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            Introduction

         

         Imagine a competition to vote for the greatest idea in the history of education. Which idea would win your vote? The concept of schooling itself opens up lots of possibilities, from the introduction of certain types of schools (grammar, private, comprehensive, faith, etc.) to ideas about learning virtually ‘in the cloud’ without the need for physical school spaces. Perhaps your idea would be something to do with the role of education in promoting equity, such as the beginning of free elementary education in 1890 or, more recently, grants to support learners from low-income families. What about an idea relating to children’s physical well-being, such as the provision of school meals pioneered in Bradford in the 1880s? Or, on the same theme, the introduction of breakfast clubs in the 1990s? How about something to do with school equipment or resources? Historic examples might include the blackboard, the first ‘primer’ reading books, school uniforms or even the humble school bell. Their significance may be difficult to appreciate in a modern digital age when children learn via interactive whiteboards, use e-books and other multimedia resources and when schools have sophisticated timekeeping systems, but these were, once upon a time, significant breakthroughs. The bell, for example, alerted children to when school was to start and this was particularly useful in rural areas. There are also ideas relating to school design, from the first playgrounds and school gardens to open-air schools and state-of-the-art eco-schools.

         Perhaps you would vote for a particular curriculum idea or initiative, such as the principle of a national curriculum, particular assessment practices or the introduction of a baccalaureate-style qualification for post-16-year-olds. Or, at the other end of the age range, you might decide that a play-based approach to learning, which characterises early years provision, is the greatest idea in education. Then there are a host of subject-specific ideas and approaches, such as learning through investigations in science or the move from religious instruction to religious education. In Wales, the inclusion of Welsh as a compulsory subject in the curriculum might win many votes, while the same might be the case with the introduction of modern foreign languages into English primary schools.

         Some ideas draw on a more philosophical and moral basis than others. As such, they often provoke controversy. The increasing emphasis on children’s rights during the twentieth century led to the widely (though not universally) supported idea that corporal punishment should end in state schools, which happened in 1987. Surely few would seriously question the efficacy of this. Yet it was not until 2003 that legislation was extended to private schools in all parts of the United Kingdom. Moreover, in 2005, headmasters of private Christian schools unsuccessfully challenged the ban on corporal punishment, claiming that it was a breach of their freedom of religion under Article 9 of the European Convention on Human Rights. Ideas then can be controversial. Take the philosophical view that children should be treated as independent and autonomous individuals which lies at the heart of human rights. This is alien to many belief systems, such as Confucianism, where the collective need of the family and society take precedence over individual needs.

         Suggestions should not be limited to schools. What about the spread of higher education beyond Oxford and Cambridge (established in the thirteenth century) to ‘new universities’ throughout cities in the United Kingdom? Or a specific idea, such as the opening up of universities to women (which began in London in 1878), the start of the Open University or moves towards a masters level teaching profession? Perhaps you think that teaching, as a profession, is in itself the most significant idea. There is also a bank of ideas associated with education management and leadership, such as performance-related pay or dedicated time for teachers to plan, prepare and assess.

         In sum, there are plenty of contenders for our imaginary competition. The popularity of some ideas has waned (e.g. learning styles) while others have stood the test of time, even though their relevance to modern life is seriously questioned (e.g. the three-term school year). If such a competition were to be run, it would need clarification on what we mean by an idea and how to assess its significance.

         Definitions and characteristics

         The word ‘idea’ has lots of meanings and applications. It can refer to:

         
            » Particular thoughts – e.g. ‘This idea of paying teachers by performance really interests me.’

            » Specified plans, aims or objectives – e.g. ‘The governors’ idea is to cut back on waste within school.’

            » Mental representations of something – e.g. ‘She has a good idea of the classroom layout.’

            » The belief that something is the case – e.g. ‘The parents have the idea that their child has been poorly treated by the school which has not met his needs.’

            » Comparative thoughts – e.g. ‘His idea of a good school is not the same as mine.’

            » Vague notions or inklings – e.g. ‘The head teacher has no idea what she is letting herself in for.’

            » A philosophical model – e.g. ‘Plato’s view of the world was one of ideals or forms, the highest of which was the form of good which empowers humans to understand the spiritual, immaterial world.’

         

         One of the most entertaining definitions is ‘a flight of fancy, result of thought, product of reflection, proposal for action, a candidate for euthanasia in any institution because of the terror it induces in the staff, especially senior ones’ (Burgess, 2002: 71).

         The significance of an idea can be judged in terms of its impact in education, although measuring this is challenging. At the University of California, Berkeley, students have the opportunity to suggest their own big ideas in business to be assessed by expert panels of judges. The proposals are evaluated in terms of creativity, how well they address a pressing social issue, value for money, research and market viability.1

         Big ideas have been defined as ‘highly selected concepts, principles, rules [and] strategies that facilitate the most efficient and broadest acquisition of knowledge’ (Kame’enui et al., 2002: 9). Usually, big ideas share several characteristics – Table 1.1 focuses on how these apply to education.

         

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Characteristic
            
                        
                        	Meaning


                     
            
                        
                        	
Important
            
                        
                        	Big ideas have broad educational significance. They may open up new ways of looking at issues and help educators to make sense of seemingly isolated facts.


                     
            
                        
                        	
Distinctive
            
                        
                        	Big ideas have unique selling points or propositions. They stand out for their originality.


                     
            
                        
                        	
Empowering
            
                        
                        	Big ideas are transformative, or potentially so, in that they can change people’s attitudes, behaviours or beliefs and contribute to improvements in teaching and learning. For teachers, the critical feature is that they have ‘pedagogical power’ (Gunter et al., 2007: 49).


                     
            
                        
                        	
Adaptable
            
                        
                        	Big ideas can be adapted to different contexts – for example, educators can apply the idea irrespective of who or where they teach.


                     
            
                        
                        	
Simple
            
                        
                        	Big ideas are clearly expressed, concise and straightforward to understand.


                  
               

               Table 1.1. Characteristics of big ideas in education.

            

         

         At first glance it may not seem that all the ideas in this book are important, distinctive, empowering, adaptable or simple to understand. Arguing, for example, that education goes beyond the school gates may not seem particularly important. But economists forecast that by 2033 one in four people will be over 65 (Whitehead, 2009). This ageing population will place an unsustainable burden on taxpayers unless people work longer and update their knowledge and skills. This is why the government has called on the over sixties to consider further education. As David Willetts, former minister of state for universities and science, put it: ‘There is evidence that the idea that you first study and then stop isn’t what the world is like any more’ (cited by Ross, 2013). So, the idea of lifelong learning challenges the conventional thinking that limits education to schooling and the young. Education is extended to include all ages who participate in a range of learning environments, including preschool groups, community projects, online courses, weekend retreats, summer schools, apprenticeship schemes, placements and foreign exchanges.

         Some big ideas, although widely endorsed, are not always consistently understood or implemented in schools. Take the example of assessment data being used to improve (rather than prove) learning. This idea of assessment for learning was introduced in the late 1980s, but the authors, Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam, have since complained that most schools are doing it wrong (see Stewart, 2012). The bottom line is that although big ideas are well conceived, in practice they can be misunderstood, ignored or only partially implemented.

         Ideas become big when they offer a particular insight. The original Greek meaning of ‘idea’ was ‘to see’ (from idein), and the notion of ‘getting it’ (simplicity) remains a powerful characteristic of big ideas. When teaching history, for example, learners improve their chronological awareness when they understand that there is often a time gap between when something is invented and when it is adopted by the general public. This is a big idea. It means that when they are studying the Victorians, they come to realise that the sixty-four years of Queen Victoria’s reign (1837–1901) was an age of inventions, but many of these did not filter through to ordinary folk for some time. Historically, on average, technologies such as the steamship, telegraph and electricity were adopted forty-seven years after they are invented, with the United States and the United Kingdom leading the way in adoption rates for much of the past two centuries. This matters because the longer the lag in technology adoption for any given nation, the lower the per capita income (Comin and Hobijn, 2008).

         Steven Johnson (2011) points out that very few ideas begin with individuals experiencing ‘eureka’ moments of sudden discovery. Rather, they take time to develop and people build on what others have suggested – what he describes as ‘liquid networks’. In education, ideas filter through to classrooms and lecture halls, sometimes over many years. These are often adapted from other fields such as sport (e.g. coaching techniques), business (e.g. target setting), technology (e.g. tablets) and industry (e.g. vocational training).

         Choice and structure

         The aim of this book is to provide readers with a concise and reliable introduction to a dozen ideas which are at the core of educational practice. It is not exhaustive in its coverage. The dozen ideas chosen are general rather than subject-specific in nature. The first two, education and childhood, invite the reader to look at teaching in wider society. This should enhance our understanding that children and young people’s experiences in school are shaped by many factors beyond the classroom. The next three ideas concern elements of learning which teachers promote – knowledge, skills and dispositions, followed by four ideas about aspects of teaching – ethics, instruction, curriculum and feedback. These raise questions about why, how and what to teach. Finally, there are three ideas that are essentially about improving the quality of education through reflective practice, research and professional leadership.

         Some big ideas in education have not been included even though there are strong arguments to do so – specifically about the teaching of literacy and numeracy, or more generally about parental engagement, tackling educational disadvantage or promoting behaviour for learning. However, the twelve included cover a broad range of topics and taken together should equip teachers with a good understanding of current thinking in a diverse, fluid and dynamic field.

         Each of the big ideas is discussed within the framework of four questions: what is the big idea, who is behind it, why is it important and what can you do? To begin with, the meaning of each idea is explained. This includes a general discussion of the context today and, where appropriate, how it is presented and interpreted in different ways. Then the origin and development of the idea is discussed, including the contributions of key individuals, before considering why it should matter to teachers and examples of practical strategies to use. Some ideas reflect the influence of psychology and other social sciences on our growing understanding of how children learn and develop – for example, recognising the importance of cultivating positive dispositions. Others are rooted in a more philosophical discussion – for instance, what education is for and the kind of knowledge and skills children and young people need to become educated citizens in the twenty-first century.

         So why bother reading this book? In short, it offers readers a synthesis of ideas presented in a largely objective manner, free from ideological positioning. Having been involved in education for more than twenty-five years, as a historian, teacher, teacher educator, leader, inspector, consultant and researcher, one of the conclusions I have reached is that there is far too much polarisation in education – what Robin Alexander (2010: 21) calls a ‘discourse of dichotomy’. Talking about education purely in terms of ‘child-centred versus teacher-centred’, ‘traditional versus progressive’, ‘formal versus informal’ or ‘teaching versus learning’ sets the profession back – it is both divisive and not particularly representative. In my experience, most teachers are not so fixed in their thinking or practices that they can be labelled one thing or another. Good teaching is more nuanced, inclusive and contextual than this, drawing on a range of approaches and strategies – for example, in planning, the deployment of resources and classroom skills. We need to adopt a more balanced view in discussions about education: technologies can be both a help and a hindrance; there are times when teachers should instruct and at other times guide; children need to acquire both knowledge and skills. We then need to focus on the important things. So, while it is necessary to understand the arguments about how the curriculum is organised (e.g. subjects, themes, areas of experience), what really matters is what learners take from school and how we can ensure that the quality of teaching is consistently good.

         There is another reason why this book may be of interest. The recent spate of publications (e.g. Adey et al., 2012; Christodoulou, 2014), which set out to debunk myths in education, suggests that many teachers are uncertain about some of the core ideas that shape what they do. Didau (2015) goes further and claims that teachers are simply wrong about lots of ideas – for example, the value of group work or that they should talk a lot less in class. Believing in half-truths and myths is not an occupational hazard confined to teaching. Over several years, Ben Goldacre (2009) has been exposing dodgy medical data and questionable ‘scientific’ practices, while organisations such as the Child Poverty Action Group, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and others remind us of the myths about those experiencing poverty, such as ‘they’ are on the fiddle or ‘they’ don’t want to work (Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church, the Church of Scotland and the United Reformed Church, 2013). Too often in education we make assumptions – for instance, lessons should last between forty-five and sixty minutes; young children should be guided rather than instructed; research is undertaken by academics in university; and, fundamentally, schools are places where children are taught. Throughout the book, these kinds of assumptions are questioned and the reader is invited to reflect on and beyond their own experiences.

         When I was training to be a teacher in the 1980s, I followed a four-year BA Ed programme that included modules on the history, philosophy, sociology and psychology of education. We were introduced to the Greek trinity of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, and the likes of John Locke, Basil Bernstein, John Holt and Paulo Freire. At the time, much of this seemed far too abstract and irrelevant to those of us eager to get into school. They are certainly perceived as luxuries in the world of teacher education today. Many of those entering the profession do so via shorter school-based courses where there is an understandable emphasis on acquiring the technical and practical skills that teachers need. University colleagues are under pressure to ‘fit in’ what they can and, inevitably, there is limited (if any) time to spend on some of those who have been dead for centuries. Throughout this book I have resurrected some of these names to illustrate their relevance to the issues that teachers face today. It was the twelfth-century philosopher Bernard of Chartres who is credited as first using the oft-quoted expression, ‘If I have seen further, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants’, but we also need to look around at what is happening in the world today. So this book includes brief reference to past and present figures and organisations relevant to each idea.

         We have a responsibility as teachers to be well informed about our practices and the evidence that underpins what we do and what could be done better. This book is a modest attempt to provide a base camp for the reader to explore further.

         
            1 See http://bigideas.berkeley.edu/toolkit-judging/.

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 1

            Education

            Education goes beyond the school gates and is a lifelong experience

         

         What is the big idea?

         Think about something that you are very good at doing or passionate about. Perhaps it’s playing golf or some other sport, gardening, singing or playing a musical instrument, showing compassion to others, running a business, supporting a charitable cause or organising things. While a teacher at school may have provided the initial inspiration, more than likely you developed these skills and passions outside school. This could have been due to the influence of family and friends, members of clubs and societies or perhaps something that caught your eye on a television programme or on the Internet triggered your interests. The point is that learning – the acquisition of new knowledge and skills – is a continual process from the moment of birth. Scientists tell us that prenatal babies can recognise specific rhythms and patterns of stories they hear. In one study, doctors gave day-old infants dummies that were connected to tape recorders. Depending on the babies’ sucking patterns, the dummies either turned on a tape of their mother’s voice or that of an unfamiliar woman’s voice. Within ten to twenty minutes, babies were able to adjust their sucking rate to turn on their own mother’s voice (Flynn McCarthy, 2014).

         If learning begins in the womb, when does it end? According to a report by an insurance company, life in Britain really begins at 60. The researchers revisited the premise of an American psychologist, Walter B. Pitkin, who suggested in 1932 that ‘Life begins at 40’. Pitkin thought that with the advent of the machine age, workers would be set free from back-breaking labour and enjoy more prosperous times when their thirties were over. The new research, based on the views of 2,000 adults, points out that the concept of what it means to be old changes as we age. For those under the age of 35, the word ‘old’ applies to those aged 61 and over. For those over 70, being ‘old’ doesn’t begin until they reach the age of 77 – only four years short of Britain’s average life expectancy (Doughty, 2015). Between 2006 and 2013, Internet use by the over-65s more than tripled, while 25 per cent of over-55s own a smartphone (Tame, 2015). Although something of a cliché, a generation of ‘silver surfers’ presents a growing market for business and learning, illustrated by the Barclays Digital Eagles scheme, which provides advice on technology for the older generation. In higher education, there are a growing number of mature students over 50 studying for degrees to improve their qualifications or pursue their love of a particular subject. In 2012, Bertie Gladwin became Britain’s oldest recorded graduate at the age of 90, having left school at 14 to work as a greengrocer’s delivery boy. A former MI6 agent, he gained a master’s degree in intelligence history from Buckingham University (Garner, 2012).

         Education, training, schools and learning

         Most dictionaries and commentaries describe education as a process of learning aimed at equipping people with knowledge and skills to enable them to become well-adjusted members of society. There is less agreement over what exactly such knowledge and skills should be and what education is for (see Chapter 3). Do schools exist to equip children with literacy, numeracy and other basic skills needed to become an active citizen? What about other aspects of learning, such as spiritual and moral values, social and emotional skills, artistic appreciation or a sense of heritage? Are schools about building open-mindedness, risk taking, creative and critical thinking skills? Most commentators conclude that schools exist to pass on cultural heritage and to prepare young people for life. When asked what is the point of education, former Education Secretary Michael Gove replied:

         
            To introduce people to the best that’s been thought and written. Our children may never enjoy the prodigious wealth of Roman Abramavich’s children, but they’re just as capable of enjoying Dostoyevsky or Wagner or appreciating the Gherkin or the Shard – but only if the education they’ve had has given them an understanding of everything from metaphor to scientific principles. (cited by Horowitz, 2014)

         

         Gove highlights a particular classical view of what it means to be well educated. The ancient Greeks believed that it involved cultivating the intellect through a study of great literature. Later, medieval universities added the arts and sciences to what became known as a liberal education – liberal in the sense of liberating the learner from preconceptions, dogma and parochial attitudes. By the nineteenth century, the value of education in its own right – the joy of reading poetry, exploring nature, looking at paintings or debating the meaning of life – was increasingly undermined by a more instrumental view of education as a means to an end, namely preparation for work. Training in specific skills rather than a broader education assumed importance.

         The notion of training rather than educating remains prevalent today – for example, in the emphasis on teacher training rather than teacher education – reflecting a focus on development of technical skills in an instrumental, competence-led model rather than broadening the mind of young teachers through teacher enquiry, reflective practice and personal development (see Chapter 10). Sir Ken Robinson (2015: xii), using his customary wit, recalls debating as a student the difference between education and training: ‘The differences were clear enough when we talked about sex education. Most parents would be happy to know their teenagers had sex education; they’d probably be less happy if they’d had sex training.’

         The longstanding link between education and schools is understandable – one would hope that in every case the latter promotes the former. Yet around a quarter of secondary schools require improvement compared to one in seven primary schools (Ofsted, 2014a). But this is not the full story. Thomas (2013: 106) reckons that around 40 per cent of children leave school disengaged, uninspired and bored. Another estimate suggests that a third of 14- to 16-year-olds are not taking part fully in lessons, have given up or resist (Stamou et al., 2014). While the main business of schools is to educate pupils, not everything that happens in school is educational – schools perform other functions such as childcare, certification, selecting for further training and preparing youngsters for occupational roles.

         It is common for the terms education and schooling to be used interchangeably as if they are the same thing – they are not. There have been many quips about this. The American writer Mark Twain pointed out that he never let his schooling interfere with his education, while Albert Einstein, perhaps the greatest intellectual of all time, suggested that ‘Education is what remains when we have forgotten everything that has been learned at school’ (cited by Thomas, 2013: 2).

         Education is more than the act of teaching or learning. Education is the process whereby one generation initiates the next into the ways of the world, acquiring the knowledge they need to make sense of it (Furedi, 2009). Formal education implies a sense of order and direction, where learners are supported to know and achieve things that they might not gain on their own. Much education takes place informally through spontaneous conversations with family, friends and neighbours, self-taught projects and the myriad of folk teachers who offer their expertise through online videos on channels such as YouTube.

         Advances in cognitive and social psychology, educational practice and neuroscience are helping us to better understand the process of learning. We know that there are certain conditions which facilitate effective learning. These include frequent opportunities for learners to collaborate and talk purposefully about their learning, practise particular skills and receive constructive, timely and specific advice on how to improve (see Chapter 9). Motivation is also important. Learners are more likely to begin and keep at a task they actually want to do. Motivation increases the amount of time learners spend on a task (Larson, 2000). When learners are extrinsically motivated by the prospect of good grades, public recognition or other rewards, they tend to perform tasks as a means to an end. On the other hand, learners who are intrinsically motivated engage in tasks because they get pleasure from doing so, recognise the importance of the learning or perhaps believe it is the morally right thing to do. Sometimes learners are motivated by both intrinsic and external factors but, on balance, those who are intrinsically motivated achieve deeper levels of learning. Sotto (1994) boldly claims that for many children around the world, the experience of going to school inhibits their motivation to learn: they are bored, made to look foolish, asked to study things that are unreal and reach a point when they know that they are not going to do well no matter how hard they try. More recent commentators acknowledge that school learning is often dull and uninspiring (e.g. Paton, 2009), but most children enjoy the overall school experience. According to the Children’s Society’s Good Childhood Report (2015), on average students gave their schools seven out of ten. This was based on a sample of 8,000 children aged between 10 and 17.

         Discussing definitions may seem all rather abstract and academic. But understanding these terms strikes at the heart of what teachers do and how they see themselves. Teachers who feel that their primary role is to nurture children’s natural inclinations are likely to teach in a very different way to those who value a body of knowledge that they think must be passed on to the next generation. This reflects a difference in the very etymology of the word education, which can be traced back to three Latin terms:

         
            1. Ducere – to lead.

            2. Educere – to bring out.

            3. Educare – to mould or nourish.

         

         The first and second terms were associated with leading troops into battle, with drill having a strong military resonance, whereas educare carried the notion of nurturing and tending, as in gardening.

         Issues and challenges

         These different meanings hint at a longstanding debate about what education should aim to do and the role of teachers therein. Should teachers lead through formal instruction or develop pupils’ latent abilities by guiding, coaching and facilitating? What is their role in the Google Age, where learners can instantly verify what they are told? There is no universally agreed answer to these kinds of questions. In some cultures, particularly in Asian countries where Confucian beliefs emphasise obedience and listening, teachers are held in high esteem and valued for imparting knowledge. A successful education is often equated with hard work, self-discipline, remembering lots of things and passing tests. Despite the success of Asian schools, their systems are frequently criticised for relying on rote learning: one study found that for each of their twice-a-semester exams, South Korean students have to remember between 60 to 100 pages of facts in order to do well (Jones, 2013). Generally, in Western countries, there is more scope for independent thinking, dialogue between teachers and pupils, self-assessment and informal teaching methods and classroom organisation.

         One of the goals of education is surely to promote independent or self-directed learning. This is based very much on learners taking personal responsibility for setting their own learning goals and reflects models that value lifelong learning. Most studies suggest that children learn best when they are given opportunities to use their full range of senses, ask questions, talk, work alongside knowledgeable others and apply their knowledge in practical real-life contexts (Watkins, 2003; Husbands and Pearce, 2012).

         One of the aims of this book is to support trainee and experienced teachers in reaching an informed view in a world where the profession is too readily vilified in the press. When there are problems in society, the tendency is to blame schools – they seem to be responsible in some way for everything from teenage pregnancy (Merrick, 2014) to the ‘mental health epidemic’ among young people (Tait, 2015). Schools and teachers are not miracle workers. In the 1970s, the sociologist Basil Bernstein controversially declared that ‘education cannot compensate for society’ (Bernstein, 1970). He wrote this at a time when neo-Marxists on the far left and eugenicists on the far right both claimed that schooling could do nothing to ‘transform’ society or address its inequalities and divisions. This fatalism did little to help the comprehensive school ideal or, more generally, lift aspirations in the teaching profession and working-class communities. Michael Apple (2013), an American professor, discusses the question of whether education can truly change society. Born in a very poor family, he attended schools in tough areas to qualify as a teacher and then progressed to graduate work at Columbia University. Education opened up possibilities for Apple but without challenging the structures that create poverty in the first place. Sir Michael Wilshaw, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector, put it as follows: ‘It is sometimes said that “schools cannot do it alone”, but this is not quite true: exceptional schools can make up for grave disadvantages faced by young people. In the process, they often become surrogate parents’ (Ofsted, 2013a: 5).

         There is no doubt that excellent schools and teachers can make a huge difference in children and young people’s lives. We know, for example, that the significant improvements in many London schools since 2000 have paid off in terms of educational outcomes for pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds. The success is largely attributed to effective leadership at all levels. This is manifested in many ways, from the recruitment and retention of quality teachers to high levels of data literacy among leaders (Baars et al., 2014). But there is a danger that the work of schools has become so demanding that growing numbers of teachers are suffering from low morale, excessive stress and burnout (Precey, 2015). The relentless focus on measurable outcomes and the rhetoric around targets, results and league tables can detract from the joy of educating children and young people.

         Perhaps the greatest challenge for policy-makers and leaders is ensuring that more children have access to high quality teaching. We know that those fortunate enough to be taught by a very effective teacher can make 40 per cent more learning gains in a single year when compared to those taught by a poorly performing teacher. Those pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds feel the greatest impact: over a school year, these pupils gain 1.5 years’ worth of learning with very effective teachers, compared with 0.5 years with poorly performing teachers (Sutton Trust, 2011). In other words, this difference amounts to a whole year’s learning. Imagine the impact of being taught by a string of very effective teachers.

         The topics of education and schooling usually attract heated debate, partly because we all feel qualified to offer an informed opinion, as ex-pupils, students or parents. These experiences do not, however, necessarily put us in a position to make a fair and accurate assessment of the educational system as a whole. Our views are often selective and subjective, whereas an academic study of education can afford a more balanced and rounded interpretation. Put simply, we need to know what the most reliable evidence says about the topics discussed in this book. This is not straightforward, for various reasons. First, the experts themselves differ over the value of particular research studies and how these should be interpreted. They may have ideological views on how children should be educated. Second, substantial longitudinal studies in education are expensive to fund and do not provide the quick answers that politicians and educators often demand. Third, a lot of research has not always been made available in concise, readable formats for busy teachers. Fourth, despite the development of action or practitioner-led models of research (see Chapter 11), the priority for teachers is to teach. Research is not necessarily something that is valued ahead of, say, personal experience.

         Why are some schools more successful than others?

         Over the years, the literature on school effectiveness and improvement has shown that the key differences between good and not so good schools revolve around the quality of leadership, teaching and the learning environment. Specifically, good leaders have strong values and high expectations, are continually looking to improve further, operate a high degree of internal consistency, invest in their staff and put students first (Hopkins, 2013). They create a climate in which pupils want to learn, and their achievements do not happen by chance. In a classic study of the 15,000 hours that children typically spend in school (Rutter et al., 1979), researchers found the ethos or tone was critical to its success. In schools that had a good ethos, teachers held high expectations of learners’ academic achievement and behaviour, valued student participation and offered a stimulating curriculum including extracurricular activities. One of the most significant findings was that problem behaviours decreased the longer students attended these successful schools. Yet, the researchers noted that schools within close proximity of each other, with almost exactly the same pupil intake in terms of social background and intellectual ability, engendered widely different experiences and results.

         Today, reducing the variation in the quality of education between schools remains a major challenge. Put simply, children’s education should not depend on their postcode. Yet children living in local authorities such as Camden and North Tyneside have a 98 per cent chance of attending a good or outstanding primary school, whereas in Doncaster and Medway it is less than 60 per cent (Ofsted, 2014a: 38–39). The picture is equally mixed in secondary schools. Ofsted also reports that in areas of London like Haringey, Islington and Lambeth, despite high levels of social disadvantage, there is nothing but good and outstanding secondary schools. In places such as St Helens, Oldham and Hartlepool, the chances of attending a good school are less than 40 per cent. But there are no single reasons for such variation and comparing schools is not an exact science.

         How do you judge the quality of a school and the teaching therein? There is substantial literature on what makes for great teaching and learning (Husbands and Pearce, 2012; Ko and Sammons, 2013; Coe et al., 2014; Siraj and Taggart, 2014; Grigg, 2015). Some studies provide forensic levels of detail through observing excellent teachers at work. So, for example, we know the kinds of effective language that teachers use, such as when a Year 5 teacher boosts the self-esteem of a shy boy by saying in front of the whole class: ‘Very good boy spending his time reading whilst he’s waiting’ (Siraj and Taggart, 2014: 29).

         Classroom observations remain the most direct means of assessing the quality of teaching. The views of learners and parents are often perceptive, while external sources such as inspection reports provide a useful overview. Over the last few decades, many schools have become sophisticated in their use of data to track the performance of learners (as individuals, groups and as a cohort). Data is a good thing to be embraced. It enables leaders and teachers to know where there are strengths and areas of underperformance – for example, between groups of learners, subjects or in comparison to average national standards. The acid test of a school’s worth is the extent to which it provides good ‘value added’ on measurable child outcomes (Siraj and Taggart, 2014).

         Despite the growth in the use of attainment data for comparative purposes, statistics are best treated as a source for raising questions rather than providing definitive conclusions. Using programs such as Student Information Management System (SIMS), computer analysis of learners’ reading or mathematical test results can help schools to evaluate what learners know. This takes on added significance when considered over a period of say three or four years to establish more meaningful trends. But raw data does not, for example, tell school leaders how much help children are getting at home. Moreover, test results are snapshots that do not necessarily provide an accurate view of learners’ abilities over time. They also do not reveal the extent to which pupils enjoy learning and school life. This is why establishing a regular dialogue with learners is so important.

         Most explanations as to why schools in similar socio-economic contexts vary in their provision arrive at common-sense conclusions: factors such as the quality of leadership and teaching and the learning environment are most significant. Ofsted reiterate what Rutter and his research team observed thirty-five years ago, namely that ‘the right school culture is critical for improvement’ (Ofsted, 2014a: 5).

         Whether the length of the school day matters is more debatable. Countries whose pupils perform well on international tests – Canada, Finland and Norway – have a shorter school day than students in the UK (from around 8.30 a.m. to 2.30 p.m.). One study in North Tyneside found that starting the school day an hour later significantly improved grades in basic subjects (Savill, 2010). There is also biological evidence that changes in teenagers’ body clocks means that their sleep cycle begins an average two hours later than an adult’s, making adolescents predisposed to sleep between midnight and 9 a.m. (Everett, 2016). Many parents would concur that their teenage children are not very alert first thing in the morning. Yet, studies have also shown that additional instruction time can have a positive impact on learning outcomes particularly for weaker students (Lavy, 2015; Cattaneo et al., 2016). In 2016, the government announced plans to add an extra hour to the school day in secondary schools. But no matter how long children spend in school, how the time is used is most significant in terms of explaining why some schools are more successful than others.

         Who is behind it?

         The ancient Greek philosopher Plato (c.428–347 BC) was perhaps the first Western thinker to raise questions about the role of education and school (skhole) in society. He dreamed of an ideal state in The Republic and mapped out a lifelong learning process for its rulers: from learning to read, write and do sums by the age of 6, studying philosophy and politics by the age of 30 and beginning to rule at the age of 50. Plato formed an open-air Academy (from which we get the word ‘academic’) in which fellow intellectuals debated subjects such as philosophy, mathematics and astronomy. He believed that schools should not force young people to study slavishly because ‘nothing that is learned under compulsion stays with the mind’ (cited by Thomas, 2013: 4). Rather, children should discover knowledge for themselves through play and enquiry.

         Aristotle (384–322 BC), one of Plato’s leading students, also believed in the lifelong nature of learning. He described learning in seven-year cycles. The first phase of early childhood was based on learning through play, toys and physical exercise. Formal schooling began at the age of 7 and lasted until the age of 21. However, learning did not stop then – Aristotle wanted it to extend to the ‘Whole of Life’ with a focus on self-improvement (Giardiello, 2013). His Lyceum is regarded as the first Open University with its focus on philosophy, history and scientific study. Since these very early days, questions have been asked about the purpose of schooling. Aristotle acknowledged: ‘For in modern times there are opposing views about the tasks to be set, for there is no generally accepted assumptions about what the young should learn’ (cited by Thomas, 2013: 17). What these ancient philosophers did was to begin a longstanding debate over how children should be viewed, the nature of learning and what society should value most in its educational system.

         Over the years, four views of the role of schools have emerged. In reality, there are blurred lines between these views and many educators are not constrained by one philosophy or another. First, there is a classical humanist view that sees schools and educators as the gatekeepers to our heritage. Their primary role is to pass on the best of our cultural knowledge to young people. The emphasis is on valuing formal knowledge arranged in subjects or academic disciplines. What matters is that learners acquire such knowledge through traditional didactic methods and assessments, usually in the form of examinations. The public and grammar schools epitomise this ideology.

         A second more instrumental or utilitarian view stresses the need for formal education to prepare young people for life beyond school. Advocates are quick to talk about employability and the needs of business. They want to see schools bridge the gap between classroom learning and the real world. One of the major challenges for policy-makers, leaders and practitioners is getting to grips with the kind of knowledge and skills that will be needed in the future (see Chapter 4). The continual revisions to the national curriculum, since it was first introduced in England and Wales in 1988, illustrate not only political tensions but also shifts in educational thinking as curriculum designers try to keep up with social, cultural and technological changes in society – for instance, in the move from teaching information and communication technology (ICT), which was originally part of the technology programme of study alongside textiles and food, towards a discrete focus on computer science and programming skills.

         A third child-centred view values freedom, discovery, nature and individuality. It originated in the Enlightenment and Romanticism of the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when the likes of the philosophers John Locke (1632–1704) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) saw children not as mini-adults but as free-thinking individuals. Rousseau believed that the child should not be kept in ‘a stuffy room’ but taken out ‘into a meadow every day’ (Rousseau, 1979 [1762]: Book II) where he would learn from encounters with nature. These progressive educators see schools as places to guide learners in their growth as independent, critical and creative thinkers.

         A fourth view questions the existence of schools in their current form. The radical notion that traditional schooling could be a barrier to children’s learning was at the centre of the de-schooling movement in the 1960s and 1970s. The leading proponent, Ivan Illich (1926–2002), a former Catholic priest, suggested that schools suppressed children’s individuality and creativity. He wanted to replace schools with skill exchanges and ‘learning webs’ built on an apprenticeship-style education in which youngsters followed their interests – from car mechanics to philosophy. His idea was that education should be available to the individual whenever he or she wanted it – that is, self-directed rather than institutionalised learning. He famously suggested that if you asked someone where they learned what they knew, almost everyone would say outside school – while viewing TV, from friends or peers, on the street, reading and so forth.

         While the de-schooling movement was subjected to severe criticism for its idealised vision, the spirit of children learning at their own pace and time without the institutional constraints of schools has been adopted by the home schooling movement. The American educator John Holt (1923–1985) was vociferous in his criticism of conventional formal education, notably in How Children Fail (1964), Instead of Education: Ways to Help People do Things Better (1976) and Teach Your Own: The John Holt Manual on Homeschooling (1981). For Holt, what mattered was not something called ‘a better education’ but ‘a life worth living, and work worth doing’ (Holt, 2004 [1976]: xii). Today, based on local authority data, it is estimated that at least 36,000 children are educated at home because parents object to schools for various philosophical, political, cultural or religious reasons or due to their children’s special needs (Jeffreys, 2015).

         Formal schooling has attracted criticism from many quarters during its history. In the nineteenth century, some politicians and farmers complained about the possible threat to the social order from educating the labouring classes and the consequent loss of the workforce from the fields. In the twentieth century, there were moves to set up alternative schools by the likes of A. S. Neill (1883–1973) and Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925). Sociologists such as Basil Bernstein (1924–2000) and Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) argued that working-class children often struggle at school because the system is culturally biased against them (Bernstein, 1970; Bourdieu, 1991). Schools embrace middle-class values, speech (Standard English) and behaviours, which disadvantage working-class children because they have to learn behaviours that middle-class children take for granted, such as how to sit still for a story or speak assertively. The middle classes possess what is known as ‘cultural capital’, or knowledge and experience in life that enables them to advance through the school system at a much faster rate than their working-class peers. More recently, Stephen Ball (2008) and other writers have kept this debate alive, pointing out that despite all the rhetoric and ‘good’ policies to produce fairer educational outcomes, the class divide is as stark as it was in the nineteenth century.

         In the twenty-first century, the notion of parental choice has led to the establishment of free schools, while the rise of technologies has brought into question the role of the traditional school and teacher. Concepts such as ‘virtual schools’ and ‘flipped learning’ have struck a chord with those who want to redefine the relationship between schools and education. Students who attend virtual schools learn via the Internet rather than ‘going to school’ – one estimate suggests more than 1.5 million children in the United States learn in this way (Hanover, 2011). In England, virtual schools tend to focus on supporting children looked after by the local authority and may have only a few enrolled at any one time. However, the Wey Education Schools Trust is planning to open the first online school where children as young as 9 log in to a web-based classroom at 9.15 a.m. before receiving up to four hours of direct tuition each day (Paton, 2014b).

         Flipped learning involves using class time for discussion to master content, while children are introduced to new material through online videos watched at home. An American professor, Eric Mazur (1997), pioneered the idea through what he called peer instruction in which he coached students in class (rather than lectured to them), while they used technologies to gain basic information as homework. Salman Khan is most often associated with flipped learning. In 2004, he began to record videos for the younger cousin he was tutoring because she felt that recorded lessons would let her skip sections she had mastered and replay those that she was finding difficult. Today, the Khan Academy’s massive open online courses (MOOCs) include more than 100,000 interactive activities on a wide range of subjects under the strapline ‘free, for everyone, forever’. More recently, Khan has opened a small-scale laboratory (‘school of the future’) where mixed-aged children are given scope to be creative, take calculated risks and learn from their mistakes. Through self-paced learning, his vision is to offer a free first-class education globally over the next fifteen or so years.

         So, education and learning are not dependent on schools or teachers. Sugata Mitra, professor of educational technology at Newcastle University, famously illustrated this with his hole-in-the-wall experiment in a New Delhi slum in 1999. He installed a computer in a wall, connected it to the Internet and observed how passing children responded. Their natural curiosity led them to explore, even though they had no previous computer experience and the browser was in English – a foreign language they did not speak. Within hours they were playing games, recording their own music and teaching themselves.1 Mitra has conducted further research in Gateshead where groups of children worked together, independent of the teacher, using computers to solve a problem. He describes a follow-up discussion between the teacher and a Year 4 child:

         

         
            Child: Aren’t we going to do any work?

            Teacher: What were you doing so far?

            Child: Learning.

            Teacher: And what is ‘work’?

            Child: When you tell us things and we have to write them down.

            (Mitra and Crawley, 2014: 82)

         

         When tested several months later, the children demonstrated high levels of knowledge, the depth of which surprised the teacher.

         Mitra’s goal is to create Self-Organised Learning Environments (SOLEs) in which learners teach themselves and each other using technologies with minimal adult supervision. In summarising his research between 1999 and 2013, Mitra concludes that children can achieve educational objectives by themselves and understand content years ahead of their time through the use of technologies (Mitra and Crawley, 2014). In simple terms, Mitra is at one end of an opinion line that wants schools to give learners more time using technologies and to investigate ‘big’ motivating questions, rather than spend their time listening to teachers who seek to transfer core knowledge. Mitra’s latest research involves the setting up of ‘Granny Clouds’ in which volunteers from the older generation teach children online (Cadwalladr, 2015).

         Such developments are examples of the innovative use of technologies to bring together different generations within the learning process. For a number of years, there have been well-articulated arguments for schools to move ahead and integrate into lessons the very tools that students are using to learn in their own time, such as social networking and mobile devices (Schrum and Levin, 2009). Despite this, how well are schools embracing technologies and encouraging learners to use them as part of their everyday learning in the classroom? To what extent are teachers confident and skilled enough to ‘let go’ and empower learners to use technologies to support their learning across the curriculum? Unfortunately, it seems that not enough schools are moving learners from being ‘consumers’ to ‘producers’ of knowledge, using technologies such as e-books, podcasts and blogs to enhance this process.

         It is one thing to acknowledge that education has become a lifelong process in which individuals continue to learn in a variety of contexts beyond school, but it is quite another for this belief to be reflected in practice. One way of doing this is to rethink the whole concept of schools – less as places of formal instruction where teachers ‘deliver’ a pre-set curriculum and more as centres for lifelong learning, not constrained by set times and routines. In the United States, this is manifested in the ‘21st Century Community Learning Centers’ (CCLC) programme in which schools stay open longer, offering a range of enrichment activities including classes and workshops on basic and vocational skills, recreational interests in the arts and sport and preparation for employment. In the UK, there is a long tradition of ‘community learning’ and schools opening up facilities to local people. In England, the extended schools programme was launched in 2005 and was designed to improve levels of educational achievement for disadvantaged children by enabling them to learn in non-school hours, with breakfast and homework clubs, classes for parents and families, and art, sport, drama and computer classes (DCSF, 2005). According to the Education Endowment Foundation, a leading education research centre, extending school time can improve behaviour, relationships and raise attainment, particularly for learners from low-income households.2 However, it is worth reflecting carefully on whether the quality of learning and teaching can be improved during school hours before committing additional resources to extending hours.

         Why is it important, and what can you do?

         In 2001, then Prime Minister Tony Blair famously declared that his top priority was ‘education, education, education’. A Conservative Party retort was that it had similar priorities – although not necessarily in the same order. No one disagrees about whether education matters, but most politicians have plenty to say about how best to put their commitments into practice. The all-round benefits of receiving a good education are pretty clear. These include the increased likelihood of a better job and higher income as well as health benefits. On average, among fifteen Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries with available data, a 30-year-old college-educated man can expect to live eight years longer than a 30-year-old man who has not completed his secondary education (OECD, 2013a). Better-educated individuals live healthier lives than those with less education and their children are also more likely to flourish. It also appears that for every additional year spent in formal education, individuals benefit from larger and more diverse networks (social capital) and the opportunities these bring (Halpern, 2005). 

         Of course, obtaining a degree is no longer a guarantee of securing well-paid employment and enjoying a comfortable standard of living. Twenty or so years ago, jobs that were done by school leavers are now seen to need a degree – for instance, in nursing and policing. The expansion of educational opportunities since the Second World War has, in some respects, left the UK with an over-educated workforce. In a thought-provoking critique of government investment into education, Professor Alison Wolf (2002) asked the question, ‘Does education matter?’ She argued that while we produce more graduates than ever before, this has not resulted in a better-educated workforce or a more prosperous economy.

         More recent research by Professor Eric Hanushek has shown that developing the cognitive skills of the population – for example, reflecting critically on written information, drawing conclusions based on evidence and making connections – has a decisive influence on long-term economic growth, both at an individual level and for society at large (Hanushek and Woessmann, 2010; OECD, 2010). Each year the OECD publishes a report called Universal Basic Skills: What Countries Stand to Gain. The report for 2015, written by Hanushek and Woessmann, shows clearly that the quality of schooling is a good predictor of the wealth a country will produce in the long run. It is estimated that a high-income country such as the United States would gain US$27 trillion in additional income if it ensured that all of its 15-year-olds left school with decent basic skills, over the working life of these students (OECD, 2015: 10).

         Good schooling matters then. But the question remains, how is it that schools with similar student intakes, resources and exposure to ideas produce such different outcomes in terms of ethos and expectations on the one hand, and learning and achievement on the other (Hopkins, 2007)? Surely, in our age of phenomenal human achievement in areas such as technology, communication and medicine, it is possible for all schools to become good schools. One response is to say that this is rather naive and that there will always be variation in quality, depicted statistically in normal distribution along the ‘bell curve’. Another response is to point out that defining good schools in data terms alone is not straightforward – attainment data may appear to be strong but the school may be coasting. So, the focus on raising standards in schools described by Ofsted as ‘requiring improvement’ or ‘inadequate’ is not the complete answer. High expectations of learners and staff are critical in all contexts, and schools already considered ‘good’ should not be complacent but aspire to become excellent. Or, put another way, all teachers need to ask themselves, ‘Am I doing everything I can to remove barriers to learning so that learners can achieve their potential?’ Schools should be adopting what Martha Nussbaum, a professor of law and ethics, calls a ‘capabilities approach’ to learning: ‘What is each person able to do and be?’ (Nussbaum, 2011: 18).

         Schools do not operate in a vacuum but, instead, as part of a broader educational system (e.g. government directives, trade union activity, local authority policies) that shapes its direction and performance. An international report by McKinsey & Company, a leading management consultancy firm, entitled How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better (Mourshed, 2010), found that significant improvements can be achieved within six years. Irrespective of context or where school systems are on their improvement journey, the report highlights six key factors to securing improvement: building the instructional skills of teachers and the management skills of principals; assessment practices; improving data systems; facilitating improvement through the introduction of policy documents and education laws; revising standards and curriculum; and ensuring an appropriate reward and remuneration structure for teachers and principals.

         The ultimate goal is to move learners – whether children or adults – from shallow to deep and profound modes of learning (see Table 1.2). Shallow learning, the most common in schools, is characterised by recalling and repeating information. Learners respond to external stimuli, such as tests, rewards or praise. Deep learning involves understanding and reflection, turning information gathered from different sources into meaningful knowledge that can be applied in a range of contexts. Learners are self-motivated. Profound learning occurs when learners question established truths, redefine problems and create alternatives, adding to our stock of knowledge. The modes are well illustrated when learning a language. A novice learner visiting France might know enough French phrases for everyday exchanges, such as asking for directions (shallow), but struggle to engage in any extended conversations, initiate discussions or read newspapers (deep). Those who have mastered French go beyond the technical skills of communication to appreciate and possibly contribute to the wider cultural context – for example, by writing a short story in French or participating in a television debate over a contemporary issue (profound).
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               Table 1.2. The characteristics of shallow, deep and profound learning.

               Source: West-Burnham (2003: 55).

            

         

         In order to develop deep learning, Biggs and Collis (1982) proposed the SOLO (Structure of Observed Learning Outcomes) taxonomy, which describes increasing complexity in a student’s understanding of a subject through five stages:

         
            1. Pre-structural – where learners acquire bits of unconnected information.

            2. Unistructural – simple and obvious connections.

            3. Multistructural – numerous connections are made, but the ‘meta’ connections are missed, as is the big picture.

            4. Relational – learners are now able to appreciate the significance of the parts making up the whole.

            5. Extended abstract – learners make connections within and beyond subjects, generalising and transferring principles.

         


         These are not straightforward terms. Hattie (2013: 29) explains the taxonomy as ‘one idea, many ideas, relate ideas and extend ideas’; the first two relate to surface knowing and the latter two to deep knowing. The SOLO taxonomy depends on a firm knowledge base (the first two stages) before any real thinking can take place. The key point is that both surface and deep learning are necessary; there is little point in learners being able to make connections in isolation. Leaders are only able to promote deep and profound learning if they establish strong relationships in school. The ultimate test of leadership is whether such learning occurs.

         Learning is not the same as performance. Herein lies one of the major challenges in our school system. Too many children and young people are judged solely by their success, or otherwise, in tests or competitions. These achievements do not always reflect depth of learning. Learning occurs when individuals retain knowledge in their long-term memory and are able to apply this. The problem is that it is difficult to know when learning has actually happened; like thinking, we can’t physically see it and so we have to infer when it occurs. So, the fact that a child has scored ten out of ten in a spelling test might suggest that the words have been learned. They have clearly been recalled accurately at the moment of the test. But to move from rote learning to deeper learning, the learner needs to use and understand the words accurately when writing in a range of contexts.

         The good news is that there is plenty of evidence to show what effective teachers do. Here are some well-established practices to build on:

         
            » Seek out what motivates learners – each week invite different children to talk to the class about their passions for five minutes. Make it a memorable occasion using a lectern or special chair, mood music or display table, or use websites such as Pinterest.

            » Use varied and stimulating resources – show the children a thought-provoking image each day (e.g. during registration). Try sites such as

www.livescience.com/50717-amazing-images.html.

            » Ask a range of thought-provoking ‘What if?’ questions such as, ‘What if you couldn’t read?’ Then share real-life accounts to illustrate the points – for example, the story of the teacher, John Corcoran, who worked his way through high school and college without reading.

            » Invite into school retired people who can discuss with pupils new skills they are learning – what are their challenges and joys?

            » Initiate a community project that brings people together.

         

         While such practices can enhance children’s progress in school, there are also factors beyond the classroom that shape children’s education. Over the last decade or so, the notion of community or extended schools has gained support, based on the principle of building closer dialogue between schools, families and the wider community. They seek to provide for a range of services or activities outside of the normal school day to help meet the needs of children as well as their parents, families and local community – for instance, the provision of clubs, activities and evening classes. There is a danger of schools imposing professional views of what is ‘needed’ on the communities they serve, however, working closely with parents and the community should be a central aim for all schools.

         There is abundant evidence to show that parental involvement in children’s education from an early age has a major impact on their achievement well into adulthood (DCSF, 2008c). In schools that are most successful in working alongside parents, the following are evident:

         
            » There are open and clear channels of communication (e.g. text messaging alerts, emails, website, newsletters, ‘positive news’ phone calls, outdoor notices, face-to-face meetings).

            » There are good family learning opportunities (e.g. after-school clubs, parent–child homework sessions, fathers’ storytelling weeks).

            » There are regular opportunities for parents to contribute to school decisions beyond those who serve on the governing body (e.g. through surveys).

            » The school is actively involved in community projects, drawing on the contribution of parents.

         

         Conclusion

         In November 2015, the House of Commons Education Committee announced an inquiry into the purpose and quality of education in England. The chair, Neil Carmichael, explained that the committee wanted to know, ‘What is the purpose of our educational system?’ He provided some helpful prompts for bemused or confused educators: is it to prepare young people for the world of work, to be ready for adulthood, to provide them with broad academic knowledge based on shared culture and values? He added that the answers would help the committee to weigh up whether the curriculum, qualifications, assessment and accountability systems are fit for purpose. The timing of this inquiry is rather odd, given that a new national curriculum was introduced in 2013. A generous view is to point out that this committee is cross-party and its remit is to hold the government to account. It will be interesting to note how many individual teachers take time to respond to the call for evidence.

         These questions and others about purpose and quality have occupied educationalists for a very long time: what does it mean to be truly educated, and what is the role of schools therein? Most commentators would agree that being well educated goes beyond what is learned in school and paper qualifications. It involves personal, social and emotional development as well as academic success. It should involve learner engagement as well as achievement. High quality teaching, a rich and stimulating curriculum and strong home–school links can inspire the habits of lifelong learning which learners need to flourish in an uncertain, complex world. Unfortunately, the emphasis on measurable outcomes can sometimes obscure the fact that learning is a continual and complex process, in which mistakes occur that sometimes engender fear of failure and a lack of confidence. Ironically, those schools that see education as an enriching process, beyond being an exam factory, do not underperform in terms of academic results. Rather, student engagement becomes a precursor to high and sustained performance.

         But how do we engage learners? There is no catch-all solution – certainly building relationships with students, their peers and parents is key to understanding their interests, motives, likes and dislikes. Learning in the context of real-world scenarios can make a difference (see Chapter 4). Another key factor to consider is where learning occurs, so there are calls for leaders and teachers to literally think outside the (classroom) box. A report by the Innovation Unit points out that some schools are rethinking how they use their available space (which is turned into ‘learning zones’) so that students and their parents organise their own learning – forming groups, commissioning local experts to cover specific subjects or help out with projects, or working independently (Hampson et al., 2012). In one school, the experimental zone is equipped with webcams, which allow students to monitor their experiments over the weekend. These developments are not dependent on a major investment of resources, but a change of perspective so that learning without limits integrates school and real-world learning.

         Summary

         
            » The terms education, training, schooling and learning are often used interchangeably, but they are not the same.

            » Education has a much broader and deeper meaning than training in specific skills. Learning begins in the womb and continues into old age. It is not only for the young.

            » Children’s progress in learning in school is very much dependent on the quality of teaching. This can vary considerably within and between schools.

            » The effectiveness of teaching is usually measured in terms of its impact on children’s educational outcomes.

            » The most effective teachers know their material and how to communicate in a clear and engaging manner.

            » While teachers can make a significant difference to children’s learning, parental engagement is also important.

            » The relationship between education and schooling needs to be redefined to better equip learners for the modern age. This can be achieved, for example, through better integration of technologies in learning and stronger partnerships with parents and the wider community.

         

         Points for reflection and action

         
            » Can you ever imagine a time when schools are no longer needed?

            » Take a look at the Cramlington Learning Village website (www.cramlingtonlv.co.uk) to see how the school uses classroom spaces in a very flexible way.

            » According to a recent report by the Office for National Statistics, Scotland is the best educated country in Europe, based on the numbers (45 per cent) receiving tertiary and higher education (Johnston, 2014). Do you think too many people are going to university, and is this cheapening the value of degrees? Are qualifications the best measure of an education?

            » How can the generations be brought together to share learning? Consider the lessons to be learned from the Intergenerational Centre in Seattle where a nursery is set within a care home for elderly residents (http://washington.providence.org

/senior-care/mount-st-vincent/services/child-care). Try to watch a documentary called Present Perfect, based on the centre (www.presentperfectfilm.com).

         

         
            1 In Mitra’s (2010) TED talk, ‘The Child-Driven Education’, he points out that in a follow-up experiment in Hyderabad, he gave a speech-to-text computer program to a group of children who spoke English with a strong Telugu accent. When they first used it the computer could not understand their speech, so Mitra left it with them to see whether they could overcome the problem. When he returned two months later, he found they had developed a more neutral British accent to enable them to talk to the computer. A short while later, Mitra wanted to know whether 12-year-old Tamil children could teach themselves biotechnology in English on their own. One child told him, ‘Apart from the fact that improper replication of the DNA molecule causes genetic disease, we’ve understood nothing else.’

            2 See https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/

evidence/teaching-learning-toolkit/extending-school-time/.
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