
In the know … 

Following on from the article 

on marking and feedback, 

here’s an interesting blog on 

the teaching of knowledge 

written by an English 

teacher at the Michaela 

School in London. It might stimulate some discussion in your departments. 

Teach Knowledge  

What can you do when you inherit a clueless Year 10 or 11 class? Teach them the 

test. It’s something that teachers who join struggling schools know well. Principals 

who are drafted in to turn around failing schools are not fools to throw their 

resources at Year 11 intervention, a.k.a., teaching to the test. What is the 

alternative? 

But kids at private schools and grammar schools don’t do better on these tests 

because they were drilled better in exam technique. They don’t even do better 

because their teachers are better paid, or better qualified, or their schools have 

bigger, better buildings. They do better on the tests because they have deep 

subject knowledge, built up incrementally over a great number of years, often 

beginning in the cradle with a loving parent’s reading aloud each night. 

In state schools, we have, for too long, been teaching skills and neglecting 

knowledge. In English, we have taught any novel, or any poem, thinking that the 

thing that is important is the ‘skill’: of reading, of inferring, of analysing. And yet, 

novel finished, what have the children learned? Daniel Willingham says that memory 

is ‘the residue of thought.’ The problem with skills-based lessons is that they don’t 

require thinking about anything you can commit to memory. Nothing is learned 

because nothing is being remembered. Over years and years of skills-based 

teaching, children aren’t actually learning anything. They are simply practising some 

skills in a near vacuum. 

And yet, when it comes to the exams, we all know what to do: we teach them the 

test. We don’t like knowledge, but we’ll drill children in quotations and PEE and 

techniques used in key poems. We’ll drill kids in how long to spend on each question 

and how many marks are available. We’ll drill kids on the key words in each question 

(‘bafflingly, when AQA says “structure”, what they actually mean is…’). And then we 

will complain that we have to teach to the test. 

I say ‘we,’ because I am equally culpable. Before joining Michaela, I could not see 

an alternative way of teaching English. Surely it was all about the skills! Who cared 
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when Oliver Twist was written or what the characters’ names were? The kids could 

look that stuff up! What mattered was their ideas about the text! 

We hugely underestimate how vital knowledge is. Skills-teachers across the land 

cannot work out why their kids cannot improve their inferences, cannot improve 

their analysis. Why can’t their ideas about the text just be a bit, well, better? 

The kids’ ideas can’t be better because they don’t know enough. We don’t think it 

matters whether they learn chronology, but we forget that it is not obvious to 

children that Dickens is a Victorian. It is not obvious to children that Shakespeare is 

an Elizabethan. It is not obvious to children that the Elizabethans pre-date the 

Victorians. They simply do not know this. 

The children who grow up being taught facts and knowledge will thrive in their 

national exams. They will use all their background knowledge and cultural literacy to 

deliver deft insights in glorious prose, and sweep up the top grades with ease. The 

children taught through skills will improve slowly, painfully, and nowhere near fast 

enough to compete. They will endure two years of teaching to the test and lose any 

love of learning they might have gleaned in the previous years. 

Is there another way? Of course: teach a knowledge-based curriculum from the 

very start. Stop giving the rich kids a head start. 

To access the article on line go to: 

http://mcsbrent.co.uk/reading-all-the-books-teach-knowledge/ 

Gerard Walker 

 

Showing empathy and respect cuts Suspension rates in half 

Despite the prevalence of zero-tolerance policies over the last few decades, 

research continues to show that they may not be effective. When middle school 

teachers were encouraged to adopt positive approaches towards discipline, which 

emphasize trust-building and empathy, teacher-student relationships improved —

and suspensions dropped by half. 

For more information, see: Okonofua, J. A., Paunesku, D., & Walton, G. M. (2016). 

Brief Intervention to Encourage Empathic Discipline Cuts Suspension Rates in Half 

Among Adolescents. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 201523698.  

Valerie Pasco 

 

http://mcsbrent.co.uk/reading-all-the-books-teach-knowledge/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1523698113
http://dx.doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1523698113

