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In the last few years, there has been a fascinating debate developing around the concept of a ‘knowledge-rich curriculum’. Sometimes this is referred to as knowledge-led or knowledge-based. The debate has been informed by discussions from cognitive science, such as the role of knowledge in underpinning reading and understanding (Willingham, 2010). It has also been informed by a values-led philosophy based on empowerment through teaching ‘powerful knowledge’ (Young and Muller, 2013). Along with plenty of others, my initial reaction was to reject the idea that a curriculum could be ‘knowledge-rich’; I saw it as a kind of hubristic rebranding of regular good practice. As a science teacher, I’ve always felt that my curriculum was packed with knowledge and, without question, I’ve seen numerous cohorts sit lots of GCSE exams, year after year, each requiring significant knowledge. However, I’m increasingly convinced that a knowledge-rich curriculum is actually an important concept that we ought to embrace.
From my experience working with a range of schools in varying circumstances over the last few years, I would say that not only is this approach often different to the default practice, but it also offers a secure route to the higher standards that we’re continually seeking. Even if it’s not new, at the very least it represents a shift in emphasis with multiple benefits.
What is a knowledge-rich curriculum in practice?

The best way to attack this is through some examples:
Exhibit A: Parliament Hill science 
At this Camden school, the science department has developed a superb set of resources to support students with learning. This is linked to an approach they call FACE It – Facts, Apply in context, Connect to wider learning, Exam practice. The idea is that students need to master the recall of basic science facts and concepts on the road to deep understanding and the ability to apply knowledge to problem-solving. They are provided with excellent study guides in booklet form. Written by the staff, they are more detailed than a knowledge organiser but stripped down from what might be in a textbook. Significantly, embedded in the booklets, students are given the quizzes that will be used to test them on their knowledge. They are seen in advance so that students can learn the form in which knowledge is sometimes expressed. It guides their learning. Students are asked to learn the material after being taught it and then take the quizzes without any study aids. 

The aim is that all students get all the questions right. That’s the point. Their theory is that if students can’t get the simple factual recall questions right, they have no chance of then getting the ‘application to new contexts’ questions right. This embedded quizzing teaches lower-attaining students to build confidence, gaining important study skills. It also helps a team of teachers to focus their energies and to plan collaboratively. 
Exhibit B: Trial by ordeal
If you were teaching the GCSE history theme study on Crime and Punishment, you might show the relevant BBC Bitesize video: https://www.bbc.com/education/clips/zrtk2hv. It’s a great, colourful story, full of information, examples, facts, concepts and gory details. You could watch it and have a wonderful, engaging discussion during a lesson. But, some days and weeks later, what would students remember? If you hope that students will recall as much as possible, simply through absorbing information or by making their own notes, you’re going to get a wide range of responses. For certain, the weakest students will have the worst notes and, in all likelihood, the lowest level of recall. 

In a knowledge-rich approach, we don’t leave this to chance. We spell it all out. Alongside watching the video and having the discussion, we make the note-making absolutely explicit. These are the key facts; this what everyone must know; this is what you must all remember. Not only this, but at least all of this – ‘this’ being a set of factual knowledge written down in an organised resource that students are given or create under guidance. You might choose to train students to produce their own structured notes in a quizzable format or you might just give them the notes and focus on the retrieval practice and application. But what you won’t do is allow students to scrabble around dredging memories for half-remembered titbits of facts in the hope that they have a coherent picture of the idea of trial by ordeal. You control it; you are precise about it.

Is this new? To many teachers and in many schools, I think it is – especially once the cognitive science combines with the idea of subject grammar. It’s way beyond reductive ideas about rote learning and regurgitating facts for no purpose. It’s about ensuring that all students always have a secure knowledge platform, allowing them to reach the next level. In truth, it doesn’t really matter whether we did this before… some of us will have, some won’t, and that will depend on context, subject, phase and which decade we started teaching in. The point is that we should all be doing it now. It’s actually rather exciting! 
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