
What if…
…we took the asking of “what if” questions 

seriously?



What if…
…we used “What If” questions to develop our 

children's character and relationships towards 
the virtue our class is responsible for?   



What if…
…we used “What If” questions to relate our 

present curricular content to all the virtues our 
children’s characters are learning to grow in?   



Following on from a strong commitment 
in planning…

• A survey of planning from 
last year showed clearly the 
wide commitment to 
planning using WIL. This was 
really pleasing to see. 

• However, this wasn’t reflected 
in observations, day to day 
use, or display.

• There’s a willingness to 
embrace WIL, but folk are less 
sure about implementation!



Following on from a strong commitment 
in planning…

• The very last thing any 
of us want is to burden 
you with any more
planning.

• However, there are 
some smart-and-subtle 
ways we can change the 
emphasis, and some 
tools we can use to help 
us with.

The key to success is



“Seeing anew”: a different perspective on 
the way we teach and learn…

‘Allo, ‘allo! 
What are you 
doing here?

Me? I’m 
carving a 
block of 
stone.

Me? I’m 
building a 
cathedral.



“Seeing anew”: a different perspective on 
the way we teach and learn…



“Seeing anew”: a different perspective on 
planning a curriculum…

• A way of looking at our curriculum would be to use What If 
Learning to teach children to develop those aspects of 
character that we have been working on through our class 
virtue.



“Seeing anew”: a different perspective on 
planning a curriculum…

• It wouldn’t change the planning – rather, it would change 
the emphasis in the planning: less a block of stone – more a 
cathedral.

? ?
?



For instance…

What if our study of education reforms in the 1880s helped us 
realise how important it is to PERSEVERE?

What if our understanding of changes to children’s lives in 
Victorian times sparked in us a new commitment to social 
JUSTICE?

What if the way we learnt about the Blitz showed us how 
important FORGIVENESS was for those who experienced the war?

What if the way we cooked food in Masterchef taught us to know, 
HONOUR and RESPECT the cultures who provided our recipes?



For instance…

What if we allowed the characters in our stories to teach us more 
about HOPE?

What if our study of volcanoes and earthquakes helped us show 
COMPASSION to those affected by them?

What if studying Greek myths made us WISER?

What if our study of light and dark helped us to TRUST others 
even when we can’t see them?



For instance…

What if the lives of animals in extreme environments taught us 
something about living bravely and COURAGEOUSLY?

What if studying Beatrix Potter’s stories helped us see how 
important TRUTH is, in relationships?

What if we learnt to GIVE THANKS to the authors and artists who 
create books and paintings for us to study?

What if we used maps of our community to find ways to SERVE 
them?



For instance…

What if learning about numbers helped us find ways to be 
GENEROUS to each other?

What if playing music together made us value PEACE?

What if outdoor play had its goal of expressing FRIENDSHIP?



And there’s more opportunity here…

• Children in our classes have already learnt and grown in one 
or more virtues – in their previous classes. They come with a 
history - can we find ways to build on this?

• For instance, a child in Wheat will have already learned 
something about FORGIVENESS and COMPASSION as well as 
any others picked up on the way. Can we shift our view of 
planning so as to reinforce these virtues, even while we teach 
about JUSTICE?



Going back to basics…

Many of us will not have gone through the theory of What If 
Learning but will have seen the display downstairs.

Whilst understanding the theory is important, and worth revisiting, 
it’s more important that you allow children to ask the questions:

 Display them in your class with each topic

 Give children opportunity to discuss them

 Help them find the language to describe how they want to grow 
in virtue and adopt values as a result

 Don’t feel you have to change anything initially except a point of 
view – What If Learning is about “seeing anew”



DfE/Jerusalem Trust 
Character Development Project 2016

• Primary school focus in the dioceses 
of Chester, Derby, Exeter and 
Peterborough

• Focused on using What If Learning to 
support schools aiming to find a 
Christian focus for the development 
of children’s characters.

• Centred on the virtue of 
HOSPITALITY expressed through 
RESPECT for and HONOUR of, 
others.



Recommendations from DfE/Jerusalem Trust 
Character Development Project 2016
• Clear focus on specific virtue 

rather than vague aspirations.

• Clear shared understanding of 
how to develop the virtue and its 
contribution to the church school 
ethos

• An approach tailored to a 
school’s own curriculum

• Collaborative approach where 
teachers work together, share, 
support each other: 7-10 uses to 
reach full confidence.

• Systematic induction 
to the approach

• Shared language used 
by all

• Pupils and teachers 
reflect on, evaluate 
and articulate impact 
of the work, on 
learning

• Strong pedagogical 
leadership within and 
across the school


