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Katie Gooch – NATRE Symposium reflections 
 

When I applied to be involved in the curriculum symposium in summer 2021, our team had recently 

totally re-written our curriculum, yet,  these were some of the words I included in my application 

statement: 

 

“ I see our curriculum as a constant work in progress. Progression requires reading, conversation and 

reflection with leadership, peers and team members. Learning from the approaches of others in the 

RE community is vital if we are to move our subject forward.” 

 

“Work in progress” is a disclaimer I always include if I’m sharing our curriculum design or resources 

with others, not because what we have built isn’t sturdy, complex, beautiful, but, like the Sagrada 

Familia, there’s always more work to be done. 

 

Over the last few years, I have read about, listened to, watched, researched and engaged in 

conversations in the RE community about curriculum design. Some of the stars of my reading were 

in the room at the symposium, both as delegates and speakers. Intriguingly, in the room were 

subject leaders who’s curriculum models I had never read about, who’s insight and ideas were 

totally different, but equally as exciting to learn from. What an opportunity to engage and go deep 

into the complexities of our various curriculum models! As Ben Wood challenged us in his 

introduction, “Let’s raise the level of conversation about curriculum… beyond the room.” What a 

responsibility! 

 

There were many excellent take-aways from the symposium. I am going to focus on one that had 

relevance in our curriculum, at the point of development at which we stood at November 2021. We 

had recently rewritten our whole curriculum using a multi-disciplinary approach. We were happy 

with our initial work, had embedded and were on the second full year of implementation. Secure in 

the big-picture, but with an eye for detail in making improvements. 

 

In her session, Christine Counsell got me thinking about proximal purposes in curriculum design, she 

suggested that we should move beyond treating curriculum content as aggregate but more toward 

narrative. I have personally wrestled with narrative in our curriculum sequencing, narrative might 

sometimes suggest chronology, but we are not history (even though we sometimes access the 

disciplines of a historian). 

 

I have been thinking about this a lot. The “story” of the Bible might suggest that we must introduce 

our learners to the structure and “narrative” of the Old Testament before we even mention Jesus. 

Yet, clearly the person and stories of Jesus are ideal curriculum content for EYFS and KS1. If we 

consider narrative with more nuance, we can construct a narrative of interplay of content that 

actually utilises the fact that we already “know” something. We can encounter the concepts of Jesus 

as incarnate, his sacrifice and resurrection in KS1. We can revisit these conceptually at a deeper level 

in KS2. Don’t worry about spoilers, the lights that go on as schema is built through implicit and 

explicit teaching - that is where the well-constructed curriculum shines through. This requires all 
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those who teach a subject to know about previous and future learning. In Year 3 when learning 

about the Trinity, I can ask, where have you heard the words “Father, Son and Holy Spirit” before? 

Most will remember acting out a Baptism way back in Year 1, suddenly, all the splashing about in 

water has greater significance. This is what Christine suggests is significant: placement of content 

changes a child’s relationship with later learning. This indirect knowledge manifestation is not an 

accident; this is the beauty of great curriculum design. 

 

My question to myself on reflection as a curriculum designer was have I done this right? Have I 

explicitly structured knowledge as narrative over time as Christine suggests? There is so much in 

one’s mind when designing a curriculum. What is the substantive knowledge content? What are the 

disciplinary knowledge and skills? How do these twin necessities entwine coherently? While juggling 

my Rubix cubes, is there a chance I have dropped one? (To use Richard Kueh’s analogy) Even if that 

cube was successfully kept airbourne, are the rest of my team ready to catch it and continue the 

challenge? Have I been explicit enough in sharing the bigger picture? 

 

This has been the challenge I have been “wrestling” with over the last couple of months. I began by 

reassuring myself that the overarching narrative of our curriculum is right for our learners. I am 

(mostly) happy with the substantive content we have chosen to include. I am also happy that our 

units of work have been effectively designed to allow children the opportunity to use the scholarly 

disciplinary skills in conversation and practise that we intend. Looking at some of the resources we 

have developed, I worry that some of the skills we are using are not being explicitly brought to the 

children’s attention. This is an area for improvement, where colleagues may not be so confident in 

their own understanding of the skills I need to provide support. This is where my job as a curriculum 

leader comes in. 

 

In terms of the interconnections between knowledge and how that builds schema, these have been 

explicitly included on our curriculum plans (well done us), but are they being shared effectively with 

learners? It’s all very well having this on a knowledge organiser, but how do we use knowledge 

organisers? Do we as teachers use them consistently? Do our learners pro-actively access them? Do 

our lesson resources make explicit links? Do we need them to be explicit? Which learners can 

strengthen their schema further by making these connections themselves? 

 

The work that arises from these questions inform our action planning,  involving: team discussions; 

staff CPD; new joiner training; school policies; pupil voice. Interestingly, what got me thinking in 

Christine’s session, interplay of content in curriculum design, is far more in our case a matter of 

subject leadership. It really doesn’t matter how cracking your design is, everyone, SLT, subject 

leader, class teachers and learners, all need to buy-in to the functional aspects that make it work on 

a practical level. Luckily, I work with a brilliant team and have a supportive Head, those of you who 

need to get your team on board, should think about Matthew Lane’s session on Change 

Management. 

 

This is not the only learning point I have acted on based on conversations and presentations at the 

symposium. Ben Wood began the conference with that challenge, “Let’s raise the level of 

conversation about curriculum… beyond the room.” What a responsibility indeed! Perhaps one of 
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the most powerful outcomes since the symposium is the number of conversations I have been 

approached to have and have sought out myself with others in education about curriculum design, 

not just others in RE. These conversations empower all of us to verbalise, problematise and analyse 

what really great curriculums look like. My experience at the symposium has really raised the level of 

these conversations, our words begin to impact what we are doing as a community, our words begin 

to impact what happens in classrooms all over the country. 
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