
   [image: Cover: What Are We Teaching?: Powerful Knowledge and a Capabilities Curriculum by Richard Bustin]


   
      
         
A
            Praise for What are we Teaching?

         

         Richard Bustin has written an excellent book about one of the things which matters most – what teachers should actually teach. He makes a strong case for powerful knowledge, in both theory and practice, and does something which is unfortunately rare: he looks at each school subject, or groups of subjects, and asks what knowledge matters most. A terrific book.

         Professor Barnaby Lenon CBE, Dean, Faculty of Education, University of Buckingham

         What are we Teaching? offers school leaders and teachers a profound opportunity to reflect on the crucial role of subject specialist teachers and their contributions to a subject-based curriculum. Drawing upon research with educators across various subjects, the book captures the authentic voices of teachers in art, design and technology, drama, English, history, mathematics, modern foreign languages, music, physical education, religious education, and science. Alongside the teachers’ insights, explorations of knowledge within these subject areas illuminate the potential for each subject to contribute distinctively to young people’s education.

         Dr Grace Healy, Education Director (Secondary), David Ross Education Trust

         Richard Bustin’s book is a much-needed addition to the academic discussion on the meaning and role of subjects in school education. Much has previously been written about the concept of powerful knowledge and its potential to highlight the importance of specialised knowledge in education: scholars in several discipline-based subject groups – for example, in geography and history – have studied it, but most of this work has been done in the context of these individual subjects. In this book, Richard looks at different subjects and gives voice to teachers themselves. In the theoretical part of the book, he makes a clear introduction to the concepts of powerful knowledge and the capability approach to help teachers explore what kind of contribution their subjects can have for their students. Even though the book is mainly targeted at readers in the UK, it also works well for the international audience interested in the role of subject-based education. I highly recommend this book to all teachers, teacher educators and student teachers.

         Sirpa Tani, Professor of Geography and Environmental Education, University of Helsinki, FinlandB

         This is a remarkable book and the timing of it is impeccable. The 2024 Labour Government is strongly committed to social justice and is looking to restore the promise of education. This book should inform that work. It is well informed, showing up some of the snake oil solutions of recent years, and through its conceptual framing provides a way to avoid the familiar swing of the educational pendulum. And Richard Bustin makes no bones about it: we need to trust teachers and support them properly in the ‘knowledge work’ which I fervently believe underpins great teaching at all levels.

         It is not a ‘practical’ handbook, but it is written mainly for teachers and the voices of teachers are loud. The book advocates for the rich and enriching intellectual component of teaching, summed up in the idea of curriculum making. Over half the book explores how over 200 teachers of various subjects (across three schools) respond to the simple yet radical idea that what we teach young people should empower them. Obviously, the book in no sense offers a final word. But it does open up this question and provides productive ways to work with it.

         David Lambert, Emeritus Professor of Geography Education, UCL Institute of Education, and co-author of Race, Racism and the Geography Curriculum
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            Foreword by Mary Myatt

         

         The development of the curriculum is an ongoing professional endeavour, a never-ending story. What are we Teaching? is an important contribution to the professional conversations about what counts as a thoughtful curriculum, worthy of all the young people we teach.

         Creating a curriculum is a source of endless fascination. It is crucial work; it is what schools ‘do’ and the debates about what is worth teaching and why are important. For these reasons, Richard Bustin’s question – ‘How can the nature of powerful knowledge in different school subjects be characterised?’ – provides us with a fresh lens to consider the value and impact of curriculum development. What are we Teaching? offers some original research to help address that question. It is both robust and accessible in equal measure, quite a feat!

         The inclusion and critique of narratives about the curriculum from across different, and sometimes opposing, positions is illuminating. As a result, Richard has provided us with an opportunity to scope the landscape and to consider alternative points of view. This is helpful for the reader as it sets out the background into which the fresh perspectives can be inserted. As Christine Counsell has argued, background knowledge is essential for pupils when learning new material: similarly, providing the reader with an overview is helpful for us as professionals, if we are to get to grips with the sometimes contested, yet fascinating, landscape of curricular models.

         Drawing on wide-ranging research, including that of David Lambert and Michael Young, Richard argues that it is essential to honour the rigour of the individual subject domains, whilst at the same time foregrounding the subjects’ potential for human development. In the analysis and critique of the Future curriculum scenarios, What are we Teaching? helps our own insights grow on two counts: we are reminded of the ways in which ‘powerful knowledge’ might be framed and we are also invited to distil meaning from each the elements that are likely to make most difference in teaching the individual subjects.

         Richard shows us that the ways in which school subjects come to be framed and articulated are not the same for all disciplines. Whilst science and mathematics might bear a close relationship to the ‘parent’ academic field, this is less clear cut in some of the arts and humanities. iiIn presenting us with the alternative arguments, the terrain becomes very interesting. The elements that are currently thought to be most fruitful in terms of being worthy of inclusion in the curriculum are contested, quite rightly, over time. This is seen in the debates about the merits of texts selected in English, and the emerging calls for a wider range of diverse voices to be included in history and geography, for example.

         What brings this book to life and what will make it so helpful for colleagues grappling with these important themes in schools, is that the work is informed by Richard’s own research, both for his doctorate and for the purposes of this book. This is a remarkable bridge between the academic and the practical, ‘work in progress’ nature of curriculum debates in schools. What are we Teaching? considers the contested notion of powerful knowledge across the full range of school subjects and comes to some surprising conclusions. The book involves the voices of teachers from the three case study schools who spent time and energy exploring these ideas for themselves.

         I was particularly struck by the inclusion of Amartya Sen’s work as a way of framing the subjects as providing the space for developing capabilities. While Sen’s work has, for the most part, been influential in geography curriculum development, it has the potential to inform discussions and insights in other subjects as well. The capabilities lens helps to take us beyond the examination specifications, important as these are, to the bigger capacity that each subject has for developing the human alongside the intellectual and academic capabilities of young people.

         This book is a highly stimulating, thought-provoking, yet accessible read. Richard carries his scholarship lightly. He is ultimately practical in the way in which he takes us through the landscape, makes his arguments and poses questions for discussion and reflection at the end of each chapter. To articulate what powerful knowledge might be, in its most expansive sense, across each of the subjects is a truly remarkable piece of work. As such it will be immensely helpful to colleagues refining and upgrading their curriculum.

         Mary Myatt, education advisor, writer, speaker and author

      

   


   
      iii
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Acknowledgements

         

         This book is over a decade in the making and, as such, I wish to thank a number of people whose thoughts and advice have helped me to shape the arguments you are about to read.

         First is Professor David Lambert. David supervised my doctoral research whilst I was a part-time student at the UCL Institute of Education (and working as a full-time teacher). David’s work on powerful knowledge and GeoCapabilities, as well as much of his collaborative work with others, is referenced throughout this book, and he invited me to take part in the GeoCapabilities 2 project. For this, and for his continued support since the completion of my doctoral research, I will always be very grateful. Thank you.

         Secondly, I would like to thank the teachers whose words are featured in the second part of this book. They took part in the workshops as part of continuing professional development provision, knowing that I might use their responses somehow. They are anonymised, in line with research ethics, but they know who they are, and their contributions add a sense of realism to the ideas in the book.

         I have had the pleasure of sharing many of these ideas with trainee and experienced teachers throughout the world and want to thank them for their engagement in discussions which have helped to shape my thinking. My own students in the schools where I have taught have helped to keep all these ideas grounded, and so they deserve my thanks too.

         I also want to thank a small number of friends and colleagues who offered comments on earlier draft chapters: Dr Laura Barritt, Melody Bridges, Dr Cosette Crisan and Dr Arjan Reesink. I am honoured that Mary Myatt agreed to write the foreword to this book and want to thank her for her endorsement.

         Finally, I want to thank my family – Sarah, Lizzie and Evie – for ensuring that I always had something more important to do than writing! iv

      

   


   
      
         
v
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Foreword by Mary Myatt 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Introduction 

                  	Have we lost our way?

                  	We seem to have lost our way

                  	Choose your team: the traditionalists vs the progressives

                  	Don’t change the subject!

                  	For discussion

                  	Part I: Theory 

                  	Introduction to Part I 

                  	Wider reading

                  	Conclusions

                  	Chapter 1: We’ve ‘had enough of experts’ 

                  	Why has this happened?

                  	What is the impact for teachers in schools?

                  	The need for expert teachers

                  	Student expertise

                  	The growing inaccessibility of science

                  	Conclusions: have we really had enough of experts?

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 2: Why are we doing this? 

                  	Knowledge and truth

                  	What’s it all about anyway?

                  	Knowledge in the classroom: some starting points

                  	Disciplined thinking in classrooms

                  	What about skills and values?

                  	Types of classroom knowledge

                  	Conclusions

                  	
For discussion vi


                  	Chapter 3: Whatever happened to powerful knowledge? 

                  	So, what is powerful knowledge?

                  	Back to the future

                  	Powerful pedagogies

                  	Powerful knowledge: the story of school geography

                  	Powerful knowledge: where did it all go wrong?

                  	Conclusions

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 4: Towards a capability approach to curriculum making 

                  	What is the capability approach?

                  	Back to school: the capability approach to curriculum thinking

                  	But what about knowledge?

                  	Back to the story of school geography: GeoCapabilities

                  	Back to the classroom: the making of a Future 3 curriculum

                  	Conclusions

                  	For discussion

                  	Part II: Theory into Practice 

                  	Introduction to Part II 

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Limitations of the research and how the data are used

                  	Conclusions

                  	Chapter 5: What might make mathematics a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Mathematics knowledge

                  	School mathematical knowledge

                  	What makes mathematics a powerful knowledge for young people?

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards mathematics capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 6: What might make English literature and language a powerful knowledge? 

                  	English in the curriculum

                  	Knowledge in English

                  	English literature as a corrupt curriculum

                  	
English as a powerful knowledge vii


                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards English capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 7: What might make science a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Science as procedural knowledge

                  	Science as substantive knowledge

                  	Science knowledge in schools

                  	Science as a powerful knowledge

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards science capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 8: What might make the humanities a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Humanities in the curriculum

                  	Humanities knowledge(s)

                  	Humanities as a corrupt curriculum

                  	Humanities as powerful knowledges

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards humanities capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 9: What might make the creative arts a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Creative art knowledge in schools

                  	Creative arts as procedural knowledge

                  	Creative arts as substantive knowledge

                  	Creative arts as powerful knowledge

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards creative arts capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Chapter 10: What might make languages a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Language education in schools

                  	Knowledge in language education

                  	Languages as a powerful knowledge

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards languages capabilities

                  	
For discussion viii


                  	Chapter 11: What might make physical education a powerful knowledge? 

                  	Physical education in schools

                  	PE as a procedural knowledge

                  	PE as a substantive knowledge

                  	PE as a powerful knowledge

                  	Teacher voice

                  	Conclusions: towards PE capabilities

                  	For discussion

                  	Conclusions: towards a whole-school capabilities curriculum 

                  	Back to empowering knowledge of subjects?

                  	What might educational capabilities look like?

                  	How do we get there?

                  	Final conclusions

                  	For discussion

                  	References 

                  	Copyright

               



         

      

   


   
      1
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            Introduction

         

         Have we lost our way?

         According to Māori oral tradition, the goddess Hine Hukatere spent her days walking New Zealand’s Southern Alps. One day she decided to visit the beach where she met and fell in love with the great warrior, Wawe. She invited Wawe back to her mountain home but as they hiked together, he could not keep up and he stumbled. An avalanche struck, and he disappeared forever. Hine Hukatere was distraught and began crying. She cried so much that Ranginui, the Sky Father, took pity on her and turned her tears into rivers of ice.

         This story was told to me by a mountain guide as I stood gazing at the awesome glacial landscape that spread before me. I was on a geography field trip with my fellow undergraduates, and we were there to study the landscapes formed by ice in this spectacular mountain range in New Zealand. We were looking at Kā Roimata o Hine Hukatere: the frozen tears of Hine Hukatere. The names Franz Joseph Glacier and Fox Glacier as the two main glaciers in this part of the Southern Alps are more commonly known, came later when Europeans first set eyes on the landscape. Having told us this epic, tragic story, our guide rather dismissively proclaimed that we were there to study the causation of the glacier as we now know it. What followed was a rather more familiar story of snowfall, accumulation, glacier flow, erosional processes and the various scientific rigmarole of glacier function.

         What struck me most was that the two stories of glacier formation were explained almost as if they were in conflict with each other and we had to choose which one we believed. We had to decide whether the glacier was formed by the frozen tears of a grief-stricken goddess or from the scientific processes of ice accumulation and flow. It was made clear to me on the day which one I needed to engage with, certainly as far as any 2essays were concerned. Yet, to me, pitching them against each other as claims to truth was misguided. Science, by which here (and in this book) I mean the methodological process of seeking reproducible truths, clearly was going to favour one story of glacier formation. Given that glaciers are found all over the world, the same set of processes can be observed, and the rigorous study of them furthers scientific understanding. But the Māori version of events is a different form of truth. It binds the mountains and the glaciers to the people who live there. The environment becomes inextricably linked to their being, through art, stories, music and culture. As such, the people have an in-built responsibility towards, and stewardship of, the environment; the mountains are not something ‘othered’, to be studied objectively, but are part of their very selves. It tells us more about the Māori people, their culture and their sustainable relationship with their landscape than any scientific mission could. The question is not which knowledge is better, but in what ways the knowledge(s) can help us to understand the world.

         Many years later, I became a secondary school geography teacher and had the privilege of teaching glaciation to my own students. I will often start the first lesson by telling the story of Hine Hukatere, usually accompanied by a Google Earth fly-through of the Southern Alps on the interactive whiteboard. I hope this captures the students’ imagination, gets them to engage with the landscape and begins to introduce the idea of how people treat the world around them. Given the headlines about retreating glaciers around the world as a result of climate change, understanding how people treat or mistreat the natural world is of contemporary relevance. Yet this is not how glaciation is approached in most textbooks. It is presented as a single story of scientific fact, devoid of human experience and interpretation. Students are required to learn the facts, draw the diagrams and sit the exam.

         We seem to have lost our way

         In the last few years, I have started to work more and more with trainee teachers. When I speak to groups towards the start of their training, they are still full of hope and big dreams. I ask them why they want to be teachers. They will often evoke ideas about wanting to make a difference, to challenge and change students’ ideas about the major issues of the day, such as inequality. When I visit in the summer term towards the end of their training year, I often get a different response. By then, they will 3usually have had stints working in schools every day and mixing with teachers in real staffrooms. The answer to the same question then is usually about getting students through their exams, with talk of ‘successful outcomes’, getting them good enough results to go to college or wherever they want to go next. Many seem to have lost the big picture, the big motivation that probably compelled them to be a teacher in the first place.

         I remember meeting one trainee teacher who was planning a lesson on migration. Before he went into detail about what he was going to do in the lesson, I asked him why he was teaching it. I was hoping that I might get an answer about the significance of migration in shaping modern society, or something about the migration stories that were in the news at the time. He was slightly flustered by my question and then said, ‘Because that is the next lesson in the sequence.’ I pushed him further, to really think why a lesson on migration might be significant in some way for the students. He stared at me intently and then said in an impassioned voice, ‘Because it is really important the students know the difference between assessment objective 1 and assessment objective 2.’

         He had become conditioned by exam speak and had not even finished his training year yet. Whilst this may well be the reality in many schools, a key contention in this book is that the over-tight grip of measurable exam results has stifled curriculum creativity in schools and diminished the student experience.

         Choose your team: the traditionalists vs the progressives

         When I first joined social media, displaying my job title of ‘teacher’, I was often asked if I was a traditionalist or a progressive. It was as if I had to choose my (online) team. The traditionalists were keen to maintain rigid subject boundaries and see children learn and recite facts; they would speak of educational ideals such as scholarship and rigour. The progressives, on the other hand, were much more interested in children’s holistic development, nurtured through a creative curriculum with lots of interdisciplinary learning, the breakdown of subject boundaries and broad values such as personalised learning. 4

         The problem for me is, at their extremes, both of these versions of education are found lacking. A focus purely on subjects for the sake of learning facts and taking exams never helps young people to develop the broader range of skills and competencies needed in the modern world. Yet remove the subjects completely – or dilute them so they simply become a means to another end – and something of real value is lost. As a geography teacher, the value of my subject is not in whether a young person can label all the world’s oceans or know the name of the largest waterfall in the world.1 There is something much more fundamental about geographical knowledge – and its importance for young people in the modern world, which goes well beyond listing facts to pass an exam – and that is why I became a geography teacher. Whilst I see the need to sit exams, the idea of teaching to the test in silent classrooms is not why I went into the profession. I do not feel that I’m a traditionalist, but do value the role of my subject, so I also feel far away from the most progressive arguments. In that sense, I have never had a team to join.

         Making a compelling argument against the role of a subject curriculum, Michael Reiss and John White (2013) argue for an ‘aims-based curriculum’, placing the needs of the child, rather than subjects, at the centre of a curriculum. For them,

         
            school education should equip every child:

            
	to lead a life that is personally flourishing

               	to help others to do so too. (Reiss and White, 2013: 4)

            



         To achieve this, knowledge is reframed as ‘broad background understanding’ (Reiss and White, 2013: 9) and there is a focus on interdisciplinary thinking, a breaking down of subject barriers, moral education and citizenship.

         Those who argue for progressive education such as this tend not to have much to say about subjects. Often, they are seen as a problem, getting in the way of what is really valuable in education. Subjects become vehicles to achieve other educational goals. There is a lot of interdisciplinary exploration between subjects. Teaching progressively involves more 5active styles of learning, such as discovery learning, where children are set free to learn for themselves and are able to follow their own interests. The antithesis is the more traditional view of education, espoused by a subject-based curriculum. Knowledge within the school subjects takes the form of facts to learn. The more facts that can be learnt, the more progress has been made, and students are tested on what they can remember. The work of American educationist E. D. Hirsch is often cited in arguments supporting a traditional curriculum. His famous 1988 book, Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, is filled with facts that students should be able to remember at each stage of schooling. Traditional pedagogy involves copying from the board or from a textbook, learning passages of text by rote with high levels of discipline and silent working. Traditional education conjures up the image of the Victorian schoolroom, with a large blackboard, and the teacher holding chalk and getting children to repeat and copy down facts. 

         Despite the arguments in favour of a child-centred, aims-based approach to schooling, subjects – and the knowledge they provide for young people – have continued to provide the structure of the school system. This position was emboldened in England through the Conservative government’s ‘knowledge turn’ in education policy (as described in Chapman, 2021a) in the first decades of the twenty-first century.

         But not all subjects are equal. The ‘core’ subjects of English, mathematics and science run through all stages of schooling and, in England, are compulsory for young people right up to the age of 16. Other subjects such as history, geography and languages are compulsory up to the age of 14, after which they can be studied if the student chooses to carry on with them. The English Baccalaureate (EBacc) attempted to ensure that students were studying a range of rigorous subjects to GCSE level, which would enable greater access to university courses. To gain the EBacc, students had to achieve passes in English, maths, science, a language and history or geography. Yet this leaves out the importance of creative subjects, such as art and drama, or those aimed at health and fitness, like physical education (PE).

         There has been much talk of the prominence of science, technology, engineering and maths (STEM) subjects in education. Precisely which subjects fit in each of the various categories is debatable; many geographers are keen to claim that geography is a STEM subject. The acronym originated from the work of the National Science Foundation in the USA in 2001, and attempts to identify the subject areas that will lead to the greatest employability and income. The acronym has taken on a life of its 6own, with others adding ‘A’ (for arts) to make STEAM, yet this leaves the languages and humanities subjects out as if they are somehow second class and don’t matter any more, despite their inclusion in the EBacc. Add into this talk of more vocational choices post-16, instead of traditional university routes, and you have a busy system with many options which can appear confusing.

         If both traditionalist and progressive approaches to curriculum have their merits, then it is time to move on from this simple dualism. Even schools that claim to be progressive will often have passionate subject specialists teaching subject knowledge. Schools that are traditional on the face of it often have a wide-ranging programme of additional activities and extracurricular arts education. Knowledge is a component of both progressive and traditional models of education, although what sort of knowledge, whose knowledge and how it is derived clearly differs.

         The work of Guy Claxton has been particularly influential in education, and he too has moved debates beyond the traditionalist–progressive dichotomy in curriculum thinking. In The Learning Power Approach: Teaching Learners to Teach Themselves (2018), he discusses a range of techniques derived from cognitive science. His work takes curriculum debates beyond an antagonism between simply learning facts to pass exams (the traditionalist position) or nurturing student wellbeing (a more progressive position) to look at how students learn, and how an understanding of this can help young people to develop and achieve. Yet he writes less about the place of school subjects within this framework. His work seems to suggest that subjects do exist and are part of the structured organisation of schools, but the reasons for this – and the benefits this might bring – are less well discussed. Even if we have a clear understanding of why we went into teaching, and we have found a school where our own ideologies align with the institutional values, there is a further complication when it comes to deciding what we are teaching. As far back as 2007, the independent think tank Civitas produced a report into the school curriculum. In a press release, they argued:

         
            The traditional subject areas have been hi-jacked to promote fashionable causes such as gender awareness, the environment and anti-racism, while teachers are expected to help to achieve the government’s social goals instead of imparting a body of academic knowledge to their students. (Civitas, 2007) 7

         

         They describe this as the ‘corruption of the curriculum’ and devoted a full-length book to their concerns in a 2007 publication of the same name (edited by Robert Whelan). In this book, a range of writers describe how pressures have conspired to influence the nature of what is being taught in schools. Much of what they describe foresaw some curricular and cultural battlegrounds in the decades to come. As Frank Furedi (2007: 1) identifies in the introduction, ‘Everyone with a fashionable cause wants a piece of the curriculum.’ The writers then show how a range of traditional subjects have in some way been subject to corrupting influences. Geography, according to Alex Standish (2007: 28), ‘used to be about maps’, but now has become a vehicle for environmentalism and multiculturalism, or what could loosely be described as the green left political agenda. Michele Ledda (2007: 18), in her chapter on English literature, argues:

         
            A British pupil can go through the school system and get the top marks in English and English Literature without knowing that Spenser, Milton or Pope ever existed, but having studied Carol Ann Duffy twice, both at GCSE and A-level. With all due respect to Carol Ann Duffy, she is on the syllabus, not because she is a greater poet than Milton, but because she is more ‘relevant’, dealing as she does with very contemporary issues such as disaffected learners.

         

         I am sure teachers of English literature would have much to say about this, and we pick this story up again in Chapter 6. These disagreements about what we should be teaching in schools will be explored throughout this book.

         Don’t change the subject!

         Curriculum is defined in many ways, but in this book it describes the grand thinking about what we choose to teach in schools and why. ‘Curriculum’ literally translates to ‘race course’: the idea being that it is something to be followed. It is different from the notion of ‘pedagogy’, which describes how a curriculum is enacted, how the teaching takes place to enable learning. The subjects on offer in any one school bear remarkable similarity to any other, and in the UK many follow the national curriculum. It has not always been this way. Which subjects are 8on offer to students is not somehow set in stone and is open to debate and discussion.

         Educational sociologist David Layton (1972) identified the life cycle of a subject, in which a new subject starts out of a perceived need. The need could be based on student interest, advances in technology or political necessity. Citizenship was introduced in schools in England in 2002 as a means to teach students about democracy and voting, despite these topics being taught in history (and other humanities). Natural history is another new subject designed to teach climate change in a new way, despite climate science being a key part of geography and the science subjects for decades. As coding and artificial intelligence (AI) is proliferating in more areas of society, so the curriculum is responding; computer science is rapidly becoming one of the fastest growing A level options for students in the UK (BCS, 2022).

         As new subjects become more established, they attract more scholarly work to develop their key organising principles. This strengthens links to university disciplines and enables teachers to be trained as specialists. Examination courses and teacher continuing professional development (CPD) might be offered. A professional subject association is created which helps unify and regulate the knowledge in the subject, and this body provides further support and training for teachers. Once established, however, subjects can be lost from the curriculum. They can merge with other subjects or see reduced curriculum time as other new subjects appear. Classical languages such as Latin used to be a key feature of curricula of the past but now are only really the preserve of independent schools. This is a story picked up in Chapter 10.

         In his book Trivium 21c: Preparing Young People for the Future with Lessons from the Past, Martin Robinson (2013) explains how the school curriculum from classical times through to the Middle Ages focused on the trivium of grammar (or essential knowledge), dialectic (questioning and reasoning) and rhetoric (communicating ideas with confidence). He argues that refocusing on these ideals can offer a lot in contemporary curriculum debates.

         The relationship between a school subject and the university discipline that shares its name is not straightforward. Ivor Goodson’s (2005) work shows that sometimes the school subject predates the university discipline, with the latter being created initially to provide schools with 9well-trained specialist teachers.2 For other school subjects, such as creative subjects, the aims and methods are very different to the academic discipline. Some school subjects do not have a university discipline at all, despite being on the curriculum for decades – such as personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) education.

         Despite subjects being the basis of a school curriculum, and teachers employed as specialists, attempts are often made to break down subject barriers and to teach in a cross-curricular way. Sometimes this is done in a grand scale, off timetable, ‘everyone in the hall with large pieces of sugar paper’ sort of way, but equally it is often done over the course of a normal school week, with all teachers asked to teach a lesson around a central theme (such as ‘the future’ or ‘togetherness’). There are often informal conversational links made between teachers too, such as English and art finding common ground to look together at the teaching of a particular idea. What is always important in an exercise like this is to understand the aim. Too often, the idea is to show students how unimportant subject boundaries are, and that when we break them down, we see how the world really is. What usually ends up being shown is the complete opposite. Each subject contributes to the central theme in a different way, and students can gain an understanding of exactly how that subject’s knowledge is able to offer a particular insight. What science can tell us about a glacier is very different to what art – or English literature or folk knowledge – can tell us.

         This book sets out to challenge teachers to explore why their subject is really important in an overcrowded curriculum. It sets out to explore how knowledge is constructed in different subjects and how this can be empowering for young people. This ‘disciplined’ thinking cannot be gained from progressive, unstructured ‘pedagogic adventures’ (as Lambert (2011) has described), nor from a reductive curriculum that boils subject knowledge down to a set of predictable exam questions. It builds on the work of Guy Claxton (2018), looking at how students learn within different subjects.

         The curricular issues outlined here have occurred against a backdrop of material challenges facing the profession. The first is a recruitment crisis. According to reports in the TES, not enough new teachers are entering the profession each year (Martin, 2023) and, of those who do 10train, a third leave the profession within five years of qualifying (Lough, 2020). There are many reasons for these recruitment issues, and exploring these would take a whole other book, but I cannot help but wonder if this obsession we seem to have with exam results and measurable outputs puts undue pressure on teachers. Instead of educating the young people in their care, they must ensure that students are jumping through a set of predetermined societal hoops. Secondly, teachers are not trusted any more. More and more planning is done centrally and pushed out to teachers in schools who then have to ‘deliver’ the material uncritically to their students. This takes away the autonomy to decide what they want to teach, how and why. This is a deprofessionalisation that potentially allows for more non-qualified teachers to enter the classroom to deliver set packages. 

         Schools, and by extension therefore teachers, have far too many expectations placed upon them. Teachers are expected to get students through examinations and act as social workers and, increasingly, parents, by taking on roles that were traditionally their preserve. All that as well as trying to ensure that students leave school with confidence and resilience.

         A far more ambitious way of thinking about what we teach and why is through the notion of capabilities, from the work of Amartya Sen (1980), Martha Nussbaum (2006) and Melanie Walker (2006). This is explored fully in later chapters. They suggest that rather than judging the success of education on measurable outputs – for example, exam pass rates or inclusion data – we should instead be focusing on what a young person is able to do with the knowledge they have gained: how they think and how they interact with the world in new and creative ways. Expressed in this way it sounds like a classic description of a progressive curriculum, but work done through the GeoCapabilities projects – and that of David Lambert (e.g. Solem et al., 2013) – looked at the role that subject knowledge plays in developing capabilities. Subjects, through what Michael Young (2008) has described as ‘powerful knowledge’, can empower students to think in new ways. This idea is critiqued by some writers, which is explored further in Chapter 3.

         This book has been created in conjunction with teachers, and it challenges teachers to explore what knowledge their subject teaches, and what powerful knowledge might mean for their subject, if anything. Specifically, the entire teaching staff from three UK secondary schools were asked to identify and express the ways in which their subject could be powerful knowledge for young people. 11Part I explores the theoretical background to the ideas mentioned so far: types of knowledge, capabilities and the notion of curriculum. The research element, and what teachers had to say, is the focus of Part II.

         For discussion

         
            [image: ] Think back to when you first started teaching, or first wanted to teach. What was your motivation? Has that changed over time?

            [image: ] Where would you place yourself within the traditionalist vs progressive debate?

            [image: ] What role does your subject specialism play in your professional identity?

            [image: ] Write down a list of qualities with which you think every young person should walk out of compulsory education. Now work backwards. How would you plan a school day for hundreds of children that would enable them to develop these qualities? How might subjects fit into this picture? 12

         

         
            1 Even this is not straightforward. The highest waterfall in the world is Angel Falls (Kerepakupai Vená) in Venezuela, falling 979m (according to National Geographic). Yet this is nothing compared to the Denmark Strait cataract waterfall, which flows underwater. Cold dense water sinks down through warmer water for over 3,000m.

            2 Geography is an example of this. Even though the organised academic discipline is relatively new (e.g. the work of Halford Mackinder from the early twentieth century), the thought process of geography is much older. Geography can trace its intellectual roots back to ancient Greece.
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            Part I: Theory

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction to Part I

         

         This first part of the book explores a range of ideas that were alluded to in the introduction: the battle between a traditional and progressive view of curriculum; the status and nature of knowledge, skills and values in the curriculum; and powerful knowledge and capabilities as a means to move beyond some of the debates of the past.

         Wider reading

         In many ways, this book in the latest in a long line of texts which help teachers and leaders get to grips with the complexities of curriculum. Mary Myatt’s (2018) The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence is a wide-ranging text telling the story of the changing nature of curriculum and the importance of subjects within it. Her accessible storytelling makes this a great introduction to a wide range of curriculum issues. Ruth Ashbee’s (2021) Curriculum: Theory, Culture and the Subject Specialisms is slightly more academic in nature and focuses on the knowledge implicit in a range of subjects which are presented in the form of visual diagrams. Alka Sehgal Cuthbert and Alex Standish’s (2021) edited collection, What Should Schools Teach? Disciplines, Subjects and the Pursuit of Truth, sees subject experts unpicking and exploring a range of ideas related to their own subjects, how notions of ‘truth’ can be ascertained and why this matters for teachers. Knowledge and the Future School by Michael Young and David Lambert (2014) was the first book to really explore ideas around powerful knowledge, a key idea in this book, and its 14links to curriculum thinking in schools. My own doctoral research (Bustin, 2017a) and follow-up book, Geography Education’s Potential and the Capability Approach: GeoCapabilities and Schools (Bustin, 2019), made the case for a powerful-knowledge-led school geography curriculum, which was swiftly followed by Mark Enser’s Powerful Geography: A Curriculum with Purpose in Practice (2021), which explores some practical implications of those ideas for geography teachers. Powerful knowledge in history education is explored in the wide-ranging Knowing History in Schools: Powerful Knowledge and the Powers of Knowledge, edited by Arthur Chapman (2021a).

         What unites all these books is the idea that subjects sit at the heart of curriculum thinking and that they provide the best means for young people to access knowledge, skills and understanding. This book builds on the existing literature in a few key ways. Firstly, this is the first book to look at the contested notion of powerful knowledge across the full range of school subjects. As we will see, it may not always be the best framework with which to express the value of some subjects. Secondly, this book includes the voices of real teachers from three case study schools who have spent time and energy exploring these ideas for themselves. Their voices provide the stimulus for discussion in Part II. Finally, this book links powerful knowledge to the notion of the capability approach, and the conclusion begins to think about what students might be capable of thinking, being and doing with an empowering curriculum. The links between capabilities and curriculum have been explored in some key texts – Professor David Lambert’s work has been particularly influential here (Lambert et al., 2015) – and this work builds on these previous discussions.

         Conclusions

         The first part of this book unpicks the theory behind the ideas. Chapters 1 and 2 discuss the status of ‘knowledge’ in schools, before the balance between knowledge and skills, and discussions around powerful knowledge, is unpicked in Chapter 3. Chapter 4 looks at the capability approach to curriculum thinking and how this is a broad and ambitious idea for schools. In the second part of the book, each chapter looks at a different subject, linking to the theory from the first part and exploring what it looks like in practice in schools. At the end of each chapter there is a series of questions designed to provoke further thought and 15discussion. These can be used for individual reflection, as well as forming the basis for group discussion. 16
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            Chapter 1

            We’ve ‘had enough of experts’

         

         The infamous quote that forms the title of this chapter was uttered on British television on 3 June 2016 by a member of parliament and leading figure in politics, Michael Gove MP. Mr Gove had been secretary of state for education from 2010 to 2014 and was responsible for many reforms during his tenure, including what was later dubbed the ‘knowledge turn’ in education: a refocus on the importance of teaching discernible facts. The occasion was an interview on Sky News with presenter Faisal Islam in the run-up to the Brexit referendum on whether the UK should leave the European Union (EU). His outburst was in response to the challenge that economic experts had unilaterally warned against leaving the EU; Mr Gove was a key figure in the Leave campaign. His response was to suggest that ‘the people in this country have had enough of experts from organisations with acronyms saying that they know what is best’ (Sky News, 2016). What is more surprising looking back on this debate is the reaction from the live studio audience. Rather than recoiling in horror at the idea that a leading national figure would disparage the advice of experts in their field, they cheered him loudly. It was, to me, a live affirmation of a trend towards populist politics that was spreading across the UK, the USA and much of Europe. Politicians were saying what people wanted to hear, and both they and their audiences seemed oblivious to any voice of reason from experts. Opinions, whether or not they hold up against the available evidence, were given equal billing as claims for truth. So-called ‘experts’ were painted as being out of touch by an increasingly opportunistic media and political class.

         It was not just economic forecasts that were rubbished by the media. Social media posts began to question basic scientific facts that had been proved long ago by meticulous scientific investigation. The most obvious of these which has come into question again in the twenty-first century 18is that the shape of the Earth is a sphere;1 unlike some voices who try to convince us otherwise, the Earth is not flat.

         Human civilisations have long questioned the shape of the Earth. The poet Homer, in c. eighth century BC, writes about a flat Earth, a view shared by many of the early Egyptian, Mesopotamian and Chinese civilisations. A popular myth is that belief in a flat Earth was maintained until only the last few hundred years when the enlightened Europeans were able to ‘prove’ it for the benefit of the rest of the world. The story goes that Christopher Columbus (1451–1506) was advised not to sail west out of Portugal to reach wealthy Cathay in the Far East (modern-day Northern China) as he risked falling off the end of the Earth. In fact, this myth was created by the author Washington Irving in his 1828 biography of Columbus. The myth perpetuates that it was not until Ferdinand Magellan’s ship Victoria circumnavigated the world from 1519 to 1522 that there was final proof that the Earth was, indeed, a globe. This is simply not true; it is a Eurocentric spin on history. The chances are that Columbus was well aware of the shape of the Earth. This retelling of history to create a positive European narrative happens quite a lot it seems.

         The ancient Greeks were some of the first to study ‘geodesy’: the size, shape, position and gravitational effects of the Earth in space. Followers of the work of Pythagoras, in the sixth century BC, observed that the moon and the sun were spheres and that the Earth was therefore likely to follow the same shape, and this would give us day and night – an idea supported by philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle. There were some who thought that the Earth stood still and the heavens rotated, but it was the work of Eratosthenes in the third century BC that really pushed on the science of geodesy. He calculated the circumference of the Earth to remarkable accuracy. Exact details seem to vary, but according to an article published in the journal Science (King-Hele, 1976), Eratosthenes was working in Aswan in modern-day Egypt and identified that the sun was directly overhead at midsummer, shining right down a vertically dug well. Almost due north of there, at Alexandria, he used a stick to identify that the sun was 7.2 degrees away from the vertical at the same time. He measured the distance between the two places by timing how long it took a camel to walk between them and using its average pace to calculate the distance. He used mathematics to then work out that the circumference of the Earth must be fifty times the distance between Aswan and Alexandria. If the Earth were a sphere, then by his reckoning, 19the equator must be 28,500 miles long. Modern equipment has measured it to be 24,500 miles. By the first century BC, the Earth being a globe was an uncontroversial truth. The flattening of the Earth at the poles was proposed by Sir Isaac Newton in Principia (published in 1687), and in the twentieth century space flight enabled astronauts to take photographs and to measure with accuracy elements of modern geodesy. 

         Despite the considerable evidence to the contrary, held true for centuries, there are still people who believe that the Earth is flat. The International Flat Earth Society was founded in 1956 by Samuel Shenton, a fellow of both the Royal Geographical Society and the Royal Astronomical Society. Membership of the Flat Earth Society has increased over the last decade and it held its first ever international conference as recently as 2017. Many of its members might well have joined out of curiosity rather than a deep-held belief but, nonetheless, flat earth is big business, and the cunning use of social media, the disparaging of experts and the ease with which people question and challenge long-held facts has helped to ensure their views can be spread widely.

         We live in an era of fake news. Plausible stories are created, a suitable image is found to accompany it, an enticing clickbait headline is given and then the story is put on the internet. It can be read and shared hundreds or thousands of times before any effort is made to correct it. Even if the post gets deleted and some form of apology issued, it is too late. The story is out and will forever be part of the folklore of that topic. There have always been conspiracy theorists willing to twist truths, but it has never been so easy to spread disinformation online. This provides a considerable challenge for teachers in schools.

         There is a further challenge. Celebrities with a large public profile are often given airtime on TV or radio to speak about subjects on which they have no knowledge or experience. We listen to them because they have achieved success in other domains of public life. In recent years, we have had to endure footballer Gary Neville giving us his views on schooling and singer Charlotte Church explaining her vision for education. Celebrities using their profile to raise awareness for a charitable cause is one thing, but taking up valuable airtime to lecture on a topic they clearly know nothing about beyond the superficial is quite another. When expert educational leaders are invited on to programmes, they are not given time to speak about football or classical singing, yet somehow it is OK the other way round. 20

         Why has this happened?

         Conspiracy theories have always existed, but these ideas seem to have become more mainstream in the past few decades. The blame, according to Eli Pariser in his 2011 book The Filter Bubble, lies with the internet and the use of social media. Not only does social media enable people with niche interests to connect, but it is also a key source of news for many people. In December 2009, Google introduced an algorithm which changed the way in which its search results were shown to consumers (Pariser, 2011b). Versions of this have been introduced across social media platforms since then. If a user clicks on a link, an algorithm buried in the site records the interaction and automatically offers more of the same content to users in future. This is done at the expense of other types of content. So, if a particular user clicks on a link to an article about the COVID-19 vaccine being used to inject data-harvesting technology, then the next time they use the same device to conduct a similar search, they will see similar content appearing. Repeated clicks on these types of articles will tell the algorithm that this is the sort of content the user wants, and it will keep offering them more. This algorithm was initially introduced without consumer knowledge, but even now it can lead to confirmation bias – the idea that a particular view can be reinforced time and time again through repeated clicks in the backwaters of the internet. The user wallows within their own online filter bubble, not always realising that their social media platform is filtering out content on their behalf. Those who view this content become more and more convinced that what they are reading is mainstream, so it is no wonder they believe that experts have got it wrong. The internet offers a blog written in someone’s bedroom which is riddled with factual errors alongside a peer reviewed piece of academic writing, and the consumer might be none the wiser about which has a greater claim to factual correctness. Nor might they care.

         The COVID-19 lockdowns made the impact of online filter bubbles much worse. With conferences and meetings cancelled, urgent business was conducted online. Whilst ruthlessly efficient, what was missing was the opportunity for people to talk and interact socially, disagree and shape each other’s opinions about all sorts of topics. Under normal circumstances, interacting with other people will usually alert someone to the fact that they have been down an online rabbit hole and this will challenge them to rethink, to specifically seek alternative reading material. These encounters did not happen, and instead people retreated 21into their online filter bubbles. The mute and block functions of social media also mean that people are easily able to take out any voice that does not agree with theirs. Indeed, it seems to be a badge of honour for some to declare proudly that they no longer follow someone who disagrees with them. It means people shout into an online echo chamber, getting increasingly incensed at the world, convinced they are correct and finding multiple – if niche and dubious – sources of information to corroborate their view of the world.

         We have, it seems, had enough of experts and are happy to wallow in the comfort of echo chambers that repeat what we want to hear. This makes us less tolerant of the experts who might want to challenge our thinking. We have pressed a societal mute button, protecting our ears from their expertise.

         What is the impact for teachers in schools?

         I put online filter bubbles to the test with a group of trainee teachers. It was June 2022, and the trainees were at the end of their school placements but still completing their final weeks of university-based training. As part of a session I was running on capabilities and classroom knowledge (the themes in this book), I got the trainees to open up a web browser on their usual device and type two words into their usual search engine: ‘migration’ and ‘Rwanda’. The British Conservative government had recently introduced a policy to fly asylum claimants to Rwanda for processing and this was a major news story at the time. It was also the month of Queen Elizabeth’s Platinum Jubilee celebrations. Prince Charles, then heir to the British throne, had been overheard making a comment about the Rwanda policy which was reported in a number of newspapers in the preceding weeks. This was frowned upon; members of the royal family are unelected and meant to stay out of politics.

         When looking at the search results that appeared on each of their screens, the trainees started to compare and contrast how their search engines had selected material for them based on their usual online behaviour. What was astonishing to them was how different they were. Most trainees did not have any reference to the royal family on the first page of results. One trainee had an article on Prince Charles as the third suggestion. She then admitted that she had recently been searching for 22materials connected to the royal family. If that teacher had been preparing materials for a lesson on migration, the Prince Charles comments may well have made an appearance given how far up in the results the article appeared, whereas this was unlikely for the other teachers in the room.

         The anti-intellectualist populism that has spread throughout much of the world in the early decades of the twenty-first century has real implications for teachers in schools. Not only is there a need to help students discern fact from fiction – and perhaps, more interestingly, to help them understand why certain fictions are more persuasive than the actual facts – but also teachers themselves need to keep up to date with the latest thinking in their subject specialism and in education more broadly. As teachers, we are not immune to disappearing into an online filter bubble and believing the hype.

         The need for expert teachers

         Teachers need to be the experts in the classroom. They need to be experts in the subject they are teaching. As we will see in the next chapter, this is about more than just being a few pages ahead in the textbook but having a deep grounding in the subject and understanding how knowledge is created and how claims of truth can be made. Primary (elementary) school teachers have a greater task here as they need to be experts in a variety of subjects, and understanding the essence of each subject is key. Teachers also need to be education experts. This is not just something gained from experience – important though this is – but from an understanding of how children learn best; by asking curricular and pedagogical questions about what we choose to teach and why. This is the reason why teaching remains, for the moment at least, a graduate profession.
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