
 

One month into a new job as the lead for Wider 

Learning at BEP and the same question keeps coming 

up: What is Wider Learning?   
 

For me, Wider Learning is the personal and social development of all 

children and young people, so that they can flourish in learning, work and life. Its everything 

beyond narrow testing.  In my experience, there is little disagreement that a broad and 

balanced curriculum is best, but recent and increasing pressures around testing and assessment 

has, in some schools, caused a narrowing of the curriculum with little time for the things that 

equip children with the skills, knowledge and understanding they need to develop into well-

rounded, informed individuals. 
 

Stephen Covey in his seminal book, ‘The 7 habits of Highly Effective People’, makes a case for 

having an outcome-oriented mindset: Begin with the end in mind he says. What are the skills and 

qualities we want our young people to have so that they can flourish? Every school will no doubt 

have been through this process and come up with their own list. There is no right answer; the 

value is in the process that distills our thinking into defining outcomes that can then be 

purposefully designed into our curriculum offer. The really interesting challenge is how we make 

a reality of this in a truly inclusive way. This illustration draws together the various aspects that we 

think make a uniquely valuable contribution to young people’s personal and social 

development and the overall outcomes we need as a society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using the vehicles of Student Leadership, Social Action, Arts Education, PE & Sport and Careers & 

Enterprise we can harness the full potential of the activities we provide, by leveraging out the 

desired skills and qualities through developing the capacity of teachers to focus on personal 

development. 
 

Like you, I believe that all children & young people deserve an engaging and rounded 

education that supports academic achievement, and one that also develops the skills, 

knowledge and qualities needed to flourish and be socially mobile. This means looking to the 

future and not the past. It means looking at the ‘now’ and working out what students in our 

school today, in Birmingham today, in the communities they come from right now, need. It 

means asking some tricky questions; "What curriculum do young people need in the 21st 

century?"  and, in particular, "What curriculum does the most for the disadvantaged or the 

particular children we work with?" How can we invest energy into trialling ‘different ways of 

organising content to take account of different starting points’, developing a more tailored 

curriculum that helps to break down barriers to learning so that we open up exciting new 
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learning opportunities, giving the most disadvantaged a more level footing with their peers. 

“How can we align the academic and wider curriculum so they work in synergy?” It is not 

either/or; this is a both/and curriculum.  
 

So, what are some of the skills that we need for the 21st century? The skills to quickly learn and 

unlearn so that we are flexible enough to respond to the challenges of ever-evolving 

technology. The skills to not just get the job but to keep that job and be successful in a job that is 

so new, that most people haven’t even heard of it yet.  We will need to stay nimble enough to 

change career direction a number of times. We will need the strength of character to take our 

place in a rapidly changing world where the way we live our lives is shifting as fast as our climate.  
 

Once we define the outcomes needed in order to truly flourish, we can then create a purposeful 

curriculum that provides every child with a stimulating, varied and rigorous programme of 

activities both within and beyond the classroom. Students can discover artistic, musical and 

sporting passions. Most of all, they need the opportunity to discover who they are as a person 

and what their unique contribution can be, so that they develop as confident, well-rounded 

citizens who feel as though they belong and have value in society. Time and time again 

employers tell us that exam results alone are not indicative of a well-rounded individual. So, what 

more can schools do to provide other opportunities to complement the academic curriculum?  
 

How can we make the walls of our schools more semi permeable so we can let the real world in, 

so that we can make good use of community resources.  ‘It takes a whole village to raise a 

child’ is a well- known proverb that means that an entire community of people must interact with 

children for them to be fully educated. Can we harness even some of what Birmingham has to 

offer to help educate our children? In my first month at BEP I have been astounded by what is 

available to us to help shape our curriculum and before you think that ‘money’ thought, lots is 

absolutely free! People, places, resources, time and energy just waiting to be tapped. What has 

astounded me even more is that so much remains unused because either schools don’t know it’s 

there or that our school structures aren’t yet flexible enough to make use of it.  Can we invest in, 

share and leverage a range of resources so that we can offer a broader range of activities, be it 

sports, cultural activities, work experience, entrepreneurial experiences or social action projects?  

Can we encourage all students to recognise the value of these as part of their development – in 

other words co-curricular, not just extra-curricular? Don’t get me wrong, there is an important 

place for extra- curricular activities but often these are dismissed by the ‘not the real stuff of 

learning’ mindset, that often sits alongside the ‘bolt on’ approach to extra-curricular activities. 

We know that engagement with non-academic pursuits is not only beneficial to young people’s 

development but is known to be highly valued by employers too. It may seem like a small 

change, but by demonstrating to students that we view these activities as equally important as 

academic study, might be one of those little things that make big differences.  
 

Here at BEP such questions are driving the way we are developing our wider learning thinking 

and offer to schools. If schools needed the nudge of the new Ofsted framework to step into this 

space, then consider ourselves nudged!  There is no better time to evaluate what our curriculum 

offers; to recognise the value of both the academic and wider learning curriculum in developing 

the range of skills and attributes that are vital for our young people in Birmingham. The real 

challenge is how we help the most disadvantaged children to flourish, when the playing field is 

more uneven than ever before. 
 

The true power of Wider Learning 

The power of our wider learning curriculum is in its potential to provide second, third, multiple 

chances to engage the disengaged, pleasantly surprise the disappointed, reduce the 

disadvantage and include the excluded. As a product of the 80’s my final word must go to 

Bananarama song lyrics, “It’s not what you do but the way that you do it… that’s what gets 

results.”. Let’s add our voice to the debate about the kind of wider curriculum that allows all 

children and young people in Birmingham to flourish. #fairchancetoflourish 

We would love to know what you think. Get in touch and find out a bit more about how BEP can 

help. Email: Manjit.shellis@bep.education   Call: 0121 285 0924   M: 07980 672 075 
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