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Figure 1: Jurisdictions 
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1 Introduction 

The National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) has produced this ‘audit’ of 

policy on curriculum structures and stages in primary education to inform the ongoing 

development of the primary curriculum in Ireland.  

Compiled for the National Council for the Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA), the report 

focuses on 10 jurisdictions:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

selected from 14 included in a parallel audit of early 

childhood education.1 They include some with a similar 

education landscape to the one in Ireland; jurisdictions which 

have recently undertaken significant development at primary level; those with well-developed 

early childhood education systems; and jurisdictions considered ‘high-performing’ in the 

2011 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the 2011 

Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). 

The report includes this key findings summary and an accompanying technical appendix 

of consolidated country tables, including full bibliographic references, for each of the ten 

jurisdictions. 

The project focused on children from age four to 12 years and on two lines of enquiry: 

enrolment and landmark stages in primary education, and the contents and structures of the 

curriculum for children in primary school. Information was collected by desk research, and 

the frameworks used for data collection, and on which this report and the detailed country 

tables are based, are included as Appendix 1.  

The primary audience for this key findings summary and the technical appendix includes 

NCCA staff and members of Council and its enabling structures (committees). It also 

includes school principals and teachers, others with a particular interest (if not profession) in 

education, and prospective or current researchers from within or outside the classroom.  

                                            
1
 The 14 jurisdictions included in the pre-primary audit, commissioned separately by NCCA, were 

Australia – Queensland, Canada – Ontario, England, Finland, France, Ireland, New Zealand, 
Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Singapore, Sweden, US – Massachusetts, and Wales. 
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2 Length of primary education and ages 

Primary education across the ten jurisdictions lasts from five years in France, where children 

begin at age six and enter secondary education at age 11, to eight years in Canada – 

Ontario, Ireland and New Zealand, and nine years in Finland (although in Finland this refers 

to the ‘all-through basic school’ for compulsory level education). 

 

Table 1: Usual length of primary education 

Country Usual length of primary education 

Finland 9 years 

Canada-Ontario 8 years 

Ireland 8 years 

New Zealand 8 years 

Northern Ireland 7 years 

Scotland 7 years 

England 6 years 

Singapore 6 years 

Wales  6 years 

France 5 years 

 

Although there is some variation in the length of primary education, and some considerable 

variation in the ages at which children enter and leave the primary phase (indicated in Figure 

2 below), in some jurisdictions the compulsory age of entry to primary education is not the 

age at which children most commonly start primary school. This is true in Ireland, of course, 

where just under half of all four-year-olds and almost all five-year-olds are in primary school 

before the compulsory starting age of six; in England and Wales where four-year-olds are 

commonly in the reception class in primary school before the compulsory starting age of five; 

and in New Zealand where almost all five-year-olds are in primary education although the 

formal compulsory starting age is six. In Finland, which has the latest school starting age of 

the ten jurisdictions included in this study (seven), children can begin their nine-year basic 

education at age six (and consequently leave at age 15 rather than 16) or can delay their 

entry to age eight (should they be judged not yet ready to begin basic school education).  
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2.1 Rationale behind the ages and stages of primary 

education  

The ten jurisdictions examined in this study rarely provide an explicit rationale for the ways in 

which the ages and stages of primary education are organised. In six (Ireland, England, 

France, Northern Ireland, Singapore and Wales), there is a distinct primary phase of 

education which is broken down into a number of stages in addition to year groups. In most 

cases, these stages link closely to the curriculum (see Figure 5). In England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland, for example, the 1988 Education Reform Act and the Education Reform 

(Northern Ireland) Order 1989 respectively first established a national curriculum framework 

and linked this to specific educational stages, by setting out targets to be achieved in various 

subject areas at the end of each of four 'key stages' of education, the first two of which 

applied to primary education. In addition, the precise definition of the key stages was age-

related and reflected the most prevalent structures in the educational system. Although 

Wales and Northern Ireland have now moved away from the four key stage structure, the 

stages in place in primary education remain linked to age and the curriculum framework. In 

Wales, for example, early years education (ages three to five) and Key Stage 1 (ages five to 

seven) have been replaced by the Foundation Phase, which offers a curriculum for three- to 

seven-year-olds based on an informal system of learning incorporating well-structured play, 

practical activity and investigation. The consultation leading to this change noted poor 

standards of achievement and teaching as a catalyst for its introduction.   

In Singapore, the current organisation of primary education – with a foundation stage for the 

first four years and an orientation stage for the final two - was introduced in January 1979. 

The aim was, through the introduction of streaming (tracking) based on academic ability, 

starting in Grade 5 (age ten) (the orientation stage), to enable a move away from 

Singapore’s earlier ‘one size fits all’ approach to education and allow ‘all students to reach 

their potential while recognising that all students do not grow academically at the same 

pace'. 

As reflected in Figure 5, France also breaks primary education into two stages (the basic 

and consolidation learning cycles). However these two stages overlap with either the 

previous or subsequent phase of education. The basic learning cycle (for children aged five 

to eight years) includes the last year of pre-compulsory, early years/nursery education, whilst 

the consolidation cycle (for children aged eight to 12) includes the first year of lower 

secondary phase education. These ‘multi-phase’ cycles are intended to enable educational 

teams to better adapt their teaching to the learning needs of individual pupils, and to ease 

transition.   

In a second group of jurisdictions (Canada: Ontario, New Zealand and Scotland), there are 

no distinct stages within primary education. Ontario organises primary education by 

year/grade with the content of the curriculum laid out to reflect the individual year/grade. In 

New Zealand, and also Scotland, levels of attainment are used to express learning stages in 

a given subject (see Sections 3.2 and 6.1). This organisation is designed to allow children to 

progress at their own rate, moving to the next level in a particular subject when he/she has 

mastered most of the skills, knowledge and understanding required at the current learning 
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stage. For example, in New Zealand, most children in primary education (aged five to 13 

years) are expected to be learning between levels 1 and 5.  

Finland is the only country in this audit which does not have a primary phase of education.  

Instead, it has a single structure system for learners aged seven to 16 years in the ‘all-

through basic school’. The rationale for this school system originated in the 1950s when 

most young Finns left school after six years of basic education and only those living in towns 

or larger municipalities had access to a ‘middle grade’ education. There was consequently a 

desire to improve educational opportunity for all children and the all-through system grew 

from this. Despite the principle of all-through basic education, Finland breaks the primary 

curriculum into ‘segments’ (see Section 3.2) to aid teaching.   
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3 Key phases in primary education 

3.1 Years and phases 

Across the eight years that children in Ireland are in the primary education phase – 

from junior infants to sixth class, children in the other nine jurisdictions included in 

this study are most commonly in some form of early years or pre-compulsory phase 

followed by primary education. In England, France, Northern Ireland and Wales, they 

will also enter secondary level education whilst children in Ireland, Canada-Ontario, 

New Zealand, Scotland and Singapore are still in the primary phase.  

Figure 3 maps these eight years across the ten jurisdictions indicating the year name 

and phase (green is early years/pre-school, gold primary and blue secondary). 

(Where there is no specific name for a pre-school year or years, we have not marked 

this on the visual but some form of early years/pre-school provision will be in place.)  

Although none of the ten jurisdictions explicitly plan multi-age or multi-year settings 

for particular stages of primary education, typically, in small primary schools or 

remote areas, classes commonly contain children from more than one year group. 

Most commonly, schools try to ensure that, when age groups are combined, these 

mixed-age classes consist of consecutive year groups (e.g. in England, Year 1 and 

Year 2 pupils, aged between five and seven).  

In New Zealand, when composite classes are formed, schools may also look to 

ensure that these mixed-aged classes meet social or academic needs; allow children 

to learn within the most effective group to meet their needs; match children to 

teachers; maximise teacher strengths; or minimise/make equitable classroom sizes.  

Although there are no multi-age/multi-year settings in primary education in 

Singapore, most schools currently run double sessions, with different groups of 

children attending school either from 7:30 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. or from 1:00 p.m. to 6:30 

p.m. from Monday to Friday. Changes are planned from 2016 when all primary 

schools will move to a single-session structure.  The intention is to allow more time 

and space in the afternoon for enrichment programmes and co-curricular activities 

(CCAs)/non-academic aspects of learning. 
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3.2 Curriculum phases within primary education 

Whilst children in Ireland between the ages of four and 12 will be in one of four 

curriculum phases of primary level education, the situation is extremely variable 

across the other jurisdictions. In England, for example, four-year-olds are in the Early 

Years Foundation Stage, five-to seven-year-olds are in primary Key Stage 1, and 

seven- to 11-year-olds in primary Key Stage 2, whilst those at 12 have entered 

secondary level Key Stage 3. In Canada-Ontario four- to six-year-olds will be in the 

Kindergarten curriculum phase and, from age six, children will be in one curriculum 

phase – elementary education – lasting until age 14. 

In England, which currently has the two curriculum phases within primary level 

education, when the new primary level curriculum begins to be introduced in 

September 2014, a new sub-division will be created. The curriculum documentation 

for Key Stage 2 will be presented as that for ‘lower’ Key Stage 2 (Years 3 and 4, 

ages seven to nine) and ‘upper’ Key Stage 2 (Years 5 and 6, ages nine to 11). This 

distinction is made as guidance for teachers and is not reflected in legislation.  

 

Figure 4: Phases of the primary curriculum in England 

 

With the exception of Scotland, there is a separate curriculum phase for pre-school 

education and one for the primary level across the jurisdictions; although there is 

some overlap at the intersection of the two. Scotland is unique in having a single 

document, Curriculum for Excellence, which spans the age range three to 18. Even 

here, however, the curriculum is broken down into ‘segments’ – early, first and 

second for the primary years – setting out the content, aims and objectives for a 

smaller range of school years. Similarly, in Finland, the curriculum for the all-through 

basic school for compulsory level education from ages seven to 16, is divided into 

phases or curriculum segments (for Grades 1 and 2, and Grades 3 to 5, ages seven 

to nine and nine to 12 respectively).   

In some jurisdictions, the age ranges and phases of the curriculum overlap a 

structural phase of education, similar to how Aistear overlaps with the primary phase 

for four-to six-year-olds in Ireland. In France, for example, the final year of pre-school 

education (five- to six-year-olds) is covered by the first year of the first phase of the 

To 
September 

2014

•Key Stage 1, ages 5-7

•Key Stage 2, ages 7-11

From 
September 

2014

•Key Stage 1, ages 5-7

•Lower Key Stage 2, ages 7-9

•Upper Key Stage 2, ages 9-11
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primary curriculum (the basic learning cycle), and the final year of the final phase of 

the primary curriculum (the consolidation cycle) is the first year of lower secondary 

education. In Wales, the Foundation Phase curriculum - from age three to age seven 

- covers the pre-school stage and the first two years of compulsory, primary 

education.   

The ages and phases of the curriculum from ages three to 12 across the ten 

jurisdictions of the study are depicted in Figure 5. 

As well as mapping the curriculum phases across the age range, Figure 5 also 

highlights (through the white circles) the points at which there are specific 

expectations for children’s learning linked to the curriculum phases. 

In Ireland, for example, it indicates that the curriculum documents specify 

expectations for children’s learning and development for (the end of) each of four 

stages – infant classes (ages four to six), first and second classes (ages six to eight), 

third and fourth classes (ages eight to ten), and fifth and sixth classes (ages 10-12). 

In England, in addition to the expectations for children’s learning established for the 

end of the Early Years Foundation Stage, Key Stage 1 and Key Stage 2, Figure 5 

also highlights the phonics screening check of young children’s reading which takes 

place at age six. In Singapore, individual subject syllabuses generally include 

learning outcomes for each year of primary education. In addition, there are 

examinations at ages ten and 12. The first determines decisions about subject-based 

banding, that is the stream a child will be placed in for the final two years of primary 

education, aged 10 to 12. The second is the Primary School Leaving Examination 

(PSLE) the results of which determine a child’s placement on differentiated courses 

of lower secondary education. In France, there are expectations for children’s 

learning at the end of the pre-compulsory phase, age six; at the end of the basic 

learning cycle, age eight, which relate to the acquisition of reading and writing skills, 

as well as to initial mathematical elements; and at the end of primary education, age 

11, when they relate to the seven major skills areas of the socle commun (the 

common foundation of knowledge and skills) (mastering the French language, 

speaking a modern foreign language, acquiring basic knowledge in mathematics and 

science, developing a humanist culture, mastering information and communication 

technology, acquiring social and civic skills, and developing autonomy and initiative).  

In Ontario-Canada progress is checked regularly against the expectations for each 

Grade (in addition to assessments in Grades 3 and 6, ages nine and 12 respectively, 

based on the reading, writing and mathematics expectations of the Ontario 

Curriculum). In New Zealand, also, progress is checked regularly against the eight 

designated levels of the curriculum but there is no set point for children to be at a 

specific level. 

. 
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4 Aims and principles of primary 

education  

4.1 Aims of primary education  

A study originally published in 1997 as part of the International Review of Curriculum 

and Assessment Frameworks (INCA) project (Le Metais, 1997),
2
 and which 

examined values and aims in curriculum and assessment frameworks, identified that 

educational aims may be intrinsic (e.g. contribute to lifelong education and to 

developing knowledge, skills and understanding for the individual and society), or 

instrumental (preparing young people for work and contributing to the national 

economy). The study also highlighted that aims may focus on developing individual 

qualities or capacities, or on promoting citizenship and a sense of community or 

safeguarding a cultural heritage.  

In general, in the jurisdictions covered in this report, the aims of primary education 

are both intrinsic and instrumental. In Finland, for example, the Basic Education Act 

sets out the three objectives for basic education as to:  

1. Support pupils' growth into humanity and into ethically responsible members of 

society, and to provide them with the knowledge and skills needed in life. 

Furthermore, the aim of pre-primary education, as part of early childhood 

education, is to improve children's capacity for learning.  

2. Promote civilisation and equality in society and pupils' prerequisites for 

participating in education and otherwise developing themselves during their lives.  

3. Secure adequate equity in education throughout the country.  

The main objective of primary education in France is to give children the keys to 

knowledge and teach them how to integrate into the society in which they are 

growing up. In Northern Ireland, the primary curriculum aims to empower young 

people to develop their potential to make informed and responsible choices and 

decisions throughout their lives. It is also intended that the learning opportunities 

provided by the Northern Ireland Curriculum will help young people to develop as 

individuals, contributors to society and contributors to the economy and the 

environment.   

The only exception to this blend of intrinsic and instrumental aims for primary 

education is in Ontario (Canada), where the identified aims focus on the promotion of 

a strong, vibrant publicly-funded education system with three core principles:  

 

                                            
2
 Le Metais, J. (1997). Values and Aims in Curriculum and Assessment Frameworks. NFER: 

Slough [online]. Available: http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research/centre-for-information-and-
reviews/inca/TP%20Values%20and%20Aims%20in%20Curriculum%20and%20Assessment
%201997.pdf [28 January, 2014] 

http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research/centre-for-information-and-reviews/inca/TP%20Values%20and%20Aims%20in%20Curriculum%20and%20Assessment%201997.pdf
http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research/centre-for-information-and-reviews/inca/TP%20Values%20and%20Aims%20in%20Curriculum%20and%20Assessment%201997.pdf
http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research/centre-for-information-and-reviews/inca/TP%20Values%20and%20Aims%20in%20Curriculum%20and%20Assessment%201997.pdf
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 high levels of student achievement 

 reduced gaps in achievement  

 increased public confidence in publicly-funded education.  

In Finland, France, New Zealand, Scotland and Wales, the aims for primary 

education contain particular references to equality. The Scottish Government states, 

for example, that 'our aspiration is to enable all children to develop their capacities as 

successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and effective 

contributors'. In Wales, the Government's commitment is that all children, wherever 

they live, should have access to high quality education, delivered in surroundings fit 

for the provision of the National Curriculum which enables them to deliver to their full 

potential.   

 

4.2 Principles of primary education  

Six of the jurisdictions (Ireland, Canada: Ontario, England, New Zealand, Northern 

Ireland and Wales) specifically identify principles which underpin the curriculum. In 

Finland, France, Scotland and Singapore general principles for educational provision 

are identified. The Finnish Basic Education Act, for example, confirms the 

foundations of basic education as:  

1. Education shall be governed by a unified national core curriculum in accordance 

with this Act.  

2. Education shall be provided according to the pupil's age and capabilities and so 

as to promote healthy growth and development in the pupil (Amendment 

477/2003).  

3. Those providing education shall cooperate with pupils' parents/carers. 

The Act also sets out that basic education should be free. 

The French school system was founded on general principles that were inspired by 

the 1789 revolution, built on and perfected by a set of legislative texts from the 19th 

century to the present day. These principles are:  

 freedom of choice  

 free provision 

 neutrality - state schooling is neutral; teachers and pupils are required to show 

philosophical and political neutrality 

 secularism. 

The education system in Singapore is based on the principles expressed in the 

Desired Outcomes of Education (DOE). These are attributes that educators aspire 

for every Singaporean to have by the completion of his/her formal education. They 

establish a common purpose for educators, drive education policies and 

programmes, and aim to facilitate an examination and evaluation of how well the 

education system is performing. 
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In Scotland, the Standards in Scotland's Schools etc Act 2000 sets out the principles 

that education must fit individual needs, be tailored to 'age, ability and aptitude' and 

aim to develop the 'personality, talents and mental and physical abilities of children 

and young persons to their fullest potential'.  

A further principle is that there should be opportunities to continue voluntarily at 

school or proceed to further or higher education, with financial assistance if 

necessary. Since the early 1950s, this opportunity has been considerably extended 

by increasing the number of places available in further education (vocational) and 

higher education and the expansion of informal education provision.  

In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the principles for the primary curriculum 

specify a curriculum which is:  

balanced and broadly based and which promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, 

mental and physical development of pupils at the school and of society, and 

prepares pupils at the school for the opportunities, responsibilities and 

experiences of later life.   

These reflect some similarity with those in Ireland, where the principles of the (1999) 

primary curriculum (based on those from the previous (1971) curriculum) include that 

the curriculum should ensure: 

 the full and harmonious development of the child 

 the importance of making due allowance for individual difference 

 the importance of activity and discovery methods 

 the integrated nature of the curriculum 

 the importance of environment-based learning. 

The Ontario Curriculum is designed to help every student reach his or her full 

potential through a programme of learning that is coherent, relevant and age 

appropriate. It recognises that, today and in the future, students need to be critically 

literate in order to synthesise information, make informed decisions, communicate 

effectively, and thrive in an ever-changing global community. It states also that it is 

important that students are connected to the curriculum, that they see themselves in 

what is taught, how it is taught, and how it applies to the world at large. In its 

principles, the curriculum consequently recognises that the needs of learners are 

diverse and aims to help all learners develop the knowledge, skills, and perspectives 

they need to become informed, productive, caring, responsible, and active citizens in 

their own communities and in the world. 
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5 Curriculum frameworks for primary 

education 

The Primary School Curriculum for Ireland was published in 1999. Table 2 highlights 

the dates when the current primary curriculum was introduced in the other countries 

of this study. Canada-Ontario is not included in the table as, since 2003, there has 

been a schedule for ongoing curriculum review in Ontario. Each year, a number of 

subject areas enter the review process, to ensure they are kept current, relevant and 

age-appropriate. In Singapore also, the primary curriculum as a whole has not been 

recently reviewed. Individual subject syllabuses are, however, regularly reviewed and 

updated.  

 

Table 2: Current primary curriculum frameworks 

Ireland Published in 1999 

England Introduced in 2000* 

Finland Introduced in 2006 

France 2008 

New Zealand 2007 

Northern Ireland 2007 

Scotland 2004 (publication of first Curriculum 
for Excellence documents) 

Wales 2008 (with the introduction of the 
Foundation Phase) 

*The last major review and reform of the complete primary curriculum in England was 

completed in 2000. A revised primary curriculum was published in September 2013 

for implementation from September 2014. 

In Wales, a review of the curriculum is beginning in 2013 and, in Finland, the Finnish 

National Board of Education has begun to prepare the new National Core Curriculum 

for basic and pre-primary education. The new curriculum will be completed by the 

end of 2014 and new, local curricula based on this core curriculum are then expected 

to be prepared by the beginning of the 2016-17 school year.  

 

5.1 Curriculum subjects 

In Ireland, the Primary School Curriculum is presented in seven curriculum areas 

comprising 12 subjects.  
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Figure 6: Ireland – Curriculum areas and subjects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We have mapped the curriculum areas and subjects in primary education in the other 

nine jurisdictions against these to produce the ‘blackboard visual’ on Curriculum 

Areas in primary education which follows.  

We have also mapped the pre-school curriculum areas for the ten jurisdictions so 

that readers can understand how the curriculum is organised and delivered before 

children enter primary level education and/or follow the primary level curriculum. See 

the blackboard visual on Curriculum Areas – Pre-School. 

The main focus of the narrative following the curriculum tables is the primary phase 

curriculum.  

Language
Gaeilge (Irish)

English

Mathematics Mathematics

Social, 
environmental and 
scientific education 

(SESE)

History

Geography

Science

Arts education

Visual arts

Music 

Drama

Physical education 
(PE)

PE

Social, personal and 
health education 

(SPHE)
SPHE

Religious education 
(RE)

RE

Curriculum area Subjects 
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Curriculum area: language 

In primary level education, all countries teach language, focusing on the national 

language or languages. In Canada-Ontario, England, Northern Ireland and Scotland, 

English is taught as the mother tongue. Ireland specifies Gaeilge (Irish), and Wales 

Welsh, in tandem with English. Singapore specifies English alongside a range of 

languages which are taught dependent on pupils’ mother tongue (Chinese, Malay or 

Tamil).  

In New Zealand, te reo Māori and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL) are official 

languages, while English, the medium for teaching and learning in most schools, is a 

de facto official language by virtue of its widespread use. All three may be studied as 

first or additional languages. Ontario specifies the learning of French as a second 

language and its curriculum also covers native languages. In Finland both Finnish 

and Swedish are recognised as national languages; the curriculum requires pupils to 

study either Finnish (and its literature) as their mother tongue, with Swedish as the 

‘other national language’, or mother-tongue Swedish and ‘other language’ Finnish. 

England, Finland, France and Scotland additionally include a requirement for foreign 

language learning, which in England will become statutory at Key Stage 2 (ages 

seven to 11) from September 2014. 

At pre-primary level, Scotland is the only country to make reference to a foreign 

language, since its curriculum applies to three-year-olds upwards. Ireland and Wales 

refer to Irish and Welsh language alongside English. The remaining countries specify 

their curricula using combinations of ‘language’, ‘literacy’ and ‘communication’, with 

some variations including ‘language and interaction’ in Finland and ‘learning 

language and discovering writing’ in France. 

Curriculum area: mathematics 

At primary level, all countries teach mathematics and call it such; the slight variations 

are New Zealand (‘mathematics and statistics’), Northern Ireland (‘mathematics and 

numeracy’) and Scotland (‘mathematics (including numeracy)’).  

At pre-primary level the same is true, the differences being Singapore (‘numeracy’) 

and Wales (‘mathematical development’). 

Curriculum area: Social, environmental and scientific education  

The methods of grouping and naming the subjects that map to this heading vary 

considerably across the ten jurisdictions. Under this curriculum area Ireland specifies 

history, geography and science across the primary age range. This approach is most 

closely mirrored by England, which additionally teaches ‘design and technology’ and 

‘information and communications technology’ (ICT) (‘computing’ from 2014). 

Most other countries group the teaching of primary history and geography together, 

for at least part of the phase, under one of a range of headings: ‘social studies’ 

(Ontario, Finland, Scotland and Singapore), ‘social sciences’ (New Zealand) or a 

variation on the theme of ‘the world’: ‘discovering the world’ (France, up to age eight), 

‘knowledge and understanding of the world’ (Wales, to age seven), and ‘the world 
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around us’ (Northern Ireland, which classifies science under this heading in addition 

to geography and history).  

Finland is the only country to specify the individual sciences – biology, chemistry and 

physics – along with home economics; and it adds ‘environmental studies’ to its 

‘social studies’ field. The remaining countries teach ‘science’ (England, New Zealand, 

Singapore from age eight, and Wales), ‘sciences’ (Scotland), ‘science and 

technology’ (Ontario, Northern Ireland) or ‘experimental sciences and technology’ 

(France). Where technology is not mentioned in a composite area with science, it 

appears in the forms of ‘design and technology’ (England and Wales), ‘ICT’ 

(England, France and Wales), ‘technology’ (New Zealand) and ‘technologies’ 

(Scotland). 

The ‘social, environmental and scientific’ field is also the curriculum area where there 

is the most change in the formulation of the curriculum as children grow older. For 

example, Singapore introduces the study of science only from age eight; in France 

children move on from ‘discovering the world’ pre-eight to learning history, 

geography, science and ICT individually post-eight (likewise Wales introduces 

discrete history and geography at age seven).  

‘Discovering the world’ or similar is a common curriculum area or organiser at the 

pre-school level. England teaches ‘understanding the world’ within the Early Years 

Foundation Stage; Finland’s pre-school curriculum covers ‘nature and the 

environment’ and Singapore’s, ‘discovery of the world’. 

Curriculum area: Arts education 

The three subjects taught within primary arts education in Ireland – visual arts, music 

and drama – are included in the primary curricula of the other nine jurisdictions. 

Several countries refer to ‘the arts’ as a curriculum area; Scotland names its 

‘expressive arts’. Music and art (or ‘visual art’) occur most often. Finland and 

Singapore specify craft (the latter as part of ‘arts and crafts’), and France teaches the 

history of art from age eight. In Wales, until the age of seven, art and music fall into 

the ‘creative development’ Area of Learning in the Foundation Phase. Where drama 

is included, in Canada-Ontario and Northern Ireland, it is included as part of ‘the 

arts’, incorporating dance, drama, music and visual arts in Ontario and art and 

design, music and drama in Northern Ireland.  

Curriculum area: Physical education  

As in Ireland, ‘physical education’ is the most common subject taught here. 

Variations are ‘health and physical education’ (Canada-Ontario and New Zealand), 

‘physical development and movement’ (Northern Ireland) and ‘physical education 

and sport’ (France). In Wales, until the age of seven, physical education falls into the 

‘physical development’ Area of Learning in the Foundation Phase.  

The exception is Scotland, where physical skills and physical well-being are 

addressed under the cross-curricular area ‘health and well-being across learning’. 
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Curriculum area: Social, personal and health education  

Canada-Ontario, New Zealand and Scotland address health education in the same 

curriculum area as physical education, as described above. England has the closest 

arrangement to Ireland, with its subject of ‘personal, social and health education’ 

(which will expand to ‘personal, social, health and economic education’ from 2014). 

In addition, England currently teaches the discipline ‘citizenship’, though that will be 

discontinued in the revised curriculum from September 2014. Wales teaches 

‘personal and social education’ from age seven, and ‘personal and social 

development, well-being and cultural diversity’ under the Foundation Phase up to 

that age. 

Finland teaches ‘health education’, Scotland ‘health and wellbeing’. In Northern 

Ireland the curriculum for ‘personal development and mutual understanding’ (PDMU) 

includes health. Moral education is the approach in France (‘civic and moral 

instruction’) and Singapore (‘civics and moral education’). Notably, the latter two 

countries are among those not teaching religious education. 

Curriculum area: Religious education  

There is a varied picture regarding religious education (RE). Outside the British Isles 

and Ireland, Finland is the only study jurisdiction making provision in this area, as 

‘religion or ethics’. Scotland provides ‘religious and moral education’, a curriculum 

area which includes ‘religious education’ taught in Roman Catholic schools. Of those 

countries teaching RE, three – England, Wales and Northern Ireland – provide 

parents with the right to withdraw their children from RE and collective worship 

activities. 

The approaches taken in Northern Ireland and France illustrate the opposite ends of 

the spectrum. The former uses a common core syllabus developed with the 

involvement of all the main churches, which is mostly Christian in nature but also 

includes morality education and other world religions. The latter displays a charter in 

all schools which underlines the secular nature of the French state and education 

system, suggests ways in which staff and pupils can respect the rules for living 

together in the school environment and bans the wearing or carrying of religious 

symbols.  

 

5.2 Curriculum differences between ages four and 12 

Two main differences have emerged in comparing the curricula for four- and 12-year-

olds across the study jurisdictions. 

Several countries’ curricula make use of a more informal, play-based or integrated 

approach to curriculum in the earlier years, in contrast with teaching more formal 

subjects in the later years. Examples of this include the Foundation Phase in Wales, 

which extends the teaching methods used in early childhood education throughout 

what was formerly Key Stage 1 (ages five to seven), before pupils proceed to the 

subject-based Key Stage 2 at age seven. Similarly, Te Whāriki, the early childhood 

education framework in New Zealand – to age five - provides a holistic, child-centred 
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approach, integrating education and care elements and emphasising the learning 

partnership between teachers, parents and whānau (the extended family). France 

integrates some subjects until around age eight when individual subject areas (e.g. 

history and geography) are introduced. In all-through systems, such as Curriculum 

for Excellence in Scotland or the basic education system in Finland, which present a 

broad continuum for children and young people, the curriculum is age-adapted for all 

stages of schooling. In addition in Finland, in Grades 1-6 (ages seven to 13), pupils 

are taught by their class teacher, receiving subject-specific teaching from Grade 7. 

Corresponding to the ways children develop, curricula also place more demanding 

expectations on pupils at age 12, than on those aged four. 

As in Ireland, where infant children (aged four to six) spend fewer hours in class (23 

hours, 20 minutes compared with 28 hours 20 minutes for children in first to sixth 

classes), in other jurisdictions also the other main differences in education between 

the ages of four and 12 relate to the structure and organisation of provision. Four-

year-olds in Scotland, for example, are in pre-school rather than primary provision 

and consequently spend less time in class (12.5 hours per week over 38 weeks) 

compared with 25 hours per week over 38 weeks (190 days) for primary pupils. 

Additionally, four-year-olds are in smaller teaching groups, with required ratios of one 

adult to ten or one adult to eight children. The maximum class size in Primary 1 (P1) 

(ages five to six) is 25.  In P2 and 3 it is 30, rising to 33 in P7 (11- to 12-year-olds). 

 

5.3 Other curriculum  ‘organisers’ 

All ten of the study jurisdictions use other ‘organisers’ in addition to their subject-

based curricula, whether a formally named framework or a broader statement of 

principles relating to the skills and dispositions pupils should develop.  

 

Table 3: Other curriculum ‘organisers’ 

 Framework or statements  

in primary education 

Framework or statements  

in pre-primary education 

Ireland Statements of skills, aspects 
of knowledge and facets of 

development 

Aistear 

Canada – Ontario  Areas of knowledge and 
skills 

Kindergarten Programme  

Full-Day Early Learning – 
Kindergarten Programme 

England Cross-curricular literacy and 
numeracy skills 

Knowledge, skills and 
understanding (matters, 

skills and processes from 
2014) 

Early Years  

Foundation Stage 



 

22 Curriculum Structures and Stages in Primary Education: Audit of Policy Across Jurisdictions 

 

 Framework or statements  

in primary education 

Framework or statements  

in pre-primary education 

Finland Cross-curricular skills Orientations 

France Socle commun (common 
foundation of knowledge and 

skills) 

Cross-cutting skills and 
dispositions (eight- to 12-

year-olds only) 

Domains 

New Zealand Values, principles and key 
competencies 

Cross-curricular skills 

Te Whāriki (curriculum 
strands, principles, strands 

and goals)  

Northern Ireland Thinking Skills and Personal 
Capabilities Framework 

Cross-curricular skills 

 

Scotland The four capacities of Curriculum for Excellence (successful 
learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens, 

effective contributors) 
Health and well-being, literacy across learning, numeracy 

across learning 

Singapore Knowledge skills 

Life skills (alongside subject 
disciplines) 

Desired Outcomes of 
Education 

Desired Outcomes of 
Education 

Wales  Foundation Phase 
framework (to age 7)  

National Literacy and Numeracy Framework 

Skills Framework 3-19 

Cwricwlwm Cymreig (Wales-specific aspects of the 
curriculum) 

While some of the pre-primary examples are also curriculum frameworks, indicating 

what children should learn, their approach is primarily holistic, exploring the 

development of the whole child; how they should learn and the people they should 

grow into. 

In the Irish primary curriculum, while there is no explicitly defined list of skills and 

dispositions which cut across the primary curriculum, most curriculum subjects have 

their own skills and concepts and the primary school curriculum document defines 

the particular skills, aspects of knowledge and facets of development that are 

relevant to and important for a child’s educational needs. While these relate in part to 

the more academic skills required to navigate the curriculum successfully – literacy, 

numeracy, facility with ICT– they also explore personal qualities and attitudes, 

creative thinking, health and wellbeing and cultural awareness. 
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Such facets also appear as organisers in other jurisdictions’ curricula. All countries 

have expectations relating to communication, literacy and language, mathematics 

and numeracy and ICT. The graphic below illustrates the range of other aspects they 

address. 

 

Figure 9: Some curriculum organiser ‘building blocks’ 

Finland: 

Growth as a person 

Cultural identity and 

internationalism 

Participatory citizenship 

and entrepreneurship 

France: 

Developing a humanist 

culture 

Acquiring social and civic 

skills 

Developing autonomy and 

initiative 

Wales: 

Outdoor activities 

providing first-hand 

experience of solving real-

life problems and learning 

about conservation and 

sustainability 

New Zealand: 

Key competencies – the capabilities 

needed in order to live, learn, work and 

contribute as active members of 

communities: thinking; using language, 

symbols and texts; managing self; 

relating to others; participating and 

contributing 

Scotland: 

Health and wellbeing across learning: 

make informed decisions, experience 

challenge and enjoyment, experience 

positive aspects of healthy living and 

activity, pursue a healthy lifestyle 

 

Northern Ireland: 

Self-management – 

encouraging pupils to 

become self-directed, 

evaluate their own 

strengths and 

weaknesses, identify their 

interests and attitudes to 

learning 

Canada-Ontario: 

Application of knowledge 

and skills: transfer of 

knowledge and skills to 

new contexts, making 

connections within and 

between various contexts 

Singapore: Emerging 

competencies: critical and 

inventive thinking; 

information and 

communication skills; civic 

literacy, global awareness 

and cross-cultural skills 

Note: England’s organisers relate chiefly to the cross-cutting development of pupils’ competence in 

numeracy and mathematics, and language and literacy; other areas fall within the scope of personal, 

social and health education (PSHE), which is a curriculum subject. 

In the early years phase, Te Whāriki – the early years framework for New Zealand – 

uses interconnected themes, similar to those in Ireland’s Aistear framework (well-

being; identity and belonging; communicating; exploring and thinking) to organise the 

curriculum.    
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Figure 10: Te Whāriki themes 

New Zealand – Te Whāriki 

Exploration – Mana Aoturoa 

Communication – Mana Reo 

Wellbeing – Mana Atua 

Contribution – Mana Tangata 

Belonging – Mana Whenua 

 

The goals set out in Te Whāriki describe learning outcomes for 

developing children's knowledge, skills and attitudes, questions to 

help children think about how a programme is working, and 

examples of the kind of experiences that can help children learn. 

Principles, strands and goals are intended to make up the early 

childhood curriculum as if woven together like the strands of a 

woven mat, or whāriki 
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6 Learning outcomes in primary 

education 

6.1 How are learning outcomes expressed? 

Across the ten jurisdictions of the study, learning outcomes for primary level 

education are sometimes expressed in terms of content objectives, that is teacher 

input, or pupil entitlement to specific teaching and learning, rather than as pupil-

focused outcomes statements. Programmes of study in England, for example, 

identify the ‘knowledge, skills and understanding’ (to 2014) or ‘matters, skills and 

processes (from 2014) that pupils in primary education should be taught. Outcomes 

are expressed similarly in the Northern Ireland Curriculum document which identifies 

the knowledge, understanding and skills that teachers should enable children to 

develop. In Wales, National Curriculum programmes of study for each subject for 

children aged seven onwards identify the learning content (what pupils should be 

taught), whilst attainment targets set out standards of pupil performance.  

In Finland, France and Ontario, outcomes are expressed both in terms of teacher 

input and learner outcomes. In Finland, the National Core Curriculum  defines the 

objectives and core contents of instruction by subject or subject group, and a 

learning outcome, in the form of a description of good performance, is provided for 

the ends of Grade 2 (age nine) and Grade 5 (age 12). Similarly, in France, learning 

outcomes are expressed for the ends of the two key phases of primary level 

education and identify what, at the end of that phase, a child will be able to do in a 

specific subject or subject area. In elementary education (from age six) in Ontario, 

learning outcomes are expressed as content standards and performance standards, 

and in Kindergarten they are expressed as learning expectations; in both cases 

outcomes statements are child/pupil focused. In the Foundation Phase in Wales – to 

age seven – an ‘educational programme’ for each Area of Learning sets out what 

children should be taught (entitlement), whilst a set of learning outcomes has been 

developed to support the end-of-phase statutory teacher assessment.  

Achievement objectives at eight levels express the learning outcomes in New 

Zealand and, in Scotland, learning outcomes are expressed across the Curriculum 

for Excellence subject areas at five levels, three of which apply to primary level 

education (‘Early’, ages three to six; ‘First’, ages six to nine, and ‘Second’, to age 12). 

In Singapore, individual subject syllabus documents for primary education specify the 

learning outcomes for that subject area. Each syllabus frames the learning outcomes 

differently but most often includes statements defining what should be taught 

(teacher input), along with learning outcomes statements for pupils. In addition, the 

‘Desired Outcomes of Education’ set the expectations of the kind person who will 

emerge from the Singapore education system. They are translated into a set of 

developmental outcomes for each key stage of education from early childhood 

onwards. 
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In the earlier years, learning outcomes are often expressed as learning goals such as 

for the Early Years Foundation Stage in England, and Aistear in Ireland. That said, in 

New Zealand, Te Whariki – the early years framework - defines the learning 

outcomes as ‘input’ entitlements - ‘children experience an environment where…….’, 

and the Singapore pre-school curriculum, which includes distinct learning goals 

setting out what children should be able to do at the end of their kindergarten 

education, also translates these goals into knowledge, skills and dispositions to guide 

teachers.  

We have looked in some detail at the stems and preambles used in the curriculum 

documentation to express learning outcomes. These are summarised in Section 5.2 

which also includes some examples extracted from the curriculum documents. 

 

6.2 Stems and preambles 

A variety of stems and preambles are used to introduce learning outcomes across 

the ten jurisdictions and, in general, the same stem/preamble is used for all subjects 

or learning areas and for all age ranges in a phase. Only in Singapore, where there is 

a different syllabus for each subject in primary education, are there differences in the 

stems/preambles used across a phase. 

Most commonly, stems/preambles used to describe the learning outcomes in primary 

level and early years education either express the idea that the child is enabled to do 

something, or are ‘active’ statements.  

 

Table 4: Stems and preambles 

The concept of enablement is, for example, used in: 

Ireland Primary curriculum ‘the child should be enabled to’ 

France Primary and pre-

primary curriculum 

'l'élève est capable de' – the pupil is able to 

Northern 

Ireland 

Primary curriculum ‘pupils should be enabled to’ or ‘teachers 

should enable children to’ 

Singapore Kindergarten curriculum ‘children should be able to’ 

Wales Foundation Phase 

framework 

Areas of Learning: ‘Children should be given 

opportunities to’ 

Wales National Curriculum Programmes of study: ‘Pupils should be given 

opportunities to…’ 

In the primary curriculum in England, the concept is similar, but is expressed as 

'children should be taught...'. Similarly in Te Whāriki, the early years framework in 
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New Zealand, the concept is expressed as ‘Children (and their families) experience 

an environment where’, followed by a range of active statements – ‘children will…..’.  

In Wales, the subject content for both the Foundation Phase framework and the 

National Curriculum subjects (Areas of Learning and programmes of study) is set out 

using the stem ‘Children (Foundation Phase)’ or ‘Pupils’ (National Curriculum) 

‘should be given opportunities to…’. Learning outcomes in both phases, on the other 

hand, are set out as active statements, such as, for language, literacy and 

communications skills at level 2 in the Foundation Phase, ‘children converse simply, 

sometimes leaving out link words…..’, or, for level 4 National Curriculum 

mathematics, ‘Pupils develop their own strategies for solving problems’. All outcome 

statements for the Foundation Phase framework begin with the word ‘Children’ and 

those for the National Curriculum with ‘Pupil’.   

Active statements are used in Aistear – ‘in partnership with the adult, children 

will…..’; in the early learning goals of England’s Early Years Foundation Stage (to 

age five), e.g. ‘children read and understand simple sentences’, ‘children use 

everyday language to talk about size, weight…..’; in the Kindergarten Program in 

Canada-Ontario (‘children will’); in the elementary curriculum in Canada-Ontario ‘the 

student demonstrates….’ ‘the student uses’…..; in the National Core Curriculum in 

Finland (for children aged from seven); in the New Zealand Curriculum (primary 

level) - ‘students will’; and in Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland.  

Curriculum for Excellence is unique in that all stems/preambles are expressed in the 

first person, across the age ranges.  

In the elementary school curriculum in Canada-Ontario, levels of attainment are 

reflected in the outcome statements. The active verb used is qualified through use of 

the terms limited (to signify the achievement of level 1 outcomes); some (for level 2 

outcomes), considerable (for level 3), and a high degree or thorough (for level 4), e.g. 

in level 1 arts ‘the student demonstrates limited knowledge of content; in level 4 arts, 

‘the student demonstrates thorough knowledge of content’.  

In Northern Ireland, the levels of progression for the cross-curricular skills of 

‘communication’ (reading, writing, and talking and listening in English and Irish) and 

‘using mathematics’ are set out as active ‘can do’ statements across the levels, e.g. 

‘pupils read aloud confidently and clearly’; ‘pupils’ writing is confident, competent and 

interesting’.  

The ‘screenshot’ extracts below demonstrate the range of stems/preambles used in 

the early years framework documents for communication and language/literacy for 

some of the jurisdictions studied, and in primary curriculum framework documents for 

mathematics/numeracy.   
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Figure 11: Early years language/literacy/communication outcomes 

Aistear, Ireland  

England Early Years Foundation Stage Framework (EYFS)  
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Canada – Ontario  

 
 
 
 

France  
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New Zealand 
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Northern Ireland
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Scotland  

The 'early' column corresponds to expectations for around age six.  

 
 

Wales   
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Figure 12: Primary mathematics/numeracy at around age eight 

Ireland 
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Canada – Ontario  

 Finland (aged 8-9) 
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France  
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Northern Ireland 

 
 

Scotland  

The 'first' column contains the expected outcome for children aged 6 to 9.  
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Wales   

 

 

 

And the level description statements for ‘Solve mathematical problems, 

Wales’ 

Level 1 Pupils use mathematics as an integral part of classroom activities 

Level 2 Pupils choose the appropriate operation (when solving addition or 

subtraction problems) 

Level 3 Pupils organise their work, check results and try different approaches 

Level 4 Pupils develop their own strategies for solving problems 

Pupils choose and use suitable units and instruments 

Level 5 Pupils identify and obtain information to solve problems 

Pupils make sensible estimates (or a range of everyday measures) 

Level 6 Pupils solve complex problems by breaking them down into smaller 

tasks 

Level 7 Pupils consider alternative approaches  

Level 8 Pupils develop and follow alternative approaches, reflecting on their own 

lines of enquiry and using a range of mathematical techniques 

Exceptional 

performance 

Pupils solve problems (using intersections and gradients of graphs, 

Pythagoras’ theorem and trigonometric ratios) 
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7 Progression 

In general, in addition to providing clear expectations of student learning at specific 

points during early years and primary level education (as indicated by the circles in 

the visual on page 8), the curriculum frameworks in the jurisdictions studied also 

describe progression as children go through primary level education. Most often, 

progression is indicated in curriculum documents by means of increasingly complex 

examples of student attainment or by changes to expectations.  

Where jurisdictions use level descriptors of increasing difficulty to describe 

progression (England, New Zealand, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, for 

example), these levels often cross academic years. In England, the current level 

descriptors – which will no longer apply when the new primary curriculum is 

introduced in September 2014 – are used to evaluate and describe student progress 

and attainment throughout the primary years. By the end of Key Stage 2 (age 11), 

most primary pupils are expected to be performing, in each curriculum subject, at a 

level between levels 3 and 5. The levels are not only used to monitor and evaluate 

pupil progress but also to set targets for student achievement at the end of a key 

stage and to hold schools accountable. Pupil attainment in England at the end of Key 

Stage 2, for example, is used to hold schools to account as performance is judged 

against defined ‘floor standards’, which include that schools should have more than 

60 per cent of pupils at the end of Key Stage 2 achieving level 4 or above in English 

and mathematics. 

The level descriptions used in New Zealand and Scotland aim to allow children to 

progress at their own rate, so are not linked to specific targets, nor to ceilings of 

performance.  In the New Zealand Curriculum, children progress via eight designated 

levels across the eight learning areas. There is no set point for a child to be on a 

specific level for a specific subject; children progress at their own speed. In Scotland, 

statements of experiences and outcomes describe national expectations of learning 

and progression from age three to age 15 and do not have ceilings, with a view to 

enabling teaching  staff – who can see all the levels in one document - to extend the 

development of skills, attributes, knowledge and understanding into more challenging 

areas and higher levels of performance in recognition of a child’s ability. The 

experiences and outcomes are set out in lines of development for all curriculum 

areas which describe progress in learning, and progression is indicated through the 

curriculum levels:  
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Figure 13: Levels in Curriculum for Excellence - Scotland 

 

The Northern Ireland Primary Curriculum document (CCEA, 2007a) also incorporates 

progression or progress in learning statements for each Area of Learning. For 

example, in reading: while progressing through the Foundation Phase pupils should 

be enabled to ‘recognise different types of text and identify specific features of some 

genres’ whereas during Key Stages 1 and 2 ‘most pupils should progress from 

recognising different types of text to expressing interests in and preferences for 

certain texts’. 

In Finland, other than setting out what learners should be able to do at the end of 

Grade 2 (age nine) and Grade 5 (age 12), the curriculum does not describe 

progression between these points. In France also, the curriculum provides clear 

expectations for children's learning and development at particular points in their 

primary education – at age eight at the end of the basic learning cycle (when they 

relate to the acquisition of reading and writing skills and initial mathematical 

elements); and at the end of primary education (age 11) when they relate to the 

seven major skills areas of the socle commun (‘the fundamental base of knowledge 

and skills’) (mastering the French language, speaking a modern foreign language, 

acquiring basic knowledge in mathematics and science, developing a humanist 

culture, mastering information and communication technology, acquiring social and 

civic skills, and developing autonomy and initiative).  

Even in those jurisdictions which do not have statements of progression for all 

curriculum subjects, there is a focus on benchmarks for knowledge in 

language/literacy and mathematics. New Zealand has introduced National Standards 

to monitor children’s literacy and numeracy skills in Years 1-8 (ages five to 13); in 

Wales there are new literacy and numeracy tests in Years 2-6 of primary education 

(ages six/seven to 11); and Northern Ireland assesses children’s progress in the 

cross-curricular skills of ‘communication’, ‘using mathematics’ and ‘using ICT’. Here, 

levels of progression set out, in the form of ‘can do’ statements, a continuum of skills 

that pupils should be able to demonstrate if they are to build the literacy, numeracy 

and ICT skills needed to function effectively in life and in the world of work.  There 

are seven levels of progression for each requirement of the skills (generally up to 

level five in primary school, with the possibility to report at level six for exceptional 

performance). 

Early

•for most children aged three to six, in pre-school and 
Primary 1

First

•by the end of Prmary 4 (age eight-nine) for most 
children, but earlier for some

Second

•By the end of Primary 7 (age 11-12) for most children, 
but earlier for some
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8 Primary education policy 

In Table 5 we provide a brief summary of key changes in primary curriculum and 

assessment policy across the ten jurisdictions since 2007. We then discuss these in 

further detail, highlighting the impetus for change and the policy themes underlying 

the reforms and revisions. 

 

Table 5: Key changes in policy since 2007 

  

Ireland  Standardised national assessments of reading and 
mathematics introduced in 2007. 

 National strategy to improve literacy and numeracy 
introduced in 2011. 

 School self-evaluation guidelines for primary schools 
published in 2012. 

Canada-Ontario  Publication in 2010 of a revised policy on assessment, 
evaluation and reporting in Ontario schools, aligning 
assessment across the province and across phases of 
education. 

England   Introduction of a phonics-based progress check (reading) in 
Year 1 (age five to six) from 2011. 

 Revised and slimmed down statutory framework for the 
Foundation Stage (birth to age five) from 2012, included a 
‘progress check’ at age two. 

 Publication in 2013 of the revised National Curriculum for 
primary education to be implemented in 2014. 

Finland  New National Core Curriculum for basic (compulsory) and 
pre-primary education to be completed by the end of 2014; 
introduction from 2016. 

France  Introduction of socle commun (common foundation of 
knowledge and skills) in 2007. 

 New government programme to ‘restructure schools’ from 
2012/13. 

New Zealand  Revised New Zealand Curriculum published in 2007 
following extensive ‘stocktake’ and implemented in 2010. 

 National standards for literacy and numeracy introduced in 
2010. 

Northern Ireland  ‘Every School a Good School’ – the strategy for school 
improvement - introduced in 2009. 

 Revised literacy and numeracy strategy introduced in 2011. 

 New literacy and numeracy assessments piloted in autumn 
2013. 

Scotland  ‘Curriculum for Excellence’ published in 2004; 
implementation began in 2009-10. 

 ‘Experiences and outcomes’ for Curriculum for Excellence 
published in 2009. 

 Guidance for assessment being developed in a National 
Assessment Resource (NAR), based on assessment for 
learning approaches. 
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Singapore  2009 recommendations from Primary Education Review and 
Implementation Committee will result in structural change 
from 2016 with the introduction of the single-session primary 
school. 

 2010 launch of framework for 21st century competencies. 

 Revised curriculum for pre-school education introduced in 
2012.  

Wales  Introduction of the Foundation Phase between 2008 and 
2011/12. 

 Introduction of the National Literacy and Numeracy 
Framework and linked tests in 2013.  

 
 

8.1 Drivers for change 

Drivers for change vary across the ten jurisdictions, although changes of government 

and consequent changes in priority for education policy often have an impact. This 

has been the case in England, where the Coalition Government, formed in 2010, is 

reforming the National Curriculum and associated assessment regime, and in 

France, where a new President, elected in 2012, is looking to reform the French 

school system. In New Zealand, a newly elected government in 2008 introduced 

National Standards (in 2010) to monitor and improve literacy and numeracy 

standards across the country, in response to a promise to parents that there would 

be regular assessment of primary and intermediate students against the new 

standards, and that reports to them would be in plain English, so that they could 

clearly see if their child was making expected progress or falling behind. 

Two jurisdictions have revised their curriculum through a ‘stocktake’ beginning before 

2007. Scotland reviewed its curriculum in 2002, identifying areas for change and 

improvement which have been introduced gradually since that time, beginning with 

the launch of Curriculum for Excellence in 2004. The aim was to offer a less crowded 

and better connected curriculum framework, which would offer more choice and 

enjoyment and prepare children for adult life in the 21st century. New Zealand’s 

stocktake also began in 2002, with a revised curriculum published in 2007 and 

implemented in 2010, and had a similar impetus; ensuring the appropriateness of the 

New Zealand Curriculum in the current educational, social and economic climate, 

improving student outcomes, and meeting the expectations of a range of 

stakeholders. In Ontario (Canada), a regular cycle of curriculum review – by subject 

area – takes place for this reason; to ensure that the curriculum remains current, 

relevant and age-appropriate. 

Wales and France have both recently introduced reforms to primary education in 

response to apparent failings in the current system. For Wales, this was a reaction to 

poor performance in OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) study in 2009; for France this was in order to tackle what were regarded as 

high rates of school failure and to reduce the numbers of children leaving primary 

education with serious difficulties. This chimes with experience in Ireland where the 
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literacy and numeracy strategy was also introduced, in part, as a response to 

performance in PISA 2009.  

Consultations with experts, teachers, researchers, other stakeholders and the public, 

along with the formation of expert advisory or working groups (e.g. a Curriculum 

Council or a ‘Review and Implementation Committee’) are commonly used to aid the 

process of reform. 

 

8.2 Policy themes underpinning primary reforms 

Figure 14: Policy themes underpinning reform 

 

 

 

A key policy theme underpinning recent primary education reforms 

across the ten jurisdictions is to raise standards, with a particular focus 

on improving literacy and numeracy skills at the primary level. At the 

same time, there is also a desire to increase teachers’ professional 

autonomy, and/or to ensure that primary level education is more joined-up, holistic 

and creative, and is ensuring that children develop the skills they need for the 21st 

century.  

Like Ireland, Northern Ireland and Wales have introduced literacy and numeracy 

strategies, along with associated testing, with a view to improving the literacy and 

numeracy skills of primary age children. England has long had a literacy and 

numeracy strategy and, in 2011, introduced a phonics check for six-year-olds (at the 

end of Year 1); phonics is the recommended method for teaching reading now 

employed in primary schools in England. New Zealand also has introduced National 

Standards to monitor children’s achievement in literacy and numeracy across the 
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curriculum and, in Scotland, one of the aims of the Curriculum for Excellence reforms 

is to ensure that young people develop the literacy and numeracy skills and 

knowledge they will need for life and work.  In France, Northern Ireland and Wales, in 

particular, strategies to raise standards through changes to primary education also 

point specifically towards reducing social and regional inequalities in educational 

outcomes and academic success by, for example, reducing the impact of poverty on 

educational attainment (narrowing or closing the gap). 

In England, one of the stated policy drivers for the recently completed 

review of the National Curriculum – additional to the overriding driver 

which is that of improving academic standards and performance – is to 

reduce prescription for schools and increase teacher autonomy. New 

Zealand’s 2007 curriculum reform also aimed to support quality teaching and 

strengthen school ownership of the curriculum, whilst Scotland’s Curriculum for 

Excellence aims to allow ‘professional space’ for teachers and other staff to meet the 

varied needs of all children and young people.  

Ensuring that the curriculum is ‘joined-up’ across the phases of 

education is also one of the policy drivers for recent reform. This is a 

key theme in Ireland, where there has not only been concern to ensure 

consistency between Aistear – the early childhood framework and the 

primary curriculum, but also to ‘re-present’ the primary curriculum to ensure 

coherence and remove overlap. In Singapore, recent revisions to the kindergarten 

curriculum reflected these same concerns regarding transition from kindergarten to 

Primary 1, and the concern to ensure a more joined-up and coherent curriculum 

experience was also one of the key reasons for the introduction of the socle commun 

(the common foundation of knowledge and skills) in France. In Scotland, it is one of 

the overriding policy principles behind the creation of Curriculum for Excellence 

which, for the first time, aimed to offer a single curriculum continuum for those aged 

three to 18, and the current curriculum consultation in Wales is similarly examining 

continuity and progression from the Foundation Phase onwards. In Ontario (Canada) 

the particular focus is on ensuring that policy on assessment, evaluation and 

reporting in Ontario schools is coordinated and consolidated, with the aim of 

maintaining high standards, improving student learning, and benefiting students, 

parents, and teachers in elementary and secondary schools across the province. 

At the same time as seeking to ensure that curriculum is coherent and 

joined-up, there is also a policy concern across the jurisdictions, as in 

Ireland, to ensure that the curriculum is not overloaded. In England, for 

example, the Early Years Foundation Stage learning and development 

requirements have recently been simplified, reducing the number of learning goals 

from 69 to 17 and placing stronger emphasis on the three prime areas of 

communication and language, physical development, and personal, social and 

emotional development. Overload was also a policy concern in a recent review by 

the Curriculum Council in Ontario and, in Wales, Phase 2 of the current curriculum 

consultation will focus on ensuring that there is a broad and balanced curriculum, fit 

for the 21st century, but that is not overcrowded. 
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Ensuring that children gain cross-cutting, cross-curricular skills that are 

relevant for the 21st century is not only a focus of policy reform in Wales, 

but also features in policy development in New Zealand and Singapore 

and in Curriculum for Excellence in Scotland, which seeks to ensure that 

all children gain the essential skills and knowledge they will need for life and work. 

This future focus is key to curriculum reform and review in Ontario – where 

curriculum areas are regularly reviewed to ensure not only their currency but that 

they are also ‘future-proof’ – and is a significant policy driver behind the current 

reform of the National Core Curriculum in Finland. Alongside these skills for the 21st 

century, jurisdictions including France, Scotland and Singapore are also seeking to 

ensure that the frameworks in place allow space and time for extra-curricular 

activities, for creative and holistic teaching and learning, and for activities that 

broaden the life experiences - and life chances - of children and young people. 
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Appendix 1: lines of enquiry 

Jurisdiction: enrolment in primary school and landmark stages 

Question Output 

How many years are there in primary school 
education? 

a. Number of years 

Are distinct stages recognised within the primary 
school years? If yes, how many stages? 

a. Yes/No 

b. Number of stages 

What class years are included in each stage? What 
age(s) are the majority of children at each stage? 

a. Stage Name 

b. Class/Year Name 

c. Age(s) of children (per stage) 

Are multi-age/year settings planned for particular 
stages? If yes, at which stage(s) and where is further 
information available?  

a. Yes/No 

b. Stage Name 

c. URL 

Jurisdiction: primary curriculum – contents and structure  

Question Output 

1. How is the curriculum structured and organised in 
curriculum areas/ subjects for children from age 4 to 
age 12  
(If children are not in primary school at age 4 (or 
older), what kind of pre-school curriculum structure 
exists?) 

a. Curriculum areas and subjects 
for all stages 

2. Does a curriculum structure (e.g. a framework) exist 
that is not based on curriculum areas or subjects? If 
yes, what is it? Where can we find it? 

a. Yes/No 
b. Name of structure 
c. URL 

3. How does the curriculum differ in contents and 
structure for children at age 4 compared with 
provision for children at age 12?  

a. List up to 3 key differences 

4. Are learning outcomes used with children from age 4 
onwards whether in an early childhood setting or a 
primary school? If yes, provide a link to examples. 

a. Yes/No 
b. Class/Year Name 
c. (Corresponding) Ages 
d. URL 

5. What stem or preamble is used with the learning 
outcomes/objectives for children from age 4 
onwards—whether in an early childhood setting or a 
primary school? For example, in the Primary 
Curriculum (DES, 1999), the following stem is used 
for objectives, ‘Children should be enabled to….’ 

a. Stem/Preamble 

6. Does the stem or preamble to objectives/outcomes 
differ across the stages of primary education? If so, 
how? 

a. Yes/No 
b. List the difference(s) 

7. Are learning outcomes differentiated by children’s 
age or stage of education in any other way? If so, 
how do they change? 

a. Yes/No 
b. Differences 

8. Are skills and dispositions identified which cut across a. Yes/No 
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Question Output 

curriculum areas? If so, what are they?  b. List up to 8 (in order of 
importance if possible) 

9. Does the curriculum provide clear expectations for 
children’s learning and development at particular 
points in their primary education? If yes, what are 
these points? 

a. Yes/No 
b. Children’s Age  
c. Class Year/Stage 

10. Does the curriculum describe progression between 
these points and if so, how? Where can we find 
more? 

a. Yes/No 
b. URL (e.g., to ‘learning 
pathways, learning journeys, 
descriptors of achievement, etc.) 

11. Have curriculum and assessment priorities been 
identified in policy for children’s primary education in 
the last 6 years (since 2007)? If so, what are they? 
Where can we find more information (link to relevant 
policy document)? 

a. Yes/No 
b. List up to 3 
c. URL 
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