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Curriculum - three questions you should ask

When What

Wednesday 6th May 

13:00-13:45
1. Why does knowledge matter?

Thursday 7th May

13:00-13:45
2. Why is subject distinctiveness important?

Monday 11th May

13:00-13:45
3. Where did assessment go wrong, and how do we 

put it right?



Webinar 1
Why does knowledge matter?
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Debates are often 

focused on surface 

features, not the 

underlying principles.
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What is the purpose of a curriculum?



What should we infer from this?

“I believed him when he said he had a lake house, until 
he said it’s only forty feet from the water at high tide.”

(Daniel Willingham)



“Reading tests are 
knowledge tests in 
disguise”

Daniel Willingham



Knowledge and disadvantage

• Achievement gap is knowledge and vocab gap

• Vocabulary underpins knowledge and subjects

• Disadvantage knowledge gap

• Teaching generic skills can entrench gap  

• Knowledge begets knowledge

• Disadvantaged pupils need knowledge 
curriculum most. 



Ok, but why does knowledge matter?

1). Allows us to generalize
2). Underpins communication
3). Gives us something to think with



Knowing lots of examples allows us to generalize. This is 
essential for our ability to communicate. 



“And that was when the horn sounded. 

It blared, and from my right, from where the sun glowed beneath the 
western horizon, a stream of horsemen galloped to place themselves 
between me and the crowd. They were in mail, they carried swords or 
spears, and their faces were hidden by the cheek-pieces of their helmets. 
The flamelight glinted from those helmets, turning them into blood-
touched spear-warriors whose stallions threw up gouts of damp earth as 
he horses slewed around so that the newcomers faced the crowd.

One man faced me. His sword was lowered as he trotted his stallion 
towards Lightning, then the blade flicked up in a salute.”
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Dylan Wiliam

“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. The main purpose of curriculum is to build 
up the content of long-term memory so that when 
students are asked to think, they are able to think in more 
powerful ways because what is in their long-term 
memories makes their short-term memories more 
powerful. That is why curriculum matters.”



Knowledge vs Skills?

“Knowledge and skills are intertwined, and skill progression 
depends upon knowledge accumulation.” 

“We achieve skilled performance through committing knowledge 
to long-term memory and practising it.”

Daisy Christodoulou

E.D. Hirsch: “Knowledge is skill: skill knowledge.”

• No generic ‘problem-solving’ skill

• Skills are application of knowledge 



Implications for leaders



“What we have here, I tentatively suggest, is a change 
taking place in the underlying code of education.”

Knower code
Practices are based on who people are, their attributes

• Learning styles

• Personalisation

• Generic skills & competencies

Knowledge code
Practices are based on specialized knowledge and how it 

relates to other knowledge

• Domain knowledge

• Retention in long term memory & cognition

• Sequencing

https://stephenrollett.com/2019

/12/17/2019-a-space-odyssey/

Legitimation 

Code Theory

https://stephenrollett.com/2019/12/17/2019-a-space-odyssey/


What do schools’ “intent statements” tell us?

Ofsted

Schools



“Code shifts can have profound implications. 
Such as rendering previously successful 
actors unable to continue to succeed.”

Maton & Chen 2019

Shifting sands? Does this matter?



Intended

Philosophies, values, 

beliefs, attitudes

Discuss & align purpose(s)

- Staff
- Governors



Implications in the current Covid 19 context

1. Introducing new content can be tricky

• A) Explaining concepts.

• B) Highlighting and resolving common misconceptions.

• C) Providing analogy and metaphor.

• D) Drawing out links with prior/future learning.

• E) Requiring pupils to recall what they’ve already learned.

• F) Giving feedback.

http://stephenrollett.com

http://stephenrollett.com/


Implications in the current Covid 19 context

2. Consolidation is an opportunity to build fluency



Plan for forgetting & remembering



Plan for pupils to remember



Cognitive Science

• Schema

• Components and composites

• Cognitive Load

• Storage & Retrieval

• Chunking

• Fluency Weinstein, Sumeracki & 

Caviglioli



Implications in the current Covid 19 context

3. Clarity and simplicity are your friends

- Clear about learning goals

- Coherent sequence

Composite

Component Component Component



Key points

• Knowledge gives pupils something to work with

• Some pupils have richer schema than others. 

• If this is THE GAP curriculum must address it

• Retention in long term memory can be helpful

• Curriculum should help pupils to retain key 

content, not just encounter it

• Be clear about end points and sequencing



You don’t develop a deep 

understanding without 

making it the core of what 

you do.

Curriculum is not a 

strategy or intervention.

Should be the ongoing 

conversation that subject 

teams are having. 








