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            Praise for Middle Leadership Mastery


            Adam Robbins’ book is a superb guide and companion for any middle leader working in a school setting. Whereas most leadership books are full of generic approaches and strategies, this book is concrete, detailed and supported by a wealth of both experience and evidence. Whether you are looking for an explainer to assessment theory, a primer for budgeting and running meetings, or even psychological advice on staying motivated in a tremendously challenging role, this book has it all.

            Adam Boxer, Head of Science, The Totteridge Academy

            In writing Middle Leadership Mastery, Adam Robbins has produced a book for secondary school middle leaders who want to be authentic in their challenging role. It is not for anyone who is content to simply go through the motions. On the contrary, it is a book that might challenge your thinking as it raises important issues and sets them against key questions relating to middle leadership issues. Alongside this, Adam provides useful tools – and middle leaders will find things like the questions for effective book-looks and the drop-in proforma both pragmatic and appropriate. The structure of CPD insights will also be welcomed by anyone who is responsible for this area.

            Bill Lowe, middle leadership specialist, researcher and author

            Middle Leadership Mastery provides carefully considered, thoroughly researched and referenced advice for subject leaders, and also considers pastoral responsibilities in addition to academic ones. It draws together much recent research and helpful reading, focusing on what middle leaders can learn from the findings – which, in turn, should help enable them to lead their teams effectively.

            Dr Jill Berry, leadership development consultant and author

of Making the Leap: Moving from Deputy to Head

            Middle Leadership Mastery will certainly be a useful addition to the armoury of any middle leader in the education sector, and I would also see a place for this book as a course reader for final-year undergraduate trainees on initial teacher education (ITE) courses – and indeed on my own PGCE course.

            Mark Chidler, Primary PGCE Course Coordinator, Newman University Birmingham

            Adam Robbins clearly identifies how middle leaders can harness the responsibilities and freedom of the education system in terms of teaching, learning and assessment. And, by drawing upon key underpinnings of the new Ofsted framework, he shares various Bperspectives geared towards questioning and challenging existing classroom practice. Robbins presents a range of resources for managing key areas of education and explicitly identifies how to tackle some of the difficult challenges of being a leader, from time management to delegation. Throughout the book, there are a wealth of opportunities to explore and reflect upon this newfound knowledge, which will ultimately impact upon the children and the curriculum within our schools. Undeniably, Robbins’ honest account of his experiences of leadership shine through, developing the relatability of the book’s content to the everyday classroom.

            Jenny Wilkinson, teacher and middle leader, Church of the Ascension Primary School

            We all know that the individual teacher makes more difference to pupil outcomes however good or bad the school is. Beyond that, the phase leader or head of department cultivates the climate in which the teacher can create good classroom weather on a daily basis. Adam Robbins’ Middle Leadership Mastery is a book to help that process. Every primary school and every secondary school department should have a copy, and discussion of the approaches contained with it at staff meetings will help teachers create good classroom weather even on a rainy day or when the wind blows.

            Tim Brighouse, former London Schools Commissioner and

Chief Education Officer for Birmingham and Oxfordshire

            Middle Leadership Mastery is first class and an excellent contribution to the school leadership literature. It is packed with a wealth of relevant research and insights, and is brought to life through Robbins’ honesty and humility in relating his first-hand experiences of teaching and leading. The work of middle leaders in schools is complex and challenging – and Middle Leadership Mastery is ambitious in its aim to codify the knowledge and expertise of school leaders, which are often crowded out in a discourse dominated by tales of heroism and the cult of personality.

            Tom Rees, Executive Director, Ambition Institute, and former head teacher

            It’s often said that middle leaders are the engine room of a great school: their energy, their effectiveness and their commitment are vital to any school’s success. In writing this book, Adam Robbins has used his extensive knowledge to produce a superb and impressively comprehensive guide – covering curriculum design, assessment, teacher development and more besides – for anyone undertaking one of these all-important roles.

            Tom Sherrington, education consultant and author of Teaching WalkThrus

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Acknowledgements

         

         Firstly, I want to thank all the school leaders out there, who do an incredibly challenging job. I specifically want to thank all the leaders who I have had the chance to work with during my career: you have all taught me so much. I owe a huge debt to all those who I have worked alongside and led over the years: you too have taught me so much. I want to thank all those who I have used as references in Middle Leadership Mastery. I am so grateful for your insights and intellect. I specifically want to thank those who really helped me when I needed a critical friend early on in the writing process: Ruth Ashbee, Chris Baker, Matthew Benyohai, Adam Boxer, Pritesh Riachura, Kevin Robbins. I also owe a huge debt of gratitude to Sue Gerread and Deep Singh Ghataura. Deep not only checked my understanding of school assessment but also took the time to refer me to extra reading and support me with my own misconceptions as they arose. Sue was willing to give her time and expertise in cognitive science to ensure that my writing was free from error and used terminology accurately. Writing some of this book during lockdown was not an easy task, and I want to thank the proprietors of The Covid Arms for their support and encouragement every time I felt a large dose of imposter syndrome. I want to thank David Bowman and the team at Crown House Publishing for their support, feedback and professionalism in helping to create this book. I am so glad that they were willing to take a chance on me.

         Finally, I would like to thank my wife, Heather, and my two daughters, Alice and Naomi. Their daily support and encouragement has helped me in ways they will never truly know.

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	Introduction 

                  	How to use this book

                  	Chapter 1: Leading the curriculum 

                  	Why is the first chapter about curriculum?

                  	Knowledge-rich vs 21st-century skills

                  	The case for a knowledge-rich curriculum

                  	Your curriculum ethos

                  	The range and scope of your curriculum

                  	Sequencing your curriculum

                  	How can we evaluate the curriculum?

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 2: Leading teaching and learning 

                  	The ‘expert visit’

                  	What is learning?

                  	The model of working memory

                  	Principles vs practices

                  	Routines: the secret to successful lessons

                  	Student motivation

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 3: Leading assessment 

                  	Assessment theory

                  	Validity and reliability

                  	But what about English?

                  	Aggregation is our friend

                  	Curriculum backwash

                  	What can we do then?

                  	Awarding grades

                  	Building an assessment system

                  	Question level analysis

                  	The workload element

                  	Final thoughts

                  	Assessment decisions by design

                  	Recap

                  	Reflection

                  	Chapter 4: Leading quality assurance 

                  	Proxies for learning

                  	Gaming the system

                  	Creating your quality-assurance process

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 5: Leading teacher development 

                  	Why don’t we just get rid of all the weak teachers?

                  	How do schools often go about improving teaching and why doesn’t it work?

                  	What are desirable difficulties?

                  	Creating a culture of continuous improvement

                  	What does the evidence say?

                  	A word on inquiry work

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 6: Decision making 

                  	Biases we all suffer from

                  	Opportunity cost to impact ratio

                  	Delegation

                  	Getting the most out of meetings

                  	What are meetings for?

                  	How to structure a meeting

                  	Budgets and bills

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 7: Pastoral issues 

                  	Why is there a chapter on pastoral issues?

                  	Dealing with students in corridor situations

                  	Transactional analysis: why we should talk to students like adults

                  	The Ben Franklin effect

                  	The familiarity switcheroo

                  	Dealing with parents and guardians

                  	Dealing with a student in crisis

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 8: Leading others 

                  	Department dynamics

                  	Managing change

                  	The elephant, the rider and the path

                  	The power of the first follower

                  	Managing up

                  	Giving and receiving feedback

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Chapter 9: Wellbeing 

                  	Adlerian psychology

                  	What can we change when we can’t change the school?

                  	Helping a member of staff in crisis

                  	Recap

                  	Reflect

                  	Conclusion 

                  	Bibliography 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         ‘You’ll make a good head of department one day,’ said Richard. I snorted in response and accidentally sprayed my drink across the room in disgust. I never wanted to be a leader – ever. Never wanted to get out of the classroom. Leaders were just paid more to work longer hours and do paperwork, as far as I was concerned. To be fair, to an extent, I was right. Back in the early 2000s you weren’t called a middle leader; you were a coordinator of a key stage or a head of year or department. You were paid less than middle leaders currently are, but you had a mainly administrative role. Richard, a semi-retired ex-deputy who was working part-time in our department, saw through it. ‘Trust me,’ he replied with a wry smile. ‘Sooner or later you’ll do it just because you don’t want someone else to screw it up!’ Fast forward over a decade and I have to admit that he was right. Sadly, he died the following year, but our discussions about education and the experiences he shared have stayed with me.

         During my leadership career I have made mistakes. Some of them were big; some were small. I’ve learnt from them, but I’ve also learnt from the experience of others, so hopefully I’ve avoided some potential pitfalls over the years. This book arises from two ideas: firstly, that there is a lot of unspoken information that middle leaders need but are not explicitly taught. Secondly, I was worried that if I didn’t write it down, someone else would screw it up.

         Over the last few years, schools have rightly placed a huge focus on the curriculum. This has coincided with a change in emphasis in school inspection, giving English schools much more freedom to look holistically at the choices they make for the students they serve. Alongside this there is a greater appreciation for the role of subject specialists in making decisions about the strategic direction of each department. These two issues put middle leaders in a position of great responsibility. In the last decade schools have often focused their attention on senior leadership, increasing the numbers of senior leaders and ensuring that they are able to access training and qualifications. Now it is time for middle leaders to take centre stage.

         The current approach to improving the quality of middle leadership is to provide generic training with a focus on leadership styles, communicating vision and having difficult conversations. While leaders will find these skills useful in certain situations, they are 2 only part of the toolbox needed to be successful. Tom Rees and Jen Barker of Ambition Institute believe that we require a new approach. They set out four key ideas:1

         
	Complexity: A leader’s purpose is to improve students’ learning, which is incredibly hard to do due to the complex nature of learning. This makes it hard to accurately determine the impact of leadership decisions.

            	Domain-specific expertise: All generic leadership qualities need to be filtered through each leader’s specific context. This is an often-ignored area in current training. We need to know how this expertise is developed and look beyond the surface behaviours to understand why some leaders are more successful than others.

            	Knowledge: Leaders need to use a large array of knowledge to solve context-dependent problems in an effective manner. This knowledge is not easily acquired and covers a wide range of disciplines.

            	Persistent problems: Leaders face a series of problems on a day-to-day basis. While each context is different, categorising the problems that persist within many school situations can allow for us to effectively share expertise.

         

This book aims to support these four areas from a middle leader’s perspective. We discuss aspects of the complexity of school systems and their consequences. We will develop expertise by sharing stories and theories which will, in turn, increase your knowledge of pertinent aspects of middle leadership. With this knowledge you will be able to create more effective solutions to the persistent problems you face within your role.

         Each chapter takes a common aspect of middle leadership and explores it in depth. By providing an overview of important concepts, illustrated by anecdotes from my ten years of leadership experience, I aim to provide a shortcut for middle leaders in all subjects and contexts. So follow me and expand your understanding.

         We start with curriculum, placing that most important issue front and centre. We begin with a discussion about the value of what to teach, the skills vs knowledge debate, and how decisions will be context dependent. The chapter looks at the various stages of curriculum design before finally concluding with how best to evaluate decisions and their outcomes to inform next steps.

         Chapter 2 covers teaching and learning, which can be the topic of entire books, so this chapter aims mainly to provide an overview of how our understanding of the nature of knowledge and how the brain works can support teaching. Initially, we focus on types of 3 knowledge and how understanding this supports explanations. This progresses into considering how students learn by providing an overview of cognitive science’s understanding of the key processes involved. As the chapter develops, the emphasis shifts to developing teaching routines and introduces the concept of consistency without stifling creativity and teacher agency – a key determinant in job satisfaction. 

         Chapter 3 then focuses on the role of assessment. Often assessment is misunderstood; it is considered a holy tenet that it can tell you, accurately, what a student has learnt. This chapter tries to provide a counterpoint to this belief by discussing what assessment can and can’t tell you before providing tangible advice on assessment in different subjects.

         Chapter 4 focuses on the important role of quality-assurance metrics and their various impacts on staff morale, line management confidence and the effectiveness of the policies designed as a result of the ideas in Chapters 1 to 3.

         Chapter 5 deals with a key role for many middle leaders: developing teachers. Firstly, we explore barriers to teacher development and why some commonly used strategies can backfire. Secondly, we introduce the idea of the improvement gradient and consider how learning walks and lesson visits can be used for maximum impact. Finally, we take a broad view of effective continuing professional development (CPD) and look at how this can be applied within the confines of a school’s directed time budget.

         Chapter 6 focuses on the brass tacks of middle leadership: decisions. This chapter looks at meeting structures and at running budgets to control costs. It pivots to discuss decision making. We explore how the best decision makers work and how to balance delegation and trust with certainty and accountability.

         Chapter 7 shifts the focus to pastoral matters, beginning by examining strategies for dealing with misbehaviour in corridors and with angry parents. We explore how to build rapport and hold conversations which maintain high standards and build relationships. The chapter then covers various skills that can be deployed to support people in crisis. By introducing transactional analysis and cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) I aim to give middle leaders the chance to be more aware of the steps they can take to support students in crisis.

         The focus of Chapter 8 is on communication and people management. It is a broad-ranging chapter that starts with how people respond to change and explores moral philosophy. Once we know our decisions are based on sound rationale, we need to secure buy-in from staff. We also need to know how to manage our superiors to ensure that our decisions are not hampered by senior leadership. The chapter finishes with discussing an area that causes significant anxiety for leaders: challenging conversations. The sorts of conversations that are necessary but often difficult to have. We discuss 4 various models to support a conversation to ensure that it is candid but dignified and developmental.

         The final chapter covers many aspects of wellbeing. Its initial focus is on the personal wellbeing of the leader, using Adlerian psychology to give leaders ways of building resilience in what are often stressful situations. We discuss ways to be prepared in the event that a member of staff experiences a crisis and how we can best support them. Next, we look at what a healthy work–life balance looks like and how you can achieve it. We then explore the concept of staff wellbeing and see why token-based systems of rewards and thanks, while welcomed, are not the answer.

         To a certain extent middle leadership is highly context specific. Your subject knowledge and expertise are a vital part of what makes you a good leader. There are also certain broad skills which are desirable, such as the ability to build rapport and communicate effectively. Middle Leadership Mastery aims to bridge the gap between those two. By introducing you to such a wide range of principles my hope is to enhance your leadership-specific knowledge base and thus support you in your role.

         Each chapter ends with the opportunity to recap and reflect. This is designed to remind you of the key points covered in each chapter and support you on your mastery journey by asking you to reflect on your own experiences and context.

         How to use this book

         I would recommend that you start at the front and read through in order, but you can approach the chapters in any order if you want to prioritise certain areas first.

         If you don’t like this book, I should think it will allow a small child to get tall enough to kiss a slightly taller child, or possibly help start approximately 80 log burner fires. So, either way, it’s money well spent.

         
            1 T. Rees and J. Barker, 2020: A New Perspective for School Leadership? Impact: Journal of the Chartered College of Teaching, 9 (2020): 46–47.

         

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 1

            Leading the curriculum

         

         
            No thief, however skilful, can rob one of knowledge, and that is why knowledge is the best and safest treasure to acquire.

            L. Frank Baum1

         

         For many years curriculum design has been in the hands of central government in each of the UK nations, not in the hands of classroom teachers. Teachers’ training and planning time has focused on pedagogy and engagement. Now that all teachers have a responsibility for curriculum design, it falls to middle leaders to ensure that their curriculum is appropriately constructed and implemented. One key decision is regarding whether we build a curriculum with a foundation of knowledge or skills, as this will frame the very nature of our students’ education. To make informed curriculum decisions, you need to see the big picture of education’s role within society. This chapter aims to provide some of that context and offer some guidance about how to plan and implement your curriculum.

         Why is the first chapter about curriculum?

         Leading the curriculum is the most impactful thing that a middle leader can do. Every middle leadership role has an impact on the curriculum. Heads of subjects obviously play a role, but beneath them key stage leaders help to shape the curriculum within their areas. The curriculum is not limited to subjects taught within the school; pastoral leaders also provide a curriculum based on the work they lead with tutors, with support staff and in assemblies. The curriculum identifies the entirety of the knowledge and skills students need to acquire. This permeates through all classes and through multiple years, shaping the planning and delivery of all lessons. Your curriculum is your tool to stretch the most able and ensure all students are progressing.

         6Often the power of curriculum is ignored or overlooked by middle leaders as their attention is drawn more towards operational tasks. While leaders should make time for such tasks, this is not their main purpose. Another reason why curriculum often gets pushed to the bottom of the to-do list is a perceived lack of control over it. Multi-academy trusts often stipulate a degree of control over the curriculum. Governments also stipulate what is expected nationally. While there will be some trusts with incredibly tight control of what knowledge is taught and when, the national curriculum is actually incredibly vague. For example, the Key Stage 3 guidance for history comprises a grand total of 1,242 words, most of which are non-statutory suggestions of topics.2 So, middle leaders have a degree of flexibility regarding what is taught, when it’s taught and to what depth. Even where tight external control is placed on the curriculum, you as a leader are duty-bound to ensure that it is fit for purpose in your context, make changes if necessary, and ensure that your team understands the thinking behind your decisions. At the end of the day, you are ultimately accountable to your students; they are the ones you must look in the eye on results day.

         Knowledge-rich vs 21st-century skills

         Over the last 50 years the curriculum has been subject to shifting priorities. The idea that skills are more important than knowledge permeated education in the 1980s.3 Under the label of ‘21st-century skills’, curricula shifted away from a foundation of knowledge to one of skills. More recently, some schools have been moving back towards a knowledge-rich curriculum. I first want to outline the theories behind the knowledge-rich curriculum movement to explain why it is the best choice for our students. Later we will discuss how to construct your curriculum and how to evaluate its success.

         The reasoning behind a skills-based curriculum went that knowledge will become obsolete in the future. Due to the internet and the accessibility of knowledge, freely available, to all mankind, students will not need to know facts and figures. Instead, they will need a range of flexible skills to allow them to tackle the jobs of the future. The argument goes that if a student can search for the information – for example, the process by which a bill becomes law – then they should only be judged on how they can apply those facts to a given scenario. They should be expected to show various thinking skills, like 7problem-solving and creativity, within this context. So, education should emphasise the demonstration of these traits over the acquisition of relevant knowledge. 

         Cognitively, this is a load of nonsense. Knowledge is the prerequisite for skills within any domain. Try teaching any skill – for example, making a cup of tea. There is a certain amount of knowledge required for the skill to be acquired successfully. Firstly, there are the declarative facts, those which can be seen as objective. In this case, these are all the objects involved, their locations and intrinsic properties. Then there is the procedural knowledge: the knowledge associated with how things fit together in a sequence. In this case, it would include the operation of the equipment (tap, kettle, etc.) as well as the sequence of techniques (how to use a tea bag, straining, the addition of milk, etc.). So, the skill of making a decent cup of tea is in fact the culmination of a large body of different types of knowledge, as Figure 1 shows.

         
            
[image: ]Figure 1: Making a cup of tea

            

         

         
            Declarative knowledge: Knowledge about facts.

            Procedural knowledge: Knowledge about how to do something.

         

         8This is often ignored by those favouring a skills-based, 21st-century curriculum because they suffer from the curse of knowledge, which impacts their ability to communicate effectively.4 In a skills-based curriculum the danger is that the teacher takes the knowledge they have acquired for granted and assumes that everyone else has already acquired it. This is a potentially dangerous choice and often disadvantages those students who have missed certain assumed experiences.

         
            Curse of knowledge: A well-demonstrated cognitive bias, meaning that an individual falsely assumes that others have the same background information as they have.

         

         In the example of making a cup of tea, the knowledge required might be too familiar and obvious, and you might remain unconvinced. So, to illustrate this further, consider learning to drive. In Figure 2 I’ve tried to break down driving in the same way.

         
            
[image: ]Figure 2: How to drive a car

            

         

         9Driving is a complex process, so it is a great analogy for learning in any context. I’ve put the majority of the most basic requirements in the diagram but have ignored how knowledge of differing weather conditions impacts decisions for simplicity’s sake. Notice how driving has a significant extra domain of knowledge: the Highway Code. I am sure that if you were asked to recall the rules of the Highway Code, you would be far from encyclo-paedic, just like I am. However, you will know most of the basic rules of the road. You might not be able to fully recall this prior knowledge, but it will be demonstrated by the choices you make in the moment.5 It’s there in the background as tacit knowledge, helping you to perform a complex task with relative ease on a daily basis.

         
            Tacit knowledge: Knowledge that is gained through experience and is hard to communicate to others because we are unaware it exists.

         

         Let’s consider two anecdotes about learning to drive as illustrations of the power of knowledge. I learnt to drive when I was about 17 and a half. It took me 25 lessons and two practical tests. Like a typical teen, it took me ages to master the clutch, but also many lessons to learn the rules about junctions, the size of an adequate gap to pull out into, etc. My friend Bill did not learn to drive until he was in his early thirties. Like me, his first few lessons focused on the basic controls and in this respect he was equally poor. His instructor predicted that he would need at least 25 lessons. Within 12 lessons he had passed his test. Once he had grasped how to use the mechanical functions of the car, he was ready. He already had years of experience of the Highway Code as an attentive adult passenger. He was relatively fluent in how the rules were applied as he had witnessed a large array of situations in real life. He just had an inability to physically control the car. His prior knowledge accelerated his progress in the skill of driving.

         A knowledge-rich curriculum is not devoid of skills; it prioritises the acquisition of knowledge before it is successfully applied using skills. This explains why teachers often complain about students’ skills being non-transferrable. How often do teachers bemoan that a student’s writing skills do not translate from English into other subjects? Or that they can form a coherent argument in history but not in literature; they can analyse a painting and its imagery but not a poem; they can evaluate evidence from a science experiment but not climate data in geography? This is evidence of the domain-specific nature of knowledge.

         A student will first gain inflexible knowledge that is completely limited to the area in which it was originally taught. As their expertise improves, they will develop flexible 10knowledge that can be applied more broadly and to a wider variety of situations. The ability to execute the widest application of the most flexible knowledge is often called ‘creativity’ or ‘problem-solving skills’. When a student has flexible knowledge, they can bring knowledge across multiple domains and synthesise new ideas from existing rules and patterns. The journey to this stage is different for each person and each domain, based on a multitude of genetic and environmental factors. Creativity and problem-solving are the hardest to achieve, and often we are tempted to try and skip to the end by teaching them as explicit skills. This is not efficient, and we often end up with a shadow of the teacher’s ideas parroted back by the student. 

         As an example, when I was in Year 11, I had to do a piece of chemistry coursework. At the time, coursework was aimed at providing a chance for students to work independently and demonstrate their planning and practical skills. The whole class was given the following brief: using common laboratory equipment, determine the rate of reaction for calcium carbonate in different concentrations of acid. My chemistry teacher made his instructions specific. He pointed out where all the equipment was and made it clear that how we proceeded was our own choice. The whole class set to work. Five minutes later I came up to the front with a long list of equipment that I wanted to use for an experiment based on the idea that carbon dioxide turns limewater cloudy, which would affect the amount of light that can pass through a sample. He read the list and then stood up. He beckoned me over to the corner of the lab and pointed to the class. ‘Look at the rest of the class. I can get you all of this if you want but you could just do that.’ He said it in a whisper. Everyone else was using a simple change in mass method using a timer and a balance. I quickly went back to my place and copied my friend’s method. At the end of the lesson the teacher pulled me aside. ‘That was an interesting idea; you’d be a good chemist if you tried harder.’ That was the day I decided to study chemistry at A level.6

         I have often thought about why I didn’t think to use such an obvious solution. Perhaps I was away when that method was covered in class or I just was not concentrating? This story demonstrates two things: firstly, that you need prior knowledge to solve problems efficiently. Your potential solutions must be based on something that you already know. Secondly, I was able to devise my own solution due to my knowledge of chemistry being somewhat flexible, which my teacher recognised as advantageous for A-level study. So, from a cognitive perspective, knowledge-based curricula are not rote learning at the expense of creativity. They are in fact about providing the necessary foundation of knowledge to allow creativity to blossom. 11

         The case for a knowledge-rich curriculum

         Michael F. D. Young is a sociologist who has written extensively on the role curricula play in developing society. In his 2010 paper, Three Educational Scenarios for the Future, he and his collaborator Johan Muller set out possible future societies based on how they value knowledge within their respective education systems.7 They look at how school knowledge is separated from non-school knowledge. By looking at each in turn we can gain a better understanding of the stakes in the knowledge vs skills debate.

         Future 1: boundaries are given and fixed

         This is a naturalised or under-socialised concept of knowledge. In this future, knowledge belongs to the elite – whether they be elite by birth or wealth. In this system only those who can engage in elite society are able to access knowledge. This was the pervasive system in most European cultures up until the end of the 19th century. As society developed and mass education was established, a two-tier system began to form. The elites received the best knowledge from the best teachers at the best facilities. To avoid the obvious inequality in the system becoming apparent to the rest of the populace, a small number of non-elites could enter the elite education system based on merit. This system is labelled a ‘meritocracy’, ignoring the fact that it is structured to maintain a divide between the two halves of society. Future 1 allows everyone to access education, but non-elites get a watered-down, vocationally focused curriculum that prevents them from truly accessing the social elite. Socially conservative Future 1 offers a world in which the education system is designed to reinforce the class divide. This is not powerful knowledge but knowledge for the powerful. The knowledge valued by the elites in Future 1 is traditional and remains stagnant.

         While it might seem strange to regard this as a possible future, when it seems so fixated on the past, elements of Future 1 are enduring features of most education systems. The British grammar and independent school systems, for example. Teaching in Future 1 aims to be content obsessed, with an emphasis on rote learning. The aim is complete recall of all facts, no matter their importance, as this is how it has always been done. Tradition rules all. 12

         Future 2: the end of boundaries

         This future moves towards an ‘over-socialised’ concept of knowledge. Future 2 aims to deconstruct the barriers in education as a response to the existence of Future 1. As labour markets’ existing boundaries blur, Future 2 focuses on a series of generalisable educational concepts. Digital technologies and student-directed work turn teachers from instructors into facilitators. Curricula shift to prevent the segregation found in Future 1 and become more skill-based and generic, with subjects becoming merged. Summative feedback is less useful when differentiating students against such broad criteria. Unfortunately, social boundaries are very real and the de-differentiation of the system does not remove them, it merely makes them invisible. This sends low-income students – the very ones Future 2 wants to help the most – down a path of low-value courses which limit their future academic potential. Future 2 was very much the agenda of the then Labour government’s education policy at the turn of the millennium, with multiple academic and vocational pathways leading many students away from powerful knowledge. This, in turn, limits their potential access to certain areas of society.

         Teaching in Future 2 rejects rote learning in favour of generalisations, with topics explored only at a superficial level. It is down to the teacher’s specialist expertise to decide what important information is delivered to students. This creates inequality within the education system, disproportionately affecting schools in deprived areas, which struggle to recruit and retain expert teachers. Student-led pedagogy leads to students learning important content to varying depths at varying speeds. As time passes, it is harder to progress as no one knows what prior knowledge each student has from their previous years of study. The outcome of Future 2 is a lack of clarity within the labour market about students’ capabilities and about which candidates are most qualified for a position. As students progress through the system, they become acutely aware of their gaps and are forced to play catch-up against their peers if they wish to proceed.

         Future 3: boundaries are maintained but can be crossed by acquiring new knowledge

         Future 3 recognises that boundaries between disciplinary bodies of knowledge exist. These boundaries are not dictated by societal structures but arise between subjects and areas of expertise. This is not to say that these disciplines are completely immovable; over time the boundaries will shift, and new disciplines might emerge. Subjects often begin to blur into each other at the highest level – for example, bioinformatics: a blend of biology, computer science and maths – but these interdisciplinary subjects still contain 13clearly defined disciplines within them. There is therefore a strong case for having clearly defined boundaries at a primary and secondary school level. Future 3 recognises historical barriers to education for lower-income students and aims to provide students with the knowledge required to cross these barriers; to convert the knowledge of the powerful into powerful knowledge. Any student from any background can access the knowledge and skills needed to excel within that specialist subject, regardless of their socio-economic status.

         The main issue with Future 3 is with deciding what the best knowledge is – how do we know what students should know? Teachers might not always be best placed to decide. They often come from a variety of backgrounds and have differing levels of expertise. All subjects have world-leading expert communities and through looking at these experts’ work and consulting them it is possible to create a list of ‘best knowledge’ in a subject. In fact, one of the benefits of Future 3 is that it allows expert communities to delicately balance knowledge and skills within their subject. For example, powerful knowledge in product design will contain knowledge about how various common machining techniques are used in a variety of scenarios, and the skill to apply this knowledge. Furthermore, Future 3 includes the disciplinary knowledge of how new knowledge is created within a subject. So, students become equipped with the powerful knowledge of how each discipline expands – for example, the role of experimentation in science. It is important to recognise that this does not mean that students are educated using the same methods as the discipline uses. The pedagogy used to teach should be chosen based on what is best for learning. For example, we should not force students to learn maths via investigation just because mathematical concepts were initially discovered this way.

         
            Substantive knowledge: Knowledge which is taught as fact.

            Disciplinary knowledge: Knowledge of how a given subject or domain expands its agreed knowledge.

         

         My own personal belief is that now more than ever we are able to create Future 3. By allowing teachers to deliver a powerful knowledge curriculum as they see fit, we can give students from less-privileged backgrounds the knowledge to access society at whatever level they choose. Future 3’s honesty about the societal nature of powerful knowledge is empowering, and its use of disciplinary knowledge as well as substantive knowledge illustrates to students that each subject expands their knowledge in different ways. 14

         Your curriculum ethos

         I hope that I have managed to convince you of the value of a knowledge-rich curriculum. If not, then that does not mean the rest of this chapter will be useless to you; it just means we each have a different ethos. Your ethos will inform all the decisions you make. While I am not a huge fan of having a mission statement plastered all over the walls and on every letterhead, I do think that being able to refer back to your ethos is incredibly useful. Curriculum planning is a marathon, not a sprint. You need to accept that it might take years. The first draft might need to be ready for September, but it will, and should, evolve over time. Your ethos, however, should be your one commandment, so to speak, etched on stone and a constant in your thinking.

         The range and scope of your curriculum

         Should you create a vastly expanded curriculum that explores all areas of the subject you lead? Should you choose to focus on the most vital areas at the expense of some of the fringe areas? How do you know which topics are more important than others? Too much choice can be paralysing, especially under time constraints. Ignoring any legal requirements, from a purely pragmatic point of view, we will use the national curriculum as our starting point.

         The model of curriculum you choose will be highly dependent on the subject you teach. Ruth Ashbee has been working hard to create a common language to describe the differences in the way knowledge is structured and acquired in different subjects.8 Some subject knowledge is highly hierarchical in nature. Hierarchical subjects have certain knowledge that must be gained by students if they are to carry on learning. Maths is a classically hierarchical subject. Conversely, art is not particularly hierarchical; its structure is horizontal. You could look at art through the lenses of multiple techniques – for example, sculpture or painting. While you might have strong feelings about which aspects of art need to be taught first, you’ll probably encounter equally valid but opposing ideas. In the case of maths, new knowledge must be integrated into the existing knowledge domain. The aim of maths as a discipline is to find truths that are generalisable to multiple contexts and in agreement with existing mathematical laws. In the case of art, knowledge expands in an accumulative manner. Artists either expand on existing fields 15– say, impressionism – or develop a completely new approach. They do not have to be compliant with the objective rules of the domain to be classed as art. 

         What does this mean for us as curriculum leaders? Well, it tells us a lot about the freedom we have in sequencing our subject. In our maths example, we probably have very little freedom regarding what is taught in each year or key stage; we will mostly be building on concepts that have come before. Whereas in art we could decide that each year will have a different focus – for example, drawing or sculpture – or we could explore many mediums within a more holistic topic – for example, African art.

         Figures 3 and 4 are stylised visual representations of a horizontal curriculum and a hierarchical curriculum. The shapes represent key knowledge, skills and concepts that must be learnt; the lines indicate how these could relate to one another.

         
            
[image: ]Figure 3: A horizontal curriculum structure16
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         Notice how in Figure 3 there are plenty of opportunities for interrelationships between concepts – shown by the diagonal and double-headed arrows. As a leader, you could plan a route through these in a multitude of ways. Granted, this is an oversimplification; I am sure that there are some routes that would be much more efficient than others, but the possibilities are there.

         In contrast, in Figure 4 there are few opportunities to explore interrelationships because we are looking at a hierarchy. The options do improve as you journey through the curriculum, but students require a large amount of specialist knowledge in order to make the leaps between the subdomains. These structures will also inform the depth of the curriculum.

         When discussing depth of understanding it is common for leaders to instantly assume that more is better. ‘We teach our Year 7s The Crucible because we have high standards and deliver an ambitious curriculum,’ an English curriculum leader might proclaim. But can Year 7 students engage with the themes of McCarthyism and persecution that make The Crucible an important piece of literature? Or will they only be able to engage with it at a superficial level? Is there an opportunity cost to your students? What if it was taught in Year 9 after students have studied the Cold War briefly in history during Year 8?

         
            Opportunity cost: The cost that is incurred because you can only do one thing at a time. Time spent on one activity is time that cannot be spent performing another task.

         

         17Conversely, teaching Year 7 about subatomic particles is a good example of an ambitious curriculum. Yes, it is part of the GCSE science specification, but there is no objective reason why they cannot learn it early. The knowledge is not conceptually harder than the names of the organs; it is just slightly more abstract due to its size. More importantly, knowledge of protons and electrons allows students to gain a deeper understanding of physics and chemistry as they progress into Years 8 and 9.

         An ambitious, knowledge-rich curriculum needs to prioritise what content is to be taught and specify to what depth students are expected to master it if it is to be effective. This might seem a bit theoretical for a book which is intended to be practical in application, but understanding how your subject is structured allows you to explicitly create a sequence that works for your context.

         Sequencing your curriculum

         What is the best way to tell the story of your subject? What things are so crucial that all students deserve to know them?

         When building your curriculum, you will probably start with a broad outline of the content you want the students to learn. If you are following the national curriculum, it will break down certain concepts that must be learnt in a particular year or key stage. After that, the rest is up to you. This freedom can be daunting and often results in leaders just sequencing the curriculum in the way in which they were taught it or the way in which it has always been sequenced in their school. This might well be the best solution, but we owe it to our students to interrogate our curriculum to ensure that we have explored all the options and have a solid rationale.

         At the same time, we must be pragmatic. We teach in real schools with real issues, like staffing, timetabling, and the number of lessons students have in our subject each week. We have to make balanced choices and prioritise what is best for the students but accept that practicalities might mean compromise. We are going to look at the sequencing of the curriculum at three levels:

         
            1  Between years.

            2  Within a year.

            3  Within an individual topic.

         

         For simplicity, I use the word ‘topic’, but I recognise in some subjects – for example, English – other words might be more appropriate. 18

         Between years

         When should you teach graphing in maths? Should your history topics be taught chronologically at Key Stage 3? These decisions cannot be made in isolation. Subjects with overriding links – for example, science and maths – need to be carefully sequenced with consideration for each other. If the maths department teaches graphing skills in Year 8, but the science department expects students to be able to plot graphs in Year 7, then a lot of time will be used teaching students how to plot graphs in those science lessons – material which might then be retrodden in Year 8 maths.

         We also need to consider progression through the years, both in terms of content and context. Some topics require prior knowledge to ensure that students can access them. Do the topics in Year 8 naturally build and expand on those taught in Year 7? Crucially, does the context become more ambitious? Does it provide the necessary exemplification of the new knowledge and skills for this year? Is it more nuanced than the previous year? All these factors play a role in the decision-making process, which is why building a curriculum takes time and a lot of thought.

         Within a year

         Once the topics for each year are agreed, and their fit with related subjects has been checked, then we can consider the individual topic within a year. In a perfect world we would just decide which topics are linked by content and skills and introduce them in the most appropriate order. Unfortunately, we might not have the lesson time needed to enact our vision, and we might have to split a class between multiple teachers. On top of that, we might not have access to specialist equipment as often as we would like. Running a large science department, I faced all of these issues. We had to split classes due to timetabling constraints. We had a limited amount of equipment for certain practicals and a small percentage of classes were not taught in a specialist science lab. This resulted in us having to teach topics in parallel and in rotation. That way students had one consistent teacher delivering a cohesive topic of concepts, even if they had to learn two subjects during the fortnightly timetable cycle.

         By teaching topics in rotation, we ensured that all students could do practical work in the right sequence – they didn’t have to miss out, or do things in an unhelpful order, because the equipment was being used by another class. The downside was that every scheme of work needed to ensure that it did not assume prior knowledge from topics taught in that rotation. For example, if you had planned to teach density in physics, you would need to plan in the explanation of particle arrangements so that any students who had not been 19taught this would be able to access the concept. This is not necessarily a bad thing, as we will discuss in Chapter 2. Reviewing prior knowledge is a vital part of all lessons. Again, we come back to the concept of opportunity cost: time spent doing one thing means we can’t do something else.

         Within a topic

         Writing a successful scheme of work for a topic is highly dependent on the teacher’s expertise. Subject experts instinctively know the overall narrative arc that the topic should follow. They also know the twists in the tale, the nooks and crannies that students tend to get lost in, and the background stories to enhance students’ understanding of the concepts and their cultural relevance. But what if you are not a subject specialist? What if you are new to leading the curriculum? Below is a summary of Ruth Ashbee’s attempt to try to make processes of knowledge organisation explicit:9

         
	Concrete before abstract. This seems obvious at first glance but often it is overlooked. Learners find concepts easier to understand if they have knowledge of concrete representations of the concept before learning its abstract definition. When planning our topics, we need to ensure that all the necessary concrete concepts are in place before introducing the abstract. Pritesh Raichura, head of science at Michaela Community School, gives a great example about homeostasis.10 Instead of beginning the lesson with the definition of the concept, he first builds on the students’ concrete experiences of how their bodies change when exercising. This provides a foundation of concrete understanding before introducing the more abstract definition of the term. This is really important when dealing with abstract mathematical ideas like direct or inverse proportionality. In the humanities, teaching a concept like migration could begin by exploring a specific case – for example, a personal story or an historical event – then defining migrations and establishing reasons and consequences.

            	
Simple to complex. Our scheme of work needs to build from the simplest concepts to the more complex, and our examples and non-examples – those things that exemplify what a concept is not, in order to illustrate its boundaries – should also build from simple to complex. Sometimes experts choose poor examples and ignore key exceptions or complexities because they make sense according to their advanced knowledge schema, or they think that the examples are more exciting and engaging. This leads to students not understanding where and when a particular piece of knowledge, or a particular skill, needs to be applied.  20


            	
Constituents to the whole. It is important that we make sure that our curriculum is planned so that students encounter relevant prior knowledge, and have the opportunity to practise it to a level of confidence, before a new concept is introduced. Sometimes this will require checking back through previous years’ work to make sure that the required numeracy and other skills have been well covered. If students have not had the time and opportunity to become capable in the component aspects, they will struggle when we introduce the concept that uses them all in connection. At best, they will learn the new skill as isolated, inflexible knowledge. We also need to consider how we build meaning and narrative across the years. What prior experiences and concepts do students need in order to appreciate the curriculum’s narrative? What themes will we weave throughout? Are there certain elements of cultural capital that need to be introduced earlier so that all students can engage with the current topic (and are we assuming that students will be familiar with these)? How does our current work link to other subjects, prior work, or potential careers? Online subject communities are excellent places to find discussion, debate and research on these questions and possible solutions. Students need enough time to work on the different components and master them, and lessons should be structured with consideration to retrieval practice to ensure that key ideas can be brought to mind when needed. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.


         

How can we evaluate the curriculum?

         Leading the curriculum is, frankly, a daunting task, and we haven’t yet considered how our decisions affect our teaching and learning policy (Chapter 2) or our assessment policy (Chapter 3). In reality, all these areas will constantly interact, but it is vital that they all conform to our ethos: our one commandment. Otherwise, we are at risk of assessment leading teaching and curriculum decisions.

         Evaluation of the curriculum is a cyclical process that starts with our ethos. In my department, our shared ethos is to deliver ‘Powerful knowledge that allows students of all backgrounds to have limitless futures.’ Yes, it is a bit buzzwordy, but beneath that lies a valid core intention: to ensure that all students, no matter their background, have access 21to the best of what has been thought and said so that they can pursue any career of their choice. This ethos is the lens through which we evaluate our curriculum design. We start, therefore, with the content and ask the following questions:

         
	Are we teaching anything that is not powerful knowledge?

            	Are we missing anything that we would deem to be powerful knowledge?

         

We can look at the example of teaching rocks as a topic in science. This is traditionally a Year 8 topic and it is in the national curriculum. Academies, however, do not have to follow the national curriculum. There is no earth science in the GCSE anymore, so academies can say, ‘Why should we teach it? Why don’t we cut it out then? After all, schools are there to help kids get grades, aren’t they?’ I politely disagree. A school that has outcomes as its only objective probably paraphrased their ethos from the early 21st-century American street philosopher Curtis James Jackson III (aka 50 Cent): get grades or die tryin’.

         In fact, despite its removal from the GCSE specification, understanding rock formation, volcanic and earthquake activity and the Earth’s cycles (water, weather, etc.) enables students to engage more confidently in current debates around climate change and equips them with a better understanding of the environment on a global scale. We feel that it is important to teach students about rocks. However, we should also consider the potential overlap with geography. There are aspects of this topic that we might be able to remove from the science curriculum without the students being disadvantaged.

         Finding the evidence

         Schools are awash with data. Chapter 4 will look at the pros and cons of commonly used data and how it impacts decisions. You might want to look at data and at question level analysis to understand where in the curriculum students are performing well and where they are struggling. However, as we will discuss in detail in Chapter 3, assuming that students perform poorly on a particular task because the curriculum is poorly constructed is fraught with danger. A much better approach is to get teachers to reflect on students’ performance and to note any common areas that they found difficult. These can then be discussed and categorised as curriculum issues, teaching issues or non-issues.

         Snag lists

         The end of the year is a terrible time to try to evaluate the entire curriculum. It will be nearly impossible to remember all of the small issues that cropped up along the way. The 22best time to take action is when the issues arise: unfortunately, that is also when you lack free time. My solution is to have a snag list. This is quite simply a list of things that need further thought or fixing. It might be big issues about sequencing, or small things like the need to include a certain example or non-example in a particular lesson. We can also record our thoughts on how to improve next year’s curriculum – for example, by making links between topics or subjects or exploring more external opportunities for our students. By having a document that is live and readily available, staff can actively contribute by noting their issues. This gives you much better coverage of the entire curriculum – as you are unlikely to teach all of it yourself – and it empowers all staff to have an input. This helps to ensure that the curriculum is a living, breathing thing at the heart of your department and that everyone is aware of the ethos, implementation and enactment of the curriculum in your context.

         Figure 5 offers an example of a simple layout for a snag list, which allows you to note where and when the issues arise and their priority. You can scan it quickly and possibly resolve small issues or schedule time to deal with high-priority problems. Fixes are small improvements to existing pathways or resources. Additions ask staff to add new ideas, analogies, examples or strategies which the entire department would find useful. These could come from the staff directly or from books and blogs on the topic.
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Figure 5: A simple snag list

            

         

         Recap

         
	Curriculum is the most important area that you can be asked to lead on. It is much more than merely sequencing topics; it is how you share your ethos and educational values beyond your own classroom.

            	
A knowledge-rich curriculum offers the best hope of a socially mobile future for students of all backgrounds. All students have the right to powerful knowledge. 23


            	When designing your curriculum, you need to start with sequencing and ensure that you work from concrete to abstract, from simple to complex, and from the constituents to the whole.

            	Try to think of the curriculum on three levels: between years, within a year, and within a topic.

            	There will always be pragmatic trade-offs that will have to be made, but try to let your ethos guide you as far as you can.

            	When evaluating your curriculum, do not leave it until the summer. Keep track of issues throughout the year with your team. Prioritise and find time to fix critical issues as they arise.

            	Do not let data be the tail that wags the dog. Question level analysis does not tell you as much about the success of the curriculum as you might think.

            	Actively engage with subject communities and other teachers. Twitter is a great way to discover educational researchers, subject community leaders and fellow teachers. Each subject has an association which might also provide valuable insights. If you’re not a fan of social media, you might want to find a school in a similar context that is further along in their curriculum journey and plan a visit.

         

Reflect

         
	Where do I stand in the knowledge vs skills debate?

            	What is my personal ethos for our curriculum?

            	What type of curriculum will serve the needs of my students?

            	Is my curriculum well sequenced? Does it tell a cohesive story of my subject?

            	What evidence is there to support my decisions? Do I have to use data or will other qualitative measures give me insight into the effectiveness of the curriculum?

            	What does my subject community have to say on what makes a strong curriculum? Do I have all the information I need?

            	Can I justify the compromises I might have to make to ensure that my subject fits within the school’s wider vision?

         

24
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