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To the Pedagogical
Activists of the World
Charlie McChrystal’s council house garden was a bit of a mess. The inside of the
house was spotless – my grandma made sure that every corner was cleaned within
an inch of its life; the doorstep was whitewashed; none of their meagre possessions
out of place. But the garden was overgrown with dandelions and buttercups.
Charlie McChrystal fought in the First World War. His first wife and their only
child died in the Second. He was a broken, flawed man by the time I knew him,
most alive and happy when distracted by Laurel and Hardy. As a child I was a little
afraid of him, but every now and then a playfulness would break out in him and
the sun would appear. It was rare, but we basked in the warmth of that sunlight
when it shone.
Charlie McChrystal didn’t talk about the war much. His sister told us how he had
signed up with his friends from the small town they came from – Padiham in
Lancashire – and how, when marching to the trenches of Ypres, he had stopped
to pee behind a tree. As he looked on his pals were killed by a shell as they walked
ahead. He never spoke of this to us, but even as children we knew he carried pain.
Charlie McChrystal wouldn’t dig up dandelions. He wouldn’t let others dig them
up either. Because to him the dandelion was the only glimmer of hope in the hell
hole of the trenches. The one ‘bugger’, as he put it, that you knew would survive.
To his mind there were no weeds, just life.
Charlie McChrystal didn’t value education much. He encouraged his own children to leave school and earn a living as fast as possible. They lived in abject
poverty, and education was seen as a luxury they couldn’t afford. When a neighbour donated a piano to the family, he chopped it up for firewood. But he fathered
a child who would go on to encourage her own children to learn, whose mantra
was ‘Don’t be like me – get an education.’ Charlie McChrystal bred a rebel in
Florence McChrystal. My mum. A dandelion.
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I pray that we, and our children and their children, never see what Charlie
McChrystal saw and that our world moves towards a time when no child or adult
experiences the horrors of war or the kind of grinding poverty that my own
parents grew up in. But if I say to teachers that we need to be the dandelions in
the education system – pushing up through the cracks and resisting the
performance-related pressures that can lead us to act without integrity or
compassion – I hope that you will understand what I mean. And that you will take
a moment to think of Charlie McChrystal, whose education and understanding of
the world was forged in war and loss, but who nevertheless held on to hope.
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‘Hope’ is the thing with feathers –
That perches in the soul –
And sings the tune without the words –
And never stops – at all –
Emily Dickinson
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Introduction:
The Groundwork
Schooling is living, it is not a preparation for living. And living is a constant
messing with problems that seem to resist solution.
Martin Haberman, The Pedagogy of Poverty versus Good Teaching (1991)

If schools were gardens, which one would you choose?
1.

Everything is meticulously plotted out in rows. Every plant must have a
utilitarian purpose, producing crops on the same day every year. Most of the
garden must be given over to the five plants that the government have
deemed most useful. The 30% of seedlings that are the slowest to grow are
deliberately weeded out to create the impression of rigour in the system, in
spite of the fact that they may have eventually thrived. Distraction from, or
interference with, the main aim of producing crops is eliminated through
the use of netting over the plants which keeps pollinators and birds at bay.

2.

The garden has been left entirely alone in the hope that it will blossom into
a wildlife meadow, attracting bees and butterflies. In reality, it is a mass of
brambles, bindweed and knotweed, and the gardener dare not enter without
protective clothing.

These are the two options that some factions in education like to suggest are available to us, with a fear of the latter driving many towards the former. Who wouldn’t
choose order over chaos and productivity over waste if they were the only options
available? But they are not. Pretending they are is simply a tool of control designed
to encourage people to adopt an ‘official’ model. Most sensible leaders and teachers know better.

1
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There is a third option: we can have a garden that has multiple functions. It is a
garden of remembrance but carefully planted to support the future. Some weeds
are encouraged to grow because they bloom early in the spring and provide vital
nectar for bees and other pollinators (hello, dandelions!). Among the statues,
plaques and memorial benches are plants that feed us, plants that sustain other life
forms, plants that simply make us happy with their beauty, colour and scent, and
which remind us of the importance of such things in our lives. There are plants
that heal us and plants that are rich in myths and stories. Our garden is a communal space, so there are places to sit, places to shelter, places from which to admire
the wildlife and artwork we have attracted or placed there. We share it, grow
within it and nurture it, and when we are struggling we call in others to help us to
maintain and protect it.
Most sensible people will, of course, choose the third option. Most schools will
claim to be the third, regardless of reality. But to have a truly integrated garden we
have to be completely committed to the idea that education is about much more
than produce; that difficult problems don’t have easy solutions and that some easy
solutions have unintended consequences; that sometimes you need to leave spaces
for beauty and pleasure which all can share; and that we really need good, expert
gardeners to keep the whole thing going.
Most of all we need to recognise that gardens are always in the present, no matter
how much hope we are investing in the future. That rose won’t bloom if there is
not a constant daily process of feeding, deadheading, pruning and checking for
predatory pests. The hostas will be shredded by slugs if we don’t consider carefully
where we plant them and how we protect them. To that end, we can spread poison
in our garden or encourage hedgehogs, birds and toads to share our space. Every
present choice has a future consequence – Haberman’s messy living – and grappling with choices and consequences throughout the curriculum should be a
child’s entitlement, if we want them to understand how life works.
Maintaining hope is essential to gardening, but equally important is intention,
planning and maintenance. This is a book about curriculum, so forgive me for
labouring the metaphorical link to a garden. We might think of curriculum design
as a form of garden design, but the design is inseparable from the act of gardening
(the teaching and care of children) and from the forces that threaten our successes
(the predators and pests we have to protect our garden from and that erode our
sense of hope).

2
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Some might argue that these pests come in the form of tests and accountability
structures, but they’re just weather. The real pests feed on our plants – the black
spots of a lack of imagination, the fungus of apathy, the slug-like unquestioning
compliance which leads to what Haberman describes as a ‘pedagogy of poverty’,
where children have little opportunity to make choices or thrive in the here and
now. A curriculum of hope is about much more than tests. It’s about building a
hopeful future in a productive present. Let’s go back in time for a moment …

It was 2005. We had a new cohort of Year 7s in school and were writing a new
curriculum. The results were pretty static and had been for some time, crawling along the floor targets. The students were compliant, most of the time, but
largely apathetic. Everyone was working hard, but despite all that effort the
school seemed to be coasting along. What could we do? At that time I was
working partly in primary and partly in this secondary school. One of the
reasons we were looking so hard at Year 7 was to ensure that the transition
from primary to secondary didn’t put limitations on young people and instead
aimed to give them a chance to show us who they were and what they were
capable of beyond what their data might suggest.
We had started off thinking about identity – a settling unit that allowed them
to think about who they were, where they came from and who they might
become, and to infuse that with some understanding of the place where they
lived – at both a local and national level. We came up with the idea of an
inductive unit of work where the students could design a ‘Northern British
Museum’ in our school, bringing their knowledge across subjects to life by
curating spaces for an exhibition for the local community. They would need to
create exhibits to show what they knew and were beginning to understand
about British history, geography, sport, literature, culture, science and so on,
and to bring in some elements of their own experiences and those of their
families in order to add a local dimension.
In effect, this transition period would be a means of mining their prior knowledge and building from where they were at. While some of their choices were
predictable and might be seen in any school undertaking this task, anywhere
in the country, some were more surprising. It became clear pretty early on that

3
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we were going to have a coal room. We were in Barnsley, and while the mines
had gone, they cast long shadows over the lives of these young people.
Exhibited with love and care in the mining section of the museum was a lump
of coal that one boy’s granddad had carried out of the local pit on the day it
was closed. There were also handwritten notes from Arthur Scargill, carefully
folded newspapers which had been kept for decades, letters, diary entries, spoken word testimonies and more. Local families’ lives and histories were given
the same reverence as the exhibits celebrating Shakespeare and royalty.
Seemingly disparate pieces of knowledge were lent a sense of purpose and
coherence through the processes involved in deciding what was worth keeping
and what had to be left out. It was the students, working in partnership with
staff, who were deciding what the ‘best which has been thought and said’1
might be, and while the usual suspects were present, they brought these and
other touching surprises to the table.
Shortly before we were due to open to parents, I found myself preparing some
finishing touches with a Year 7 class: ‘What we’re missing is a statement piece.
All great museums have one in their foyer: something – usually a statue – that
gives us a sense of what the museum is about and what we might expect from
it. Something about its values, maybe. If we had a statue that was a statement
piece in our museum, what might it look like? What might the inscription
carved into the stone plinth say? Can you create that for me, working in
groups, as a still image? And write your inscription down on paper.’
They were off … We had carefully crafted our rules and expectations for effective group work over a number of weeks. Even the students who had come
from primary with warnings practically tattooed on their foreheads were
engrossed. Two of them held each other in an embrace – they had arrived
labelled with ‘anger management issues’, accused of being unable to work
cooperatively. Two Barnsley lads, clasping each other in an embrace, with no
one around them batting an eyelid.
‘This is ours, Miss – it’s called Tolerance.’
1 M. Arnold, Culture and Anarchy, in Culture and Anarchy and Other Writings, ed. Stefan Collini
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993 [1875]), p. 190.
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I was so pleased I took a photo – evidence, you see – but then I was distracted
from behind.
‘Miss! Can our statue move?’
I turned around.
‘Statues don’t usually move.’
‘This one is mechanical and if you put 10p in it, it moves.’
I sighed and dug 10p out of my pocket.
The boys made their mechanical image. It began with a cricket match – one
boy bowling, another batting. There were two fielders, hands held open in
anticipation of a catch. I knew that England had won the Ashes that summer
and this wasn’t the first group of students who had wanted to have that
achievement recognised in the museum. But when I put the 10p coin down,
the tableau changed. The bowler moved one hand down towards the other –
finger outstretched as if to press a button. The batsman and fielders turned
their backs and crouched as if to protect themselves. And it was clear in that
simple shift that we were now looking at the detonation of a bomb. For in the
same summer the 7/7 bombings had taken place in London. I was silent for a
moment. There was a lot to process.
‘Do you want to know our inscription, Miss?’ asked this 11-year-old.
‘Yes please!’
‘From Ashes to Ashes.’

I’ve redesigned many curriculum models in the last 15 years, but this moment
shaped a lot of the work I have done because it reminded me of two important
things when thinking about working with children: (1) give them the space to let
them show you who they are and what they know, and (2) give them the space to
let them show you what they worry about. And then attend to those elements. Too
often as teachers we focus on the content to be delivered and too little on the
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recipient. Teaching is about being attentive to the conditions and the needs of
those recipients. Yes, it’s hard, but there’s no point planting a sun-loving plant in
the shade, and vice versa.
It has always seemed somewhat obvious to me that knowledge sits at the heart of
learning. These children could not curate rooms about literature, history, sport,
science, music, theatre or even coal mining without knowledge. But there was
more going on here. There was an element of community – placing our work
within the community, representing the community, inviting in the community.
There was an element of creativity – not in terms of making, but in connecting
our thinking and generating broader understanding. And there was compassion
– not only in the way the children were acting towards others in their classes and
beyond, but also compassion in the way that the curriculum acted towards them,
in giving them space to build trust, to feel safe, to explore their hopes, dreams and
fears, and in giving them the opportunity to have a voice.
It started me off on what has become a long journey of thinking about how
curriculum acts as a vehicle for building what it is children need to know, but also
a tool with which they can better shape their school experience, their relationships
with others and the future world they will inhabit. I call this a humanity-rich
curriculum, and at its heart are five pillars of practice which – in a humanity-rich,
hopeful curriculum – will be plaited together as a set of entitlements for children.
Just as a plant needs water, light, nutrients and protection from threats to survive,
so a strong curriculum that supports the growth of children should have these five
elements built in.
1.

Coherence: The curriculum is planned and plaited so that it connects in
sensible and logical ways, allowing children to build an understanding of
ideas, concepts, chronology and themes, and to better understand them
because they are encountered in a way that makes those connections explicit
and relevant. (For more on curriculum coherence see Mary Myatt.2) Within
a single subject, that might mean attending to the progression of ideas or to
a chronology. Across subjects it might be that you consider mapping where
there are touchpoints – which is easier to do in primary than secondary, but
even here there are too many missed opportunities. For example, are the
English department studying war poetry at the same time that the history

2 M. Myatt, The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence (Woodbridge: John Catt Educational, 2018).
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department are studying the First World War? Are the geography and
science departments coordinating their units on climate change? How does
the context offered above for Key Stage 3 demonstrate how a shared
purpose can create points of coherence for the students?
2.

Credibility: The curriculum is clear about what children will know
(propositional knowledge) and be able to do (procedural knowledge) and
how these elements link to a prescribed national or regional curriculum, so
that it is explicit how external expectations are mapped onto the internally
experienced or enacted curriculum. Where a national curriculum is vague
– for example, ‘events beyond living memory that are significant nationally
or globally’ in the English national curriculum3 – what knowledge are we
choosing to teach and what do we want children to understand and be able
to do with that knowledge? Are we making this explicit?

3.

Creativity: The curriculum offers the child the right to experience, develop
and practise creativity as an entitlement. Its view of creativity extends
beyond making and doing in an artistic sense, and also allows for the
development of fluency of knowledge and ideas through a process of
interpretation, experimentation, connection and play. In the museum
example on pages 3–5, the process of curation allowed the students to think
about how to creatively link their knowledge, how to present it in an
aesthetically pleasing and informative way, how to communicate the
knowledge in order to capture the interest of the visitors and how to use a
process of selection and rejection to organise and shape their knowledge –
all aspects of the creative process.

4.

Compassion: The curriculum uses a range of experiences, including
stories, to allow children to develop empathy with other points of view and
perspectives, and to use that empathy to move into active compassion.
Active compassion is solution-focused and its aim is to move children beyond
empathy towards action. As such, the compassion is symbiotic for the child:
the child is encouraged to be a compassionate individual, but rather than
being placed in a passive and potentially harmful space of powerlessness, is

3 Department for Education, History Programmes of Study: Key Stages 1 and 2. National Curriculum in England
(September 2013). DFE-00173-2013, p. 2. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/239035/PRIMARY_national_
curriculum_-_History.pdf.
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encouraged, through activities and outcomes, to be a powerful agent of
change. The curriculum also acts compassionately towards the child in
acting in his or her best interests – giving the child access to a full
curriculum and activities that are known to impact on the mental health of
the child – for example, physical activities and the arts.
5.

Community: The curriculum is built with the broader community beyond
the school in mind. Whether that takes the form of inviting in community
members, building charitable and civic links of assistance, utilising the
expertise within the parent body and local community, involving children in
local democratic processes or arranging trips within the local area,
community becomes a critical part of the curriculum design itself and not
simply an appendage. Community is seen as a vital component of the
cultural capital available to the school, so the school works in partnership
with local organisations, theatres, museums and galleries to broaden the
children’s experience. A curriculum really rooted in community does not
simply take advantage of what the community has to offer; it allows children
to be of service to that community, shaping its future.

When these five pillars are in place, we see curriculum models emerging in which
empowerment is the goal. Empowerment through knowledge, through action,
through thought, through language, through play and, critically, through hope.
This empowerment moves way beyond ‘what works’ in order to better pass tests,
and moves towards ‘what works’ in terms of attending to the mental and emotional needs of children and to the present and future needs of the world around
them.
This doesn’t demand a great deal of extra work for teachers and schools, but it
does ask that we refocus and consider the value of what we teach, the relationship
of the content to other important ideas and experiences, and how knowledge,
skills, emotion, action and experience can be plaited into lines of inquiry for children. These lines of inquiry come in the shape of questions that bind curriculum
together and encourage a shared exploration of knowledge within rich contexts,
forming ‘grand narratives’ of learning. Throughout this book I will share examples
of how this plaiting is being developed in many schools, both in the UK and
abroad, and explore how we can ensure that humanity and hope are not lost in
our quest for results.

8
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That is not to say that tests don’t matter – at least at the end point of secondary
education. They do for as long as they act as passes to the future. But in a great
education, test results are by-products, not end products, and should never be the
raison d’être for curriculum planning – a point made by Amanda Spielman in her
commentary on England’s new(est) inspection framework:
A good curriculum should lead to good results. However, good examination
results in and of themselves don’t always mean that the pupil received rich
and full knowledge from the curriculum. In the worst cases, teaching to the
test, rather than teaching the full curriculum, leaves a pupil with a hollowed
out and flimsy understanding.4
In England we are seeing a renewed interest in curriculum as a direct result of a
focus on it in the new Ofsted framework,5 and in Wales a new national curriculum
due to be implemented in 2020 is forcing schools to look anew at how curriculum
is structured and administered (for more on this see Chapter 6).6 But the fact is that
all schools, wherever they are and whichever curriculum overview they adhere to,
need to look at how curriculum is enacted by staff and experienced by children.
All models offer spaces for interpretation and innovation, and the best schools will
modify and develop curriculum to suit the unique needs of their children and
communities. It’s not enough, or advisable, to buy a shiny, new (and undoubtedly
expensive) off-the-shelf model. It needs to be crafted by the school stakeholders
with love and care, and it needs to attend to the vital elements of power, ownership, responsibility, hope and humanity.
In this book, I will outline the key ideas underpinning this approach to curriculum
design and explain why I think they are important. We will explore the role of
pedagogy as a means of empowering children because, in my view, a curriculum
of hope is delivered by a pedagogy of power. We will also explore some of the
more overlooked pedagogical tools that we know can have great impact on children’s learning and well-being – story, movement and play – as well as some of the
4 Ofsted and A. Spielman, HMCI’s Commentary: Recent Primary and Secondary Curriculum
Research (11 October 2017). Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/hmciscommentary-october-2017.
5 Ofsted, The Education Inspection Framework (May 2019). Ref: 190015. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/education-inspection-framework.
6 See https://gov.wales/curriculum-wales-2022.
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recent research into memory and retention. Towards the end of the book, from
Chapter 6 onwards, there are case studies from some of my work in England,
Wales and international schools, and an example of the system in New Zealand
which has allowed some schools to plan in ways that allow for pupil choice, autonomy and responsibility – thanks to Chris Waugh for this section. There are some
accompanying planning documents for these examples which you may find useful
in the appendix (The Seed Catalogue). These documents are also available to
download from the Crown House Publishing website.7 A curriculum of hope
depends on a generosity of spirit, and I thank all the teachers and leaders who
have agreed to share our work in this book.
Scattered throughout, like dandelion seeds on the breeze, are tales of learning
from the classroom, where this kind of curriculum planning and pedagogical
approach is brought to life. They are examples of how children respond to this way
of working – because none of this work has taken place in a theoretical space. It
is the lived experience born out of real practice in real classrooms with real children over decades of teaching, and hopefully they will offer you some ideas about
how this work might be constructed.
I haven’t spoken much about early years education and curriculum, in part
because I feel I have too little experience to make any meaningful contribution and
also because there are enough non-early years specialists meddling in this area
already with too little understanding of the developmental needs of very young
children. There are, however, sections in Chapter 2 with regard to play that are
pertinent and some examples of how some of this work might sit in a foundation
class setting in Chapter 8. What I would say, however, is that no curriculum should
ever have as its aim the spectacularly unambitious goal of simply getting children
‘ready’ for the next phase, which in many cases does not take into account the
variances in development or indeed ages of children within a single year group. A
good curriculum builds up, not down; it lifts children up, moving forwards and
always working with the best interests of the children at heart.
While many systems are beginning to talk about a ‘knowledge-rich’ curriculum, we
need to take care that knowledge is utilised in ways that make learning effective for
more than simply passing tests. First and foremost, the knowledge should be
important in its own right – in the here and now of the learning – so that children
7 See www.crownhouse.co.uk/featured/curriculum-hope.
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Working on the premise that a strong curriculum is supported by five key pillars of practice – coherence,
credibility, creativity, compassion and community – Debra presents a plethora of examples that demonstrate
how schools, parents, pupils and the wider local community can learn together to build from within.
She enquires into the ways in which schools can create units of work that are both
knowledge- and humanity-rich, and challenges the view that the role of children is simply to
listen and learn – instead advocating their active engagement with local and global issues.

Suitable for teachers and leaders in all schools.
Debra Kidd provides much-needed professional guidance. She motivates educators to seek empowerment and
articulates a coherent strategy for teachers and school leaders to bring the curriculum to life.
Ross Morrison McGill @TeacherToolkit – the UK’s most followed
educator on social media, who writes at TeacherToolkit.co.uk

Curriculum of Hope

A great many schools are wondering how they can build a curriculum model that meets the demands of
government policy as well as the needs of the children and communities they serve. In A Curriculum of Hope,
Debra Kidd illustrates how teachers can deliver learning experiences that genuinely link knowledge to life.

A

A stimulating manifesto of hope that explores how good
curriculum design can empower schools to build bridges
between their pupils’ learning and the world around them.

A

Curriculum
of

Hope

As Rich in Humanity as in Knowledge

Both a great addition to the debate and an excellent read!
Professor Samantha Twiselton, Director, Sheffield Institute of Education,
and Vice President (external), The Chartered College of Teaching

This is a good book, full of concern for the best interests of all children. It explains how to help them learn and
how we should decide what they should learn. That’s what the most professional of teachers do. Debra is one of
those teachers and a superb writer.
I love Debra Kidd’s writing. She takes on the orthodoxies of the current educational establishment with wit, wisdom
and a shining belief in the myriad, rich possibilities of education and our children.
Melissa Benn, writer and author of Life Lessons: The Case for a National Education Service

Beautifully crafted and packed with insights, A Curriculum of Hope adds another dimension to the discussion about
what it means to create a connected, compelling curriculum.
Mary Myatt, author of High Challenge, Low Threat and The Curriculum: Gallimaufry to Coherence

Debra Kidd taught for 23 years in primary, secondary and higher
education settings. She is the author of three previous books – Teaching:
Notes from the Front Line, Becoming Mobius and Uncharted Territories – and
believes more than anything else that the secret to great teaching is to
‘make it matter’. Debra has a doctorate in education and co-founded
and organised Northern Rocks, one of the largest annual teaching and
learning conferences in the UK.
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