
DEEP 
EXPERIENCE
FOR SOCIAL
JUSTICE



SSAT
We are SSAT, the Schools,  
Students and Teachers network. 

We exist to help improve outcomes for all 
young people. As a membership organisation 
of schools and academies across the UK 
and internationally, we work with leaders, 
teachers and students to drive school 
improvement and innovation, and celebrate 
their successes. We believe in a truly  
school-led system, with schools working  
in partnership across and beyond the 
education sector. 

At SSAT’s heart are our membership 
networks, bringing together school leaders, 
teachers and students. We have been working 
with schools for over 30 years, and continue 
to offer insight and understanding into 
teaching, learning and system leadership. 
Our professional development and school 
improvement programmes help leaders and 
teachers to further outcomes for all young 
people, and develop leadership at all levels 
across the system. 

We are SSAT and we provide  
fresh ideas for ambitious schools. 

ssatuk.co.uk



DEEP EXPERIENCE
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

TOM MIDDLEHURST



ISBN: 978-1-9998167-4-2

Published November 2019

Editor: Peter Chambers

Copyright © 2019 SSAT (The Schools Network) Ltd.
Abstracting permitted with full acknowledgement to the source.

For other copying or general enquiries please contact:

SSAT, Central House, 142 Central Street, London, EC1V 8AR  
Tel: 020 7802 2300   Email: info@ssatuk.co.uk



DEEP EXPERIENCE
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

DEEP EXPERIENCE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE   1

THE DEEPS: DEEP EXPERIENCE   2

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘DEEP SOCIAL JUSTICE’?   3

WHAT’S THE LINK?   5

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘EXPERIENCES’?   8

WHY NOW?   11

CURRICULUM INTENT   18

CURRICULUM CONTENT   23

CURRICULUM DELIVERY   28

CURRICULUM EXPERIENCE   33

CHARACTER   36

EMPLOYABILITY   40

AI AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES   44

CONCLUSION   47





1

Our experiences as young people are, 
to a large degree, what shape the 

adults we become. In considering the role 
of schools in achieving a more socially 
just society, we must therefore consider 
what experiences are being planned over 
the course of a child’s formal education.  

‘Deep experience’, taken at its broadest, 
is therefore the formal school timetable and 
curriculum – plus the delivery and imple-
mentation of that curriculum, the activities 
that sit alongside the formal curriculum, 
and the unplanned day-to-day interactions 
between students and staff. In this way, ex-
perience touches upon aspects of pedagogy, 
of pastoral care, and of the leadership of the 
school. However, this pamphlet is predom-
inantly concerned with the formal planned 
experiences that a school decides upon – and 
how this can help, or hinder, social justice. 
Other aspects are covered in other titles in the 
SSAT Fighting for Deep Social Justice series.

This pamphlet seeks to continue an ongo-
ing dialogue about which experiences that 
young people are given access to through 
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their education are most likely to achieve so-
cial justice. It will offer a working definition 
of ‘deep experience’ and its link to ‘deep social 
justice’, discuss some of the current debates 
around the topic, and offer practical activities 
and case studies for school leaders, teachers 
and other partners to use.

Deep experience is explored through vehi-
cles, that are within schools’ control to enact 
– which build on Hargreaves’s original nine 
gateways for personalisation. The vehicles 
are shown on the following page, and are ex-
plored in more detail throughout the subse-
quent chapters. The curriculum is at the heart 
of deep experience, and all other vehicles are 
subservient to it. At the heart of a socially-just 
curriculum is powerful knowledge, which is 
a thread that runs throughout this pamphlet, 
despite not having a chapter of its own. But it’s 
also important that we consider how the cur-
riculum is delivered – which is why employa-
bility and artificial intelligence are highlight-
ed; both in themselves powerful vehicles for 
deep social justice – but all within the context 
of a thoughtful, knowledge-rich curriculum.



THE FOUR DEEPS FOR PERSONALISING LEARNING WITH  
DEEP LEARNING AND DEEP EXPERIENCE REDEFINED AS  

VEHICLES FOR DEEP SOCIAL JUSTICE

THE DEEPS:
DEEP EXPERIENCE
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WHAT DO 
WE MEAN BY 
‘DEEP SOCIAL 
JUSTICE’?

SSAT’s working definition of deep so-
cial justice is ‘a commitment to ensure 

that all students, whatever their ability 
or context, leave school fully prepared to 
lead fulfilling and purposeful lives’. There 
is nothing particularly new in this, and no 
educator is likely to disagree with it as an 
ambition. Every day, individual teachers 
in schools across the country are working 
like crazy to remove barriers to learning 
and help their students achieve better. The 
aim of our campaign is to help schools find 
innovative new ways of doing this, and to 
help facilitate the intelligent sharing of 
what works in different contexts. 

However, as Sue Williamson powerfully ar-
gues in Fighting for Deep Social Justice (2019), as 
a system we have not got it right. The national 
disadvantage gap stubbornly remains, despite 
almost a decade of the dedicated pupil pre-
mium. National curriculum and assessment  
arrangements are not always in children’s  
best interest and sometimes pressure school 

leaders to take actions with which they fun-
damentally disagree. And the chronic gaps 
in school funding – despite new government 
promises – undermine many of the proven and 
worthwhile interventions that schools rely on.

Achieving deep social justice is therefore 
about working more closely across the sys-
tem, sharing what works in particular con-
texts, speaking with one voice when things 
are not as they should be, and ensuring that 
social justice is at the heart of every school’s 
mission and vision – and at the heart of policy 
campaigning and making.

To achieve this, it may require some fun-
damental paradigm shifts: whether, after ten 
years’ experience of education, it is okay that 
we allow a third of young people to be told 
they’ve ‘failed’, aged 16? How do we think be-
yond the formal academic curriculum, and 
reflect on how the totality of young people’s 
experiences during their time with us can be 
best planned and delivered? Ultimately, what 
experiences – within a school’s control – can 
best achieve social justice?



4
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Social justice goes beyond social mobil-
ity – the idea that education can help chil-
dren from the poorest families ‘get ahead’ 
through talent and hard work, within the 
current hierarchy. It requires us to think dif-
ferently about success and failure, different-
ly about the destinations young people go on 
to, and differently about how we plan and 
deliver curricula.

Most definitions of social justice include 
the aim of realising equal opportunities and 
life chances across society. This concept of 
justice is concerned with guaranteeing each 
individual genuinely equal opportunities for 
‘self-determination, through targeted invest-
ment in the development of individual capa-
bilities’. The individual is central to this con-
ception (SIM Index Report, 2014).

AND ‘DEEP EXPERIENCE’?

This is why we returned to our previous 
work on personalising learning when think-
ing about a useful framework for schools to 
use – because the personalised learner as an 
individual is key. Deep experience is one of 
the original ‘four deeps’ suggested by David 
Hargreaves to personalise learning more ful-
ly than ever before, and complements deep 
learning, deep support, and deep leadership. 

Deep experience is ultimately concerned 
with the activities inside and outside the 
classroom, planned and delivered by an insti-
tution. This naturally covers the whole area 
of curriculum design; but also character ed-
ucation, learning technologies and the emer-
gence of artificial intelligence, employability, 
and how we assess students.

QUESTIONS

• To what extent do you agree that 
social justice centres on the needs 
and rights of the individual?

• How far do you think a personalised 
approach to educational experience 
aids social justice, compared with  
a common core experience for  
all learners?

• On this scale, where does your own 
school’s vision and reality lie?

These are themes that will be discussed 
in more depth later in the next chapters.
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WHAT’S  
THE LINK?

If social justice is chiefly concerned with 
the needs of the individual, what they 

experience during their formative years 
is clearly going to have a fundamental im-
pact on the person they become.

As has been suggested by the parliamenta-
ry all-party political group (APPG) on social 
mobility, among others, much of society’s in-
justice rests in the fact that, inevitably, young 
people from wealthier backgrounds are likely 
to have had more enriching experiences than 
students from families who perhaps cannot 
afford such experiences. While we’d like to 
think this shouldn’t matter to educational 
outcomes, the reality is that these experienc-
es do perpetuate the gap further. Some exam-
ples of how this can play out include:

• A vocabulary gap that starts from the 
age of four and can increase with time

• Lower educational aspirations 

• Less cultural literacy

• Less access to educational opportunities.

Alan Milburn said, when he was the so-
cial mobility commissioner, that ministers 
need to get on with their mission to embed 
social justice in schools. Nicky Morgan, when 
she was education secretary, suggested that 
schools were “the modern engines of social 
justice”. And Angela Rayner, the shadow ed-
ucation secretary, has said that “education is 
the key to social mobility”. So, there is a strong 
perception that schools can be the great so-
cial leveller, that education can enable chil-
dren from poorer backgrounds to overcome 
the circumstances they are born into and 
equalise opportunity, if not outcomes. Some-
times they can, and poverty is not destiny. 

But we must be realistic and get this in its 
proper perspective, looking at the evidence 
from the Social Mobility Commission and 
elsewhere. The SMC has told us that there 
‘are substantial inequalities in educational 
attainment which are linked to social dis-
advantage and place.’ Lee Elliot Major and 
Stephen Machin in their book Social Mobili-
ty and Its Enemies (2018) said “the education 
system at best acts as a counterbalance to 
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the powerful forces outside the school gates 
driving bigger education gaps between the 
advantaged and disadvantaged.”

The SMC’s State of the nation 2017 report 
focused on structural changes needed for 
more equal life chances: specifically, the 
place-based divide that splits areas with 
opportunity and those without in modern 
Britain. In short, it broadened out the debate 
beyond education and the labour market to 
assets. It stated: “It has become obvious that 
the scale of the problem extends well beyond 
the bottom decile in society, or the few thou-
sand youngsters who miss out on a top uni-
versity. There is a fracture line running deep 
through our labour and housing markets and 
our education system.”

That said, schools undoubtedly have a 
role in support of social justice and mobility, 
but we need to be clear about what they can 
and can’t do, the limits of their role and what 
the evidence tells us. A significant propor-
tion of the attainment difference between 
advantaged and disadvantaged pupils is af-
fected by non-school factors, what happens 
outside the school gates – such as poverty, 
social dysfunction, poor parenting and en-
gagement and other structural issues that 
shape social outcomes. The key challenge 
is to identify those areas where schools can 
make a real difference to individuals and 
their opportunities. 

The social justice formulation of guaran-
teeing each individual genuinely ‘equal op-
portunities for self-realisation’ places a sharp 
focus on the needs of the individual learner, 
their aspirations and personalised support to 
realise their potential.

What these experiences are is very much 
open to debate, and can often be contentious; 
with people reacting with anger to certain ap-
proaches on social media and other platforms.

For example, there are current and lively 
debates about the extent to which a knowl-
edge-rich curriculum empowers disadvan-
taged learners or privileges the already priv-
ileged. How do you balance the need for 

subject-specific knowledge and skills with 
the curriculum time to nurture employabil-
ity skills and character traits? How do you 
ensure that SEND students’ needs are fully 
catered for in the curriculum? How do you 
respond to individual student needs, inter-
ests and aspirations, without creating low 
expectations for young people? These are all 
difficult questions that schools are grappling 
with – and will likely never be answered fully, 
as so much depends on the context of a school 
at any given moment, and the children in it.

Much of this debate, as has been discussed 
in previous SSAT pamphlets on curriculum, 
comes down to institutional and individual 
reasons for educating young people in the 
first place. Dylan Wiliam in Principled cur-
riculum design (2014) suggests that there are 
four broad reasons why we educate:

• cultural transmission – an Arnoldian 
idea of passing on the best that has been 
thought and said

• preparation for work – championed by 
the likes of the CBI and OECD

• personal empowerment – summed up 
by the work of Paula Freire

• preparation for citizenship – key, for 
example, to the Council of Europe.

If we revisit these four through the lens of 
social justice, we can see that any one of them 
could be the cornerstone of a socially-just cur-
riculum. The challenge for curriculum design 
is therefore how to balance all four, and how 
much emphasis to give them through planned 
curriculum experiences. Many of the lively de-
bates outlined above come down to disagree-
ments about this fundamental question: what 
does it mean to be an educated person?

In thinking about their role in achieving 
social justice, school leaders and teachers 
might like to reflect on which of the four rea-
sons above resonates with them most strong-
ly; how an emphasis on it within the curric-
ulum could help, or indeed hinder, social 
justice; and the implications for their school.



Either as a team or individually, reflect on how each of the four broad reasons for educating 
people can help or hinder an ambition for social justice, and how this plays out in your own 
school or organisation. 

Download this resource at: ssatuk.co.uk/dsj

ACTIVITY – REASONS FOR 
EDUCATING AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
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At its broadest, curriculum can be de-
fined as the lived daily experience 

of young people in the classroom (Dylan 
Wiliam, 2014). So what does this lived 
daily experience entail? 

First, it means the choices schools make 
about the formal timetable: what subjects to 
include, when to allow for options and choice, 
content within those subjects, and how ma-
terial is sequenced and arranged. This is no 
small matter, and, particularly in light of the 
revised 2019 Ofsted framework, something 
that many schools are revisiting as part of the 
ongoing review cycle.

Second, it implies that the notion of ex-
tra-curricular is a nonsense. If a school is 
planning experiences for its students during 
breaks, after school and through trips and 
residentials, this is all part of the curriculum 
and can help achieve social justice.

It also means that decisions about the ex-
periences themselves cannot be separated 
from how they are delivered; in other words 
the pedagogical decisions of teachers them-
selves. The link between pedagogy, learning 
and social justice is explored in depth in 
Deep Learning for Social Justice, so this pam-
phlet will not attempt to cover this highly 
important topic.

The ‘lived daily experience’ also raises 
questions about how new technologies and 
artificial intelligence are used to aid learners, 
and further enrich the curriculum. While 
technology will never replace the role of the 
teacher, it will disrupt – and is disrupting 
– traditional delivery of educational experi-
ences, in the same way that technology is dis-
rupting all areas of society.

Lastly, it suggests that employability skills 
and character traits can be systematically 
planned for, and taught; and that a school 
with social justice at its heart will build these 
into the experiences it offers.

WHAT DO 
WE MEAN BY 
‘EXPERIENCES’?



Former Teach First graduate and co-found-
er of innovative School 21, Ed Fidoe is hop-
ing to launch the London Interdisciplinary 
School in September 2020. It’s packaged as a 
new university which, if it gets the go-ahead 
from the Office for Students, will have an in-
itial cohort of 120 students on its bachelor of 
arts and sciences (BASc) degrees.

What’s its approach?
At its core is a project-based approach. 

Fidoe and his supporters have gone back to 
basics. To problem solve you need to work 
across disciplines. Real-world problems don’t 
respect boundaries of subject, sector or in-
dustry. Its interdisciplinary approach aims 
to teach students the most fundamental the-
ories and models from across the arts and 
sciences, and then empower them to make 
new connections and find new solutions. 

The aim is to link the academic and entre-
preneurial, with students doing paid work 
placements with corporations and start-ups. 
Virgin and McKinsey (Fidoe’s former work-
place) are on board, as is the social work 
scheme Frontline and even the Metropolitan 
Police. The plan is to sign up 50 organisations. 
An extra 10 weeks will be added to term-time 
for their inputs.

Interdisciplinary degrees aren’t entirely 
new – University College London launched 
an arts and sciences BASc programme in 
2012, and according to its director of pro-
grammes, almost all students do work 
placements, too. Combined degrees are 
growing in popularity. Research by Unifrog, 
a careers platform, reveals ‘liberal arts’ de-
grees – combining humanities and sciences 
– shot up to become the most popular short-
listed subject for the 139,400 year 12 pupils 
using the platform, pushing medicine into 
second place. But Fidoe’s plan, headed by 
Prof Carl Gombrich, who set up the UCL 

course, has some interesting distinctions. 
Learning will begin with a ‘problem’. Ac-
cording to Graham Woodgate, acting direc-
tor of UCL’s BASc, only his “more adventur-
ous” students tackle a complex global issue. 
But at LIS, ‘problems’ will be the starting 
point for all students.

Childhood obesity, malaria, palm oil 
supply chains, youth knife crime and 
more will be taught by 12 faculty heads 
using maths, engineering, anthropology, 
psychology, history, neuroscience and 
environmental science, and include re-
search and campaign methods. Students 
will tackle a dozen problems in three years, 
and work placements should reflect that. 
For instance, the Metropolitan Police wants 
them to help solve knife crime.

What about admissions?
LIS is unusual in having no A-level re-

quirements; it will consider grades but also 
scout for teamwork and creativity during 
assessment days. “The goal is to have a stu-
dent body representative of the country – 
the Russell Group are nowhere near that,”  
says Fidoe.

Applications for its 2020 Founding Cohort 
were due to open in Autumn 2019. Students 
will be able to apply to LIS directly – which 
means that LIS can be an additional option 
alongside your five UCAS choices.

“We welcome applications from all subject 
backgrounds, whether you’ve specialised in 
STEM, the arts or humanities. We don’t set 
a minimum bar for grades. Instead, we’ll re-
view your grades in the context of your edu-
cational, family and personal background, to 
understand what you’ve achieved given your 
starting point.” Many disadvantaged stu-
dents will find this attractive.

CASE STUDY: 
NEW INTERDISCIPLINARY UNIVERSITY  

AIMS TO GET STUDENTS PROBLEM-SOLVING
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There are obviously a number of areas not 
covered by the above, including the pastoral 
care that sits alongside young people’s experi-
ences; careers advice and guidance; working 
with parents, carers and employers; and links 
to university. These will be explored in Deep 
Support for Social Justice.

“WE’LL REVIEW YOUR 
GRADES IN THE CONTEXT 
OF YOUR EDUCATIONAL, 
FAMILY AND PERSONAL 
BACKGROUND, TO 
UNDERSTAND WHAT YOU’VE 
ACHIEVED GIVEN YOUR 
STARTING POINT.”

 
 
 

QUESTIONS

• Would you encourage your students 
to consider this new type of degree, 
rather than a traditional BA or BSc?

• What lessons from LIS can be applied 
to primary and secondary school  
curriculum planning?
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WHY NOW?
– NATIONAL CONTEXT INTO THE 2020s

It feels that, at the end of the 2010s, now 
is the right time to be revisiting these 

issues. Social justice is an important agen-
da for all political parties, the new Ofst-
ed framework has a focus on the quality 
of education for all learners, and schools 
and MATs are working together already in 
meaningful ways to tackle social injustice, 
often adopting local, place-based strategies.

But there are also challenges for schools as 
we approach a new decade: the extra work-
load that this could entail, and the chronic 
lack of funding that is still not being fully ad-
dressed by government.

FUNDING AND SOCIAL JUSTICE – 
WHY SSAT SUPPORTS  #WORTHLESS?

In June 2019, the parents of around 3.5 mil-
lion school pupils received letters from their 
headteachers, advising them on the contin-
ued pressures facing school funds. It is a sad 
state of affairs that the country, the fifth larg-
est economy in the world, finds itself in this 
position. In fact, it is a national disgrace.

Coordinated by the #WorthLess campaign, 
an independent, non-partisan group of heads 
from across the country, the letter reiterated 
the main concerns over funding:

• Since 2010, school budgets have been 
reduced in real terms by 8% – and by 
20% at post-16.

• Class sizes are rising and the curricular 
offer is being restricted.

• Increasingly, schools are being asked 
to support children’s emotional health 
and wellbeing, beyond even a broad 
understanding of their educational 
responsibilities. Frequently, we do not 
have adequate resource to meet this 
growing need.

• Often, the most vulnerable students in 
our schools – those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds or those with special 
educational needs and disabilities – are 
bearing the brunt of cuts, and schools 
are struggling to provide the levels of 
support that they are entitled to.
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These concerns have been repeatedly ig-
nored at ministerial level, with requests to 
meet with the representative group contin-
ually rebuffed. This does not bode well for 
the outcome of the comprehensive spending 
review (CSR), during which government de-
partments must advise the Treasury on how 
much more, or less, money is needed to run 
effectively. Those hoping for a cash injection 
after the CSR may be disappointed.

Indeed, in their evidence to the independ-
ent STRB, the body that advises on teachers’ 
pay and conditions, the DfE suggested that a 
2% rise (which is below the rate of inflation): 
a) will help to address teacher retention and 
recruitment; and b) can be funded by current 
school budgets, with no additional cash from 
the Department or the Treasury. For 2019-
2020, there will be a 2.75% uplift to all pay 
scales, with schools expected to find the first 
2% themselves.

This shows a complete lack of understand-
ing of the issues affecting schools. If heads 
are being asked just to put teachers in front of 
classes of 30, for 25 hours a week, this is prob-
ably just about manageable for most schools 
(although some in poorly funded areas are 
already struggling to do this). But the Worth-
Less letter highlights the myriad other func-
tions that schools are asked to perform, but 
are often unable to provide. Many national 
press articles have highlighted the rise in the 
number of schools asking for parental contri-
butions in order to provide core services.

Moreover, the government (including the 
previous prime minister and education sec-
retary) have continually misled the public in 
terms of the level of school funding, and have 
been rapped by the independent regulator for 
this. It is simply unacceptable for a govern-
ment to mislead its electorate on any issue, 
but particularly on one that has such an 
impact on young people’s  life chances.

Another flaw in the 2.75% uplift to all pay 
scales is that, yet again, it is below the rate 
of inflation – meaning that teachers will be 
worse off again in 2020. A report from the 
Education Support Partnership suggests that 

some classroom teachers are having to re-
vert to using foodbanks, and that almost 250 
teachers and education workers are facing 
homelessness. This is a shocking indictment 
of education funding in 2019.

The heads who wrote to parents and car-
ers in 2019 are reasonable people: trusted 
members of their local communities, choos-
ing to make a difference to the lives of thou-
sands. Their actions have been driven solely 
by a desire to avoid jeopardising their young 
people’s outcomes.

SOCIAL JUSTICE AND THE 
EDUCATION SELECT COMMITTEE

Successive chairs of the education select 
committee, the cross-party group of MPs who 
hold the government accountable to parlia-
ment, have had social justice at their core. This 
has been particularly true of Robert Halfon, 
the current chair, who writing for Conserva-
tive Home in July 2019 offered a four-part ed-
ucation manifesto to the new prime minister 
Boris Johnson, focused on social justice.

“Education policy is an enormous montage 
of different worlds. In the months and years 
ahead, the new Prime Minister should col-
lect these into one ambitious strategy. He can 
do this by focusing on the following four S’s: 
skills, social justice, standards, and support 
for the profession.”

THE NEW PM SHOULD FOCUS 
ON THE FOLLOWING FOUR 
S’s: SKILLS, SOCIAL JUSTICE, 
STANDARDS, AND SUPPORT 
FOR THE PROFESSION.

First, skills
Around nine million working aged adults 

in England have low literacy and/or numeracy 
skills. Many end up in low-skill, low-paid jobs 
– their life prospects dragged into the quick-
sand. And a third of England’s 16-19-year-
olds have low basic skills.  We must urgently 
address this by building on the fine work of 
Damian Hinds and Anne Milton.
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WHY NOW?

In particular, the new Conservative gov-
ernment should build a world-class appren-
ticeship offer. It is vital to better understand 
what is driving the dramatic decline in Level 
2 and Level 3 apprenticeships; and increasing 
FE funding is a necessity. We would be in a re-
markable position if we were able to offer an 
apprenticeship to every single young person 
in our country who wanted one.

In terms of lifelong learning, we should 
build an adult community learning centre 
in every town, restructure existing employer 
tax reliefs so that they receive more generous 
relief when investing in low-skilled employ-
ees, and introduce a social justice tax credit, 
which would expand the number of employ-
ers who benefit from tax breaks when they 
invest in training for low-skilled workers in 
areas of skills needs.

The curriculum also needs reappraising 
to make sure our country is ready for the 
march of the robots. Twenty-eight percent 
of jobs taken by 16-24-year-olds could be 
at risk of automation by the 2030s; many 
low-skilled jobs are at risk and even higher 
skilled jobs are not immune. Policymakers 
must consider what it means to develop 
the skills of the future, and how best to do 
this. There should be a Royal Commission, 
with the finest scientists, economists and 
academics in the land, looking at the effect 
that AI, automation, and robots will have 
on society, the economy and our education 
system, as well as how we should respond to 
these challenges.

Degree apprenticeships, the crown jewel 
in higher education, should be at the heart 
of our higher education offering. The gov-
ernment must aim to have at least 50% of 
students doing degree apprenticeships. They 
allow students to get good quality jobs and 
earn while they learn without a lead weight of 
£50,000 dragging from their feet.

It is time to reflect on what we consider 
to be an ‘elite university’. Do they just have 
good research rankings, or are they insti-
tutions that deliver high graduate employ-
ment outcomes, meet our skills needs and 

address social disadvantage? We must better 
recognise the unsung heroes of higher ed-
ucation, like Portsmouth University which 
came top of The Economist’s ‘value-added’ 
university rankings (this compares gradu-
ates’ wages with what they would have been 
expected to earn if they had not gone to that 
university), or Nottingham Trent, which has 
exceptionally high numbers of disadvan-
taged students and incredibly high destina-
tion outcomes.

Second, social justice
Currently, social injustice inhabits every 

part of our education system. Almost half 
of children eligible for free school meals are 
not ready for primary school. Disadvantaged 
children are 19 months behind by the time 
they do their GCSEs. Just 33% of pupils on 
free school meals get five good GCSEs. And 
the most disadvantaged students are almost 
four times less likely to go to university than 
the most advantaged.

THE MOST DISADVANTAGED 
STUDENTS ARE ALMOST 
FOUR TIMES LESS LIKELY TO 
GO TO UNIVERSITY THAN 
THE MOST ADVANTAGED.

Good schools are not just bastions of 
learning but also places of community. And 
yet schools in many deprived areas struggle 
to attract experienced teachers and leaders, 
who are so instrumental in driving up qual-
ity. Teachers in disadvantaged areas are also 
less likely to teach subjects in which they are 
qualified, and access to good initial teacher 
training varies by geography.

So how to dismantle these obstacles to 
learning? Social justice must be the beating 
heart of our education policy. A bold, asser-
tive agenda that has compassion and aspira-
tion right at its core.
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The DfE should incentivise elite initial 
teacher training providers to set up shop in 
disadvantaged areas and support the sub-
sequent development of local teachers. This 
might involve new funding, but they could 
also consider making use of existing funds – 
for example, we spend £72 million on oppor-
tunity areas, although we don’t really know 
exactly what impact they are having.

Disadvantaged pupils should also enjoy 
the benefits associated with our best private 
schools, including extensive social capital. I 
attended a private school and am a huge fan 
of their transformative potential. But, given 
the extensive charitable benefits that private 
schools get, they must do more to open their 
gates to acutely disadvantaged pupils. This 
could be done by better incentivising schools 
through the tax system.

Third, standards
There is no doubt that education has  

improved in recent years. I have a great 
deal of admiration for the work the govern-
ment – in particular, Nick Gibb – has done to  
improve standards.

The evidence is clear. The government 
has furnished our children’s education with 
more rigour. The proportion of six-year-olds 
passing the phonics check increased from 
58% in 2012 to 82% in 2018. We are stripping 
out qualifications that hold no real curren-
cy. Our free schools programme continues 
to produce such gems as King’s College Lon-
don Mathematics School. Since 2010, 1.8 mil-
lion more pupils are in good or outstanding 
schools. And we have some of the finest uni-
versities in the world.

It is important to build on this and export 
rigour to every part of our education system; 
and that includes technical education. The 
government is starting to do this in its post-
16 skills plan, which will produce a smaller 
number of T-Level qualifications – but ones 
that employers recognise and value. The next 
step is to make sure these new qualifications 
land safely.

The free schools programme must empha-
sise community and not get subsumed into 
larger academies’ broader programmes. And 
we must apply the logic of high standards 
to non-mainstream alternative provision, 
where 1.1% of pupils achieve five good GCSE 
passes and the supply of good schools is high-
ly variable.

Finally, support for the profession
It is vital that we support our teachers. We 

could build the best facilities in the world, but 
without their most precious element, they 
would be just empty shells.

The education sector needs to continue 
to attract the brightest individuals. And the 
government should support their profession-
al development. We can learn lessons from 
countries that have a strong record in this 
area, such as Singapore, which: gives class-
room teachers more flexibility to hone their 
trade; places an unusually strong emphasis 
on peer support (around four fifths are either 
mentored or a mentor); and has a clearly de-
fined ladder of career progression.

It is also important to make teachers’ lives 
easier. According to the OECD’s latest interna-
tional survey, our teachers work more than 
they used to, and their working week is longer 
than average – yet teachers also spend less 
time teaching than they did five years ago. 
Our next prime minister must free teachers 
from unnecessary bureaucracy, and give them 
more time to do what they do best: teach.

So, to sum up why now is the right time for 
deep experience for social justice.

TOGETHER, THE FOUR S’s 
ALLOW THOSE WHO CANNOT 
EVEN SEE THE LADDER OF 
OPPORTUNITY TO FIND IT, 
AND THEY GIVE US ALL THE 
CHANCE TO CLIMB HIGH AND 
BUILD PROSPERITY.
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Skills, social justice, standards, and 
support for the profession: these should 
be the four interlocking foundations of 
the next prime minister’s education pro-
gramme. Together, they allow those who 
cannot even see the ladder of opportunity 
to find it, and they give us all the chance to 
climb high and build prosperity.

Some of this can only be delivered with 
wisely targeted resources, but funding alone 
is not the answer. These four foundations 
are as much about ingenuity, creativity and  
resourcefulness as they are about hard cash.

We have a unique chance to address the 
broad restlessness that exists in society. 
By extending the ladder of opportunity to 
those who cannot currently access it, and 
by nurturing our raw talents more general-
ly, we can ensure the next generation climbs 
that ladder and gets the jobs, security, and 
prosperity that they, and our country, need.  
It is well within our ability to make sure  
this happens.

OFSTED: THE NEW FRAMEWORK  
AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

There is widespread agreement that the 
consultation process around Ofsted’s new 
framework for September 2019 was well 
handled. For one thing, it took two years to 
appear after Amanda Spielman took up post 
as her majesty’s chief inspector. During that 
time Ofsted has undertaken three phases of a 
review into curriculum planning and imple-
mentation in schools – and shared its find-
ings at each stage. How this would then be 
reflected in the new framework was therefore 
of little surprise to anyone, and was a refresh-
ing change from how things used to happen 
under the previous HMCI. 

Reactions to the framework have been 
varied. According to TES, academy heads 
at Schools North East gave 100% backing to 
the new direction, while expressing doubts 
about how it might be delivered. Stephen 
Tierney on the other hand called it “all a bit of 
a Brexit”, saying that major flaws in the cur-
rent framework had not been addressed. IoE’s 

Frank Coffield meanwhile railed at what he 
called “Ofsted’s most objectionable and most 
damaging practice – the four-point grading 
scale”, calling it “an example of unintelligent 
accountability”. If commentators are disap-
pointed that there has not been a radical shift 
in school accountability practice, they will 
probably not be surprised. It has been a case 
of constant evolution rather than revolution 
in successive Ofsted frameworks since the 
process began in 1992.

Back in July 2014, SSAT’s Redesigning 
Schooling pamphlet on professional account-
ability challenged both school leaders and 
Ofsted to rethink their approach in the light 
of the increasing autonomy and self-improv-
ing nature of successful teachers and schools. 
Perhaps partly in response to these changes, 
the primary purpose of inspection under this 
framework, according to Ofsted, is to bring 
about improvement in education provision. It 
also seeks to provide information to parents 
and others about the quality of education in a 
school or other setting, while giving assuranc-
es to government that “minimum standards” 
are being met. Whatever the metrics used, the 
key problem for any inspection service will be 
to ensure that the judgements it reaches will 
be sound, consistent and founded on a strong 
evidence base. So how will the latest changes 
help inspectors to meet that challenge? 

Retaining the four overall grades, from 
outstanding to inadequate, was predictable. 
There was considerable speculation, however, 
about whether the exemption from inspec-
tion for outstanding schools should remain. 
There are schools on the Ofsted list that were 
last inspected and rated outstanding back in 
2006. How does that inform parents and the 
government about the current quality of ed-
ucation for pupils in those schools? We know 
that the decision on exemption was based pri-
marily on the allocation of resources to Ofst-
ed rather than on anything else, but it is still a 
missed opportunity. 

The new quality of education judgement, 
as its name suggests, should allow a more 
rounded assessment to be made and is to be 
welcomed. It should allow appropriate weight-
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ing to be given to both provision in school 
and pupil outcomes. However, the findings of 
phase 3 of the curriculum review found that 
some schools with high progress or attain-
ment scores had a weak curriculum offer; and 
vice-versa. Ofsted will need to ensure that all 
its inspectors have a thorough understanding 
of what performance data can and can’t say 
about a school. And they, and we, will need to 
be very assured of the reliability of its curric-
ulum judgement if any trade-off between the 
two is going to have credibility across schools 
from a wide variety of contexts. 

For several years now, Ofsted has been at 
pains to distance itself from preferred styles 
of teaching. Running alongside the curricu-
lum review was a study of research into the 
four areas of the draft framework, which was 
published at the same time. The section on ef-
fective teaching highlights the need for active 
presentation and structuring of material by 
teachers, clarity of communication and effec-
tive questioning. There is a more measured ap-
proach to group work, suggesting that it should 
be “carefully sequenced alongside other lessons 
and activities to ensure that pupils have suffi-
cient prior knowledge”. In-class differentiation 
is reported as having little impact, whereas 
“adapting teaching in a responsive way” does. 
As for learning styles: “…it should be clear-
ly stated that there is no evidence that pupils 
have distinct and identifiable learning styles…. 
Trying to design tasks with this misconception 
in mind will increase teachers’ workload but is 
very unlikely to improve learning.” It is to be 
hoped that these findings will be applied in a 
suitably professional and considered manner 
and not lead to the re-emergence of the ‘How to 
teach the perfect Ofsted lesson’ industry. 

IT IS TO BE HOPED THAT 
THESE FINDINGS WILL BE 
APPLIED IN A SUITABLY 
PROFESSIONAL AND 
CONSIDERED MANNER 
AND NOT LEAD TO THE 
RE-EMERGENCE OF THE ‘HOW 
TO TEACH THE PERFECT 
OFSTED LESSON’ INDUSTRY. 

The judgement on pupil outcomes (or “cur-
riculum impact” as it will now be known) will 
be informed by historical data (including des-
tinations data in secondary schools) but will 
be largely based on the first-hand evidence 
inspectors gather on inspection, mainly from 
lesson observations, discussions with pupils 
and work scrutinies. We know that inspectors 
will not look at a school’s internal assessment 
data, presumably because they will not have 
the time either to unravel the byzantine sys-
tems that are now in use or to corroborate the 
validity of teacher judgements. 

The problem is that none of those three 
activities is an exact science:

• A lesson observation can only be  
a snapshot. 

• Discussions with pupils can present  
one-sided information.

• Work scrutiny is often held up by 
Ofsted as a reliable means of evaluating 
learning over time, but has some serious 
drawbacks. Unless a huge amount of 
work is examined there is the problem of 
only seeing a sample, without its context. 
Unless the reviewer is a subject expert 
(which usually is not the case during an 
inspection), he or she may not have the 
subject knowledge or experience to make 
an informed judgement. 

And it is all too easy during any of those 
three activities to hit upon one example of 
what might feel like an interesting line of en-
quiry and then to go to any length to find fur-
ther examples elsewhere to back it up. Then, 
by extrapolation, a minor, even innocuous, 
issue can become a major one. 

As with teaching styles, Ofsted has gener-
ally remained non-committal over curricu-
lum offer. However in the new framework we 
read that “At the heart of an effective key stage 
4 curriculum is a strong academic core: the 
EBacc.” As Stephen Tierney has pointed out, 
there might not be much disagreement over 
the first part of that sentence but there could 
well be over the second part. Whether the 
change of heart is down to findings from the 
curriculum review or to a change in Ofsted’s 
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long-cherished independence from the DfE, it 
will put the onus on school leaders to explain 
why they offer what they do. And perhaps that’s 
no bad thing either – having the opportunity 
to explain their reasoning. Perhaps we might 
see more examples of distributed and peer 
review taking place and a more proportionate 
approach to self-evaluation and development 
planning than often happens at the moment. 

A notable change in the leadership and 
management section of the draft framework 
is the absence of any reference to what was 
previously “rigorous and accurate self-evalu-
ation”. From the days of the infamous online 
Ofsted self-evaluation form, the school SEF 
has always been synonymous with prepar-
ing for inspection, despite the reassurances 
from Ofsted more recently that this could be 
in whatever form school leaders choose to 
work with. The only mention of self-evalua-
tion comes early on when the lead inspector 
will ask before the inspection starts about 
any self-evaluation the school has undertak-
en. Quite how a school might recover subse-
quently if the answer to that initial question 
was “we haven’t done any” remains to be seen.

There has been considerable attention 
paid in the media to the proposals to investi-
gate, and potentially downgrade, schools that 
are ‘gaming’ the accountability system, and 
off-rolling pupils to gain a similar advantage. 
In secondary schools, lead inspectors will be 
backed up by a team of data analysts who will 
look beyond the published headline data to 
identify any potential irregularities for further 
investigation. The wider school system – even 
those who might have played the ECDL game 
in the past – will largely welcome this move. 
However, as discussed above, around 21% of 
schools judged to be outstanding have not 
been inspected at all; the 64% of good schools 
will only receive a light touch (albeit over two 
days from September) section 8 inspection 
every three years or so. That might not appear 
to the remaining 15% of schools to be a very 
level playing field when looking at the chances 
of getting caught.

Ultimately, the time feels right for schools 
to place social justice, explicitly, at the very 
heart of what they are doing.
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INTENT

In SSAT on Curriculum we introduced the 
SSAT Four Pillars of Curriculum Design 

– a tool to help schools think through their 
current curriculum offer, look at where 
gaps may be, and to help frame conversa-
tions and narratives about curriculum.  

Here, we explore each of those four pillars 
– intent, content, delivery, and experience – in 
more depth, looking in greater detail at the 
questions that were posed in SSAT on Cur-
riculum, offering some practical, school-led 
responses to them, and some activities that 
schools and leaders may find helpful. 

In ‘intent’, we are really looking at what 
you’re trying to achieve as a school, what 
your unique selling point (USP) is, and what 
the sum of children’s experience is with you 
throughout their time at school.

Despite the fact that all types of academies 
(sponsored, converter, free school and UTCs 
and studio schools) are exempt from the na-
tional curriculum, the national curriculum 

remains the ‘baseline’ in most schools. The 
chief inspector, Amanda Spielman, at the 
SSAT National Conference in 2018 described 
the national curriculum as the “minimum 
standard that schools were expected to meet”. 
The national assessments at KS2 and KS4 as-
sume that the knowledge and skills set out in 
the national curriculum have been taught; so 
no school can ignore these entirely.

Despite this, there is considerable room 
to provide local flavour in the curriculum, 
as we are seeing increasingly across the sys-
tem. With the renewed focus on curriculum 
from Ofsted, we are now seeing schools revis-
it what their curriculum is trying to achieve; 
in other words, the intent of the curriculum.

THERE IS CONSIDERABLE 
ROOM TO PROVIDE 
LOCAL FLAVOUR IN THE 
CURRICULUM, AS WE ARE 
SEEING INCREASINGLY 
ACROSS THE SYSTEM
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. What is your curriculum intent/
vision? What principles underpin 
your approach to curriculum?

One of the recurring questions SSAT col-
leagues and I have been asked when pre-
senting the Four Pillars framework is: what’s 
the distinction between a school’s mission, 
vision, and/or values statement and a state-
ment of curriculum intent?

This is ultimately up to individual institu-
tions to decide: do you need a mission and 
vision statement and a statement of curricu-
lum intent? Ofsted have been clear that they 
do not expect to see a written statement 
of curriculum intent, but rather that lead-
ers, middle leaders, teachers and governors 
should be able to articulate what the curric-
ulum is trying to achieve.

If you do have both (and many schools we 
work with seem to find writing their intent 
down a useful process), how do they align? 
Do they have internal cohesion and speak 
to one another? The distinction between an 
overarching mission (what you exist to do) 
and a vision (the ultimate future goal for your 
school) is complex in itself. Not least because, 
for most schools, the mission is simply to ed-
ucate young minds, and this will continue 
in perpetuity. Curriculum intent, however, 
talks about something quite different – it’s 
about the substance of what that education 
is. Schools will need to decide whether they 
want both a vision and mission statement 
and a statement of curriculum intent, and, if 
so, how these talk to one another.

MANY SCHOOLS ARE 
REAFFIRMING THEIR 
COMMITMENT TO HOLISTIC 
EDUCATION, COMBINING 
DISCIPLINARY KNOWLEDGE 
WITH DISPOSITIONS AND 
LEARNING SKILLS.

There are many principles that can under-
pin a curriculum. The re-emergence of many 
traditional academic curricula focused on 
knowledge seems likely to grow in number 
in the coming years. Equally, in response to 
the changes to the national curriculum and 
assessment arrangements of the last few 
years, many schools are reaffirming their 
commitment to holistic education, combin-
ing disciplinary knowledge with disposi-
tions and learning skills.

Many schools now adopt a ‘growth mind-
set’ principle across their curriculum, based 
on the work of Carol Dweck, where students’ 
achievement is not limited by a notion of 
their ‘potential’, but replaced by a belief that 
all students can achieve highly.

Other schools have chosen to have an em-
phasis on cultural capital in their curriculum, 
helping students to gain a wider understand-
ing of our own and others’ cultures. 

And, of course, through our early work at 
SSAT on social justice, we are pleased to see 
many schools in our network consider social 
mobility or social justice as an underlying 
curriculum principle.

2. What is distinctive about your offer?

When we work with schools on curriculum, 
we ask what their USP is – the thing that really 
makes the school buzz. A question that often 
elicits a comical response is: ‘what do your chil-
dren reek of?’ In the community, is there an-
ything that really makes your students stand 
out from other young people the same age?

In one school we worked with on a curric-
ulum redesign project in rural Cambridgesh-
ire, the school leaders and governors decided 
to offer Mandarin lessons, and brought in a 
specialist Mandarin teacher from a Confu-
cius Classroom. This was intended to give 
the students a new experience, increase 
their global understanding, and give them 
an edge in the job market in later life. All 
KS3 students now study Mandarin, and it 
has become a popular option at KS4. One of 
the unintended consequences of introducing 

CURRICULUM INTENT
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this niche subject was that middle and low 
attainers flourish – students told us that they 
liked the fact that everyone was at the same 
start point. 

In response to Ofsted’s excellent report 
The Wasted Years, lots of schools are consid-
ering how they can use KS3 curriculum time 
more creatively, rather than seeing it merely 
as preparation for GCSE. Creative curricu-
la, blended project-based learning, student 
guilds, and weekly careers afternoons are 
all gaining in popularity. At a school in east 
London, all KS3 students have a drop-down 
afternoon on Friday, where they can choose 
an ‘elective’ to do for 3-6 weeks. Electives are 
as diverse as cake-making, STEM club, arts 
projects and community volunteering. 

Schools do not necessarily need a USP, but 
when reconsidering your curriculum as part 
of an ongoing cycle, it might be worth consid-
ering if there is anything distinctive or ‘out 
there’ you want to include.

3. Who informs your vision?

How you go about designing or redesigning 
a curriculum is up to each school, but engage-
ment with stakeholders is likely to bring more 
people on board. Are governors involved in 
setting the curriculum vision, which is part 
of their statutory duty, or are they presented 
with a fait accompli?

How is the curriculum co-constructed 
with students and parents to ensure that the 
needs of the community are met?

Above all, do classroom teachers feel that 
they own and buy into the curriculum vision 
of the whole school?

4. How do you shape your vision?

What processes do you have in place to de-
fine your curriculum intent, and how often is 
this reviewed?

Many schools we work with use the sum-
mer term, after exams, as a period for cur-
riculum review. Some models we have seen 
include giving all middle leaders up to a week 

off-timetable to work together to look at the 
whole-school curriculum across different 
subjects, before taking it back to depart-
ments to review in the last weeks of term. 
Others bring in external consultants to run 
workshops for the whole staff to help achieve 
school-wide buy in.

5. Who owns your vision?

One task we get senior teams to do when 
we first work with them on curriculum con-
sultancy is for them all to write down what 
they think their curriculum intent is at the 
moment, and then see how similar the state-
ments are. Who owns your vision? Who 
would be able to articulate your intent? Does 
it matter? Certainly, it would be unhelpful for 
all staff and students to repeat a mantra by 
rote – but do all staff, students and parents 
understand what you are trying to achieve 
with your curriculum?

6. What does a broad and balanced  
curriculum look like in your context?

This may be reflected in decisions about 
the range of subject choices at KS3, at what 
point students make options or electives, and 
the wider opportunities the curriculum offers.

In the Ofsted research that underpins the 
new framework, they found a (regrettable) 
narrowing of the curriculum at KS2 and KS3 
– how do you ensure a broad range of subjects 
are taught, while preparing students for the 
next stages of their learning?
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SOME EXAMPLES OF DISTINCTIVE CURRICULUM INTENT

The following examples of statements of curriculum intent do, we think, give a sense of what the 
school is about and what studying there would be like.

At SSAT we have been privileged to visit and work with these schools, and what is striking about 
each is how that curriculum intent is lived out in the daily life of the schools. You can see how 
different each intent is, but all provide exceptional education for their students.

The West London Free School aims to provide children with a classical 
liberal education – one that is centred around the best and most important 
work in the humanities and the sciences. By giving all of our pupils this 
firm foundation, we expect them to pass at least eight academically 
rigorous GCSEs and go on to study at leading universities. The West 
London Free School is also a music specialist school.
The West London Free School

Educating successful women of the future. Our curriculum is crafted to 

meet the demands of the national curriculum, but goes beyond these to 

enrich the experience and maximise the talent in every girl.

Ricards Lodge High School

Dartford Grammar School’s mission statement is: ‘A learning community 
developing international citizens’ and the curriculum is at the heart of 
our purpose. Dartford Grammar School offers a unique curriculum 
based on the educational philosophy of the International Baccalaureate 
Organisation (IBO). This consists of the Middle Years Programme (MYP) 
in the lower school and the Diploma Programme (DP) in the Sixth Form.
Dartford Grammar School

Ensure that all students enjoy a ‘world class’ curriculum that is personalised 

and encourages outstanding contributions toward a cohesive community

Finham Park School



On the card below, try to sum up your curriculum intent in one or two sentences. This may be 
your interpretation of a published statement of intent, your published statement verbatim,  
or what you currently feel your intent is.

You may want to repeat the activity with your immediate team and colleagues.  
How similar are your summaries? Is the intent clear between you all?

Alternatively, you could ask your own professional networks in other schools and 
organisations to fill theirs in, to see a range of different intentions. This will hopefully  
be a useful starting point for further conversation and analysis.

Download this resource at: ssatuk.co.uk/dsj

INTENT ACTIVITY
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CONTENT

Once you are clear about what your 
intent is, you need the meat on the 

bones of your curriculum – the content. 

This is where the national curriculum 
leaves a lot of room for local decisions. To 
demonstrate this, the following extract details 
the statutory content that must be covered by 
the KS3 national curriculum for history:

• The development of Church, state and 
society in Medieval Britain 1066-1509

• The development of Church, state and 
society in Britain 1509-1745

• Ideas, political power, industry and 
Empire: Britain, 1745-1901

• Challenges for Britain, Europe and the 
wider world 1901-present day (study of 
the Holocaust is statutory)

• An aspect or theme in British history 
that consolidates and extends pupils’ 
chronological knowledge from  
before 1066 

• At least one study of a significant  
society or issue in world history and  
its interconnections with other  
world developments.

That is the only statutory content (for 
maintained schools) that must be covered 
for the whole of KS3 in this subject. Decisions 
about what topics to study in each of those 
broad areas, in which order to teach them, 
and the length of time to spend on each, 
are entirely up to schools’ discretion. So un-
der Medieval Britain, whether you decide to 
teach the Great Anarchy, the Peasants’ Revolt 
or the Wars of the Roses is entirely up to you!

How do schools make these choices? Again, 
expanding on discussion points in the SSAT 
Four Pillars framework, the following ques-
tions may be useful to work through as a senior 
team and with middle and curriculum leaders.

CONTENT DISCUSSIONS 

1. Who makes decisions about  
content/specifications?

Based on the results of a small survey 
SSAT conducted in 2015, it seems that most 
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decisions about content are made at head 
of department level. Senior leaders delegate 
subject-specific matters down, and is not nec-
essarily in the interests of reducing teacher 
workload to have classroom teachers decide 
on content themselves.

That being said, in the case study opposite, 
decisions about content are made at class-
room level.

If the above situation is your default, in 
what respects do other stakeholders inform 
content choices? Are there certain topics (eg 
local literature, history) that parents and 
governors want to be covered? If you are a 
faith school, are there certain aspects of faith 
teaching that should be covered?

2. On what basis are decisions made?

This has been one of the questions that 
we have discovered is most probing in the 
Four Pillars framework. Some schools we’ve 
worked with have found it quite challenging 
to articulate why certain material is chosen.

Schools obviously want the curriculum 
to be engaging, so how do students’ interests 
inform what material is taught? At the same 
time, children don’t know what they don’t 
know, and teachers are experts in their sub-
jects, so how do you balance student interest 
with challenge?

To what extent are teachers free to make 
their own choices, or to deviate from a 
whole-department specification? If you get a 
new teacher in the department who has, say, 
particular expertise on the Third Crusade, 
Romantic poetry, decision maths – do you al-
low him or her to teach to their expertise?

At SSAT, our general advice to schools is 
that curriculum models should be in place 
for all teachers to work from, in line with the 
recommendations of the Teacher Workload 
Advisory Group, in order to support NQTs 
and RQTs and to reduce workload. But they 
should be flexible enough to allow outstand-
ing practitioners, and experts in certain top-
ics, to teach to the best of their ability.

3. How is curriculum content  
quality assured?

Since writing SSAT on Curriculum, one 
of the biggest changes I have seen in school 
leadership teams has been the renaissance 
of the curriculum deputy – somebody with a 
full oversight over the whole curriculum. In 
this role, how do you quality-assure the con-
tent of curriculum areas in which you don’t 
have expertise?

The first question must be: ‘how does 
this content help us with our overall in-
tent?’ As a school governor, this question 
entirely changed the conversations I had 
with my linked departments. Rather than 
looking at historical outcomes, I asked how 
‘what you’re doing in X department helps us 
achieve Y as a school’. Personally, I found the 
discussions from a governance perspective 
then to be of a much higher quality.

Secondly, how do you assure that the sub-
ject-related content is high quality and in 
line with the best schools nationally? This is 
where professional networks come in. SSAT 
members can email your Relationship Man-
ager on RMTeam@ssatuk.co.uk who will 
put you in touch with exceptional depart-
ments across the country, or use a subject 
association. The new Chartered College for 
Teaching has a helpful list of all subject as-
sociations: https://chartered.college/sub-
ject-associations.

4. How does curriculum content meet 
the needs of all learners?

A key aspect of social justice is high ex-
pectations for all, while meeting the needs 
of the individual. How does your content 
choice ensure this?

We know that challenging content for the 
most able is a key focus for many schools – 
how do you stretch and challenge your most 
able without asking them to repeat more  
of the same? 

 
 
 



London Nautical School allows pupils to 
pick which teacher they have for English each 
year. In a lively workshop at the SSAT Na-
tional Conference 2015, Christopher Waugh, 
head of English at the school, set out how he 
and his department go about curriculum de-
sign, pupil assessment, groupings and paren-
tal engagement. He managed to divide and 
challenge the audience as well as generate 
considerable debate.

Possibly the most innovative (and brave) 
element of what they do is allowing pupils to 
pick which teacher they have for English each 
year. Initially it evokes images of a horrible 
popularity contest – but actually, as we all 
know, students often recognise what makes 
great teachers even when they don’t neces-
sarily enjoy the process.

With some careful measures in place (pu-
pils have to select a number of preferences 
and provide a rationale), and the fact that 
the department currently has no trainee 
teachers, the pupils are relatively well spread 
across the teaching staff, and all classes are 
mixed ability.

It also helps that pupils are not just select-
ing the teacher but the programme of study 
on offer that year. Perusing the different 
courses each teacher is offering made this 
reviewer want to go back to school and start 
studying English Lit all over again.

The other potentially controversial aspect 
of what London Nautical School is doing is 
to scrap any kind of levels or criterion-ref-
erenced absolute assessment in favour of an 
accomplishment-based system.

In each case there are a set of things pupils 
have to be able to do in order to get a ‘badge’ 
(a bit like the ‘I can’ statements from the old 
OCR science specifications). Different badges 
are worth varying numbers of points to re-
flect levels of accomplishments, from being 
able to perform a soliloquy to being able to 
redraft an essay effectively.

Parents and others can read all about what 
the English department is doing, and get live 
information on their children’s work and 
programmes of study, through edutronic.net, 
the school’s online activity hub.

The workshop participants provided robust 
challenges to aspects of Christopher Waugh’s 
presentation. They raised questions about the 
impact on teachers’ morale, the practicalities 
of implementing the timetable, and how he 
worked with the school leadership team.

While not everyone went away convinced 
to follow in his footsteps, he did demon-
strate that doing things in a radically differ-
ent way is possible.

Download You Choose – the London Nau-
tical School’s year 10 English course selection 
booklet: http://edutronic.net/wp-content/
uploads/2015/09/Department-of-Eng-
lish-Choices-Year-10-2016.pdf

CASE STUDY: 
LONDON NAUTICAL SCHOOL – DEVOLVED TEACHER  

AND PUPIL CONTENT DECISION-MAKING
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5. What goes before and what goes after?

Assuming that most readers are thinking 
about KS3 at this point (although the same 
principles and questions apply to other key 
stages), we must think about progression and 
sequencing. 

At CurriculumEd 2019, at which I present-
ed many of the ideas in this pamphlet, Claire 
Healey gave a powerful keynote in which she 
described curriculum design as needing to 
be more Game of Thrones, less The Simpsons. 
With The Simpsons, you can tune in to any ep-
isode on a lonely night in a Premier Inn, make 
sense of it, and enjoy it. With Game of Thrones, 
you have to watch it sequentially, otherwise 
it makes no sense at all. The best serials refer 
back to previous episodes and story plots, and 
leave you in suspense – what’s coming next? 
In the same way, the best curriculum builds 
on what has come before, and leaves you  
excited for the next stage of study.



ACTIVITY – REASONS FOR
EDUCATING AND SOCIAL JUSTICE

What drives decision-making in your school?

For this exercise, cut out the cards provided. Use them to decide what takes priority in 
curriculum decision-making in your school, at department level.

Form a diamond-nine, with the most important factor at the top, down to the least at the bottom.

Download this resource at: ssatuk.co.uk/dsj
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CURRICULUM 
DELIVERY

The link between pedagogy and cur-
riculum has been explored in earlier 

SSAT pamphlets. In Principled curriculum 
design Dylan Wiliam states that because 
the real curriculum is the “lived daily ex-
perience of young people in and out of the 
classroom”, pedagogy trumps curriculum 
every time. In other words, it’s fine to have 
a fantastic, socially just, knowledge-rich, 
coherent curriculum on paper, but if it’s 
delivered poorly it will not have an impact 
on students’ learning or outcomes. 

 DELIVERY QUESTIONS

1. How far does your pedagogy  
support your intent?

If you are reviewing your curriculum 
model, how does this inform your teaching 
and learning policy/statement? How do the 
types of activities you see in classrooms re-
inforce what you are trying to achieve with 
your curriculum?

For example, if oracy and creating articulate 
students is a key outcome for your curriculum, 
what is the expectation for the amount of for-
mal talk students are expected to participate 
in across a school day? If you have a traditional, 
classical liberal curriculum, you may expect to 
see more emphasis on extended writing.

Is the CPD you offered reinforcing the type 
of teaching and learning that will help you 
achieve your curriculum intent? Is there ex-
plicit understanding between staff of how 
their deliberate choice of pedagogical ap-
proaches will result in differing outcomes?

At the SSAT National Conference 2017, Matt 
Hood, chief education officer at Ambition In-
stitute, talked about the need to make ‘bets’ in 
education. If we make one choice, we are im-
plicitly or explicitly choosing not to do some-
thing else. What are the ‘bets’ you make as a 
school, and are these aligned across all staff?
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2. How far do departments work  
collaboratively to support  
curriculum delivery?

This is one of the areas that, we know from 
our work with schools, many schools find hard 
to achieve or to give the space for. But is argu-
ably crucial from a social justice perspective.

Do the maths department teach graphs 
in time for when the science department 
need them to? And do they teach them in the 
same way? Who has overall sight of this in 
the school? Likewise, is war poetry taught 
by the English department in the autumn of 
year 9, when the history department will not 
teach WW1 until the spring term (a com-
mon occurrence in many English schools, 
partially due to historical national curricu-
lum sequencing)?

In order to help all learners see connec-
tions between subjects, and understand that 
key skills (such as graphs) are the same in 
different disciplines, time has to be given for 
middle leaders to do this sort of detailed cur-
riculum mapping. It also requires compro-
mise with, perhaps, the need for departments 
to be flexible. How do you balance the inter-
nal coherence of a subject curriculum with 
inter-department coherence? 

In some schools we work with, curricu-
lum coherence is achieved by departments 
working in faculties, with a head of faculty 
having oversight of the curriculum across 
the different departments. In my opinion, 
this has worked most effectively with two 
broad faculties, arts and sciences (more, 
smaller faculties can mean that coherence 
between departments in different faculties 
doesn’t always happen).

GROUPING SUBJECTS IS 
ONE OF THE MOST USEFUL 
ACTIVITIES A SCHOOL CAN 
UNDERTAKE TO ENHANCE ITS 
CURRICULUM AND MAKE IT 
MORE SOCIALLY JUST.
 

ARTS

• Art
• Citizenship and sex and  

relationship education
• Drama and performing arts
• English
• History
• Law
• Modern foreign languages  

and ancient languages
• Music
• Politics
• Religious education

SCIENCES

• Biology
• Chemistry
• Computer science
• Design technology
• Geography
• Mathematics
• Physical education
• Physics
• Psychology
• Sociology 

The list above is open to debate; for exam-
ple many schools would question separating 
history from geography, and art from de-
sign technology – however this is based on 
top-level curriculum mapping of the current 
national curriculum, which suggests that this 
would be a natural and meaningful grouping. 
Coincidentally, it also reflects whether most 
Russell Group universities award a BA or BSc 
in each subject.

However you group subjects, whether for-
mally into faculties or informally through plan-
ning time, we think it’s one of the most useful 
activities a school can undertake to enhance its 
curriculum and make it more socially just.

It also means teachers are aware of what 
their students have (in theory) already been 
taught by other departments, and can refer to 
this explicitly in their teaching.

CURRICULUM DELIVERY
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3. How does your use of curriculum  
time support intent?

Increasingly across the system, we are see-
ing schools offering extended school days – 
often not only to cover the formal curriculum 
but also to offer compulsory enrichment. This 
development has been put somewhat under 
risk in recent years by a continued squeeze on 
school funding, but with the promise of new 
funding available from 2020, will hopefully 
strengthen in the years to come.

Compulsory enrichment time ensures 
that disadvantaged students, who might not 
generally choose to partake in optional ex-
tracurricular clubs, get the same experiences 
outside the classroom as their peers. 

Curriculum time decisions also come 
down to questions about how much allo-
cation each department is given. In most 
schools, a focus on English, maths and scienc-
es is a given; but how do you balance this with 
a broad range of subjects at KS2 and KS3?

Drop-down days or project days continue 
to be used in many schools to explore curric-
ulum links – although projects must be care-
fully constructed and designed if they are to 
have an impact on students’ learning. How 
does your school use time creatively through-
out the year to meet your curriculum aims?

4. How far do departments work  
consistently to support  
curriculum delivery? 

Here, we mean policies such as literacy, 
numeracy and oracy that support successful 
curriculum delivery and pedagogy. 

For instance, our partners Lexonik offer a 
unified approach to teaching literacy across 
subjects – based on the idea of explicitly 
teaching the etymology of word parts, pre-
fixes and suffixes. In this way, the geography 
teacher explains ‘metamorphic’ rock forma-
tion, as literally ‘rock that has changed’; while 
the English teacher explains a ‘metaphor’, as 
literally ‘meaning that has changed’. 

Having clear whole-school principles that 
underpin pedagogy and curriculum can help 
further deep social justice, offering all students, 
not just the relatively privileged, an understand-
ing of (in this case) how our language works. 

5. Do teachers have the subject 
knowledge required to deliver  
your vision for the curriculum?

At both primary and secondary level, 
many schools told us that, following the na-
tional curriculum changes in 2014, subject 
expertise was a key priority. What subject 
support and CPD do you offer to staff?

Subject associations provide excellent sub-
ject-specific support focused on the knowl-
edge, skills and content; and how to teach 
specific concepts.

The Japanese concept of ‘lesson study’ is 
a form of CPD in which a triad of subject ex-
perts come together to debate how best to 
teach a very specific concept or piece of con-
tent on the curriculum. Each individual then 
goes away to teach the lesson, with the other 
observers watching the learning that happens 
– not the performance of the teacher. They 
then come back together to reflect, review 
and come up with the ‘perfect’ lesson plan for 
teaching each concept – which can be refined 
and developed as much as time allows.

6. How is delivery of your  
curriculum quality assured?

It is perhaps inevitable that department 
middle leaders may well be line managed by 
a senior leader who is not an expert in their 
subject, and may themselves not have stud-
ied it since KS4 or younger. How then do sen-
ior leaders and governors quality-assure sub-
ject level curriculum, and its delivery?

The power of networks is key here, with 
schools working together to benchmark what 
is happening in other local schools/acade-
mies in the MAT.

Where best practice is identified in your 
school, how is this shared and celebrated with 
all staff in a meaningful way? 
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CURRICULUM DELIVERY

7. How does your curriculum 
accommodate the needs of  
all students?

This pamphlet started with an assertion 
that personalisation is the cornerstone of 
deep social justice. As such, to what extent is 
your curriculum personalised to the needs 
of the individual, without lowering expecta-
tions for anyone?

This might be reflected in catch-up class-
es in year 7, focused on English and maths, 
so that students can access the full curricu-
lum later on, through to qualification choices 
at KS4. SSAT has always been clear that the 
Ebacc is neither desirable nor practical for all 
young people. Of course, the EBacc should be 
open to all young people and all should be 
encouraged to make challenging decisions; 
but entering all students for the EBacc would 
severely narrow curriculum choice at KS4 –  
especially at a time of financial pressure.
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DELIVERY ACTIVITY
Working as a team, use the figure below to reflect on the implications for different areas of your 
school in achieving your curriculum vision.

For example, under ‘pedagogy’ you might include: ‘expectation that most lessons will include 20 
minutes of silent, independent, extended writing’ or ‘expectation that opportunities for formal 
talk will be included in most lessons’, depending on your curriculum intent.

Download this resource at: ssatuk.co.uk/dsj



CURRICULUM 
EXPERIENCE

As stated above, we return to the defini-
tion of curriculum as ‘the lived daily 

experience of young people in the class-
room’. How far, then, is your curriculum in-
tent actually lived out from  day to day? 
 
EXPERIENCE QUESTIONS

1. How far is your curriculum intent 
lived out in students’ experiences?

What is the daily life of your students? In 
our work on personalising learning, David 
Hargreaves suggested that at least one mem-
ber of the senior team shadow one student for 
the entire day, to understand what the daily 
appetite of your students is. Here, we reiterate 
that, but go further and suggest that senior 
leaders make sure one of the students shad-
owed is disadvantaged, to ensure that your 
most vulnerable learners have the same ex-
perience as your least vulnerable.

What metrics will you use as a school to 
determine whether your intent is being ex-
perienced? What will the executive report  
to governors, who have statutory control of 
the curriculum?

If areas of your curriculum intent are in-
tangible, how will you know they are being 
met without being reductive or increasing 
teacher workload? 

2. How is the entirety of students’  
experiences monitored and valued?

Much of this will come down to the careful 
tracking of student experiences. Do you track 
which students participate in which school 
clubs or extracurricular activities?

Student passports 
have become a pop-
ular way of structur-
ing their experienc-
es, with activities 
and opportunities 
that students must 
complete either 
i n d e p e n d e n t -
ly or guided by 
the school. An 
example of the 
SSAT KS3 Stu-
dent Passport is 
shown overleaf.
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DEEP EXPERIENCE FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

You can see how it combines independent 
activities with activities that the school it-
self will need to facilitate.

3. What processes do you have in place 
to review your curriculum offer?

With the changes to the Ofsted frame-
work, 2019 is seeing a period of significant 
curriculum review. But how often do you in-
tend to review your curriculum, and how is 
this driven by your understanding of the cur-
rent impact you are having?

In many schools we work with, this hap-
pens on a yearly cycle in the summer term, in 
preparation for the following academic year. 
However if the curriculum is ‘everything’ as 
I have argued, then it follows it should be un-
der continual scrutiny and flux… bringing us 
to the final question of the four pillars.

4. How far are you willing to adapt  
your curriculum when needed?

When you review the curriculum, how 
open as a school are you to change? Do you 
incorporate new content to meet the needs of 
different cohorts of students?

In secondary schools, each cohort will 
have had a very different primary experience, 
with only the 2019 year sevens having their 
full primary experience under the new na-
tional curriculum. How will your curriculum 
change year-on-year to reflect this?

How do you incorporate new technologies, 
such as AI, as they become available on the 
market to enhance your curriculum offer, dis-
cussed in more detail in a later chapter?



EXPERIENCE ACTIVITY
This chapter is all about the link between assessment, evaluation and your curriculum intent. 
How do you know you are getting the impact you desire?

Thankfully, since the removal of national curriculum levels, many schools are asking for just two 
or three whole-school data drops each year, rather than the half-termly drops many schools did 
previously. Schools must be clear about what the data tells them, and what inferences they can 
make from it.

Instead of multiple data drops, we are seeing more schools focus on what meaningful 
information they want to collect.

As a team, look back at your statement of intent.

Use the form to identify 

a)  what you need to find out to see if your intent has been achieved, and 

b)  how you will use this to know whether you’ve been successful.
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CHARACTER 
– DOES TOO MUCH OF THE CURRENT DEBATE 
SEEK TO MAKE MINI-ETONIANS?

Character education cannot be too 
tightly defined; it would be easy to get 

hung up on definitions of character devel-
opment. We all know what good charac-
ter virtues are, and can identify them. It’s 
more important that we carefully consider 
whether, and if so how, these can be taught 
explicitly in the formal curriculum. 

Character has been a key focus for succes-
sive education secretaries over the last dec-
ade. Both Nicky Morgan and Damian Hinds 
placed character at the heart of the personal 
visions of education; with Justine Greening 
focused more on the concept of life skills. 

Hinds defined character as:

• believing that you can achieve

• being able to stick with the task in hand

• seeing a link between effort today and 
payback in the future

• being able to bounce back from the knocks 
that life inevitably brings to all of us.

He stated: “Finding the right balance be-
tween academic study and other activities 
is crucial to helping young people achieve 
their goals, overcome challenges and de-
velop their readiness for adulthood, aiming 
to help the most disadvantaged to compete 
more equally with their advantaged peers in 
the labour market.”

Research published by the Department for 
Education suggests that activities pupils are 
most interested in include sports, fitness and 
outdoor pursuits. In a survey of more than 
2,500 pupils aged 11-16 and their parents or 
carers, sports and fitness was the most pop-
ular kind of activity, chosen by 50% of school 
pupils and 43% of college students. This was 
followed by outdoor pursuits in both age 
groups (27%), with creative activities coming 
in third (22% and 23%).

The five DfE foundations for building char-
acter encompass an extensive list of activities 
aimed at helping young people build charac-
ter. They are:
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• Sport – which includes competitive 
sport and other activities, such as 
running, martial arts, swimming and 
purposeful recreational activities, such 
as rock climbing, hiking, orienteering, 
gym programmes, yoga or learning to 
ride a bike.

• Creativity – this involves all creative 
activities from coding, arts and crafts, 
writing, graphic design, film-making  
and music composition.

• Performing – activities could include 
dance, theatre and drama, musical 
performance, choir, debating or  
public speaking.

• Volunteering and membership – 
brings together teams, practical action 
in the service of others or groups, such 
as volunteering, getting involved in 
the #iwill campaign, litter-picking, 
fundraising, any structured youth 
programmes or uniformed groups  
like Beavers, Brownies, Cubs, Guides, 
Scouts, Cadets and Duke of Edinburgh.

• World of work – practical experience 
of the world of work, work experience 
or entrepreneurship. For primary-age 
children, this may involve opportunities 
to meet role models from different jobs. 

Character, however you define it, is clearly 
key to the social justice agenda – as the abil-
ity to come through adversity, be resilient 
and be resourceful is significant in achieving 
a fulfilled life. This is the conclusion of Paul 
Tough’s book How Children Succeed (2013). 
Tough begins by suggesting that ‘resilience’, 
‘grit’, etc are often confused by different aca-
demic disciplines: “economists refer to these 
as non-cognitive skills, psychologists call 
them personality traits and the rest of us 
sometimes think of them as character.”

His research was stimulated by a KIPP 
(Knowledge Is Power Program) school in 
the Bronx in the mid-1990s, which discov-
ered that the outstanding middle school 
was setting students up brilliantly academ-
ically – with disadvantaged pupils getting 

top grades – but not emotionally. None of 
these high-achieving young people went on 
to college (university). The school identified 
this as a result of students being constantly 
supported, guided and praised, but not giv-
en the opportunity to fail and subsequently 
to learn from failure.

Tough suggests that we can apply Car-
ol Dweck’s growth mindset ideas to desti-
nations, not just intelligence. We have to 
believe, as educators, that young people’s 
outcomes are malleable, and not preset, in 
the same way that we must not assume in-
telligence is predetermined. He suggests 
that this mindset is ultimately down to fam-
ily life and upbringing, but that political re-
formers rarely confront this due to the ‘pol-
itics of disadvantage’. This is where schools 
come in.

At the Manchester Communication Acad-
emy, they see it as their job to reverse the im-
pact of disadvantage wherever and however 
they can. Paul Tough suggests that schools 
have a key role in developing character for 
students who won’t receive the same influ-
ence at home. He concludes with a provo-
cation: it all comes down to character. The 
political left, he suggests, don’t like this as 
character is seen as a right-wing expression. 
However, one’s character can change and 
these traits can be taught; this, he says, the 
right won’t like.

Character is therefore an inherently po-
liticised issue. After all, what does good 
character mean? Would we want students 
to emulate the politicians of the day? Much 
of the debate around character seems to be 
focused on a perceived gap between English 
public education and state education; with a 
desire to emulate the larger public schools. 
Isn’t this language unhelpful in discussions 
of social justice? There is a danger that the 
language used to discuss character can be 
off-putting and uninclusive for some stu-
dents. Words like ‘grit’ and ‘determination’ 
are inherently masculine – the concept of 
‘manning up’ and ‘having balls’. Is this really 
helpful language?

CHARACTER



Since 2007, EYLA has arranged more than 
150 boarding school scholarships. As well as 
Eton, it counts Rugby School, Sherborne Girls 
and Wellington College among its partners. 
These schools and others also work with the 
Royal National Children’s Springboard 
Foundation, a charity providing hundreds 
of bursaries for children from low-income 
backgrounds. Other leading independent 
schools are trying to boost the financial as-
sistance they can offer, not least because they 
are keen to hang on to their charitable status, 
which confers huge financial advantages.

EYLA exists to nurture and develop the 
leadership potential of BAME young people, 
empowering them to become the next gener-
ation of successful leaders. Its mission is ‘to 
create leaders of character and purpose for 
tomorrow’s world, drawn from those most 
in need in grassroots communities. We view 
education as a launchpad for this mission 
and as a gateway to belonging to an influen-
tial peer group who will individually and col-
lectively exert positive influence in society.’

The Sunday Times magazine carried a 
feature on 28 July 2019 on Daniel Kupoluyi, 
aged 14, who arrived at Eton last autumn 
thanks to his determined mother, the EYLA 

charity and a bursary from the school. Dan-
iel’s parents came to Britain from Nigeria. All 
his fees, and those of about another 80 boys 
among Eton’s 1,300 students, are paid from 
the school’s multimillion-pound resources. 
Those fees are currently £13,600 per term 
and will rise to £14,200 next year — nearly 
£43,000 a year, well over the median annual 
income in the UK, which is £28,677. Daniel’s 
bursary also covers the cost of trips, uni-
form, sports kit, a computer, pocket money 
and parental visits. 

CASE STUDY: 
EASTSIDE YOUNG LEADERS ACADEMY

Founded and run by Ray Lewis, a former prison service manager turned youth work-
er (he even worked with Boris Johnson’s deputy during Johnson’s time as Mayor of Lon-
don) this academy in Newham aims to provide predominantly black, disadvantaged 
children with ‘educational assistance, tough love and a proud teaching of black history’. 
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When we are discussing character we need 
a more nuanced approach; and one that em-
phasises the individualism of the student.  
Of course we want all students to be able to 
pick themselves up after failure, but there are 
different ways in which this manifests and we 
should avoid any attempt to define what resil-
ience should look like.

At the Jubilee Centre in Birmingham, they 
prefer to talk about character and virtues – as 
character without moral virtues is undesira-
ble. Some of the worst people in history have 
shown remarkable character traits, but are 
not the role models we want to offer to the 
next generation. As such, when discussing 
character traits with students, it’s always use-
ful to focus on morality as well.

Character must be rooted in community 
and speak to the context in which it is being 
taught. The case study opposite from the 
Eastside Young Leaders Academy shows how 
character is being delivered in the context of 
black identity.

Ultimately, can character be taught? Nicky 
Morgan argues persuasively in her 2017 book 
that character is, as the title puts it, ‘Taught, 
not caught’. The extent to which character 
teaching is explicit or implicit in your school 
is up to you – but Morgan’s research suggest 
that giving students the language to make 
sense of character and virtues, and the ex-
periences for them to develop character, is 
crucial. It must be strategically applied across 
the curriculum as a matter of social justice.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. How explicit is teaching of character 
and moral virtues in your school?

2. What opportunities are there to 
develop character in the curriculum?

3. Do you have a shared understanding 
of what character is?

4. Do you think it’s appropriate to 
measure/monitor/evaluate students’ 
characters? If so, how do you do this?

CHARACTER
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EMPLOYABILITY 

Earlier in 2019, the Confederation of 
British Industry (CBI) argued that 

not enough students are work-ready. 

The CBI said “Government, educational in-
stitutions, and employers must work together 
to ensure young people are leaving education 
prepared for the modern world. This report is 
part of the CBI’s contribution to that partner-
ship. Education is intrinsically a social good 
on its own and supports the development of a 
spirit of enquiry, a lifelong joy of knowledge for 
knowledge’s sake, alongside enabling young 
people to realise their talents and passions 
through careers. However, we must acknowl-
edge a key role of the education system is ade-
quately preparing them for the world of work.”

Almost one in four young people aged 17-
23 do not feel adequately prepared by their 
education for the world of work, according 
to CBI data. And close to half of all employ-
ers (44%) find young people leaving school, 
college or university are not ready for the 
world of work. Businesses want character 

and broader skills, from team leadership to 
problem solving, to be embedded in the ed-
ucational curriculum to a much greater ex-
tent. And 47% of teachers felt that changes 
in GCSEs and A-Levels have led to fewer op-
portunities to develop employability skills 
and competencies, citing a new focus on rote 
learning as a detriment to developing the 
skills and attitudes needed for work.

In the new CBI report, Getting young people 
‘work ready’, employers identify three broad 
areas that are essential for the world of work 
– character, knowledge and skills.

To address this, the government, support-
ed by a greater contribution from employers, 
should:

1. Rethink the role and form of GCSEs in 
an education and training system that 
goes to 18, rather than 16.

2. Reform the English Baccalaureate to 
ensure it fully encompasses a ‘broad and 
balanced’ curriculum, especially when it 
comes to creativity.
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3. Develop a shared understanding  
of what ‘character’ really means with 
educators, government and  
employers – starting with the  
Skills Builder framework.

4. Better coordinate the support available 
to young people from government, 
employers and educators - including the 
joining up of the Careers Strategy  
and Youth Charter. 

With the CBI’s report in mind, it becomes 
clear that:

Government needs to rethink  
qualifications, including GCSEs

The government should rethink the role of 
GCSEs and qualifications to take into account 
the development of character and broader 
skills. Fewer employers are relying on GCSE 
results and there are better ways of assessing 
schools than exam results alone.

Employers, school leaders and govern-
ment must work together to set out a vision 
of what success and attainment looks like for 
our education system.

The government should broaden the 
EBacc to include a creative subject

The CBI supports the principle that every 
young person should have the entitlement 
to a minimum curriculum as encouraged 
by the EBacc framework. If the EBacc is to 
be maintained, however, the government 
should look to broaden the measure to in-
clude a creative subject such as drama, de-
sign and technology or music. To deliver the 
government’s pledge to have 75% of pupils 
enrolled on the EBacc programme by 2022 
and 90% by 2025, schools need to be able to 
recruit teachers able to deliver all the sub-
jects in the EBacc, as well as have enough 
funding per pupil to deliver the EBacc in a 
rigorous and high-quality way. The CBI will 
set out more detail on school funding in its 
2019 Spending Review submission.

The government should work with the 
education sector and business to develop 
a framework and shared approach for 
essential attributes to sit alongside the 
Gatsby Benchmarks

The Gatsby Benchmarks have been suc-
cessful in driving consensus of what high 
quality ‘careers advice’ must include and best 
practice on how to deliver it. The same effort 
to form consensus must now take place to 
develop a shared approach for character 
and skills. An obvious starting point to build 
consensus is the Skills Builder framework. 
This is also an opportunity to better outline 
how business can support the education sys-
tem beyond just careers advice. DfE’s launch 
in early November of its ‘character education 
benchmarks’ – the sixth and last of which is 
‘How do we ensure that all our pupils bene-
fit equally from what we offer?’ – is a step in 
the right direction. See https://assets.pub-
lishing.service.gov.uk/government/up-
loads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/845905/Character_Education_Frame-
work_Guidance.pdf

The government’s Youth Charter and 
Careers Strategy should be integrated

Announced in April 2019, the govern-
ment’s proposed Youth Charter should aim 
to bring together the often-overlapping initi-
atives, support, and funding from various de-
partments and government bodies in a more 
joined-up manner. This would make it easier 
for employers to understand how they can 
support the education system and give young 
people the best start in life and their careers. 
It must start with an audit of all existing ac-
tivities, with a view to integrating and scaling 
the most effective activities in partnership 
with charities and employers.

As with character, employability can be 
taught explicitly in the curriculum. Tom Ra-
venscroft, founder of Enabling Enterprise, ar-
gues (overleaf) that employability is the miss-
ing link in achieving social justice.

EMPLOYABILITY



The challenge is that when we talk about 
making education fair, our minds most im-
mediately drift to differences in academic 
attainment. It is clear – and compellingly 
wrong – that the most disadvantaged stu-
dents are almost twice as likely to miss out 
on achieving good passes in GCSE English 
and Maths as their wealthier peers.

It is unsurprising that we place so much em-
phasis on rebalancing grades, because we want 
to be rigorous and measurable. And the most 
robust things we feel we have are exam results. 
But a good education is not just exam grades. 
A good education, of course, involves building 
a great deal of knowledge and understanding 
of the world. It should also develop character – 
that is, the ability to make thoughtful, ethical 
choices – and good mental health. Finally, it 
needs to build the ability to do.

And this is often the missing piece: the 
essential skills that our children and young 
people need.

The essential skills are often badged in differ-
ent ways – soft skills, life skills, enterprise skills, 
employability skills, study skills…. Whatever 
the badge, this set of skills covers the ability to 
work with others, to creatively problem-solve, 
to self-manage and to communicate effectively.

I have come to realise over the last eight 
years, running Enabling Enterprise and writ-
ing my new book: if we just focus on our stu-
dents’ grades to make education fair we are 
missing something fundamental – for three 
compelling reasons.

The first is that these essential skills are in-
herently valuable in their own right. Employ-
ers, colleges and universities are crying out for 
people who have them. The latest education 
and skills survey from the CBI highlighted that 
just 23% of employers prioritise the qualifica-
tions of school and college leavers over candi-
dates’ skills and attitudes. Similarly, the Uni-
versity of Cambridge highlights critical study 
skills that undergraduates need to succeed – 
academic qualifications are not enough.

The second reason is that if we just remove 
inequalities in grades, we still do not make 
education fair. Work from the Social Mobil-
ity Commission has showed that two young 
people from different socioeconomic back-
grounds who have achieved the same grades 
still go on to have different trajectories in the 
rest of their lives. The main reason? Differ-
ences in parental networks and soft skills.

The third and final reason is that building 
essential skills does not have to mean neglect-
ing building knowledge. At Enabling Enter-
prise, we work with children from as young as 
three years old to give regular lessons in the 
eight essential skills we focus on: teamwork, 
leadership, creativity, problem-solving, pre-
senting, listening, aiming high and staying 
positive. As students build their competence 
in these skills, their ability to learn also soars.

Private schools are investing hugely in 
activities to build these skills, complement-
ed by parental networks and a wide range of 
extracurricular learning opportunities. We 
need to rebalance the playing field here.

What is exciting is that through the efforts 
of Enabling Enterprise’s almost 300 partner 
schools we have seen that it is possible for 
every child and young person to build their 
essential skills. They take as rigorous an ap-
proach to these skills as any other academic 
learning: assessing the students’ skills at the 
outset, delivering dedicated teaching time 
just on the skills, continually practising and 
reinforcing those skills, and then taking 
students out of the classroom to apply them 
with employers.

Through the Fair Education Alliance, we 
are now working with partners including 
SSAT, Teach First, Ark, Career Ready, BITC, 
Family Links, the National Literacy Trust 
and others to develop a shared language and 
approach to building these skills.

By working together, and elevating the 
value of essential skills, we really can ensure 
that education becomes fair.

ENABLING ENTERPRISE: 
EMPLOYABILITY NEEDED FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
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DEVELOPING AN EMPLOYABILITY 
CURRICULUM FOR SEND LEARNERS

One of the exciting frontiers of employ-
ability is what this means for SEND learn-
ers. At SSAT we are developing an employ-
ability curriculum for SEND learners this 
year. The following are the four elements  
to developing an employability curriculum 
for SEND learners that will support their 
identified aspirations.
 
Analysis of existing data and trends

It would be useful to see an analysis of cur-
rent data and data over the past 10 years with 
regards to the number/percentage of adults 
with SEND in full-time or part-time work. 
I believe currently only about 6% of adults 
with SEND are in work, yet a fairly recent sur-
vey showed that 82% would like to be in work. 
This analysis should also compare the poten-
tial costs of someone in work either full-time 
or part-time with those of someone with sim-
ilar needs who is not in any kind of work.

What do employers need/want?

Recent research by Education and Employ-
ers found that employers were looking for the 
following skills and competencies. 

The next question that should be explored 
is: what support, training and advice would 
the employer require in order to employ an 
adult with SEND?
 
What are the aspirations of learners?

The best EHC plans set overarching and 
aspirational outcomes for individual learners 
which may include independent living, sup-
ported living, employment etc. However, I am 
not aware of any data collection which would 
give a clear picture of what learners and adults 
with SEND actually aspire to. Again Education 
and Employers have recently published their 
findings on what primary-aged pupils want 
to be when they grow up (although this was 
confined to mainstream schools). With SSAT’s 
network of special and mainstream second-
ary and primary schools, together with their 
experience of working with young people, this 
piece of work would be possible.
 
What good practice is already taking 
place?

There are a number of schools within the 
SSAT network that have small, localised prac-
tice which is effective in moving students with 
SEND into work. These pockets of practice need 
to be collated and common threads drawn out.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. What does employability look like in 
your context, for all groups of learners?

2. How is your curriculum matched 
up to the needs of employers in the 
local area? How do you work with 
employers to create opportunities?

3. How do you map employability  
onto the curriculum?

EMPLOYABILITY
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AI AND NEW 
TECHNOLOGIES 

Finally, we turn to the very immediate 
and pressing need to consider how 

the rise of artificial intelligence (along 
with associated technologies such as vir-
tual reality and augmented reality) will 
change students’ experience at school, 
and later in life. 

If social justice is all about the individual, 
then AI gives us unprecedented opportuni-
ties to personalise the learning experience 
for each young person. Yet, a recent report by 
the DfE into AIEd suggests that the platforms 
that do exist have not been fully exploited, if 
they’re used at all, by most schools.

There are a number of reasons for this, 
not least the ongoing funding pressures, but 
there is a growing consensus that our educa-
tion system has got to engage with what An-
thony Seldon calls ‘the fourth education rev-
olution.’ In his book of the same title he says 
that we “understand that artificial intelli-
gence (AI) is now on the cusp of transforming 
schools, as well as colleges and universities, 

in Britain and across the world.” The benefits 
of AI, he claims, far outweigh the downsides, 
and “we will be much better placed to miti-
gate for the drawbacks if we start thinking 
and planning now.” A glorious new world 
of deep education awaits, with the fourth 
education revolution (AI) fast approaching 
us. Pretending it isn’t coming towards us is, 
he warns, simply “naive and irresponsible.”  
(The Fourth Education Revolution).

AI differs from other learning technologies 
that have come before it in one profound way; 
whereas previous technologies have mim-
icked human physical and mental capacities, 
AI also mimics our emotional capacities. AI 
is being developed and used across so many 
different sectors – from marketing to medi-
cine – in some cases fundamentally changing 
modern practice in those areas. Political sci-
entists use AI-generated data to predict vot-
ing patterns and the outcomes of elections. 
Education has become the ‘Cinderella’ of AI, 
argued Seldon, left behind and uninvited to 
the glorious ball of artificial intelligence. 
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So what’s the case for engaging with AI, 
and what are the potential outcomes? In 
Deep Learning for Social Justice Andy Wil-
liams and Corinne Settle offer several taxon-
omies of learning and assessment, including 
a cognitive acceleration model (CASE), and 
Wiliam and Leahy’s five strategies for form-
ative assessment. Taking any such model of 
learning, it is easy to see how the introduc-
tion of AI can disrupt almost any part of the 
learning cycle or model.

Currently, teachers in England report al-
most the highest levels of workload among 
OECD countries. The greatest contributors 
to workload, according to the DfE’s workload 
challenge surveys, are planning and prepara-
tion, marking and data collection – unsurpris-
ingly all key stages in any learning model. AI is 
able to enhance each of these stages of learn-
ing, while also reducing workload for teachers.

At the moment, teachers spend a lot of 
time either researching, curating and se-
lecting content and resources for lessons, or 
producing them themselves. AI can select ap-
propriate material instantly, based on the ma-
chine’s knowledge and understanding of the 
child. This allows material to be personalised 
to a far greater deal than a teacher can do for a 
class of 30. As the AIEd industry grows, it will 
also ensure that the material on AI platforms 
is of a consistently high quality – therefore 
reducing the impact of teacher quality and 
thus creating a more equitable system for all, 
regardless of where you go to school.

AI can also provide instant and ongoing 
formative assessment, and can adapt the ma-
terial and questions given to students, based 
on the machine’s understanding of what that 
child’s needs are. Due to the amount of (pro-
tected) big data that is collected, AI machines 
are able to work out the exact misconception 
or lack of understanding of discrete concept 
that may be hindering a student’s progress 
– and correct this before they move on with 
their learning. This is of course part of a good 
teacher’s pedagogical practice, but AI allows 
it to happen instantly as well as being person-
alised for each learner.

AI may change the way we assess students 
and collect data. Not only in STEM subjects, 
but in arts and humanities too, AI is able to 
make accurate comparative-based judge-
ments on students’ progress and achieve-
ment – without the need for excessive mark-
ing and workload. Moreover, the data that is 
generated gives an accurate picture of what 
the student knows and doesn’t know, where 
the strengths and weaknesses are.

AI also has the potential, at a system lev-
el, to abolish the current one-size-fits-all-
at-one-time model of terminal assessment, 
instead allowing us to produce a system 
in which students’ progress is continually 
monitored and recorded – with an overall 
picture of a student being generated at any 
given moment. Such a system could great-
ly benefit social justice, unlike the current 
GCSE design where roughly a third of stu-
dents will always fail – the ‘forgotten third’ 
in ASCL’s terms.

For these reasons, although AI has a cost 
involved, its ability to personalise learning 
in a way that we’ve never been able to before, 
while simultaneously cutting teacher work-
load, suggests that we need to engage with it, 
through a social justice lens, as a system.

ALTHOUGH AI HAS A COST 
INVOLVED, ITS ABILITY TO 
PERSONALISE LEARNING IN 
A WAY THAT WE’VE NEVER 
BEEN ABLE TO BEFORE, 
WHILE SIMULTANEOUSLY 
CUTTING TEACHER 
WORKLOAD, SUGGESTS 
THAT WE NEED TO ENGAGE 
WITH IT, THROUGH A SOCIAL 
JUSTICE LENS, AS A SYSTEM.

But AI also raises a number of challeng-
es for us – especially around what the world 
will look like in the future. I do not quite buy 
into a ‘shift happens’-style narrative that the 
world and its job markets will be turned on its 

AI AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES
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This enables the platform to provide ap-
propriate scaffolding to support learning. 
CENTURY also supports teachers. Its built-
in assessment tools can reduce the amount 
of time spent marking, while data analytics 
provide insights for teachers on student and 
class progress. The result is that often teach-
ers are able to provide more effective indi-
vidual support to those students who need 
it.

As one user, Charlie Lécuyer, learning 
technologist at Basingstoke College of Tech-
nology, has said: “Students are empowered 
to take responsibility for their own learning 

CASE STUDY:
CENTURY TECH: LEARNER-FACING AND TEACHER-FACING

through their use of the platform – gaining in-
sights into their own strengths and areas for  
improvement – while teachers are able to 
utilise time and resources towards one-
to-one interventions, rather than blanket  
delivery.”

head, but it’s obvious that advances in tech-
nology – especially AI – will make some jobs 
obsolete and open up new ones. We can either 
engage with this or not as a profession, but it 
will be to our students’ detriment if we don’t 
future-proof them. 

Certainly one way of future-proofing 
students is giving them a strong, academic 
curriculum with a broad range of rigorous, 
discrete disciplinary knowledge. But we also 
need to equip them with the technical skills 
to navigate the mid to late 21st century – and 
to be adaptive and self-determined learners. 
The personalisation that AI affords makes 
both of these things a possibility.

AI is personalising our experience of so 
much of our world – the adverts we see on-
line, our experience of travel and leisure, 
and how our bodies are kept healthy. If we 
want a more socially-just education sys-
tem, we need to be equally serious about the  
potential for personalisation through AI in 
our schools.

CENTURY is an adaptive learning platform that uses AI to make decisions 
about the best pathway through learning materials for a specific student. As stu-
dents learn, respond to formative assessments and complete diagnostic tests, the 
platform’s AI gauges their strengths, weaknesses and gaps in knowledge. 
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CONCLUSION

As we move into the 2020s, it’s a real-
ly exciting time for rethinking the 

experience that our students are given at 
school. A renewed emphasis from Ofsted 
on the ‘quality of education’ in schools, a 
re-emergence of powerful disciplinary 
knowledge as the cornerstone of the cur-
riculum, new ways of thinking about em-
ployability and CIAG, and the potential of 
AI to personalise students’ learning expe-
rience are all very welcome. 

There are challenges too – and at times the 
narratives can be contradictory or seemingly 
at odds with one another. How do you balance a 
strong academic curriculum for all with a need 
to personalise learning based on individual 
needs? How best do we future-proof students 
– with a strong emphasis on the disciplines or a 
strong emphasis on employability skills?

These are tough questions, and different 
readers will have different responses to all of 
the (many) questions in this pamphlet. For us 

at SSAT, it doesn’t matter so much what con-
clusion you reach, individually or as a school. 
The more important thing is that you don’t 
leave these things to chance.

The word ‘experience’ evokes a grand con-
cept – at once suggesting something quite 
corporeal but also intangible. Our ‘experi-
ence’ as an individual is more than the sum 
of its parts, more than the days in our years. 
It encompasses not only what we do, but how 
we feel, how and what we think, what and 
who we are in life. It is built on the great ex-
pansive experience of human history, and 
paves the way for the expanding experience 
of mankind in the future. Deep experience 
is therefore at the very essence of humanity, 
and of social justice.

Our students’ experience with us at school 
is finite, but the potential outcomes of that 
experience are infinite. We therefore need 
continually to think deeply about it.
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DEEP EXPERIENCE 
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
In this pamphlet, Tom Middlehurst discusses which  
experiences that education can give to young people  
are most likely to achieve social justice. 

Compared with their peers, young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds experience many gaps 
that limit their life experience and potential, including 
vocabulary, aspiration, cultural literacy and opportunities, 
in education and after. Schools cannot be expected to 
close all of these gaps, but they do have a significant  
role in ensuring that the experiences they plan for  
their students go some way to address this.

Throughout this pamphlet, Tom provides useful questions 
and activities to help teachers and school leaders to  
more deeply understand the issues and how they can  
be addressed in their own contexts to help ensure deep 
social justice through school-related experience. 

The pamphlet ends with an impassioned plea:  
our students’ experience with us at school is finite,  
but the potential outcomes of that experience are  
infinite. We therefore need continually to think  
deeply about it.
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