
In the know … 

This is the first part of an 

article by Tom Sherrington 

about 10 essential 

discussions that you need to 

have in any department or 

teacher team. This article looks at the first five. 

Towards the end of last academic year, I wrote a post outlining what might be in a 

typical school’s development plan:  “Here’s your school development plan – no, 

really, don’t thank me.”  All of those ideas are still relevant for next year.  But what 

about at a departmental level or a year level in primary? Here are 10 discussions 

that teams should be having – not all at once, obviously, but over time, involving 

everyone. 

1. What’s in the curriculum? Does everyone know the big picture and the details?  

If you’re building a coherent spiral curriculum, you need to know what goes where in 

time; you need to know which pillars of your curriculum tower are crucial; 

foundational. You need know how it all fits and why things are where they are.  Not 

everyone knows – and it’s a mistake to assume they do.  This needs some discussion 

to create a shared understanding, beyond dishing out the scheme of work and 

syllabus and assuming that’ll do. 

Similarly, how are we doing on the details?  If we’re building a deep knowledge-rich 

curriculum  then it’s important to explore the details of what should be taught – 

especially where non-specialists are involved, focusing on the core concepts.  It’s 

hard to think of a better use of team time – making sure everyone really knows the 

curriculum in detail.  I meet teachers quite often who haven’t read their GCSE 

specification themselves, missing out on the wording, the examples, the emphasis 

given to specifics. 

2. What are the parameters for autonomy and collective action?  

At a basic planning level – as well as the level of team ethos – it’s important to 

establish how the team will function.  Do we do our own thing? Do we stick tightly to 

an agreed scheme of work? Do we allow the shared drive to fill up with endless 

versions of PowerPoints and worksheets making it ever harder to find the original or 

best one?  Where in the curriculum is there scope for teachers to go off-piste without 

risking messing up an element of our carefully planned coherent curriculum? 

3. How far do we prescribe the enacted curriculum:  What should be included in 

typical lesson sequences? 

Forget about a rigid lesson formula, but over a series of lessons, are there common 

elements, features, processes, activities that we all agree should be included? Do 

we agree what science experiments to do as a class practical and what is a 

teacher demonstration – or is that up to each person to decide, even though this 

shapes the enacted curriculum significantly? Do we say poems aloud, chorally, learn 
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complex French sentences in a call-response manner and start maths lessons with 

five quick recall questions? Or do our own thing… 

Whilst being clear that it’s the spirit of any framework that matters, not the letter – not 

some rigid checklist to take people to task over – we do need some agreement 

about what lessons in our school, in our year, in our subject look like.  These decisions 

essentially form the curriculum students actually experience. 

4. Are we using sound evidence-based practice in our teaching?   

There so many areas of sound instructional practice that teachers should know 

about. For example: 

 Rosenshine’s Principles of Instruction 

 Evidence-informed ideas every teacher should know about. 

How is everyone doing in the team, engaging with these ideas and putting them 

into practice?  Is there a set of ideas relevant to our subject or year that we all 

discuss using a shared language? 

5. Are we clear on the team focus and each individual’s focus for CPD and 

deliberate practice. 

Every team and everyone in a team should have an agenda for professional 

learning and deliberate practice.  It could be that there’s a strong collaboratively 

determined shared agenda so that people can support each other in improving in a 

specific area; it could be that each person has their own CPD needs to agree.   The 

question is whether this is all explicit, agreed and planned.  Planned!  You don’t get 

better by accident….it needs sustained focus and attention over time. 

 

Gerard Walker 
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