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For some time (around 100 years), the dominant in¯ uence in the shaping of curricula
has been that of the academics in their separate knowledge ® elds. In the contemporary world, that
academic hegemony is dissolving as curricula become subject to two contending patterns of change.
Firstly, in a mass higher education system, there will be tendencies towards increased diversity in the
components of curricula, the positioning of the providing institution being just one in¯ uence to which
are added manifold `external’ in¯ uences, such as a growing student market and the interests of
employers. Secondly, and in contradistinction to such diversity, as the state looks to see a greater
responsiveness towards the world of work, it is possible that a universal shift in the direction of
performativity is emerging: what counts is less what individuals know and more what individuals can
do (as represented in their demonstrable `skills’). Hitherto, systematic attention to curricula as such
in higher education has been barely evident. Accordingly, curricula are taking on ad hoc patterns
that are the unwitting outfall of this complex of forces at work, diversifying and universalising asÐ at
the same timeÐ these forces are. In consequence, curricula will be unlikely to yield the human qualities
of being that the current age of supercomplexity requires.
ABSTRACT

Introduction
This article offers some preliminary suggestions arising out of a research project that has been
examining the changing patterns of undergraduate curricula in the UK. The project has been
examining ® ve subject areas in six multifaculty universities. The subject areas chosen were
chemistry, electronic engineering, history, nursing and midwifery studies, and management
studies; the six universities were chosen to represent a range of institutions across pre-1992
and post-1992 institutions. The purpose of this article, however, is less to offer detailed
empirical ® ndings and more to begin to develop a framework through which curricula change
in a mass higher education system at the end of the twentieth century can be understood.
Curricula in UK higher education have not been extensively studied and those studies
that exist are becoming dated. The major works by Boys et al. (1988) and Squires (1990)
most closely approach the topic, but their datedness alone points to the desirability of
examining curricula within the contemporary higher education system and of attempting to
incorporate contemporary social theory.
Situating Curricular Change
Curricula are offered by institutions of higher education which themselves are located in a
world of change. The extent to which those institutions perceive such a world of change and
the extent to which they choose to respond to those changes will inevitably vary. There will
also be variation, we may hypothesise, across disciplines. These simple initial observations
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generate some signi® cant questions. For instance, to what extent are institutions responding
to change? What are the sources of change to which disciplines respond? What are the
characteristic differences in response? What is the balance of in¯ uence as between institutions
and disciplines?
In relation to curricula that institutions offer, such questions prompt a more fundamental challenge: what kind of analytical framework (or frameworks) is going to be helpful in
understanding curricula and curricula change? At what level should the analytical framework
be pitched in order for us to gain a purchase on higher education curricula?
Since higher education curricula have not been extensively studied, we may turn to wider
literatures to secure some initial bearings. For example, Clark (1983, p. 143) suggested that
universities can be located amid a triangle of forces: state authority, market and academic
`oligarchy’ . Translating this schema so as to illuminate curricula, we could assess, in turn, the
extent to which curricula are shaped by national bodies, by the power of the market and by
the interests of the academic community. Such a schema, however, presents immediate
problems.
Firstly, the professionsÐ to which many courses in higher education are orientedÐ would
surely have to be considered to constitute a separate force of change. Secondly, the idea of
a market in relation to curricula is problematic. The UK is developing a student marketÐ and
is, thereby, approaching the USA model in this respectÐ but the employer interests could be
considered to constitute a kind of quasi-market to which courses may be orienting themselves. On the other hand, the `labour market’ , in so far as it is a set of signals from employers
interpreted by applicants, brings together both students and employers. The market, accordingly, has no unambiguous reading in relation to curricula.
Thirdly, the category of `academic’ is problematic. On the one hand, across the
disciplines, there are signi® cant differences in the construction of the `academic’ as a
particular form of identity: across the ® elds of knowledge, differences are apparent both in
terms of the relationships to the world of work and in terms of the relationships between
research and teaching. What it is to be `an academic’ is by no means given but is a matter
of dynamic relationships between social and epistemological interests and structures.
On the other hand, while there may be characteristics of curricula that are generic to
disciplines (and that has to be determined), it would be uncontroversial to suggest that some
characteristics at least are discipline-speci® c. Furthermore, some disciplines could be sets of
activity largely distinct from the world of work whereas others derive their locus from
activities in the world of work (including the professions). So the category of `academic’ is
problematic also in relation to curricula conjuring up dimensions of speci® city and generality;
and of knowledge-in-itself and knowledge-in-work.
If a schema such as Clark’ sÐ in attempting to chart the forces acting on curriculaÐ runs
us into dif® culties, an alternative tack might be to turn to a framework such as that of
Bernstein. His concepts of framing and classi® cation (presented in his earlier work but
developed in his more recent work [1996]) could be potent means of analysing curricula in
higher education. They can help to illuminate, for example, the extent of boundaries both
between lecturers and students in the pedagogical relationship (the tightness of framing) and
the boundaries between the curriculum contents (the tightness or looseness of its
classi® cation). There is a dif® culty, however, with such an approach in that, while it
illuminates the internal characteristics of the curriculum, especially the character of the
pedagogical relationships and identities, it glosses over the dynamics between the curriculum
and its total environment. Indeed, the notions of power and control, which lie behind
Bernstein’ s framework, cannot be properly understood in the curriculum setting unless we
situate the curriculum within its total context.
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There is a fundamental dilemma, then, before us in attempting to understand curricula
in a mass higher education system in the modern world: either we focus on curricula as sites
of social processes in their own right, and in doing so neglect the ways in which the wider
world interpenetrates higher education, or we attempt to include the wider world in so far as
it affects the curriculum and, thereby, run into the dif® culties of attempting to form analytical
frameworks that can do justice to the complexity of those relationships (across, in the UK,
around 100 university institutions and 40,000 courses).
Only the latter strategy could be said to be intellectually and practically adequate to the
situation that confronts us. We need to situate curricula amid the wider social and even global
context. The curriculum is likely to be in¯ uenced by many factors external to higher
education. In turn, manifold dynamic relationships are developing between those external
factors and knowledge ® elds on the one hand and institutions of higher education on the
other as they take up their own place in the wider repositioning of higher education in the
wider world (Cof® eld & Williamson, 1997). Consequently, there can be no reason to believe
that there will be any de® nite pattern to changes taking place in curricula.
A Supercomplex World
The challenges of understanding the changing patterns of the curriculum in higher education
are, however, even more severe. Higher education is faced not just with preparing students
for a complex world but is faced with preparing them for a supercomplex world. It is a world
where nothing can be taken for granted, where no frame of understanding or of action can
be entertained with any security. It is a world in which we are conceptually challenged, and
continually so.
A complex world is one in which we are assailed by more facts, data, evidence, tasks and
arguments than we can easily handle within the frameworks in which we have our being. By
contrast, a supercomplex world is one in which the very frameworks by which we orient
ourselves to the world are themselves contested. Supercomplexity denotes a fragile world but
it is a fragility brought on not merely by social and technological change; it is a fragility in the
way that we understand the world, in the way in which we understand ourselves and in the
ways in which we feel secure about acting in the world.
This triple set of challengesÐ of understanding, of self-identity and of actionÐ arises out
of a conjunction of contexts that are caught in the term `a global age’ (Albrow, 1996) in
which forms of life interact globally. Associated subcontexts are those of the arrival of the
information age, with its compression of time and space; the so-called post-Fordist environments of work, which place more onus on individuals to take responsibility for their actions
in ¯ atter organisational structures; and an increasing multiplication of sites of knowledge
production coupled with a widening of the forms of what is held to count as legitimate
knowledge. A separate context germane to these considerations is that of the rise of the `risk
society’ (Beck, 1992) in which societyÐ worldwideÐ comes to be structured anew through
`manufactured risk’ , namely, those forms of risk that human beings have generated through
the technological and conceptual schemas that they have wrought on the world (Giddens,
1995).
A further global change that may be characterising forms of knowledge is that of a
possible shift towards `performativity’ (Lyotard, 1984). This performative shift may work at
relatively subterranean levels, being evident at the level of topics and even concepts within
disciplines. As disciplines are called upon to demonstrate their use-value in the global market,
subtle shifts may be detected in the inner constitution of disciplines. (I return to this matter
later.)
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A yet further set of relevant changes is that of the changing patterns of the economy in
an advanced society such as the UK. Although the economy may be falling somewhat short
relative to its competitors, nevertheless the underlying intention is to develop a high-skill,
high value-added economy. Two shifts are embedded in this observation. Firstly, the
`knowledge society’ (Stehr, 1994) calls for increasingly differentiated knowledges (plural)
(Gokulsing & DaCosta, 1997) of an increasingly elaborate form. Secondly, to technical skills
is added a call for more generic skills. (Whether the latter exist is a further matter that we
cannot go into here.)
This supercomplexity shows itself discursively in the world of work through such terms
as `¯ exibility’ , `adaptability’ and (more recently still) `self-reliance’ (Association of Graduate
Recruiters 1995). In such terminology, we ® nd a sense of individuals having to take onto
themselves responsibility for continually reconstituting themselves through their lifespan.
(Such an individualism also comes to form a new de® nition of `the learning society’.) It also
shows itself in the call for `communication skills’ and for `leadership skills’ since, in a
globalised world, communication is made both more problematic and more urgent.
Interpreting the Signals
Against this background, those in higher education responsible for offering programmes of
study are faced with nigh-on impossible challenges. Each curriculum can be understood as
a set of more or less intentional strategies to produceÐ in each studentÐ a set of subjectivities.
But, from our preceding re¯ ections, it is clear that the required set of subjectivities is unlikely
to be made clear to higher education. Higher education is called upon to be responsive to the
`needs’ of society, especially to produce skilled human capital for the labour market, but even
for those willing to so respond, higher education is having to detect and to decipher the
messages coming at it.
The messages are mixed, uneven, often weak, changing and even con¯ icting; and even
merely tacit. Subjectivities for now or for an uncertain future; for the immediate locality or
for the global world; for a supervisory role or for one of `leadership’ ; for a particular sector
of the labour market orÐ through `generic skills’ Ð for the world of work as a whole; these are
just some of the decisions, accordingly, that the construction of a curriculum in higher
education calls for.
A curriculumÐ as we have notedÐ is an educational project for producing a set of
subjectivities; but the subjectivities are likely to be mixed in any instance. A world of
supercomplexityÐ as I earlier termed itÐ implicates different dimensions of human being
calling forth, in curriculum design, epistemological (knowing), praxis (action) and ontological
(self-identity) elements. As a result, we may conjecture, the curriculum is widening: a broader
array of subjectivities is being urged upon higher education as worthy of a place within the
undergraduate curriculum. It never was solely a set of epistemological elements, but they
have probably tended to dominate most curricula in higher education. The reason for such
an epistemological domination is that the control of the curriculum has beenÐ to a considerable extentÐ in the hands of the academics; the curriculum in higher education has been a
site of so-called producer capture. Those elements are now broadening as the needs of a
changing and supercomplex world exert themselves.
A further set of signals affecting the development of the curriculum is constituted
through the growthÐ as a matter of state policy in the UKÐ of higher education as a market.
The Teaching Quality Assessment exercise (now termed Subject Review) in the UK has, as
part of its purpose, the publication of the assessments so as to stimulate a more informed set
of consumer choices. The setting of course fees is doubtless stimulating more of a market.
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The market, however, is not just local (within the UK) but is also global. Many institutions
see their competitor institutions as those in other countries as much as, if not more than, in
the UK. Some institutionsÐ or, at least, some departmentsÐ may declare themselves to be
immune to market considerations, apparently secure in the knowledge that they are assured
of a ready supply of well-quali® ed applicants. The extent to which such self-assurances are
re¯ ected in perhaps slowly changing curricula practices remains a matter for investigation.
A yet further matter affecting the form and character of curricula in higher education is
that of the injection into universities of a more corporate style of management. `Top± down’
signals about the kinds of `skills’ to be developed might be mirrored, for example, by the
establishment of modular degree schemes, designed both to offer ef® ciency savings and
to inject something of an internal student market. Institutional learning and teaching
strategiesÐ now required by the Higher Education Funding Council of each institution in
EnglandÐ may also in¯ uence curricula as well as pedagogies; for instance, in looking to inject
action-oriented elements and elements that look to students to extend their own selves.
For now, a ® nal set of signals requiring interpretation by curriculum providers is that of
the effort on the part of the state to bring about more of an equality in status between the two
major functions of a university, namely, research and teaching. In a mass higher education
system, it is felt both that teaching has to be more effective and more ef® cient (especially
given the lower unit of resource provided by the state itself) and that research cannot offer
the main basis of teaching, given the selectivity towards research that a mass higher education
system brings. Accordingly, the state is attempting to encourage innovation in the teaching
function, both technologically (especially through the greater use of information technology)
and educationally, through experimentation and dissemination of `good practice’ . Wittingly
or unwittingly, such pedagogical innovation will have implications for the curriculum, in the
most general sense of that term.
Mixing the Currents
A curriculum, then, is going to represent a mix of dimensions and elements embedded in
such media as disciplinary developments, state-sponsored debate, the student market and
increasing academic± employer discussions. Extending a little beyond our discussion hitherto,
nine dimensions can be disentangled, each with its own elements:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
(viii)
(ix)

internal and external;
epistemological, practical and ontological;
truth and performance;
managerial, academic and market;
local, national and global;
past, present and future orientation;
context-speci® c and context-generic;
endorsing and critical orientations;
re¯ exivity and the promotion of self.

These dimensions and elements cut across each other. For instance, `skills’ can be evident
under several of these dimensions (ii, iii, vii, viii); markets (iv) can be local, national or global
(v) in character and they can be internal or external in character (i); knowledge (ii) can be
truth-oriented or performative (iii) in character. Many more such cross-cuttings can be
observed.
The ways in which these dimensions and elements might enter the curriculum are likely
to be numerous and inchoate. For the most part, we may conjecture that decisions are not
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taken deliberately. On the one hand, lecturers offering a course will be unlikely to possess the
conceptual background in order to be able to make such decisions explicit to themselves.
That is to say, they will not necessarily be aware that they are making decisions along these
dimensions. But, in addition, these matters of curriculum design may not be voiced at all; they
may not be matters for discussion. There may be no local forum where such matters can be
raised; there may be no course team where such issues could be identi® ed, addressed and
made problematic. To do so would, among other things, make public and explicit a
curriculum that stands outside of the lecturers as individuals and, therefore, might appear to
impinge upon their academic freedom. Curricula in higher education are to a large degree
hidden curricula, being lived by rather than being determined. They have an elusive quality
about them. Their actual dimensions and elements are tacit. They take on certain patterns
and relationships but those patterns and relationships will be hidden from all concerned,
except as they are experienced by the students.
The End of Purity
It is unlikely that there remains any complete `singular’ (Bernstein, 1996). The arrival of mass
higher education, the lowering of the unit of resource, the desire of the state to move
curricula in the direction of enterprise, the increased pull of the labour market, the bargaining
that students may come to exert on their curricula, the greater interest of the professions in
their educational functions: all these developments are society-wide in their manifestations.
Some institutions and some knowledge ® elds will be able to resist changing to some extent
but it is unlikely that any pool of purity will remain. Every curriculum will exhibit some form or
even forms of hybridity.
Emerging models are, therefore, likely to be constituted through amalgams of different
components (see earlier). The key question, then, is twofold: what are the principal components of emerging curricula? What are the emerging dominant combinations (models) of
curricula? Despite the likely omnipresence of differing forms of hybridity, might we also be
witnessing contemporaneously the emerging of a new universal in the patterning of curricula?
Is it just possible that we may be in the presence of a multiplying differentiation and a
common thread? Such a set of contending forces may be precisely to hand. Of course, if there
is a unifying thread, it will not come neatly packaged, readily visible; it is bound itself to
exhibit internal differences.
The Performative Slide
Following Lyotard (1984), we can hypothesise that curricula are exhibiting a general
tendency of performativity. Performativity comes in a number of variants, of which I would
identify the following.
(A) Epistemological. The intellectual base of a knowledge ® eld may itself take a performative
turn, in which pragmatic interests directed to problems in the world come to be
embedded in the inner structure of the ® eld. Sub® elds, topics, frameworks and concepts
may all have their locus to a signi® cant degree in the world of action. Problems-in-theworld call for solutions. It may be, of course, that the problems are technical in character
and are themselves the result of earlier technologies, themselves underpinned by knowledge ® elds. In other words, the new problem-solving is called for as a result of the
`manufactured risk’ (Giddens, 1995) begotten by knowledge already-in-the-world.
Mode 1 knowledge (in the academy) is called upon to transmute itself into Mode 2

Curricula in Higher Education

(B)

(C)

(D)

(E)

(F)

(G)

261

knowledge in the world (Gibbons et al., 1994). For example, lasers have been both
spawned by Mode 1 knowledge but in turn cause Mode 1 knowledge to turn into Mode
2 knowledge as lasers come to constitute part of the intellectual ® elds of physics and
electrical engineering. This performativity is epistemological because we are here witnessing a slide in the epistemology of knowledge ® elds. Subtly, and unnoticed, they
become operational and pragmatic in character.
Corporate-instrumental. Many sectors of the corporate world are presenting with clusters
of problems to be addressed which may be taken up as research topics and which,
therefore, again bring a reshaping to the knowledge ® eld. Such problem nets do not just
emerge from industry (such as the electronic, pharmaceutical and engineering sectors)
but may arise from the professional or service sectors (such as the transport, architectural
or social work settings). In turn, such problem nets may serve as pedagogical devices.
PedagogicalÐ technological. The technologies of the pedagogy may not just change but
come to take on a performative aura, in which the performance becomes objecti® ed, split
apart from the substance of the educational transaction. With computer technologies in
particular (such as Powerpoint), the lecture becomes an event to be consumed by passive
spectators. This mesmerism works a new magic, not of ideas and concepts but of glitz
and show as such.
PedagogicalÐ educational. In a mass higher education system, there emerges a drive to
produce `independent learners’ , such learning being apparently facilitated by new
technologies, especially the computer. The computer both captures and sets free, as it
seems, at the same time. It also calls forth new performativities, requiring (in some forms
of computer modelling in engineering and chemistry) the coordination of eye, hand and
brain in new interactions and new systems.
EducationalÐ disciplinary. Partly through the press of a heterogeneous intake of students
(amid `massi® cation’ ), efforts are made to ® nd ways of increasing the students’ understanding of topics. Understanding, in other words, can no longer be taken for granted
but is now focused upon the conditions of entry into a disciplinary domain. `Problemsolving’ , accordingly, has entered the more technical curricula but now takes on a
particular hue, namely that of cementing basic routines within the discipline.
EducationalÐ corporate life-world. Increasingly, students are being asked to take on the
general capacities (`core skills’ ) required by the corporate world. They are required to
give oral presentations on their projects, engage more in group projects, and attend
to their written communicative `skills’ (which themselves are expected to be more iconic
in character). Within curricula, students are being asked thereby to assume more
performative identities alongside their cognitive personae.
Self-monitoring. Both in the humanities and in the vocational disciplines, students are
being required to develop self-monitoring capacities. These may be largely internal and
educational in character, calling for the development of re¯ exive capacities of various
kinds (and in this sense could not sensibly be said to be performative in character). But,
and especially in the vocational ® elds (nursing being a good example), self-monitoring
may take on a performative character, where students are asked to demonstrate publicly
their powers of self-monitoring. The pedagogical technologies widen, for example, to
include `learning logs’ .

As these features come to be ever more commonplace, as they become evidentÐ doubtless to
different degrees and with separate nuancesÐ across knowledge ® elds and institutions, so
there arises a near-universal shift towards performativity. From a curriculum for inner
contemplation to a curriculum for outer performance; there appears this recurring pattern.
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Partly, this transition is an unintended consequence of responses to a `massi® ed’ pedagogical
situation. Partly, it is a re¯ ection of an underlying pedagogical shift: knowledge itself is taking
a performative turn. But partly, too, it is symptomatic of closer relationships with wider
stakeholders so that the external is assimilated within and becomes constitutive of curricula
and pedagogies themselves. The external becomes the internal.
The results, we might hypothesise, are likely to be profound for the formation of student
identities. At one level, students are likely to be more adept at handling themselves in the
world in the domains of performance itself but also of cognition and self-identity. At another
level, however, understanding may be contained, held back at levels which simply ensure a
satisfactory performance. No longer can we look forward to informed action; what emerges
is behaviour lacking an underpinning in deep and wide understanding. The mass higher
education may be producing accomplished technicians, able to deal with real-world problems, interweaving within and between teams and presenting themselves to effect. They may
even produce transformations (Harvey, 1996) in their environment. But the verbs in those
sentencesÐ `deal’ , `produce’ , `interweave’ , and `present’Ð indicate that we are in the presence
of instrumental and technical reason as distinct from re¯ ective and communicative reason. In
attempting and in apparently succeeding in helping students to live in the here-and-now,
curricula may fail to impart to students the ontological and epistemological resources for
engaging meaningfully with others in a world in which nothing is certain.
Directionless Transitions
Curricula in higher education, I have been implying, take different shapes as a result of
separate sets of negotiations between contending forces. The state, the labour market,
students, knowledge ® elds and institutions exert their in¯ uence in varying proportions across
curricula. At one level, this heterogeneity is valuable. The labour market and society more
generally require a diversity of subjectivities. This unplanned free-for-all has a logic to it. In
the UK, moves by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) to develop common threshold
standards by benchmarking curricula in different subjects can be read as a means of clarifying
the messages in the `relays’ (Bernstein, 1996) between the higher education system and the
labour market. But they can also be read as an inappropriate effort to limit diversity at a time
when more diversity is required (Brown, 1999).
But the QAA strategy can also be seen as problematic in another sense. Graduates are
having to make their way in the world, a world that exhibits global features of challenge,
uncertainty, turbulence, unquanti® able risk, contestability and unpredictability. That curricula are the haphazard fall-out of largely unre¯ ective interactions between a multitude of
in¯ uences is not going to produce subjectivities that are appropriate to this world of
supercomplexity (Barnett, 2000). This is so at two levels. Firstly, the range of subjectivities
that emerges from universities in a mass higher education system can hardly be adequate to
global features: particularities are no match for global features. Secondly, higher education
remains largely amateur in the construction of its curricula. By and large, many departmentsÐ even in pre-1992 universitiesÐ have teaching committees but they lack the conceptual resources to construct curricula on an informed basis. (It appears that the newly
established Institute for Learning and Teaching is likely to focus its attention on teaching
activities. There is no sign as yet that it will seek to develop an agenda for curriculum matters
as such.)
Putting it charitably, we can say that the changes that are apparent in undergraduate
curricula are evidence of a search for curricula that are appropriate to a supercomplex world.
Gradually, curricula are showing signs of providing students with powers of re¯ ection,
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capacities to act in the world, a greater awareness of self and metacapacities that generate
personal and interpersonal resources not just for coping with supercomplexity but also a
mode of effective being within it.
That the competence ideology is unable to secure a ® rm foothold in higher education,
that skills are to be `embedded’ in curricula (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher
Education [NCIHE], 1997) rather than being an adjunct to them, and that `breadth’ is still
encouraged indicates that segregated competences are not required from higher education.
Higher education is called upon to develop meta-qualities of `self-reliance’ (Association
of Graduate Recruiters, 1995) that will enable graduates not just to survive amid supercomplexity but also to prosper in it and even to go on contributing to it. The dif® culty is that
it will only be sheer happenstance as to whether any one curriculum is likely to yield the
subjectivities that are appropriate to a world of supercomplexity.
Under what conditions, then, is a curriculum for supercomplexity likely to be forthcoming? The challenge is to produce a set of experiences that in turn encourage the formation
of human qualities able to engage effectively with multiple frameworks, contesting value
systems and open-ended action situations. A curriculum for supercomplexity has to be an
educational project at once embracing the domains of being, knowing and action; in other
words, a project of ontology, epistemology and praxis. Otherwise, the resources for coping
with and continuing to prosper under conditions of supercomplexity are likely to be lacking.
At most, curricula are edging forward in this direction but sluggishly; and, all too often,
the development of curricula in this direction has actually been arrested if not reversed.
Limited degrees of re¯ exiveness are exhibited both by the elite universities (especially in
science disciplines) and in the new universities (under the press of high student± staff ratios).
Limited degrees of exposure to the world of action are evident in older universities. Limited
metacompetences are evident in the newer universities. The sciences remain characterised by
a lack of re¯ exivity across the system. The newer vocational areas, especially in the newer
universities, are intent on delivering competences for the here-and-now. Pedagogies, in a
mass higher education system, may have the surface structure of promoting independence
but contain a deep structure of con® ning subjectivities within given frameworks. Disciplines
in the older universities remain highly classi® ed, separated from each other, so denying
students the powers both to develop multiple perspectives and the powers of self-critique that
such multiple perspectives could offer.
Some Hypotheses
We can now venture some hypotheses that might be tested empirically:
Hypothesis 1:
Hypothesis 2:
Hypothesis 3:

Hypothesis 4:

Hypothesis 5:
Hypothesis 6:

In higher education, no curriculum will be devoid of change. However, no
de® nite pattern of change will be detectable.
The form of a curriculum will re¯ ect the dominant sources of in¯ uences.
Curricula will be inward looking, re¯ ecting a project of introjection where they
are largely the outcome of academic in¯ uence, and will be outward looking,
re¯ ecting a project of projection, where they are subject to external in¯ uences.
The dominant change in higher education is that of an orientation towards the
world of work. Accordingly, change at the macro-level will be particularly
evident in the direction of projection.
All curricula are mixes. (The issue, for any one curriculum, is what mix and
in what proportions?)
Partly as a result of an institutional dimension becoming more signi® cant in
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the shaping of curricula, the singulars of disciplines are giving way to regions,
formed either by multidisciplinary combinations or by modularisation
(Bernstein, 1996). (This hypothesis is a development of hypothesis 5.)
Hypothesis 7: Institutional policies connected with the curriculum (for example, of modularisation and of `transferable skills’ ) are rhetorical statements, re¯ ecting the
managerial and market discourses; but actual changes in curricula re¯ ect the
extent to which disciplines within institutions are yielding their insularity.
Hypothesis 8: Despite changes brought about by in¯ uences beyond the knowledge ® eld
(hypotheses 4 and 6), the discipline (or knowledge ® eld) constitutes the
largest claim on the identity of academics. Accordingly, curricula changes at
the micro-level will continue primarily to re¯ ect changes in the ® eld of
inquiry.
Hypothesis 9: Comparing the in¯ uence of knowledge ® elds and institutions, knowledge
® elds will exert the larger in¯ uence. Institutions will exert their claims where
disciplines are weak; especially where the research domain is weakly developed. (It followsÐ also from hypothesis 8Ð that institutions are not yet major
determinants of curriculum change per se.)
Hypothesis 10: Where institutions are weak in relation to their knowledge ® elds, curriculum
change will result from non-institutional in¯ uences. Apart from change within
knowledge ® elds itself, curriculum change will be mainly subject to three
sets of potential in¯ uences: the student market, the labour market, and
professional body requirements.
Hypothesis 11: In response to the diverse in¯ uences now acting on the curriculum, especially
its being situated in a global world of unceasing change, the curriculum as a
project will come ever more to embrace three domains of human being, those
of episteme (knowledge), praxis (action) and ontology (self-identity).
Hypothesis 12: The pattern that these three domains will exhibit in structuring the curriculum will be a function of the differential power of the knowledge ® eld and the
positioning of the host institution within the higher education system.
Conclusions
Our conclusions have, in the ® rst place, to be both empirical and theoretical; and, at this
preliminary juncture, they are bound to be somewhat jejune. Empirically, we lack a proper
understanding of the basic shape of contemporary curricula in UK higher education, we
lack an understanding of their general patterns and directions of change and we lack an
understanding of the emerging dominant models of curricula and their respective sources of
change and durability (or even resistance). Theoretically, we lack a body of concepts with
which to place such changes and gain signi® cant insight into them. Here, amid the many
concepts invoked in this article, I have suggested that the concepts of performativity and
supercomplexity in particular offer a way forward.
Those two concepts, we can note, work in differing ways; and they speak to contending
presences within contemporary curricula. The concept of performativity suggests that, amid
growing differences across curricula, a new universal may just be in evidence; and it offers a
critical commentary on such a set of emerging trends. The concept of supercomplexity takes
a wider perspective and offers us a more positive perspective. It points us towards new forms
of curricula that are in themselves at once critical of the emerging performativity and
emancipatory (so far as the idea of emancipation can itself have purchase in a supercomplex
age). Supercomplexity opens a vista of a new `breadth’ in curricula that is grounded in global
changes which in turn call forth wide dimensions of human being; indeed, almost for the ® rst
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time since the Middle Ages, makes legitimate a sense that a curriculum in our universities is
connected with the promotion of human being as such. Qua concept, performativity carries
a legitimate pessimism; supercomplexity offers a plausible optimism.
But, in addition to these empirical and theoretical points, a policy perspective has
opened up, too, in our discussion. Curricula, I have suggested, are in a state of transition but
they are not necessarily moving in any clear or even deliberate direction. Such dominant
directions of change as there areÐ towards performative modesÐ are inappropriate to conditions of supercomplexity. Accordingly, a new responsibility is falling on universities to
demonstrate that the education that they offer is likely to be adequate to the challenges of a
supercomplex world. It is a responsibilityÐ and an educational projectÐ that most universities
and most curricula are failing to meet.
Correspondence: Professor Ronald Barnett, Deans’ Of® ce, Institute of Education, University of
London, Bedford Way, London, WC1H OAL, UK.
NOTE
It may be observedÐ and, possibly, with some surpriseÐ that, in this article, I do not invoke the concepts of
postmodernity or postmodernism. For me, there are grave dif® culties attaching to these terms, not least being
that of the fundamental differences, as I see it, between precisely those two terms. For a fuller set of re¯ ections
along these lines, see my book, Realizing the University (2000).
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