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				Introduction and Overview

				Nigel Richardson

				This is the fifth volume in the Leading Schools series, following on from previous titles which focused on the work of Heads; senior management teams; heads of department and newly-qualified teachers. 

				The chapters have been written by people in a wide variety of school roles – on the assumption that pastoral work is essentially a team exercise. Some (but by no means all) are written from a Head’s viewpoint – but wise Heads know that they cannot do more than a proportion of this work themselves; that they need to trust, and to delegate to, others, and that their own input will all too often centre on the most intractable cases, or those involving at-risk pupils or stressed-out staff. They also know that they rely on those in senior and middle management roles to alert them where such issues arise. As a result, people in those roles need to be aware of the legal and other responsibilities that Heads face in these matters.

				The structural way in which the pastoral team is organised varies from school to school. Some schools, especially in the boarding sector, have entirely house-based, cross-age arrangements, apart perhaps from specialist advice on university entry and careers. Others, especially day schools, tend to go more for horizontal groupings of two to three years: perhaps led by heads of section in charge of lower school (Years 7 and 8), middle school (Years 9 to 11) and sixth form (Years 12 and 13). There may also be heads of year as well as a tutor team within those sections. 

				Both systems have strengths and down-sides. For example, a purely vertical system within geographically-dispersed houses makes it harder for like-minded and able pupils to get together for discussion and debate outside timetabled lessons, whereas a purely horizontal one limits the leadership and pastoral opportunities which senior pupils can experience over younger ones via prefect or mentoring roles. As a result, some schools operate a combination of both systems – perhaps a horizontal one for pastoral work and a vertical one for some games and other school competitions. Despite all this variance, we hope that readers will be able to deduce advice which is useful to them, even if it is drawn from a school with radically different systems to their own.

				Meanwhile, there are two important issues which underpin many ideas developed in this book. First, pastoral matters have never been more important in schools. The reasons for this lie in part in the social, legal and other developments described in chapter 1. A variety of constituencies including government (of any political party) and fee-paying parents have vastly increased expectations compared with those of earlier times about the extent and specialism of pastoral provision in, and by, schools. 

				However, we must resist the temptation to assume that our generation invented pastoral care, or that previous generations were completely indifferent to it. Their pastoral style was different – in keeping with the wider social preoccupations and fashions of their time – and in many schools they had significantly fewer financial resources to devote to it. That said though, the past century has seen huge changes: schools and Heads tend (with individual exceptions!) to be less top-down and more consultative in their dealings with both staff and pupils; corporal punishment has disappeared; there is a comparatively new preoccupation with anti-bullying and child protection strategies. 

				Schools are much more open to the benefits of specialist counselling, psychological and other input from external agencies and individuals. There have also been huge legislative changes in the areas of child welfare and child protection, since the Children Act 1989 ushered in a new era of pastoral inspection, in addition to the growing work of Ofsted and the Independent Schools’ Inspectorate (ISI) in the 1990s and 2000s. 

				In the education of boys, there is less emphasis on the virtues of the stiff upper-lip, the supreme importance of athleticism and ball-games and military styles of leadership than would have been the case in (for example) the decades leading up to the First World War. Pastoral assumptions in girls’ schools reflect the vastly increased opportunities for women in universities and careers, especially in science, business and the law. With the growth of pre-prep provision, the independent sector has had to learn or re-invent a whole new range of pastoral skills – and in doing so its schools have set something of a benchmark for what parents expect from the schools to which their children progress as they get older. 

				This fact brings us logically to the second issue. Within the independent sector, our schools are just that: independent. This situation has great strengths: it tends to encourage individuality and distinctiveness, even in an age when government legislation, recurring inspection and the importance of public exam results risk making schools much more uniform and narrow in their focus. 

				Independence also tends to lead to good governance and sound financial management. Each school’s destiny, for good or ill, is in its own hands. But the down-side of independence is the risk of isolationism, the mentality of ‘we know best, and have nothing to learn from others’, backed up by justifications based on overwork; the re-invention of the wheel; the fear of local rivals. The risk of these things tends to be greater when the sector feels under threat, either economically or politically.

				In pastoral matters, we too often fail to have an overall view of what independent sector schools do, and should, stand for. My own time in schools (1970-2008) was divided almost exactly 50-50 between day and boarding schools: I taught Oxbridge history candidates and seven year-olds (religious studies to the latter with, looking back, an alarmingly low degree of competence). In the course of it, I repeatedly encountered two prevailing areas of ignorance about what others do. They may well be excessively stereotypical in what follows in the next four paragraphs, but I suggest that anyone tempted to feel that I’ve imagined them should search their conscience: they are not living in the real world. 

				One prejudice lies in the perception gulf between those teaching younger or older children. Senior schools teachers often feel that the school day for younger children is essentially very short; that young children are essentially uncomplicated, creating few of the disciplinary and pastoral issues that senior schools face; that the curriculum issues are straightforward and that for teachers there is little or no marking at the end of it; even (in extreme cases) that the knowledge and skills required to teach younger children are not especially high; that the cost issues in small schools are simple. If you are tempted towards this view, study chapters 4 and 5 in particular.

				Teachers of younger pupils often fail to understand the variety and complexity of what senior schools offer both inside and outside the classroom; the extent to which social and behavioural issues consume vast amounts of teacher time; even the idea (again, at the extremes, and based on a complete failure to understand the complexities ushered in by puberty) that if pupils get into trouble in their senior schools it is because ‘they were so happy with us that when they reached their next school, it just couldn’t handle them’. No, I’m not inventing it: I’ve really experienced it. If you are tempted to this view, study, for example, chapter 12.

				The other prejudice relates to another perception gap, between those working in day and boarding schools. To many of those working in boarding schools, day-school teachers – and Heads – arrive just before 8.45am and depart soon after 4pm (if only!); nothing happens after school or at the weekend; there is an unhealthy, even rather vulgar, preoccupation with exam results; teachers can’t possibly ever ‘know’ their pupils in the way that boarding schools do, even if they have a mind to do so. It is hard for this group to appreciate either the speed at which, in the day-school day, lessons, games and societies follow hard on the heels of each other with only minimal time for a snatched lunch, or the pressures posed by highly assertive parents, living nearby. Maybe chapters 17 and 18 give a flavour.

				It is correspondingly hard, even impossible, for those who have only taught in day schools to understand either the immense rewards that total immersion brings to their boarding counterparts (for example in tutorial encounters out of formal school, or in aesthetic activities such as music in the evenings) or the ceaseless, remorseless pressure and huge term-time workload that boarding implies, especially for those who run, or live in, boarding houses – especially in winters when there is mass illness. 

				It is hard, too, for day school staff to appreciate why the boarding school holidays tend to be longer; why marketing is such a relentless and complex activity; why prep schools have to be so carefully courted; why you need to have a strong sense of community to thrive in a boarding school; why they are such distinctive centres of excellence. Chapters 6 to 8 may help your understanding.

				What does all this have to do with pastoral issues? I will chance my arm with a pair of broad-brush statements to serve as an example of the wider issue which this volume hopes to address. The best boarding schools do pastoral work of unparalleled excellence, from which others can learn much – which is why this book is co-sponsored with HMC by the Boarding Schools’ Association. 

				Yet there are some areas in which boarding schools can draw on the expertise of the best day-schools: for instance, in the Rolls-Royce service which the latter provide on public exam results day, and their expertise in giving UCAS advice. Readers may wish to challenge these statements, based on their own experience, or to provide alternatives, or to think of equivalent issues for junior schools which are more relevant to their own situation. 

				But my co-editor and I suggest that the wider issue is what is really important: that all constituencies within the independent sector – day, boarding, junior and senior – have much to learn from the pastoral experience of others (and indeed from the significant expertise of those working outside it). If this book contributes to that process, it will have been well worthwhile.

			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1: The social and educational context in which we work

				Nigel Richardson

				Let me take you on a somewhat eccentric journey through the first two decades of life, as seen through the work of six very different writers. The situations they describe are all different, yet all have pastoral implications.

				Twenty years ago journalist Libby Purves wrote this description of very young children in an international best-selling book entitled How NOT to raise a perfect child (Coronet Books 1991, and various other publishers since):

				A baby or toddler has a cheerful, roundish, uncompromising sort of shape: solid chubby legs seem to go well with an opinionated and practical outlook on life. A toddler’s jokes are uproarious; his wishes imperious; his temper is uncontrollable and his actions – as far as he is concerned – totally without consequences. Someone will mop it up. Someone will mend it. We shall buy anuzzer one, Mummy, at the shops. There is no problem so pressing that a hug and a warm drink can’t solve it.

				Then the child changes shape: everything grows lengthways and slims down. Fat legs turn into long spindly ones … and suddenly your ex-baby has begun to turn large, worried, wondering eyes on the rest of the universe. Why it is raining? Will the mouse ever come alive again if Tibby bites it dead? Will I go to prison if I say a rude word to a policeman?

				Secondly, here are some thoughts generously made available to me by a well-known author, but written in her childhood:

				My thoughts, by Sarah Gristwood, aged 7:

				I sometimes wonder what my mind is like inside, often I fancy that it is like this. I feel as if my mind goes round and round like the earth, and if my lessons make me think hard it begins to spin. In my other class it was getting all stodgy and still and lumpy and rusty. I feel as if there is a ball in my mind and it is divided into pieces – each piece stands for a different mood. The ball turns every now and then and that’s what makes me change moods. I have my learning mood, my good-looks mood, my happy mood, my loose-end mood and my grumpy mood, my miserable mood, my thoughtful mood and my planning mood. 

				At the moment I am writing this I am in my thoughtful mood. When I am in my thoughtful mood I think out my maths and plan stories and poems. When my kitten is in her thoughtful mood she thinks shall I pounce or not, and shall I go to sleep or not. This sort of thing goes on in my own mind too. It is very hard for me to put my thoughts into words.

				Thirdly, this famous example of a child of ten, probably of quite limited ability, writing about a cow, and taken from The Complete Plain Words by Sir Ernest Gowers (HMSO, 1954): 

				The cow is a mammal. It has six sides – right, left, an upper and below. At the back it has a tail on which hangs a brush. With this it sends the flies away so that they do not fall into the milk. The head is for the purpose of growing horns and so that the mouth can be somewhere.

				The horns are to butt with and the mouth is to moo with. Under the cow hangs the milk. It is arranged for milking. When people milk, the milk comes and there is never an end to the supply. How the cow does it I have not yet realised, but it makes more and more. The cow has a fine sense of smell; one can smell it far away. This is the reason for fresh air in the country.

				The man cow is called an ox. It is not a mammal. The cow does not eat much, but what it eats, it eats twice so that it gets enough. When it is hungry it moos, and when it says nothing it is because its inside is all full up with grass…

				Fourthly, a piece which first appeared in The Times Educational Supplement (reproduced here by kind permission of its editor). It was written by a very clever prep school boy of 12 or so (identity unknown) who had been told to write an essay explaining why he had been caught disturbing a lesson as he waved to a friend whilst walking past a classroom door:

				Sir, at 12.35pm on the 15th of May I had just finished my art lesson. I then walked to the boys’ exit and proceeded in an easterly direction in order to favour myself with one of the school’s excellent lunches, which I may add are moderately priced, giving superb value for money. As you can imagine I was highly elated at the thought of this great experience.

				My mind was in disarray when passing your window, where I saw my good friend Mark. For some reason unknown to me, my brain sent a message to my arm, telling it to move in a 45 degree angle, and it ordered my wrist to move backwards and forwards. As you can imagine, I was very embarrassed at this involuntary action, and I can only apologise on behalf of my brain for any trouble which it has caused.

				I have had this brain for 12 years and 2 months and it has never done anything so irresponsible before. Sir, the truth of this matter is… I have no excuse…

				In the first three pieces, we mostly observed how young people take in and assess information. The fourth introduced an element of reasoning – even manipulation – of the knowledge and skills which the child had by now acquired. 

				The fifth and sixth writers are much more concerned with the way in which slightly older young people react to the world and those around them.

				Housemaster James McConnell’s words from his book Eton: How it works (Faber and Faber, 1967) speak for themselves. They have been quoted (with a number of variations) by many others since, but this is the original version. The author introduced it by saying: ‘Perhaps two or three years after a boy enters Eton, he passes into the… Problem Age… I sometimes feel that I ought to have a standard letter which I would dispatch to all mothers on the 15th birthday of their eldest son. It would go something like this:

				Dear Mrs…,

				Today is …’s 15th birthday. You’ll be glad to hear that he received a nice bundle of envelopes and packages in the post this morning. The cake you ordered has arrived safely and I have given him leave to go home to lunch with you next Sunday. 

				The real purpose of this letter is to try and prepare you for an imminent change in the relationship between yourself and your son. The affectionate small boy who has quite justifiably been your pride and joy is about to undergo such a transformation that you may well begin to wonder whether you have mothered a monster. The piping treble voice, you will observe, has already begun to crack. The down on his cheeks and chin is stiffening into defiant bristles and there is an angry hue about the blemishes on his skin. Perhaps you have already started to wonder where you have gone wrong and what you have done amiss to deserve this kind of anger. You, who have shown him most affection, will seem to be the butt for his most barbed and unkind remarks. That is because you are still the most important woman in his life, and the most convenient target for his burgeoning masculine aggressiveness.

				Do not despair. Ride out the storm. Be firm but affectionate. At this moment when he seems to need you least, he in fact needs you most. Make a stand about the principles you regard as fundamental; give him rope about the less important things. Do not worry too much about his wearing apparel or the length of his hair. Comfort yourself with the knowledge that his present moods are transitory. 

				If you can do this and stand firm as a rock in the midst of his tempestuous life, the small boy whom you thought you had lost will return to you as a charming young man, well-groomed in appearance and with delightful manners. He will have been well worth waiting for. 

				Meanwhile, we are both in for one hell of a time!

				Finally, if you are tempted to think that this is a boys’ only phenomenon, consider this poem (in the style of Byron), devised and kindly passed on to me by Clare Gardom whilst on prefect duty a few years ago at a leading school for girls:

				She walks in trainers, tho’ she might

				Admit ‘tis nor allow’d, nor wise;

				And all that’s best of short and tight

				Define her curves, reveal her thighs:

				Skirts roll’d to that immodest height

				At which the teacher tuts and sighs.

				One hair-tie more, one earring less

				Had half-impair’d that nameless grace

				Which waves in each peroxide tress,

				Or jangles gently round her face;

				While desk-top doodlings express

				How dull, how drear this learning-place.

				And on that cheek, and o’er that brow,

				So subtle, yet so eloquent,

				The lashes black, the tints that glow,

				And tell of breaks with makeup spent,

				A heart turn’d always to her beaux,

				A mind to work indifferent!

				No wonder that The Times gave an eye-catching title to its editorial (23 September 2009) on growing up: ‘Teenagers are God’s way of showing you what you put your parents through.’

				What might we conclude from this literary sextet? That the first 20 years of human existence represent both a huge learning curve and a time of vast changes in outward personality traits. That the brain is even more complex than we had previously thought. That providing a child or young adult with the intellectual equipment to capitalise on it, and the pastoral equipment with which to handle it happily and responsibly, is a big challenge and an even bigger responsibility – as well as a very great pleasure.

				Having defined (or at least provided illustrations of) the characteristics we are dealing with, we need to explain how the demands and expectations on us have changed over time: pastoral work, like most things in education, does not stand still. It has undergone a huge transformation in recent decades, as a result of a mixture of technological advance, social trends, medical advance, legal developments and many other changes. The rest of the chapter covers just some of them; it is by no means exhaustive, and you may well think of things that I have missed.

				First, notice one striking thing in James McConnell’s introduction: the fact that he talks about the 15th birthday as a defining time. He was writing nearly 50 years ago; it is often claimed that 50 years before that, some 17 year-olds went into the Great War trenches with still unbroken voices. Teenagers have become on average significantly bigger; according to various newspaper reports the average height of both boys and girls grew by one to one-and-a-half inches between 1970 and 2002, and 15 year-old boys are nine inches taller than they were in 1830. 

				For many, there have been corresponding increases in weight. Puberty tends to start much earlier in both girls and boys, and it often appears to be a much more rapid process than in the past, with huge physical growth spurts and sometimes a high degree of psychological confusion to match. Many of the disciplinary problems which McConnell’s generation first encountered in Year 11 (and mine found in Year 10) now appear in Year 9 or even Year 8. 

				Lower down the school age-range, children are more worldly-wise, and sometimes more worried by their awareness of aspects of the world around them, than they were in an earlier age when Enid Blyton was required reading up to nine or ten, and life centred on dolls and model railways or Meccano. However, this is controversial territory, and we must beware of portraying (say) the 1950s as a golden age of safety, innocence and uncomplicatedness in which stories always ended happily, there was always jam for tea, and children always did as they were told, whilst believing in Father Christmas until their teens. 

				However, there seems to be a consensus in society that childhood has become foreshortened, and that a proportion of children are too precocious for their own good. This is one factor which puts an added responsibility on teachers (see chapter 2) to avoid getting drawn into inappropriate relationships with pupils at a time when the widespread use of email, texting and social networking sites is changing the nature of the teacher-pupil relationship.

				How has this come about? In part, because of the huge range of information to which young people are now exposed, some of which they may be able to handle intellectually but not necessarily emotionally – or at least, not without careful pastoral guidance from someone (of which more later). This in turn stems from the impact of television, advertising and the internet – much of it very beneficial, but some of it manipulative, exploitative and deeply worrying. Children are too often seen purely as consumers in a market. 

				Meanwhile, over a long period of time, bringing up young people in the broadest sense has become more child-centred. Within the wider family there is less of a hierarchical style: fewer relatives who have to be called ‘uncle’ or ‘aunt’; a greater willingness to explain how adults interact and how the world works. In our predominantly liberal society we have relaxed what can loosely be termed as censorship controls, believing that, on balance, treating children as young adults and not wrapping them up in emotional cotton wool is a laudable philosophy. We have recently become preoccupied with the concept of ‘emotional intelligence’; this is a phrase about which I was profoundly sceptical when I first heard it but which, over my years as a Head, I found made increasing pastoral sense.

				In schools, education is less top-down than it once was. We concentrate in both assessment and inspection more on learning rather than merely on teaching. We encourage freer discussion of social and ethical questions – which sometimes also means offering explicit factual information (for example, in PSHE), which an earlier generation of teachers would have found deeply embarrassing, even disturbing. There is a less stifling sense of hierarchy here too – and of discipline: we no longer cane pupils and we encourage our prefects to act more as elder-sibling figures than to have the outlook on life that says: ‘We suffered, and they’ll damn well suffer in their turn.’ A greater willingness too, to accept, even to celebrate, individuality rather than to seek to stifle it; we no longer use a ruler or tape measure to calculate the length of hair or the width of trouser bottoms as teachers did when I was at school in the 1960s. 

				We are more accepting of the child who does not wish to play ‘major’ school games, or who wants to be absent to represent county, or even country, in an activity which the school does not offer. We offer some new imaginative opportunities for pupils to shine; if you doubt this, think of those who may previously have made little impact within your school but who suddenly inspired a Young Enterprise company. We also ponder more, and rush to judgement less, on the causes of social friction between children; on ethical or religious doubts, and on complex issues of sexual orientation. 

				And, as an aside, while some of these developments have made the pastoral role of the teacher much more challenging, there may also be an interesting long-term benefit to schools. It can be argued that the independent sector pays a high price these days because too high a proportion of gifted journalists were unhappy in our schools at a time when those schools had more of a strait-jacket mentality (although admittedly when many of them were also far more financially pressed). Maybe this hostility will diminish over time, as we reap the results of having become more varied in co-curricular terms, more tolerant and pastorally empathetic, and more skilled at dealing with divergent skills, and not just with the conformist?

				There are many other issues which could appear in this chapter. One involves some future-gazing. With such rapid changes already in off-setting the effects of infertility, will the pastoral teacher of the future have to be prepared to offer guidance on issues of identity to an increasing number of children asking: “Just who am I, exactly?” Other chapters in this book, and in the previous title in this series for NQTs, deal at length with the legal framework in which pastoral work is now conducted. Bullying, child protection, and health and safety legislation all have a major impact on our work. For the most part, this has had a very beneficial effect on the lives of our pupils, although for the pastorally-minded teacher there are residual concerns about (for example) the risks of a false allegation being made against a teacher who gets highly involved pastorally in the affairs of a complex or troubled child. There are also concerns in schools about a parent going to the police, social services or another outside agency before the school has been given the chance to investigate a bullying allegation. 

				Finally, we need to reflect on the huge social changes which have driven so much of the pastoral development of the past half century: a time when government has looked to schools more and more to do the work which others – including parents, the church and voluntary youth organisations – once did, or which was not previously done at all. The biggest single change has been the fragmentation of the traditional family pattern of working husband plus non-working wife; marriage (once) before children; adults becoming parents in their early to mid 20s. You know the rest. It was never quite as simple as that, of course, but it serves as a useful template.

				As all schools know, a rapidly increasing number of children now come from homes with only one parent, with a step-parent or live-in partner, with step-siblings. It is estimated that up to a third of children whose parents divorce will lose contact with one of their parents completely (in practice, usually their father). Day schools deal with the fall-out from families where both parents are working very long hours, sometimes away from the home city. Boarding schools have always had a proportion of children ‘sent away’ because it was more convenient, and with those who feel pushed out when both parents remarry and both acquire or begin second families. All schools cope with regrettably high numbers of children, one of whose parents dies suddenly and at a young age. They also periodically have to mediate in minor conflict between pupils and parents who are significantly older than their children, either because the parents had children very late in life, or because they have been married or in partnerships more than once, and second time around everyone’s standards and expectations are very different. 

				Stating these facts is not to condemn the often heroic efforts of the single, step, elderly or overworked-and-absent parent. Nor is it to say that such situations automatically cause problems (far from it). Nor to claim that children in more ‘conventional’ households are always academically motivated and pastorally secure: merely to point to some of the tutorial challenges and demands on a teacher’s time which can sometimes arise as a result. 

				Meanwhile parents and children alike live in a society in which the pressures to succeed and to get to the top are much greater than they once were: not least in the fact that good exam results – first time – are the key to a ‘good’ university, and that the path of retakes is inconvenient and expensive. With A level grade A/B percentages now above 90% for an increasing number of schools, more pupils seem to worry more about standing out or even letting the school down. 

				What is the end result of this combination of human, social and educational change, the remorseless pressure to succeed, and child-centredness? I suggest that it is a worrying degree of parental anxiety, too much of which gets transmitted to our pupils themselves. Lurid headlines about dangers and risks to children; gloomy headlines about falling educational standards and the need to get straight As (or even more) for entry into some parts of higher education; agony columns in the lifestyle supplements of leading national newspapers about the difficulties of good parenting; news reports about teenage suicide all contribute to a gnawing sense of worry in the current generation of fathers and mothers of young children and teenagers. 

				They cause some paradoxes too – such as the mother who bought a mobile phone for her son as early as his fifth birthday, yet who still accompanied him every time he needed to answer a call of nature. Again, one must be careful not to see the past through rose-tinted spectacles. Maybe every generation of parents whose children are now in their 20s (which is the situation in which I now find myself) feels this about its successors, but I still believe that over recent years the worry levels have become more pronounced.

				Do we under-estimate the importance of helping staff to develop their emotional intelligence, diplomatic and mediation skills? There has been a rapid growth of professional mediation services in other fields, notably in the field of marriage difficulty. Can we learn from it? Do we need training in conflict resolution? Do we train new, young staff sufficiently in how to handle parents’ evenings, or how to write letters home to parents? Could we learn from the hotel industry about training in customer care? Are we right to assume that a bright and promising new teacher of 23 or so can automatically tackle parents’ evenings, sitting across the desk from, for example, a very professionally successful city financier or university don who has much older children from an earlier marriage, and who may be thinking: ‘You are young enough to be one of my own children’? Maybe there is a scope for new INSET courses here.

				In the end, though, I come back to the ever-fascinating topic of Growing Up: its changes, advances, surprises. Adolescence is a rich source of one-liners for the education profession – not least in reports and references:

				Camilla is a well-formed, attractive young lady, somewhat inclined to pout.

				Smith consists of two blobs. The large one underneath is indicative of his sloth and gluttony. The tiny one on the top is said to contain a brain.

				X is the youngest of three brothers. Unfortunately the intelligence ran out before the breeding instinct.

				The Camillas, Smiths and Xs of the world all present their challenges, and sometimes they make big demands on our pastoral time. I guess we would not have it any other way, because pastoral work can be a source of unique satisfaction to those of us who enjoy it. Even so, there will be bad days, too. Remember the question (allegedly) once overheard in the Dragon School Common Room at report-writing time: “Tell me, how do you spell the word Bastard?” 

				It is the purpose of the chapters which follow to help you to ensure that the bad days are kept to a minimum.
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