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What if curriculum were co-designed by learners?

From Recipients to Architects: Reimagining Curriculum Through Learner Voice

Author: Vernon Dickason

Opening Reflection

Curriculum is often treated as a script, written by experts, delivered by teachers, received
by learners. But what if we flipped the frame? What if, by 2030, learners were not just
recipients of curriculum, but co-authors of it? In a country where youth are often spoken
about but rarely spoken with, this shift would be radical. It would ask us to trust young
people not just to learn, but to lead.

The Scenario

By 2030, South Africa’s Department of Basic Education launches a Participatory
Curriculum Framework, inviting learners to co-design modules, themes and learning
pathways. This includes:

e Learner Curriculum Councils at district level, with elected youth
representatives

e Co-creation workshops where learners collaborate with educators and
subject advisors

e Flexible modules that allow schools to adapt 20% of curriculum content to
local relevance

e Digital platforms for learners to propose topics, resources and
interdisciplinary connections

Pilot programmes show increased engagement, deeper critical thinking and stronger
community ties. However, challenges emerge: some educators resist the shift, fearing loss
of control; others struggle to balance learner input with assessment standards. The
initiative gains traction in urban schools, but rural uptake remains uneven.

What It Reveals

This scenario reveals the power of voice as pedagogy. Learners are not empty vessels,
they are meaning-makers. It also exposes the rigidity of traditional curriculum structures,
which often prioritise coverage over connection.



From a systems-thinking lens, curriculum co-design is not chaos, it is complexity with
care. It requires scaffolding, trust and iterative feedback.

Why It Matters

When learners help shape what they learn, they take ownership of how they learn. Co-
designed curriculum fosters agency, relevance and relational depth. It affirms that
education is not just about transmission, it is about transformation.

Philosophically, this scenario touches on critical pedagogy, constructivist learning, and
Ubuntu-informed co-creation. It asks us to see learners not as passive participants, but as
partners in the educational journey.

Reflective Responses
+ What does learner-led curriculum design look like in practice?

It looks like learners proposing themes that matter to them, identity, climate, justice, and
working with educators to shape inquiry. It means dialogue, iteration and shared
authorship.

+ How do we ensure rigour and relevance in co-designed curriculum?

By anchoring learner input in national standards, offering mentorship, and using
formative assessment to guide depth and coherence.

+ What risks emerge if learner voice is tokenised or ignored?

Disengagement, distrust and missed opportunities. Without authentic participation,
curriculum remains a monologue, not a conversation.

Sidebar: Facts and Philosophy
Insights from South African Youth Participation Initiatives (2025):

. The Schooling 2030 Action Plan calls for “learner-centred schooling” and
increased youth agency in curriculum development

. Programmes like Classrooms to Change show how learner input is already
shaping educational reform

. UNESCO’s Futures of Education report (2021) advocates for participatory
curriculum design as a pillar of inclusive transformation

“Curriculum must speak to the lives of learners, not just the logic of the system. When
youth shape the syllabus, they shape the future.” - Prof. Salim Vally, Education Rights
Activist




