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What is a knowledge-rich curriculum? 

Our knowledge-rich curriculum is purposefully designed to ensure that children gradually develop and 

retain a broad and rich body of powerful knowledge that allows them to think deeply and creatively about 

the world in which they live. Our knowledge-rich curriculum can be understood as being broad, rich, 

powerful and coherent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Broad – the knowledge learnt is grounded in science, history, geography and the arts.  

• Rich – the knowledge learnt is culturally rich, transferable and valuable to know.  

• Powerful – the knowledge learnt allows children to think deeply and creatively about the subject matter.  

• Coherent – the knowledge learnt is strategically sequenced and revisited to develop rich, detailed schemas.  

(Adapted from Didau, Making Kids Cleverer, 2018) 

Why focus on knowledge? 

Children who have a broad and rich knowledge base by the time they leave primary school are significantly 

more likely to be academically successful at secondary school (Hirsch, 2018). Many children begin primary 

school with a deficit in knowledge and vocabulary (Hart and Risely, 1995) and unless this deficit is 

addressed at primary, it is highly unlikely these children will catch up at secondary (Fisher et all 2011). It is 

our duty as primary educators to empower our children with the knowledge and vocabulary to be 

powerful, informed citizens and academically successful.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Adapted from Ofsted Curriculum Workshop, 2018) 

• Knowledge empowers: children from disadvantaged backgrounds have the most to gain from a 

knowledge-rich curriculum and the most to lose in its absence (Hirsch, 2018).  

• Background knowledge is the strongest predictor of reading comprehension (Recht and Leslie, 1987). In 

teaching children knowledge of the world we develop rich and detailed schemas that allow them to 

understand a rich and wide range of texts (Willingham, 2015). Teaching knowledge is teaching reading.   
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• Knowledge is a prerequisite of any skill. In order for children to think deeply and creatively about an 

issue, they must first have a deep and secure understanding of that issue (Willingham, 2007). Experts in 

any field rely heavily on rich and developed schemas of knowledge (Hirsch, 2018).  

• Knowledge is highly transferable between contexts and is generative i.e. the more you know the easier 

it is to learn new things (Willingham. 2007).  

How is the knowledge-rich curriculum designed?  

Our aim is to produce a world-class knowledge-rich curriculum that is selective, coherent, cumulative, fully 

resourced, applied using the principles of cognitive psychology and field-tested. At Edale we regularly revise 

and update our curriculum in response to our on-going evaluation of its impact.  

 

(Adapted from E.D Hisrch Why Knowledge Matters, 2018) 

Selective 

Time in school is finite. Selectivity, therefore, is critical in setting topics that make the curriculum powerful 

and so teachers can capitalise on their time with their children. The topics chosen provide children with the 

most enabling knowledge possible. Some curricular topics are essential to the subject matter itself, such as 

photosynthesis or evaporation. Other topics, such as the British Empire, are essential to shared cultural 

identity. Still others, such as A Christmas Carol are essential to equity.  

Coherent 

Coherence within year groups is important for substantive learning and vocabulary acquisition. The reading 

and writing of non-fiction is taught primarily through our foundation curriculum and science, rather than 

stand-alone non-fiction English lessons. Links between these academic subjects are also established where 

appropriate to ensure rich schemas are developed. Sustained topics requiring the same “word fields” last 

for approximately six weeks to ensure children have had sufficient time for this knowledge to be embedded 

in long-term memory (Binton, 2000). 

Cumulative  

Designing a multi-year cumulative sequence of topics is important to ensure children develop their 

schemas of a subject progressively as they move through school and that prior learning is developed upon 

and revised. Learning within a year is routinely assessed through low-stakes quizzes to ensure that all 

children develop and retain the knowledge required to be successful in the following year. Our core goal is 

that children know more and remember more.  

Resourced 

Topics in history, science and geography are fully resourced with a high-quality non-fiction books. This 

provides teachers with the subject knowledge to teach the topic effectively, which is essential to a 

curriculum’s success (Coe et al, 2014). These texts are also highly engaging and well written which sets out 
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a high academic expectation for all children (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 2008). The vast majority of our 

foundation subjects are underpinned by professional schemes developed by experts, with inspiring and 

engaging resources. These are adapted purposefully for Edale.  

Applied  

The application of the knowledge-rich curriculum is paramount to its success. Teachers apply their 

understanding of cognitive psychology to create rich and meaningful learning experiences.   

Field-tested  

Finally, the curriculum is field tested. Only actual experience in the classroom can determine how 

successfully topics interact and reinforce one another and how much time they might require. Our 

knowledge-rich curriculum is therefore constantly evolving and improving.   

How is the knowledge-rich curriculum applied in the classroom? 

The application of the knowledge-rich curriculum is consistent across the school and is informed by 

research in cognitive psychology. Learning only takes place if there is an alteration in long-term memory 

(Sweller et al, 2011). The purpose of this model is to ensure that the knowledge of the unit is embedded 

into the long term memory of every child in the class. This model is referred to as ‘Teaching for Knowledge’.  

Teaching for Knowledge  

 

Curriculum Documents and Knowledge Organisers  

Our curriculum documents set out in explicit detail exactly what declarative and procedural knowledge we 

want our children to learn. The knowledge organisers which teachers then make act like a map with which 

the teacher and children can use to navigate their way through a unit. They can be used to aid planning, as 

a quizzing tool in lessons, as an assessment tool for teachers and to help communicate what learning has 

taken place in school with parents at home.  

Teacher Instruction    

Teachers at Edale explicitly and deliberately teach the knowledge through teacher-led instruction utilising 

Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction (Rosenshine, 2010), dual coded presentations and quality teacher-

talk. Teachers check children’s understanding through questioning and mini-quizzes and then respond to 

the children’s feedback.  

Reading for Learning  

Reading is an essential component of the knowledge-rich curriculum. Teachers utilise their expertise in 

whole-class reading to reinforce or complement the learning of the instruction. In younger year groups, the 

bulk of the reading will be done by the teacher as children’s listening comprehension is superior to their 

reading comprehension (Sticht and James 1984), in older year groups children will be expected to read 

along or read independently.     
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Activities for Learning  

Utilising their understanding of the working memory model (Baddeley and Hitch, 1974), desirable 

difficulties (Bjork and Bjork, 2011) and Shimamura’s MARGE model, teachers create meaningful learning 

activities that require effort for children to retrieve and apply what it is they have been taught thus 

strengthening the information’s storage strength. Teachers use a range of activities, which vary according to 

the specific subject being taught.  

Spaced Retrieval  

Retrieval practice has been shown to have a significant impact on knowledge retention (Ebbinghaus, 1985). 

Teachers make use of retrieval practice to ensure knowledge is learnt and retained over time. Teachers use 

low-stake quizzing and various others methods of retrieval practice throughout a unit of work to ensure 

long term retention of material. Retrieval practice is also scheduled via our retrieval calendar to ensure 

material from previous units within and between year groups is revised at appropriate intervals.   

Take Care Work   

Children should apply the knowledge developed in a unit to produce a piece of work which encapsulates 

our ‘Take Care’ ethos. The piece should clearly exhibit the learning that has taken place and result in an 

ambitious and well-informed piece of work. It should be crafted and presented beautifully so that children 

can take pride in this outcome of their learning. 

 

Reading and Writing across the Curriculum  

All non-fiction writing and reading is taught through history, science, geography and RE. This gives a clear 

purpose for reading and writing: to learn and reinforce knowledge and for a child to present and evidence 

their learning.  

In fiction units, links are made to the topic where appropriate; however, the focus of these session is to 

study and enjoy high quality literature and write fiction and poetry that captures the interest and 

imagination of the reader.  

Teachers are not restricted by their topics in their choices of literature to study.  It may be entirely 

appropriate for the fiction work to inspire and lead a mini-topic to provide context for the piece. For 

example, if a teacher chooses to study an extract from Treasure Island then it would be highly beneficial to 

conduct a short topic on piracy in the 18th century to create synergy between the fiction and non-fiction 

work.   

 

 


