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SKILFULLY ORGANISING KNOWLEDGE: CONSIDERING THE IMPLICATIONS OF THE ‘KNOWLEDGE 
TURN’ FOR FURTHER EDUCATION. 

‘Leaders focus on improving teachers’ subject and teaching knowledge to enhance the teaching of 
the curriculum and the appropriate use of assessment. The practice and subject knowledge and up-
to-date vocational expertise of staff build and improve over time.’ (Ofsted, 2019). This quote from 
the new inspection framework for FE signals the emphasis on knowledge that characterises the 
inspectorate’s changed focus. It is part of a new orientation towards content in curriculum that 
underpinned the development of the latest national curriculum for schools and the revisions of 
exam specifications and syllabi since 2015, ostensibly designed to raise standards of education. 
Whilst the discourse about the relative weight given to the development of knowledge and skills is 
not new to the myriad of post 16 providers, there clearly is a shift of focus onto the broader quality 
of education and experience of students and apprentices. In this short paper we begin to explore 
what the ‘turn’ might mean for the sector. 

Where does Ofsted’s new focus on curriculum come from?  

In 2017 Ofsted started talked about ‘the big conversation about the curriculum’. Ofsted is now 
defining progress in terms of the acquisition of knowledge: ‘progress means knowing more and 
remembering more’ (Ofsted presentation 20.04.2018) ‘Learning is defined as an alteration in long - 
term memory. If nothing has altered in long-term memory nothing has been learned.’ (Ofsted slides 
for new inspection framework 2019). In fact, the renewed focus on subject content really emerged 
with the development of the 2014 national curriculum for schools. Its authors were informed by the 
ideology of the cultural literacy model championed by American educationalist ED Hirsch (1987). The 
new inspection framework is influenced by this as well as by Michael Young’s more recent work on 
the ‘return to subjects’ (Young, 2011) and ‘powerful knowledge’ (Young, 2014). 

Ofsted defines curriculum as  

‘A framework for setting out the aims of a programme of education, including the knowledge and 
understanding to be attained at each stage (intent), for translating that framework over time into a 
structure and narrative, within an institutional context (implementation) and for evaluating what 
knowledge and understanding pupils have gained against expectations (impact)’. 

HMCI Amanda Spielman commented on the misplaced emphasis on grades and progress measures 
of past inspections, at the expense of ‘the vast accumulated wealth of human knowledge and what 
we choose to impart to the next generation: the curriculum’.  

Should access to certain kinds of knowledge be the right of all young people? 

Professor ED Hirsch’s September 2015 Policy Exchange lecture is seen by many as a turning point in 
Ofsted’s approach. The thrust of his argument, driven by the desire for education to enable social 
justice, is that ‘returning to ‘a ‘traditional’ curriculum built on shared knowledge will empower 
learners and help diminish disadvantage. He believes that schools should build ‘cultural capital’. This 
is a key principle embraced by UK education ministers and informing the new inspection framework. 
Researchers such as Hoadley et al (2019) trace parts of the knowledge ‘turn’ back to Basil Bernstein’s 
efforts to theorise knowledge and knowledge-producing fields, which strongly influenced the 
sociology of education. They point to several significant publications from 2000 onwards, focused on 
the structuring of knowledge, key amongst them being Michael Young’s ‘Bringing Knowledge Back 
In’ (Young, 2007). From a sociological perspective quite different to that of education ministers 
Young’s (2014) argument is that the main purpose of education– is ‘to enable all students to acquire 
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knowledge that takes them beyond their experience. It is knowledge which many will not have access 
to at home, among their friends, or in the communities in which they live. As such, access to this 
knowledge is the ‘right’ of all pupils as future citizens.’(2014, page 10).   

Young distinguishes between the ‘knowledge of the powerful’ - the significant body of facts 
determined by those who have power in society – and ‘powerful knowledge’ which is knowledge 
that can be used to predict, to explain, and to envisage alternatives. It is not common sense 
knowledge, but it is systematic – structured, with the potential to provide generalisations – and 
specialised, having been developed by identifiable groups of experts. Systematic, structured 
knowledge can be seen as the foundation for lifelong learning. As Daniel Willingham (2006) argues, 
knowledge makes learning easier. It is not only cumulative, but it grows exponentially. Young is 
careful to point out that his approach to valuing knowledge is not the same as that of the 
proponents of the 2014 national curriculum. He is keen to emphasise that ‘powerful knowledge’ is 
very different from former Education Secretary Michael Gove’s vision for the curriculum: ‘We have 
no time for Gove’s traditional, old-fashioned and backward-looking view of knowledge…’(Young, 
Lambert et al, 2014, page 84). However, he is adamant that in order to promote equality and social 
justice educators must ensure that all students have access to powerful knowledge: differentiating 
the curriculum based on apparent respect for individual differences effectively supports inequality. 
The implication of these assertions is that, overwhelmingly, educators should require students  to 
access and engage with the same body of curriculum content. Young has also made a significant 
contribution to thinking about the importance of disciplinary knolwedge to professional and 
vocational education and formation. Working with others, especially South African colleagues such 
as Jeanne Gamble, (see, e.g. chapters in Allais, 2018) his ideas about knowledge have been further 
developed to explore the the theory-practice relation in vocational education.  

The evidence for the importance of teacher knowledge doesn’t only come from cognitive 
psychology. It is also recognised in research findings (Coe et al 2014 – Sutton Trust report), 
particularly where very specific aspects of content are concerned. Coe et al suggest that targeting 
support for teachers in areas where their insights into student misconceptions are weak could 
improve outcomes. In FE, this also implies a crucial need to keep teachers’ knowledge of industry 
and vocational qualifications up to date. (See Simons, 2019). 

There is, of course, a vast international discussion about whether there is a set body of knowledge 
that would empower disadvantaged students to succeed academically as well as in socio-economic 
terms. Opposing the ‘powerful knowledge’ concept is the argument that the context of knowledge 
production, the way it is justified by research, and the selection of  knowledge  into  the  curriculum,  
are shaped by powerful interests which tend to perpetuate the status quo. Others contend (Catling 
& Martin, 2011) that the concept of powerful knowledge is inadequate because it undervalues the 
everyday or ‘ethno-knowledges’ pupils bring to school and that recognition of these should underpin 
curriculum planning.  

In addition, there are different categories of knowledge. Christine Counsell (2018) differentiates 
between substantive knowledge – the content that teachers teach as established facts – and 
disciplinary knowledge, which concerns what students learn about how that knowledge was 
established, understanding the subject discipline as a tradition of enquiry. Counsell points out that 
usually the phrase ‘knowledge rich curriculum’ is associated only with substantive knowledge, but 
that we must not lose sight of the disciplinary dimension.  The latter allows students to explore how 
knowledge is formed and changed and thus is a crucial element of ‘powerful knowledge’(2018, page 
4) . For teachers, pedagogical knowledge is indispensable and deeply affects how they enable their 
students to learn. In FE, there is another dimension of knowledge that is work related. Some critics 
of Young’s stance point out that the meaning of ‘subject’ in FE can be contested, as there are up to 
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200 specialist areas in FE (Hanley et al, 2018). For FE, research into knowledge and how teachers 
develop it has continued since the 1980s, linked to discussions about ‘really useful knowledge’ (see, 
e.g.  Eraut, 1994, Kilminster, 1997 and references to Johnson, 1988, and discussions about dual 
professionalism (Edmond and Wood, 2017). 

Should teachers and educators value knowledge above skills?  

In Young and Muller’s 2014 Knowledge, Expertise and the Professions their ‘knowledge based’ 
approach is set in opposition to ‘practice based’ perspectives: ‘the exclusive stress on … skills and 
competencies at the expense of knowledge… can distort the resultant educational achievements and 
impair educational provision’(Young and Muller 2014, page 5). The new focus has raised questions 
about the status of the skills teachers seek to develop – particularly learning attributes like 
resourcefulness, the ability to reflect upon one’s own learning and the ability to collaborate. In FE 
there is a danger that the emphasis on knowledge of subject ‘content’ understates the ‘knowing 
how’ which is an essential part of skills for the workplace and future learning. Some critics of the 
’knowledge turn’ are sceptical of what has been seen as a checklist of content drawn up by the 
‘establishment’ to perpetuate the status quo. Historically, there has been a tension between what 
Claxton, Lucas (2015) et al call the ‘traditionalists’ (proponents of typically didactic teaching of a 
prescribed body of knowledge) and the ‘romantics’ (motivated by an idealistically child-centred 
approach and a discovery-based approach to learning. Claxton and Lucas identify a middle road 
between the two in terms of the ‘mods’ who pragmatically recognise the need to straddle the divide 
and ensure that curricula develop skills as well as subject content knowledge. In FE, even the revised 
Ofsted inspection framework has needed to acknowledge the symbiosis between the ‘knowing that’ 
and the ‘knowing how’. Researchers such as Rata (2019) have already developed sophisticated 
insights designed to ‘promote the more equitable provision of academic knowledge to all social 
groups’ (2019, page 682). Rata (2019) usefully conceptualises key relationships operating within and 
between knowing-that and knowing-how – dynamic interactions between concepts and content 
which are facilitated by their practical application. It is also worth exploring the concepts of ‘tacit 
knowledge’ – which appears to be automatic or intiuitive (Polyani, 1967) and what Willingham 
(2002) calls ‘inflexible knowledge.’  

It is artificial and meaningless to deny the role of skills in learning. Cognitive skills such as analysing, 
evaluating, synthesising, and creating are part of the capacity to perform, drawing upon knowledge. 
Eddie Playfair (2019) contends ‘Trying to separate out the acquisition of skills as if it is a completely 
different type of learning … is like trying to detach a current from the water through which it 
travels… knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’ should go hand in hand’. If memory is indeed the residue 
of thought, then learning must involve not just receiving information, but processing it so that it is 
unforgettable. Learners need to grasp components of a discipline and combine them into composite 
skills. George Ryan (2019) points out that researchers from the London School of Economics have 
recently shown that whilst the use of manual skills in the workforce has declined, the use of 
analytical and interpersonal skills has risen markedly, as has their value according to employers. 
Experts are now urging a rethink about project-based learning, and how we develop skills such as 
communication, team working and problem solving in the overall education and training system. In 
another recent article Turner (TES, 2019) cites research from the University of Lancaster 
emphasising, again, the importance of such skills: ‘The analysis points to the importance of 
university students’ own skills as inputs into their own further intellectual development: non-
cognitive skills complement cognitive ability, as well as complementing good quality teaching.’ 

Some research reports that in FE the ‘return to subjects’  (Young 2011) has led to the fragmentation 
of approaches to skills and knowledge – for example meaning that mathematics and English have 
been introduced as additional but distinctive, often unrelated, elements of study programmes, and 
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correspondingly learning for the workplace is described ‘less in relation to specific subjects than in 
terms of generic outcomes and ‘soft skills’. (Esmond and Wood, 2017, page 10) 

What does the knowledge focus mean for pedagogy in FE?’ 

The inspection framework for FE recognises the interaction between knowledge and skills in 
vocational learning, and Young insists that ‘we should not prejudge the extent to which vocational or 
applied subjects offer … access to powerful knowledge’ (Young, Lambert et al 2014, page 80). Hanley 
et al (2018, page 26) rightly insist that within technical education programmes, ‘learning must be 
securely related to the workplace’. Teachers need to know how students develop an occupational 
identity as part of their learning. This underlines the significance of social theories of learning. 

Peter Boyd (2019) welcomes the turn towards a knowledge rich curriculum but writes about the 
weakness of the knowledge element in the specifications for vocational courses, suggesting there 
was an over-emphasis on consulting with employers in their construction. He proposes, as an 
alternative to the concept of powerful knowledge a framework of ‘knowledge and ways of knowing’. 
His argument is that learners should develop understanding of the contested and dynamic nature of 
subject knowledge. Wheelahan (2018 page 255) reminds us about an ongoing issue with the 
educational principles that underpin vocational education. She says that too often the hybrid 
(vocational) curriculum denies students access to conceptual and theoretical knowledge that they 
need to go beyond their immediate everyday practical experience. This hybridity limits their 
understanding and potential skilful use of vocational knowledge. Using Young she writes about a 
curriculum based on the principle of insularity where students are ‘provided with the means to 
recognise boundaries between different forms of knowledge, and within forms of knowledge, to use 
concepts and as their education progresses, to choose, apply, contest, and modify relations between 
concepts’. We suggest that Rata’s (2019) model for curriculum design shows how forms of 
knowledge act together, with each making its own essential contribution to student learning. This 
approach aims to enable students to connect knowledge, conceptual, procedural and practical - so 
‘students do not practice skills without at the same time being introduced to the reasons for those 
procedures.’ (2019, Page 695).  

When we consider the issues underlying curriculum intent in FE, particularly the complex challenge 
of sequencing learning appropriately, we need to know about the interaction between ‘knowing 
that’ and ‘knowing how’. Chris Jones (2019), HMI specialist in apprenticeships, points out in a recent 
blog:  

‘There's an element in there … about how well the curriculum is sequenced to ensure that a learner, 
or apprentice, gets the opportunity to learn what they need. Some of that is about layering, some of 
that's about sequencing, learning so that apprentices and learners have got time to revisit 
knowledge and skills. In a sense, what we're all looking for is that automaticity of response. 

So that when you know something, you then think in a particular way, act in a particular way, in a 
vocational context, because that's absolutely in your head.’ 

Some FE researchers suggest that sequencing is actually more important in vocational learning than 
elsewhere. Hordern (2018) quotes Winch to assert that vocational knowledge and expertise can only 
be understood in the light of previously encountered propositions, so it is essential that the 
acquisition of knowledge is structured in such a way that practitioners can make proper sense of it.  

What are the implications for Continuing Professional Learning and Development? 
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In FE, the focus on knowledge has pointed to the need to revisit ‘pedagogical content knowledge’. 
We need to consider the knowledge and skills teachers need to enable students to grasp, embrace, 
locate and apply factual learning as well as process skills.  The authors of the Gatsby review (Hanley, 
et al, 2018) of the literature on subject specialist pedagogy in FE note the lack of empirical research 
on how FE trainees develop their subject-specific pedagogy, or on the effectiveness of specific 
interventions. They contend (2018, page 14) that there are 4 dimensions to pedagogy: 

1. Pedagogy as content: the knowledge, skills and attributes that students are given the 
opportunity to learn 

2. Pedagogy as process: what happens, or potentially can happen, in educational environments 
3. Pedagogy as knowledge: the knowledge that teachers have, or potentially could have, about 

pedagogical content, processes and their possible outcomes, including knowledge about 
their students and the context in which they are learning 

4. Pedagogy as decision-making: the processes and actions through which teachers come to 
decisions about what will happen in their classrooms and to what purpose. 

It can be argued that this approach neglects the conceptual elements identified by Rata (2019). One 
of the issues for FE is that the focus is often on planning for delivery of a qualification. This militates 
against teachers focusing on the underpinning disciplinary concepts and knowledge that move 
beyond the possession of arbitrary facts. Rata (2019, page 691) argues that ‘designing for a 
concepts-content coherence’ guards against the problem of knowledge being limited to an arbitrary 
set of topics that can lead to a destruction of the ‘inner logic of the field’. Too often students do not 
understand the conceptual base of knowledge that they learn. This can lead to a rote learning 
approach and lack of deeper understanding of knowledge that they have been taught. Winch (2013) 
underlines the importance of moving from initial acquisition to full understanding.  
 
Both Lucas (2010) and Maxwell (2010) recognise that learning is a situated process happening within 
a community of practice (Wenger, 1998). We need to think about teaching and learning in terms of 
the community context, the specific practice of learning, and the construction of meaning and 
development of identity. For vocational learning, teachers recontextualise: that is, they bring 
appropriate features of the workplace into the training. This underlines the need to train teachers 
about sequencing and the importance of constructing a learning chronology that allows students to 
make connections and gain insights into how knowledge is developed. Their expertise improves as 
they master skills and techniques which allow them to apply established rules and procedures in 
practice (Rata, 2019). 
 
The new Education Inspection Framework also implies a need to train teachers in some aspects of 
cognitive science – particularly the concept of working memory and some techniques such as spaced 
learning and interleaving, which are purported to enhance learners’ use of their long-term 
memories. The criteria for ‘good’ quality of education include that ‘teachers design and use activities 
to help learners remember long term the content they have been taught, to integrate new 
knowledge into larger concepts and to apply skills fluently and independently.’ Inspectors will 
investigate whether teachers are using assessment to ‘help learners embed and use knowledge 
fluently and flexibly’.  

There is clearly a need for teacher education and training organisations, as well as college and school 
leaders, to act together now to address the barriers to much-needed teacher learning and 
development. These include the reality that training in FE tends to be very generic and there is a 
need to develop the capacity to integrate the practical know how to specialist knowledge. FE 
teachers are further disadvantaged by the lack of the subject associations that support many school 
teachers. In addition, much of the research into knowledge as it applies to FE is couched in 
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sociological and/or philosophical concepts and terminology which can limit accessibility. A 
concerted, collaborative effort is needed across the sector, connecting with national organisations 
like the Education and Training Foundation, the Chartered College of Teaching, teacher education 
institutions and teaching unions to address the wider constraints impeding outcomes and 
opportunities for young people. At the same time, all stakeholders need to recognise the 
opportunities for empowering, transformative learning the current debates and dysjunctures may 
offer.  

Anna Douglas and Anne Hudson, Joint Heads of Evidence Informed Practice at the Education and 
Training Foundation. 

If you would like to discuss these issues further or anything to do with evidence informed practice, 
please do contact us  

Anna.douglas@etfoundation.co.uk 

Anne.hudson@etfoundation.co.uk 

 

 

SOURCES 

Allais, S. & Shalem., Y., Eds. (2018). ‘Knowledge, Curriculum, and Preparation for Work’. The 
Knowledge Economy and Education, Volume: 10, Brill/Sense. 
  
Boyd, P. (2019). ‘Knowledge and ways of knowing.’  Impact (6): 34-37. 

Catling, S.  & Martin, F., (2011) ‘Contesting powerful knowledge: The primary geography curriculum 
as an articulation between academic and children’s (ethno-) geographies’, Curriculum Journal 22 (3) 
(2011) pp.317-335. 

Claxton, G. and Lucas, B. (2015). Educating Ruby. Carmarthen, Wales, Crown House Publishing. 
 
Coe, R., Aloisi, C., Higgins S. & Major, L (2014). What makes great teaching? Review of the 
underpinning research London, Sutton Trust. 

Counsell, C.  ‘Taking curriculum seriously’, Impact September 2018) 

Eraut, M. (1994). Developing Professional Knowledge and Competence. London, Falmer Press. 

Esmond, B. and Wood H., (2017) More morphostasis than morphogenesis? The ‘dual professionalism’ 

of English Further Education workshop tutors, Journal of Vocational Education & Training, DOI: 

10.1080/13636820.2017.1309568   

Hanley, P., Hepworth J., Orr K., Thompson R. (2018). Literature Review of Subject -Specialist 
Pedagogy London, Gatsby. 
 
Hirsch, E.D. ( 1987) Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know, Houghton & Mifflin, 
Boston, 1987,  

mailto:Anna.douglas@etfoundation.co.uk
mailto:Anne.hudson@etfoundation.co.uk


7 
 

 
Hoadley U., Sehgal-Cuthbert, A., Barrett B., & Morgan, J. (2019) ‘After the knowledge turn? Politics 
and pedagogy’, The Curriculum Journal, 30:2, 99-104, DOI: 10.1080/09585176.2019.1601844  
 
Hordern, J. (2018). ‘Knowledge, Practice and Workplace Learning’.  In Handbook of Vocational 
Education and Training: Developments in the Changing World of Work. S. McGrath, Mulder M., 
Papier, J. & Stuart, R., Eds. Springer International Publishing. Springer Nature Switzerland AG. 
  
Johnson, R. (1988). 'Really useful knowledge' 1790-1850: memories for education in the 1980s. In 

Radical approaches to adult education: a reader. Lovett, T. (ed). London, Croom Helm. 

Jones, C., HMI (2019) Ofsted blog.  

Kilminster, S. (1997). ‘Crossing borders, breaking boundaries : Research in the education of adults 

Vocational education and really useful knowledge’, 27th Annual SCUTREA conference proceedings. 
  
Lucas, B., Claxton G., & Webster, R. (2010). Mind the gap: research and reality in practical and 
vocational education. London, Edge Foundation. 
 
Maxwell, B. (2010). ‘Teacher knowledge and initial teacher education in the English learning and 
skills sector.’ Teaching Education 21(4): 335- 348. 
  

Ofsted (2019) Further education and skills inspection handbook May 2019, No. 190021 

Playfair, E. Podcast April 2019 https://www.tes.com/news/tes-fe-podcast-why-pit-knowledge-
against-skills 

 
Polanyi, M. (1967) The Tacit Dimension, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London U.K.  
 
Rata, E. (2019). ‘Knowledge-rich teaching: A model of curriculum design coherence.’ British 
Educational Research Journal Vol. 45, (No. 4, August 2019): pp. 681–697. 
 
Ryan, G. (2019). ‘Are we all going soft?’ Times Education Supplement 26 April 2019 (5348). 
 
Simons, S. (2019). ‘How can we keep FE up to date?’ Times Education Supplement. 09 August 2019 
 
Turner, P. (2019 ). ‘Develop your personal skills: New research offers lessons for young people 
heading for university’. FE News (15th August 2019). 
 
Wheelahan,L. (2018) Chapter 17 Theorising the conditions for theoretical knowledge in vocational 
education in Sociology, Curriculum Studies and Professional Knowledge: New Perspectives on the 
Work of Michael Young Guile, D. et al. (Eds) London: Routledge  
 
 
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press. 
 
Willingham, D. T. (2002). Ask the Cognitive Scientist Inflexible Knowledge: The First Step to Expertise. 
American educator, 26(4), 
https://www.aft.org/period ical/american- educator/winter-2002/ask- cognitive-scientist 
 
 

https://www.tes.com/news/tes-fe-podcast-why-pit-knowledge-against-skills
https://www.tes.com/news/tes-fe-podcast-why-pit-knowledge-against-skills


8 
 

Willingham, D. (2006) ‘How knowledge helps’, American Educator, Spring 2006 
(https://www.aft.org/periodical/american-educator/spring-2006/how-knowledge-helps) 

 
 
 
Winch, C., ‘Curriculum Design and Epistemic Ascent’, Journal of Philosophy of Education, Vol. 47, No. 

1, 2013 
 
Young, M. and Lambert D., with Roberts, C. and Roberts M. Knowledge and the Future School: 

curriculum and social justice Bloomsbury, London 2014. 

Young M. and Muller J., (eds) (2014). Knowledge, Expertise and the Professions. Oxon, Routledge 

Young, M. and Muller, J. (2016). Curriculum and the Specialization of Knowledge: Studies in the 
Sociology of Education. London, Routledge. 

Young, M. (2007). Bringing Knowledge Back in. Oxon, Routledge. 

 

 

https://www.aft.org/periodical/american-educator/spring-2006/how-knowledge-helps

