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Creating a Balanced Humanistic Curriculum for the 21st Century 
 
 
Part 1 - A Cognitive Health Warning! 
 
The whole issue of school curriculum design for the 21st century is massively complex so before 
I launch into it, first a lengthy cognitive health warning.  
 
In Ben Goldacre's witty and scathing book, ‘I Think You’ll Find It's a Bit More Complicated 
Than That’, he skewers journalists, drug companies, academics and government ministers for 
pedalling sloppy statistical arguments and bad science. He is the death of cock-sure pomposity 
and he is absolutely right.  
 
The world is a very complicated place and one of the plagues of modern life is all those people in 
positions of power and influence - professionals, journalists, politicians - who claim that it isn't. 
They insist that it's all quite simple, they have the answers and they know exactly what should be 
done to sort it all out (which is how education ended up with Gove and the US ended up with 
Trump!) They are the people who claim they have what Goldacre calls a ‘magic truth beam’ when 
in reality all they have is a toxic mix of arrogance, moral indignation and snake oil. 
 
The real danger here - as we shall see - is that we all ‘want’ to believe that the solutions to our 
problems are simple and straightforward. As a result all too often we become locked onto 
plausible but fictitious ‘truth beams’ and we are willingly mesmerised by them. (Try looking at the 
Michaela School website video and not nodding along at key points; something akin - in my view 
- to agreeing that at least Hitler made the trains run on time and Mussolini drained the Pontine 
Marshes!)  
 
Heuristics 
 
And yet, even when we are armed with healthy doses of scepticism and humility, and cock-sure 
pomposity sets all our alarm bells ringing, we still have to navigate the complexity of everyday life 
with the best knowledge, skills, values and wisdom we can muster.  
 
One of the most valuable tools to hand in this respect is what are called ‘heuristics’. These are all 
those ‘rules of thumb’, conceptual models and little 2x2 tables with ‘high-low’ axes that we use to 
‘get a handle on’ or begin to grapple with problems that are maddeningly complex. Can you 
remember when human personality was reduced to two axes - introvert/extrovert and 
stable/neurotic? 
 
Sampling in surveys is a heuristic. It uses statistical techniques on data from part of a population 
to make inferences about the whole population. Examinations are heuristics; they use 
performance scores in a short test as a broad indicator of the overall learning from a long course 
of study. So are exam grades. They give an indication of the spread of learning in an area of study 
by splitting a range of test scores into arbitrary divisions using arbitrary boundaries and we call 
them ‘grades’. They are not naturally existing things. We create them to get a handle on the 
complexity of assessing human learning. 
 
But as recent election polling shows, even for the most statistically rigorous organisations, it's an 
error strewn practice. In the exam industry, variations in marking standards and the fig leaf of 
‘sampled’ moderation make inconsistencies in awarding exam grades all too common.  This being 
the case, the confidence with which we make life-changing decisions using cold, hard statistics 
wrapped around soft, fuzzy models is seriously misplaced. 
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Don't Eat the Menu 
 
One of the traps we often fall into when using heuristic devices is to mistake the simplified 
‘model’ of something for the massively complex ‘reality’ that lies behind it. We do this every day 
in education when we use clusters of test grades to make judgements about the personal worth of 
young people. Invariably they are judgments that fail to include any consideration of their 
integrity, compassion, resilience, oral and presentational skills, leadership qualities, team working, 
critical thinking, kindness, complex problem solving ability, sports skills, personal reliability, 
friendliness, energy etc etc etc.  It seems that as soon as we know the grades, we know all we 
need to know about the child, the teacher, the department, the school and the system. And, as 
Amanda Spielman suggests, these crass forms of oversimplification are ‘wretched’.   
 
We even do this with whole countries. The PISA rankings use hotly contested statistical methods 
on the outcomes of dubious cross-cultural and cross-linguistic tests, in a highly restricted set of 
cognitive areas to produce ‘scores’. And we use these to compare the quality and worth of entire 
education systems. When you mistake the part for the whole on this scale, the scope for self-
delusion is frightening.  
 
(In the real world of holistic learning, rather than use PISA results, I'd collect statistics on where 
people actually send their children to be educated. Then I'd compare how many Chinese families 
send their children to be educated in England and how many English families send their children 
to access the ‘world class’ education in Shanghai.) 
 
The secret to using heuristics wisely is to accept that you are only working on part of a complex 
reality and take the outcomes with an appropriately adjusted pinch of salt. This is to say we 
should only ever use heuristic devices as broad ‘indicators’ of things and not mistake them for 
rock solid ‘facts’.  
 
What we all need to protect us from the blinding light of all these ‘magic truth beams’ is what 
Ernest Hemingway called a ‘built-in, shockproof crap detector’. Sadly we are not equipped with 
such a device. In fact we appear to be naturally endowed with the complete opposite.  Our 
tendency to oversimplify the complex and therefore ‘mistake the model for reality’ is only one of 
a whole series of biases and blind spots that we all share.  
 
Unconscious Cognitive Bias 
 
Herbert Simon used the term ‘bounded rationality’ to describes the natural tendency we all have 
for bias and error. In recent years, psychologists - most notably Kahneman and Tversky - have 
fleshed out Simon’s idea by demonstrating the existence of a bewildering array of cognitive 
biases. As I write, there are 188 listed on Wikipedia but the number seems to grow every month. 
What makes them so limiting is that for the most part we are completely unaware of them - and 
they seem to affect everyone irrespective of gender, age or cognitive ‘ability’. 
 
Some of these we are familiar with like stereotyping and selective perception but others that are 
less well known are: 
 
Anchoring - being over-reliant on the first piece of information we hear. 
 
Blind Spot Bias - spotting bias in others but being unaware of it in ourselves. 
 
Clustering illusion - seeing patterns where none exists. 
 
Pro-innovation Bias - overestimating the benefits of an innovation and minimising the potential 
risks. 
 
Etc etc etc …. 
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So that we can begin to ‘get a grip’ on the sheer number of these biases, they have been usefully 
grouped into four types. 
 
Overload 
 
These biases occur in circumstances of information overload where the brain engages in radical 
filtering and sometimes homes in on prominent but unimportant pieces of information. 
 
Meaning 
 
These biases occur when the brain seeks explanations but can't find any and to ‘fill the gaps’ the 
brain creates false patterns and false narratives. 
 
Deciding 
 
When the brain needs to make decisions without adequate information the brain will often use 
these fictitious patterns and narratives to underpin decision making.  
 
Model Building 
 
Here the brain uses clusters of past decisions and often constructs false models of the world. 
 
An example from history illustrates these four areas well: 
 
A farmer in the 16th century had a cow that died in the night and he considered all the factors 
that could have caused it. As part of his thinking he remembered that the evening before, he had 
seen an old woman walking past the barn where the cow lived. In sifting through the potential 
causes, he becomes fixated by this memory. (Overloaded by information he comes to focus on a 
single possibility.) 
 
The farmer remembers that in the past the old woman had argued with his wife at the market. He 
considers that the woman might be a witch who is getting her own back by cursing his cow. (In 
order to create meaning around the death of his cow, the farmer builds a narrative around ‘a 
witch's curse’.)  
 
Armed with this narrative, he decides to report the old woman to the authorities and accuses her 
of being a witch.  (He uses his invented narrative as a basis for decision making). 
 
The woman is tried as a witch, found guilty and burned; none of his other animals dies so the 
farmer now has ‘evidence’ that he was right and witchcraft becomes a living part of his reality. 
(He can now incorporate this into a wider model of the ‘occult’ and how this operates in his 
life.) 
 
(As a result of this kind of biased thinking, it is estimated that between 1484 - when Pope 
Innocent VIII condemned witchcraft as heresy - until around 1750, some 200,000 women were 
tortured, burnt or hanged as witches in Western Europe.) 
 
Many see these biases as serious flaws in human reasoning and, as the above example shows, they 
can have devastating consequences. But evolutionary psychologists have argued that in our 
primordial past they would have conferred important survival benefits.  Filtering sensory data, 
creating explanatory narratives and using these as a basis both for prompt action and to construct 
models of the world led to the ‘survival of those with the best theories’. This sequence is also 
what drives the scientific method - albeit with more experimental rigour!  
 
Given that one of the most powerful biases we have is clinging on to theories when there is 
powerful evidence to suggest they are wrong, it is easy to see why some mythical explanations for 
the unknown - like witchcraft - endured for so long.  
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Before we consider what can be done about the problem of unconscious bias, let us first consider 
the possibility that all of our troubles might soon be over when a combination of science, 
computers and artificial intelligence sorts out the problem of complexity once and for all. 
 
Overcoming Complexity?  
 
For a long time it was assumed - our human biases notwithstanding - that this difficulty with 
complexity would only be temporary. Things were either already explained by science or would 
be fully explained as soon as we had the right data, powerful enough computers and the right 
algorithms.   
 
Like the telescope and the microscope before it, the computer would overcome our physical and 
cognitive limitations, extend our human capabilities and come to our rescue. In short, we would 
no longer need to struggle with our inadequate, ‘bounded rationalities’. But that was before chaos 
and complexity theory, and before nonlinear and ‘stochastic’ mathematics. Now with complex 
issues many in the scientific community are not quite so sure.  
 
Take an example from the world of physics - meteorology. We can now predict the weather with 
reasonable accuracy two or three days ahead but not two weeks in advance. It was once thought 
that we would crack this as soon as we got the computer models and data collection processes 
right. 
 
It now seems that the weather may have ‘chaotic’ and entirely unpredictable characteristics - what 
physicists call a ‘sensitive dependence on initial conditions’. This is most famously illustrated by 
Edward Lorenz and his flapping of a butterfly’s wing in the Amazon rainforest that leads to a 
tornado thousands of miles away. Some now believe that this makes long-term weather 
forecasting impossible ‘in principle’. Scientists never say never, but we may already have reached 
the limits of our ability to predict the weather in the longer term - other than in broadly 
probabilistic terms.  
 
It seems that complexity and our general cognitive inadequacy in dealing with it might be here to 
stay and we must simply learn to grapple with it - cognitive biases and all.  And what goes for the 
complex physics of dynamic weather systems is multiplied many times over in the complex social 
science of learning. 
 
Education is like the weather 
 
Much of the foregoing is a preliminary to emphasising the huge complexity of teaching and 
learning, and the whole educational enterprise. As all those who have worked in schools and 
colleges for some time will tell you, teaching is very much like the weather. It is a highly complex 
practical phenomenon, massively context dependent and constantly subject to shifting and 
unpredictable environmental conditions.    
 
As Dylan Wiliam argues, education is so context dependent that asking ‘what works?’ is the 
wrong question because, ‘everything works somewhere, and nothing works everywhere.’  The 
more interesting and profound question is ‘under what conditions does this work?’. And 
answering that is more complex, probabilistic and difficult than just describing a disembodied 
‘good teaching method’.  
 
In truth, teaching is so complex that the only way we learn how to do it - and assimilate the 1001 
nuanced skilful insights that underpin a ‘good teacher’ - is by actually teaching,  which is to say by 
beginning to 'do' what we do not yet understand.  
 
This is why school-based forms of initial teacher education are so effective.  Good mentors can 
constantly provide timely ‘heuristic’ advice (PIP n RIP in behaviour management; remembering 
= 3Rs relevance+recency+repetition, ‘lighthouse’ eye contact to scan a room; ‘stunning starts = 
emotional engagement’ etc, etc, etc). Over time and in practice these accumulate into multiple 
models of ‘situation-action-effect’ that slowly build the repertoire of a skilled teacher.  
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But on any given day, subtle changes in the environment will mean that some of those patiently 
accumulated ‘rules of thumb’ just don't work and the teacher must be creative, adaptive and 
flexible.  
 
 
Skilled mentors provide little nudges in the direction of practical insight. These enable novice 
practitioners to see beyond the overwhelming complexity of ‘signals’ that assail them at any given 
moment, and focus on one small aspect of practice. As Donald Schon argues, this enables 
novices to ‘reflect-in-action’ and actually amend their practice in the midst of teaching.   
 
 (It has to be said, however, that without good mentors to guide novices through this labyrinth of 
complexity, school-based ITE is just throwing novices to the sharks and hoping they surface at 
the end of a term with all their limbs intact!) 
 
Professional progress can be particularly rapid where organisations - mentors and novices - share 
a common philosophy, common values and a common language of teaching and learning. This 
mentor-novice relationship also has massive additional benefits for mentors. In making explicit to 
‘themselves’ skills that have become habitual and implicit, they can consciously amend and 
update their own practice and continue to grow as professionals.   
 
For me the difference between a ‘good’ and an ‘expert’ teacher lies precisely in this ability. Good 
teachers can teach well but most of their expertise its tacit, semiautomatic and therefore barely 
visible to them. Expert teachers are good, but they have mastered a language to describe their 
practice and the values that underlie it.  This is why reciprocal mentoring - what David 
Hargreaves calls ‘joint practice development’ - should be at the heart of all forms of continuous 
professional development.  
 
Teaching is not the simple, hard-edged mechanical process that many - especially politicians - 
believe it to be.  It is a subtle, hard-won and highly complex relational art that is constantly 
changing in response to changes in the social, political and cultural context (and the weather!) 
And all of this means that from day one, teachers never stop learning. They must therefore create 
robust ‘built-in, shock-proof crap detectors’ as a fundamental part of their professional armoury.  
 
Coming to terms with Complexity  
 
So how ‘do’ we grapple with complexity with our barely adequate ‘bounded rationalities’? Fully 
mitigating the distorting effects of all 188 cognitive biases in the context of the swampy nature of 
education is probably beyond us as a species. It would involve familiarising ourselves with all 188 
cognitive biases and then spending all of our thinking time in a state of high cognitive vigilance 
and anxiety lest we were fooling ourselves. Nothing would get done!  In my view this is not 
necessary and an ‘alert attitude’ allied to a few wise rules of thumb will suffice (in fact they will 
probably have to!)  
 
I am attracted to a particular metaphor in this respect.  I love Goldacre’s metaphor of the 
fictional ‘magic truth beam’ possessed of the arrogantly cocksure. In turn, inspired by 
Hemingway, I am attracted to the idea of a ‘cognitive deflector’, and - as a Star Wars fan - for me 
it has to be in the shape of a ‘lightsaber’, that marvellous sword shaped weapon so beloved of 
children (and me!). You carry it switched off and attached like a sword at the ready.  But as soon 
as you get a sniff of pomposity or hubris, you flick it on and it's there ready to ward off ‘magic 
truth beams’.  
 
The ‘Cognitive Lightsaber’  
 
Here are the components of my deflector. No doubt after a short period of reflection you will 
add others of your own (if you do, post them in a response!):  
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 The first component is a sense of humility and a readiness to say ‘I Think You’ll Find It's 
a Bit More Complicated Than That’.  Anyone who is cock sure about anything in the 
modern social world is either fooling themselves or others - or both.  But this does not 
mean spending your whole life in a state of sceptical non-commitment. Changes in policy, 
practice and procedures follow a phased pattern: 
   
o A divergent phase when you open mindedly gather in as much information, advice 

and evidence as you can about an issue in the time available; 
o A convergent phase when the need to act becomes pressing and you home-in on 

the best plan of action you can devise; 
o A commitment phase where you put all of your energy, optimism, skill and wisdom 

into implementing the plan; 
o And an open-minded review and evaluation stage, where - biases permitting and as 

honestly as you can - you look at the impact of your planning.  
 

At the commitment stage you have permission to pursue the planned changes with full-throated 
and single-minded passion.  The honesty and humility comes before and after - and sometimes at 
clear-minded monitoring points in between.  Just don't invest your ‘whole’ ego in developments.  
Ultimately you may need to learn from them and then walk away and ‘let them go’. 
 

 Clarify your values. The main seat of bias lies in our accumulated beliefs. These become 
codified in values which - if they are authentic - in turn underpin the attitudes that guide 
our daily decision making.  Clarifying our core beliefs and values not only alerts us to 
‘confirmation bias’ - our unconscious tendency to seek evidence that confirms our beliefs 
and to ignore that which doesn't - but it provides us with our compass points when we get 
lost - especially if we are leaders.  If we are fully aware of our core values, we have a chance 
of being aware of how they both guide and potentially distort our thinking. (My own deep 
sense of even-handed ‘liberalism’ means I often delay decision making far too long and 
then tend to rush things!) 
 

 Be an independent thinker. Avoid relying on gurus to do your thinking for you. Keep an 
open mind and think for yourself. Above all avoid tribal ‘four-legs-good-two-legs-bad’ 
groupthink. Gove introduced the Pupil Premium and not everything that fell from the lips 
of John Dewey (the closest I get to a guru) was true.   No shortcuts.  You have to consider 
ideas on their merits and not who they came from. And - like me - write things down if it 
helps to remember and reorder things. 
 

 Be evidence ‘informed’. You should always seek out evidence of ‘what works’ in 
education but also, as suggested above, be sceptical about it and ask, ‘ under what 
conditions might this work?’ Use evidence to ‘inform’ your thinking and as a useful 
‘signpost’ but not as the gospel truth. (I for one have ignored all the ‘evidence’ on how 
teaching assistants are not ‘cost effective’ in raising attainment, because in my ‘experience’ 
they are completely invaluable in maintaining the personal, social and emotional wellbeing 
of staff and individual pupils. It's just that these factors do not appear in government 
league tables.)  
  

 Be an ‘inter-dependent’ change agent. Think for yourself - but plan and develop 
strategy with others. Though mass hysteria and groupthink clearly do exist, it's rare for a 
group of ‘switched on’ professionals to be in the grip of the same bias at the same time. 
Team members can therefore watch your back for unconscious bias and let you know 
when you are ‘going off on one’. Others can also help sharpen your ideas through dialogue 
and critique. Thinking alone can sometimes lead you down long, winding dead-end trails, 
and trusted colleagues can often drag you back quite quickly.  There are better ideas in the 
world than in your head so make time to plan with others - especially in well led and 
facilitated teams. 
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 With change, start small, refine and scale up rather than engage in large scale initiatives 
(like most governments!) Work with others who share your context and take your time.  
 

 Recognise power play and call it out.  Pomposity, arrogance, marginalising, bullying and 
silencing are about politics and not fruitful group enquiry or problem solving. Don't be 
drawn into abuse, insult or sarcasm (‘always play the ball not the man’) but don't be afraid 
to say when people are using power to influence decision making. Sometimes in the 
convergent phase of planning change someone in authority will have to foreclose on 
options and ‘decide’. But in most cases, where there has been genuine, open dialogue, this 
is understood.  When it comes as a result of power play, it ‘feels’ different.  

 
Summary  
 
This has been a rather long ‘cognitive health warning’. Let us retrace the steps:  
 

 The human world is highly complex and cannot be easily understood or predicted. This is 
especially the case with education. 
 

 The impossibility of achieving a full understanding of complex systems seems here to stay. 
 

 We use a wide range of heuristic devices to try and make sense of complexity and our 
brains all too easily fall into the trap of mistaking these models for reality. 
 

 This tendency to oversimplify is just one of a large number of unconscious cognitive biases 
that our evolutionary history has conferred upon us. 
 

 But we can go some way to mitigating bias and error if we are ‘alert’ and:  
 
o Are humble (but ‘go for it’ in the implementation phase of a project!); 
o Clarify our values; 
o Make time to think for ourselves (and write if that helps); 
o Be ‘evidence-informed’ rather than ‘evidence-driven’  
o Plan and implement change with others in context; 
o Start small and scale up change, and take your time; 
o Recognise power play and call it out.  

 
The purpose of this lengthy health warning is to put into context the section that comes next.  
 
In the next post I want to introduce some simple heuristics and then combine them to illustrate 
the huge complexity of curriculum design.  I then want to use the model created as the 
framework for a different perspective on a balanced humanistic curriculum for the 21st 
century.   
 
The foregoing is to emphasise that it is only a model and a great deal of work would still need to 
be done by a skilful team to turn it into a fully fleshed out, context-specific, curriculum for the 
21st century. 
 
In the meantime have your cognitive lightsabers ready to deflect arrogant, cock-sure ‘magic truth 
beams’.  
 
May the force - of cognitive self-awareness - be with you! 
 
 
 
 
Mike Berrill 
December 2017  


