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English offers experiences, skills and knowledge which are 

essential for young people to thrive personally and socially, to 

love language and literature, and equip them for their futures 

at work and as citizens.  

Teaching and learning in English is concerned with how 

language and literature give insights into what the world 

means, how we make sense of it through language, how we 

understand others’ views and construct our own identity.  

Learners succeed in English when they are enabled to be 

creative in their language use and in responding to what they 

read, hear and see. They need to become independent in 

expressing their ideas and choosing what they read and write. 
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This booklet aims to help teachers to plan an inspiring English curriculum, by suggesting the 

fundamental principles which should guide planning for teaching and learning, and underpin 

the teaching of the new national curriculum. It offers ways of reflecting on and planning a 

school curriculum for English which is meaningful for learners and will raise their 

achievement.  
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What should be at the heart of the curriculum for English? 

The new national curriculum is very detailed about the content of what must be taught. If teaching is 

focused exclusively on these matters the English curriculum could become dry and formulaic. It 

doesn’t have to. As the Looking for the Heart of English publication, Meeting High Expectations, 

pointed out, the new curriculum is not good enough for our learners as it omits significant elements 

which give life and meaning to learning language and literature. This booklet has two main purposes: 

firstly, to set out the fundamentals which should infuse the teaching of the new curriculum and 

suggest ways teachers, departments and schools can think about their planning in order to fulfil the 

aims of English as well as the legal requirements. Secondly, these Heart of English principles give a 

rationale for priorities, which are essential for young people to be effective in their study and use of 

language and literature. 

 

What is Looking for the Heart of English? 

Looking for the Heart of English is a national conversation about what matters in English teaching. 

(http://heartofenglishblog.wordpress.com/ ) About 400 teachers, students, pupils and subject 

experts from all parts of the country, have participated in the conversation. They spoke of the 

fundamentals which should form the basis for what should be taught. They were emphatic that the 

principles which should underpin an English curriculum for all would raise standards as well as 

engage learners and improve their communication. The suggestions in this booklet are all based on 

contributions from this conversation, and seek to help teachers to make the aspirations a classroom 

reality. 

Our publication, Meeting High Expectations, contains articles by English experts on what would be 

needed for the new curriculum to raise standards and be inspiring. It can be found at 

(http://heartofenglishblog.wordpress.com/meeting-high-expectations/) 

Looking for the Heart of English is supported by the National Association for Advisers in English 

(NAAE), The United Kingdom Literacy association (UKLA), the National Association for the Teaching 

of English (NATE), the London Association for the Teaching of English (LATE), and the English and 

Media Centre (EMC). The steering group is chaired by Sue Horner and includes representatives from 

each of these organisations. 

 

  

http://heartofenglishblog.wordpress.com/meeting-high-expectations/
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The Heart of the Curriculum for English 

The teaching of English must be underpinned by these essential principles: 

 Language and literature become meaningful and fulfilling when they are linked to the lives 

of learners and to the wider contexts of culture and society. 

 Language development, which begins with talk, is central to all learning, so speaking and 

listening must be a fundamental part of the curriculum, supporting learners in expressing 

ideas and feelings, in respecting others and empathising with them.  

 Excellence in speaking and listening enables learners to have the confidence and skill to 

communicate with others in different situations, and so be able to be successful in 

education, the workplace and in social life. 

 Being able to communicate correctly and appropriately means learners can participate 

effectively in different contexts. Connecting accurate use of language to why it matters 

enables learners to understand the significance of grammar, punctuation, spelling and 

standard English. 

 Studying how language works, in oral, visual and written texts, should be connected to 

extending learners’ pleasure in and uses of language.  

 Non-fiction, information texts and documentary, on paper and on screen, offer commentary 

and opinion and these stimulate thinking and provoke response to both content and form. 

Such texts use a range of linguistic and literary ways of expressing the ideas, which learners 

need to understand so they can both analyse what is said and use the techniques effectively 

for themselves. 

 The study of literature offers a gateway to different views of the world, highlighting 

experience across time and place, enabling understanding of different perspectives and 

cultures and developing empathy.   

 Narratives and poetry explore feelings and ideas which have meaning in both the context in 

which they were written and for readers and listeners today. 

 Effective readers, writers and speakers can analyse, appreciate and evaluate language and 

literature. To do this they need the vocabulary and critical skills through which they can 

convey their responses and ideas. 

 Participation in the cultural life of different communities enriches the lives of young people. 

The curriculum should provide opportunities for all learners to participate in drama 

activities, visit theatres and work with writers of all kinds, including storytellers and poets. 

 The richness of cultural life which is available digitally should be exploited, interacting with 

others in person and via the internet. 

 Learning to read, write and talk at all stages should include engaging and challenging texts, 

which stimulate imagination and give confidence in moving beyond what is familiar to new 

skills in speaking and writing and developing depth of understanding of what they read, hear 

and see.  
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Using these principles 

Looking for the Heart of English invites you to consider the implications of these principles for your 

English curriculum. This curriculum does not specify the topics, texts or tasks which must be 

included. Instead it suggests how such content should be handled in the classroom so that learners 

gain maximum benefit in learning language and literature. This booklet offers ways in which you 

might decide priorities for your learners and school, by discussing the ideas and adapting your 

planning to make sure learners experience an exciting curriculum which will make a significant 

difference to their lives. You can use these materials to provoke discussion, act as a checklist, re-

engage with what really matters in English, and appraise your current provision. It’s up to you. 

 

As a starting point, a group of teachers or a department might consider these questions related to 

page 4: 

 Which of these ideas are the most important for your learners? 

 Which suggestions are already a priority in your curriculum? 

 Which ideas are not currently included in your curriculum? 

 Which ideas are the most challenging for you? What support might be needed to introduce 

them? 

 What changes might be needed in how you teach? 

 

The rest of this booklet suggests questions to ask of the teaching and learning of English in your 

school, based on the key ideas from Looking for the Heart of English. These pages make connections 

between the essential principles (page 4) and more practical implications for organising your 

curriculum. These questions can be used as a self evaluation tool and to consider progression in the 

opportunities offered to learners.  

 

We welcome your comments on these ideas and we hope that you will send us a note of how you 

have used the principles and questions. We are keen to hear how it may have influenced your 

curriculum planning and which ideas you found most important. To help others, we would like to 

show examples of this kind of thinking and planning on the Heart of English website 

(http://heartofenglishblog.wordpress.com/).  

Please send your ideas and comments to heartofenglish@hotmail.co.uk  

                                                                                            

 

mailto:heartofenglish@hotmail.co.uk
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Widening Horizons 

 Moving from immediate experience to wider issues and ideas 

Some essential principles 

 The study of literature offers a gateway to different views of the world, highlighting 

experience across time and place, enabling understanding of different perspectives and 

cultures and developing empathy.   
 Learning to read, write and talk at all stages should include engaging and challenging texts, 

which stimulate imagination and give confidence in moving beyond what is familiar to new 

skills in speaking and writing and developing depth of understanding of what they read, hear 

and see.  

 Non-fiction, information texts and documentary, on paper and on screen, offer commentary 

and opinion and these stimulate thinking and provoke response to both content and form. 

 

Reflecting and planning                                                   

Widening horizons 
 
Do learners have planned opportunities to: 

Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr 

read texts from different cultures and discuss 
how they present similar themes, ideas and 
values  

      

understand and empathise with people, 
characters and attitudes in different situations, 
in their reading, writing and drama 

      

expand their repertoire of talk, reading and 
writing to communicate effectively beyond their 
peer group  

      

consider why some texts are better than others 
and why some literature is thought to be of high 
quality  

      

widen their understanding of the part that talk, 
reading and writing plays in the their own and 
others’ lives  

      

read poetry, prose and other texts that are not 
specifically written for children or young adults 

      
 

Key 

NP: Not present  SE: Some evidence  WE: Well established 
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The World beyond School 

Developing meaning and motivation through links to real purposes  

Some essential principles                                                        

 Being able to communicate correctly and appropriately means learners can participate 

effectively in different contexts. Connecting accurate use of language to why it matters 

enables learners to understand the significance of grammar, punctuation, spelling and 

standard English.  
 Studying how language works, in oral, visual and written texts, must be connected to 

extending learners’ pleasure in and uses of language.  
 Non-fiction, information texts and documentary, on paper and on screen, offer commentary 

and opinion and these stimulate thinking and provoke response to both content and form. 

Such texts use a range of linguistic and literary ways of expressing the ideas, which learners 

need to understand so they can both analyse what is said and use the techniques effectively 

for themselves.  
 Excellence in speaking and listening enables learners to have the confidence and skill to 

communicate with others in different situations, and so be able to be successful in 

education, the workplace and in social life. 

Reflecting and planning                                                  

The world beyond school 
 
Do learners have planned opportunities to: 

Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr 

explore the relevance of what they have 
read, heard and seen to their own lives 

      
link themes and ideas from  texts to current 
events and the world beyond the classroom 

      
be involved in real events and activities that 
place different demands on their written and 
spoken language  

      

use different forms of technology to 
communicate with real people beyond the 
school  for different purposes 

      

explore the use of spoken and written 
standard English in contexts beyond school 
and the importance of clarity and accuracy  

      

analyse how language is used in the media 
for different purposes 

      
discuss why what they are learning matters 
now and for their futures 

      
work with professional writers/performers       
Key 

NP: Not present  SE: Some evidence  WE: Well established 
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Creative thinking 

Using language to explore possibilities, question assumptions and take new directions 

Some essential principles 

 Participation in the cultural life of different communities enriches the lives of young people. 

The curriculum should provide opportunities for all learners to participate in drama 

activities, visit theatres and work with writers of all kinds, including storytellers and poets. 
 Learning to read, write and talk at all stages should include engaging and challenging texts, 

stimulating imagination and giving confidence in moving beyond what is familiar to new 

skills in speaking and writing and developing depth of understanding of what they read, hear 

and see.   
 Language development, which begins with talk, is central to all learning, so speaking and 

listening must be a fundamental part of the curriculum, supporting learners in expressing 

ideas and feelings, in respecting others and empathising with them 
 Studying how language works, in oral, visual and written texts, must be connected to 

extending learners’ own pleasure in and uses of language.  
 Non-fiction, information texts and documentary, on paper and on screen, offer commentary 

and opinion and these stimulate thinking and provoke response to both content and form.  

Reflecting and planning 

Creative thinking 
 
Do learners have planned opportunities to: 

Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr 

experiment and play with language and 
forms 

      
go beyond their ‘comfort zone’ in extending 
their ideas and using language 

      
use language imaginatively to explore and 
resolve problems and find new approaches 
to tasks 

      

make creative links between their work and  
other art forms (eg. music, film, drama, art) 

      
use voice, gesture, movement and language 
to create situations, characters and ideas  

      
recognise and challenge clichés and 
formulaic uses of language 

      
explore different  viewpoints and take 
positions that might contradict their own 

      
choose how to present the final outcome of 
their work 

      
 

Key 

NP: Not present  SE: Some evidence  WE: Well established 
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Contexts and connections 

Understanding how learning fits together  

Some essential principles 

 Language and literature become meaningful and fulfilling when they are linked to the lives 

of learners and to the wider contexts of culture and society. 

 Narratives and poetry explore feelings and ideas which have meaning in both the context in 

which they were written and for readers and listeners today. 

 Studying how language works, in oral, visual and written texts, should be connected to 

extending learners’ own uses of language.  

 The study of literature offers a gateway to different views of the world, highlighting 

experience across time and place, enabling understanding of different perspectives and 

cultures and developing empathy.   

Reflecting and planning                                                 

Contexts and connections 
 
Do learners have planned opportunities to: 

Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr 

integrate speaking and listening, reading and 
writing in ways that enhance and develop each 
of the modes and show how they are connected 

      

select the most useful reading and writing skills 
they have learnt for a particular task 

      
draw on their understanding of social and 
historical contexts to understand why and how 
texts mattered for the time and place they were 
written 

      

explore how English language and literature 
have developed over time 

      
make complementary or contrasting links 
within and between texts to enhance 
understanding of meaning and effects. 

      

apply what they have learnt in one context to 
another 

      
make connections between their talk, reading 
and writing in and out of school 

      
connect different parts of their learning in 
English 

      

 

Key 

NP: Not present  SE: Some evidence  WE: Well established 
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Independence and choice 

Developing confidence and success through choice, exploration, personal response 

Some essential principles:  

 Effective readers, writers and speakers can analyse, appreciate and evaluate language and 

literature. To do this they need the vocabulary and critical skills through which they can 

convey their responses and ideas.  
 Learning to read, write and talk at all stages should include engaging and challenging texts, 

stimulating imagination and giving confidence in moving beyond what is familiar to new 

skills in speaking and writing and developing depth of understanding of what they read, hear 

and see.   
 Language development, which begins with talk, is central to all learning, so speaking and 

listening must be a fundamental part of the curriculum, supporting learners in expressing 

ideas and feelings, in respecting others and empathising with them.  

Reflecting and planning 

Independence and choice 
 
Do learners have planned opportunities to:  

Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr Yr 

develop and justify  their own ideas and 
opinions about texts 

      
read independently for pleasure and discuss 
what they have read 

      
write independently for pleasure and discuss 
what they have written 

      
explain why they have used  grammatical or 
structural features for effect in their writing 

      
adapt speech for different purposes and 
audiences and explain how and why 

      
make choices about the topic, audience, 
form, or purpose of their writing 

      
make reasoned and extended contributions  
to discussions 

      
pursue  ideas that interest them in depth       
research a topic themselves and with a 
group 

      
apply the skills of spoken language, reading 
and writing they are learning, in meaningful 
contexts right from the earliest stages 

      

 

Key 

NP: Not present  SE: Some evidence  WE: Well established 


