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The Joined-up 
Trivium Curriculum

Regarding, Challenging and 
Adding to the Tradition



Howard Gardner

❖ Mastering disciplines, learning 
to communicate effectively, 
engaging civilly in discussion 
and argument – these have and 
should remain at the forefront 
of an education





Edmund Burke:

❖ …a partnership not only 
between those who are living, 
but between those who are 
living, those who are dead, and 
those who are to be born.





CONVERSATION
an education in imagination, an initiation into the… “conversation of mankind”



Myf Warhurst

Germaine Greer…

reminds us that education is liberation… 
there is something utterly glorious about 
watching someone who is truly liberated 
through knowledge in full flight…



THE BEST?

Culture, the acquainting 
ourselves with the best that 
has been known and said in 
the world, and thus with the 
history of the human spirit.

Culture is the endeavour to 
know the best and to make 
this knowledge prevail for 
the good of all humankind













Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie:
❖ Culture functions ultimately to 

ensure the preservation and 
continuity of a people. 

❖ In my family, I am the child who is 
most interested in the story of who 
we are, in ancestral lands, in our 
tradition... 

❖ But I cannot participate, because 
Igbo culture privileges men... 

❖ If it is true that the full humanity of 
women is not our culture, then we 
can and must make it our culture.



What’s included in your curriculum?







Don’t ask for their opinions



Yet…

We’re not interested in your opinion… 



Educated opinions only…





Boethius and Capella and the:

Seven Liberal Arts
Four Calculating Arts: Arithmetic, 
music, geometry, astronomy

Three Philological Arts (literary 
study, history, philosophy, 
linguistics, ‘humanities’):    
grammar, dialectic, rhetoric











Trivium 21c

❖ I like to think that when a child 
leaves school they are like a 
philosopher kid, not fully 
formed but with the 
wherewithal to flourish in 
whatever they choose to do.



ED Hirsch

Why Knowledge Matters

Only a well-rounded, knowledge-
specific curriculum can impart needed 
knowledge to all children and 
overcome equality of opportunity.



Prof. Michael Young

Powerful Knowledge

Knowledge is ‘powerful’ if it 
predicts, if it explains, if it enables 
people to envisage alternatives, if it 
helps people to think in new ways. 



Prof. Michael Young

Powerful Knowledge

Theoretical concepts to which 
subject teaching gives students 
access enabling them to reflect on 
and move beyond the particulars of 
their experience… Subject-based 
concepts necessarily constrain 
thinking in particular ways. 



Improvisational Theatre

Ken Campbell

Constraints are the root of creativity!



Hannah Arendt:

❖ To avoid misunderstanding: it 
seems to me that conservatism, 
in the sense of conservation, is 
of the essence of the 
educational activity…



AND WHEN GREAT SOULS DIE,
AFTER A PERIOD PEACE BLOOMS,
SLOWLY AND ALWAYS
IRREGULARLY. SPACES FILL
WITH A KIND OF
SOOTHING ELECTRIC VIBRATION.
OUR SENSES, RESTORED, NEVER
TO BE THE SAME, WHISPER TO US.
THEY EXISTED. THEY EXISTED.
WE CAN BE. 
BE AND BE BETTER. 
FOR THEY EXISTED. 

When Great Trees Fall



Ode on a Grecian Urn

John Keats

Beauty is truth, truth 
beauty - that is all Ye 
know on earth, and all 
ye need to know



Knowledge- R i ch  C urr iculum:

• When we absorb great literature, we 
come face to face with ideas, 
experiences, and emotions that we 
might never otherwise encounter in 
our lifetime.  

• When we read history, we encounter 
people from a different age and learn 
from their triumphs and traps.  

• When we study physics and biology, 
we comprehend the mysteries of the 
universe and human life.  

• And when we listen to great music, we 
are moved in ways that reason cannot 
comprehend. 

• FAREED ZAKARIA: IN DEFENSE OF A LIBERAL EDUCATION…
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John of Salisbury1120-1180

❖ Those to whom the trivium has 
disclosed the significance of all 
words… do not need the help 
of a teacher in order to 
understand the meaning of 
books and to find the solutions 
of questions.



The trivium according to

Dorothy L Sayers

Grammar = Poll Parrot (primary) Learn 
Latin, English verse & prose, Facts of 
history, geography, science, maths, 
theology.
Dialectic = Pert (early secondary) 
Debate, drama, syllogisms, algebra, 
geometry, ethics, imagination
Rhetoric = Poetic (higher secondary) 
Interrelatedness of knowledge.



The trivium according to

Confucius
Grammar = He places the text, the canonical Book of 
Songs, first in his curriculum and frequently quotes and 
explains its lines of verse. 

Dialectic = He poses questions, uses apt analogies, and 
waits for his students to arrive at the right answers.

Rhetoric = His goal is to create gentlemen who carry 
themselves with grace, speak correctly, and demonstrate 
integrity in all things. He doesn’t like sycophantic 
“petty men,” whose clever talk and pretentious manner 
win them an audience…



The trivium according to

Ibn Rushd 
(Averroes)
Grammar = One man comes to assent through 
demonstration 
Dialectic = another comes to assent through 
dialectical arguments 
Rhetoric = while another comes to assent through 
rhetorical arguments

This divine religion of ours has summoned people 
by these three methods…: Summon to the way of 
your Lord by wisdom and by good preaching, and 
debate with them in the most effective manner 



The trivium according to

Francis Bacon

Grammar = Organ: speech, gesture, words.
Dialectic = Method: Empirical logic, 
argument to secure reason (avoid 
abstractions. inductive).
Rhetoric = Illustration: Filling imagination 
with reason, adapting communication for 
the audience.

He called it the ‘tradition’.



The trivium according to

C.S. Peirce

Grammar = Speculative Grammar
Dialectic = Logical Critic: further divided 
into ‘scientific thinking’: abduction, 
induction, deduction.
(N.B: relationship between grammar & 
critic = creativity where tradition meets 
modernity)
Rhetoric = Speculative Rhetoric: The 
master art. 



The trivium according to

Heidegger

Grammar = Which teaches us to speak 
aright. 

Dialectic = teaches us to reason aright.

Rhetoric = teaches us to speak and 
reason well…



The trivium according to

Marshall McLuhan

Grammar = Art of interpreting all 
phenomena: Connectivity, investigating 
ideas, principles, nature, conduct.
Dialectic = Testing evidence, study of 
proofs of argument, dialogue, logic.
Rhetoric = Communicating, building 
myths for our ‘zeit’, building the 
zeitgeist, connecting in the global village



The trivium according to

Karl Popper

Grammar = Conjecture
Dialectic =  Critique
Rhetoric =  Conjecture



The trivium according to

Heidegger

To walk the trivium is in one sense an 
impossibility, looking down each 
road and debating which to take… It 
is a hesitation at a turning point… 
Hesitation before possibilities both 
visible and concealed, itself a kind of 
unknowing, is how we progress into 
knowledge. 



JOHN WILLIAMS

• …if we in the twentieth 
century are asked which 
of these three arts is the 
most important, we might 
choose dialectic, or 
rhetoric - but we would 
be most unlikely to 
choose grammar.
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OFSTED ON CURRICULUM:

school leaders should… 
understand that this does not 
mean that the curriculum should 
be formed from isolated chunks 
of knowledge, identified as 
necessary for passing a test. 
A rich web of knowledge is 
what provides the capacity for 
pupils to learn even more and 
develop their understanding.





JOINED-UP CURRICULUM
➤ Agreed vision for progress 

through curriculum. 

➤ Agreed terminology. 

➤ ‘This is the way we do things 
here’ - school/department 
culture.



RELAY
➤ Handing the baton on… 

➤ Each teacher knows the rest of 
the story, they are presenting a 
chapter… 

➤ Can refer forwards and 
backwards… and across…



Novice     Expert 



FUTBOL DE SALAO (“SOCCER IN 
THE ROOM”)

The ball is smaller and heavier—
creating more control. The field is 
tiny—putting a premium on 
vision, anticipation, and quick, 
accurate passes. The play is 
lightning-fast—forcing players to 
anticipate and adapt. Futbol de 
salao uses deep practice to build 
skills at high velocity. 



We need to have a:

Joined-up Curriculum

What do we want our pupils to learn?
How best to organise this?
What do they need to practice?
What are the arguments and debates they need to know?
What are the controversies?
What are the areas of doubt and uncertainty?
How best to communicate their understanding?
How to introduce them to the conversations?
How to be curious about the pursuit of wisdom?



Isodore of Seville c560-636

Why Liberal Arts?

Art is drawn from opinion, 
resembles truth and can 
end up with a variety of 
different outcomes, virtues, 
or meanings.



Grammar

❖ You start with knowledge, 
rules and precepts.



Dialectic

❖ You then, practice, experiment, 
explore the logic; develop your 
own thinking and ideas in 
collusion, collaboration, or 
conflict with the knowledge 
you are exploring.



Rhetoric

❖ You then learn to express your 
ideas in a variety of ways. And 
‘reach out to the world with an 
open hand.’



Tasks:

❖ Grammar: What is the hierarchy of knowledge we need 
to teach? Important categories. E.g. Particles, Empires, 
Multiplication, Oil Painting… Then attach other 
knowledge ‘via Velcro’, agreed terminology

❖ Dialectic: What logical sequence? What arguments? 
Practice, experiments, debates, questioning…

❖ Rhetoric: Communicate the learning eloquently and 
beautifully. Assessment: ‘comparative’. 



SOME KNOWLEDGE 
IS MORE IMPORTANT 
THAN OTHER 
KNOWLEDGE

Threshold Concepts



ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

What knowledge organises 
other knowledge? 

Vehicle, Car, Sports Car. 

Political Party, Conservatives, 
Right Wing Conservatives. 

Media, Social Media, Twitter 

Team Sport, Football, Premier 
League.



ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

Particles. 

Atoms, protons, neutrons and 
electrons, quarks.



ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

Atoms 

Molecules 

Macromolecules 

Cell organelles 

Cells 

Tissues 

Organs 

Systems



ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

Organisms 

Populations 

Ecosystems 

Biomes 

Planets 

Systems with Stars 

Galaxies 

The Universe



THRESHOLD CONCEPTS

Transformative: once understood, it results in a 
significant shift in the perception of a subject, or part 
thereof.

Potentially irreversible, in that the change of 
perspective is unlikely to be forgotten, or will be 
unlearned only with considerable effort.

Integrative; it exposes the previously hidden 
interrelatedness of something. d) Possibly often 
(though not necessarily always) bounded, in that any 
conceptual space will have terminal frontiers, 
bordering with thresholds into new conceptual areas.

Discursive: changes how you speak about 
something.

Potentially troublesome …



Types of Sentence

Simple sentence 

Compound sentence 

Complex sentence



What is a sentence?

A sentence is a set of words 
that is complete in itself, 
typically containing a subject 
and predicate, conveying a 
statement, question, 
exclamation, or command, and 
consisting of a main clause and 
sometimes one or more 
subordinate clauses. OED



The Four Types of Sentence

A declarative sentence. 

An imperative sentence. 

An interrogative sentence. 

An exclamatory sentence.



ORGANISING PRINCIPLES

What is a sentence? 

A paragraph?



Harvard Essay Style

Writing an academic essay means 
fashioning a coherent set of ideas 
into an argument. Because essays 
are essentially linear—they offer 
one idea at a time—they must 
present their ideas in the order 
that makes most sense to a 
reader. Successfully structuring 
an essay means attending to a 
reader's logic. 

What? How? Why?



Show me boards & no hands up Multiple choice questions Memory Tests

Dialogue (Teacher/Student)Questioning for depth of 
understanding

Pair & share & self assessment & 
hands up!

Dialogue, peer to peer & peer 
assessment Essays, projects & performances Mastery teaching/critical friends



MEMORY IS THE RESIDUE OF THOUGHT

➤ “Thus your memory is not a 
product of what you want to 
remember or what you try to 
remember; it’s a product of 
what you think about,” 

➤ If your lesson is about the 
English Civil War and the 
students spend their time 
making a ‘Wanted’ poster of 
King Charles 1st what will 
they remember?



THE TESTING 
EFFECT

tests help learning



““Using our memories, shapes our 
memories.”

-Robert Bjork



HERMAN 
EBBINGHAUS

Forgetting Curve  
and Spacing Effect









Rosenshine’s 17 Principles of Instruction 
❖ Begin a lesson with a short review of previous learning.
❖ Present new material in small steps with student practice after

❖ Limit the amount of material students receive at one time.

❖ Give clear and detailed instructions and explanations.   
❖ Ask a large number of questions and check for understanding. 
❖ Provide a high level of active practice for all students.
❖ Guide students as they begin to practice.

❖ Think aloud and model steps. 

❖ Provide models of worked-out problems. 
❖ Ask students to explain what they have learned.
❖ Check the responses of all students. 
❖ Provide systematic feedback and corrections. 

❖ Use more time to provide explanations. 

❖ Provide many examples. 
❖ Reteach material when necessary. 
❖ Prepare students for independent practice. 
❖ Monitor students when they begin independent practice 



Grade

Input

Output

Know



Potentially Reductive…

Brain-Based 
Learning
Knowledge, Memory, Input-Output…
(Rosenshine…?)

Programming/Instruction/Measured 
Outcomes…



COMPUTERS 
MADE OF MEAT
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Our knowledge of the world, 
as embodied creatures, is  

necessarily subjective rather 
than objective.  

Jeremy Lent. The Patterning Instinct.



Input

Intentionality

Subjective -  
‘personal knowledge’

Freedom Pursuit of wisdom

Constrained by genes,  
situated, embodied…  

Dasein

Environment - the world discloses itself to us

We know more than we can tell…

mood

Experience

Knowledge 

the things  
themselves

Judgement
Perspective



Prof. ANDY CLARK

• The scientific study of 
mind… demands 
interdisciplinary effort…
incorporating bodily, 
cultural, and 
environmental 
scaffolding. 
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Whose knowledge? 



Billy Childish

❖ We don't need more dull, 
boring, brainless destruction of 
convention, what we need is 
not new, but perennial. We need 
an art that integrates body and 
soul and recognises enduring 
and underlying principles, 
which have sustained wisdom 
and insight throughout 
humanity's history. This is the 
proper function of tradition.  



Is  knowledge enough?
• Narratives, Values, Making-meaning, Pattern-recognition, Perspectives, Subjective, 

Truth-seeking, Interleaved, Dialectical, Judgemental, Discriminating…                                                      



FROM BRAIN 
TO MIND:
EMBODIED
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FROM BRAIN 
TO MIND:
SITUATED
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QUALITATIVE:
CULTURAL 
MOBILITY
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St Augustine:

❖ Who is so foolishly curious as 
to send his son to school to 
learn what the teacher thinks?



Western Education:

❖ I don't know why people have 
divided the whole world into 
two groups, west and east. 
Education is neither eastern 
nor western. Education is 
education and it's the right of 
every human being.



Kenneth Clark

Civilisation
What is civilisation? I do not 
know. I can't define it in 
abstract terms - yet. But I think 
I can recognise it when I see it: 
and I am looking at it now..







Post-Modernism/Post-Structuralism:

Deconstruction:

I start with the tradition. If you're not 
trained in the tradition, then 
deconstruction means nothing...           
I'm in favour of the canon…                       
I think that students should read what 
are considered the great texts in our 
tradition…



Foucault:

❖ We must cease once and for all 
to describe the effects of power 
in negative terms: it ‘excludes’, 
it ‘represses’, it ‘censors’, it 
‘abstracts’, it ‘masks’, it 
‘conceals’.  In fact power 
produces; it produces reality; it 
produces domains of objects 
and rituals of truth.



Child Centred Learning?

Bringing the Human 
Back In…
The knowing/questioning animal



PERSPECTIVISM:

❖ There is only a perspectival 
seeing, only a perspectival 
‘knowing’; and … the more 
eyes, different eyes, we know 
how to bring to bear on one and 
the same matter, that much 
more complete will our 
‘concept’ of this matter, our 
‘objectivity’ be.



Essais

Michel de 
Montaigne:
If I speak of myself in different 
ways, that is because I look at 
myself in different ways. 



Walt Whitman

Song of Myself:

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict 
myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)



STORIES
➤ The four Cs: Causality, 

conflict, character, 
complications. 

➤ Stories make us think about 
meaning. 

➤ Organising a lesson plan 
around conflict can be a real 
aid to learning.



Christopher Hitchens

Dialectics:

When there is a basic grasp of narration and 
evolution and a corresponding grasp of 
differing views of the same story…                                 
we have the practice of teaching by dialectics



A Trivium for the 21st  Century

Dialectic:

Dialectica is the art of disputing well 
Petrus Ramus: c1515-1572
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INTERLEAVING

IF I HAVE SEVERAL THINGS 
TO LEARN PERFORMANCE 
IS ENHANCED IN THE LONG 
TERM THROUGH 
INTERLEAVED PRACTICE. 

BETTER FOR THE ABILITY 
TO TRANSFER LEARNING 
TOO. 

STUDENTS ABLE TO 
DISCRIMINATE BETTER. 

109



INTERLEAVING

INTERLEAVING LEADS TO 
MUCH BETTER LONG-
TERM RETENTION.  

IT SLOWS THE GAIN IN 
PERFORMANCE DURING 
THE TRAINING PROCESS  

BUT, THEN LEADS TO 
MUCH BETTER LONG-
TERM PERFORMANCE. 
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INTERLEAVING

IF I HAVE SEVERAL THINGS 
TO LEARN, PERFORMANCE 
IS ENHANCED IN THE 
LONG TERM THROUGH 
INTERLEAVED PRACTICE. 

BETTER FOR THE ABILITY 
TO TRANSFER LEARNING 
TOO. 

AND STUDENTS ARE ABLE 
TO DISCRIMINATE BETTER. 
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INTERLEAVING

• … juxtaposition, which 
allows for discrimination 
processes, is more critical 
to inductive learning than 
simple temporal 
spacing… noticing 
commonalities and 
differences.
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INDUCTIVE LEARNING

• We organise the world into 
units of information. When we 
see a dog, we are able to 
recognise it as a dog.  

• Forms of inductive learning 
include differentiating a Monet 
painting from a Picasso 
painting, or a cancerous cell 
mass from a benign one. The 
way to optimise this type of 
learning is… to study them 
intermixed with examples of 
other to-be-learned categories.
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Steve Jobs

❖ It comes down to trying to 
expose yourself to the best 
things that humans have done 
and then try to bring those 
things into what you’re doing…



Design and Beauty

Johnny Ive
You have to deeply understand 
the essence of a product in 
order to be able to get rid of the 
parts that are not essential.





LADDER
➤ When a new topic is 

introduced go all the way back 
down the ladder and climb the 
connections back up. 

➤ Could even point to where 
this ladder might lead, later… 



SPIRAL CURRICULUM
➤ Topics revisited in increasing 

complexity. 

➤ Each spiral interleaves with 
other spirals. 

➤ The distance between visits 
increases as time goes by… 







MOTTO
THE ORGANISING 
PRINCIPLES
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THE REHEARSAL TIMETABLE
A MODEL FOR CURRICULUM DESIGN?
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CONTACT:
@Trivium21c 
0789 064 7769  martinrobborobinson@gmail.com  

mailto:martinrobborobinson@gmail.com

