argue that this assessment can measure markable knowledge, it often fails to assess 

adequately for students' understanding of knowledge and other higher-order thinking skills. In 

light of this method of assessment that we see are characteristic of Maltese A-level 

examinations as well as the Irish Leaving Certificate, White and Reiss advocate for an 

alternative form of assessment that ensures that students are meeting the goals of an aims-led 

curriculum. White and Reiss provide an envisagement of such an alternative, by proposing the 

concept of continuous recording of student progress during their schooling (p. 56). The purpose 

of such records, would be to show the gradual progress that student’s make in their gathering 

and understanding of knowledge (p. 55). 

Moreover, the evidence of progression of learning, will then in turn demonstrate how a student 

has developed as an individual over a period of time. Furthermore, White and Reiss make the 

argument, that this form of assessment can also be used as a learning tool for student’s when 

the records are electronically kept, as student’s can reflect on their own progress, and visually 

see the process of how they gathered and understood pieces of knowledge. It is further argued 

that through visually seeing their own progress over time, this form of assessment can further 

encourage students to further their own learning (p. 56). 
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Although White and Reiss acknowledge that their reforms would likely prove too radical for 

politicians to implement (p. 1), they argue that there is a history of attempts to change the 

curriculum within the U.K. One such proposed reform, was the Tomlinson report, which 

advocated for removing the GCSE’s and instead advocated means of assessment that 

championed student progression reports, work experience and written assignments (p. 57). It 

is worth mentioning that White and Reiss themselves state the misfortune that the reform failed 

to pass, due to the report advocating much of the same recommendations that White and Reiss 

propose in their own curriculum vision. 

White and Reiss further argue that when implementing an aims-based curriculum in the 

practical environment of schools, it is imperative that teachers have the means necessary to 

implement and fulfil the desired aims (p. 60), and that the school itself promotes the envisaged 

curriculum (p. 59). White develops further the school's place by providing a clear picture of 

what activity goes on in the school, and have it shown, the educational vision that the school 

sets to achieve, and the ethos that the school itself represents. White and Reiss argue that in 

this technological age, some schools have yet to utilise the effectiveness of the internet fully 

and argue that the school can use the internet to provide insight into highlights of class and 

wider-school activity. This could be further developed through creation of student and teacher 

blogs, and can be argued by White and Reiss, as an effective means of self-promotion to parents 

of students and the wider general public.  

White and Reiss highlight the place of the inspectors in this regard,  as the purpose of the 

inspector, would be to scrutinize the policy of the school to see how it reaches the desired aims, 

and to inspect teacher’s understanding of aims-based processes, and how this translates into 

school wide and classroom policies, inspections would be carried out for more generalised 

aims, and how this is reflected in the activities and policies carried out within the classroom 
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and wider school environment. White and Reiss raise the argument that for teachers to be able 

to adopt, implement and fulfil the generalist aims and be able to adapt these aims to become 

more specialised where needed, teachers must be equipped with the necessary training (p. 60). 

White and Reiss argue that at present, students complete a one-year postgraduate degree in 

order to receive a PGCE, and with this degree in the U.K. one can become a qualified teacher. 

They contend that with prospective teachers only having a single year to be trained to become 

teachers, student teachers are not given adequate means of implementing an aims-based 

curriculum in such a limited timeframe (pp. 60-61). In contrast to the current requirements that 

one must need to become a teacher in the United Kingdom, White and Reiss argue the case for 

a two-year postgraduate masters in teaching, although it is acknowledged that this would be a 

recommendation that has repeatedly been denied over the years by politicians. (p. 61). In Malta 

and Ireland, this is a recommendation already in place, where the Higher Diploma in Education 

(HDip) was replaced by the Professional Masters in Education (PME) in 2015 (see Rickard & 

Walsh, 2019). Furthermore, in Malta, the PGCE was replaced by the Masters in Teaching and 

Learning (MTL) at the University of Malta in 2016 (see Caruana, 2016). 

In White and Reiss’ (2013) curriculum arguments for an aims-based curriculum, it is argued 

that at the centre of the curriculum framework should lie the needs and wants of the student (p. 

1). In this regard, the advocations for reform by White and Reiss differ from that of Young, 

and move away from the purely theoretical, and instead seek to implement a practical 

framework that can be readily implemented physically within the classroom. While Young 

seeks to provide “powerful knowledge” to students by combining students' everyday 

knowledge with specialized disciplinary knowledge to empower students to envisage new 

possibilities, White and Reiss instead advocate to develop the overall self of the student and 

their own wider place within a societal backdrop. These include developing the student’s basic 

needs, a student’s understanding of the backdrop for how society developed, as well as an 
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education on how to function as part of society and an education on good moral practice. One 

can argue in this regard that the grounding of the aims-based curriculum approach moves away 

from the individual disciplines as advocated by Young and instead seeks a holistic approach, 

with the student's personal development at the centre of his curriculum arguments. 

2.9: The overarching vision of White and Reiss’ aims-based curriculum model 

In conclusion, White and Reiss have proposed an aims-led approach to curriculum 

development, that seeks at its heart to move away from subject-centred learning, and commit 

to a lifelong vision of preparing student’s to not only lead a personally flourishing life, but to 

become lifelong learners. This would entail a student developing a sense of self within the 

backdrop of their place within a wider society, with a knowledge of societal progression, 

science, nature and human culture and art. Students are then developed as individuals in a 

manner where they can understand, respect and accommodate how to accommodate themselves 

within a liberal democratic society, and participate within the workforce actively and in 

political systems upon leaving formal schooling. White and Reiss argue that in order to achieve 

this theoretical aim of the vision, it is critical that the teachers, as well as management within 

the school, receive the education and means to implement the aims, and have the necessary 

training to ensure that children meet the aims as proposed by White and Reiss. White and Reiss 

then argue that in order to ensure that the teachers have the means to set and maintain the high 

standards expected of them by inspectors, the system must ensure that the qualifications needed 

for the teaching profession, provide the teacher with the knowledge and means they need in 

which to succeed. For this reason, to ensure that an aims-led curriculum can be practically 

implemented, White and Reiss advocate for a longer, more-comprehensive qualification, in 

order to ensure that teachers are equipped with the means to carry out the aims as envisaged by 

White and Reiss.  
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2.10: Comparing White and Reiss’ aims-based curriculum model to Young’s theory of 

“powerful knowledge” 

In contrast to what we have seen with White and Reiss, Young takes an alternate approach to 

teacher and learning, and argues from an inherently subject-centric approach, that the heart of 

the curricula for the future, lies at the heart of “powerful knowledge”. Young argues that with 

“powerful knowledge” that allows students to predict, explain and envision new possibilities, 

students can become empowered, and apply this “powerful knowledge” to their everyday lives. 

Powerful knowledge would equip students to challenge the status quo and look beyond their 

context as a call for social justice. As can clearly be seen, Both White and Reiss, and Young, 

provide two deeply contrasting visions of alternatives to the current curricula we see in 

secondary schools in many countries such as Ireland and Malta. However, despite their deep 

contrasts, both theorists highlight the importance of schools as centres of learning, and advocate 

the importance of the student actively participating in their own learning. Whilst differing 

vastly on their own prospective visions, these two theorists agree that a teacher-centred, 

subject-centric curriculum that promotes ineffective assessment for measuring understanding 

of knowledge, and higher-order thinking skills, is inadequate for today’s societal needs. The 

curriculum arguments of Michael Young and John P. White and Michael Reiss have been quite 

influential in the field of education theory and have promoted much discussion and debate as 

discussed in the following chapter with insight provided by Lambert (2017) and Maude (2015). 

In light of what we have seen, the purpose of the learning objectives of this research is to 

demonstrate to what extent these two theorists' arguments are reflected within the secondary 

school curricula of Ireland and Malta.  
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Chapter 3 – Powerful knowledge and its application to Geography education 

 

To make sense of the curricular arguments made within academia for why there should be a 

change in how geography is taught within the curriculum, it is critical to examine how 

geography education is taught in the present in many countries, and how students, teachers and 

key policyholders, view the value of geography education. In contemporary times, it has often 

been commented through national media, that geography education finds itself in a precarious 

position towards its status within secondary schools. Media headlines from national 

newspapers across the globe stating “Geography declining in many English schools” 

(Richardson, 2011), “The importance hasn’t gone away, calls for geography to be brought 

back as core subject”, (Daly, 2019) and “Australian schools are scrapping history and 

geography and replacing them with coding classes,”, (Chang, 2015) show that geography is 

facing a crisis of status in many societies across the globe 

One could say that in its current state, secondary geography education in many cultures finds 

itself at the precipice. To understand how a discipline with such a long and rich history has 

found itself in such a precarious position, it is essential to investigate what has led students, 

teachers, and key decision-makers to become increasingly disillusioned with the place of 

geography in the present. 

3.1: Threats facing Geography education in the present 

A problem that has become evident in many states, is the perception of geography as a stale 

subject that is stagnant, irrelevant and uninteresting. In a study conducted by Smith (2009), 

where Smith researched year 11 and 12 students and teachers and their perceptions of 

geography education in Australian secondary schools. Smith’s results found that while students 

recognized that geography could offer much when finding a potential career, it was noted that 
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when invited to elaborate on their feelings and experiences of geography, the majority of 

students were more inclined to speak negatively on the subject, then to say positive things about 

it (p. ii). Geography was quoted as boring, irrelevant, having a stale syllabus, and the perception 

that the subject did not contribute to future employment opportunities as much as other subjects 

did (p. 11).  

Much has been said on the current state of the arts, humanities and social sciences all across 

the education sectors (see Zhang, 2011, Zhou 2020, Harris, 2018), and to what extent are these 

disciplines are being neglected. Whether it be underfunding, having a syllabus that is out of 

place with the current time, or in some cases, some subjects not being offered at all. In Ireland, 

one can see that much of the results from Smith (2009) are also applicable, as the Leaving 

Certificate syllabus for geography, has not been updated since its initial introduction in 2003 

(Department of Education and Science, 2003). This is particularly worrying for Ireland, which 

has traditionally enjoyed substantial numbers in the uptake of students studying Geography at 

secondary school until their final exams. 

However, in the face of what is seen as a healthy uptake of students pursuing geography to 

Junior and Leaving Certificate level, scholars and lecturers have questioned the diminishing of 

the status of geography throughout secondary and tertiary level education. Houghton & 

Houghton (2016) conducted a study on the effect of powerful outsiders on the status of 

geography education in Ireland and focused on how influential figures within third level 

institutions and government affect the provision of geography education in Ireland. In an 

interview with an individual in an unnamed Irish university, Houghton & Houghton quote the 

individual as stating,  
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‘We are down to our last fellow and he is due to retire next year and we will not replace 

him with a geographer. That decision was taken 4 or 5 years ago . . . We will never have a BA 

in French, we won’t have a BA in Geography, or a BA in History, we will never have any of 

those normal subjects as core programmes. They will often appear on programmes, but not in 

themselves as an entity” (pp 93-94).  

Furthermore, as is aforementioned, geography has not only found itself under threat in third 

level institutes but is also facing a threat within secondary level education. In response to a 

decision made by the Minister for Education at the time, John McHugh, to reduce the years of 

compulsory geography education from three years to one, Irish geographers from six leading 

Irish universities, wrote an open letter to the government in defence of the importance of 

geography. Within the letter, it is argued that      

 “Geography is the only discipline which combines the study of both the natural and 

social worlds and their interaction. And in a world where there are important national and 

global issues such as climate change and poverty are present, students need the analytical 

skills to navigate these wicked problems with multiple causes and interactions, and these 

skills start within primary and secondary schools.” (Carmody et. al, 2019,). 

Karl Donert, president of the European Association of Geographers (EUROGEO) would in a 

lecture (2009) outline some of the struggles facing geography education at present. Some of 

the key crises facing geography education were outlined to be  

 A failure to provide to students meaningful, relevant geography such as field work and 

school projects 

 Secondary schools and Universities had lost touch of one another  

 Teachers employed to teach geography were often not specialists in their field, and 

instead were qualified in other subjects 
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 The syllabus in many countries in Europe were found to be overburdened by content, 

this was found to be apparent in the geography syllabus for Senior Cycle” (Smyth, 

McCoy & Banks, 2019, p. 14). 

Following the demonstration for how geography education can become an important subject 

for the provision of “powerful knowledge”, it is important also to determine what it means to 

think geographically. Bonello (2018) notes in this regard in her quotations of Bell (2004), that 

geography education is often reduced to the delivery of facts, where the public perception of 

geography is as a subject of facts, rather than interrelating concepts. This has fed into the 

narrative of geography education portrayed earlier by Smith (2009), where students in 

Australian secondary schools had often noted their dislike for geography, where the subject 

content was quoted as stagnant, boring, and irrelevant (p. 11). Bonello (2018) further notes in 

this regard the insight from Lambert (2006), where he explains that geography’s core 

knowledge can be considered as geography’s vocabulary (geographical facts), whilst the 

conceptual framework of geography can be regarded as its grammar (p. 18). Lambert further 

states in this regard, that it is important to link facts with conceptual knowledge through 

geographical thought to make connections at different scales between the local and the global. 

This is what Lambert refers to as geography’s “big ideas” where to make connections, it is 

essential to utilize geographical vocabulary and concepts to avoid inert information.  

In Ireland, ESRI (The Economic and Social Research Institute) (2003) underlines that at the 

centre of thinking geographically, is the spatial dimension. This is defined further where the 

document states that  

“knowing where something is, how its location influences its characteristics, and how 

its location influences relationships with other phenomena are the foundation of geographic 

thinking, such as exploring, analyzing and acting upon things you find” (p. 1).  
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McDougall (2001) in this regard, further notes the importance of the Geographical knowledge 

and how it permeates other disciplines, as he quotes a statement from the Rediscovering 

Geography committee (1997) that . . . 

“A central tenet of geography is that location matters for understanding a wide variety 

of processes and phenomena. Indeed, geography's focus on location provides a cross-cutting 

way of looking at processes and phenomena that other disciplines tend to treat in isolation. 

Geographers focus on "real-world" relationships and dependencies....” 

Jackson (2006), would also seek to provide contributions to the importance of thinking 

geographically, as he argued that Geography enables the individual to see the world from a 

unique perspective, a way of understanding complex problems and thinking interconnectedly 

at a variety of scales from the local to the global (p. 199). In his arguments for how 

geographically provides the individual with these capabilities, he argues four concepts 

contained within geography. 

1. Space and Place: the ways space is used and humanised to create meaningful places  

2. Scale and connection: the ways in which people and place are connected, from the 

local to the global  

3. Proximity and distance: how technology has in some ways eroded the friction of 

distance.  

4. Relational thinking: how we see the world depends on our perspective. (Jackson, 

2006, pp. 199-201, in Bonello, 2018) 

Jackson states that whilst the insight he provides argues that thinking geographically is a 

uniquely powerful way of seeing the world, it does not provide a blueprint for addressing 

ethical dilemmas or provide easy solutions to complex answers. Thinking geographically, 
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instead enables the individual to recognise interconnections between concepts, places and 

scales, that otherwise would be missed by others not empowered with powerful geographical 

thinking (p. 203). The definition given by Jackson for the capabilities provided to the individual 

by thinking geographically bear stark similarities to the statements given by ESRI (2003) and 

the Rediscovering Geography committee (1997) (in McDougall, 2011). 

 

3.2:  David Lambert and powerful geographical knowledge: The Future 3 Curriculum for 

Geography  

As was mentioned previously within Chapter 2, David Lambert sought to provide an analysis 

of Young and Muller’s (2010) paper “Three Educational Scenarios for the Future: lessons 

from the sociology of knowledge”, which outlined the concept of the three futures. In the 

previous chapter what became evident was that in his arguments, Lambert (2017) detailed that 

in many nations, curriculum frameworks are still conforming to an F1 scenario, where 

education is predominately a process of transmission from teacher to student, where students 

are limited in the skills and capabilities that they develop, and is a process of learning akin to 

“empty buckets waiting to be filled” (p. 3). One could see this future scenario in action in the 

investigation into the history of secondary school curriculum development in Ireland, where 

Doyle (2018) provided a study into the repeated failures of curricular reform within the Junior 

cycle, where teachers were repeatedly regressing to a rote-learning, teach to the test form of 

pedagogy due to the inherent issues surrounding how the curriculum was assessed (pp, 2, 3, 4, 

317). At Senior level, this remains the case where reforms to the curriculum framework have 

not been formally introduced since it’s last major reform in 1968 (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 259). In 

contrast to these examples of curriculum frameworks that had operated or still continue to 

operate in line with the F1 approach, Lambert (2017) argues the case of a subject-led 

curriculum and asserts that for students to receive a powerful education, the curriculum should 
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be grounded in powerful disciplinary knowledge, this is what Lambert (2017) refers to as the 

Future 3 approach, and makes the argument, that ‘curriculum makers’ should work towards a 

future 3 curriculum.  

Lambert (2017) states that while for teachers and key policy-makers, it is important to avoid 

the F1 approach to curriculum modelling, it is equally important to avoid falling into the trap 

that the F2 model creates (p. 10). This trap Lambert details, is a curriculum that focuses solely 

on the future of the student, and what the curriculum wants the student to be able to achieve 

once they leave school, as was seen in the previous example, some examples of the actions of 

national government, are not focused on the future of the student’s development in the 

classroom or their own wellbeing, but instead focus on the student’s future as a participant in 

the future economy, this trap, is what Lambert defines as Future2ism (p. 5). 

Lambert (2014) defines GeoCapabilities, as an educational movement promoted by the 

European Union, that seeks to adopt the arguments of Amartya Sen, an economics philosopher, 

and apply his arguments for personal freedoms to geography education (p. 8). Sen’s (1999) 

primary arguments in his book “Development as freedom”, argue that personal freedoms, of 

which these are reflected in access to healthcare, education among other vital public services 

(p. 3), allows an individual to thrive, and in turn benefits the economic and social security of a 

nation (pp. 10-11). This is seen within the definition given by the GeoCapabilities movement 

(2016a) on what it seeks to achieve, as it advocates promoting the development of students' 

capabilities within their education, especially in the field of geography education. It is further 

argued (GeoCapabilities, 2016b) that by student’s developing the capabilities to think 

geographically, students are equipped with the skills to analyse the world around them, and 

become informed in their own decision making and choices. As we observed previously, while 

the F2 model advocates for a skills-based education to prepare students for life outside of 

education, Lambert (2017) highlights that the curriculum emphasizes the skills students learn 
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to benefit a fast-moving capitalistic society, and not on their own personal development. 

Lambert (2017) highlights that in contrast to what he defines as the trap of future2ism, 

GeoCapabilities avoids the trap of future 2 as it inherently encourages students to discern 

between knowledges, and to make value judgements on the knowledge they receive. This is 

due to the student's knowledge being grounded within geography and thus gaining powerful 

disciplinary knowledge, of which this is not the focus within an F2 scenario, where instead it 

is skills-based. (p. 11)  

As one can see, the ideology behind the concept of GeoCapabilities finds its groundings from 

Amartya Sen’s works on personal freedoms and development and is heavily influenced by 

Michael Young’s theory of powerful disciplinary knowledge. Lambert (2017) argues that what 

makes the capable citizen isn’t only the information and marketable skill-set one obtains in 

school and that “powerful knowledge” allows them to visualise the world and make well 

informed decisions beyond their everyday life (p. 12). Lambert (2017) argues that this 

knowledge is found within the realm of the disciplines and thus highlights the importance of 

specialised disciplinary knowledge in the students' education in school. Lambert (2017) 

highlights arguments made by Maude (2015) (p. 15) in that geography inherently encourages 

students to visualise the world and to look beyond the everyday with concepts such as space 

and place, and gives the example of how an individual with powerful geographic knowledge, 

can visualise climate change as a multi-faceted issue that has affects both local and global.  

Donert (2015) adds further to the curriculum arguments of Lambert (2017), as he argues that 

“Capabilities reflects a concern that access to PDK (Powerful Disciplinary 

Knowledge) should be inclusive, an entitlement for all young people, whoever they are and 

whatever their circumstances. A capabilities approach seeks to ensure equal access as a matter 
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of social justice, such that schools have a duty to mainstream knowledge domains (like 

Geography) that take students beyond their direct experiences” (p. 6). 

Lambert (2017) further highlights that to achieve an F3 curriculum, what is essential, is that 

the teacher delivering the content of the syllabus, possesses the skills necessary to deliver 

powerful geographical knowledge to the students. Lambert highlights that while the syllabus 

does possess content for the students that are useful for them, without the teacher, the textbook 

alone cannot provide a “curriculum of engagement” for the students (p. 14-15). In this regard, 

the teacher would allow students to make sense of this content and give it meaning within the 

context of their lives, whether it be in a local or global context. Lambert (2017) argues that this 

process cannot occur without the teacher's skills, and therefore the place of the teacher, is 

essential in achieving an F3 curriculum. One can further stress these arguments made by 

Lambert when making comparisons to the ever-present F1 style of curriculum making where 

the textbook features the main focus of content in the syllabus. In this regard, while offering 

much disciplinary content, the textbook lacks the means to empower the student with higher-

order thinking skills and inherently leads to a lack of important skills needed to navigate third 

level education and the workplace 

Uhlenwinkel et. al. (2016) demonstrates the importance of the teacher as a curriculum leader 

in this regard, where in a series of interviews conducted by Uhlenwinkel with Geography 

teachers within the Finnish educational system, it was found that many geography teachers, 

were also teachers within the sciences, with Biology being the most prominent (p. 5). It was 

found that within the six respondents, four placed the value of geography education on the 

importance of acquiring different types of knowledge, it was commonly stated by the teachers 

that  
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“By acquiring knowledge of physical and human environments and of different 

cultures, their students could find ways to act responsibly; one of them mentioned that 

geography education could help her students construct understandable wholes from the 

fragmented facts”. Another argued that geography education (as well as other school subjects) 

could affect students’ development of thinking skills as well as recognizing and developing 

their own competencies”. (p. 5) 

As can clearly be seen from the respondents in the interviews, that they considered the value 

of geography education in the number of ways in which the subject could empower the student 

to think geographically. 

3.3: “powerful knowledge” within the discipline of Geography 

When applying Michael Young’s vision of how “powerful knowledge” may benefit students 

in their overall life development, one can argue that geography as a discipline, finds itself in 

an advantageous position. This can be seen in the overarching objective of geography 

education, which seeks to empower students with the skills to analyse and understand the local 

and global processes that happen around them. It can be further argued that through the 

provided contextualisation of thinking geographically (see Jackson, 2006, ESRI, 2003, 

McDougall, 2011), along with the abundance of opportunities for students to bring their 

knowledge into the classroom, this can result in an educational environment, where students 

from all aspects of society, can receive a powerful geographical education. Maude (2015), in 

her article “What is “powerful knowledge” and Can It Be Found in the Australian Geography 

Curriculum?”, is one such scholar that has sought to analyse the theory of “powerful 

knowledge”, and assess to what extent can it be found within Australia’s secondary level 

geography curriculum. Within her paper, Maude produces an abundance of evidence 

demonstrating evidence of what she determines, as “powerful knowledge”, within the 



71 
 

curriculum. The first argument given by Maude, is that a critical source of “powerful 

knowledge”, can be found in the ideological concepts of place and space; these concepts 

inherently encourage students to consider from different perspectives, what they see around 

them (p. 20). The concept of space and place, are one such critical source found within 

geography that Jackson (2006) determines to be the cornerstone behind thinking 

geographically. Mainali quotes Bloom’s taxonomy in this regard, in that she argues that by 

developing higher-order thinking skills, students become better equipped for higher education 

and the workplace (Mainali, 2012, p. 6,). Maude highlights that the “powerful knowledge” 

contained within the geographical curriculum, are not only found within the concepts of 

geography, but can be found in the physical, with the place of the environment featuring 

prominently within the curriculum (p. 19). The environment in the public consciousness cannot 

be understated, and Maude argues that the education on the environment is dynamic. The 

curriculum examines issues of sustainability, destruction, restoration and how environments 

can be shaped by the social. Maude contextualizes this further, that studying the environment, 

empowers the student with powerful geographical thinking skills, and allows students to 

construct links between the environment and how it is shaped by the social influences placed 

on it (ibid).  

As is previously mentioned, one of Young’s defining explanations of what “powerful 

knowledge” is, is that “powerful knowledge”, is knowledge that provides individuals, reliable 

explanations and different perspectives of seeing the world, and to envision new possibilities. 

As Maude demonstrates, geography can be seen as a discipline where “powerful knowledge” 

can shine and allow students to think geographically, giving the students the “powerful 

knowledge” necessary to understand the world around them. One must note that although 

Maude speaks explicitly about the powerful capabilities of geographical education in 

Australian secondary schools, geography as a subject inherently is global in nature, and as such, 



72 
 

has the potential to be equally as powerful in the respective curricula within Irish and Maltese 

secondary schools. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

This chapter seeks to establish the epistemology used during the dissertation and the reasoning 

behind why I chose to conduct a comparative study between the secondary school education 

systems in Ireland and Malta. The first part of this chapter will detail the epistemology used 

and describe the meaning behind the epistemology from figures within academia and how this 

epistemology is salient to detailing the arguments of Michael Young and John White. The 

second part, meanwhile, will be the justification for why I have chosen to include a comparative 

analysis of both Ireland and Malta’s secondary school curriculum models 

4.1: The Epistemology  

This study was conducted using the social realist epistemological approach to investigate and 

answer the key research questions this study seeks to answer. In their definition for what can 

be defined as a social realist approach to education, Lilliedahl (2015) quotes from (Maton, 

2014; Wheelan, 2010 & Young, 2008), that  

“A social realist approach to curriculum and didactics is ‘social’ because it recognises 

knowledge as socially constructed in practice. Knowledge is neither universal, nor is it a given, 

unmediated representation of the world; rather, it is a fallible product under social, cultural 

and historical constraints. At the same time, social realism is ‘realist’ in the sense that 

knowledge is about something independently real in an objective world beyond discourse” (p. 

42) 

Maton and Moore (2010) further argue that social realism puts knowledge as an object centre-

stage in thinking about education. Giving such importance to knowledge in this regard is done 

to raise questions of the characteristics of knowledge, how it is created, and how it is developed 
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over time. Social realism further looks at the modes of creating knowledge, the forms it takes, 

and how their effects are shown within policies and practices. (p. 2). Social realism as an 

epistemological thought, owes its origins to sociology, much of the development of social 

realist thought in academia can be attributed to the works of Basil Bernstein, who Maton & 

Moore (2010) attributes Bernstein to still provide much inspiration to theorists within the 

academia surrounding the sociology of knowledge (pp. 11-12). Bernstein would notably focus 

much of his work on social justice and differentiation of social classes within education 

provision (Morais, 2006, p. 2). Sadovnik (2001) notes on the academic influences of Bernstein 

where he states that 

“Although structuralist in its approach, Bernstein’s sociology drew on the essential 

theoretical orientations in the field— Durkheimian, Weberian, Marxist, and interactionist—

and provided the possibility of an important synthesis. Primarily, however, he viewed his work 

as most heavily influenced by Durkheim”. (p. 2) 

In the previous chapter, what was clearly detailed throughout the chapter was that knowledge 

was determined to be a product of the social and was further influenced by the cultural and the 

historical. What was clear to see from the curriculum arguments of Young, was his reflection 

of his own work and that it took liberal influence from the works of Durkheim and Vygotsky, 

two influential educational sociologists of their time. Furthermore, what was evident was that 

David Lambert in his writings on the importance of taking a capabilities approach to geography 

education, would be heavily influenced by Young’s writings on “powerful knowledge”. As 

such particularly with these two academic figures, it was determined that a social realist 

approach to this research study was appropriate for the research area being investigated. 

Furthermore, whilst one can argue that John White is not cast from the same mould as Young 

and Lambert, it can be seen in his aims-based curriculum arguments, that the social, cultural 

and historical influences within knowledge creation are readily acknowledged by White, as he 
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places educating the student of their historical societal background and their place within it, at 

the centre of his aims-based curriculum arguments.  

As was aforementioned within chapter 1, the sources used for the construction of this study 

would be grounded through the use of primary sources from government bodies responsible 

for providing education, government agencies, and insight from both respective countries' legal 

acts and constitutions. Furthermore, the study would be further contextualised through 

contributions from academia, who would provide supporting insight into the educational 

systems in Irish and Maltese secondary schools, with a specific focus on geography education.  

The NCCA in Ireland, are the national authority responsible for the management of the 

curriculum framework within Irish primary and secondary schools, and are a statutory body of 

the Irish Department of Education and Skills (NCCA, 2021). The Department of Education and 

Skills, further defines the extent to which the NCCA are involved throughout the formation of 

the curriculum framework, where it is noted that while the Minister for Education is ultimately 

responsible for enacting changes to the curriculum, the Minister for Education carries out his 

actions, on the recommendations given to him by the NCCA. (Department of Education and 

Skills, 2021). As a result of the NCCA being the body behind the formulation of the curriculum 

frameworks in Ireland, I will draw my analysis of the curriculum framework documents of the 

Junior and Senior Cycle from the archives of the NCCA. 

Furthermore, in Malta, national curriculum frameworks such as the NMC and NCF, as well as 

ancillary policy documents like the LOF, are directly managed by the Ministry for Education 

and Employment, and as such will base my analysis on the Maltese secondary school 

educational system from the documents provided directly by MEDE. I have further chose to 

implement references from constitutions and acts in both respective countries, as in Ireland and 

In Malta, the grounding for our educational systems are grounded within education acts or from 
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within articles within the constitution, thus making them legally binding. By providing excerpts 

from these important acts of government legislation, it provides further depth to the 

responsibilities held by the state as the provider of education, and provides context historically 

to how the educational system has developed.  

4.2: The comparative case study 

The decision for why this study seeks to compare the curriculum models of secondary school 

educational systems in Ireland and Malta, comes from the perspective of being a student who 

was the product of the Irish educational system, and is currently doing their Masters degree in 

education with a view of the current Maltese secondary school educational system. As such, 

throughout my time in the Master’s degree, I have spent these previous two years making 

comparatives between the educational experiences I have had between both Ireland and Malta. 

At present, both countries are seeking to modernise their educational systems within their 

secondary schools, with Ireland in 2015 having introduced a reform of their Junior cycle 

curriculum framework, and Malta in the same year, having introduced the Learning Outcomes 

Framework, which acts as a programme of learning for the National Curriculum Framework, 

which is implemented at all levels of Maltese compulsory schooling. As such, with both 

countries having recently implemented frameworks seeking to modernise their educational 

systems, and with a prospective view to implement changes beyond to Senior Cycle and Sixth 

form respectively (see chapter 6), this has provided an opportunity to compare and contrast the 

curriculum frameworks used within the Irish and Maltese secondary school educational 

systems, and from a social realist perspective, determine to what extent are the 

recommendations of Young and White for what should be reflected within a modern 

curriculum model, be seen within the Irish and Maltese secondary school curriculum 

frameworks. 
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Chapter 5: An analysis of the Irish and Maltese secondary school curriculum 

frameworks in respect to the curriculum arguments of White and Young. 

 

As was stated within chapter 1, the purpose behind the construction of this study, was to provide 

a detailed analysis of the Irish and Maltese secondary school curriculum framework, and 

critically assess to what extent are the theories and recommendations of Michael Young and 

John White reflected within the curriculum framework. To provide a judgement on this study, 

this dissertation sought to establish a set of two key research questions that were to be examined 

and assessed to arrive at an informed conclusion. With previous chapters providing a detailed 

analysis of the curriculum arguments of Young, White with insight from other academics, this 

chapter seeks to provide a detailed case study analysis of the curriculum framework within 

Irish and Maltese secondary schools, with a focus on geography education. As this dissertation 

aims to provide a comparative study of Irish and Maltese secondary curriculum frameworks in 

the field of geography, this chapter will provide a detailed analysis that will directly address 

the key research questions this study seeks to answer. The Irish secondary school curriculum 

framework analysis will begin with a detailed analysis of the curriculum vision of the Junior 

Cycle and how this vision is reflected within the programme of work, that of which in the case 

of geography, being the prescribed syllabus. The analysis of the curriculum vision and the 

syllabus will then be given further analysis by supporting figures in academia and the 

testimonies of teachers and students, due to both groups being key stakeholders throughout the 

educational process. This chapter will then conclude with a comparison between the curriculum 

framework of the Junior and Senior Cycles, and to what extent are the curriculum theories and 

recommendations of White and Young reflected within the heart of the curriculum framework. 
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When establishing the current curriculum frameworks in place for both junior and Senior Cycle 

in Irish secondary schools, it is important to note that at present, both curriculum frameworks 

in recent years, have either been modernised, such as the reformed Junior Cycle framework in 

2015, and the Senior Cycle, which is currently under review as of 2018 by the NCCA. Due to 

the Senior Cycle framework still being reviewed by the NCCA as of the construction of this 

study, I will base my analysis on the most recent, concluded review by the NCCA on the Senior 

Cycle, from 2009. I will furthermore base my analysis on the Junior Cycle from the updated 

Junior Cycle framework document published by the Minister for Education in 2015. In 

conclusion, I will reference the current review of the Senior Cycle framework, and how the 

state seeks to replicate the reforms in the Junior Cycle framework, and implement it into a 

future Senior Cycle curriculum framework. 

5.1: Comparing the Senior Cycle curriculum framework with the Geography syllabus 

Within the review of the Senior Cycle curriculum that the NCCA conducted in 2009, it is noted 

within the document that the curriculum is grounded within five key skills (p. 21). These key 

skills are stated as.  

1. Information processing 

2. Being personally effective 

3. Communication 

4. Critical and creative thinking 

5. Working with others 

It is further stated that the purpose behind grounding the curriculum within the context of the 

five skills, is to allow students to become independent thinkers, and to help them develop a 

lifelong commitment to learning. (p. 24) 
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With insight into how the document envisions how the Senior Cycle curriculum wants to 

achieve within the students studying under it, we will now compare the programme of work 

and assess how effective the curriculum is represented within the syllabus for senior-level 

geography. 

As noted previously, one of the five key points indicated within the government vision, was 

the need for effective learning and assessment, and that the curriculum grounds itself in skills 

such as working with others and critical and creative thinking. This is reflected within the 

prescribed Geography syllabus for Senior Cycle (Department of Education and Science, 2003), 

where it notes that Geographical investigation is a core area of study and is compulsory for all 

students studying under the syllabus. This is further made evident where field work and 

investigations using primary and secondary sources, are also obligatory for all students, and 

are deemed central to the geographical education and experience of all students (p. 4). 

However, one important detail that becomes apparent when one analyses the current prescribed 

Senior Cycle Geography syllabus, is that as of the construction of this study, the syllabus has 

not been updated since its introduction in 2003 (p. 46).  

Furthermore, it is noted that within the geography syllabus, due to the nature of the Senior 

Cycle being assessed as a single set of high stakes examinations, the majority of the geography 

syllabus reflects the assessment process, by placing a vast emphasis on rote learning, and 

applying to questions in the paper (80%), that are only assessing lower order thinking skills. 

(p. 6). This remarks back to the research findings of Doyle (2019) in chapter 1, where it was 

found that for Junior Cycle prior to the 2015 curriculum reforms, teachers were found to teach 

to the test, and treat the Junior Cycle as a “test-run” for Leaving Certificate (p. 3), due to the 

nature of the curriculum being predominantly assessed under a set of high stakes examinations 

over a 2–3-week period (State Examinations Commission, 2018). In a report conducted by 

Baird, Caro and Hopfenbeck (2014), on the predictability of subjects within Irish Leaving 
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Certificate examinations, it was found that content-driven subjects such as Biology and 

Geography, relied heavily on fact memorization, and that students would often employ rote-

learning memorization tactics on order to achieve high test scores. It was further commented 

that “Students had a lot of test-wiseness. The topics that were likely to come up, the marking 

criteria, past papers and model answers were all part of the preparation from teachers”.  (p. 

22). The research findings of the testimonies of secondary schools teaching within Banks, 

McCoy and Smyth’s (2018) report directly support the research found in Smyth, Banks and 

Calvert’s (2011) paper which examines student experiences in their final year of secondary 

school. Within the student testimonies found within Smyth, Banks and Calvert’s (2011) paper, 

students highlighted the stresses placed on them with the amount of syllabus content they had 

to study and the homework given to them by their teachers. Smyth, Banks & Calvert (2011) 

would further support their research findings with the aid of a diagram. 
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Figure 3.  

Hours spent doing homework or studying on weekday evenings 

 

In a question asked by the researcher on how long they spend doing homework or studying on 

weekday evenings after school, over 40% of females, and just under 30% of males, spend over 

4 hours a night doing homework or studying on weekday evenings. (Smyth, Banks & Calvert, 

p. 74) 

Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019). lend further weight to the problems reflected in the Leaving 

Certificate, as the report echoes much of the issues found within the research findings of Banks, 

McCoy and Smyth (2018), with teachers specifically highlighting the extensive list of subjects 

that students need to cover, as well as the vast amount of content within each specific syllabus 

for each subject, this can be found within the testimonies of students, where one student noted 

that  
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“The Leaving Certificate, while ‘brutally fair’, is a high stakes examination. Much 

depends on one day. The large number of students who undertake grinds in multiple subjects 

is giving rise to ‘burn out’ and mental health problems. The need for such grinds stems from 

fear of underachieving on the day and a pressure from friends to do more and more. What a 

student does in school is never seen as enough” (Smyth, McCoy & Banks, 2019, p. 14). 

While the geography syllabus does include an elective topic where students can conduct 

fieldwork scenarios such as investigating weather and oceanic systems, where students can go 

to the beach to record tides, observe coastal landmarks and record the weather, this only forms 

a small part of the overall geography syllabus (p. 6). When analysing the prescribed geography 

syllabus within the Senior Cycle curriculum, this contradicts the claim within the NCCA’s 

review of the Senior Cycle curriculum, where it is stated, that the Senior Cycle syllabi,   

 “are developed with a view to allowing teachers and learners the flexibility to select a 

variety of rich learning activities that are engaging and provide opportunities for learners to 

become more self-directed in their learning as they progress through Senior Cycle, and that 

the embedding of the key skills within the curriculum enabled students to develop key learning 

skills”. (p. 7) 

With insight from academia as to the issues raised with assessment at senior cycle level, and 

the inherent problems faced by students and teachers alike when working with the syllabus and 

wider curriculum framework, it becomes clear to see that the syllabus is not actively reflecting 

the vision of the curriculum framework at senior level and is not reflecting the 

recommendations of White and Young’s curriculum arguments.  
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5.2: Contrasting the curriculum vision with research findings from academia 

It is further commented that the Senior Cycle curriculum framework seeks to achieve within 

schools, a culture that respects the learners, encourages them to develop a love of learning, and 

takes responsibility for their own learning over time (p. 6). However, when we compare the 

curriculum vision of the Senior Cycle curriculum framework to a report conducted by Banks, 

McCoy and Smith (2018), on student experiences of Senior Cycle, it was found that students 

did not take responsibility for their own learning, and in fact, were drawn to becoming 

dependent on teachers who taught their lessons in a manner that taught them to the test (p. 12). 

This dependency from the students on teachers teaching to the test, as well as the market of 

private tuition outside of schools, is stated by Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019), to lead to high 

levels of pressures placed on students (p. 14), with emphasis placed that even students who 

were in Junior Cycle, had noted that they felt anxious about the stresses and pressures faced by 

students within Senior Cycle (p. 72). The studies conducted by Banks, McCoy and Smyth 

(2018) and Smyth, McCoy and Banks (2019), further contradict one of the main skills that the 

NCCA state as grounding the curriculum, as the accounts of the students clearly contradict that 

the curriculum empowers students with critical and creative thinking. In the elaboration the 

NCCA gives for how critical and creative thinking can empower students as part of learning 

under the curriculum, the NCCA states that the curriculum, assists learners in 

 “being aware of different forms and patterns of thinking so that they become more 

skilled in higher order reasoning and problem solving. In engaging with this key skill, learners 

reflect critically on the forms of thinking and values that shape their own perceptions, opinions 

and knowledge” (p. 21).  

As has been previously stated by reports such as those conducted by Banks, McCoy and Smith 

(2018), Smyth, McCoy and Banks, (2019) and Baird, Caro and Hopfenbeck (2014), figures in 
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academia as well as interest groups, such as the National Association for Principals and Deputy 

Principles (NAPD)(2019), have repeatedly called for the Senior Cycle to be examined due to 

what is argued, as outdated and ineffective in educating students for the requirements needed 

of them to navigate tertiary level education and the workplace once they leave secondary school 

(pp. 2-4). In light of these demands, the Irish Minister for Education of the day, Jan O’Sullivan, 

introduced a new curriculum framework for Junior Cycle (2015), that sought to replace the 

curriculum for Junior Cycle, who’s own curricula were similar in structure to the Senior Cycle.  

Prior to the Junior Cycle reforms of 2015 as noted by Doyle (2019), there had been previous 

attempts made at curricular reform, with the aforementioned green paper (1992) “Education 

for a changing world” seeking to transform pedagogical practices in Irish secondary schools. 

Doyle notes in this regard however that with each reform, these reforms ended in failure, as the 

assessment model for Junior Cycle was conducted through the Junior Certificate, which 

structurally, was identical to the Leaving Certificate. Students would sit the Junior Certificate 

and would be assessed through high stakes examinations from 1st year to 3rd year. In this regard, 

Doyle (2019) states that many teachers would regress to rote-learning memorization tactics, 

would teach to the test, and would teach Junior Cycle as a “test-run” for Senior Cycle (p. 3). 

Doyle further contends in this regard, that in order to effectively reform Junior Cycle, 

assessment would need to be reformed. With this in mind, the Junior Cycle reform (2015) 

would seek at its heart, to reform Junior Cycle by implementing more diverse forms of 

assessment.   

5.3: Curriculum vision and assessment within the revised 2015 Junior Cycle framework 

Detailed within the Junior Cycle curriculum framework (2015), it is outlined that the 

curriculum and assessment arrangements sought to provide students with learning 

opportunities that achieved a balance between subject specific knowledge, and developing a 
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wide range of skills and thinking abilities (p. 7). These curriculum and assessment 

arrangements would then promote students' participation in collaborative learning actively. It 

is argued further that within the curriculum, learners would be empowered to analyse 

information in new and creative ways, investigate issues themselves, explore, think 

independently, and apply their newfound knowledge to new challenges and situations (p. 7). 

Furthermore, the curriculum vision refers to the nature of the workplace moving quickly and 

shifting positions and argues that the curriculum will empower students to have the skills 

necessary to navigate the workplace and broader society. (p. 7) 

When addressing the question of assessment for the reformed Junior Cycle curriculum  (2015), 

the Junior Cycle differs vastly from the high-stakes, formative assessment of the Senior Cycle, 

and instead incorporates a dual-system of assessment. Within the assessment framework for 

the Junior Cycle, the framework has in place, summative assessment throughout the three-year 

cycle to document student progression of learning, and at the climax of the cycle, students sit 

a series of formative assessments that test them on the disciplinary knowledge they learned 

over the three years (p. 7). An important note to add, is that while the Junior Cycle framework 

has in place formative assessment in the form of a series of exams, these exams do not 

constitute all of the marks given to the student for those three years, but instead only constitute 

a portion of the total marks, with summative assessment having a higher share of the total grade 

(pp. 35-36). This distinction in marks awarded is important, as the emphasis for marks, lies in 

continuous assessment of the students, and places a more significant portion of the assessment 

on student’s progression of learning throughout the cycle. This is given special attention within 

the framework document, as it notes that the change of assessment emphasises the 

“acknowledgement that students learn best when teachers provide feedback that helps students 

understand how their learning can be improved”. (p. 7) 
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The curriculum framework provides further details on subject-specific assessment, where it is 

detailed that two structured classroom-based assessments will contribute and build upon the 

use of formative assessment in the classroom, one of these assessments take place in second 

year, and the other in third year (p. 37). Depending on the subject, the classroom-based 

assessment will differ to reflect the subject taught, with various assessments including project 

tasks, oral language tasks, investigations, or practical tasks. In third year, it is detailed that once 

the students have finished their second classroom-based assessment, students will be tasked 

with completing a written assessment task, where they are asked to write on what they have 

learned and the skills and competencies they have gained from doing that assessment (p. 8). 

Upon completion of the classroom-based assessments and the exam-based formative 

assessment, it is then stated that these will be marked by the SEC (State Examinations 

Commission), at the end of the Junior Cycle in third year (p. 8). It is argued by the NCCA, that 

by diversifying the assessment carried out throughout the Junior Cycle, as well as offering 

different forms of assessment that students partake in according to the subject discipline, 

students partake in different forms of learning throughout their education in Junior Cycle, and 

benefit from a more fully rounded assessment over the duration of their cycle, (p. 8) in 

comparison to that of which is seen in the current Senior Cycle, which only has high-stakes 

summative assessment at the end of sixth year, as the main form of assessment for the cycle.  

In each subject's case, two structured Classroom-Based Assessments will be introduced, which 

will contribute to and build on the use of formative assessment in the classroom. One of these 

Classroom-Based Assessments will take place in second year, and the other during third year 

(p. 8). Each assessment will be drawn from various types of assessment, which might include 

project tasks, oral language tasks, investigations, practical or designing and making tasks, field 

studies and artistic performance. After the second of the Classroom-Based Assessments, 

students will complete a written Assessment Task on what they have learned and the skills and 
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competencies that they have developed in that assessment. The Assessment Task, along with 

the final examination at the end of third year, will be marked by the State Examinations 

Commission (SEC). The dual approach to assessment will recognise and value the different 

types of learning in schools and allow for a more rounded assessment of the education of each 

young person. 

The focus on having students fulfil an aims-based approach to learning, can be further found 

within the syllabus for Geography at Junior Cycle level (Department of Education and Skills, 

2018), where the syllabus acts as the programme of work for how the curriculum is enacted 

within the classroom. If one were to analyse the syllabus, it becomes evident that the syllabus 

similarly reflects the desire for students to develop “organised thinking and cognitive abilities 

– not only in the area of important factual knowledge, but in application, analysis, synthesis, 

evaluation, creativity and imagination” (p. 5) Furthermore, the syllabus options up the option 

of differential assessment modes, with students being offered the chance to not answer as many 

questions during the final examination at the end of junior cycle, should they opt to partake in 

field work as part of their assessment, this further reflects the aims of the revised junior cycle 

curriculum framework, where diversifying assessment was a key point within the reform (p. 

29). 

5.4: Comparing and contrasting the Junior and Senior Cycle curriculum frameworks in 

Irish secondary schools 

As can be seen in the comparative analysis of the Junior and Senior cycle curriculum 

frameworks in Irish secondary schools, what is evident, is that the reformed Junior Cycle 

curriculum demonstrates a detailed procedure to the diversification of assessment, as well as 

places the importance of the student having their progress monitored throughout the cycle, at 

the focus of the curriculum. What this results in, is a curriculum where assessment is highly 
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relevant to the discipline being studied, and is structured in such a way where the assessment 

tasks, are focused more on gauging and improving on the student’s educational progress, 

instead of emphasizing the assessment on what a student knows, and how much of the content 

they understand. This results in an assessment that has skills and aims at its centre and is a 

means of learning for students, where they can gain knowledge from this form of assessment 

and further their own learning, these are recommendations that were provided by White and 

Reiss in this regard. Furthermore, if one is to analyse the Junior Cycle (Department of 

Education and Skills, 2018) syllabus, it becomes apparent that the syllabi emphasis’ the 

development of the student’s capacity to think geographically and to imbue within the student 

the capabilities to develop powerful geographical knowledge, this is evident throughout how 

the syllabus defines its purpose where it states that 

“Geography can make an important contribution towards enabling young people to 

function more effectively as members of society. This syllabus was drawn up with the intention 

that it should make that contribution. It recognises that the geography teacher is involved in a 

body of knowledge which has wide horizons, and in a methodology which contains many and 

varied techniques and skills.” (pp. 2-3). 

In comparison, when one analyses the Senior Cycle curriculum framework, whilst the 

curriculum framework review of 2009, states that it follows key skills at the heart of the 

curriculum, it quickly becomes evident that what is advocated within the curriculum 

framework, is not reflected within the syllabus for geography at Senior Cycle level. 

Testimonies from Banks, McCoy and Smyth (2018) and Smyth, McCoy and Banks (2019), 

have provided much evidence to suggest that due to the curriculum having so much syllabus 

content, students are discouraged from developing skills and competencies in critical thinking 

and other higher order skills, and instead feel compelled to seek out tuition and teachers who 
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feel pressured to teach to the test, instead of prepare them for the higher capacity skills and 

competencies needed for tertiary education and the workforce (p. 12). I will reiterate a previous 

quotation that has been made in this regard, as Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019) notes 

“The Leaving Certificate, while ‘brutally fair’, is a high stakes examination. Much 

depends on one day. The large number of students who undertake grinds in multiple subjects 

is giving rise to ‘burn out’ and mental health problems. The need for such grinds stems from 

fear of underachieving on the day and a pressure from friends to do more and more. What a 

student does in school is never seen as enough” (p. 14). 

5.5: To what extent are the arguments of Michael Young and John White present within the 

Irish curricular frameworks? 

In an analysis of the Senior Cycle curriculum and the programmes of work for enacting the 

curriculum in classrooms, one can argue that throughout senior level, the recommendations for 

White and Young are not at the heart of the Senior Cycle framework. The reason given for this 

conclusion, is that while the curriculum does advocate for key skills such as critical thinking, 

communication, and collaboration with others, these key skills do not find themselves reflected 

within the geography syllabus at senior level. The NCCA (2021b) states that for Leaving 

Certificate, the majority of students take seven subjects for the penultimate examinations, 

Smyth, McCoy and Banks (2018) have commented on this matter, through their arguments that 

such a burden being placed on students, have given rise to ‘burn-out’ and mental health 

problems (p. 14). White and Reiss highlight in this regard, that in curricula where students are 

overburdened with compulsory subjects (for the majority of students, these subjects are 

English, Irish and Mathematics) students should have the opportunity to diversify their learning 

opportunities (p. 40). As is clear in this regard, with such a burden being placed on students, 

and a points-per-grade system in place currently at Senior Cycle level, this actively pressurises 
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students to take many subjects at higher (advanced) level in order to compete for points with 

other students to get into their desired course at university. With this in mind, with a senior 

cycle framework that is overburdened in content and with an assessment model that fails to 

demonstrate student’s capabilities and skills but only how much knowledge they can memorize, 

it is clear that White’s recommendations are not implemented in this regard into the Senior 

cycle framework. White (2013) in this regard instead, has made arguments proposing the 

concept of continuous recording of student progress during their schooling (p. 56), where the 

outcome of this assessment would be to show the gradual progress that student’s make in their 

gathering and understanding of knowledge (p. 55), White (2013), would quote in this regard 

that  

“Students who have barely reached adulthood are placing their own self-worth solely 

on the grades they receive in their penultimate examinations. If a student receives good grades, 

they believe themselves to have good prospects for the future, and often proceed to further 

education, however, for those students who are not satisfied with their grades, these students 

look to seek salvation elsewhere” (p. 58). 

Furthermore if one were to analyse what outcomes were expected of students studying 

Geography within Senior Cycle syllabus, it becomes apparent that students are only expected 

to “Explain, Understand, Show or Illustrate” the majority of geographical concepts that they 

will encounter in the compulsory study units (Department of Education and Science, 2003, pp. 

9, 13, 17). This stands in contrast to Bloom’s taxonomy, which sets out a pyramidal model that 

advocates for a progression of thinking from basic skills such as recall and understanding, and 

gradually apply higher orders of thinking such as the creation of new pieces of knowledge and 

understanding, and wider innovative ways of thinking. 
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Figure 4: 

Bloom’s taxonomy pyramidal model for progression of thinking (California Baptist 

University, 2020) 

 

As one can see, with student’s expected in the majority of scenario’s to “explain, show, 

understand or illustrate” Geographical concepts, these only conform to the lower levels of 

Bloom’s taxonomy, and do not encourage students to practice higher order thinking, such as 

differentiating, evaluating, applying or appraising geographical concepts. 

With students not being encouraged to develop the means to which to evaluate the knowledge 

being received, and are not being given the means to apply it within the context of their own 

lives and envision new alternatives, then one can argue that Geography at Senior Cycle level 

furthermore fails to imbue students with powerful knowledge. In this regard, Young (2008) 

would state the aforementioned quotation 
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“Powerful knowledge” refers to what the knowledge can do or what intellectual power it gives 

to those who have access to it. “powerful knowledge” provides more reliable explanations and 

new ways of thinking about the world and …can provide learners with a language for engaging 

in political, moral, and other kinds of debates. (p. 14)  

White and Reiss (2013), noted previously in their recommendations of assessment in an aims-

based curriculum, that a record of work that progresses continuously and records a student’s 

educational progress, acts not only as a valuable record to student, teacher and parent, of how 

a child is developing in his education, but can act as a valuable learning tool to further their 

own learning (p. 56). This was reflected within the Junior Cycle curriculum framework, but is 

absent from the Senior Cycle curriculum's assessment. Furthermore, Michael Young advocates 

for “powerful knowledge” in schools, where Knowledge is ‘powerful’ if it predicts, if it 

explains, if it enables you to envisage alternatives” (Young, 2014, p 74, In Maude (2015, p, 

18), and can then apply that “powerful knowledge” in the context of everyday life (Young, 

2013, p. 235)”. When one analyses the expected outcomes for students studying Geography at 

Junior Cycle level, it clearly demonstrates that students should be able to 

“Synthesise and evaluate information ( e.g. distinguish fact from opinion, draw conclusions, 

prove simple hypotheses, make informed judgements, suggest sensible solutions to problems 

and, where appropriate, suggest realistic plans for action)” (Department of Education and 

Skills, 2018, p. 8) 

When one contextualises, the outcomes expected of students at Junior Cycle level, it becomes 

clear that students are expected to apply higher order thinking skills grounded within 

specialised knowledge found in the disciplines, which are key to Young’s arguments on the 

production of powerful knowledge (Young, 2013, pp. 230, 236). 
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In light of the analytical findings on the curriculum framework and Geography syllabi for 

Senior and Junior Cycle level. One can argue that the framework and syllabus for Junior Cycle 

demonstrate a number of recommendations of White and Young contained within, to which 

are absent at Senior Cycle level. In contrast, it becomes apparent that the Senior Cycle 

framework and syllabus represent much of what Lambert has defined as the F1 approach to 

curriculum modelling, and are the curriculum framework to which Young and White would 

seek to make alternatives to in their curriculum arguments.  

5.6: Introducing the National Curriculum Framework in Malta 

The Maltese National Curriculum Framework (NCF), which was formally introduced in 2012 

into Maltese schools from Kindergarten to Secondary school, builds upon the groundwork set 

by the National Minimum Curriculum, which was introduced in 2000. The NCF, was Malta’s 

first national curriculum since the country joined the European Union in 2004, and in the words 

of Mayo (2012a), would base its vision on the importance of “lifelong learning”, in keeping 

with the dominant discourse that emerged not only across the European Union, but with the 

OECD (p. 50). One can argue that the journey towards the construction of the NCF was gradual, 

as one can see the groundwork being laid for the framework in previous policy documents such 

as the “For all children to succeed” (MEDE, 2005). Duca (2018) notes that the policy 

document would particularly note how the school would offer their educational services to 

children, with the document highlighting the learning process of being that of a journey from 

early years to senior school, where children would gain knowledge and Master skills (pp. 20-

21), these would be visions that would in the future, become integral to the overall vision of 

the NCF.  

Although the NCF is a national curriculum framework that not only is present in secondary 

school, but is the curriculum in place across different levels of the education system. I will 
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primarily draw my analysis of how the NCF is applied within the context of Maltese secondary 

schools which compares to the age groups of the Irish Junior and Senior Cycles. 

With a detailed analysis of the Irish secondary school framework having been conducted, this 

section of this chapter is a counterpart to the analysis conducted on the Irish secondary school 

curriculum framework, and seeks to fully answer the key research questions detailed in chapter 

1. These research aims were  

1. To what extent are the writings of John White and Michael Young reflected within 

contemporary curricula in Malta and Ireland 

2. Do the programmes of work in Ireland and Malta allow for the national curriculum 

to be reflected clearly within the classrooms of secondary schools, with specific 

reference to school geography. 

As such, this chapter seeks to detail the curriculum vision of the NCF, and how the LOF seeks 

to provide the programme of learning in enacting the aims and ambitions of the NCF with a 

particular focus on geography education in Maltese secondary schools. Analysis of the 

curriculum vision of the NCF and the LOF, will then be given further analysis by supporting 

figures within academia, as well as interest groups such as the Maltese Union of Teachers 

(MUT), in order to detail to what extent are the curriculum theories and recommendations of 

White and Young reflected within the heart of the NCF and LOF.  

5.7: The grounding of the vision of the National curriculum framework 

As mentioned previously, the vision of the NCF (2012) would draw heavily from previous 

policy frameworks from MEDE (Ministry for Education and Employment) (see “National 

Minimum Curriculum”, 2000 & “For all children to succeed”, 2005) and influence from the 

dominant discourse from OECD and the European Union. Within the framework, this becomes 



95 
 

evident where the vision statement notes that the framework aimed to “increase flexibility and 

thus increase the relevance of the teaching process to meet the needs of individual learners” 

(p. xi). Mayo (2012b) develops further on this point where he notes that this shifts the onus of 

responsibility onto the individual rather than the state and the social collectively (p, 266). It is 

noted further within the NCF, that in order to ensure that the aims of the curriculum are 

successfully implemented within classrooms, the framework will be further supported by 

ancillary policy documents, that will be developed by MEDE (p, xi). The Learning Outcomes 

Framework (LOF) is one such policy document of notable importance and will be studied 

further within this research. One can note the influence of the “for all children to succeed” 

(2005) policy document as the overarching statement of the NCF states that the vision of the 

framework 

“Considers education as a continuous journey which starts at birth and is formalised 

during three cycles of schooling leading to higher education. It is a curriculum which aims to 

cater for the three educational service providers: state, church and independent schools whilst 

acknowledging variation in the educational provision caused by the autonomy of each sector 

and the ethos of each school” (page xi). 

It is further defined that the framework seeks to enable teachers to respond to student’s 

interests, arouse a sense of curiosity and inquiry based learning to students, develop their sense 

of wonder and a joy in learning and to ultimately prepare them for certification and 

qualification, that are necessary to proceed to tertiary education and the workforce. Personal 

growth, social justice, active citizenship, and the student's employability in a modern workforce 

are all noted as major anchoring points of the framework. As such, one notes here the 

importance the framework places on the individual and developing that individual holistically 

through a variety of learning strategies to address the student's needs. (page xiv). 
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With the curriculum clearly stating the importance the framework places on the holistic 

development of the student as an individual, and learning as a journey across their time in 

education, it is stated that to achieve these ambitions, eight key learning objectives (p. xvi) and 

six cross-curricular themes (p. 32) form the heart of the NCF. It is noted that the range of 

experiences in compulsory education, “provides students with key competences necessary for 

lifelong learning, employability and responsible citizenship” (p. x). As such the NCF (2012) 

defines the eight key learning areas critical to achieving it’s goals as being (pp. 8-9) 

Figure 5: 

The eight learning objectives of the Maltese National Curriculum Framework (2012) 
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Furthermore, these eight key learning areas will further develop the student holistically as an 

individual by weaving six key cross-curricular themes. These themes encompass all subjects 

within the curriculum, and seek to instil within students, critical 21st-century skills that are 

important to their personal development (pp. 9-10). 
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Figure 6: 

The six cross-curricular themes of the National Curriculum Framework (2012) 
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In the NCF, the document places History and Geography within the category of “humanities”, 

and outlines their importance, in that they allow students to develop essential life skills, such 

as observing, recording, and collecting evidence to draw their own conclusions (p. 36). 

One can further note in this regard, that the NCF contains at its heart, a set of outcomes to be 

achieved by students, and notes that by doing humanities subjects such as Geography, that 

students should have the capabilities to  

• Introducing learners to what is involved in understanding and interpreting the past.  

• Making pupils aware of similarities and differences between life today and in the past 

and use familiar words associated with the passing of time to establish a chronology of 

time.  

• Simulating discussion of why things happen or change and the results.  

• Enabling learners to acquire knowledge and understanding of places in Malta, Europe 

and the world. 

• Increasing the learner’s knowledge of other cultures and, in so doing, teach respect and 

understanding of what it means to be a positive citizen in a society that has people from 

different cultures.  

• Understanding geography information, and developing enquiry and problem solving 

skills. 

• Enabling learners to understand environmental problems in Malta, Europe and globally.  

• Encouraging children and young people to commit to sustainable development. (p. 36) 

One can argue in this regard, that at the heart of the curriculum framework, reflects the 

curriculum recommendations of White and Young, as the NCF clearly demonstrates an 

emphasis on aims, where the goals of humanities, is to enrich and empower the student’s self. 

Furthermore, it also demonstrates clearly the empowering effect of geography education, and 
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the importance of demonstrating the importance of recognising the place of the student within 

the role they have locally, globally and their place in relation to the environment. The expected 

outcomes of the capabilities of students studying geography under the NCF, clearly falls in line 

with the importance Jackson (2006) gives to thinking geographically, as Jackson (2006), would 

also seek to provide contributions to the importance of thinking geographically, as he argued 

that “Geography enables the individual to see the world from a unique perspective, a way of 

understanding complex problems and thinking interconnectedly at a variety of scales from the 

local to the global” (p. 199). Lambert (2017) would further promote the importance of thinking 

geographically in empowering student’s with “powerful disciplinary knowledge” in his 

arguments for GeoCapabilities as the centrepiece for an F3 curriculum model. The 

GeoCapabilities approach (2016b), would argue that by student’s developing the capabilities 

to think geographically, students are equipped with the skills to analyse the world around them, 

and become informed in their own decision making and choices. As such, one can argue that 

the Geography education under the NCF, falls clearly in line with the aforementioned 

arguments Young makes for the capabilities of powerful knowledge in that“Knowledge is 

‘powerful’ if it predicts, if it explains, if it enables you to envisage alternatives” (Young 2014, 

p. 74). 

5.8: The aims and assessment within the Learning Outcomes Framework 

The NCF further promotes the LOF as the means to which the targets sought by the NCF will 

be achieved. In this regard, the purpose of the LOF can be argued to be a framework for how 

teaching and learning should be conducted within the classroom. Additionally, the LOF would 

further address issues in schools surrounding absenteeism as well as early school leavers (p. 

5), to which in 2018, Malta had registered the highest rate of within the European Union 

(Carabott, 2018). Within Geography education, the LOF follows on from the vision outlined 
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in the NCF, and further promotes an aims-based approach, where the emphasis is placed on the 

outcomes that a student will reach, rather than the means taken. This is reflected within the 

purpose given for the existence of the LOF, where it states that its purpose was to 

 “free schools and learners from centrally-imposed knowledge-centric syllabi and to 

give them the freedom to develop programmes that fulfil the framework of knowledge, attitudes 

and skills-based outcomes that are considered national education entitlement of all learners in 

Malta”. (p. 5) 

In relation to how the LOF further defines how it envisions student learning, it further states 

that  

“The framework is designed in such a way where there are a set of Subject learning 

outcomes (SLO), with a guideline for what students should know, understand and should be 

able to do, where students engage in content material through a variety of different teaching 

strategies and methods of delivery. The emphasis on framework, is put on the outcomes rather 

than the journey itself, and as such, offers students, schools and teachers the freedom to reach 

the desired objectives in a variety of methods.” (p. 7) 

Pedagogy takes centre stage within the framework of the LOF, as the teacher takes centre stage 

not only as a role model to students, but as a key curriculum leader. This is further built upon 

with commentary by the European Commission (2015 in MEDE, 2014), which details likewise 

that  “Teachers play a crucial role in guiding their learners towards their goals and shaping 

their perceptions” (p. 28). Tonna & Bugeja (2016) notes that with the introduction of the LOF, 

greater emphasis has been placed on developing crucial 21st-century skills within students, of 

which is evident with the framework highlighting the importance of ICT and developing skills 

using a wide range of different software (p. 170). 
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Assessment within the LOF is carried out at two levels, assessment for learning occurs 

throughout the process where learning occurs, and assessment of learning comes into effect at 

the end of a study unit, term, or the scholastic year. It details that during the assessment process, 

information and judgements about learning are made to report to parents and share information 

with other teachers on the students' progress (p. 41-42). The NCF (2012) outlines that 

assessment should be  

“formative in nature and based not only on individual achievement but include group and self-

assessment. This encourages the learners to develop a sense of themselves as “young 

scientists” within their class community”. (p. 54) 

As can be seen, the LOF framework keeps in line with the vision of the NCF, which sought to 

develop geographical skills, where students were expected in the outcomes, to understand, 

apply, differentiate, and inquire. (p. 54, 63). Within Geography education specifically, the LOF 

only accounts for years 7 to 10, with no such framework existing beyond those years. When 

one analyses the expected outcomes throughout the years, one notes that at lower levels such 

as year 7, students are only expected to produce lower levels of thinking skills contained within 

Bloom’s taxonomy, such as understanding and explaining, for example an year 7, an outcome 

is “I can explain the use of the rocks of the Maltese Islands.” (p. 10). However, once students 

progress to later years, students gradually develop higher order thinking skills with students 

expected to question the knowledge obtained, to actively seek alternatives, and to link and 

apply concepts, for example in Year 10, an outcome is “I can question established policies and 

suggest alternatives” (p. 16).  

One argument that has been established with regards to assessment of the NCF in Geography 

education, is the question of whether enough time is being allocated to teachers in order to fully 

satisfy the instruction of the aims of the curriculum. Bonello (2018), provides a very 
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informative study in this regard, where in a series of interviews conducted by Bonello with 

secondary school teachers. It was found that for the majority of teachers, the time allocated to 

geography education was found to be a limiting factor, as students were only prescribed a single 

40-minute lesson per week for geography (p. 63). Teachers commented that due to the limited 

time with students, with a vast amount of content to cover within the national curriculum, the 

geographical content within the curriculum, were reduced to the delivery of facts, rather than 

encouraging enquiry and higher order thinking skills.  

In this regard, one can make the argument that the reducing of the time allocated to geography 

education, particularly at state schools, has actively hindered geography education due to time 

constraints in carrying out the aims of the curriculum. By reducing geography to the delivery 

of facts, one can reasonably question the effectiveness of the NCF if teachers are not given the 

time to allow students to develop vital geographical skills.  
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Figure 7:   

Interview extracts from Maltese secondary school geography teachers on the limitations 

facing geography education (Bonello, 2018, p. 64) 

 

Bonello (2018) highlights that many factors limiting their capacity get students to “think 

geographically” for teachers. Jackson & Massey (2005), highlight thinking geographically, as 

“geography education that empowers learners with knowledge that will allow them to develop 

an understanding of the world. This knowledge could allow learners to understand major world 

issues such as climate change, migration and globalisation, and provide knowledge to make 

interconnections between various aspects at different scales” (p. 3). 

5.9: To what extent are the arguments of Michael Young and John White present within the 

curriculum frameworks in Maltese secondary schools? 

It can be argued that when assessing the extent to which Young and White’s recommendations 

are present within the Maltese curriculum framework, one can make the argument that much 

of their advocations, have been reflected in the policy documents. As demonstrated previously, 
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much of the framework advocates for an aims-based approach focused on outcomes, where 

students are actively encouraged to develop important capabilities. These skills and 

experiences that the students develop are stated by the framework to enrich the student’s self, 

much like what is advocated by White and Reiss’ curriculum arguments within chapter 4. 

Morevoer, with the analysis that was conducted on the LOF, it is clear to see that the framework 

actively challenges students to develop more complex geographical skills as they progress 

throughout their education. This can further be argued to fall in line with the works of Lambert 

and the importance of thinking geographically within Geography education and developing 

powerful geographical knowledge, furthermore the NCF builds on this where it argues that it 

is the students own experiences and knowledge that binds the newfound skills developed 

throughout the learning process under the NCF. One important point that must be noted 

however, is whether the teachers are given enough time to satisfyingly cover the aims of the 

curriculum, and whether they will have the time to develop these important capabilities 

throughout the student’s learning process. This has been seen to be a problem within state 

schools’ provided within the teacher testimonies as shown by Bonello (2018). In this regard 

this study notes that while the LOF satisfyingly conveys the aims of the curriculum at 

classroom level, time allocations given to the discipline have led to questions of successful 

implementation, particularly within state schools, where teachers are only allocated 40 minutes 

contact time with students per week.  
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Chapter 6: An analysis of national standardized assessment in Ireland and Malta 

 

With this research study thus having given context to the curriculum arguments of White and 

Young, and a detailed analysis of to what extent are their recommendations present within 

curriculum frameworks and policy documents in Irish and Maltese secondary schools, this 

chapter seeks to briefly analyse issues surrounding assessment within upper secondary 

education in Ireland, and sixth-form in Malta. The Leaving Certificate in Ireland and 

Matriculation Certificate (MATSEC) in Malta, are both national standardized examinations 

that act as a gateway for further progression in education into tertiary level, and at present, have 

not undergone curricular reforms in contrast to the Junior Cycle curriculum framework in 

Ireland, and the NCF in Maltese secondary schools. Although in Malta and Ireland, national 

governments have implemented reforms to modernise teaching and learning, such as the 

aforementioned changes to qualifications required for teaching (see page 8), it is important to 

note that curricula such as the Leaving certificate (Smyth, McCoy & Banks, 2019, p. 23) and 

MATSEC, still reflect within their classrooms, a conforming to a traditional style of teaching 

and learning. (MEDE, 2017, p. 123). 

Emaliana (2017) details traditional approaches to teaching and learning, as inherently teacher-

centric, where the teacher plays an essential role within teaching and learning, teachers are seen 

as information providers and are evaluators, and the role of the students is to passively receive 

information from the teacher (p. 60). This teaching style often fails to engage students during 

the learning process and not becoming actively involved with their education, as the teacher 

directs all classroom activities. Furthermore, when we see teachers following a teacher-centric 

approach to learning, this is also characterised by an emphasis on rote learning, this style of 

learning emphasises the mass collection of data collection and memorisation over a short period 
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of time. This system rewards memorisation over meaningful understanding and is particularly 

prevalent within the assessment of the matriculation certificate in Malta, and the Leaving 

certificate in Ireland.  

6.1: The weaknesses of a teacher-centric system 

A report conducted by Banks, McCoy and Smyth (2018), demonstrates the weaknesses present 

in a teacher-centric system, where in a series of interviews conducted with secondary school 

teachers, there emerged two dominant themes with teachers teaching the Senior Cycle in Irish 

secondary schools (p. 12).  

1. Teachers often spoke of the pressures placed on teachers and students, the implications 

of this resulted in widespread rote-learning memorization tactics for students, and 

teachers teaching to the test. 

2. As a direct result of the implementation of these teaching and learning tactics, the 

negative impacts on students became clear to teachers, with students often showing lack 

of motivation, high levels of stress, increased anxiety (p, 55), dropping of extra-

curricular activities due to content overload (p. 13), as well as sleep deprivation (p. 40).  

As was previously mentioned within chapter 5, student and teacher testimonies had very often 

indicated that the leaving certificate inherently favoured rote memorization tactics in order to 

succeed, with students often coming under immense stress. This is further developed by Smyth, 

McCoy & Banks (2019), where a key research finding, concluded that the leaving certificate 

inherently favoured academically minded students who could memorize large amounts of 

information and provided little in the means of skills. This in turn means that students who 

have a more vocational orientation and those with special educational needs inherently found 

themselves at a much more significant disadvantage (p. 90).  
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6.2: Reviewing the SEC and MATSEC assessment models in Maltese schools 

With context given to flaws present within the Irish Senior Cycle in Chapter 5, it is important 

to note that such critiques of a teacher-centric system where assessment is based mainly on 

high-stakes sit down examinations, are not unique to Ireland, but are also found within Malta’s 

secondary examinations certificate (SEC) and MATSEC. Within a report conducted by the 

MEDE (2017), on recommendations for changes to examinations and curricula in Maltese post-

secondary institutions, much of the research findings found within the report show very similar 

research outcomes to that seen within the analysis of the Irish Senior Cycle (see Banks, McCoy 

& Smyth, (2018), Smyth, McCoy & Calvert (2011), Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019), Baird, 

Caro and Hopfenbeck (2014). Within the report (2017), the MATSEC examinations were 

critiqued extensively as a 

 ‘one-size-fits-all’, summative, ‘paper and pen’ exam-based assessment system.  

Supporters of alternative learning systems believe that it rewards memory as opposed to 

learning skills, and that it propagates a model of teaching and learning that is reinforced in 

higher education . . . Success is associated with accommodating knowledge for the purpose of 

passing an examination”. (p. 83).  

Camillieri, Chetcuti & Falzon (2019) provide further critiques on the flaws on the structure of 

the SEC and MATSEC examinations, with a report grounded in detailing the personal 

experiences of dyslexic students, who had just finished their SEC or MATSEC examinations 

at the time. A key outcome of this research study, were that dyslexic students were eager to 

question the fairness of the examinations specifically. Students supported their claim that these 

exams were not adequately fair, due to the nature of SEC and MATSEC exams being 

predominantly written based, exam papers often used complicated language, and a feeling that 

the questions were designed in a way to “catch students out”, instead of encourage them to 
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demonstrate what they know. It is commented that for dyslexic students, these students face 

higher than average anxiety than students without dyslexia, due to inhibitive factors such as 

not allotting extra time, presentation of the paper, size of print and the language of the paper 

(p. 3). Burden (2018) (in Camilieri, Chetcuti & Falzon, 2019) notes that research findings have 

shown evidence that the development of self-worth, is closely associated with academic 

success and doing well in school.  

When considering the testimonies of dyslexic students and their experiences of having sat the 

SEC and MATSEC exams, Camilieri, Chetcuti and Falzon (2019) together with the research 

findings within Banks, McCoy & Smyth (2018) (See also Smyth, McCoy & Calvert, 2011, 

Smyth, McCoy & Banks, 2019) demonstrate how the stress that is placed on students facing 

high stakes examinations, can lead to instances of high levels of stress, anxiety, depression and 

lower self-worth, which collectively impact student’s capacity to succeed academically.  

6.3: Conclusions drawn from the current challenges facing geography education in Irish 

and Maltese secondary schools 

What is consistent across all the aforementioned reports conducted on the Irish Leaving 

Certificate and the Maltese SEC and MATSEC (See Banks, McCoy & Smyth, (2018), Smyth, 

McCoy & Calvert (2011), Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019), Baird, Caro and Hopfenbeck 

(2014), MEDE (2017) & Bonello (2018)), show that for geography education within each of 

these periods in secondary school or sixth-form, the predominant method used by students in 

order to succeed in their exams, involved rote-learning memorisation of facts, with direct 

implications involving students experiencing high levels of stress and anxiety. What one can 

note here, is a lack of assessment that actively encourages the development of important skills 

for students and the practicing of higher-order thinking and reasoning. This stands in contrast 

to Bloom’s taxonomy, which sets out a pyramidal model that advocates for a progression of 
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thinking from basic skills such as recall and understanding, and gradually apply higher orders 

of thinking such as the creation of new pieces of knowledge and understanding, and wider 

innovative ways of thinking. 

6.4: The importance of key skills for students progressing beyond secondary education  

Evidence of a lack of higher order thinking skills within the Senior Cycle in Ireland, can clearly 

be demonstrated in a report conducted by O’Leary and Scully (2018), with first-year students 

at Dublin City University (DCU). A key research finding within the report, found that in 

subjects such as Biology, Home economics and Engineering, as much as 50% of questions 

asked in leaving certificate papers, contained words that conformed to the lowest bands of 

Bloom’s taxonomy. (p. 3).  These findings directly support Baird, Caro and Hopfenbeck’s 

(2014) findings, where as aforementioned, noted that Biology and Geography were found to 

have particularly noticeable test paper predictability, and students employed rote-learning fact 

memorisation to succeed in Geography. 

O’Leary and Scully’s research study consists of interviews with first-year university students 

at DCU, with questions specifically researching student perceptions of how the leaving 

certificate prepares students for university. A key outcome from the testimonies provided by 

students, shows that as much as 84% of the interviewees, did not believe that the leaving 

certificate adequately prepared them for university education (p. 11.). Ballinger (2003) (in 

Denny, 2015), notes that the high stakes examinations at Junior and Senior Cycle level, have 

oft been blamed for the difficulties in bridging the gap between secondary and tertiary 

education, as it is believed that rote-learning for the exams is being rewarded, instead of the 

development of key skills (p. 21). The presence of high-stakes examinations, it is argued, 

creates a “learn-and-forget” culture not unique to Ireland (ibid), but is also present within SEC 
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examinations in Malta, as evidenced by the report conducted by MEDE (2017) on MATSEC 

examinations.  

Table 2:  

Extract of the questionnaire conducted by O’ Leary & Scully (2018), on to what extent did the 

leaving certificate provide 1st-year university students with skills needed for university (p. 9) 
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In the questionnaire, it is evident that students felt that the leaving certificate was inadequate 

for preparing students for the academic demands of university. This is especially notable with 

the very low positive response rate to questions that asked whether students had been provided 

with skills synonymous with higher orders of thinking as proposed by Bloom’s taxonomy. As 

is previously stated, Bloom’s taxonomy seeks to implement a model for progression of 

thinking. As was seen in the research findings of Banks, McCoy & Smyth, (2018), Smyth, 

McCoy & Calvert (2011), Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019), Baird, Caro and Hopfenbeck 

(2014), MEDE (2017) and Bonello (2018), it is evident that content-rich curricula, where 

assessment largely is relegated to high stakes examinations, lead to assessment that is largely 

void of higher orders of thinking and is relegated to the rote-memorization of facts. This is 

supported through insight from students in Dublin City University, who largely felt that the 

leaving certificate failed to prepare them with the vital higher-order skills needed for 

University.  

6.5: Epilogue to key arguments from academia to modernise Irish and Maltese secondary 

and post-secondary curricula and assessment models 

It is clear from what we have seen, that these curricula have faced extensive scrutiny and 

criticisms levelled against it. Due to the syllabus's examination methods and content size, 

curricula such as that seen in the Irish leaving certificate and Maltese matriculation certificate 

have both shown that their curricula require modernisation that compliments modern theories 

of teaching and learning. 

As was previously mentioned within research papers that critiqued upper secondary level 

curricula in Ireland and Malta (see Banks, McCoy & Smith (2018), ESRI, MEDE, O’Leary 

and Scully (2018)), the structure of the Irish and Maltese upper-secondary curricula, ultimately 

led to the mass gathering and recall of knowledge, where the learning goals that students should 
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achieve, are assessed through standardized testing which seeks to examine what students know. 

Furthermore, the reports concluded that a flaw with the standardized testing present within 

these curricula often lacked measuring for higher-order thinking skills within students, as 

proposed within Bloom’s taxonomy. A consequence of such a curriculum with standardized 

testing as the assessment, is that student’s do not give meaning to the knowledge they learn at 

school and as was aforementioned in Ballinger (2003) in his critique, of the leaving certificate 

assessment, this method of assessment has often been blamed for not adequately bridging the 

gap between secondary education, and further education. This is further reflected in Malta 

through the insight of Vella (2014), where in a research study investigating the frequency of 

students dropping out of university in the Bachelors of Science and Engineering courses, it was 

found that as much as 35% of first year students in both courses, had dropped out of the course 

(pp. 8-9). Lack of communication between sixth-form collages and university, inadequate 

preparation for university life and issues with time management, were reported as the main 

factors influencing difficulty in transitioning to University (pp 11-12).  

6.6: Expanding curricular reforms towards Leaving Cycle and sixth form 

As we have seen throughout this chapter, evidence has been shown from academia as well as 

from government review bodies, that clearly demonstrate the issues currently present within 

assessment at senior cycle level in Ireland, and at MATSEC level within Maltese secondary 

schools. Chapter 5 demonstrated that in Ireland, the government sought to move away from the 

teacher-centric approach present at senior cycle level, and implement curricular changes more 

in line with the recommendations of White and Young. Moreover in Malta, we see within the 

NCF that there has been a concious effort on the Maltese authorities to implement capabilities 

within students and allow the students to work towards aims and develop powerful 
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geographical knowledge. As such, it has been noted within both countries, that there is a clear 

need to expand upon these curricular reforms at all levels up to tertiary education.  

In Ireland, O’Brien (2021), notes that as of April 2021, there is no formal document published 

at present for curricular reforms for senior cycle level in Ireland, however very shortly, there 

is expected to be a published 68-page long document, outlining future changes to senior cycle, 

by the Minister for Education, Norma Foley. It is detailed that the report, soon to be published, 

will follow much of the changes made in the curricular framework at Junior Cycle level, 

emphasising continuous assessment and projects over the course of senior cycle level. 

However, in Maltese sixth forms, despite the publishing of a document from MEDE (2017) 

outlining the recommended changes that should be made to sixth-form education in Malta. 

There has been no information available to suggest that the government is proposing to reform 

the curriculum framework at sixth-form level at any time in the present. One form however 

that has been proposed at government level for sixth forms, has been the potential obligatory 

requirement to study a foreign language at sixth form level (Martin, 2019).  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

 

7.1: Key research findings of this study 

The purpose of this chapter seeks to provide to the reader, a short overview of the research 

findings that were found over the duration of this study. 

Within chapter 1, this study had constructed two important research questions in order to 

determine the extent to which the curriculum arguments of White and Young were present in 

the Irish and Maltese secondary school curriculum, with a specific focus on Geography 

education. These two research questions were  

1. To what extent are the writings of John White and Michael Young reflected within 

contemporary curricula in Malta and Ireland 

2. Do the programmes of work in Ireland and Malta allow for the national curriculum to 

be reflected clearly within the classrooms of secondary schools 

This study first investigated the historical development of modern secondary school curriculum 

frameworks in Ireland and Malta. A detailed comparative study was then performed with the 

curriculum arguments of John White and Michael Young, where White and Muller, had 

established their arguments for a curriculum model grounded in aims, whilst Young would 

establish his arguments for a curriculum model grounded in the theory of “powerful 

knowledge”. The current in-use curriculum models in Irish and Maltese secondary schools 

were then analysed, compared and contrasted, to see to what extent the curriculum arguments 

from these figures in academia present within each country's respective secondary school 

curriculum framework, and to what extent were the programmes of work able to implement 

the curriculum framework within the classroom. In conclusion, a study was then conducted to 
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investigate the penultimate assessment responsible for progression to university, with 

investigations performed on how academics, students, and teachers perceive assessment within 

these curriculum frameworks. 

When analysing the current curriculum framework model in Irish secondary schools, it became 

evident over the course of the study that within Irish secondary schools, there was little 

evidence of the recommendations of White and Young to be found in the Senior Cycle 

curriculum framework. The Irish Senior cycle framework was found to primarily be dependent 

on a high-stakes formal set of examinations that had been heavily critiqued across the board, 

with businesses, teachers, students and figures within academia collectively coming to a 

consensus that the Leaving Certificate assessment had failed to assess students to demonstrate 

their own learning and capabilities adequately, and would fail to prepare students in developing 

important skills needed for further education and for employment (see Banks, McCoy & 

Smyth, (2018), Smyth, McCoy & Calvert (2011), Smyth, McCoy & Banks (2019), Baird, Caro 

& Hopfenbeck (2014) & O’Brien (2017a, 2017b, 2020, 2021). Furthermore, the syllabus for 

senior-level geography, had not been updated since 2003, with the syllabus placing little 

emphasis on students personal development. 

This had been remedied somewhat in the study conducted in the Junior Cycle curriculum 

framework (2015), where likewise in Malta with the Learning Outcomes Framework (2015), 

would place a great emphasis on students demonstrating their skills and capabilities through 

in-class continuous assessment, and a greater emphasis placed on the journey of students 

towards meeting the outcomes expected of them within the curriculum. Moreover, in both 

countries governments in Ireland and Malta have sought to build upon the newly introduced 

curriculum frameworks by expanding the Junior Cycle curriculum framework into Senior 

Cycle in Ireland (O’Brien, 2021), and the Maltese government seeking to implement various 
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reforms at sixth-form level, such as the proposed requirement for the compulsory study of a 

foreign language (Martin, 2019). 

When assessing whether the frameworks in both countries had allowed teachers to implement 

the curriculum models within Irish and Maltese classrooms practically, it became evident that 

in Ireland, it became apparent that the syllabus emphasized the development of the student’s 

capacity to think geographically and to imbue within the student the capabilities to develop 

powerful geographical knowledge. This was evident throughout the syllabus, as the syllabus 

had been found to encourage students to practice their newfound geographical skills in a 

national and global dimension throughout various aspects of physical and human geography. 

This is keeping in line with the curriculum vision of the Junior Cycle which had grounded itself 

that students would have the capabilities to “analyse information in new and creative ways, 

investigate issues themselves, explore, think independently, and apply their newfound 

knowledge to new challenges and situations.” (p. 7) 

In Malta the LOF has further demonstrated a clear improvement over previous models of 

integrating the program of work into Maltese secondary school classrooms, with the LOF being 

implemented by the vast majority of teachers in Maltese secondary schools, this comes as a 

direct result of the implementation of the MTL degree at UOM, where students in MTL spend 

a large part of their education learning about modern curriculum models and implementing 

them successfully with the aid of a designated tutor. However, one important point to note 

within Geography education, as stated by Bonello (2018), was the reduction of in-class 

teaching time dedicated to Geography education. Teachers have noted the difficulties in 

implementing the NCF within the classrooms due to difficulties covering the syllabus load. 

With this in mind, a recommendation that could be made to teach geography within the LOF 

better, would be to designate an extra lesson of Geography a week to students across all levels 
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of schools, as church and independent schools, may given extra dedicated time to Geography 

education, than to the state schools, which are directly mandated to designate 40 minutes a 

week to Geography as part of environmental studies. (p. 63). Prior to the introduction of the 

NCF, geography was allotted 2 lessons of 40 minutes per week. 

7.2: Limitations of this research study  

When researching this study, this study came with some challenges and opportunities for 

further exploration that unfortunately couldn’t be achieved due to the coronavirus pandemic 

during the construction of this thesis. Due to the nature of the pandemic, this study initially 

intended to use in-person interviews with teachers and academic professors to obtain first 

person accounts of the practical realities of implanting the national curriculum into the 

classroom. It must be acknowledged that such a source of primary source data, would prove 

invaluable to the practical realities to which teachers and students face in schools in both 

countries. Furthermore, as a result of this dissertation seeking to shed light on an area with a 

very small bibliography, finding academic papers and books on the state of Geography in 

Ireland, and Malta in particular, posed a challenge 

7.3: Recommendations for further reading 

A recommendation I would give for any researcher looking to follow up and improve on this 

research study would be implementing primary data collection gathering, which was not 

possible within this study given the worldwide travel repercussions of the coronavirus 

pandemic. As noted previously within my writings on the limitations of this study, the insight 

from teachers on their own experiences would have contributed immensely. Moreover, a 

comparative study that could bring further depth into this field of research, particularly in a 

study into the Maltese curriculum framework, would be to conduct a comparative study 

between the secondary school curriculum frameworks in both England and Malta. The reason 
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for this is that the Maltese educational system is identical to the English educational system. In 

this regard for a more direct comparative study, this would be an area of further research I 

would advocate for. 

Finally in the near future, an unpublished doctoral thesis will be published by Dr. Borg Axisa 

(2018b), explicitly investigating the status of Geography in Maltese secondary schools, and 

will in the future, provide an invaluable tool to build upon this area of research. 

7.4: Final comments 

In this section, I would like to mention a number of Irish and Maltese academics to which this 

study would not have been possible without the insight provided by their work.  

A special mention must be given to Dr. Borg Axisa, for her academic studies of Geography 

education in Maltese schools for which she was essential to this study (see Borg Axisa, 2018a). 

Furthermore, I will give special mention to Michael Young’s articles of “What are schools for” 

(2007), “Bringing Knowledge Back In: From social constructivism to social realism in the 

sociology of education (2008) and “On the powers of “powerful knowledge” (2013) as 

significant academic contributions that formed a key cornerstone for my analysis on Michael 

Young’s arguments for “powerful knowledge”. Moreover, for John White, it must be noted 

that his papers “The weakness of “powerful knowledge” (2018), “The end of “powerful 

knowledge?”(2019) and his co-authored work with Michael J. Reiss “An Aims-based 

Curriculum: The Significance of Human Flourishing for Schools” (2013), formed the 

cornerstone of my analysis for his arguments for an aims-based curriculum”.  

As noted previously within Chapter 5, I would like to again give a special mention to Curmi’s 

(1994) study on the National Minimum curriculum. as his study does a fantastic job 

investigating the years following the implementation of Malta’s first national curriculum and 

the practical realities of its implementation in secondary school classrooms. 
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Furthermore, I would also like to give a special mention to Bonello (2018), who did a fantastic 

study investigating the experiences of geography teachers implementing the National 

curriculum framework within Maltese secondary schools. Bonello in her study would devote a 

large part of her research defining key geographical concepts from academics such as Lambert 

and Young, and would investigate through a series of interviews with geography teachers in 

Maltese state secondary schools, and their experiences implementing the curriculum 

framework within their classrooms.  

Finally, I would like to give a special mention to the literary contributions of Banks, Smyth 

and McCoy (See Smyth, McCoy & Calvert (2011), Banks, McCoy & Smyth, (2018), Smyth, 

McCoy & Banks (2019)), for their numerous contributions within academia into investigating 

the experiences of teachers and students at senior level. Their academic contributions formed 

the groundwork for my own study of the Irish secondary school curriculum framework and 

was invaluable in my study of assessment at Senior Cycle level in Ireland.  
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