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‘Dwell on the beauty of life.


Watch the stars and see yourself running with them.’


(Marcus Aurelius 121 AD–180 AD)


‘There is no fairy who does not love children.’


Peter Pan
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Preface


Simplicitus Altius is the second Simplicitus book which looks to build on the work and thinking from the original, taking concepts further, providing new concrete exemplars and formats, and introducing additional chapters and aspects of effective primary curriculum design.


Altius means ‘deeper’ and simplicitus ‘simplicity’ – this book is ‘deeper simplicity’, taking the potentially complex world of primary curriculum design and simplifying it further. As with Simplicitus, it has the reality and joy of primary at its heart and at all stages. Every page should sing with my 25 years of love for, experience within, and championing of the primary phase.


Simplicitus Altius can be read on its own but will be enriched by the reading of Simplicitus first which is referenced throughout. The two books are designed to be used as a pair when leading and evaluating your curriculum. It is my hope that Simplicitus Altius instils primary colleagues with confidence and clarity to do what is both effective and what is right for the youngest learners in our formal education system. Primary curriculum design is complex but it can be both ‘simplicitus’ and ‘altius’.
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Introduction


Simplicitus and beyond: An interconnected stellar curriculum


Look up and out of the window on a clear night and you will see the same sky which has been looked upon, mapped, worshipped, wondered at, wished upon and navigated for millennia.


In a world of change, the night sky provides us with a constant, an unchanging map of surety that has been charted and recorded by ancient civilisations and, more recently, explored by humankind’s latest advances in technology. The pinpricks of light which pattern the blanket of our night sky are only a fragment of the huge chemical and physical reactions that have happened light years away, in moments so far removed in time and place from our own that they are almost unfathomable for the human mind to comprehend. Those stars have inspired poetry, stories, love, myth, legend, science, mathematics and music – they are referenced across societies, cultures, religions, nursery rhymes and language the world over. They are a universal experience. Every living creature, man or beast, to have ever gazed skyward at night will have seen that celestial mapping; the luminous remnants that light our night with a pattern so familiar that sailors and explorers have used their positions to navigate our planet and discover its myriad secrets, lands and treasures. In a world of chaos, change, rapid development and innovation, it is the positioning of millions of familiar lights, whose glow we cannot touch, affect or ever change that unites all of human experience and which have inspired boundless areas within science, maths, music, literature, history and human endeavour.


The familiarity of our constellations and the recognisable connected locations of these, with the associated rich narratives behind their creation give another layer of depth and meaning to the night sky. One star on its own is a thing of beauty and wonder, but it is through the connection of these individual stars that we begin to be able to navigate and make sense of the night sky. From the guiding North Star to the Big Dipper, the linking of stars gives meaning and direction to what would otherwise be a dazzling but bewildering array of lights.


If we were to ever aim to create a curriculum that was truly stellar, it is these elements of stardom, those of reliability, shared understanding and experience, inspiration, longevity and legacy upon which we should build our work and then aim to connect them in meaningful and recognisable curriculum constellations.


The interconnected curriculum approach is just that. It is not single stars. Neither is it a melding together or dulling and blurring of starlight. It is the mapping of deliberate constellations designed to help both to navigate and to inspire. And just as not all stars are connected to all other stars in our constellations, so too are not all elements of curriculum connected. It is the strategic mapping and naming of these constellations which will build our stellar curriculum. However, non es ad astra mollis e terris via (Seneca the Younger) – there is no easy way from the Earth to the stars.


This sequel to the original Simplicitus book aims to be your Hipparchus handbook (if you’ll forgive the smooth skip from Ancient Rome to Ancient Greece); the guide to help you first map your own curriculum constellations and then to walk you through the questions, approaches considerations and processes associated with curriculum design and subject leadership. Simplicitus took its inspiration from the Roman educator Quintillian, whose work and thinking still has much relevance today. Each chapter within Altius, which is Latin for ‘deeper’ takes many of the original ideas from Simplicitus, alongside some additional considerations, to begin to think even more deeply about curriculum design within primary. Altius also contains many proformas which can help to structure curriculum thinking and which I have used with hundreds of schools both nationally and internationally.


These approaches are not necessarily quick fixes, although there are some actions and aspects you can use immediately. The aim of the processes in the handbook are to give you a comprehensive toolkit to further strengthen your confidence in your subject leadership and curriculum design which I hope Simplicitus itself may have sparked. Subject leadership is a joy and a privilege but it is also often work involving hard thinking, decision making and a degree of bravery. But we didn’t put a man on the moon and see the stars from another angle by not doing challenging things.


So, onward – per aspera ad astra – through hardships to the stars.






















Polaris: Primary curriculum guiding principles


‘Veni Vidi Amavi’


Polaris, or the North Star, appears as the greatest constant in the night sky of the northern hemisphere. It is nature’s grandest celestial clock. It is used by astronomers and astrophotographers to align their telescopes, and this polar alignment is a critical step in interpreting all other patterns and locations within the night sky. It is this idea of critical alignment – that alignment which informs all other alignments and patterns – that should form part of the initial primary curriculum conversation. Without identifying the curriculum Polaris, then all other curriculum aspects will be an inchoate conglomerate – lacking in purpose, vision and direction.


Within the ‘Defining the curriculum lodestar’ section of Simplicitus, the purpose of primary education is introduced as our Polaris element. It is interesting to note that, just as secondary practice is distinct and different from primary, Polaris can only be seen clearly in the northern hemisphere – not the southern. As you move closer to the equator and into the southern hemisphere, it becomes harder to see until it cannot be seen at all. It is a guiding and calibrating light for a specific part of our Earth.


Just as Polaris is the guide for the north, so too should primary be guided by what is unique and specific to its own hemisphere within the sector. There are other celestial shared lights that both the southern and northern hemispheres together can see, but Polaris is the guide for the north. In this Polaris spirit, so too must practice in primary be guided first and foremost by what is right, proven and known to work specifically for our youngest learners.


The initial cornerstone questions to define this Polaris standpoint posed within Simplicitus are below:




	What is the purpose of primary education?



	What should it be like to be a pupil in a primary classroom?



	What would you want a primary child to tell their adult at home time about their experience in your school that day?



	If a child in your school had to leave your school only being able to do one thing, what would that one thing be?






In the initial chapters of Simplicitus, these elements are explored and expanded. This exploration of the cornerstone questions needs to involve as many staff and stakeholders as possible.


This conversation is the critical communal calibration of your primary lenses, introduced within Simplicitus and listed again here:




	Child development and the needs of younger learners.



	What we know about how we learn.



	The primary generalist as a unique specialist.



	The interconnected curriculum.



	Teaching in the primary classroom.



	Leading a subject in primary.



	The unique primary phase.






A short five-minute exercise or reflection on the cornerstone questions, as suggested in Simplicitus, can reveal initial reactions and starting points, but to truly understand, calibrate and align the school’s curriculum and the wider ‘global offer’ – these questions need exploring and revisiting in more detail over time. Feedback from schools I work with and readers of Simplicitus has been that these initial conversations are not only illuminating but are the ones that benefit from structure to explore and guide further depth of thought.


To help add this structure, detail and further depth, I have used the following more detailed prompts with hundreds of schools and thousands of colleagues to begin to truly define what their school aims to achieve during each child’s time within it. The following prompts are there to encourage you to make notes for reflection and action.


Without this shared understanding and identification of the primary school Polaris, any curriculum work will not be rooted in a truly aligned approach, whether in strategy, aim or content.
















	Cornerstone question


	Supplementary questions







	What is the purpose of primary education?


	
How often do we revisit the purpose of primary education in staff discussion?


Do we reference purpose of primary education within wider work within/across the school? How?


How is the purpose of primary education similar to or different from other phases?


Does the purpose need to be different? Why?


What informs our current perspectives and standpoints on the purpose of primary education? Who or what is influencing these?


If we look at purpose from the viewpoint of a colleague in another phase, current education policy or media portrayal, how might our purpose and the perceived purpose of primary by other groups or stakeholders be similar or different?


How similar is our purpose to what I would want for a child within my own personal circles (e.g. son/daughter, cousin, sibling, friend’s child)?


Have our thoughts about purpose changed over time? What influenced any change?


How do any school vision/mission/ethos statements align with our view of the purpose of primary education?


How do we currently involve governors, trustees, board members involved in the leadership of our school in conversations around the purpose of primary education?


How do we communicate our shared purpose to different stakeholder groups (e.g. parents, community, other phases)?








	What should it be like to be a pupil in a primary classroom?


	
What are the core elements of primary practice?


How are these core elements currently reflected in our provision?


What should be the expectations around behaviour? How are these matched to age and stage?


What is our school’s approach and attitude towards play (within timetabled in class sessions, not break or lunchtimes)? How is this reflected in our practice? What does it look like in each year group? What would we want it to look like?


What does movement around the room within lessons look like? How does the furniture dictate or facilitate this movement?


How does the arrangement of furniture and resources facilitate excellence in primary practice? What is our evidence base? What is currently working well?


What should a typical day be like in each year group? What is the current balance of instruction, play, independent work, reading, opportunities for writing, creativity, social development opportunities, physical movement and development, use of outdoor vs indoor opportunities? Are we happy with this balance? Is the balance the same across all year groups and are we happy with this? Why?


What would the children say is championed (by the teacher) in each classroom?


How are our primary classrooms different from other phases? Why is there this difference? Does it work at all primary ages/stages?


What is the usual rhythm of a day, a week, a half term? Is there a deliberate change of pace at different points? Why? What is the effect of this?


What should the atmosphere be like in a primary classroom? Can you think of three words to describe what a primary classroom should feel like as you walk in?


What should the noise level be in a primary classroom? Is this always the same across a day, the age ranges, subjects taught? What is our school’s approach to talk and talking?


How independent do we expect the majority of our pupils to be? What can they expect support with and what will they be expected to be able to do independently?








	What would you want a primary child to tell their adult at home time about their experience in your school that day?


	
How does our curriculum currently create memorable moments that a child is keen to share?


What is championed at school and shared/celebrated with families?


What would our children currently say is championed in our classes or across the school?


How does our current lesson structure, teaching approaches, and curriculum design motivate and inspire our children? How do we know?


How do the resources we use in school inspire our children to work hard, want to know more, develop fascinations, spark curiosity and secure success? Do the resources we currently use offer opportunities for both success as well as fascination and curiosity?


Excluding ‘safe’ (safeguarding and health and safety are in this case a given and are the responsibility of all staff at all times), what three words would you pick to describe how you would like every child to feel at the end of their school day experience? How do current approaches facilitate this?


How does our teaching and curriculum encourage children to share their thinking and learning with their adults?


How do we ensure that children are proud of their achievements within our curriculum?








	If a child in your school had to leave your school only being able to do one thing, what would that one thing be?


	
It is my opinion, (see Simplicitus, pg. 151–165) that the single most important aspect of primary practice is to secure fluent, accurate and avid readers for pleasure and/or purpose. Many schools I work with, have focused on aspects of personal development or self-regulation in answer to this question and it is true that reading can only happen if these are in place. However, in terms of being something children can ‘do’ by the time they leave primary, developing readers is, in my mind, the greatest gift we can give our children and the sole purpose of the overall primary curriculum.


This question therefore may help to prompt a revisit of school values, of character development or the importance of personal development and self regulation but ultimately, when crafting curriculum, developing fluency within and a true love of reading is the equivalent of the moon landings. It is one small step within their overall wider development but one giant leap to opening up the universe of all future learning.














Critical alignment: recording findings


On the adjacent page is a table of three headings. This is designed to be used to collate findings from conversations around the cornerstone and supplementary conversations above.


Heading one: Key points/findings summary


This column is to record the main points made and agreed during the discussion. These should be brief and bullet pointed.


Heading two: What this means for us as a school


This column is for reflection of the current status. This may contain statements such as, ‘There is a clear, shared purpose across the teaching and support staff but this is not across wider groups including governors and non-classroom based staff’.


Heading three: What do we need to do next


This is a short list of actions the school will now take in response to the discussions. This may be including aspects of the cornerstone questions in forthcoming CPD, updating information for parents, including an aspect as an agenda item for a governor meeting or subcommittee meeting, revisiting the school’s teaching and learning policy, or refining new staff induction materials.


It should be noted that the columns, when completed, may look like a triangle with column one containing far more than columns two and three. Within the section on writing an action plan in Simplicitus (pg. 210–213) it outlines how action plans need to be realistically actionable and therefore the number of points for action needs to be manageable when held up against all of the other wider aspects of the life and work of the school. Column three therefore, ‘What do we need to do next’ needs to also follow this lean format. Over identifying numbers of actions means that we are asking colleagues to spin too many plates. Add in another action or area for development and that is another plate for colleagues to spin. Add in too many and it swiftly becomes unmanageable and all aspects of the life and work of the school come crashing down.


The important aspects within the Polaris approach are the quality of the conversations themselves, not the formulation of documents or lengthy action plans. The greatest factors which affect change in school are the staff within it. No change in a school was ever led from the innards of a lever arch file. Therefore, all of these cornerstone question conversations are not to produce more paper but to align telescopes. To ensure all who work with and within our schools to serve our children, do so in critical alignment with a deep understanding of shared purpose and vision as their ‘Polaris’ to guide all they do.


















	Key points/findings summary


	What this means for us as a school


	What do we need to do next?







	 


	 


	 










You will note that the subtitle for this chapter is 'Veni Vidi Amavi’, a similar sounding but very different meaning to the better-known Caesar quote of ‘Veni Vidi Vici’. The change from Vici’s ‘conquered’ to Amavi’s ‘loved’ is a deliberate one. When we are designing our primary curriculum, we are doing so for very young children, even our Year 6s are still ultimately little children. Our aim, therefore, is not to focus solely on ensuring they conquer and emerge victorious in their efforts within our curriculum but that they love their time in primary and that this love is fuelled by academic success, inspirational content, developmentally appropriate content and design, opportunities to play, sing, create and move, exceptionally high-quality resources to spark children’s curiosity and imaginations and beautifully crafted introductions to subject curriculum worlds designed to challenge their thinking. This is hopefully what your discussions around the purpose of primary education through this section have either prompted or reminded you of.


Primary purpose and primary practice are our Polaris. Whatever we choose to action, integrate or introduce into our schools for our children should first and always be checked against its critical alignment with our primary Polaris. Understanding and defining what we stand for as a phase through this process will breed shared vision, confidence and clarity for all who serve our children in our primary schools.


Veni Vidi Amavi.























Getting started


'Look with favour upon a bold beginning.' – Virgil


There is something of a chicken and egg dilemma when it comes to primary curriculum design. A chicken and egg situation where there are multiple eggs and a whole flock of chickens. When you are juggling three separate key stages, upwards of 12 subjects, and are attempting to weave these all together in a meaningful and manageable way to be taught in single classrooms it can seem a little like trying to knit clouds.


It can be so difficult simply knowing where to start.


Do we start with teaching and learning? Whole school vison and values? Assessment? Pupil outcomes? Single subjects or themes and topics? The myriad interdependent decisions necessary can make knowing where to start utterly overwhelming. But, start we must and, if you’ll forgive the brief skip over to Ancient Greece, Aristotle himself said, ‘Well begun is half done’.


Whenever we begin anything in primary, we must begin with our overall purpose of primary education which is covered both in chapters within this handbook and in Simplicitus (pg. 19–31). Once defined, this purpose should be reflected in our overall school vision and values which are both our outward facing messaging to the world and our internal guiding principles. If these are what we truly value, then this is where we must start our planning journey.


The diagram at the end of this chapter outlines all stages of the process which we will expand upon stage by stage but is important to pause a while and revisit the idea of curriculum service. Our curriculum should be in service to our children not the other way around. Whatever decisions we make regarding curriculum design and whatever we choose to include within each year group it should be with the act of service in mind. What do our children need? How will they benefit from their interactions with our curriculum? How will it enrich their experiences, challenge their thinking and encourage a love of the subjects they encounter? How will it enable them to secure essential basic skills and learn how to function effectively as an independent individual and as part of harmonious and productive groups? How will it encourage bravery of thought and a hunger for self-improvement and achievement? How will it be the most delicious and tantalising introduction to learning, the memories of which will remain both as robustly secured proficiencies as well as gloriously happy experiences?


This may all sound a little like a rather romantic assessment of what a primary curriculum should be, but a quick glance at most school’s vision, values or ethos statements will usually contain snappy soundbites or aspirational language that pertains to many of the above aspects. In the same way that we need coherence in the sequencing of our curriculum, we cannot ignore the need for coherence and synergy between what we say we are aiming for as a school, and what then translates into our curriculum contents.


Starting big, with the whole school aims then is the only place to begin. If we are to have it on our letterheads and embroidered onto our sweatshirts, then it needs to find its way into our curriculum to serve our children.


We need to revisit our school vision and values then and reiterate what these actually mean. What would they look like enacted by the children and staff? What would we see? What would children and staff be doing, saying, thinking? What is it not? What misconceptions might people have about what we are trying to achieve? Are there any ambiguities? Have we been as clear about what it is not as we have about what it is? What would it look like if we walked down corridors, visited our school’s outdoor and shared spaces? What would we see and hear?


Once we have, collectively, really understood what our school stands for then we can use this as a filter and a foil for our collective decision making. In Be More Toddler (pg. 34) this process is discussed in detail and represented diagrammatically as the ‘decision filter’ – where multiple ideas may be presented to school but only those that truly align with the school’s values are the ones which pass through the funnel to be actioned. This is the same with curriculum design. If it doesn’t align with the wider aspects of your school’s strategy, vision, aims and ethos then it shouldn’t be on your curriculum.


Once the school’s vision and values are understood then the next stage is using the ‘A BEST KEPT’ curriculum acronym. This is a similar process to the school vision and values one but now focuses with precision on specific outcomes for your final year child.
















	A


	Accessibility







	B


	Behaviours







	E


	Experiences







	S


	Skills







	T


	Thinking







	K


	Knowledge







	E


	Enduring







	P


	People







	T


	Technology










This is about creating a shared vision of the child at the end of your phase. This is now not solely about culture; this is about what the culture allied with the curriculum specifically aims to create.


Culture + curriculum = creation of the end of phase child.


By defining what you aim to achieve for your end of phase child by going through the ‘A BEST KEPT’ curriculum questioning process, this adds definition and detail to the initial vision and values work.


Once these are defined for each subject then we can dig even further into what we value as a school. We need to define what we value, the currency of our school. For different schools these are going to vary. All schools want children to achieve but rarely do schools really define as a staff body what this means and how it matches the wider school values. The main currencies schools value can often be defined as


Coverage – how much content children can be exposed to and interact with.


Attainment – how many children can achieve the highest level of attainment (often measured via a statutory test).


Progress – how much progress each child makes from their unique starting points.


Pupil books and curriculum products – quality of pupil work in books, neatness, displays and product work, e.g. art, music, sporting achievements.


Pupil attitudes – these can vary depending on school context but often include scholarship, kindness, resilience, love of learning, confidence, happiness.


Although all aspects are important, schools will often have their own unconscious bias towards one or more of these aspects, as will individual teachers. Having worked within and with hundreds of schools nationally, almost all schools will say they value the above in equal measure. However, just like our own genome is unique to us, all schools have their own unique currency DNA, all the elements, just in slightly different proportions. Having open conversations about what the school currencies are, what the school truly values and how these currencies align with the culture and curriculum are an important element to include in the pre-design stage conversations.


This then brings us on to the five-point fingerprint and academic fidelity aspect of our curriculum which is outlined in the academic fidelity chapter of this book. What is important to note at this stage is that not a single word of the curriculum has been written yet, but hugely important strides have been made in its coherence, strategy, ambition and overall intent. If we look at the Ofsted diagram, we can see that the intent strand includes not just concepts but rationale and ambition.1




[image: Diagram represents Ofsted (2018) Phase 3 findings of curriculum research.]




If we are to say why we are doing something, why something is included in our curriculum, how it has made its home there to be shared with our children, then what more powerful reasoning can we give than linking it not only to the purpose and aims of our subjects through our academic fingerprints but also to have it firmly anchored by the vision values of our school. Our curriculum, if we go through this initial process, is not just a curriculum of well sequenced coverage but is one with utter fidelity to each individual subject and one planted in service to our children through well thought out links to our wider school work and our long-term aims. There can be no bolder beginning than the one urged by Virgil than one immutably and confidently rooted in what the school truly believes.


As Virgil said, ‘look with favour upon a bold beginning’.




[image: Define school vision and values]







1 Ofsted (2018) 'An investigation into how to assess the quality of education through curriculum intent, implementation and impact', Phase 3 findings of curriculum research, bit.ly/3EUpaKO.





















Planning for interconnection


‘Before beginning, plan carefully.’ – Cicero


When we think of the great wonders of the world, ancient or modern, we think of beauty and magnificence, structure and form, elegance and significance. We marvel at the impact of their overall structure and the interplay between clever engineering, lofty ambition and cultural importance.


At no point would we look at them and say, ‘that’s a really good single brick’ or ‘that’s a fabulously cut individual piece of rock’. The impact is in the overall interplay between their multiple single elements, but their eventual beauty and success is dependent on the careful crafting and deliberate placing of each individual element. Their success relies on the interconnection of multiple different carefully created and arranged elements. Just as any building design requires the expertise of a structural engineer to ensure it remains safe and standing, so too does a primary subject curriculum require wider structural engineering to create an enduring and true wonder of a curriculum world.


When we think of a single subject, we think of the associated progression model for that subject. We think of how we will move children’s thinking along in a linear fashion, gradually adding more single subject depth and breadth and creating carefully crafted plans and maps for these lone routes. But this is wrongheadedness.


Young children’s learning is not compartmentalised into neat sections akin to an airplane meal tray. Their literacy learning does not sit in a foil container, separated from the cellophane wrapped mathematics or the sachet of science. Young children are multi-novice. They have not yet acquired fluency and automaticity in so many basic areas of knowledge and skill. Some of our Year 1s have been five for only a matter of days before they are potentially entering single subject classrooms. In these rooms they are often required to navigate multiple individual disciplines across a day or week, or worse, be expected to be able to say what subject they are learning and how an expert in that subject thinks and works before they themselves can even write a coherent sentence.


This is madness.


It does not align with anything we know about how young children make sense of the world and it serves only to tick boxes created far away from those who are experienced and expert in the education of our youngest learners.


If we pause for a minute, we can consider our responses to the following:




	To what extent do we believe that a (only just) five-year-old should be able to explain that they are learning, for example, history and not geography, and what history is?



	How realistic is it to expect a five-year-old to be able to say exactly what they are learning about within a single subject?






We need to be mindful of the reality of young children. At only just five, most children struggle to know how to tie a shoe unaided or remember the sequence of the months of the year, let alone understand the chronological difference between last week, last year, last month or yesterday. Any conversation with a very young child will also undoubtedly reveal the endearing meandering through what is important to them regardless of the intended subject or topic of conversation. If they want to tell you that mummy is having a new baby, they have an itchy foot, or there are sandwiches not hot dinners today, then there is no amount of expert planning or pedagogy that will prevent their sharing this with you, and this is one of the great and constant sources of delight in primary.


Young children are simply a joy to work alongside and are so enthusiastic and effervescent that this should not be dulled within our curriculum delivery. This is not a soft culture of low expectations but a recognition that our approaches need to be fit for purpose and our purpose is to work effectively with our youngest learners in the formal schooling system. Our approaches, content, pupil tasks, session structures and interactions need to be designed to be both well planned and purposeful but also playful and realistic in terms of what it is really like to work with young children, these children who are multi-novice in everything from reading and writing to mathematics, listening, turn taking and the conventions of a lesson.


We need also to be mindful that we are not implementing short-sighted imprudent policy in the way we present, organise and QA our overall curriculum offer; this is to avoid the mad hatter’s tea party approach to curriculum whereby it is as sensible a question as the Mad Hatter’s riddle in Alice in Wonderland, ‘why is a raven like a writing desk?’, as to ask five-year-olds the difference between subject disciplines in a QA conversation.


Our young learners are multi-novice in that, like the great wonders of the world, their success relies on the effective creation of an interplay between constituent parts. You cannot be successful in history unless you are a successful reader. You cannot interpret your results in science accurately without being proficient in mathematics. You cannot produce an excellent balanced account in RE unless you have the vocabulary with which to express yourself.


The example given on pages 94–96 of Simplicitus outlines how one simple sentence about the Roman Empire in a history lesson draws on knowledge from at least three other subjects and this is the same for almost all learning our young learners encounter. Even when they are in a single subject lesson, they are required to draw on knowledge from multiple other subjects in which they are not yet fluent or proficient.


So, our overall approach to planning cannot be truly single subject. Even when we choose to teach some subjects as stand alone subjects, we need to heighten our awareness of the interdependence of the other subjects in securing success. We need to structurally engineer our curriculum. This means identifying the interplay between other subjects at the planning stage and identifying which other subjects our own needs to ‘lean on’ in order to achieve success.
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