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As we begin the new academic year, we have a moment to reflect upon our curriculum journey.  

Through a number of iterations, we have moved from contention to agreement, we have fine-tuned 

our understanding of curriculum design and, through the lens of collaboration and our collective 

advantage, we have a shared CLF curriculum. A significant success. 

The politics of curriculum, the challenge of early collaboration and alignment 

This has not been a short or straightforward journey.  We began in 2013 with an understanding in 

secondary maths and English departments that we needed to confront the dynamic nature and 

volatility of national curriculum reform and unstable outcomes as well as tackle the lack of parity in 

the student experience across departments. We knew that greater collaboration and strong subject 

specific professional development was only genuinely possible when we aligned to and worked with 

one exam board. The journey to aligned syllabi across subjects and through time has deepened the 

quality of teacher collaboration across the Trust, allowing our children to feel success. 

This was our embryonic approach to what is now our curated, shared and published 3-19 curriculum 

across our Trust 

We have engaged together, through our different levels of leadership to have some challenging 

conversations: the lost years of KS3, the need for all colleagues to understand the depth and breadth 

of experience and provision at primary, the journey taken by three year olds to the synoptic awards 

at 16 and 18 and the sense that only the individual child really knows what the experience of a 3-19 
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education is like.  Deeper debate and discussion has been enabled by deliberately looking, ‘through 

the eyes of a child,’ and what this means for the purpose of the curriculum and what we believe is 

truly important for our children.  Simply put, we are interested in answering the question, ‘what 

matters most?’  

Through the eyes of a child 

  

Our challenge is, ‘How exactly is the curriculum benefitting all children?’ 

Curation and community 

This journey has, at times, been contentious; leaders and teachers have grappled with their sense of 

being autonomous subject specialists and the tension between this and the need to align and 

collaborate for the benefit of all children in the Trust.  Initial conversations often centred on what to 

teach instead of why and when; framing discussion about alternative content and structures 

presented a challenge to the Subject Experts as we empowered them to facilitate discussion and 

enable colleagues to make decisions for the Trust.  The rationale for decisions has been key and 

reflecting historic choices back to colleagues has often been revelatory.  

As Trust leaders, we carefully selected, trained and supported teams on the basis of their subject 

expertise and commitment to collaboration.  Together, curation teams have written and published 

our curriculum.  In turn, our middle leaders and subject leaders have worked in their own academies 

to professionally develop and empower their teams with an understanding of our Trust curriculum 

and how to work with it.  FNN and PAC have enabled all teachers to openly discuss detail and 

through a variety of routes to evaluate and evolve our curriculum through different iterations.  We 

have sought deep understanding, embedded collaboration, built subject expertise and framed 

subject networks as Communities of Practice.  If you are a teacher of a subject, you are the expert 

and the support and challenge you require is found with other experts in these communities.  We 

pursue this notion of the subject expert, exploiting why many became teachers; not only as social 

agents but often a deep desire to share a subject passion.  We want our children and students to be 

scientists, geographers, linguists so that they see the purpose, value, meaning and long-term benefit 

of their learning.  We want teachers and leaders to explicitly articulate that too. 

   

Aligned with our HEART values, we seek equity 

for all children and root everything in the wider 

purpose of education: we know that we are only 

one part of a child’s journey. Understanding this 

as a 3-19 Trust, we use the depth of our expertise 

and experiences as we plan, write, enact and 

evolve our curriculum, including professional 

development at all levels.  

“Communities of practice are groups of 
people who share a concern or a passion for 

something they do and learn how to do it 
better as they interact regularly.” 

Etienne Wenger 
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It is these subject communities that bind and support specialist subject teaching, even for those who 

may not have this as their first area of expertise.  Not only do communities develop their curricula in 

line with our Trust values but they also develop themselves as expert subject teachers, thinking 

about best application, sharing success, illustrating for each other.  As Clare Sealy says,  

“To teach well, it is not enough to just know the content you want the children to know – you need to 

know more than that so that you can respond to questions, make links yourself and ignite your own 

interest in the subject.” 

Self-agency and our loftier goals 

“The idea that young people need to be more resilient is a popular thing to say at the moment…  I’ve 
never liked the connotations of the word… I’ve always preferred the concept of agency.  Resilience is 
about being able to cope with what is done to you; agency suggests being able to understand, shape, 

control and develop the environment you live and work in.” 
David Hughes, Chief Executive of the Association of Colleges 

 
We have maintained our perspective that a collaboratively written and aligned curriculum is right: 

it confronts both a lack of parity across classrooms in the Trust but, more importantly, disadvantage.  

As Michael Fullan says,  

‘If you want to attack inequity, then attack it with excellence.’ 

Our subject curricula identify what should be taught, when, why and to what end.  It is about making 

the opaque and seemingly ‘not for me’ clear and stimulating.  It is about enabling all children to 

become experts themselves, whatever their starting points and wherever they find themselves.  

When we articulate the aim of our 

curriculum it is not just about the content 

and concepts of individual subjects.  We 

have chosen the term self-agency.  We might 

have chosen terms such as self-efficacy or 

resilience but when we talk about self-

agency it is as an active state of being where 

children take their understanding of being 

scientists, historians, artists in their 

academic learning to a much deeper level 

where they understand who they are, how the world works and what they can do proactively to 

make it a better place. (further explored in the disadvantage think piece 5) 

This aim has helped us understand what we 

mean by content and concept in curriculum 

design and enactment.  For us, knowledge and 

skills are a first step in a much deeper process 

that is about the wider purpose of education.  

We are interested in what remains for the 

children and students when they move through 

each stage of learning into adulthood.  We 

want them to be active agents in the world and, 

just like the remnants of a dried rose garden 

from long ago, exposed during drought use the key learning and understanding that remains as we 
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grow older. The knots that have been tied in their threads of subject and wider learning that enable 

them to grapple, debate and engage in life. The content and concepts that endure. 

The question when we think about curriculum at subject level and a wider level is therefore what 

will we include, why and in what order?  Through these conversations we have realised that 

contention is not dysfunction, it is often rooted in deeply held beliefs and passions about the nature 

of an individual subject and the embracing of debate that articulates beliefs about subject content 

inevitably forces an articulation of why and how; it make our 

curriculum better.   

This has been at the core of our work on sequencing and 

progression: nothing is justifiably within our subject curricula 

unless it ‘fits’ with what has gone before and what will come 

next, just like the threads of a rope being twisted and bound 

together.  

Ever onwards 

The sense of publication suggests that we have completed our work; that the curriculum is in some 

sense written, finished and is now simply ‘delivered’ to our students in classrooms.  However, our 

curriculum layers resemble the strata of rock, building over time and of course this is a continual 

process: our curriculum is never finished, the work and learning will always continue.  

What we do have, are three clear strata: specification, application and illustration and it is towards 

application and illustration that our attention increasingly turns: 

 

As we begin the new academic year we need to think about how we now exploit the subject 

communities we have developed, our collaborative practices and our ability to frame contention, 

not about what we teach but about how we teach, as specialists and to the specialists we are 

hoping to develop. 

What does it really mean to be a scientist, a writer, a linguist? 

As Senior Leaders, we need to exploit your role of guardianship both within individual academies 

and across our Trust: 
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We know that our work is not complete 

“All curricula should be reviewed by a community of stakeholders (i.e. teachers, students, school 
leaders and parents) to ensure that it meets the individual needs of students.” 

Edmund Adjapong, Columbia University 
 

• We will continue to develop the role and work of Curriculum Advocates and Guardians 
with a determined focus upon subject progression from 3-19, ensuring that Subject 
Communities are accessed across phases. 

• We will continue to build and curate our distance learning platform, CLF Curriculum On-line 

to include a complete year of learning. 

• We now have clearly articulated and exemplified the progression for children in their 

reading, writing and maths across the primary years which we are poised to develop as the 

bedrock of our 3-19 vertical strands of oracy, reading, writing and reasoning. 

• At KS4 we have aligned our choice of exam board specification and can now look to consider 

the advantages of different awards: GCSEs, BTECs, Cambridge Nationals… 

• We will be developing Curriculum Critics, particularly with reference to protected 

characteristics and the experience of our young people. 

Now 

“Collaborators see collaboration not as an addition to their workload, but as their work”. 
Uhl and Perez-Selles 

 
Our curriculum is never more important than now.  Our curriculum conversations are always 

grounded in what matters most, but at this moment as we think about how we provide for children 

in September it would be easy to feel panicked and confused.  Our challenge now is to use the deep 

subject expertise we continue to develop, our sequenced progressive curriculum to fine tune, 

articulate and pin point exactly, what matters most?  

Which returns us to our loftier goals: 

• What does it mean to be human?   

• What does it mean to live in the world now? 

• What do children and students need to feel that they can shape their future? 
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So, what we know and what we seek for our curriculum is both 

organic and complex, the layers are intricate and beautiful, 

they grow both intuitively and through careful nurture.  The 

challenge for us now is enabling our subject specialists, the 

teachers and leaders in our Communities of Practice, to feel 

both ownership and also an intrinsic desire for exceptional 

provision as they apply and illustrate our curriculum in every 

lesson they teach.  Our challenge is to become kinaesthetic 

and not mechanical.    

“However, on its own, stipulating the knowledge content of the curriculum is not enough.  You also 
need an equivalent emphasis on the pedagogy of teachers, and the process through which students 
produce knowledge.  If pedagogy is forgotten, any curriculum can lead to memorisation rather than 

understanding… all teachers face a pedagogic problem in enabling their pupils to transform the 
knowledge they bring to school by engaging with the subject knowledge within the curriculum.  This 
transformation is not just a mechanical process… but also a social one.  If a school is to achieve its 
purpose of emancipation, it will rely even more on the specialist subject knowledge of its teachers 

and their knowledge of how to involve pupils in engaging with that knowledge.” 
Michael Young, Professor of Sociology of the Curriculum, UCL Institute of Education 

 
As we plan for this year and as we utilise our Trust strategies and structures, our Subject 
Communities and teachers in their classrooms should feel emboldened and ready to embrace the 
exceptional enactment of our curriculum. 
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