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Abstract

This paper examines the structure, evolution, and curricular characteristics of history and 
civic education in England within the broader context of the United Kingdom’s decentralised 
educational framework. Unlike continental European models, the English system developed 
through a tradition of local governance and professional autonomy, shaped by reforms such 
as the 1870 Education Act and the introduction of the National Curriculum in 1988. The study 
traces how the English National Curriculum balances central regulation with institutional in-
dependence, focusing particularly on history as a foundational subject. History teaching in 
England reflects the influence of historical thinking theory, emphasizing source analysis, in-
terpretation, and critical reasoning rather than comprehensive chronological coverage. The 
analysis also explores civic education, rooted in Bernard Crick’s 1998 report, as a statutory 
field aimed at fostering democratic literacy and active citizenship. Current debates—such as 
those surrounding national identity, decolonisation, and the balance between traditional con-
tent and inclusive perspectives—illustrate the dynamic and contested role of history and civic 
education in shaping civic consciousness. Overall, the paper argues that the English model 
embodies a continuing tension between autonomy and accountability, heritage and diversity, 
reflecting broader societal and political trends in contemporary education.

Keywords: history education, history didactics, Anglo-Saxon model of education, National 
Curriculum, GCSE

Introduction

The education system of the United Kingdom developed according to a model significantly 
different from European continental structures, resulting in a diverse, decentralised frame-
work with a high level of professional autonomy. The scope of this article does not allow a 
complete overview of the developmental process and actualities of neither the United King-
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dom nor the English education system but focuses on some points where the differences 
from other systems may manifest.

It is essential to point out that the United Kingdom has not ever had a unified education 
system, but discussion should be limited to English, Welsh, Scottish and Norther-Irish systems. 
David Raffe and his colleagues referred to the complexity of the UK education system(s) with a 
football metaphor as ‘home internationals’, in which the home countries are independent still 
specially interconnected actors. This expresses the limitations and difficulties of comparative 
analysis of the parallel systems (Raffe, Brannen, Croxford, & Martin, 1999). On the following 
pages the distinct features of the English system of education are introduced with special 
attention to the school subject of history.

Historical roots of the English Education System

As in most European countries, it was the Catholic Church which established the first me-
dieval educational institutions in the British Isles. Schools maintained by the Church through 
mainly monastic orders trained future members of clergy and administration. The first school 
of England is affiliated to St. Augustine who established a church and school in Canterbury at 
the end of the 6th century (Gillard, 2023). The first institutions were called grammar schools 
(scholae grammaticales) and focused on Latin language as the first element of liberal arts and 
the trivium. After the process of the Henrician reformation and dissolution of monastic or-
ders, several institutions were closed or converted. Several endowed schools became known 
as public schools. The specifically English term means tuition fee charging elite school as Eton, 
Harrow or Rugby. The methods, principles and curricula of these institutions highly defined 
the upcoming centuries of the education system of England. 

The first steps towards a general and free education came in 1870 when the Education 
Act was passed in Westminster Parliament. The act established school boards with complete 
authority over the curriculum. This regulation further strengthened local governance and reg-
ulation of education (Richardson, 2011). Governments after the second world war gradually 
raised school leaving age to 16, divided education to primary and secondary level and includ-
ed a wider range of students with more funding dedicated to school boards. In the 1960’s a 
new model, comprehensive schools were introduced. Previously, students had two alterna-
tive state funded institutions: grammar schools educated mainly future university students 
while secondary modern schools concentrated on vocational education and skilled jobs. With 
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the introduction of state funded comprehensive schools the aim was to end early selection 
(Pintér, 2018).

Universities in England are among the most well known in the history of global education. The 
first English university was founded in Oxford in 1096, while the second - on the bank of the river 
Cam, later known as - Cambridge was established in 1209. The two institutions ruled the English 
sphere of higher education until the 19th century when the University of Durham was founded. 
The ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge and further classical Oxbridge type universities 
as Brighton, Norwich, Colchester, and Canterbury still play a significant role in the English higher 
education. Traditionally their primarily conservative focus included philosophical and historical 
approaches. Halsey defined the functions of the classical universities in the following way: 

‘The ideal of a university in England is accordingly either Oxford or Cambridge or a success-
ful imitation of them. This means that the university should be (a) ancient, (b) autonomous, (c) 
collegiate, (d) dedicated to education rather than training, (e) national rather than provincial 
and (f) exclusive to a carefully selected group of students rather than open to all who should 
wish to attend.’ (Halsey, 1962, 91). 

On the other hand, they are not exempt from new approaches and trends as the approach-
es of other universities. Their primary focus has also shifted from classical disciplines towards 
sciences and social fields. Although the rate of students trained in Oxbridge are decreasing 
due to the emergence of newer institutions, their prestige is still enormous in British elite ed-
ucation (Bell, 2000; Williams & Filippakou, 2010). As an example, 28 of the UK’s former prime 
ministers had graduated from one of the Colleges of Oxford (University of Oxford, 2024).

The decentralized structure of the English education system, based on traditional profes-
sional autonomy, was first regulated by central examinations. Throughout their history it was 
higher education entrance examinations of the classical universities which influenced the 
teaching and learning process. In 1951, the General Certificate of Education, was introduced 
followed by the General Certificate of Secondary Education in 1984, abbreviated as GCSE. The 
declared aim of the central exam was to eliminate parallel exam structures (Richardson, 2011). 

Origins of the English National Curriculum

In the UK recent central regulation of education is connected to the Conservative Party 
and Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. The English National Curriculum exists since the Edu-
cation Act of 1988, known as the Baker Act referring to its initiator, Lord Kenneth Baker. Prior 
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to the general elections in 1987 Thatcher promised to implement a set of reforms in educa-
tion in the Conservative manifesto with the motto ‘raising standards in education’. Next to 
the need of a national curriculum the second and third suggestion demanded local control 
over education budget and increased parental choice (Conservative Party, 1987). Shortly af-
ter the election victory, a consultant document was drafted over the curriculum, which for 
the first time prescribed ten compulsory foundation subjects for all students. The subjects 
included Technology, History, Geography, Art, Music, Physical Education, Modern Foreign 
Language and three additional core subjects: Maths, English and Science. This dual terminol-
ogy of foundational and core subjects has been present in regulatory documents ever since.

The 1988 Act introduced levels of students’ academic and cognitive development called 
‘Key stages’ in the curriculum. Key stages define four levels of compulsory public education 
up to the age of 16.  The law introducing the curriculum also brought about a change in the 
education of faith with content of Christian character. It required state-run schools to organ-
ize collective worships that were “partly or mainly Christian in nature.” (Government of the 
United Kingdom, 1988; Gillard, 2023).

The most recent general reform of the English National Curriculum happened in the early 
2010s, also under the Tory government, led by Prime Minister David Cameron and Education 
Secretary Michael Gove. The reform was initiated by a government white paper1 entitled The 
Importance of Teaching (Department for Education, 2010). 

The primary declared intention of David Cameron’s government in education was to 
increase the professional autonomy of teachers and to reduce constraints and regula-
tions. The white paper considered the previous regulatory document too “prescriptive” 
and set a new goal of producing a curriculum that was “short, clear and authoritative” 
(Department for Education, 2010, p. 42). During the preliminary social discussion phase, 
Tom Oates, lead researcher of the Statistics, Qualification and Curriculum Agency or-
ganized an expert forum with the participation of universities. The findings of the event 
were published in the form of an expert report entitled Framework of the National Cur-
riculum. The report discussed aspects of the curriculum in ten points. It was partly based 
on international comparisons in which the best-performing education systems such as 
Finland, Hong Kong, Singapore, and New Zealand were paralleled to the English model. 
According to the report, the curriculum should develop three fundamental values: free-

1	 In the British legislative order public documents called white papers indicate the intention of government 
amendments, followed by public consultation. 
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dom, responsibility, and fairness. In the view of the report, more freedom of choice was 
desirable in schools, only the most basic knowledge elements had to be defined, and 
the needs of highly talented students and students with learning disabilities had to also 
be considered (Department for Education, 2011). Contrary to the first objectives, the 
curriculum could not be introduced in 2013, but a year later it and it became effective 
in 2016. 

Fundamentals of the education system

English students attend general education at the age of five and finish secondary educa-
tion level education when they are 18. Early childhood education, and primary and second-
ary level education are divided into five key stages. 

Education is regulated by the Department for Education which is an umbrella organisa-
tion of 18 agencies responsible for different aspects and circumstances of the teaching and 
learning process. The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual) is the 
coordinator and regulator but not the organiser of examinations. This duty is decentralised 
and administered by different professional bodies such as the Assessment and Qualification 
Alliance (AQA), Pearson’s Edexcel, or OCR (Oxford Cambridge and RSA Examinations) which 
organisations set and mark most English GSCE exams. 

Professional autonomy is considered an important aspect in the education system. Most 
English schools are maintained and governed by local education authorities (LEAs) which 
have a huge influence on the content and circumstances of education as well. Choice of 
textbooks is not restricted by the state. Textbook publishing is also a versatile field in England 
compared to narrower markets of several European or Asian countries. The English agencies 
do not validate or interfere with the content or format of school textbooks. The above-men-
tioned examination bodies are the ones which endorse or suggest books of different publish-
ers for students who wish to take their exams. Among several publishers Oxford University 
Press, Cambridge University Press, and Hodder Education are the largest, they all have text-
books endorsed by AQA.

The National Curriculum is a core curriculum type loose framework of compulsory learn-
ing outcomes, competence development and suggested topics of content. The document 
identifies three main key fields of learning which are inclusion, numeracy and mathematics, 
language and literacy (Department for Education, 2013). 
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Position of History Education

National Curriculum
Learning history in England is compulsory for every student for 9 years, but it is not 

compulsory to take a final exam in the subject. The status of history is in the foundation-
al field of subjects (table 1).

Table 1: Levels of education with compulsory history education, source: Department for 
Education (2013)

ISCED 
Levels Key stages Prescribed content

ISCED 1 

KS1 (School 
year 1-3)

13 suggest-
ed historical 
figures

Elizabeth I, Queen Victoria, Christopher Colum-
bus, Neil Armstrong, William Caxton, Tim Bern-
ers-Lee, Pieter Bruegel the Elder, LS Lowry, Rosa 
Parks and Emily Davison, Mary Seacole and/or 
Florence Nightingale, Edith Cavell

KS2 (School 
year 3-6)

9 topics with 
non-statuto-
ry examples

1.	 changes in Britain from the Stone Age to the 
Iron Age

2.	 the Roman Empire and its impact on Britain
3.	 Britain’s settlement by Anglo-Saxons and 

Scots
4.	 the Viking and Anglo-Saxon struggle for the 

Kingdom of England to the time of Edward 
the Confessor

5.	 a local history study
6.	 a study of an aspect or theme in British histo-

ry that extends pupils’ chronological knowl-
edge beyond 1066

7.	 the achievements of the earliest civilizations 
– an overview 

8.	 Ancient Greece – a study of Greek life and 
achievements and their influence on the 
western world

9.	 a non-European society that provides con-
trasts with British history
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ISCED 2 KS3 (School 
year 7-9)

8 topics with 
non-statuto-
ry examples

1.	 the development of Church, state and society 
in Medieval Britain 1066-1509

2.	 the development of Church, state and society 
in Britain 1509-1745

3.	 ideas, political power, industry and empire: 
Britain, 1745-1901

4.	 challenges for Britain, Europe and the wider 
world 1901 to the present day

5.	 Holocaust
6.	 a local history study
7.	 the study of an aspect or theme in British 

history that consolidates and extends pupils’ 
chronological knowledge from before 1066

8.	 a significant society or issue in world and 
its interconnections with other world de-
velopments [for example, Mughal India 
1526-1857; China’s Qing dynasty 1644-1911; 
Changing Russian empires c.1800-1989; USA 
in the 20th century]

ISCED 3

KS4 (School 
year 10-11)

not compul-
sory/ elec-
tive history 
course

KS5 (School 
year 12-13)

The national history curriculum of England focuses on learning outcomes strongly based 
on the historical thinking concept of Seixas and Morton (2012) including secondary concepts 
of continuity and change, cause and consequence, similarity, difference and significance (De-
partment for Education, 2013, 245). History as a discipline is gradually introduced to English 
students. The first three Key Stages (1-9 school grades) increasingly shed light on historical 
events, methods and perspectives with only a short list of compulsory content items.

The phase of the first three school years (Key Stage 1) is an introductory period to 
historical concepts, events and people. The curriculum of KS1 history very briefly gives 
only 13 national and international significant personalities as suggestions. Key Stage 2 
regulation describes a dual approach to historical learning involving overview studies 
focusing on long arcs and case studies with in-depth investigations of a certain period or 
concept. KS2 prescribes a list of 9 main themes which are detailed with non-statutory 
examples and suggestions. On this stage students learn history from the Stone Age until 
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the end of the Anglo-Saxon period (1066). Among classical civilizations, the Romans are 
the primary focus of study with their direct impact on the British Isles, while Ancient 
Greek culture and a selected further early civilization (Sumer, Egypt, China, etc.) are also 
compulsory. Learning about an additional non-European culture is obligatory too. Among 
examples, teachers are suggested to incorporate an Islamic civilization, the Maya Empire, 
or Benin. The last compulsory phase of history education is Key Stage 3 (school grades 
7-9). During this period, students are required to further develop higher-level skills asso-
ciated with historical thinking. Description of the learning outcomes highlights the pro-
cess of understanding the nature and methods of history as an academic discipline. The 
English approach puts a strong emphasis on using historical interpretations and sources 
for inquiry-based learning. Concerning the set content of KS3, the list of topics starts with 
Medieval and Modern English and world history, trends and concepts until present day.

Examination of student achievement is nationally regulated on two levels but assessed 
by independent examination boards setting parallel exam criteria. English students usually 
start preparation to the exams at the end of Key Stage 3 (year 9) and continue for two or 
three years. It is compulsory to take GCSE exams in the core subjects (English Literature, 
Maths, Sciences). Students and schools can choose from a wide range of subjects from 
further fields such as humanities (as history), social sciences, business, arts and others.

Although civic education has strong connections to history education, they are not for-
mally integrated into the English system. Civic education is compulsory at KS3 and KS4 (years 
7-11). There are six main fields which the curriculum prescribes for teachers and students: 
(1) Democracy and government, (2) Citizen participation in democracy and society (3) Rights, 
the law and the legal system in England and Wales (4) The UK and its relations with the wider 
world (5) Identities and diversity in UK society (6) The economy, finance and money. The 
curriculum does not explicitly mention ecological issues or information and media literacy as 
key developmental areas as far as history and civic education are concerned.

Examination in History

Developing historical thinking and the role of interpretation has a considerable English tradi-
tion in literature (Chapman, 2011, 2014, 2021; Chapman & Georgiu, 2021; Haydn, 2014, 2019).

624,975 students took GCSE in England in the 2023/2024 academic year (Ofqual, 
2024). Students take this course-based exam at the end of secondary school in year 11, 
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usually at the age of 15-16. Among the students of the 2023/24 academic year, 64% 
passed the exam with a grade of C/4, meaning ‘standard pass’ or above and 26% got A/7 
grades or above, suggesting excellent achievement. The subject content of the exams is 
set by the Department for Education (2014). However, exams are developed, organised 
and assessed by independent boards such as the AQA (Assessment and Qualifications 
Alliance), OCR (Oxford Cambridge and RSA Examinations) or Pearson Edexcel. Besides 
administration and grading, GCSE syllabi with broad historical topics are also set by the 
exam boards. 

The subject content of the history exams is wide and gives several options for the ex-
aminees. Depending on the board, exams may vary significantly. However, the primary 
nature of an essay-based assessment is shared. In the following section, I shed light on 
some aspects of the most common exam type, the AQA GSCE history exam as it is taken 
by most students.

History educators are given a set list of topics on which they can build their courses. 
Students are required to prove their knowledge in the framework of (1) a wider world 
depth study on a short time span global event (e.g. Conflict and tension: The First World 
War, 1894–1918) (2) a medium scale period study on a nation (e.g. Germany, 1890–
1945: Democracy and dictatorship) (3) a long-time scale thematic study type essay on a 
historical concept or development (e.g. Britain: Migration, empires and the people: c790 
to the present day) and (4) a British depth study, a short scale essay from national history 
(e.g. Elizabethan England, c1568–1603). These topics highlight the large themes from 
which a focused aspect is assessed at the exam.  

In most cases, students are expected to solve comparative source-based tasks. Usu-
ally, two very short excerpts of textual historical sources and 1-2 visuals have to be com-
pared in the short essays. The mostly primary text-based sources may contradict each 
other so the students have to use source criticism as well. Many propaganda posters and 
political caricatures are used as pictorial visual sources requiring critical thinking skills.

A-level (Advanced level) exams are taken by students dedicating two more years to 
the discipline and showing outstanding skills. Elective courses of advanced level history 
prepare students to demonstrate skills in analysing and evaluating sources and inter-
pretations. By the end of the course, an individual historical research project has to be 
conducted by the student and submitted in the form of a 3500-4500 words essay. The 
work must focus on a very specific issue and address an inquiry question related to a 
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national or global historical development from a time range of 100 years. Students are 
required to submit their idea and get approval for their title in advance and consult a set 
of suggested exemplar topics (e.g. assessing the extent to which the Glorious Revolution 
successfully settled relations between Crown and Parliament in the context of the Stuart 
period) (for more see table 2) (AQA, 2019, 2019b).

Table 2: Details of the AQA history exam types, source: AQA (2019, 2019b)

Exam level GSCE A Level

Typical grade 
of examina-
tion

Year 11 (Key Stage 4) Year 13 (Key Stage 5)

Focus of 
content

Understanding modern world, 
shaping the nation
•	 Eras: Medieval (500-1500), Ear-

ly Modern (1450-1750) Modern 
(1700-present)

•	 Geographic context: local, Brit-
ish (min. 40%), European and or 
global

•	 Type: period study (medium 
time scale essay on a nation), 
thematic study (long time scale 
essay on a historical develop-
ment), wider world depth study 
(cca. 20-30 years range essay 
on a global event), British depth 
study (short range essay of cca. 
30 years)

Breadth study, depth study, his-
torical investigation
•	 Era: topics from a period of 

min. 200 years, 
•	 Geographic context: from 

British history (min. 20%)
•	 at least 2 countries (United 

Kingdom + 1)
•	 Type: Breadth study (his-

torical development over a 
period of 100 years), depth 
study (major historical 
change), historical investi-
gation (own historical re-
search)

Types of tasks Source-based analytical-evaluative essays based on questions point-
ing to textual and visual interpretations 

Method of ex-
amination at 
AQA

2 papers with 2-2 essays from choic-
es of 3-5 topics and 10+8 questions

2 papers with 2-2 essays and 4 
(+2) questions 
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The English characteristics of the textbook market fit into the general approach of 
the English education model. With the relatively low level of curricular subject content 
regulation, national validation of textbooks would not be logical. Without central valida-
tion, the content and methods of textbook writing is characterised by the dual influence 
of both the popularity of the publisher and author, and the endorsement of examina-
tion boards. Boards endorse a range of textbooks from different publishers which they 
claim to be useful for preparation. Instead of the continental chronology and school 
year-based content selection approach, English textbook publishers follow the syllabi of 
the exam boards and prepare thematic textbooks dedicated to a broader or narrower 
topic (e.g. Conflict and Tension: The First World War). Among famous publishing houses 
Oxford, Cambridge and Hodder should be mentioned which all have textbooks endorsed 
by AQA.

As textbooks are directly preparing students for the interpretation and source-based 
essay-type questions of examination (table 3), they contain several techniques for devel-
oping skills dedicated to the target tasks. They include a wide range of sources such as 
political cartoons, propaganda posters and short parts of primary and secondary sourc-
es. The didactic toolkit of textbooks usually also includes practice questions imitating 
the question types of the examination.

Table 3: task types of AQA history essays, source: AQA (2019, 2019b)

GCSE history task types A-level history task types

How / Why do interpretations differ?
Assess the validity of this view. / Explain 
why you agree or disagree with this view.

How convincing are the interpretations?

Explain the significance of…

Using your understanding of the historical 
context, assess how convincing the
arguments are.

How far do you agree?

Write an account of…

How useful are sources...?
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Position of Civic Education

Citizenship education as a formal school subject in the UK has its roots in the 
work of British professor Bernard Crick. Crick’s 1998 report, “Education for Citizen-
ship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools”, argued for a systematic approach 
to preparing young people for active participation in a democratic society. His rec-
ommendations influenced not only England but also inspired the development of 
citizenship education programs across Europe.

In the English education system, citizenship education is a statutory subject for 
students aged 11 to 16, covering Key Stage 3 (KS3, Years 7–9) and Key Stage 4 (KS4, 
Years 10–11). Citizenship is classified as a foundation subject, meaning it is not one 
of the three core subjects (English, Mathematics, and Science), but it remains com-
pulsory in state-maintained schools at KS3 and is also available at KS4 as an option-
al or examined subject (Department for Education, 2014). This framework ensures 
that students develop fundamental political, legal, and financial literacy from an 
early age.

The curriculum objectives emphasise preparing students for active citizenship. 
The 2014 National Curriculum specifies that citizenship education should: (1) pro-
vide knowledge of the UK’s political system, government, and opportunities for civic 
participation; (2) develop understanding of the legal system; (3) encourage volun-
tary engagement and motivate participation in society; (4) foster critical thinking 
and the ability to question political issues; and (5) teach practical financial skills and 
personal financial planning (Department for Education, 2014B). Thus, citizenship ed-
ucation combines knowledge acquisition with skill development, encouraging both 
civic awareness and active engagement.

At the GCSE level, citizenship education is offered as an optional qualification for 
students aged 14–16. The GCSE specification covers six key themes: (1) Democracy 
and government, (2) Citizen participation in democracy and society, (3) Rights, the 
law and the legal system in England and Wales, (4) The UK and its relations with the 
wider world, (5) Identities and diversity in UK society, and (6) The economy, finance 
and money. The assessment consists of three components addressing contemporary 
British life, rights and responsibilities, active citizenship, and politics and partici-
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pation, with a mix of short-answer and extended essay tasks designed to measure 
both knowledge and applied citizenship skills. This structure reflects the curricu-
lum’s broader aim of fostering not only understanding but also critical thinking, civic 
responsibility, and active engagement.

Trends and dilemmas

The United Kingdom has not joined neither the Observatory on History Teaching in 
Europe (OHTE) initiated by the Council of Europe, nor the empirical research conducted 
by the Observatory. As a result, we lack important data and results concerning everyday 
teaching and learning methods and attitudes of educators to history didactics.

On a global level students of England and the United Kingdom are assessed among 
the higher performing pupils in standard international comparisons. Students scored 
over the OECD average according to the 2022 PISA results in all three fields of mathe-
matics, reading and science. In reading 10 % of students scored Level 5 or above, which 
is 3% better than the average of OECD countries, while only 20% performed on Level 2 
or below showing 6% better results than the OECD average (OECD, 2022). On the oth-
er hand, the statistics of high-performing student achievement by the so-called EBACC 
shows serious regional and ethnic differences indicating a widening gap between stu-
dents (Tate, 2024).

Considering national dilemmas of history education, we might start with the disput-
ed role of chronology in the history curriculum. The regulatory document of history 
education at both the second and third key stages prescribes the development of a 
‘chronologically secure knowledge and understanding of British, local and world histo-
ry’ (Department for Education, 2013, 3). However, it is an interesting aspect, how this 
three-layered knowledge base can be achieved with teaching and learning about a set of 
selected case studies from different periods and regions of world history. 

Secondly, the last decade brought serious global debates of identity politics which 
strongly affected the field of (history) education as well. Education policy about national 
identity, traditionalist or modern ideas, the role of student skills and (classical) knowl-
edge are not new (Smart & Harnett, 2009) but getting more and more intense. Recently 
the subject of history has been in the focus of ever-growing cultural and political discus-
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sions or violent disputes with decolonisation movements as Rhodes Must Fall or Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) challenging historical eras and characters. England is in the centre of 
these social movements and political debates. The concept of decolonisation of the cur-
riculum has emerged much earlier in academic debates than political and social move-
ments. Terry Haydn shed light on the British historical context of decolonisation by ana-
lysing the concept of empire introducing narratives from Empire Day celebrations even 
in the 1950’s to the story of guilt (Haydn, 2014, 2019). Haydn cites Secretary of State for 
Education Kenneth Baker and Michael Gove as the lead figures behind the curriculum 
and highlights their stances on the importance of teaching ‘Britishness’ and ‘Our Island’ 
(Haydn, 2014. 27). 

During the last years several projects have been initiated by activist groups and or-
ganisations to include a stronger perspective of black and non-European citizens as the 
learning material titled Diverse and anti-racist curriculum (London Borough of Hack-
ney, 2021). On the other hand, according to criticism of the methods of decolonisation 
movements, they reject not only contested historical figures but the whole concept of 
learning about the past of the nation and labelling history as ‘white knowledge’ (Wil-
liams, 2024).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the English education system reflects a complex interplay of tradition 
and decentralized structures focusing on professional autonomy of educators. From its 
origins in church-led institutions to the development of a national curriculum, education 
in England has undergone significant transformations. The introduction of the National 
Curriculum in 1988 marked a pivotal moment, standardizing subject content while still 
allowing considerable local level control.

The most recent reform of 2013 has also aimed to balance autonomy with clear 
standards, emphasizing core skills like critical thinking, historical analysis, and chrono-
logical understanding in the subject of history. Though compulsory up to grade 9, history 
exam is not mandatory, creating both opportunities and challenges in fostering deep 
historical understanding. The two-level history exams organised by private exam boards 
as AQA challenge students to engage with primary sources and historical interpreta-
tions, ensuring a deeper understanding of the discipline.
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