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			What is researchED?

			researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing people from all areas of education together onto a level playing field. Speakers include teachers, principals, professor, researchers and policy makers.

			Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia, the USA, with events planned in Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.

		

	
		
			Who are we?

			Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet to an international conference movement that so far has spanned six continents and thirteen countries. We have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we hold unique one-day conferences that bring together teachers, researchers, academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.

		

	
		
			How does it work?

			The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policymakers and edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on the applicability of research or practical obstacles.

		

		

	
		
			Praise for the researchED 
guide to the curriculum

			Tim Oates

			‘If you listen carefully, you can hear the rumble of a long-overdue paradigm shift. A balanced, evidence-based position is emerging in curriculum theory. This book helps ensure that the shift in theory can have a supportive and helpful impact on day-to-day practice.’
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			Mary Myatt

			‘Gripping insights and terrific ideas on curricular thinking and planning. This book needs to be read by every teacher and leader, in every school, period. Also, very funny.’
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			Foreword

			BY TOM BENNETT

			Before I trained to be a teacher, I had no idea what I was supposed to teach children. When I actually started to teach, I had next to no idea, which is surely an improvement but not what you might call an impressive one. I clearly remember that it was assumed we already had a robust ‘bank’ of knowledge to teach because we had been accepted on to the teacher training course. And that may have been the case if I had been accepted to teach mathematics on the basis of possessing a maths degree. But like so many in my position, my qualifications (a degree in philosophy, rusty from misuse) mapped awkwardly on to the subject I was training to teach – religious studies, humanities. I rapidly discovered that the ability to parse David Hume’s empiricism was of fractional use to someone required to teach kosher food laws, the growth of the Church, and the five pillars of Islam. I frequently found myself a page ahead of the students, and it took me years to acquire anything approaching content competence. And here’s the odd thing: no one noticed. 

			So what? Anecdote isn’t data, or significant data by itself. But looking back, I realised that the environment I found myself in was frighteningly indifferent to content, or how it was sequenced, or curriculum, as I later learned to describe it. At school, I discovered that the sequence of lessons we taught was a patchwork quilt of topics and themes: rites of passage, the life of Jesus, moral issues, etc. Enjoyable enough, with plenty to find interesting, or make interesting, but it was a collage achieved, apparently, by opening a child’s encyclopaedia and throwing darts at it. Crucially, we found ourselves reteaching things a good deal, as they had been entirely forgotten after a few months or years. Nothing fitted together. Part of the reason was the peculiar position RE occupied in the UK curriculum, which currently enjoys a skeleton framework sequence of topics across a core range of subjects (the national curriculum), but not in RE. In that subject, when I taught, the requirement was that it had to be 50% devoted to Christianity (to reflect the broadly Christian character of the UK) and the recommendation was that it be in accordance with the SACRE (a locally formed panel that designed notional curriculums for religious education). RE was compulsory, but not mandated in design. You just had to teach it. But what was ‘it’? And in what order?

			Years later, I can see what a profound mistake this was and how lost we were in a system where curriculum was almost seen as an afterthought: a mere description of what had been taught rather than the blueprint for how we assemble learning. Because, as this book explores, what we teach, and in what order, is enormously important. A somewhat bland point to make, one might think, but parents would probably be fascinated or shocked to learn how controversial this point is to make in education. The recent, decades-long love affair education has had with skills-based curriculums has resulted in systems that have focused on what students are expected to be able to do rather than what they are expected to know. And of course, these two aspects are inextricably linked. But getting the balance wrong leads us into some dark places. 

			For example, everyone wants their children to be critical thinkers, independently minded, creative and capable of wonderful collaborative acts. The problem occurs when we untether these ambitions from the content that creates the very aptitudes, skills, abilities, we aspire to inculcate. It is as if, mesmerised by castles and palaces, we neglected to bring the bricks that built them. 

			It is common to deride this perspective by responding that no school teaches no content, that no one eschews facts themselves. And that is true. But it has been, for too long, over emphasised that facts are mundane compared to the beautiful, glittering goals of transferable skills we seek. 

			But no longer. Happily, recent trends in education have started to push back against this paradigm. What is taught, and in what order, and to what ends, have re-emerged as topics of primary importance. The tail is no longer wagging the dog quite so easily. Great minds – some of whom write in this book – have re-ignited the conversation about the centrality of the curriculum. Better yet, they are prepared for the criticisms that this approach can entail, and have thought deeply about their responses. Academics and practitioners alike have appeared to discuss issues of disciplinary sequencing in a public way that was barely discernible to previous generations of teachers. Because this is a conversation that needs to occur between teacher-practitioners, academics, researchers, policy makers and communities. The what drives the how, which drives how we assess, and so on. 

			As with so many other areas currently being driven out of the shadows and into the spring sunshine of evidence-informed enquiry, this is an extraordinary period to watch in education. We are present at the birth of a new era in education design. And Clare Sealy has edited a fascinating guide to it, and assembled some of the midwives of this very process. If you are involved in any aspect of curriculum, I think you’ll find this book tremendously useful. 

		

	
		
			Introduction 

			Clare Sealy

			This book is about the curriculum. That is to say it is about how we choose what it is we will teach the students in our schools and why those choices are important. Every time we choose to include something, we are also choosing not to include many other possibilities. The responsibility inherent in choosing some material rather than others can be intimidating. Our choices are always contestable. But choose we must. In this book, I have chosen nine authors – who have in their professional lives wrestled with the responsibility of choosing – to share with us some of their thoughts about that process. In the following chapters, some of them write about the criteria they have used in order to make choices. Others focus on how to sequence chosen material in ways more likely to be effective. All of them will, I believe, help you make more informed choices about what you will – and won’t – include in your curriculum.

			A few years ago, the idea of the curriculum as the prime engine of school improvement would have seemed very strange. The discourse was much more concentrated on how to teach, rather than on what to teach. The what was perceived as almost irrelevant.

			A few years ago, I would have considered it very strange to think about the curriculum in any detail. I was much more interested in thinking about how to teach, rather than on what to teach. The what for some subjects was dictated from on high, via the national curriculum, or, more importantly, the statutory tests that held us to account. The tests formed the curriculum and therefore shaped what was taught. But most subjects weren’t tested. So the what in these subjects didn’t really concern me, beyond finding something that seemed interesting and, more importantly, was easy to find activities and resources for. These were the days of the activity-rich curriculum. 

			Yet this wasn’t very satisfying. The disparity between the rigour with which we taught English and maths in the mornings and the rigour with which we taught everything else in the afternoons bothered me. I remember doing some lesson observations one afternoon – which in itself was unusual – and thinking, ‘If the inspectors came today, they’d grade us as “great” in the morning and “special measures” in the afternoon.’ The teaching of generic skills seemed like a promising alternative and so I signed the school up to a programme that promised to help us do just that. The idea was that children would research an area, following up their own interests, and then report what they had found in some way. We’d start the topic with some exciting event to hook the children in and draw it all together at the end with an event to showcase what they had learnt.

			The problem was that both children and staff found the research aspect not only difficult, but profoundly unsatisfying. One class were tasked with finding out all about hydroelectric power. This seemed to us adults like a really interesting and important topic with its links to sustainable power generation and reducing carbon emissions. The problem was that if you don’t know anything about sustainability – or different ways of generating power, or different forms of energy, or even why we need energy to do various things, or about carbon emissions, or climate change, or indeed the atmosphere, or rivers – then it very quickly ceases to be an interesting topic and becomes a very boring activity, googling facts about the Aswan Dam and writing them on a poster. Frankly, it was better when we spent the afternoons making things out of cardboard. At least that was fun. Leaving children to research their way into the subject without appreciating the need to know about all these other things first meant we were on a hiding to nothing. And we could hardly expect the children to know that they needed to teach themselves about all these other areas first, and in the right order, with some things needing to be learnt before others. What we needed to do was to teach them, bit by bit, all the different elements that went into understanding why hydroelectric power generation might be better than other alternatives. And for that, we probably would have needed to start several years ago – a topic on rivers here, on the atmosphere there, on pollution later still. If we had thought hard about the journey children would need to take in order for the concept of sustainable energy generation to make sense to them, then we would have been involved in curricular thinking. (Christine Counsell talks in her chapter about the proximal role some content has in preparing children to understand what is to come later.) But nobody was talking about that yet. Or if they were, I didn’t realise that I needed to listen. I, like the children, didn’t know what I didn’t know.

			Nor did I realise that around this time the three godfathers of the curriculum – Michael Young, E.D. Hirsch, and Daniel Willingham – were writing convincingly about curriculum, about why the what matters. Their reasons and emphases differed; arguments are not completely interchangeable and there are enduring disagreements between them (some of which Young mentions in his introductory chapter). There is common ground, however, in emphasizing that what we choose to teach in our schools is of vital significance. Once I discovered (via Twitter) Joe Kirby, Kris Boulton, Stuart Lock and Katharine Birbalsingh talking about the role of these godfathers, once I understood that knowledge is essential in enabling us to think critically and creatively, then a whole new world opened up. Here was the wonderful world of curriculum thinking.

			The influence of all three of these godfathers is clear in all of the chapters in this book; though of the three, Michael Young’s influence is the most marked, not least because he writes the opening chapter. In this chapter, Young shares various possibilities and pitfalls he has encountered as the concept of powerful knowledge he wrote about with David Lambert has begun to influence educational practice. (Young and Lambert, 2014). In subsequent chapters (and with no clever editorial planning on my part!) these various ideas are addressed by contributors. Young’s concept is a fruitful one; even though none of the contributors had seen what he wrote in his chapter, they, in their various ways, have taken the concept of powerful knowledge into their workplaces and put it to work, realising and extending its possibilities and either overcoming potential pitfalls or showing that they weren’t really pitfalls in the first place.

			In expanding upon the idea of powerful knowledge, Young explains that:

			
					There is ‘better knowledge’ in different fields that we refer to as ‘powerful knowledge’. It acquires its authority from the specialist communities of researchers in each discipline. 

					All students, not just those identified as having ‘academic ability’, have the right to acquire this knowledge during their schooling. 

					This ‘better’ or ‘powerful’ knowledge is specialised and takes the form of academic subjects. 

					It is the basis of a curriculum that aims to be consistent with the disciplines where new knowledge is produced in the universities and research institutes.

			

			In chapter 2, Ruth Ashbee expands upon this idea, using the work of sociologist of education Basil Bernstein to explain how school subjects relate to, yet differ from, academic and practitioner communities and to emphasize the vital role of disciplinary knowledge in ensuring that students are ‘in the know’ about the status of the knowledge they are learning. The legitimate question of whose knowledge we are teaching is answered by ensuring that disciplinary knowledge is taught alongside substantive knowledge. She suggests we explore what kind of things carry meaning in each of the different disciplines and asks how new knowledge is generated and contested.

			In chapter 3, Aurora Reid discusses the idea that there might be ‘better knowledge’ that all students have the right to acquire. Is this cultural elitism? Is it patronising to think that certain cultural forms are just too hard for a particular kind of disadvantaged student and that they could not possibility understand or care about classical music or literature? Isn’t it rather naive to think that if these students do not learn certain culturally significant content, they will be disadvantaged in terms of their ability to access wider cultural discourses?

			Sonia Thompson, in chapter 4, shows what is possible in this regard. Working in a very deprived part of Birmingham, she and her school follow a curriculum that is unapologetically ambitious in in its scope and the children rise magnificently to the challenge. (I thought I had ambitious standards until I saw her year 6 children confidently contrasting the idea of the heroic in Friedrich Nietzsche with that in the work of Thomas Carlyle.) Alongside this, Sonia writes about respecting and learning from the home cultures of the children, using Luis Moll’s concept of ‘funds of knowledge’, which can also be powerful. 

			One of the potential pitfalls Young is worried about is that an emphasis on cognitive science might lead teachers to over-focus on memorisation to the detriment of students developing a relationship with the knowledge they are learning. I would argue here with his understanding of Willingham’s work; and in chapter 5, Neil Almond uses Willingham’s work to show how students need to make the journey from shallower to deeper learning, the kind that enables the student to ask their own questions. A coherent curriculum is one that enables this journey. Young is worried that teachers might be under all sorts of constraints that leave them unable to develop a curriculum-led pedagogy that enables critical thinking. In chapter 6, Andrew Percival showcases the teacher as curriculum maker. By carefully identifying which knowledge is needed and then teaching that first, the power of the student to think critically and creatively is set free. The potential pitfall of cognitive science is not actually a pitfall at all, but an incredibly useful resource for putting knowledge to work in powerful, meaningful ways. 

			In chapter 7, Doug Lemov and Emily Badillo address another of Young’s worries: the rise of scripted lessons, ‘prepared by senior teachers independently of those in classrooms’. Before they started their English curriculum project, Lemov and Badillo probably would have feared them too, worrying that scripted lessons would undermine teachers’ feelings of autonomy and professionalism.  Their project sought to encourage teachers to incorporate background knowledge into their lessons. Disappointingly, the harsh realities of workload meant that this incorporation just didn’t happen. Teachers did not have enough time to develop lesson plans with the level of detail necessary for their knowledge-rich approach. So, much to their surprise, they ended up developing a series of lessons for teachers to use. The real ‘script’ in their lessons is whatever text the class are currently studying, along with a plan. By using this plan, with previously thought-out questions and readily available non-fiction texts with relevant background knowledge, the teacher is freed to prepare the lesson rather than having to plan it from scratch. As a result, the students are enabled to understand and enjoy much more ambitious texts that previously. 

			Perhaps Young’s biggest concern is how teachers can help all students, including those for whom academic endeavour is more hard won, benefit from a knowledge-rich approach. Lemov and Badillo show (as do Thompson, Almond and Percival) that if teachers think really carefully about the sequence of knowledge they teach, then students are capable of far more than we might have previously assumed. If we have not prepared the ground for complex concepts through introducing essential prerequisites beforehand, then we should not be surprised when students cannot make sense of them. 

			In chapter 8, Christine Counsell talks about the proximal role some content has in making the next bit of content understandable or some later accomplishment more secure. Subject matter is ‘as hard or easy, as boring or interesting, as prior encounter unlocks [my emphasis]. To treat the curriculum as the progression model is to think about what effect each element may have on the pupil so that prior content joins new content to make new comparison accessible 
or fascinating.’ 

			When teachers are skilled curriculum makers, the sequence of each element is carefully planned so as to unlock and render accessible and interesting even the most complex and ambitious of content. Counsell’s chapter explains how senior leaders can ask questions of middle leaders to explore the extent to which the shape of the curriculum unlocks or impedes further learning. 

			Suggested route map through the book
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			From powerful knowledge to the powers of knowledge 

			Professor Michael Young

			Introduction 

			My starting point is that schools in a democracy should all be working towards access to powerful knowledge for all their pupils.  However, I want to raise some questions about the concept and how it has been used by schools. They reflect both theoretical criticisms and the experiences that schools have had in treating such access as a curriculum principle. This chapter builds on and extends an earlier paper (Young, 2018) and a paper by Christine Counsell in the same issue of Impact (Counsell, 2018).

			Ten years ago, I contrasted the concept ‘powerful knowledge’ (PK) with the related concept ‘knowledge of the powerful’ (KOP) (Young, 2011). My aim in pairing them was to point to the important research priorities that the former concept suggested and my intended readership was my fellow researchers as well as those working in schools. The two concepts offered competing approaches to the question of social justice in education. KOP emphasised how the existing curriculum served the interests of those with power in society. It was in line with most sociology on the question of power in posing the question ‘Who decides?’ and ‘In whose interests is the existing curriculum?’ As Pierre Bourdieu put it, this treats the curriculum as ‘an arbitrary selection of the culture supported by arbitrary powers’. In contrast, PK focuses on ‘What knowledge?’ It argues that there is knowledge – powerful knowledge – that is the best knowledge we have in each subject but that at least 50% of pupils in this country are denied access to. 

			However, this idea, especially the extent to which it mirrors the existing academic curriculum of GCSEs and A levels, is found in most selective and fee-paying public schools. It was, not surprisingly, picked up (in substance, although not initially in name) by right-wing think tanks such as Civitas and later by the Conservative-led coalition government in their 2011 Framework for the National Curriculum report. The coalition government used the concept primarily to criticise and distance themselves from the curriculum policies of the former Labour governments which had emphasised the experience of students rather than the knowledge that they acquired and focused on widening participation to make access easier for disadvantaged pupils. 

			As a result of government policies such as the EBacc, a version of PK became the benchmark for ranking schools and was adopted as a curriculum principle by many academies and free schools. At the same time, the government abolished hundreds of qualifications that did not fit their academic model. They were much influenced by the American E.D. Hirsch (Hirsch, 1988), and the think tank Civitas. So the roots of a more knowledge-led curriculum were far more on the political right than on the political left. The focus on knowledge and the support for a subject knowledge as the basis of the curriculum was heavily criticised by some on the left, despite the attempt by a small group of educational researchers – such as my colleague David Lambert and me (Young and Lambert, 2014) – who argued that a curriculum based on access to subject knowledge was in the long term the basis for a curriculum for all, and the only basis for overcoming our current educational inequalities. 
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