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Reference to the Curricula 
 

From the advent of compulsory state education in 1870 empire featured in the 

historical and geographical education of children. Geography lessons looked at the 

extent and variety of the lands of the Empire – invariably coloured pink on a 

Mercator projection of the globe centring on Britain. History concentrated on deeds 

of daring resulting in the expansion of the Empire and saw this expansion not only 

as beneficial to Britain but also to the lands brought under the imperial wing. The 

Empire was portrayed as a family nurtured and guided by the ‘mother country’. It 

was held up as a model of matriarchal benevolence expanding through a sense of 

duty. A ‘white man’s burden’ to quote Rudyard Kipling: imperial enthusiast extreme. 

Every year ‘Empire Day’ reminded each child of the achievement of empire: but 

none of its drawbacks. 

Such a view of the British Empire remained dominant in British schools until the 

late 1950s when withdrawal from Empire began in earnest as new nations gained 

independence from Britain. ‘Empire Day’ gave way to ‘Commonwealth Day’ with 

an emphasis on partnership with Britain rather than on British benevolent 

superiority. Since education was organised under local democratic control with no 

centrally imposed national curriculum it is difficult to paint a picture of a general 
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educational approach to empire in British state schools in the 1960s, 70s and 80s. It 

is likely that Local Educational Authorities of a more socialist persuasion promoted 

an emphasis on withdrawal and the birth of new nations whereas those under right 

of centre control perhaps were happier with an emphasis at least partially based on 

regret and wistful nostalgia for past glory.  Where such guidance is lacking it is also 

highly likely that the views of individual teachers shaped the approach in the 

classroom. 

The 1991 National Curriculum, whilst willing to look at examples of empire other 

than the British for children aged up to 11, placed a clear focus on the British 

Empire from an economic perspective for children of secondary school age (11-16 

at that time). Britain’s worldwide expansion and Empire was studied from the point 

of view of its effect on British economy and society to the exclusion of any effect 

on controlled lands. 

By 2000 the study of other world empires was permitted for secondary children and 

the study of the British Empire was exemplified by a study of its development and 

methods of rule. The focus on economic and social effect of colonisation on Britain 

remained statutory but this was joined by a study of expansion and its effect on 

others – albeit in non statutory guidance. In practice many schools seized instead on 

the chance to study the abolition of slavery and the slave trade in the British Empire 

seeing this as sufficient coverage of empire given limited curriculum time.  

By 2007 the requirement to study the British Empire and its impact on different 

people in Britain and overseas had become statutory and explicit. It was also joined 
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by a requirement to look at pre-colonial civilisations thereby telling schools to stop 

the study of subjected peoples only through the lens of British control. 

The current (2014) National Curriculum mentions ‘the expansion and dissolution of 

empires’ as a statutory aim for all children thereby ostensibly broadening study of 

empire once again beyond that of Britain. However in the statutory ‘subject content’ 

for children older than 11 firmly brings study of effects of empire securely back to a 

British focus ‘ideas, political power, industry and empire: Britain, 1745-1901’. 

Optional examples are presented of possible depth study of British rule in India and 

dissolution of Empire in the sub-continent yet these sit uneasily with that statutory 

focus on effects of empire on Britain. It should also be noted that approximately 

50% of British state funded schools – Academies and Free Schools - are exempt 

from having to follow this national curriculum and are thereby free to choose for 

themselves whether to study empire at all. It does remain likely that the National 

Curriculum will be used by many of these schools as a rough guide in drawing up 

programmes of study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


