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Climate change should be excluded from 
curriculum, says adviser
Head of government review says school syllabus needs to 'get 
back to the science in science'

Jessica Shepherd 
guardian.co.uk, Sunday 12 June 2011 22.00 BST 
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Leaving climate change out of the curriculum would allow sceptical teachers not to teach their pupils about climate 

change. “It would be like a creationist teacher not teaching about evolution," said Bob Ward. Photograph: Nathan 

G/EPA

Climate change should not be included in the national curriculum, the government 

adviser in charge of overhauling the school syllabus in England has said.

Tim Oates, whose wide-ranging review of the curriculum for five- to 16-year-olds will be 

published later this year, said it should be up to schools to decide whether – and how – 

to teach climate change, and other topics about the effect scientific processes have on 

our lives.

In an interview with the Guardian, Oates called for the national curriculum "to get back 

to the science in science". "We have believed that we need to keep the national 
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curriculum up to date with topical issues, but oxidation and gravity don't date," he said. 

"We are not taking it back 100 years; we are taking it back to the core stuff. The 

curriculum has become narrowly instrumentalist."

His stance marks a turning point in the development of the national curriculum. Oates' 

intention is to substantially reduce the national curriculum. Under the previous 

government, the curriculum expanded to nearly 500 pages. His remarks also show he 

wants to reverse a shift in emphasis, made under the Labour government, under which 

teachers were encouraged to place great importance on scientific "issues" and not just 

scientific knowledge.

Climate change has featured in the national curriculum since 1995. In 2007, the topics 

"cultural understanding of science" and "applications and implications of science" were 

added to the curriculum for 11- to 14-year-olds.

But Bob Ward, policy and communications director of the Grantham Research Institute 

on Climate Change and the Environment at the London School of Economics, warned 

that Oates' ideas might not be in pupils' best interests and could make science less 

interesting for children.

"An emphasis on climate change in the curriculum connects the core scientific concepts 

to topical issues," he said. "Certain politicians feel that they don't like the concept of 

climate change. I hope this isn't a sign of a political agenda being exercised."

He said leaving climate change out of the national curriculum might encourage a 

teacher who was a climate change sceptic to abandon teaching the subject to their 

pupils. "This would not be in the best interests of pupils. It would be like a creationist 

teacher not teaching about evolution. Climate change is about science. If you remove the

context of scientific concepts, you make it less interesting to children."

Annette Smith, chief executive of the Association for Science Education, said she agreed 

with Oates that the curriculum was too crowded. "However, what I wouldn't want to lose

from the national curriculum is the idea that science is developing all the time and that 

it impinges on our lives," she said.

But Oates, who is director of research at Cambridge Assessment, one of the biggest 

exam boards in Europe, said the topics that engaged children in science "changed 

dramatically" from year to year. "The national curriculum shouldn't ever try to keep up 

with those, otherwise it would keep changing." Teachers knew best which current affairs 

topics related to science would interest their pupils, he said. "A lot should not be in the 

national curriculum at all. A lot of damage was done to the curriculum last time it was 

reviewed," he said.
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"If you live in a town where there is a lot of manufacturing, then teachers can use that as 

a context to discuss the social effects of science; other groups of pupils might be more 

interested in how the pharmaceutical industry produces drugs. It's really important that 

children think through the social application of science, but the precise topics... do not 

have to be specified by the state."

Oates also called for algebra to be taught to pupils at an earlier age. "Algebra has crept 

later and later over the last few decades. We should start 'pre-algebra' with young 

children – aged eight, for example," he said. He said that by the age of 11, children could 

be solving simple algebraic equations.

He said this would bring England into line with some nations in Asia. "Algebra is so 

important because it is the foundation of so much of maths. In other nations, children 

operate with equations and algebraic expressions."

He said some maths was taught only to older children, because teachers in primary 

school did not have the confidence to teach it themselves.

The curriculum review, which started in January, will look at 12 subjects, including 

maths, English, science, and art and design. It will consider which subjects should be 

compulsory and at what age.

At the launch of the review, Michael Gove, the education secretary, said the national 

curriculum was "too long ... patronising towards teachers and stifled innovation".

"Its pages are littered with irrelevant material – mainly high-sounding aims, such as the 

requirement to 'challenge injustice', which are wonderful in politicians' speeches, but 

contribute nothing to helping students deepen their stock of knowledge."

Climate change in the current curriculum

What the national curriculum says children should learn about climate change and 

caring for the environment in science lessons:

Age 5-11:Pupils should be taught to care for the environment as part of a topic on life 

processes and living things.

Age 11-14: Pupils should be taught how human activity and natural processes can lead 

to changes in the environment and about ways in which living things and the 

environment need to be protected. Teachers are encouraged to examine issues such as 

the finite resources available to us, waste reduction, recycling, renewable energy and 

environmental pollution.
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Pupils demonstrate exceptional performance if they can "describe and explain the 

importance of a wide range of applications and implications of science in familiar and 

unfamiliar contexts, such as addressing problems arising from global climate change".

Age 14-16: Pupils should learn that the surface and the atmosphere of the earth have 

changed since the earth's origin, and are changing at present. They should also study 

how the effects of human activity on the environment can be assessed, using living and 

non-living indicators. Under "applications and implications of science", pupils should be

taught to "consider how and why decisions about science and technology are made, 

including those that raise ethical issues, and about the social, economic and 

environmental effects of such decisions".

Climate change also comes up in the geography curriculum and may be tackled in 

religious education too.
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