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Foreword


When ideas appear to be in opposition, there is often a temptation, even a kind of pressure, to pick sides. Which side are you on? Alternatively, there is a tendency to fudge the issue; to soften the boundaries and carve out some middle ground; to find a third way, as if opposing ideas can be resolved. However, as Martin Robinson has demonstrated time and again, sometimes the wisest thing to do is just to embrace the conflict; to engage in the debate and make progress through holding ideas in constant tension. This is the essence of the journey captured in Martin’s first magnificent book, Trivium 21c. Here, he argues that it is only through providing space for the grammar (knowing, tradition) and the dialectic (questioning, debating, exploring) of the trivium, not favouring one over the other, that we arrive at a curriculum that meets the needs of modern society.


Martin writes:


Schools should develop a curriculum that responds to change as well as being rooted in a sensitive awareness of our traditions and how they are evolving. It should seek out academic, cultural, social, artistic, and physical challenges that are authentic, that stretch each child and give them experiences they would not otherwise get. 


… In a true democracy all citizens share responsibility for their community. We need to educate all young people to be philosopher kids, to be part of the philosopher crowds, finding their way through the global village.1


Over the near decade since Trivium 21c was published, schools have continued to wrestle with the thorny issues of developing and implementing the curriculum they believe their children deserve. And it’s complicated! There’s so much to learn and only so much time to teach it in. Every curriculum plan is a record of decisions made – what to teach and when – but also, by default, it represents a kind of negative of everything that’s been left out. As teachers and school leaders soon realise, these decisions are never-ending. The job is never done. And here lies the challenge: balancing time to design a curriculum alongside teaching it is like attempting to re-engineer a fast car while driving it at full speed. Very obviously, this can’t be done. At least, it can’t be done well by each individual teacher working alone, with all the expertise required. 


This is where Martin’s new book, Curriculum Revolutions, comes to our aid. Once again, he deftly explores the tensions in the concepts to find the answers. A curriculum revolution is not necessarily a fundamental or sudden change; the curriculum design process goes round and round! A continually revolving process lies at the heart of this excellent guide to curriculum design. 


Alongside the tensions within the content of the curriculum, Martin introduces and explores the tensions in principle and practice around who decides that content. Teacher autonomy can be important: that freedom to navigate a curriculum domain with your students, with elements of spontaneity and quirky off-piste trips into the hinterland, is highly prized. But, surely, we need a curriculum to have coherence for students far beyond the role each teacher plays – it’s not all about us! Our work forms part of something much bigger, deeper and wider; something that needs to make sense to a student overall and over the long run. 


In addition, there’s the workload issue. Why continually reinvent our individualistic wheels if, through collaboration in teams, we can devise a more coherent curriculum with resources we can all use, saving precious time and energy in the process? 


In this book, Martin sets out an excellent set of practical curriculum design tools linked through the visual metaphor of interlocking wheels. Each wheel goes round again and again at the rate necessary for the task in hand. Teachers can use the ideas here to scope out a long-term design process and to consider whether curriculum decisions are best made by individual teachers or by the team. 


As well as putting these wheels in motion, Martin introduces a superb set of organising schema in the form of curriculum trees. Each tree offers a different way of thinking about curriculum content, so that what students learn adds up to something much greater than a never-ending procession through one thing after another. 


So if, from the title of this book, you’re expecting some kind of revolutionary anarchy, well, you won’t find it here. That would be misplaced, because there is serious business at hand – our trivium-inspired philosopher kids won’t emerge from chaos. Instead, you’ll find a powerful conceptual framework, designed with the artful craftsmanship of a beautiful wheel and insightful understanding of how teachers thrive – neither always alone nor always in collaboration, but forever part of a continuing bold and ambitious process best achieved together. 


Tom Sherrington
Author of The Learning Rainforest and Teaching WalkThrus


______________________


1 Robinson, M. (2013) Trivium 21c: preparing young people for the future with lessons from the past, Independent Thinking Press
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Introduction





Gone are the days when a teacher could turn up on a Monday morning, check the newspaper, choose a couple of articles and photocopy them ready for each child to ‘do some work on’. Gone are the days of the drunken chat with a colleague in a pub that became a whole new scheme of work photocopied and ready for pupils the next day. Also gone are the days of the head of department suggesting to the newly minted teacher, as happened to me when I began to teach English in a secondary school, ‘See what’s in the stock cupboard or take a look in the filing cabinet. You’re sure to find something to suit you there and, if you want, adapt it or, hey, do your own thing!’ 


This was how things were when I got into teaching and, well, I loved it. I loved the freedom. I was an artist – I made wonderful things happen, my pupils learned wonderful things. This anarchy was extremely creative, but I had little understanding of what went before or what was to follow. Each teacher was an island. The knowledge they had to impart was individualised, usually by each teacher’s own knowledge and/or enthusiasms. It was sometimes eccentric and often inspiring, but not part of an unfolding narrative that required me to teach content that built on what went before, helping the child to grow academically as they went from class to class and year to year. 


We might get away with this anarchic approach if our pupils are culturally mobile and understand a lot. Our lessons are merely the ‘icing on the cake’ of their already broad expanse of knowledge. But most pupils are not this fortunate. In fact, very, very few would have the prerequisite amount of knowledge across the wide range of subjects they are exposed to in the average school to enable them to cope with all the subjects with the competence of an advanced scholar. They might be able to kick a ball successfully into a goal and to read a book pitched at their age group, or any number of other abilities, but the breadth of knowledge required at school is that of a budding polymath.


Now imagine the opposite to this anarchic approach. The most mechanical and dehumanising approach, where the teacher is akin to a call centre operative, deskilled on the day they are given their script by the director of the department of dehumanisation or the CEO of geography, or whatever their title is. Here’s your script, your resources – DO NOT DEVIATE, says the dalek. Some argue that an actor still has creative freedom aplenty when they deliver their lines, and this is true, but they tend to have a rather richer script – an actual ‘character’ enabling them to focus on the richness of the human condition rather than how to conjugate a verb.


Between the joyful anarchy of last-minute planning and the authoritarian delivery of the curriculum by numbers, there must be a place that can capture the freedom of thought of the former and the need for consistency addressed by the latter. This book hopes to find that happy spot.




Thoughtful curriculum design


The importance of a thoughtful approach to curriculum design cannot be underestimated. Pupils can flourish in their learning if a curriculum is cohesive, coherent and periodically reviewed in the context of changing knowledge and culture, as well as governmental, international and local needs and desires. Curriculum Revolutions is built around a process – a tool – that can help you to approach curriculum design through a continuous cycle of planning, designing, delivering, reflecting and reviewing. This process will involve your managers, teachers and pupils in ensuring all understand the importance of a well-functioning curriculum as the cornerstone of the school and the education it delivers. 


Good curriculum design is a collaborative affair. Teachers must be given time to work together to create curricula in which they all have a say (the collegiate nature of schools is one of the reasons so many of us love – or loved – teaching). 


The creativity of the teaching staff, absorbed in creating a joined-up curriculum for their pupils, ensures that the curriculum has buy-in from the teachers, as they can take responsibility for its successes and any problems that might be found en route. Every teacher understands their role in delivering a cohesive curriculum; they understand what has been taught before and what will be taught next by themselves and their colleagues. Even if the maverick teacher closes the classroom door and goes ‘off-piste’, they are more aware of how and where they fit into the whole, and how essential it is that they pass the baton on in the curriculum relay, allowing other teachers – and their pupils – to run with it. 


In this relay, each teacher should be aware of what they are doing, what went before and what happens afterwards. To mix our metaphors, each teacher presents but a chapter of a novel and, in order to do this successfully, they must know the overall narrative in detail.







How to start a revolution
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A curriculum revolution takes us around one or more of the concentric circles you see in the wheel on the previous page. There is the outer circle, a preliminary revolution that sets up the process; a middle circle that functions as the main vehicle for focusing on curriculum design; and an inner circle that adds a layer of more detailed thinking to your curriculum design approach. 


Let’s look at the ‘stops’ on our curriculum revolution. The outer circle provides a focus for management from a whole institutional perspective. It has three stops: 




	Aims.



	Areas of focus.



	Choose the teams.






The other two revolutions are for the curriculum teams themselves and form the basis of most of this book. The middle circle is the main ‘ipsative’ process, or ‘permanent revolution’:




	What to teach and why?



	Knowledge trees.



	Organising and sequencing.



	How best to teach it?



	How well is it being understood?



	Audit and review.






The inner circle considers possible improvements where a bit more nuance is required, and it can be used alongside the middle circle or instead of it:




	Content quality.



	Progress.



	Curriculum shapes.



	Open doors.



	Curriculum stories.



	What needs to change?






Each part of the wheel encountered in each revolution is discussed in chapters 2-10. But in chapter 1 we will consider why cohesive curriculum design is so important, and why what goes on in too many schools disrupts good curriculum thinking, either by leaving too much to the individual teacher or by not trusting teachers at all.























1. Achieving curriculum cohesion


In many schools around the world, teachers are, rightly, treated as most trusted professionals. When they close the classroom door, they can forget all the outside pressures that management place upon them – data-chasing, performance targets and so on. Instead, they can do what many, if not most, teachers like best: teach. Pupils are often inspired and may even have their lives changed by their engagement with their teacher. 


This process has many strengths. It also has at least one major flaw: pupils are not usually taught by the same teacher for their entire time at school. If they were to be taught by one teacher then their experience would be, in most cases, pretty consistent – the teacher would naturally gravitate towards some sort of consistency in curriculum approach. They would refer to lessons they had taught before and point to where a nugget of knowledge might lead to in the future. They would, if a good teacher, accept responsibility for when things weren’t well understood, reconstruct when things went awry and resolve any misconceptions. This consistency in approach is, of course, infinitely adaptable.


The problem arises when many teachers are encountered over a pupil’s time at school. One teacher might describe how to write a sentence in one way, another teacher in another way. One teacher might describe an atom in one way, another teacher in another way. The first explanation of an atom might be simple, because that might be all that is necessary at the time, but later, in another class, it might be important to add some detail. Similarly, experienced readers may ‘sense’ and absorb the qualities of a sentence, but other pupils who don’t read much might struggle without clear, concise and cohesive explanations. The braver ones might ask and the teacher might give a quick explanation, but another teacher might explain it differently or the explanations might even contradict each other. Further explanations require the teacher to know what the original explanations were, and for the original teacher to explain that further explanations will come in due course.


Sometimes, the ‘curriculum’ is a by-product of teachers making do with resources and materials and ‘schemes of work’ that have accumulated over the years. In order to alleviate this problem, a few schools have written scripts for teachers to follow. This highly centralised, ‘authoritarian’ approach can result in a cohesive curriculum, but often lacks buy-in from teachers who might not agree with the script, or with some of the choices made around content and its sequencing. 


Many schools use textbooks, although these can be of varying quality. Some teachers use textbooks religiously, others dip in and out, and still others prefer to teach ‘their way’. Some subjects lend themselves to textbook teaching more than others: maths and science teachers might look aghast at arts and humanities teachers as they rail against textbooks or appear to make things up as they go along…OK, I’m stereotyping here, just to make a point. But differing buy-ins from individual teachers lead to inconsistencies that may need to be ironed out if huge (or even moderately sized) gaps in knowledge are uncovered among pupils as they reach the end of their courses. The discovery of such gaps can lead to panic-teaching, which rarely results in pupils knowing more, focusing as it does on ways to get through end-of-course assessments and exams, rather than on building knowledge that could help young people to lead more fulfilling lives. Cramming classes after school and during holidays are desperate remedies for a curriculum that has failed and should not be seen as a successful ‘support’ for pupils; rather, they create stress and can lead to unhealthy levels of unnecessary anxiety.


National and local curricula may be introduced but these can be used very differently by individual teachers, unless compliance is strictly mandated. ‘Are they obeying the authorities?’ becomes the mantra as inspectors are tasked with finding out what goes on behind classroom doors.


There is, however, another way: collaborative design. In this approach, the collective thoughts of teachers dictate the curriculum. Teachers must resolve their differences, coming to an excellent understanding of the curriculum because they can see the detailed content they are teaching day-to-day, as well as the ‘grand scheme of things’ and how they fit into it. Collaborative curriculum design takes more time, at least at first. But in the long term it is healthier for collegiate support and professional development, better for schools and, most importantly, better for pupils. Rather than being, potentially, befuddled and stressed, pupils can begin to see how knowledge connects and makes sense, and where knowledge might be uncertain and/or create discussion and argument. A good curriculum helps pupils to make meaning of the world and to find their place within the great debates and ideas, knowing and thinking for themselves.


Thinking for yourself is an interesting concept. Where does a thought come from? Thinking is not an individual process, because none of us is an island thinking entirely for ourselves; we do not exist separately to the world. Our social and cultural being shapes our thoughts, as do our feelings and physical perspectives. If we therefore take it for granted that the world around a child helps to shape how the child thinks and makes meaning, then we can see how a good curriculum is important. A good curriculum helps a child to think about and understand the world, to make sense of who they are and to cope with the changing understanding they might have in the future.


This brings us to an important realisation. How well a pupil is learning is not entirely about them – it is about all of us. And yet we often use assessment just to measure how well they are doing, rather than to think about how well we are doing. A successful curriculum is one that can be seen to make a difference. One way to ensure it is successful is for teachers to take responsibility for the quality of learning of their pupils.




The cohesion continuum


Once we begin to consider that how a pupil is doing in their studies might be less to do with their individual performance, less to do with the teacher and more to do with the curriculum, the better we can understand the curriculum’s importance. A good number of our pupils, for example, might struggle to write a coherent essay. Instead of thinking of this as a problem with ‘our kids’ or ‘our staff’, start to think of it as a problem with ‘our curriculum’. Consider how much teaching time, over a period of lessons, is devoted to the explicit teaching of how to write an essay. When pupils are struggling with any topic, the first port of call should be: where does this feature in our curriculum, explicitly?


It is so important that teachers are part of permanent curriculum revolutions. Not in the way of one teacher taking responsibility for designing a part of the curriculum and expecting others to follow, but in a process of co-creation, so that everyone has a deep understanding of the underlying structure and logic of what is being taught and how it unfolds over time. In some schools this will require headteachers themselves to be more involved and knowledgeable about curriculum design; in others it will require principals and managers to cede more decision-making responsibility to their middle managers. Mostly, it should involve giving more power over to teachers. This revolution is not just about circular planning processes, but also about flatter management structures. The heart of collaborative curriculum planning is trusting in teachers and helping them to design, review and critically engage with curriculum conversations and decision-making.


It is the job of the headteacher/principal/leadership team to launch discussions about curriculum cohesion. In order to check how close your school is to a cohesive approach to curriculum, the first question to ask is: where is our school and each curriculum area on the cohesion continuum? 




[image: A double-headed arrow titled “Where are you on the continuum?” with ratings from 1 to 10 where 1 points toward teacher autonomy and 10 towards the scripted lessons.]




The aim here is to see the problems with the hyper-authoritarian approach at one end of the continuum, and with the looser anarchic approach at the other end. 


Each teacher can be asked to give their department and/or school a score of 1-10 on the curriculum cohesion continuum. They write down the number and share it with their colleagues. This can lead to discussions about strengths and weaknesses, the differences between staff members’ perspectives, and what might change for better or worse with more cohesion. All this can be done anonymously at first – a very good step, especially in a low-trust environment where it can begin to open up a more honest dialogue between teachers and leaders.


The outcome of the discussions tends to leave a problem: how can we collaborate to reach cohesiveness, rather than leave too much to individual teachers? How can we avoid teachers taking part in an anarchic free-for-all or becoming robotic delivery machines? This is where the cohesion questionnaire comes in.







The curriculum cohesion questionnaire


Once the school’s cohesiveness has been explored through more informal discussion, it is time to investigate the issues in a bit more depth. The curriculum cohesion questionnaire can aid this process, helping to identify how much of a school’s curriculum is down to individual teachers making decisions about what to teach and, indeed, how to teach it.


First, go over the two extremes on the curriculum cohesion continuum, from the most anarchic teacher who is totally free to do whatever they want, to the teacher who has no choice over what, when and how they teach. Next, use the questionnaire to consider where teachers believe the school and its curriculum areas are on the cohesion continuum.




	
How much autonomy is currently granted to teachers individually to teach in their own way? Why and to what effect?


Discuss this in relation to different parts of the curriculum, including co-curricular/extracurricular provision, subjects where teachers are not necessarily experts, and even cover lessons. What are the teachers expected to do? These minimum expectations need to be made clear at the outset. If better solutions are found then, of course, the minimum expectations could be adaptable but, in the main, they remain non-negotiables. 




	
Do we know what our colleagues are teaching, why and when, in our own subject as well as other relevant subjects? 


To find this out, teachers can be asked to write their answers down at the same time, or they can be interviewed about the curriculum in real depth, separately. It might be interesting to compare their answers with the school’s planned curriculum. Ask teachers, individually, what they know about what they teach, what comes before, where it leads to and how this connects to other subject areas.




	
What are our priorities for the development of the curriculum and why? 


Once the degree of curriculum connectivity has been established, it is a good time to look at where you are and where you want to be in establishing a cohesive curriculum design. Departmental/area curriculum planning needs to reflect where things are, where they ought to be and how to get there. 




	
How much time do teachers in each area spend collaborating on curriculum design each year? What is the evidence for this? 


Asking teachers this question individually might elicit a range of answers. It is important that schools make time for formal curriculum collaboration as well as enabling opportunities for informal discussion. I call this ‘open doors’; other terms include ‘water-cooler moments’.




	
Do teachers have a clear idea of how the overall curriculum progresses throughout the school? 


Of course, it is most important that teachers understand progression in their own subjects, but an overview of other areas/subjects might be useful, especially when it comes to cross-curricular themes, skills and knowledge – e.g. statistics, graphs, essay-writing, reading, and historical and cultural literacy.


Progress in subjects is very much about how the curriculum terrain is mapped out. Subjects like maths could be mapped out on a ladder, while others, like English, seem to be more amorphous, lacking an obvious hierarchy but arguably covering more ground in a shallower way. The strictly hierarchal nature of maths means that pupils must learn the basics of number and place value before they have the requisite knowledge to progress on to algebra. At the other end of the scale, the shallower hierarchies in English mean that sequencing the subject is much less obvious. Most subjects fall somewhere between these extremes.


Understanding how we map our subject’s terrain is crucial as decisions about progress must be inherently empirical (based on how children actually learn the thing) and inherently local (what we choose to focus on is our choice.) So, in maths, although progression through solving equations must begin with number and place value, there are different possible pathways to take once the basics are mastered. In English, on the other hand, once pupils have learned the foundational knowledge of phonics and letter formation, there are an almost infinite number of directions that a curriculum could take.




	How could we improve how we collect evidence about the curriculum, in terms of how it is planned, taught and its effect on pupils? Do we consider the evidence to be relevant and adequate?



	
How could the results of this evaluation help to set the priorities for the next steps needed in curriculum design?


The findings from the questions above should be reported to all staff. The next four questions can be used to draw conclusions from the evidence gathered.




	How joined-up is teachers’ thinking about the curriculum?



	Looking at our curriculum as a whole, can we ascertain which areas of study are the least ‘cohesive’ and therefore need to be prioritised, ensuring relevant staff spend more time working on ‘joining up’ their curriculum?



	Do the teachers in those areas of study mentioned in question 9 see the need for a shared vision for curriculum design and delivery?
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