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Outline of Talk

• Are policy-makers listening, and can we make them listen?



What’s wrong with the national curriculum?

“But we’re stuck in the Michael 
Gove era, in which children are 
trained in analysing language in 
a way that seems to me to 
restrict and inhibit, rather than 
to encourage creativity. So I was 
glad to discover that someone 
has done some proper research 
on this part of Gove’s education 
reforms; UCL and University of 
York have found that this 
emphasis on grammar in 
primary school does not 
improve six- and seven-year-old 
children’s writing.”



Teaching Reading

I had to write to you to express my 
thanks for the paper that you co-
wrote with Professor Alice 
Bradbury regarding The Reading 
Wars … At[school], we prioritise 
reading and have invested heavily 
in the teaching of it … to give the 
children the best possible chance. 
The new government guidelines on 
early reading have left me both 
frustrated and fearful. I worry 
about the impact this will have 
especially on children from 
deprived backgrounds with limited 
support at home. Children need to 
learn so much more than decoding 
to be successful (personal 
correspondence, English Lead, 
London)



Grammar Teaching





https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10144257/



How should we assess children’s learning?



Could assessment be different?

Region Overall Score 
(Rank) in PISA 2018

Key Assessment Aspects

Canada 520 (6) Ontario: assessment is ongoing and varied

Ireland 518 (8) Test data not published; no league tables

New Zealand 506 (12) No statutory assessments

England 505 (n/a) Many statutory assessments; high stakes 
testing; test taken at same time in year

United 
Kingdom

504 (14) Wales – online personalised assessments 
taken any time of year; marked 
authomatically
Scotland – online tests no time limit; 
marked automatically

Australia 503 (16) Online adaptive assessments



ICAPE Surveys



ICAPE Surveys

• These assessments serve no purpose to support children, parents or teachers and actively 
prevent children and teachers from dedicating time to learning in order to create an easily to 
monitor metric which provides information which is at best flawed. (Parent)

• The tests are there to measure school performance, not individual pupil progress. The teachers 
know the children’s ability. Forcing the children into a pressured short period of time only causes 
stress in many families. (Parent)

• The tests are expensive, time-consuming and stressful for the children and educators and do not 
give us, as teachers any additional information about the attainment of our children. They are an 
unnecessary burden! (Educator)

• Too much statutory assessment that is only a snapshot but used incorrectly by various agencies. 
Teachers do not need these needless tests to know what the next steps are for the children. 
(Educator)



ICAPE Recommendations

• Phase out SATs

• Establish profiles of children’s learning that are holistic

• Establish Year 1 and Year 4 as points for key summative assessments

• De-couple assessment for learning from accountability of teachers 
and schools

• Include England in the new PISA assessments of creative thinking



Primary Education – It is time for change

• A greatly improved national curriculum and assessment system

• Take time to develop a holistic, creative and pupil-oriented primary 
education

• Ensure that governments are required to genuinely attend to 
evidence when developing curriculum policies

• Lobby all interested parties about the need for change
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Ambition



Ambition Helpful insights



Ambition Helpful insights Implementation & 

Impact



Curriculum focus?



Priorities 

distorted



Priorities 

distorted

Misconceptions



Priorities 

distorted

EntitlementMisconceptions



What pupils say



Demanding work please



Entitlement



Respectable



He took us seriously : not in the sense that he treated us like 

miniature adults, but in the way he acted upon his belief that 

we had a right to be heard, and that we were as much a part 

of society as any adult or any middle - class child, whose right 

to be heard – to form and express an opinion and have it 

interrogated



At the beginning of the year, 

Mr Bowell instigated two weekly institutions, the general 

knowledge quiz and the classroom debate.



In hindsight, the reason these felt so special, so invigorating , 

was that both were vehicles for verbal reasoning and for 

testing abstract concepts, neither of which our previous 

teachers had paid particular attention to.



I never saw stronger evidence that you are taught how 

to be inarticulate , and you learn how to be ignorant, 

through what is withheld from you.



Mr Bowell gave us a chance to talk and to reason 

before our ability to do so was allowed to wither from 

inattention.



High challenge

Low threat



Intent

Implementation 

Impact



Ambitious?



Art and Design

Every human is an artist

Don Miguel Ruiz



Computing

Alan Turing gave us a mathematical model of digital computing that has 

completely withstood the test of time. He gave us a very, very clear 

description that was truly prophetic

George Dyson



Design and Technology

Good buildings come from good people, and all problems are solved by 

good design

Stephen Gardiner



English

When I read great literature, great drama, speeches, or sermons, I feel 

that the human mind has not achieved anything greater than the ability 

to share feelings and thoughts through language

James Earl Jones



Geography

Geography underpins a lifelong ‘conversation’ about the earth as the 

home of humankind

Geography Association



History

A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin 

and culture is like a tree without roots

Marcus Mosiah Garvey



Languages

You live a new life for every language you speak. If you only 

know one language, you only live once

Czech proverb



Mathematics

Pure mathematics is, in its way, the poetry of logical 

ideas.

Albert Einstein



Mathematics

Pure mathematics is, in its way, the poetry of logical 

ideas.

Albert Einstein



Physical Education

Physically educated persons are those who have learned to arrange 

their lives in such a way that the habitual physical activities they freely 

engage in make a distinctive contribution to their wider flourishing

James MacAllister



Science

It is important to view knowledge as sort of a semantic tree – make sure 

you understand the fundamental principles, i.e. the trunk and big 

branches, before you get into the leaves/details or there is nothing for 

them to hang on to.

Elon Musk



Music

Without music, life would be a mistake.

Friedrich Nietzsche





Best bets from 

cognitive science



Peter Brown et al



Effortful



Daniel 
Willingham



Human beings are curious.

Thinking is hard.

Daniel T Willingham



Demanding work

please







Daniel Willingham



The importance of concepts



Cognitive psychology has shown that the mind best 

understands facts when they are woven into a conceptual
fabric, such as a narrative, mental map, or intuitive theory. 

Disconnected facts in the mind are like unlinked pages on the 

Web: They might as well not exist.

Stephen Pinker



Holding baskets





Tier 3 vocabulary



Etymology

Isosceles

Dinosaur

Incarnation

Migration





Examples from 

Ofsted research review

RE



The curriculum should cover substantive content 

and concepts collectively (or ‘collectively 

enough’), rather than covering excessive 

amounts of content superficially. 



Pupils study certain areas of the RE curriculum 

in depth and acquire a range of detailed 

knowledge of different concepts and ideas, which 

they remember long term. 



The curriculum is well sequenced to ensure that 

pupils learn the knowledge they need for later 

topics.



How the curriculum is taught and assessed 

focuses pupils’ attention squarely on the 

knowledge they need to learn.



There is sufficient training and professional 

development so that teachers have appropriate 

subject professional knowledge.



Daniel Willingham



Our brains privilege story

Daniel T Willingham



Cognitive psychology has shown that the mind best 

understands facts when they are woven into a conceptual 

fabric, such as a narrative, mental map, or intuitive theory. 

Disconnected facts in the mind are like unlinked pages on the 

Web: They might as well not exist.

Stephen Pinker





Human beings invented reading only a few thousand years ago. 

And with this invention, we rearranged the very organisation

of our brain, which in turn expanded the ways we were able to 

think, which altered the intellectual evolution of our species

Marianne Wolfe



Work to do…



Reading deficit



Barriers



Enjoyable



Enjoyable Time



Enjoyable Time Evidence



Faster reading 

research





Two novels



Two novels
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Two novels
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‘Poorer’ 

readers = 16 

mths

progress



Faster reading 
research



Years 2 & 4
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Years 2 & 4

12 weeks

Year 2 

93% +6 months

Year 4

83%  +6 months

8 Year 5 

pupils = sec 

YARC





Why stories matter

Point 3 here

Big 

picture

Complex 

ideas

Enrich 

vocab

Inclusive 

for all



The text as the ‘beating heart’ of the lesson

Andy Tharby



Demanding work

please



Criteria



Visuals



Visuals Tone



Visuals Tone Vocabulary









Draft 

planning unit



Draft 

knowledge organiser







Links







Resources













EYFS



Key Stage 1



Key Stage 2
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Intent

Implementation

impact



Good subject 

knowledge



Appropriate 

support

Good subject 

knowledge



Help pupils 

to understand key 

concepts
Appropriate 

support

Good subject 

knowledge



Discussion

Help pupils 

to understand key 

concepts
Appropriate 

support

Good subject 

knowledge





Writing floats on a sea of talk

James Britton



Responsive 

teaching



Content remembered 

long term
Responsive 

teaching



Assessment is used 

wisely

Content remembered 

long term
Responsive 

teaching



Texts & materials 

ambitious
Assessment is used 

wisely

Content remembered 

long term
Responsive 

teaching



What adds 

greatest value?



Principles of

implementation





Privilege thinking BeautifulLead to mastery

























Authentic 

sources















Intent

Implementation 

Impact



Evidence of impact



Rethink progress



Validity and reliability



Pupils knowing more

and 

remembering more 

and 

being able to do more

School Inspection handbook



The curriculum 

is 

the progression model



What pupils ‘produce’

Tim Oates



What might pupils

produce?



Writing



Comparative 

judgement



Comparative

Judgement



QuizzesWriting



TalkQuizzesWriting



DemonstrateTalkQuizzesWriting



Standardised assessments



DemonstrateTalkQuizzesWriting



Double page spreads

North Ormsby Academy
@PaulWat5





















Pupils knowing more

and 

remembering more 

and 

being able to do more

School Inspection handbook



An allegory

cc: Pilottage - https://www.flickr.com/photos/37717290@N00

























What can we cut?



Who is it for?



Trade offs



Meetings



Opportunity for professional learning



Marking



I once estimated that, if you price teachers’ time appropriately, in 

England we spend about two and a half billion pounds a year on feedback 

and it has almost no discernible difference on student achievement. 

Marking is the most expensive public relations exercise in history

Dylan Wiliam





What adds greatest 

value?









Humans first

Professionals second
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