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Preface




The only time my education was interrupted was while I was at school.


Winston Churchill





The purpose of education is to prepare young people for the future. Schools should be helping young people to develop the capacities they will need to thrive. What they need, and want, is the confidence to talk to strangers, to try things out, to handle tricky situations, to stand up for themselves, to ask for help, to think new thoughts. That is not too much to ask – it is every young person’s basic educational entitlement.


But they are not getting it. There is no evidence that being able to solve simultaneous equations, or discuss the plot of Hamlet, equips young people to deal with life. We have lazily assumed that, somehow, it must do, but research shows that even successful students are often left timid and unsettled when they step outside the narrow comfort zones of their academic success. We agonise about the content of the syllabus, and the dumbing down of examinations, yet the core failure of education to prepare young people for their complex and uncertain futures passes, year after year, almost without comment.


This is shocking; and it is dangerous. Education has lost the plot, and it urgently needs to recover its core purpose. Without the confidence that they are equal to the challenges they face, young people are at risk. They are, as all the surveys show, prone to becoming anxious and insecure, and to acting in the self-destructive ways that typify people under stress. This is bad for them, bad for their families, bad for their communities, bad for their employers, and bad for their countries. Politicians claim to put education at the heart of their concerns, and they are right to do so. But they are wrong if they think that tinkering with the syllabus or the examination system will fix it. They need the courage to go deeper.


This book provides a much-needed new perspective on schooling. We are familiar with the perspective of qualifications: the concern to monitor and measure how much of the curriculum has passed successfully into the mind of a student. And we are equally familiar with the perspective of content: the concern with selecting and organising the subject-matter of schooling. But we are much less familiar with what I shall call the perspective of the epistemic apprenticeship: the idea that school is a protracted training in particular ways of thinking, learning and knowing (that’s what ‘epistemic’ means: to do with the ways people think, learn and know). Just as an apprentice jeweller or mason carries out tasks that are designed to develop certain skills and sensibilities, so we can look at education as a long-term training in certain kinds of thinking, remembering, writing, researching and communicating.


When Albert Einstein said that ‘education is what remains after one has forgotten everything one learned at school’ it is those skills and attitudes that he was referring to. If your schooling required you, lesson after lesson, to copy down facts, remember them accurately and reproduce them when prompted, it was the skills of note-taking and memorisation that you were practising, and the attitude of unquestioning acceptance that you were cultivating. If, on the other hand, your curriculum was built around groups researching self-chosen projects, then it was the skills of collaboration and discussion, and the attitude of self-organisation, that were being inculcated. This perspective is not an alternative to the other two. To start paying attention to the learning habits children are developing does not mean you no longer care about the content, or about quality. The young jeweller or mason needs specific stones to work with, and someone to judge how well they are doing. But the point of the apprenticeship is not the immediate performance so much as the cumulative development that is going on behind the specific tasks. And if we are serious about education being a preparation for the future, it is the quality of these learning skills and attitudes that matters in the long run.


The core confidence that young people need, and many of them lack, derives from a number of personal qualities – what, in this book, I will call their learning muscles. These are curiosity, courage, investigation, experimentation, imagination, reasoning, sociability and reflection. These are not just skills, although each has a skilful component. They are qualities of mind – pleasures and inclinations as much as abilities. When children have been helped to develop these learning muscles, they feel more confident, and are more willing to engage intelligently with the difficulties in their lives. These vital qualities are perfectly capable of being strengthened and cultivated by education – but in the pressure to push up literacy rates and exam passes, most schools have come to ignore and even subvert this most basic of their functions. All too often the quest for results serves to undermine the foundations of self-confidence rather than to strengthen them. Young people – some of them skilful exam-passers – become less curious as a result of their education, not more. They lose their capacity for wonder and critical questioning. Rather than becoming bolder and braver, they become more docile and fragile in the face of difficulty. They learn to think narrowly rather than broadly, to compete rather than cooperate, to be frightened of uncertainty and the risk of error that accompanies it. Education is in dereliction of its duty to the next generation if schools are not fostering these strengths in their students.


The disaffection with the methods and subjects of the traditional curriculum is an acute problem at the moment, but it is not a new one. The great American philosopher John Dewey wrote about it 70 years ago:




How many students, for example, were rendered callous to ideas, and how many lost the impetus to learn because of the way in which learning was experienced by them? How many of them acquired special skills by means of automated drill so that their power of judgement and capacity to act intelligently in new situations was limited? How many came to associate the learning process with ennui and boredom? How many found what they did learn so foreign to the situations of life outside school as to give them no power of control over the latter? How many came to associate books with dull drudgery, so that they were ‘conditioned’ to all but flashy reading matter?1





How many of today’s school-leavers are still suffering the same kind of mental abuse? We cannot – indeed must not – ignore the character-forming nature of school. But the question is: what capacities and attitudes towards knowing and learning do we want to help today’s young people to cultivate. As a society, we can’t afford to produce large numbers of young adults who see themselves as having failed at learning. They cost us too dearly. Each year 150,000 school-leavers enter the post-school world unable to count properly2 – by any reckoning a failure of the system. As parents, we should not tolerate an institution that both compounds our children’s insecurity, rather than ameliorating it and fails to teach so many of them basic skills.


In thrall to content and qualifications, we have forgotten the deeper purpose of education. In the rush to make young people into successful exam-passers, we have overlooked their deeper need to become successful people, eager to learn and grow in the real-life world of work, leisure and relationships – and to become successful people they need a rich set of useful, general-purpose habits of mind that will stand them in good stead whatever they want or need to turn their hand to. This book describes what an up-to-date, really useful epistemic apprenticeship would look like, and how schools can provide it.


Building learning power


I first realised that school is, above all, a place where children go to learn how to use their minds through my work as a cognitive scientist. Since the publication of my first book in 1979, I have been fascinated by the ways people learn – and how they can get better, and worse, at learning. In 1984 I reviewed the research on learning in a book called Live and Learn, and I updated that work in another book in 1990 called Teaching to Learn. But it was not till a chance encounter with a primary headteacher called Peter Mountstephen in 1997 that I began to work directly with teachers and pupils, to explore how to put practical flesh on the scholarly bones of my ideas. I was convinced that it was possible, in theory, to help young people become more powerful and effective learners. Working with Pete and the staff, governors, parents and pupils at his school enabled me to begin to devise the simple techniques that would translate psychological insight into educational reality.


My work in schools since that time led to the development of the practical programme that schools know as ‘Building Learning Power’, or BLP for short. Working with a small Bristol-based company, TLO Ltd, we devised ways to help schools to see what is possible, and to shift their habits in small but critical ways. We have carried out research projects in Cardiff, Bristol, Oxfordshire and elsewhere, to monitor and evaluate the effects. With colleagues at the University of Bristol, I have developed ways in which schools and pupils can keep track of their own developing ‘learning fitness’ and monitor their progress. Working in schools and meeting teaching professionals at conferences has enabled me to refine the programme and evaluate its success in classrooms both in the UK and internationally. Many of the ideas explored in this book have developed out of this exchange with schools.


Here is a small example of BLP in action. Julie Green’s year five class are doing a lesson on magnets. A series of small experiments has been laid out around the room, and the children will go around in groups of three, carry out the experiments, and see what happens. But Miss Green explains to them that they will also be stretching their questioning muscles, because when they have made their observations, she wants them to think up the kinds of questions they think a scientist might be stimulated to ask. ‘If the magnet does this, what would that make you wonder? What would you want to find out next?’ she asks them. At the end of the lesson, the children share their observations and their questions – and then get involved in an animated discussion about ‘What makes a good scientific question?’ and ‘How are scientists’ questions special?’


These children are not only learning about magnets; they are, at the same time, sharpening their understanding of how different kinds of questions are good for different kinds of purposes. At the end of the lesson, Julie asks them to think of somewhere in their out-of-school lives where those kinds of questions would be helpful – and as they leave for their playtime, the children are happily discussing how they could use what they have learned in their swimming practice, or when they are watching a nature programme on television.


These children may not ever need to use what they have learned about magnets – but learning about good questioning will be useful for the rest of their lives. They are having their powers of curiosity stimulated and refined, and they are thinking about how useful that can be in real life. Compare this to a more familiar kind of lesson, in which the aim is merely to learn the correct answers, and in which the only questioning voice is that of the teacher. Researchers have found that, in normal classrooms, in both primary and secondary schools, children are hardly ever stimulated to ask their own questions, or to think about the nature of questioning. One study found that, in the space of a lesson, students volunteered just two questions to the teacher’s eighty-four. Over a school year, young people asked an average of just one question a month.3 What Julie Green has done is make a small, manageable shift to her classroom practice that, added to a dozen others like it, can make all the difference to her students’ future confidence to think and wonder. You may think this just sounds like good teaching – but it is surprisingly rare.


Although many teachers are becoming familiar with the ideas and possibilities of ‘learning to learn’, these ideas have not yet seeped out, as fully as they need to, into the thinking of parents and the wider public. This book aims to rectify that. For I believe it is only when parents in their thousands truly realise what is at stake, and what is possible, that politicians will begin to respond with the speed and commitment that is required. As we will see, it is not yet more tinkering with the content and the exams that is needed. It is a whole-hearted exploration of questions such as these:




	What kind of curriculum is going to be best suited to developing the mentalities and identities that will enable young people to prosper?


	What kinds of activities, based on that knowledge, will stretch and develop those qualities most effectively?


	
How can we ensure that what is developed will be disembedded from the context of school, so that it will give young people a genuine purchase on the problems and challenges of their real lives, both presently and in the future?


	How do we organise schools so everyone will feel that they are there to improve something useful, and are able to do so, and not that they are constantly being reminded how ‘bright’ or ‘weak’ they are?





To effect a thorough change we have to start by seeing just how bad things are. We have to understand what it is that young people really need, what schools are actually providing, and acknowledge the gulf between the two. And then we have to establish, beyond all possible doubt, that the kind of educational reform that has been going on for more than a hundred years is not going to work. We have to abandon the vain hope that such tinkerings are ever going to do the trick. Only once we have done that can we launch the main argument of the book: that a different kind of change is both necessary and possible. With a bit of imagination, and a modicum of courage, education can rediscover its heart and soul.


This book will take you into classrooms and living rooms, and show you the many affordable, ingenious ways in which young people’s spirit of adventure can be developed. H. G. Wells said that human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe. A little dramatic perhaps, but there is no doubt that rediscovering the true purpose of education is a matter of urgency. This is the territory where the debate needs to be happening. The authoritative Cambridge review of primary education in 2007 found that literacy levels have remained almost static since the 1950s – an unpalatable fact that ministers seem loath to accept. Over the same period, children’s enjoyment of reading – their feel for its pleasures and purposes – has significantly declined: an appalling and unacceptable cost that the same ministers appear blithely to discount.4 If politicians and policy-makers are not going to do it, then parents and teachers will have to lead the debate about what should happen in our schools. It is my fervent hope that this book will help them do it.
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Stress: the children’s epidemic?


There is a crisis at the heart of our society … Children represent the future of our country, and from the findings of this report they … feel unsafe and insecure, have low aspirations and put themselves at risk.


Sir Al Aynsley Green, Children’s Commissioner for England


Before schools can genuinely begin to meet the needs of young people we need to understand what those needs are. We must understand what their world is like, how they are coping, what the key stresses are, what their futures hold and what tools and resources they require to live successfully in the world beyond the school gates. Gaining some clarity about these questions is what this chapter is about.


Many young people live happy lives, and relish their schooldays. They like their teachers, enjoy at least some of their subjects, are good enough at the things school values to feel good about themselves, and feel they have a reasonable chance of doing well enough in their exams to get where they want to go. But many are not so fortunate. And while many of those who are struggling come from poor and unstable families and communities, a good many of them come from homes that are apparently stable and well-off. You may know, as I do, loving families in which the parents feel that their teenaged child has ‘gone off the rails’ or ‘got in with a bad crowd’. Many young people run away from home, get drunk or take drugs, get pregnant, fail their exams, develop eating disorders or self-harm. These are clearly situations of degrees of seriousness – exams can be retaken for example while self-harm or drug addiction can require years of recovery – but the central issue is that we need to recognise that there are deep currents with which all young people, no matter what their family background, are having to cope.


Young people’s mental health


The surveys and statistics show that, for more and more young people every year, fearfulness, self-doubt, self-consciousness and insecurity are constant themes. In 2004 the prestigious Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry reported the results of an extensive and rigorous study comparing teenagers’ mental health in 1974, 1986 and 1999. The report begins:




The mental health of teenagers has sharply declined in the last twenty-five years, and the chances that fifteen-year-olds will have behavioural problems such as lying, stealing and being disobedient have more than doubled. The rate of emotional problems such as anxiety and depression has increased by 70% in adolescents.





The researchers found that boys are more likely to exhibit behavioural problems, while girls are more likely to experience emotional problems – as many as one in five fifteen-year-old girls, in fact.5


A 2005 survey of their readers by girls’ teen magazine Bliss corroborated this picture. Teenage girls feel stressed on all fronts – at home, at school and with friends. They feel under pressure to look good, act cool, behave responsibly and succeed academically. Nine out of ten have felt depressed, 42% ‘feel low’ regularly, and 6% think ‘life is not worth living’. One in three fourteen-year-old girls say they drink alcohol every week. Two out of every three say they have been bullied. 37% say they ‘suffer from obsessive compulsive disorder’(feeling bound to carry out a range of superstitious rituals or repetitive actions in order to ward off trouble or make themselves feel safe).6 Another survey in 2006 found that teenage drinking has almost doubled in the last four years alone. More than a third of fifteen-year-old girls describe themselves as regular drinkers, and it is middle-class girls from traditional, so-called stable homes, who are drinking the most. Over half of all sixteen-year-olds have tried illegal drugs.7


In 2007 a Unicef report on the well-being of children and adolescents ranked the UK worst overall out of twenty-one wealthy nations on a range of indicators. British children are more likely to have got drunk or had sex than those of any other developed country. One of the indicators on which the UK was right at the bottom was peer relationships. Only 40% of British children over eleven described their peers as ‘kind and helpful’ compared, with over 80% in Switzerland. (Holland and Scandinavia came out top overall; the USA was next to last, only slightly better than the UK.)


Commenting on the report, Dr Andrew McCulloch of the UK’s Mental Health Foundation said, ‘The mental health of our young people is a critical issue: cases of anxiety and depression have risen by 70% over the past twenty-five years, and up to 60% of adolescents with a mental health problem will carry that through into adulthood.’8


As I suggested earlier, these issues cut right across family, class and ethnic backgrounds. They can’t be explained by families in poverty; nor by the rise in divorce and single-parenthood; nor by a small number of teenagers whose problem behaviour is getting worse; nor by an increase in the rate of reporting such problems. The Deputy Director of the Nuffield Foundation, who funded the 2004 research on adolescents’ mental health, said: ‘It’s not a small tail pulling down the average, but a more widespread malaise.’9


The Nuffield study focused on the general experience of adolescents, and did not look specifically at more extreme concerns such as the incidence of self-harm and suicide. But these dramatic symptoms of teenage insecurity are also on the rise. A 2006 report by the Mental Health Foundation called Truth Hurts finds that self-harm ‘is a hidden epidemic of horrific proportions, and we know virtually nothing about why it happens or how to stop it’.10 The young people interviewed for the report describe a range of factors that trigger their behaviour: being bullied, not getting on with parents, academic pressure and general stress. ‘Adolescents who self-harmed were rare thirty years ago. Today, self-harming is a dramatic, addictive behaviour, a maladaptive way for growing numbers of youngsters to relieve their psychological distress,’ says adolescent psychiatrist Dr Dylan Griffiths. Of the 160,000 people treated for self-inflicted injuries in hospital emergency departments in England in 2005–6, 24,000 – 15% – were aged between fifteen and nineteen. South Staffordshire NHS Trust has run a pilot scheme that allows self-harmers to cut themselves under the supervision of nurses.


That our children are behaving in such self-destructive ways calls out for explanation. Experts suggest that self-inflicting pain is a short-term, desperate way of over-riding other feelings that seem confused and irresolvable. For some people sharp pain can drag them into the present, and force all other nagging anxieties out of the loop of consciousness – for a while. One teenage boy described his self-harming like this:




It was a way to get rid of the hurt and anger. But the rush it gave, the sense of feeling better, was so short-lived that I had to do it many times … I don’t know how to release my feelings in any other way.





A teenage girl said:




I was twelve years old when I began, and pretty depressed, angry and isolated. One day I accidentally hit my hand really hard against my bed, and experienced this sudden feeling of relief. Then I decided to cut myself, to see if I could make the good feelings last longer. I began cutting myself once a week on average … It became the only way I could keep going.11





The summer of 2007 saw an outbreak of ‘tombstoning’ across the UK. Tombstoning involves jumping off high rocks into the sea, or off bridges into rivers. It is most popular amongst teenage boys. It is very dangerous – that is the point – and several hundred have been injured and the first fatalities have already occurred. Why do they do it? sixteen-year-old Jez explained, ‘You spend the whole day in school doing boring stuff and [wanting] to do something that will give you a rush. Jumping does that. Just for a second you forget all the boring bits of your day and feel free.’ Eighteen-year-old Steve said, ‘It’s a way of getting out of your mind for a moment or two without taking drugs or drinking alcohol. When you’re out there in midair you don’t think of anything – your head goes clear. And then you hit the sea and you feel so alive.’12 Having a bit of fun is one thing. Needing to risk your life in a desperate attempt to find a few seconds’ peace of mind is quite another.


Another 2005 report, based both on interviews with 1,000 12–19-year-olds and an analysis of national statistics, claims that 900,000 adolescents have been so miserable they have contemplated suicide. Childline, the children’s charity and helpline, report a 27% increase in calls from suicidal youngsters from 2005 to 2006.


What is making young people so insecure?


Family life for many young people, regardless of race or class, is often complex and unstable. Only the lucky ones now have a supportive extended family, and many have experienced family break-ups. Step-parents and half-siblings may have to be accommodated. Children of divorced parents shuttle between Mum and Dad, involving repeated adjustment to their different life-styles and values. Kids act up or may seem to take things in their stride; either way, it’s hard work, requiring levels of sophisticated emotional intelligence that the bland work on self-esteem in their PSHE (personal, social and health education) lessons may not even begin to touch.


As a result, friendship groups have become more central to identity. Social life outside the home begins earlier, and access to drink, drugs and sex becomes correspondingly easier. These cross-currents create frequent opportunities for conflict, as neither parents, teachers nor the young people themselves quite know where the boundaries should be drawn. Ann Hagen, editor of the Journal of Adolescence, sums it up: ‘At fifteen or sixteen there is a real struggle ahead [about] how you are going to succeed and get settled. We have high expectations of responsibility, independence and academic achievement of our teenagers without the other side of the equation: giving them the means to achieve that.’13


Young people live in a world of fierce yet fragile allegiances, in which consumer products are the ephemeral badges. In liking, choosing, buying, possessing and displaying, they fill in precious details of who they are, and where their allegiances lie. Which football club to support? Which band to listen to? What clothes to wear? Whether to have sex (or pretend to have done) and who with? All such choices can be a matter of social life and death. Many teenagers’ days are filled with a series of choices and potential pitfalls in which their every utterance can be fraught with the possibility of Getting It Wrong.


Risk-taking is often one of the prices of admission to a social group. To be deemed daring, to damn the consequences, not to mind about possible hurt to yourself or others can lead to being in with the right group. Young people have always wanted to take risks: to defy the dull, sensible advice of their elders. In the good old days young men were sent off to war, to get it out of their system, or to die. Now we see the risk-taking every weekend on an epidemic scale: drink, drugs, unprotected sex, fighting, racing stolen cars. The idea that it’s cool not to care, not to be touched or affected, can be tested and displayed through collective risk-taking, or even by your vicarious reactions to increasingly extreme horror movies or porn. The trick is to keep joking and laughing, whatever atrocity or obscenity is on the screen.


Best friends are absolutely vital, but the shadowy threat of falling out, or of a breach of trust, deliberate or inadvertent, can constantly hover in the background. And moving between different groups and contexts demands constant readjustments of personality, in order to fit in. Many young people even keep a stock of subtly different accents for different social contexts. And despite their best efforts there is a continual risk of a collision between the different compartments of their social worlds.14


A safer – but still exciting – kind of intimacy, and test-bed of identity experimentation, is instantly available online. Chat-rooms allow young people to experiment with their identity in ways that can become both thrilling and addictive. The chat-room vastly expands the opportunity to shed unwanted aspects of their real, burdensome bodies and personalities – the nose they don’t like; the self-consciousness they hate – and invent alternative identities that, so young people say, can feel very real.


To be a teenager today, is to be a shape-shifter and a quick-change artist, and there is pleasure and risk, but also stress, in that freedom. Behind all this sophisticated semi-conscious role-play, nags the question ‘But who am I really?’


The culture of celebrity in which we are all immersed invites young people, as it does the rest of us, to gossip and judge, rather than think and learn. Teenagers are continually buttressing allegiances and identities by expressing choices, judgements and preferences about people in the news and on television. The fascination with celebrity invites naïve dreams of easy success, and facile judgement without consequence. Adolescents need (and want) people to admire, to look up to. They want people to be like. If they are lucky, they will find relatives, family friends or teachers who embody positive values well enough to inspire their respect. If not, and they turn to the media for their role models, they will see people winning money by chance or through the accumulation of trivial facts, foul-mouthed footballers and rock stars earning huge sums of money, Page Three girls notorious for their drug habits or plastic surgery featured in newspapers, models with eating disorders gracing the front of magazines, dishonest politicians lying to the people who elected them. What can we hope they will learn from the examples being elevated in the press and on television? While some of the activities of these celebrities may be condemned it certainly does not stop them being stars. Adrift in this moral maelstrom it is not surprising that young people seem to flip between apathy and passionate idealism.


Religion in all its forms responds to that idealism, and it may also offer an escape from the burden of being personally responsible for dealing with so much complexity. The flight into fundamentalism is a flight from complexity and responsibility – and a time-honoured and venerable one it is too. Teenagers’ idealism, their quest for something that is of ultimate concern, is wonderful, but it also makes them vulnerable. Escape from responsibility and uncertainty is offered by a whole host of religious cults and spiritual clubs. But in the spiritual supermarket, there are good, bad and indifferent products, and for young people who are not encouraged to question and challenge it might not be easy to tell from the packaging which is which.


And to compound these worries is the truth that for many young people adolescence is lasting longer as financial worries are reinforced by the prospect and then the reality of debt. Funding university education and getting on the housing ladder are both daunting prospects. As a result, financial dependence on parents lasts longer – the average age of leaving home has risen to around twenty-four. What used to be the major life step or right of passage of ‘leaving home’ is increasingly reversible, as young adults come and go.


What do young people say about their world?


What do young people themselves say about their lives? How do they view the future? What do they expect of adulthood and the world of work? One major survey of 3,500 young people, aged between eleven and twenty-five, was carried out by the Industrial Society (as it then was, now the Work Foundation) in 1997. The report is more than ten years old, but I think we can safely expect the conclusions to be, if anything, even more valid now than they were then.




Most [young people] fear that their world will generally become more challenging, and some have a bleak view of future opportunities and trends … Their lives are riddled with insecurity, and traditional aspirations seem inappropriate in the context of the world as young people experience it … At school, they are told that they need qualifications in order to get a good job … meanwhile, media reports and the experience of unemployed family and friends suggest that job security is an illusion … Many young people look to the market to seek forms of escape: acquiring clothes … and other ‘badges of belonging’ as well as using drugs. The youth drug-dance culture is largely young people’s attempt to create an alternative world.





The theme of insecurity recurs time and again in the report. More than half (63%), felt that school did not prepare them for life in the real world. Three-quarters of all 11–25-year-olds, and 85% of all young women, were afraid of being physically attacked. Only one fifth of all young people said they felt part of their local community. More young people said they felt part of their friendship group than they did of their family. Less than half felt part of their school.


And the UK’s young people are not alone in these feelings. A recent study of 650 Australian teenagers’ views of the future concluded:




Many of the young people in this study expressed a strong sense of negativity, helplessness, despondency and even anguish about the anticipated problems facing their society and the world at large. For a majority, [their perceptions] ranged from intensifying pressure and competition in schools … to worsening trends of physical violence and war, joblessness and poverty, destructive technology and environmental degradation.15





The words used by those young people to describe the future included uncaring, violent, unfair, mechanised, unsustainable and corrupt.


School is stressful


With all the uncertainties, responsibilities, complexities and choices of their out-of-school lives throbbing away in the background, academic pressure turns up time and again as one of the prime causes of young people’s feelings of stress and apprehension. UK Government concerns with standards and accountability have led to teenagers being tested virtually to destruction. Young people are continually urged to study hard, and told how important their results will be.


Whatever it may say in the school prospectus, the message of the educational medium is clear: success means getting enough points at A-level to get onto the university course you want. By that yardstick, three out of every four young adults are going to fail. How they interpret and cope with that is going to be crucial. Their family and peer group, as well as the personal resources they have managed to develop, will count for a good deal. But, as Ann Hagen says, boosting their level of resilience is not something that many schools currently know much about. Students are rarely coached, effectively and systematically, in the habits and qualities of mind that will enable them to meet these demands with confidence. At best they are given revision guides and mock exams.


So even many of the ‘good’ schools are contributing to the demands and stresses placed on young people rather than to the development of their personal resources. Calls to Childline by young people struggling to cope with the pressure of exams have shot up in the last few years. Childline’s Chief Executive, Carole Easton, says:




Exam stress affects almost every child at some point in their education. Everyone who cares for and works with children needs to look out for warning signs that a child may be struggling to cope with exams … Some children who call Childline tell us that exams are the ‘last straw’ in their young lives.16





Even the head of the UK Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, Dr Ken Boston, says ‘the assessment load is huge. It is far greater than in other countries, and is not necessary for the purpose’.17


This irony has not gone unnoticed. The Children’s Commissioner for England, Sir Al Aynsley-Green, commenting in the wake of the Unicef report, attributed a good deal of young people’s stress to the constant pressure of school tests, and the lack of a curriculum that addresses their concerns. ‘Children feel under such pressure from endless testing, they do not feel they have the time to enjoy themselves,’ he explained. ‘What is the purpose of education? Is it for the attainment of government targets, or is it to provide children with the life skills to become confident adults?’18


Aside from exams, schools are stressful places for young people for a host of familiar reasons. They worry about not being liked, not fitting in, falling out with friends. They worry about not being able to cope with the weight of homework that they are expected to do. They worry about being picked on by teachers; about not knowing the answer to questions; about looking stupid; about being laughed at. They worry about being bullied – as they move up from primary to secondary school, the fear of being bullied is their number one anxiety. They feel vulnerable on the unsupervised journey between home and school.19


While young people are struggling to reconcile the twin pressures both to stand out and to fit in, school has traditionally ignored that struggle, and stood them in a long straight line labelled ‘achievement’ that graded them from the ‘weakest’ to the ‘brightest’, reducing their desire to be rich and variegated to a single dull dimension. Now, schools say they are interested in ‘personalising’ learning to suit individuals, but the message of the medium has not changed very much. At sixteen, young people will still be made to find their place in that line, which remains the essential benchmark of the school’s success, as well as that of each individual. The only individuality that gets official recognition can be expressed in subject choices, and the school’s university report.


The stress of school is compounded, for many youngsters, by their inability to see the point of it. The report from the Work Foundation cited earlier sums up children’s feelings thus: ‘Schools are seen by young people as failing to equip them with the ability to learn for life, rather than for exams.’ A third of 11–16-year-olds interviewed were bored by school. Here are some typical quotations from the interviews.





The things you learn in school … you’re not really using them in actual real life … I think there’s a gap. In school everything works like clockwork. You know, you go to your lessons, you do your work, you learn all your information and it sticks in your head, you do your exam and you get all the information you can possibly get. Real life is not like that. (eighteen-year-old man, Leicester)





You learn to read and write in the Infants and Juniors – and then the rest of it, to be honest, most of it I can’t even remember now. (twenty-two-year-old woman, London)





While you’re in school you’re expanding your brain. Outside of school and in work you’re learning about life. Simple as that. (twenty-three-year-old man, London)


Moving from the problem to the solution


Overall, it is an unusual teenager, these days, whose world is not full of demands, risks and opportunities, all of which are hard to assess. The mental and emotional demands of modern life are intense, and not surprisingly, young people (like their parents) often feel in over their heads.20What all this uncertainty and complexity amounts to is a huge learning demand on young people. They are faced with complicated, ambiguous predicaments on a daily basis. They are expected to make numerous choices and judgements, often on the basis of inadequate information. In every sphere, the social as much as the intellectual or practical, they have to weigh evidence, ask questions, discuss options, check the trustworthiness of different sources of information and advice, try things out, make mistakes and try again, imagine ‘possible selves’ they might become, take other people’s views into account and sometimes stand their ground. Outside of school as well as within, their lives are roller-coasters of sophisticated learning. And as the traditional sources of guidance and authority are often weak and conflicting young people are left feeling individually responsible: as if, as one teenager said, ‘I am continually having to make it up as I go along,’ always in danger of screwing up and looking stupid.


In a nutshell, young people are stressed. Psychologists tell us that ‘stress’ is what happens when the demands made on you exceed the resources you have to meet them. A continuing imbalance between demands and resources leads to feelings of being inadequate, anxious and out of control. Under these circumstances, people feel obliged to try to manage their feelings rather than to focus on tackling the demands themselves. And this leads to denial, withdrawal, blaming, escapism and displacement activities. To put it simply, getting drunk, depressed or aggressive are increasingly desperate attempts to avoid the self-criticism that comes from not feeling up to dealing with life’s problems.


What the review in this chapter shows is that the range and weight of the demands on young people are intense, and they have little scope for reducing them. They cannot change their family structure, they cannot change the nature of youth culture, they cannot turn off the clamour to spend and consume, they can’t change educational legislation or remove GCSEs. So they are left with only two options: to work on developing their resources; or to engage in displacement activities – the self harming, the fantasies, the procrastination or the fundamentalism.
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