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What is the curriculum? 

 

The curriculum is what students learn in school.  

The whole-school curriculum includes all the different subjects that are taught at Key 

Stage 3 (Years 7-9), Key Stage 4 (Years 10-11) and Key Stage 5 (Years 12-13). 

Each subject also has its own curriculum. These subject curricula set out what 

knowledge students are going to learn, when they are going to learn it, and (to some 

extent) how they are going to learn it.   

The whole-school curriculum sets out shared values (i.e. how our beliefs about 

education and the personal development of students are reflected in the curriculum), 

aims (i.e. what the curriculum tries to achieve) and principles (i.e. how the curriculum 

is designed to achieve these aims) that shape the curriculum in each subject and at 

each Key Stage.  
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Whole-School Curriculum Summary 

 

Values: 

Acorn Values: 

Every child at an Acorn School: 

1. Feels they belong 

2. Is challenged 

3. Develops a love of learning 

4. Has aspiration 

5. Makes a unique contribution to their school 

6. Is ready for their world in their time    

 

School Values: 

Respect  Determination Excellence  

 

      

Curriculum Aims: 

1. To create subject experts 

2. To provide a broad and balanced education 

3. To make students aware of the ‘big picture’ 

 

Curriculum Principles: 

1. Both substantive and disciplinary knowledge are important to create subject 

experts.   

2. All students have strengths and deficits in their knowledge that need to be 

reflected in our subject curricula.   

3. Learning needs to be spaced for students to know more and to remember for 

longer.  

4. Becoming an expert requires students to learn and be assessed in a way that is 

cumulative.    

5. There is unmissable content in each subject that every student needs to know. 

6. Literacy is essential to success in every area of the curriculum and every subject 

has a responsibility to teach it.  
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What are the shared values of our curriculum? 

As a member of Acorn Trust, we share in the following values and reflect them in 

everything we do, including the design and implementation of our curriculum.  

 

Every child in an Acorn School: 

 

1. Feels they belong 

Feeling safe, happy and supported is the first priority in every setting. They are the 

foundations upon which the next five aims can be established and achieved. 

2. Is challenged 

Every day in lessons, in regular and one off activities and events, the children and 

students are encouraged to feel like “Bambi on Ice”, instilling confidence, resilience, 

the desire to take on new opportunities, take risks, and, accept failure and success. 

3. Develops a love of learning 

The interests and talents of each child/student, alongside the key skills of literacy and 

numeracy well as consideration of breadth, balance, and specialised provision, 

drives each curriculum, allowing all learners to flourish. 

4. Has aspiration 

Opportunities to widen their horizons locally, nationally and internationally ensures 

every child/student is engaged, has a sense of inquiry and continues to work with 

rigor, enthusiasm and a sense of purpose. In Church Schools a sense of spirituality 

infuses the culture and learning of the school. 

5. Makes a unique contribution to their school 

Independence, leadership, teamwork, a sense of community, of giving and taking 

and being the best that you can be, is developed at every educational stage. 

6. Is ready for their world in their time    

Every trust leader and school leader must know and understand their schools, their 

children/students and their community, and, through regular monitoring and 

evaluation is able to adapt the curriculum to ensure it is preparing every learner for 

their next stage. 
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However, as a school with its own history and social context, we have three further 

values that are reflected in our school culture: Respect, Determination and Excellence. 

These underpin not only our approach to the curriculum, but every aspect of our 

students’ daily lives in school.  

 

Respect 

All members of the school community must respect themselves and others. We 

promote a tolerant community where the rights of all our members are respected 

and we all understand and celebrate diversity. We aim to build trust, team work, and 

responsibility. We actively work with all the community to be kind. 

Determination 

Our school actively promotes the need to work hard. We want students to 

experience success, but also failure along their journey. We will measure their 

determination and resilience in how they bounce back from setbacks and use them 

as learning opportunities. We believe in a growth mind-set and want all of our 

community to dream big and want to push themselves. 

Excellence 

We aim to develop leaders at all levels. We want students to strive for excellence in 

all they do. We expect them to do their best and put pride into their work. We want 

them to represent themselves and the school with pride. It is important to us that we 

strive for excellence. 
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What are the shared aims of our curriculum? 

 

There are three shared aims that our teachers and school leaders have sought to 

reflect in the curricula they have designed in each subject: 

 

First Aim: To create subject experts  

In each subject, we teach students how to think, speak and 

write like experts.  

We don’t just want students to know about Geography; we 

want them to become Geographers. We don’t just want 

students to pick up a few helpful cooking tips in Hospitality 

and Catering; we want them to take their first steps towards 

becoming professional chefs.  

We believe that this approach will help our students find 

their vocations and give them the know-how they need to 

pursue them successfully.  

 

Second Aim: To provide a broad and balanced education 

At Key Stage 3, our students study a wide range of subjects, 

ranging from academic subjects like Mathematics and 

History to more vocational subjects like Dance and Product 

Design. Although students narrow their options at Key Stage 

4 and again at Key Stage 5, we allow them to choose freely 

from this same wide range. 

In each subject, students learn about a wide range of 

topics, issues, ideas, approaches and skills. However, we 

aim to balance this breadth with depth, allowing students 

sufficient time and opportunity to master what they are 

learning before they move on to new things.  

 

Third Aim: To make students aware of the ‘big picture’ 

We believe it is important for all students to know and be able to explain what they are 

studying, why they are studying it, and how they are progressing. This ‘big picture’ is 

important because it makes students feel empowered and in control of their own 

learning. 

We didn’t really do any Geography 

in primary school, so I was quite 

excited to learn about things like 

volcanoes, earthquakes and the 

challenges facing people in poorer 

parts of the world for the first time in 

Year 7. I remember learning about 

the structure of the earth and 

features like the core and mantle, 

but also how to explain these using 

the right technical terms.  

 

We carried on learning about 

tectonics at GCSE. We went into 

more detail about the formation of 

tectonic features, but also the 

impacts of these hazards on people 

around the world. One of the 

important things we learnt was how 

to compare poorer and richer 

countries, which helped to reveal 

the impact that poverty can have 

on making people vulnerable. I have 

started to understand how the things 

I’ve learnt about in human 

geography, like development, link 

with what I’m learning about in 

tectonics and other topics in 

physical geography.  

 

I’ve decided to carry on studying 

Geography at A-Level. This is 

because I’m really keen to learn 

more about how the human world is 

connected with the physical world. 

I’m especially interested in climate 

change and how this is going to 

affect poorer and richer people 

around the world in different ways. 

 

Jorja, Year 11 Student 
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What are the shared principles that guide the design of our curriculum? 

Our whole-school curriculum is designed around five shared principles that are 

reflected in each of our subject curricula. This helps to create coherence for our 

students: they learn in the same way in each of their subjects. 

 

First Principle: Both substantive and disciplinary knowledge are important to create 

subject experts.   

Substantive knowledge is the important things students need to know in each subject. 

For example, in History, students might need to know the names of the men who 

wanted to claim the throne of England in 1066; in Biology, they need to know that 

6CO2 + 6H2O → C6H12O6 + 6O2. This is important because all experts need to know a 

body of information about their subject.   

Disciplinary knowledge is how we think about these important things in each subject. 

It means teaching students how to collect, use, link together and be critical of facts, 

ideas and approaches, just like an expert.  

For example, in Geography, students might learn about processes of erosion like 

abrasion, corrosion, corrasion and hydraulic action that happen along our coasts. This 

is substantive knowledge: each of these processes represents something that is 

important to know in Geography.  

After learning about these processes and other features of coasts, students may be 

asked to predict how a specific coastal location might change in the future. To do this, 

they will need to use their knowledge of erosion, as well as other things like rock types, 

to estimate how quickly some coastal features like cliffs may gradually disappear, but 

also how other features like beaches may grow or even appear for the first time. This is 

disciplinary knowledge, because it requires students to link together the things they 

have learned and use them to make educated predictions about the future, just like 

an expert or Geographer. 

After studying coasts, students may also encounter the same processes of erosion at 

work in other environments, such as in rivers or in glacial landscapes. Eventually, they 

will be able to see links between the forces that shape the world around us, helping 

them to understand the broader concept of ‘systems’ in Geography. Again, this is 

disciplinary knowledge, because students are linking and using knowledge in 

increasingly complex or expert ways.  
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Second Principle: All students have strengths and deficits in their knowledge that need 

to be reflected in our subject curricula.   

No student arrives at secondary school as an ‘empty vessel’: They all possess some 

knowledge about each of the subjects that they will study, although the breadth and 

depth of this knowledge varies a lot. Similarly, as students progress to from Key Stage 3 

to 4, or from Key Stage 4 to 5, they will possess strengths and deficits in each of the 

subjects they choose to continue with.  

We believe that identifying our students’ strengths and deficits at each point of 

transition is important because it allows their teachers to pitch learning at an 

appropriate level of challenge. It also helps students develop a sense of the ‘big 

picture’ more quickly and more effectively because they can see the links between 

what they have learnt in the past, what they are currently learning, and what they will 

learn in the future.   

 

Third Principle: Learning needs to be spaced for students to know more and to 

remember for longer.  

Spaced learning is an approach where students are presented with the same 

knowledge at several different points across a given period of time. The length of time 

between these points typically grows longer as students become more able to recall 

the knowledge they have acquired, although this can also vary according to how 

complex the knowledge is, how much there is of it, and how important it is. A wide 

range of research from education and neuroscience shows that spaced learning is 

important because it helps students learn more and remember it for longer.  

In each subject, teachers use a range of different approaches to provide spaced 

learning, including short ‘Starter 5’ quizzes at the beginning of lessons, lesson activities 

that explicitly explore links with prior learning, and homework.    

 

Fourth Principle: Becoming an expert requires students to learn and be assessed in a 

way that is cumulative.    

Through adopting a spaced approach to both substantive and disciplinary 

knowledge, our students learn in a way that is cumulative: they learn more and more 

about each of the subjects that they study, which gives them the tools they need to 

think, speak and write like an expert.  

To measure the progress that students are making in this journey towards becoming 

experts, we have to assess them not just on what they have learnt recently, but also 

on what they have learnt throughout their course of study. So, for example, an 

assessment on the causes of the English Civil War in History will not just test students on 
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their knowledge of this specific time period, but also what they learnt about monarchy 

and how former kings and queens of England used their power before this event.  

 

Fifth Principle: There is unmissable content in each subject that every student needs to 

know. 

Although all the knowledge covered in our subject curricula is important, some is 

unmissable: Without it, students may struggle to make progress towards becoming an 

expert, or to see the ‘big picture’ in a particular subject. 

All students can face unexpected periods of absence that can create gaps in their 

learning. We know that students who experience socio-economic disadvantage or 

are vulnerable for other reasons are likely to have lower rates of attendance than their 

peers. This means that all students, but especially the most vulnerable, are at risk of 

missing out on learning this unmissable content.   

To ensure that all students cover the unmissable content in their subjects, but also that 

there are frequent and meaningful opportunities to work with such content, we plan 

opportunities for students to Recover, Practise and Extend (RPE) into the curriculum: 

Recover (R): This is where teachers teach unmissable content for those who missed out 

on it the first time.  

Practise (P): This is where teachers give students opportunities to revisit and improve 

their ability to remember or use unmissable content.  

Extend (E): This is where teachers give students who already have a good 

understanding of the unmissable content to work with it in a more challenging or 

complex manner.  

 

Sixth Principle: Literacy is essential to 

success in every area of the 

curriculum and every subject has a 

responsibility to teach it.  

To progress as experts, students need 

to be able to read, write and speak 

well in each of their subjects. One of 

the most important ways in which all 

teachers can contribute to this is 

through the explicit teaching of 

vocabulary in their subjects.  

Most students arrive at secondary 

school with a good level of basic 

Tier 3 Vocabulary: 
Subject-specialist 

words

Tier 2 Vocabulary: 
More complex words 
that occur regularly 

and across lots of 
different subjects

Tier 1 Vocabulary: Basic or 
everyday words. 
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vocabulary (tier 1), but continue to require explicit teaching in high frequency / 

multiple meaning vocabulary (tier 2) and subject-specific vocabulary (tier 3). As such, 

the curriculum in each subject includes regular and meaningful opportunities for 

students to learn and use tier 2 and tier 3 words.     
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