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PRAISE FOR TTD2: TEACHING STRIKES BACK





This excellent book nails the myth of skills being something separate from pupils knowing things. The two are like conjoined twins: it is through exposure to, engagement with and deep reflection on the substance of subjects that skills are developed. They are mutually interdependent: pupils deserve a properly considered, coherent body of knowledge through which they will develop literacy, critical thinking, analysis and other important skills. This is not just a matter of common sense, it is also a matter of equity and social justice: gaps in achievement will widen between those who have been provided with rich, interesting knowledge and those who have not. Robertson offers a systematic way of considering what might be taught: from the macro, via the meso, to the micro. The ‘delusions’ are critiqued across a school’s various endeavours: from leadership to assessment to departmental meetings. It is thought provoking and challenging and will give many schools pause for thought. A very helpful book for any jurisdiction.


Mary Myatt, education writer and curator of Myatt & Co


We need more books like this, and they need to be more widely read – sensible, useful, practical and with the potential to transform your understanding of curriculum. This is one of those subjects you wish you’d known more about as a new teacher. Now, at last, you can. Robertson writes with the clarity and precision of an experienced teacher.


Tom Bennett, founder of researchED,
and behaviour advisor to the Department of Education


In his follow up to The Teaching Delusion Robertson once again sets out a bold challenge to teachers and educational leaders to be better than they are and to focus on what really makes a difference. His measured and confident style contribute to an argument that strengthens as his secure, solidly research-based position develops. While it will undoubtedly make some teachers and educational leaders uncomfortable at times, few could argue with this book’s conclusions on the importance of teachers and focus on great teaching in schools. The measured logic and skilful reference to very relatable classroom examples at times belies the strength of emotion one can sense bubbling under the surface, but this too adds to the power of the argument; even when we want to scream out in agreement, the cool reason of his writing serves to remind us that this exultation of the importance of a focus on pedagogy and teacher morale is best delivered the way he does it. Robertson manages to stir the passion for creating brilliant classrooms without ever having to resort to cheap rhetorical tricks or outrage. Leaders in education take note: this book could and should start a revolution.


Campbell Wilson, Headteacher of Peebles High School
and Vice President of School Leaders Scotland


It’s an oversimplification to say that The Teaching Delusion 2 brings the most important pedagogical principles into focus. Too often, as teachers, we do things because we are told to without asking ‘Why?’, and this book goes a long way to helping us answer that question. It has provided me with a renewed sense of purpose and has fired me up for bringing this understanding into the classroom.


Derek Huffman, Principal Teacher of Pedagogy,
Berwickshire High School


Bruce’s second book is, like his first, grounded in practical, useful and accessible messages for teachers. If you are part of, or care about what happens in classrooms, this is a must-read. It will challenge what you have believed – or have been instructed to believe – and will shed light on some of the many paradoxes which clutter and confuse effective learning and teaching. What I particularly like is the skilful navigation through the candyfloss of pedagogical thinking backed by research from a wide range of educational sources to support his arguments. Although you may not agree with every assertion made in the book, there is no doubt that every teacher (and school leader) would be wiser and more effective having read and thought about the ideas put forward. This book will challenge and provoke, inspire and educate, and most importantly help find a path through the contradictions facing teachers every day.


Wendy Sutherland, former Headteacher,
St David’s High School, Midlothian


This is what we have needed in education for a long time – a clear-eyed and honest look at what works and what doesn’t. Bruce has combined educational research with his own experience in this excellent book which challenges us to be better at what we do. The book is clear in its respect and admiration for teachers while also showing that we all have the capacity to improve.  


Kelly Fairbairn, Deputy Headteacher, Eyemouth High School


Teaching Strikes Back is the perfect follow-up to The Teaching Delusion where Robertson continues to intelligently challenge the pedagogical delusions that hold great teaching back. Through well-informed discussions, Teaching Strikes Back will challenge your long-held beliefs and make you want to strive to be a better teacher and school leader, so that our students can receive the highest quality instruction.


Darren Leslie, Principal Teacher of Teaching & Learning,
Bell Baxter High School


There’s currently a lot of talk about post-Covid catch-up for pupils – perhaps by adding an hour to the school day. This is nonsense. Who on earth thinks it’s a good idea to help exhausted school pupils and an exhausted staff cohort by giving them extra work, assessments and marking? Surely what’s needed is to give pupils the best quality learning experience in the time that they already have. Surely what’s needed is to help teachers do what they do best even better. This is where Robertson hits the nail on the head. Knowledge is as important as skills. Recall and retrieval practices trump leaving pupils behind with gaps in their knowledge. It’s great teaching which will close the ‘Covid gap’ and it’s staff remotivated by the joy of well-directed professional learning which will strike back against the pandemic deficit. Never has such a well-written and inspirational book about curriculum, pedagogy and leadership been more needed by schools, teachers and – most of all – by pupils. If you think this book isn’t essential right now – you are deluded!


Ian Yule, former Principal Teacher of English,
and Principal Teacher of Support for Learning


Just when you thought The Teaching Delusion pulls all things teaching and learning out of the bag, The Teaching Delusion 2 delivers even more punchy and important messages on teaching, curriculum, inclusion and leadership. Teachers: how often do you waste time on a Friday afternoon trying to string together a week of lessons for the following week? If, like me, far too long, then this is the book for you! Robertson brings together key messages from research, simplifies them, and provides practical solutions to try in the classroom. Leaders: do you find yourself frustrated by the failure of new initiatives to impact in the classroom or wondering if your improvement journey is really making a difference? If so, Robertson presents evidence-informed solutions to develop culture and bring focus to improvement planning. This is a truly excellent and refreshing book. No educational stone is left unturned. The Teaching Delusion 2 is essential reading for leaders and teachers alike.


Jamie Orr, Teacher, Law Primary School, North Berwick
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There’s only one corner of the Universe you can be certain of
improving, and that’s your own self. (Aldous Huxley)

























Foreword
by Robin Macpherson





You’ve got to hand it to Bruce, the man doesn’t know how to sit still.


Just before his first book was published about a year-and-a-half ago, I was sent a draft manuscript. I immediately knew that it was something special, and in my foreword I highlighted what I thought was Bruce’s main strength as a writer; he has a knack of making the complex become simple. He hasn’t lost his touch. He writes with unerring accuracy and gets right to the heart of the matter. I had no doubt that the book would be a success, both critically and commercially, and that has proved to be the case.


In February of 2020, I asked Bruce to speak about his debut book at researchED Glasgow, and it was a captivating session. I love the freedom of choice people have at these events, because the line-up invariably pitches great speakers against one another in the same slot, so you never know which rooms will get the highest footfall. Bruce’s book hadn’t been published yet, but he was one of the most sought-after speakers on the day. Unsurprisingly, he is just as skilled a communicator in person as he is in print.


So most people would probably feel, at this point, that they had made it. Time to sit back and bask in the acclaim. Not Bruce. He went on to become a headteacher a few short months later, and took over at a new school in the middle of a global pandemic. That’s a tough gig for anyone, and just getting through that year unscathed would have been a triumph in itself. What did Bruce do? He wrote not one but two more books. Whatever this man eats for breakfast needs to be mass-produced.


Suffice to say, I was itching to read the new manuscript. How was The Teaching Delusion going to move forward? Well, as you will read in the coming chapters, it does so with the same incredible precision and rigorous interrogation of the most prevalent delusions in curriculum, pedagogy and leadership. There is a wonderful efficiency to the way Bruce deals with these delusions, cutting them to ribbons in a few deft sentences. On tracking and monitoring, if its purpose isn’t clear it ‘just becomes another thing that we do because we think we’re meant to be doing it.’ What about transferable skills? ‘If you have lessons in your school that purport to teach skills as transferable, get rid of them.’ And Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence? ‘Certainly, it is not a curriculum as I understand the definition of the term.’ Just as he did in his first book, Bruce continues to challenge orthodoxy and say what is really on everyone’s mind but they daren’t say out loud. My personal favourite is report writing, but I won’t spoil the plot for you. I’ll let you relish that part all by yourself.


Don’t be fooled into thinking that this is just about the straw man. There are many books out there which are better at dissecting a problem than they are at suggesting solutions. This is not one of them. Bruce methodically goes through the delusions and then, without exception, suggests ways out of them. His rigorous approach to curriculum design is a case in point, and it’s tough to argue against his maxim that ‘Curriculum construction should be a whole-school enterprise.’


One of my frequent laments is that pedagogy is the long-lost relative of curriculum and assessment; it struggles to get the same degree of limelight. The fact that Bruce has dedicated the middle third of the book to this key area makes this essential reading. The ten delusions and ten principles of pedagogy are just the sort of thing that you could build an entire year of whole-staff CPD around. Assessment isn’t overlooked – far from it – but the real substance of his argument is that how we teach matters much more than we are giving time or resources to at present. There is an important shift in emphasis here that bears further discussion and reflection.


The book rounds off with a focus on leadership, and Bruce has developed his thinking on this since his first book. The core argument – that improving (almost) everything in a school comes from a focus on teaching and learning – is taken further and is a message that we need to keep repeating. Nor is this just posturing. Bruce is speaking from the perspective of someone who is not just an experienced teacher and leader, but a currently practising one. It’s like listening to a live album. Just don’t forget to turn up the volume.


So here it is, teaching strikes back! Bruce, it is your destiny...


Robin Macpherson


Head of Robert Gordon’s College, and co-author of What Does This Look Like in the Classroom?
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Introduction
Still Deluded?





delusion


noun




	belief in something that is not true1



	something a person believes and wants to be true, when it is not actually true2






Welcome back!


I’m delighted that you have chosen to join me again on a mission to dispel delusions from the teaching profession, so that all our schools can be better. There are few missions that are more important in education today, and it’s great to have you on board.


At times, the mission will be challenging. I will be asking you to think about things you might find uncomfortable. I will be asking you to consider things you might not agree with. However, I guarantee that the reward that comes from this will be worth it. Your teaching will get better; your leadership will get better; your students will benefit most.





Getting better



If getting better isn’t something that interests you, I suggest you put this book down now. No hard feelings. You’ll not get much from it. But if it is, read on! It’s the perfect book for you.3




Saying that we want to get better and actually getting better are, of course, two different things. The first is easy, the second less so. It is difficult to get better at something if:




	We don’t know what we’re trying to get better at.



	We don’t know how to get better.






In this book, we will explore both. No matter how experienced you are, and no matter how good you already are at what you do, you will benefit.







The Teaching Delusion


In The Teaching Delusion: Why Teaching in Our Schools Isn’t Good Enough (And How We Can Make It Better), my premise was simple: the teaching profession is full of great teachers, but our teaching isn’t good enough. Why? There are a number of reasons.


Firstly, it can never be good enough. Try as hard we like, none of us will ever crack the teaching profession. None of us will ever be the perfect teacher. That might be painful to hear, but I’m afraid it’s true. Teaching is just too complicated a job to perfect.


However, that doesn’t mean we can’t try. In fact, we must try. It is the quality of our teaching that is the single most important school factor in determining the quality of experiences and outcomes for our students. We need to get better because our students need us to.


Secondly, a lot of our teaching isn’t as good as we think it is. We think it is good because our students behave, engage and appear interested. Most of them appear to enjoy our teaching most of the time. When given the choice, some of them might even come back for more. All of our students achieve, at least to some extent. Some achieve top marks, some scrape a pass that was hard won, and some don’t quite make it, but at least we did all we could to help them. Didn’t we?


Perhaps. But perhaps not. That’s provocative, I know. Am I really suggesting that some of us aren’t teaching as well as we could be? No, I am not suggesting that. I am saying that none of us is.


Ouch.


Why am I saying that? Am I just out to have a pop at teachers? No, I most certainly am not. I am a teacher, and what I am saying applies as much to me as it does to you. I have the utmost respect for teachers. Teachers are what make a school.


The reason I am saying this is because all of us, at least to some extent, are deluded.


Ouch again.


Should anyone still be with me, I will explain myself.







What is delusion?


Delusion is belief in something as true when it isn’t. Being deluded doesn’t make you a bad person. It just means you’re mistaken about something. For example, some people used to believe that the Earth was flat. That was belief in something that wasn’t true. It was delusion. But it didn’t make them bad. It was simply the result of being ill-informed. As people became more informed as a result of evidence, they changed what they believed. When their beliefs and the evidence matched up, they weren’t deluded any more.







The challenge of dispelling delusions


People discovering that the Earth isn’t flat was actually a more straightforward delusion to dispel when compared with many delusions in education today. People now know that the Earth isn’t flat because they can see it. However, it’s not so easy to address delusions in teaching, because they relate to learning, and learning can’t be seen. What’s more, learning takes time, so even if it is happening, it might not be obvious at the point we are looking for it. Just to compound the problem, learning can happen, but with passage of time, it can disappear.








Enlightenment



If the quality of our teaching relates to student learning and this learning is so difficult to pin down, how can we ever evaluate the quality of our practice? How can we ever be sure that what we are doing is working to the extent we hope it is? How can we be sure that we aren’t just taking a shot in the dark?


In recent years, messages from cognitive science and educational research have proved hugely enlightening. By discovering more about how students learn and ‘what works’ in teaching, we are in as good a position as we have ever been to offer students the highest quality education. Sadly, too few teachers and school leaders know enough about this. There are some who don’t know very much about these messages at all. They aren’t playing with a full deck.


What this means is that time is being wasted. Lesson time is being wasted because we aren’t teaching students in the best ways. Staff development time is being wasted because we aren’t focusing on the right things.


It also means that teachers are doing things in lessons simply ‘for the sake of it’ rather than because they understand their importance. For example, I recently watched a teacher who got students to complete Exit Tickets at the end of a lesson. The purpose of Exit Tickets should be to gather evidence of what students have understood in a lesson, to inform future teaching. This requires the teacher to look at them. However, the teacher didn’t do that. Instead, he asked students to complete an Exit Ticket and he then let them walk out of the room with it. When I brought this up in a conversation afterwards, he said he didn’t know he was supposed to look at them, just that school leaders expected them to get done.


In a conversation with a different teacher about decluttering PowerPoint slides, I suggested that he put the learning intention and success criteria on different slides. ‘Are we allowed to do that?’ he asked, almost in fear, as if the Pedagogy Police would be in any second to drag him away.


As a final example, I recently saw a teacher bury her head in her hands during a conversation discussing a lesson. She was being given feedback that contradicted feedback she had been given by someone else just two weeks ago. ‘I’m so confused!’ she cried. ‘I just don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing any more.’


Delusions have a lot to answer for.







About this book


The Teaching Delusion 2 has been written to help us break free from delusion. Its goal is to refocus teachers and school leaders on the things that matter most in education and the things that will make the biggest difference to the education of our students.


In considering subtitles for the book, I nearly called it ‘Transforming (Almost) Everything in Your School through a Focus on Great Teaching’. This captures what this book is about accurately, if not succinctly. In the end, I liked the nod to Star Wars and thought ‘Teaching Strikes Back’ was punchier. It captures the idea that we need to fight back against delusions. It’s really saying the same thing: focus on making our teaching better and better – it’s what matters most.


Let’s get started!







1    Cambridge Dictionary (UK)



2    Cambridge Dictionary (US)



3    That’s only partly true: The Teaching Delusion and The Teaching Delusion 3 are perfect too!


























PART 1
Curriculum






curriculum


noun


the subjects studied in a school, college, etc. and what each subject includes4




4    Cambridge Dictionary (UK)


























Chapter 1
Curriculum Delusions





Let’s pick up from where we left off.


‘I don’t want knowledge, I want certainty.’ Who sang that?


Whether or not you know the answer will depend on whether you have read my previous book, The Teaching Delusion, or if you have heard the song this lyric comes from. Even if you have read my book or have heard the song, you may not know the answer. You may have forgotten it.


Forgetting is entirely natural. It happens a lot more than remembering does. Sometimes we remember things for a while – ten seconds, an hour, a day, a week, a month, a year, ten years – but we do tend to forget most of what is brought to our attention. In the continuous battle between forgetting and remembering, forgetting usually wins. We will come back to the theme of forgetting later in this book.


Back to the question. The answer is: David Bowie.




A worthwhile question?


Was this a worthwhile question to ask? That depends. It depends on whether you think it relates to knowledge that is worth knowing. That’s up for debate.


Debating whether or not specific knowledge is worth knowing is important for teachers and school leaders to do. Knowledge forms the foundations of a school’s curriculum. Or rather, it should. However, in many schools, this isn’t actually the case.


Many schools have shied away from knowledge. Instead, they have focused on skills, such as problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity, which they believe to be more important. They talk about their curriculum as being ‘skills-based’ rather than ‘knowledge-based’.


Whilst well intended, for reasons we shall explore this is a serious mistake. It has come about as a result of a misunderstanding of the relationship between knowledge and skills.







The relationship between knowledge and skills


Any debate about whether skills are more important than knowledge – or vice versa – is a false one. Both are equally important.


We teach students knowledge so that they can ‘do things’ with it. The catch-all term for ‘do things’ is ‘skill’. ‘Describe’, ‘explain’, ‘predict’, ‘evaluate’ – these are all skills because they are all things that students do with the knowledge they are taught. In that sense, knowledge and skills are really two sides of the same coin.5 While for the purposes of discussion it can be helpful to draw a distinction between them, we should keep in mind that this distinction is actually artificial.


When performing a skill, you are applying specific knowledge of things you know about (declarative knowledge) or how to do (procedural knowledge). Skills are knowledge in action. They emerge from knowledge:






[image: A rectangular block titled knowledge with three upward-pointing vertical arrows emerging from the top and are labeled as skills.]







We’re not dealing with a ‘chicken or egg’ situation that is up for debate: the fact is, specific knowledge must be taught before specific skills can be developed.


For example, if we want students to be able to debate the causes of climate change (a skill), they first need to learn specific declarative knowledge about the causes of climate change. If we want them to be able to perform a particular dance (a different skill), they first need to learn specific procedural knowledge about this dance.


With this in mind, it doesn’t make sense to be arguing for a ‘skills-based curriculum’ or against a ‘knowledge-based curriculum’. All curricula are knowledge-based, skills-orientated.







‘Skills-based’ or ‘knowledge-based’ subjects


For this reason, it is a mistake to think that some subjects are ‘skills-based’. Yes, there are subjects that draw more on procedural knowledge than declarative, like PE, and subjects that draw more on declarative knowledge than procedural, like history. Regardless, knowledge is the bedrock of all subjects. All subjects are knowledge-based.







The medium vs the message delusion


Misunderstandings about the relationship between knowledge and skills typically leads to an over-emphasis on skills in the curriculum. This is what we see in schools that claim to have ‘skills-based’ curricula.


In schools like this, it is common to see students being asked to ‘do things’ before they have the necessary knowledge to do them. For example, they are asked to write a newspaper article or make a PowerPoint presentation, without having specific knowledge to write about or present. As a result, their articles and presentations lack substance, or are filled with information copied from elsewhere. A focus on skills at the expense of knowledge leads to students ‘being busy’, but not in a way that helps them to learn.


If students are being asked to write an article or make a presentation to apply knowledge they have learned, this would likely be a worthwhile activity. It would be an opportunity for students to simultaneously consolidate and demonstrate the knowledge they have learned. Rather than write an article or make a presentation for the sake of it, because it seemed like a ‘fun’ thing to do, the activity would have real value, pulling knowledge together in a coherent way. It would help evidence understanding. But clearly, for this to be the case, students would first need to have learned specific knowledge.







The medium vs the message


Newspaper articles, PowerPoint presentations and all related activities are the medium to deliver a message. The medium usually has little value in itself. It is the message that is most important.


Yes, being able to write and create presentations matters. And yes, we do need to teach students how to do such things. However, once this is done, writing and creating presentations are simply vehicles to communicate knowledge and understanding. The more knowledge students have, the more likely it is that they will surprise and amaze us with what they write and create as a synthesis of this. The less they have, the more likely it is that we will simply be keeping them occupied.


Dylan Wiliam captures this well:


The big mistake we have made… is to assume that if we want students to be able to think, then our curriculum should give our students lots of practice in thinking. This is a mistake because what our students need is more to think with.6










The ‘transferable skills’ delusion


Misunderstandings about the relationship between knowledge and skills have created other issues in education. One of the most significant is the delusion of ‘transferable skills’, such as ‘problem-solving’, ‘critical thinking’ and ‘creativity’. The delusion isn’t about the importance of such skills. They are important. Rather, it is about how they are taught and their transferability.




Umbrella terms


Unlike specific skills, such as decoding text, throwing a ball, or drawing a bar graph from a table of results, problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity aren’t skills that can be taught directly. The reason is that they aren’t specific enough to do so. ‘Problem-solving’, ‘critical thinking’ and ‘creativity’ are umbrella terms for an effectively infinite number of sub-skills.


Take problem-solving as an example. Problems have to be solved in every subject. Home in on any one of these and the types of problems students could be asked to solve are varied. In maths, they might relate to algebra, geometry or calculus. Home in on algebra and they might relate to percentages, decimals or fractions. Being able to solve a range of problems in maths won’t help you to solve any problems in history. Problems are specific in nature. They require domain-specific knowledge to solve them.7
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The same principles apply to critical thinking, creativity, and every other so-called ‘transferable skill’.


While problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity can be transferred within a specific knowledge domain, they can’t be transferred beyond a domain. Students can’t be taught to solve any problem they come across, think critically at will, or become ubiquitously creative. These skills are not transferable in this way. If you have lessons in your school that proport to teach skills as transferable, get rid of them. They are wasting everyone’s time. I’m talking about the sort of lesson where students are given 30 minutes to work in groups to find as many creative uses for a paperclip as they can.


Even to talk about problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity as ‘skills’ is probably misleading – the term infers a specificity that isn’t there. It would probably be better to refer to them as ever-evolving abilities (although that’s more of a mouthful). The wider and deeper the knowledge that students have, the more likely it is that they will be able to solve problems, think critically or be creative in a particular situation.


Teaching students a broad, deep body of knowledge is the key to developing problem-solving, critical thinking and creativity. Teach students more and they will be able to do more.







A problem at interview


Not everyone appreciates this. I was once interviewed for a job and as part of the interview I was asked a problem-solving question relating to school budgets. At the time, what I knew about managing school budgets could have been written on the back of a £5 note, using very big writing. The interviewer could see I was struggling. To try to help, he asked if I had a ‘problem-solving strategy’ that I could use to help me. I thought about this for a moment. Nothing.


Knowing that I had to say something, I told him that if I didn’t know how to solve a problem, I would probably do research to find an answer, or I would ask someone for help. I don’t think this is what he was looking for – and I didn’t get the job – but I stand by what I said. There is no such thing as a ‘problem-solving strategy’ that we can teach people so they can solve any problem they might encounter. Whether or not you can solve a problem depends on the extent to which you have domain-specific knowledge relating to that problem. You can think about a problem as hard as you like – if you don’t have the domain-specific knowledge to help you solve it, you won’t be able to.







Trial and error


It is true that some people are able to use trial and error to solve some problems, some of the time. However, for most people in most situations, to have any realistic chance of being able to solve problems within any reasonable time frame – and to stop them from giving up whenever things get tricky – they need to have the prerequisite knowledge before tackling it. Background knowledge is the difference between success and failure when it comes to solving problems of any kind.










The ‘just look it up’ delusion


In my interview, I didn’t have the knowledge I needed to answer the question I was asked. While I could have pulled out my phone and searched Google, I don’t think this would have looked particularly good in the circumstances. What’s more, I’m not sure an answer would have been particularly easy to find.


People who argue that students don’t need to be taught specific knowledge in schools because they can ‘just look it up’ are glossing over the realities of life. Looking things up takes time and relies on you knowing where to look. Can you imagine trying to have a conversation with someone and every two minutes they stop and say, ‘Hang on – I just need to look that up’?


Clearly, I am exaggerating, but the point is important: if we ‘outsource’ knowledge to the internet, we reduce the ability of students to think.8 We also reduce their ability to understand new things, because understanding something depends on what we already know.9 If students read newspaper articles and don’t understand the content, it usually isn’t because they can’t read: it is because they don’t have enough background knowledge to understand what they are reading. What this means is that they can’t form a view or an opinion. They are disempowered.


Teaching students a broad, deep body of knowledge is essential if they are to think for themselves and understand the world around them. Their specific knowledge of history, music, science, English literature and the arts alters what they notice and enjoy.10 The less knowledge they have, the less they are able to think, and the less they are able to understand and make sense of.




Cultural capital


I can relate to this fully. A lack of historical and cultural knowledge means that I don’t get as much out of visits to museums and galleries as I wish I could. I lack cultural capital.11 I visit an exhibition on the Aztecs and it means very little to me. I am unable to link it to other historical periods because I have no frame of reference. Yes, I could look this up, but that takes time and effort that, if I’m being honest, I am unlikely to put in. You could argue that’s my issue, and you’d be right to a certain extent, but how much more fulfilling would it be if, when visiting such an exhibition, I could automatically link what I am seeing to things that I already know, getting instant gratification? Humans are an enquiring species. Instinctively, we want to know about things and make sense of things. The more we know, the more we can do and the more satisfying life becomes.










The ‘old-fashioned and too prescriptive’ delusion


Those who prioritise skills over knowledge tend to argue that a knowledge-based curriculum is old-fashioned, overly prescriptive, and inhibiting. Instead, in the 21st century, a skills-based curriculum is what we’re after. They recoil at the thought of students sitting in rows, listening to their teacher or learning from a textbook. ‘Teachers shouldn’t be imparting knowledge!’ they cry. The horror of it! ‘That’s not what students should be doing in a 21st century classroom! They need to be allowed to learn what they want, how they want. They should be sitting in groups, talking to each other, and learning through discovery. Who do teachers think they are to dictate what students are learning and how they are learning it?’


At the risk of appearing flippant, I think teachers probably think they are teachers! The very essence of their job is to teach students specific things that they themselves are relatively expert in. If I want to learn to play the piano, I will seek out a piano teacher who is expert in both playing the piano and teaching other people how to play it. Both parts are equally important. What I’m not really after is someone who keeps a watchful eye over me as I attempt to work out how to play it myself. Nor do I really want them to put me into a small group with fellow novices and be told ‘learn from each other’. It’s the specific knowledge of how to play the piano that I am looking to gain from the teacher. I want to learn from them.







The literacy and numeracy delusion


Because the amount of time we have to teach students at school is finite, schools rightly make decisions to prioritise teaching particular things. Often, these things include ‘literacy’ and ‘numeracy’. In some schools, literacy and numeracy are prioritised over everything. When you look at improvement plans for these schools, you see nothing else mentioned. Improving the teaching of specific knowledge in specific subjects is low down the list of priorities. While there is no question that developing students’ literacy and numeracy is important, an overemphasis on these areas is misguided. Let’s explore why.




Literacy vs numeracy


First, literacy and numeracy are not equally important. Many people talk about them in the same breath as if they are, but they aren’t. Literacy is more important than numeracy. Literacy underpins every aspect of teaching and learning across every subject in a way that numeracy does not.12 Literacy can be developed in all subjects in a meaningful way; this is not true of numeracy.







Vague terms


Second, it isn’t actually helpful to think about literacy and numeracy as ‘things’ to be taught in themselves; like ‘problem-solving, ‘critical thinking’ and ‘creativity’, they are overarching terms for more specific areas. For example, literacy is an overarching term for reading, writing, talking and listening. How students learn to read and write is different from how they learn to talk and listen.


Talking and listening are learned automatically, without the need for effort; learning to read and write requires deliberate effort.13 Until students have been taught to decode and encode text, they can’t read and write. What this means is there isn’t the same need to teach students talking and listening as there is reading and writing because talking and listening are really just writing and reading in action. The catch-all term ‘literacy’ disguises this.







Neglecting knowledge


Third, a focus on literacy and numeracy at the expense of developing specific knowledge across subject domains limits the amount of knowledge students acquire. Because knowledge stored in long-term memory is what students think with, this limits what they understand when reading. The irony is: a direct focus on literacy can lead to students being less literate!


Reading involves decoding and comprehension. Decoding can be taught directly; comprehension cannot.14 Whether or not you can comprehend what you are reading depends on the knowledge you have about what you are reading. Background knowledge is the key factor in comprehension. Once students have been taught to decode texts, if we want them to improve their reading, we need to:




	Get them to read.



	Teach them a broad, deep body of knowledge across different subject domains.











Transferable comprehension skills


Fourth, with regard to literacy, many schools are focusing on teaching this in the wrong way. Rather than focus on developing students’ knowledge and getting them to read, write, talk and listen across all subjects, schools are attempting to teach ‘transferable comprehension skills’ – such as summarising the main idea in a text – that don’t actually exist.15


Just because a student can ‘identify and consider the purpose and main ideas’ of Lord of the Rings doesn’t mean they can do the same for Great Expectations. The key to understanding a text is knowledge of the subject at hand, including specific vocabulary.16 Yes, students can be taught generic ‘how to…’ strategies – for example, ‘how to summarise’ – but whether or not they can apply these successfully will depend on the extent to which they understand what they are applying them to. Subject knowledge is the key determinant.


Try it yourself. Read the following abstract from a biochemistry research paper and then summarise the main idea:


The biosynthesis of L-ascorbic acid (vitamin C) is not well understood in plants. The ozone-sensitive Arabidopsis thaliana mutant vitamin c-1 (vtc1; formerly known as soz1) is deficient in ascorbic acid, accumulating approximately 30% of wild-type levels. This deficiency could result from elevated catabolism or decreased biosynthesis. No differences that could account for the deficiency were found in the activities of enzymes that catalyze the oxidation or reduction of ascorbic acid.17


You probably can’t. Even though you know how to summarise texts because you have been taught a generic strategy to do so, you don’t have the relevant subject knowledge that allows you to do this in this case. Your strategy isn’t transferable.


Let’s consider this in schools by imagining that two students are asked to read the same passage about the formation of U-shaped valleys, and to write a paragraph summarising this. One of the students has been taught the ‘generic skill’ of summarising, but knows very little about the subject at hand. The other student is the opposite – they have been taught a lot about U-shaped valleys, but very little about how to summarise. Who will write the better summary? More than likely, it will be the student with the better subject knowledge.18


A focus on teaching literacy through ‘transferable comprehension skills’ is precisely where so many schools are going wrong today. For example, the literacy curriculum in Scotland is made up of around 100 statements, such as:19


To show my understanding across different areas of learning, I can identify and consider the purpose and main ideas of a text and use supporting detail.


As I hope I have got across: this is not the way to teach literacy. Suggesting it is through statements of this kind will lead to illiterate students.








How to really teach literacy



While schools should spend some time teaching generic strategies (like summarising), once taught, these shouldn’t need to be taught again. Instead, the focus needs to shift to students:




	Reading high-quality material across all subject domains, both themselves and aloud with their teacher. This should be done both in class and at home. Recommended reading lists that extend beyond the core should be available.



	Articulating and refining their understanding from reading, through writing and discussion. This should include key vocabulary, including the origins of words and their links to other words.



	Developing a broad, deep body of knowledge across all subject domains, including specific content and how the content of one subject links to another.






This is what should be meant by ‘literacy across the curriculum’, a phrase that has been abused to the point that it now tastes bitter in the mouths of many. One-off days where different subject areas focus on spelling or reading, just for that day, are tokenistic at best.


In a knowledge-based school, we want all students reading, writing and discussing in every subject. This way, not only will we develop literacy in the traditional sense, we will see students develop ‘cultural literacy’, empowering them to understand the world around them, so they can enjoy it and contribute to it.










The achievement delusion


I have no doubt that those who push for a skills-based curriculum do so with the best of intentions: like all of us, they want all students to achieve the best they can. They believe a skills-based curriculum will best support them to do that. But sadly, this is delusion.


There is an increasing body of evidence telling us that students who attend schools with knowledge-based curricula learn more and attain better than those who attend schools that don’t.20 The more they know, the more they understand about the world around them, and the more they can engage in debates about complex issues. As a result, they are more confident and more empowered. This is the cultural capital we referred to earlier.




Learning as a snowball


When it comes to learning, a ‘Snowball Principle’ applies: just as bigger snowballs rolling down a hill get even bigger more quickly than smaller snowballs, so it is with learning: students who know more learn more exponentially.21 The quickest way to create an achievement gap between students is to focus on teaching some of them knowledge (in a knowledge-based curriculum) and not teaching others the same (in a skills-based curriculum).


Governments, local authorities and schools that find themselves unable to improve whole-school attainment, or to close background-related achievement gaps, are failing because they are focusing on the wrong things. The thing they need to focus on is ensuring high-quality teaching of a knowledge-based curriculum.22 If they do this, the attainment of all students will improve, and achievement gaps will close.






[image: Inline]







In this chapter, we have explored various delusions relating to the curriculum:




	the medium vs the message delusion



	the ‘transferable skills’ delusion



	the ‘just look it up’ delusion



	the ‘old-fashioned and too prescriptive’ delusion



	the literacy and numeracy delusion



	the achievement delusion






We are calling these out because of the detrimental impact they have on students’ learning.


Ultimately, curriculum delusions lead to students learning less than they could and should. They create avoidable achievement gaps between students.


We will stick to the topic of achievement gaps as we begin our next chapter.
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