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Extended Project Qualification 
Dr. John Taylor on the EPQ and the trivium: 

According to the writer of the book of Ecclesiastes, ‘there is 
nothing new under the sun’. Then again, he also noted that 
there is a time for everything, so perhaps he would accept a 
concept of novelty that links it to context. An idea which has 
been put  forward  at  some past  time can  be  made  new by 
adaption to a new setting.  We once sent little  messages to 
each other using carrier pigeon; now we have twitter: in one 
sense, new, in another sense, nothing new.

This model of adaptation of traditional practices to modern 
settings is right at the heart of Martin Robinson’s stimulating 
‘Trivium  21stC’  approach  to  the  challenge  of  curriculum 
development.  It  is  also  a  model  which  has  informed  the 
development  and  implementation  of  the  Extended  Project 
Qualification  (EPQ),  and  it  may  be  instructive  to  see  how 
some of the elements of these processes have involved  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History of Thought 

D u r i n g t h e l i b e r a l a r t s 
conference that we held at 
King’s College London in 
O c t o b e r a n i n t e r e s t i n g 
conundrum was raised by 
tutors who taught liberal arts 
degrees: where students had 
to design their own courses/
questions it was only at the 
end of the course that they 
really knew what question to 
ask. I think this is the same 
issue with the EPQ. Some 
students will know what to do 
almost straight away, many 
won’t. How can you prepare 
students so that they are ready 
to study the EPQ? I suggest 
that you teach a trivium course 
earlier, opening up possible 
areas of exploration, that links 
t o g e t h e r a v a r i e t y o f 
d isc ip l ines/arts . I f I was 
designing this course, I’d call it 
the ‘history of thought’… 

Inset 

I am working with a number of 
schools in designing trivium 
courses suitable for potential 
‘Oxbridge’ candidates and 
also in thinking about EPQ  
preparation and delivery. 
Please get in touch if you're 
interested in working on this in 
your school. 
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http://www.newvic.ac.uk/futureliberalarts/
http://www.newvic.ac.uk/futureliberalarts/
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retrieving  the  wisdom  of  the  past  and  applying  it  to  the 
present.

An initial point of congruence is the recognition that teaching 
students to think for themselves (the dialectical element)  is 
crucial,  but  this  will  only  be  possible  with  the  right 
foundations in place. Simply put, if you are going to think for 
yourself, you need something to think about. I felt that it was 
a  weakness  in  certain models  of  critical  thinking that  they 
attempted  to  teach  ‘thinking  skills’  in  an  abstract,  formal 
sense, without any link to specific debates, and without initial 
teaching  of  the  knowledge  that  is  needed  to  enable 
discrimination  between  good  and  bad  arguments.  In  the 
model for EPQ programmes which I helped to develop, we 
emphasized the importance of learning to argue by addressing 
specific  issues.  Before  students  can  engage  in  an  argument 
about the ethical use of stem cells, they are expected to learn 
some of the relevant biology, for example, as well as some of 
the major paradigms for ethical reasoning.

The  foundational  importance  of  what  Martin  terms 
‘grammatical  knowledge’  also  feeds  into  the  model  I 
developed for  the writing of  extended projects.  Before any 
development of argument, there needs to be careful research, 
to  find  out  the  main  points  of  view,  developments  and 
arguments  on any given question.  In academic terms,  once 
students  have  decided on the  parameters  for  their  project, 
they are usually expected to carry out a literature review. 

This,  of  course,  was  just  what  Aristotle  advised.  He 
recommended  that  before  you  get  down  to  arguing,  you 
should  carry  out  a  survey  of  the  ‘endoxa’:  the  ‘received 
wisdom’ on any given question. It wasn’t that Aristotle was a 
hide-bound traditionalist who thought that there was nothing 
new to be discovered, but he did think that the process of 
inquiry  stood  a  better 
chance  of  getting  at  the 
t r uth  i f  i t  began  by 
examining what has been 
said up until now. 

Ha v ing  completed  a 
literature review, the next 
s tep  o f  the  pro ject 
process  is  to  get  stuck 
into the argument. Here, 
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Key Stage 3 English 

The new national curriculum for 
English at key stage 3 has the trivium 
at heart. There is an emphasis on 
grammar, knowledge, debate, 
argument, dialogue, discussion, 
speech, performance, talks, essays 
and expression. To put it simply: 
Grammar, Dialectic and Rhetoric. 

In the introduction to the national 
curriculum it says we should 
introduce pupils to the: “Best that 
has been thought and said,” through 
a study of the: “Essential knowledge 
they need to be educated citizens.” 
This gives us a wonderful way into 
the argument of culture that has 
existed throughout history. Let us 
ask our children: ‘Is this the best 
that has been thought or said or… is 
this the best that has been thought 
or said?’ It is by posing this question 
that we can begin to compare and 
contrast texts, spark debates, open 
controversies, develop critical 
thinking, creativity and also inspire 
children to enjoy learning interesting 
stuff !

You can read more about this by clicking 
on this link. I deliver courses on teaching 
KS3 English and the trivium for Osiris 
and can also work with your English 
Department, helping them to approach 
KS3 English through the trivium.

https://martinrobborobinson.wordpress.com/2014/11/29/teaching-ks3-english-through-the-trivium-2/
https://martinrobborobinson.wordpress.com/2014/11/29/teaching-ks3-english-through-the-trivium-2/
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dialectic is the order of the day. The process of critical inquiry proceeds by means of putting forward a 
thesis,  attempting  to  support  it,  then  turning  things  around  and  evaluating  the  strength  of  the 
counter-arguments. The simple model of stating a point of view, arguing for it, then considering and 
responding to counter-arguments is at the heart of the EPQ. It is reflected in the assessment criteria 
for dissertation projects, and it can be found, in a transposed key, in the recommended approach to 
the creation of artefacts and performances, where students are expected to consider alternative ways 
of developing their work, and evaluate their respective merits. Whether you are building a case for a 
point of view, or, literally, building a case, the dialectical process is critical. 

It follows that the initial teaching that prepares students for project work should include training in 
dialectic. Aristotle observed that those things that we need to learn to do, we learn to do by doing 
them. Hence the best preparation for the development of argumentatively rich project work is to get 
students involved in lots of arguments. If project work is the main course, discussion and debate form 
the starter. 

I remind students that it doesn’t matter much if the subject matter of these discussions has nothing at 
all to do with what they will eventually choose to write about in their project. The point is that they 
are learning to do something: to engage in a dialectical process of argument and response to counter-
argument, and the ability to think in this way is crucial to the development of successful projects.

If  the  project-work  tree  is  rooted  in  grammar,  and  grows  through  dialectic,  once  full-grown,  it 
blossoms in a display of rhetoric. Those of us who were involved in the development and piloting of 
the EPQ were quite clear about the importance of giving students an opportunity to learn to present 
their  work  orally.  Project  work  provides  an  excellent  setting  for  teaching  students  to  speak in  a 
manner  that  combines  Aristotle’s  elements  of  logos  (reason),  ethos  (style)  and  pathos  (appeal  to 
emotion).  In my experience, though many are daunted, students typically rise to the challenge of 
speaking about their project work. It is, after all their work. Frequently, they have become experts in 
their chosen field, and the presentation with which the project process ends is an opportunity for 
them to develop their skills in public speaking by conveying the main findings of their work to an 
audience of their peers and teacher-assessors. 

So, each of the elements of the classical Trivium – grammar, dialectic and rhetoric - can be found at 
work in the learning process that underpins successful extended project work. Whether or not there is 
anything new under the sun, it is certainly true that project-based learning as it happens in the context 
of the EPQ, whilst it features much that is ‘modern’ (active learning, independent research, critical 
thinking and the teacher as facilitator) turns out to be structured around these classical, tried-and-
tested educational principles.

Dr John Taylor is a Chief Examiner of the Extended Project Qualification and Head of Philosophy at 
Rugby School. He has recently published ‘100 Ideas for Secondary Teachers: Teaching Philosophy and 
Ethics’ and, in 2012, ‘Think Again: A Philosophical Approach to Teaching’. 

jlt@rugbyschool.net

@drjohnltaylor
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The Socratic Method, Teaching the 
Trivium: Dialectic 

Not many teachers would want to wander into the staff room after a particularly robust seminar and 
be presented with a coffee cup full of steaming hot hemlock, ‘drink this you corruptor of youth!’ No, 
best to keep quiet in the classroom and not ask too many questions…

But how wise are you?

Admit it, you know nothing and in knowing this, you know you are wiser than anyone who thinks they 
know everything.  This  is  the  starting  point  for  the  Socratic  method,  do  not  start  with  a  lofty 
appreciation of your own knowledge but with an appreciation of your own ignorance. It is through the 
admittance of ignorance that you can then begin to seek out how best to live. Know thyself! Rather 
than worrying about convention or worrying about what others might think, you have to find it in 
your own soul  how to live  the good life.  For Socrates  this is  a  moral  and rational  process  that 
involves  hard  questions.  These  hard  questions  are  a  constant  intellectual  process  through  which 
we might uncover the truth and reality about our lives as lived. Make no mistake, this method is 
looking for truth.

Socrates used dialectic as a teaching method: ask questions, get answers, then question the answers. 
There weren’t easy answers to his questions, no wonder he pissed people off, as soon as something 
was  settled  up  pops  Socrates  to  undermine  the  consensus.  Socrates  saw  himself  as  a  kind  of 
intellectual midwife bringing truths to birth; does this method do that?

Socratic method is a form of argument called elenchus - refutation and cross examination; it is great 
fun for those involved if all are happy to participate, it is however quite threatening to those who are 
not, they can see it as upsetting and quite aggressive. What the questioner tries to do is look for 
contradictions  and  inconsistencies  in  answers  and  by  the  time  the  session  is  finished  most 
often participants find themselves in a state of Aporia or doubt about quite fundamental things. 
This is the heart of the Socratic dialectical form of questioning, with many people often ending up 
none the wiser.

Socratic questioning examines statements of fact, it questions something that might seem at first 
to  be  quite  simple,  say:  ‘what  is courage?’ and  exposes it  to  analysis, resulting in  a 
realisation that these ideas are really quite complex. Each statement is treated as conjecture, you 
then think about the consequences of such a thought. To give a contemporary example, someone 
might say that pupils need grit and determination, the Socratic questioner might ask: “what if your 
pupils are metaphorically banging their heads against a brick wall, is determination and grit a good 
thing, would not giving up be a better option?” The answer to this would be, yes, in this case giving up 
would be a better option. Therefore grit and determination are not what pupils need more of. This 
assumption, in turn, opens itself to another question and so on…

It has no doctrines to pull out of the bag, you don’t want to use it in a discussion where you want 
students to respond in one way. It would be dishonest to use it in a citizenship class to discuss in race 
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or gender if you are wanting a certain outcome. Therefore use carefully in the classroom! Don’t open 
pupils minds to all sorts of thoughts only to castigate them for those thoughts. In fact it’s not a good 
method for lots of teaching, if you want children to know that 9 x 11 = 99 you might not want to 
question their answer if they get it right because the answer is ‘true’.

It  is  a  good way to get students to realise the enormity of  their  own ignorance,  and also yours! 
Therefore in order to pull it off the relationship between a pupil and teacher is important as well as 
the relationship between the pupils in the rooms: can the pupils take the rigorous questioning that is 
bound to come their way? Are they robust enough at a tender age to realise it is not them being 
questioned but our assumptions and that some unpalatable truths might be exposed on the way?

So why use it?

Where it works really well is examining a core belief in your subject that is open to doubt. In Art this 
might  be  the  perennial  question  ‘What  is  Art?’  For  me,  as  a  teacher  of  theatre,  I  would  return 
regularly to the question ‘What is truth’? It was a question that allowed us to look at the different 
theories  of  many  theatre  practitioners:  Stanislavski,  Brecht  and  Artaud… We questioned  ‘truth’ 
through realism and naturalism, surrealism, expressionism, dialectical materialism etc. Therefore, 
instead of questioning the ‘facts’ I wanted students to know, we had the purpose of bringing our 
knowledge of different theories to our Socratic dialogue. The students had to know lots of stuff to 
enrich  the  argument;  my  aim was  always  to  disrupt  the  central  question  but  not  to  disrupt  the 
knowledge that was brought to bear in the argument, this I would always check for accuracy.

Eventually students  would try  to  persuade people  as  to  the efficacy of  certain ideas  more than 
others, I would expose that to questioning, we’d come up with a new understanding, expose that to 
questioning and so on, in other words the process of the trivium, through grammar to dialectic to 
rhetoric and round again. At the end of the theatre course students had explored fully the question 
of what is truth in theatre, and would be able to express their own strong opinions as to what it was to 
them; this helped each of them to know thyself as a maker of theatre.

You can access the original blog here.

Further Items on the EPQ and the trivium, on going to Oxford, and rhetoric: 
Eddie Playfair has written about promoting a sixth form research culture here…

And he also  published an interesting piece by one of  his  (ex)  students  about  how she ended up 
studying History at Oxford.

Cicero’s map to the stars

And finally you might like some members of your school staff to 
attend this course I am running on getting pupils to talk better… 
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https://martinrobborobinson.wordpress.com/2014/12/29/the-socratic-method-teaching-the-trivium-dialectic/
http://eddieplayfair.com/2014/09/02/promoting-a-sixth-form-student-research-culture/
http://eddieplayfair.com/2014/09/29/my-newvic-story-rumana-ali/
http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2015/01/ciceros-map-to-the-stars.html
http://www.teachology-education.co.uk/pupiltalk/images/Improving%20Pupil%20Talk.pdf

