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4 What is the future for primary education?

Children’s learning
Successful learning and development takes time. Good primary
teachers are aware of different children’s ages, developmental
levels and learning processes. They pay heed to children’s existing
knowledge and understanding and cultural backgrounds. 

Learning never takes place in a vacuum. Learning in symbolic
forms (abstract language, mathematical symbols, scientific rules
etc.) should build upon and work with the child’s experience, use
of the senses, and creative and experimental activity. Rote learning
without a proper understanding lays a poor foundation for future
development. 

Play is the most fundamental way in which children develop an
understanding of the world around them. It is through imaginative
role play that children gain a symbolic realisation of possibilities. 
It is at play that children are most free to talk. 

It is through talk that children are most able to deal with
problem solving and interpretation of the world around them. 
Play must form an integral part of children’s learning throughout
the primary years.

Children have the right to a broad and balanced curriculum that
allows them to develop their talents in all areas. The arts,
humanities and physical education must all play an equal part to
those subjects currently described as ‘core’. 

This is the text from the launch of ‘A Charter for
Primary Education’, first published in 2013.

A Charter
for Primary

Education
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A Charter for Primary Education 5

Key skills
It is a central role of primary schools to help all children become fluent
and effective communicators, in speech, writing and other media.
Children learn to be effective communicators in an environment based
on trust and cooperation. They cannot fully develop these skills in an
environment where there is a fear of failure. 

Schools should help children develop their use of Standard English
and, as far as practical, other language forms (vernacular, family or
heritage languages). 

The fostering of a love of books and literature is the fundamental
building block in learning to read. The teaching of reading should go
far beyond the simple functional skill of decoding words. Children
should be encouraged to develop their own tastes and make their own
choices about reading in an environment free from the pressures of
tests and targets. 

Similarly, schools should develop pupils’ engagement with
mathematics and other symbolic systems (maps, diagrams, images
etc), as an enjoyable experience and so that they acquire tools for
understanding the world. 

Values and democratic citizenship
Primary schools should promote values based on human rights,
equality, democracy, diversity, environmental viability and peace. 
They should develop positive attitudes associated with mutual respect
and support, personal fulfilment, critical understanding, creativity and
hope. 

Children should come to understand their world as it is now and
begin to form views of how it might be. These should be promoted
through the curriculum, the ethos of the school and through practical
engagement, as appropriate to the age and maturity of the children. 

Culture and community 
Primary schools should relate to the lives and knowledge of their
families and communities, while opening up wider cultural horizons
through enjoyable participation and learning. This includes local,
national and world history, geography and social studies; an
introduction to scientific knowledge; diverse forms of cultural
expression; physical and other leisure activities and belief systems. 

Management and measurement
The quality of primary education, and the capacity of teachers to relate
to children, is distorted by a draconian surveillance system such as
Ofsted, which divides, demoralises and distracts. Excellence,
engagement and human flourishing cannot be achieved by diktat. 
The current system of assessment and inspection, performance pay
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6 What is the future for primary education?

and performance review, must be replaced by staff development
networks and learning communities which encourage peer
observation, teacher research, critical questioning and collaborative
planning. 

The time-consuming and expensive system of data collection,
designed for punitive purposes, should be dismantled. Data collection
and monitoring should be focused around the need to provide support
discreetly and respectfully, to pupils, teachers and schools, and
particularly to assist disadvantaged young people and others who may
be underachieving. 

There is a pressing and urgent need for local governance to be
shaped to overcome destructive competition. In the interests of the
children we teach there should be a focus on cooperation between all
providers of education and a true and democratic partnership with
families and the local community.
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Foreword 7

The potential to help and support children to learn and to succeed in
life is the number one motivating factor for those who teach. Despite
years of political interference and the damage done by successive
governments, most teachers still wake up excited about the day ahead.
When a child who thought that they were no good at writing or maths
or art or PE, suddenly takes a huge leap forward and realises that they
have learnt something, teaching can be the most rewarding and
worthwhile profession on earth. 

Practitioners know that children’s learning can never be separated
from their social and emotional development. This is why primary school
teachers take pride in helping children to grow in confidence and self
esteem, in helping them when their families are in need, and in helping
them to manage their relationships with adults and other children. 

But it is becoming harder and harder to do our job in the way that we
know is best for children. 

Market competition between schools, driven by standardised
testing and school league tables, is forcing schools further down a
path where ‘teaching to the test’, rather than to the interests and unique
abilities of children, has become the norm. These issues arose long
before the last election but recent Coalition Government ‘reforms’
have entrenched the problem.

But there is hope. A host of individuals, groups and organisations
are challenging the Government’s agenda. They are finding support

Foreword

by Jess Edwards
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8 What is the future for primary education?

from teachers, parents and educationalists. The Too Much To Soon
campaign, the Save Childhood Movement, the 100 academics that hit
the headlines with their letter to the press in January 2013 show the
breadth of opposition. The teaching unions have also been central to
organising opposition, mobilising their members, not just in support of
better pay and conditions, but in support of a different vision for
education. 

The Charter for Primary Education is part of this growing movement
and this pamphlet has articles by leading figures from these different
backgrounds. 

The pamphlet explores some of the important features of both
primary education and children’s lives today. It is not intended to offer a
final word. Rather, each article is an individual contribution. There are
questions on which we may or may not agree with one another; the
question of curriculum aims, the role of teachers in Early Years setting,
the causes of the commercialisation of childhood, for example. 

What each contributor shares, however, is a deep concern for the
direction of primary education. We share the view that our children are
over-stressed, over-tested and stifled by an educational system that
caters less and less for the interests and abilities of each individual
child. We are all committed to building the kind of broad based
campaigns that can start to reverse the negative aspects of children’s
early educational experiences. 

It is no secret that the quality of childhood is threatened as children
grow up in today’s commercialised world. Sue Palmer’s chapter on the
commercialisation of childhood gives an important insight into the
physical and mental impact on children. Their sense of self worth is
often dependent on fitting in with a model of how to ‘look’ or what to
‘own’. 

This erosion of childhood is also the theme that runs through the
chapter by Richard House. His chapter tackles the problem of
introducing ‘formal’ education at an increasingly young age. He sets
out powerful reasons why the prescribed curriculum in the Early Years
will have a disastrous effect on children’s social, emotional and
physical development. Rather than ‘teaching’ children to be ‘school
ready’, we are in fact, making it harder for them to achieve in later life. 

Gove’s new primary curriculum, based on the rote learning of ‘facts’
to be recalled in standardised tests, is perhaps the worst aspect of
Coalition policy. My chapter examines the future impact of the new
curriculum and looks at ways of developing an alternative to it. Hazel
Danson looks at the problems of testing and what alternatives can be
constructed. Whilst Terry Wrigley examines the alternatives from
countries such as Finland and looks at examples of teaching practice
that could be developed in order to provide a different education. 
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The Charter for Primary Education is a work in progress. The
pamphlet aims to stimulate discussion and debate. We want to critique
the present system, but also suggest alternatives. We hope that you
find the articles useful and we urge you to engage in future debates.
We are particularly interested to hear from you if you disagree, feel that
we have omitted important points or have new ideas about how we
can improve primary education. 

So please feel free to add your views or to comment on the articles,
by emailing us primarycharter@yahoo.co.uk and we will share them
on our website primarycharter.wordpress.com. 

Foreword 9
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10 What is the future for primary education?

The new primary curriculum threatens to be a disaster for our children.
Its scope is narrow, it is over-crowded, not-age appropriate and based
on the very worst kind of ‘jug and mug’, ‘empty vessel’ ideas of how
children learn. I want to explain why and how it is so damaging for
primary education and also look at how we can fight for an alternative
vision. 

Curriculum Aims
The ideological framework the new curriculum is based upon, is clearly
set out within its ‘aims’. The curriculum is to provide pupils:

… with an introduction to the essential knowledge that they need to
be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been
thought and said; and helps engender an appreciation of human
creativity and achievement.1

This is the sum total of the underlying principles of the new national
curriculum for England. What is lacking tells as much as what is there.
There is no mention of education as an enjoyable activity, no mention of
education having a wider societal purpose and no mention of the
object of the curriculum itself, children. Instead, the English curriculum

The new primary curriculum
for England –a disaster for
children’s education?

Jess Edwards

1. National Curriculum, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-
curriculum-in-england-primary-curriculum.
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The new primary curriculum for England 11

begins in much the same way as it continues, with an idea that there is
an essential body of knowledge that must be imparted by those that
have it (teachers) to those who don’t yet (children). I will return later to
discuss what this essential knowledge is deemed by the Government
to be. 

First though, let’s compare this to the aims of what many
progressive educationalists often point to as a good alternative
educational model, Finland. The Finnish curriculum has a lot more to
say about the underpinning values and principles of a national
curriculum. It states that

The underlying values of basic education are human rights, equality,
democracy, natural diversity, preservation of environmental viability
and the endorsement of multiculturalism. Basic education
promotes responsibility, a sense of community, and a respect for the
rights and freedoms of the individual.2

It goes on to talk of self esteem, essential skills for life and the
development of a deep love of learning. 

This illustrates two completely different ways of looking at
education. One starts with human society and what kind of a society
we want our children to inhabit in the future; the other starts with an
elitist presumption about some knowledge being superior, coupled
with a view of teaching as mere instruction. 

What kind of learning?
The architect of the new curriculum, Secretary of State Gove has said: 

It was an automatic assumption of my predecessors in cabinet
office that the education they had enjoyed, the culture that they had
benefitted from, the literature that they had read, the history that
they had grown up learning, were all worth knowing. They thought
that the case was almost so self evident that it scarcely need to be
made. To know who Pericles was, why he was so important, why
acquaintance with his thoughts and words mattered, didn’t have to
be explained and justified. It was the sign of an educated person
and to aspire to be educated was the noblest of ambitions.3

Gove wants to create a world where a certain kind of knowledge is
elevated above all else, a world where to question why is unimaginable.
Yet it is questioning that lies at the heart of the learning process. How

2. Finnish National Curriculum, http://www.oph.fi/download/47671_core_curricula_
basic_education_1.pdf.
3. http://www.cpp.csap.cam.ac.uk/media/uploads/files/1/gove-lecture-to-cambridge-
university-.pdf. Quoted by John Yandell, in Education for Liberation, Spring 2013.
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12 What is the future for primary education?

do children learn if not through curiosity and investigation? The denial
of investigative, practical, play-based learning cuts right to the heart of
the reason why this curriculum is so damaging to children’s education. 

Rote learning will come to dominate education if Gove gets his way.
From lists of words that children must learn in order to be considered
to have met the English objectives for each year group, to the poetry
recital, to the increased focus on times tables recitation in mathematics
(where interestingly, the old ‘using and applying mathematics’ strand
has been removed), we can see throughout the curriculum that there
has been a huge shift towards a model of education where children are
deemed mere empty vessels to be filled with ‘key facts’ and
‘knowledge’. This has been dubbed by many as the ‘Gradgrind’ or ‘pub
quiz’ curriculum. This curriculum is content heavy but ignores the
question of what makes sound learning of the kind that sets children up
for the rest of their lives. 

Instead, we need a curriculum that is based on enjoyment, creativity,
problem solving, investigation and interest and can foster a real love of
learning. These are not things we can simply impart through teacher
instruction. As much as Gove may want to scoff at the notion of ‘child
centered education’ it is an inescapable reality that learning, as the
Charter for Primary Education sets out:

never takes place in a vacuum. Learning in symbolic forms (abstract
language, mathematical symbols, scientific rules etc) should build
upon and work with the child’s experience, use of the senses, and
creative and experimental activity. Rote learning without proper
understanding, lays a poor foundation for future development.4

Broad and balanced?
Gove’s new primary curriculum is so content
heavy, so prescriptive and so overcrowded that
the effect will be to limit the educational
opportunities we can offer to our children. Three
subjects, English, Maths, and Science dominate
the curriculum. The table (right) hints at the
relative weighting the curriculum gives to each
subject area. 

It remains to be seen how schools will allocate
time to different subjects. But whatever the
allocation it is clear that the broad and balanced
curriculum, to which children ought to be entitled,

4. A Charter for Primary Education, http://primarycharter.files.wordpress.com/2013/03/
primary-charter.pdf.

Pages of the
new primary
curriculum

dedicated to
subjectSubject

English 87
Maths 45
Science 32
Art and Design 2
Design and Technology 4
Computing 2
History 5
Geography 4
Languages 3
Music 2
Physical Education 3
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The new primary curriculum for England 13

is being shelved in favour of a curriculum that values certain ‘core’
subjects over others. The arts and humanities become a poor cousin to
the fake academic ‘rigour’ of spelling and grammar. Indeed, even within
those favoured subjects there is a bias towards particular types of
knowledge and learning. 

Let’s look at English as
an example. Here is another
table that compares the
pages dedicated to each
aspect of English in the
document:

This table gives us a
good idea of the focus on
the purely functional
aspects of English – those aspects that can be boiled down into
testable chunks. Lip service is paid to the notion of ‘reading for
pleasure’, but the over-emphasis on spelling, grammar and synthetic
phonics as the primary way of learning to read threatens to remove all
the pleasure in children’s school experiences. 

The Charter for Primary Education argues that children can only
flourish in an atmosphere of trust. Making mistakes, taking risks and
‘getting it wrong’ are things any teacher worth their salt knows are
good for children’s learning. Children cannot develop as good learners
in an atmosphere where there is a constant fear of failure. Yet this fear
is now being structured into the heart of the education system at 
Year One. 

Damaging for life?
The phonics test in Year One is perhaps the most obvious example of
the damage that this Government is doing to children in our schools.
The test asks children to distinguish between real and fake words in
order to prove that they can read. We are now forced into teaching
children that when they pick up a book to read, the words within it may
not even be real! Imagine the insecurity this builds in to the very earliest
stages of reading. 

The phonics test also highlights Gove’s insistence that there is only
one way to teach reading. Phonics has always been part of leaning to
read but, for many children, whole word recognition or using the
pictures, or constant repetition of the same loved book, will be more
effective strategies. The implication that phonics is the only way to
learn to read ignores the differences and individuality of children,
asking them instead to fit a mould set by the Government. It is also a
pass or fail test with parents being informed whether or not their child
has reached the pass mark. For a Year One child to be told that they

Pages of the new
primary curriculum
dedicated to area of

EnglishArea of English
Spelling 25
Reading and writing 20
Grammar and terminology 18
Spoken language 2
Drama 1 paragraph
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14 What is the future for primary education?

have failed is surely one of the most cruel government initiatives in
education of recent years. The NUT slogan that a five years old is ‘too
young to fail’ is an excellent one we need to shout from the rooftops.

An age appropriate curriculum?
Another problem with the new curriculum is that it is not age
appropriate. It is based on the assumption that the earlier children are
taught things, the better educated they will be. So while teachers have
previously been expected to ensure children know their times tables by
the end of Year Five, children will now be expected to now times tables
up to twelve times twelve by the end of Year Four. Similarly, whereas
the teaching of the addition of fractions has been introduced in Year
Three, this is now a requirement in Year Two. Gove will argue that this is
all about ‘raising the bar’ to compete with China, Singapore or
wherever, but there is a serious problem here. Children are being
forced to know ‘facts’ before the essential foundations for their
understanding have been laid. 

Let’s take the example of fractions in maths for a moment. In many
countries including Finland, children experience fractions practically in
kindergarten until they are seven. They are cooking, they are dividing
cakes, sharing toys between friends or cutting up shapes they have
made in the sand tray. These are the kinds of activities that help to
embed a real understanding of fractions so children are later ready to
learn more formal, abstract methods. Rather than forcing formality
downwards in our schools, we should be extending excellent early
practices upwards. The pressure to introduce children to concepts
that they are developmentally unready for, will only further add to the
pressure on teachers to teach through rote learning. 

The other neglected aspect of what makes good learning is of
course play, a topic of which there is no mention in the new
curriculum. The neglect of play at the expense of so-called
‘academic’ rigour betrays the anti-educational, philistine approach
adopted by Gove. Play is not an optional time-filling exercise: it is the
central way children learn. It is how children make sense of
themselves and the world around them. It is where they learn to ask
questions and to develop their own ways of finding the answers. It is
the central way they learn to interact with others and where they are
free to develop the social, emotional and language skills necessary
for future learning. It takes a skilful and highly trained teacher to
understand how to provide a play environment in which children can
flourish. To observe a child at play, understand the learning that the
child is engaged in and know how to further develop that learning in
new directions, is to lay deep the foundations for children’s future
education. 

PrimaryCharter_pamphlet  21/03/2014  10:40  Page 14



The new primary curriculum for England 15

Fight to change it?
Challenging this curriculum is crucial. We have to challenge it in both
theory and practice. We need to explain the damage it threatens to do
to our children. But we also have to do something else. We have to
point to the alternatives that exist and could exist. Alternatives like that
of Finland where play and experiential learning are central to the
primary curriculum. 

Teachers the length and breadth of the country know what works
and what doesn’t. We have to make our voices heard. We need a
movement of teachers, parents, governors and educationalists that
can turn the tide on this Government’s vision for children in primary
schools. 

The Charter for Primary Education is a tool for teachers to carry
forward the debate. We need to make common cause with parents.
One idea is to hold ‘teach meets’ with parents. But we should also
demand that head teachers refuse to implement aspects of the
curriculum that will damage or limit children’s development. We could
also consider a boycott of the phonics test. Together we can
successfully resist this backward and damaging curriculum.
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This contribution will look at the implications of successive
governments’ policy regarding the testing of primary age pupils and
the impact of testing on the curriculum, pupils and standards, and
some thoughts about the way forward. 

Ideology and whim
I was fortunate to receive my own primary education during the post-
Plowden days of the 1970s, in the progressive West Riding of Yorkshire.
Learning was fun with much time spent outside; children still had to do
hard maths, spelling tests and reading. They knew what they were good
at and not so good at, but they were never reduced to a number or a
point score on a chart. They were not switched off learning by an
inappropriate curriculum driven by an obsession with targets and levels. 

Within a decade, and in preparation for the Education Reform Act of
1988, Plowden was being blamed for everything from illiteracy to a
decline in the moral fibre of society. Child-centred education was derided
by Thatcherites as ‘Much happiness and painting but very little learning’.1

Centralisation
The Education Reform Act heralded the introduction of the National
Curriculum, level descriptors, Ofsted, Standard Assessment Tasks,

16 What is the future for primary education?

Testing, testing; the harm of
the testing regime and
alternatives

by Hazel Danson

1. Education minister Michael Fallon’s 1991 speech to NAHT conference, quoted in
Robin Alexander, Policy and Practise in Primary Education (1997).
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The harm of the testing regime and alternatives 17

league tables and the undermining of Local Education Authorities. 
It was the start of an ever increasing centralised control and
politicisation of education. 

I started my teaching career in 1991, the year SATs were introduced
for seven-year-olds. In those early days SATs were Standard
Assessment Tasks and seemed to involve a lot of water and soggy
bananas as teachers strove to make the formal assessment of
children’s scientific understanding fun, whilst the rest of the class was
engaged in purposeful and self-maintaining activities. 

In short, it was all a bit chaotic; time and resources would have been
better spent on developing high quality, profession-led moderation to
ensure the reliable assessment of pupils’ understanding and
developmental progress. Rather than reducing our pupils to levels and
numbers, we should have been given the time and resources to focus
on assessment that genuinely informs the next steps in every child’s
learning. 

In July 1995 the government introduced tests at the end of Key
Stage 2 and immediately the balance between assessment for
learning and testing for accountability started to become distorted.
Tasks became tests and children became numbers within a data-led
system. The high stakes testing regime started and has grown into the
dominating factor of our school system. It has in turn led to the
compilation of league tables and competition between schools
intended to encourage a free market by allowing parents to choose
schools based on crude statistics. 

The purpose of assessment versus the purpose of testing
For teachers, assessment is an integral part of the teaching and
learning process. Its prime aim is to inform us of what pupils have
understood, and what the next steps need to be to drive their learning
forwards. Testing is one very small and restricted type of assessment
which lends itself to assessing a limited area of learning. 

The prime purpose of testing for politicians is wholly political, where
simplistic measures are used to assess a very complex system. 
Of course public service education should be accountable but the
distorting impact of crude high stakes accountability has had a series
of unintended and detrimental consequences. 

Whilst assessment looks at a whole range of evidence and
competencies, testing focuses on those subjects that are easy to test;
furthermore testing is limited to the elements within those subjects
which are most easily measured. The tension arises because the same
tests seek to address both the diagnostic needs of the teacher, and the
summative needs of league tables. Consequently testing has become
the driver for the curriculum leading to an impoverished primary
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18 What is the future for primary education?

experience for our pupils. Despite their best efforts to counter this,
many teachers feel constrained and frustrated by the all encompassing
data-led culture in our schools. A further distortion is the imposition of
arbitrary targets triggering Ofsted judgments which in turn can now
lead to structural changes being forced on schools. The very future of
schools is now at the mercy of limited and misleading data.

Increased centralisation 
The New Labour Government continued and accelerated the
centralisation of education policy by placing the ‘standards agenda’ at
its core. Concurrently teachers began to feel overwhelmed by the
system and the constant undermining of their professionalism, integrity
and confidence, driven to teach to the test and focus on those pupils
considered ‘borderline’. Political interference extended into funding
directed at boosting levels rather than genuine progress for all
children; this approach further excluded pupils with special education
needs and often ignored more able pupils. 

Politicians claimed the ‘standards agenda’ as their own in the
misguided belief that setting school against school and making
children in England the most tested in the world would improve
educational outcomes. This was done through an assertion that
standards were falling without providing any robust evidence. Towards
the end of New Labour’s time in government, the profession’s
concerns about the distortion caused were beginning to surface:

A variety of classroom practices aimed at improving test results has
distorted the education of some children, which may leave them
unprepared for higher education and employment. We find that
‘teaching to the test’ and narrowing of the taught curriculum are
widespread phenomena in schools, resulting in a disproportionate
focus on the ‘core’ subjects of English, mathematics and science
and, in particular, on those aspects of these subjects which are
likely to be tested in an examination. Tests, however, can only test a
limited range of the skills and activities which are properly part of a
rounded education, so that a focus on improving test results
compromises teachers’ creativity in the classroom and children’s
access to a balanced curriculum. 2

While the problems were becoming obvious, the solutions were
harder to find. With a nod to teacher assessment a national strategy for
Assessing Pupil Progress (APP) was introduced, but the Key Stage 2
SATs remained in place. The workload spawned by the testing system

2. House of Commons Children, Schools and Families Committee, Testing and
Assessment Third Report of Session 2007–08.
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The harm of the testing regime and alternatives 19

continued to spiral and performance measures have become ever
more detailed and frequent. The impact on pupils has been significant
with many parents becoming concerned at the level of stress caused
by high stakes testing.

Total Central Control
With the ascendancy of Gove and his preferred special advisors, the
political interference extended directly to control of not just what, but
how schools taught. The introduction of the Year One Phonics Test is a
key example of this. This test, consisting of 20 real words and 20
nonsense words, was introduced on the pretext that it would confirm
that individual children had reached ‘the appropriate’ standard of
phonic decoding. It was also asserted that the test could be used to
identify children who were falling behind in reading skills. In reality it told
teachers nothing they did not already know about their pupils’ phonic
ability. This was a test designed to ensure the compliance of the
teaching profession with the Government’s preferred method of
teaching reading. 

Following the tests the NUT surveyed teachers and found that 81
per cent had practiced nonsense words with children in preparation for
the tests. It also found that 91 per cent of teachers said the test told
them nothing new about the teaching of reading; all it did was give
them a number and a pass/fail rate and did nothing to support teachers
in identifying the learning needs of their pupils. This test has skewed
the curriculum to such an extent that children as young as five are
practising to read nonsense. 

The introduction of the Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar Test
(SPAG) highlights another problem of using testing to assess and
evaluate progress by limiting what is taught and learnt to what is easy
to test. A small set of written language skills become disproportionately
important in the teaching of writing.

In addition the Government has introduced performance related
pay for teachers which in many cases equates to crude payment by
results. The distortion caused by tests has now infiltrated every aspect
of primary schools and teachers’ working lives.

Battle of the Experts: The Expert Panel versus the Cambridge
Primary Review
There is finally recognition that the current system is fatally flawed.
Government established the Expert Panel to report on the National
Curriculum and assessment arrangements. The recommendations
remain controversial so that only the chair of the panel, Tim Oates, has
been fully on message with the three other panel members openly
critical of aspects of the review. Criticised for the selective use of
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20 What is the future for primary education?

evidence and international comparisons, the Expert Panel
recommendations have created more questions and uncertainty than
answers. Much of the detail with regard to assessment and
accountability remains vague and there is much confusion and
concern about the most significant overhaul in Primary Education. 

The headline recommendations are as follows: 
Removal of Levels – The Government believes that the system of

National Curriculum Levels is no longer fit for purpose and has removed
them, together with the Attainment Targets. Instead, it will be for
individual schools to determine what assessment system to use. There
is an opportunity to introduce a system based on a developmental
continuum and a move away from age-related expectations. It is
doubtful that many schools will feel confident, prepared, resourced and
ready to seize this opportunity when a punitive inspection system and
divisive competition between schools remains untouched. 

Secondary Ready – The Government asserts that the most
important thing any primary school should achieve is making sure that
as many of its pupils as possible are ‘secondary ready’ by the time they
leave. This is defined in the new Floor Standards as 85 per cent of
pupils achieving the new higher ‘expected’ level, 4b rather than 4c, in
English and maths in the end of Key Stage 2 tests. By this narrow
measure, ‘secondary ready’ simply refers to how highly children
achieve in tests in two subjects. This recommendation fails to
challenge the basic problem with the primary system at the moment. 
It remains heavily focused on subject knowledge and content rather
than the skills and competencies we should be equipping our children
with to make them ready to face the challenges of a rapidly changing
and uncertain future. 

Scaled Scores and Decile Ranking – Scaled scores will provide the
threshold marker of whether a child is ‘secondary ready’ and decile
ranking will rank children nationally in ten per cent bands according to
their performance in the KS2 SATs. These two proposals are clearly
designed to feed the data machine and populate Excel spreadsheets
rather than give valuable information. They are crude measures and will
result in a wholly unjustifiable labeling of children. This will be counter-
productive to the very purpose of primary education and undermine
pupil’s self-esteem when we should be engendering a love of learning
and confidence in our children. 

Baseline Checks – The Panel also recommended the introduction
of a new baseline check, conducted within the first few weeks of entry
to Reception, to replace or ‘complement’ Key Stage 1 SATs. The
massive problem here is that the recommendation asserts that the
check will provide a more accurate measure of the progress made by
pupils for ‘accountability purposes.’ 
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The Cambridge Primary Review
While the Expert Panel fell out amongst themselves, they did not
generate the necessary confidence and ‘buy-in’ from educationalists
and teachers. This is in sharp contrast to the work of the Cambridge
Primary Review. Published in 2009 the Review is the most significant
body of research into primary education since the Plowden Report.
The Primary Review was not subject to political influence or
manipulation; rather it was a thorough and independent review of
evidence. It challenges policy makers but more importantly it
challenges the profession and offers us an opportunity to make a sea-
change in the way primary education operates. It gives us the
opportunity to put children back at the heart of the process rather than
being subject to it. The dissemination and influence of the Primary
Review has spread through the development of networks of teachers
and gained a momentum for change that we need to hold on to. 

Ditch the discredited dogma that ‘There Is No Alternative to SATs’.
Stop making Year 6 tests bear the triple burden of assessing pupils,
evaluating schools and monitoring national performance. Stop
treating testing and assessment as synonymous. Abandon the naive
belief that testing of itself drives up standards. It doesn’t: good
teaching does. Initiate wholesale assessment reform drawing on the
wealth of alternative ideas and models now available, so that we can
at last have systems of formative and summative assessment which
do their jobs validly, reliably and without causing collateral damage.
Adopt the Cambridge Review’s definition of standards as excellence
in all domains of the curriculum to which children are statutorily
entitled, not just the 3Rs. And understand that those who argue for
reform are every bit as committed to rigorous assessment and
accountability as those who pin everything on the current tests. The
issue is not whether children should be assessed or schools should
be accountable – they should – but how and in relation to what. 3

Conclusion
For too long our primary schools have been forced, by political and
ideological dogma, to focus on feeding the data and accountability
machine and reduce children and learning to numbers. We need to
reclaim the standards agenda as our own. To do so requires a
curriculum and accountability system that trusts teachers and bolsters
our professional confidence and pride. The pupils we teach only get
one chance at education and we have to teach them what’s important
more and test them in what isn’t less. 

3. Alexander, R. (ed) (2010) Children, Their World, Their Education: Final Report and
recommendations of the Cambridge Primary Review. London: Routledge.
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When, last decade, the statutory Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS)
curriculum first became a glint in the eye of education ministers,
campaigners were quick to highlight the likely damage that such a
statutory curriculum for early development and learning would do to
young children. It wasn’t just that the new curriculum promoted age-
inappropriate early literacy; eroded the nature of authentic imaginative
play; foisted toxic audit-culture practices into early childhood;
introduced a relentless ‘assessment-mindedness’; deprofessionalised
practitioners; imposed a non-negotiable state-defined notion of child
‘normality’; and rode roughshod over the human right to parental
choice in education – though heaven knows, these developments
were bad enough. Far more serious, in retrospect, was the cultural
momentum that the precedent of a statutory curriculum for pre-
compulsory school age children’s early learning would inevitably set
loose. And just as campaigners predicted, our very worst fears are now
coming to pass, as the rampant ‘schoolification’ of England’s early
years sector accelerates under the current political regime. 

In February 2014, what looked suspiciously like a kite-flying
exercise was launched with a report in The Times newspaper that the
Government was intending to introduce school tests for four-year-
olds.1 This report merely confirmed the worst fears of those
educationalists who, since 2007, have been predicting that the

22 What is the future for primary education?

Too much too soon: why we
need age-appropriate
education, not ‘schoolification’,
in early childhood

by Richard House

1. Children to take school tests at four, The Times, 1 February 2014.
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statutory EYFS curriculum would inevitably lead to the inappropriate
‘schoolification’ of early childhood. England already has, at four, one of
the earliest school starting ages in the world; around nine in ten
countries’ children start school at age six or seven. England also has a
well-documented child mental health crisis. The inexorable drive to
over-formalise young children’s early development and learning has to
stop, or before long we will have a child well-being crisis on our hands
that will dwarf the current mental health crisis. 

Two themes in particular illustrate the ways highly inappropriate
pedagogical practices are invading early childhood experience – namely,
assessment and teacher-centred learning. First, assessment. Last year,
Ofsted head Sir Michael Wilshaw’s pronouncements on the desirability
of a new early childhood standardised baseline assessment were met
with a witheringly contemptuous response from the sector. For example,
some 1,238 people voted in a Day Nurseries website online ‘Vox Pop’ 2,
with 1,195 voters (or 96.5 per cent) voting against this assessment
proposal. The resounding message to Ofsted and the DfE, then, is that
virtually everyone in the sector is trenchantly against these proposals.

This is a ‘paradigm case’ of finding oneself in a hole, and proceeding
to dig all the more furiously. Wilshaw is taking as read England’s school
starting age of four, which is extremely low by international standards;
and his 2013 recommendations for ratcheting up early assessment
were uncritically taking for granted precisely what should be challenged
– ie England’s formal school starting age. This actually generates the
very ‘problems’ Wilshaw was invoking yet ‘more of the same’ to ‘solve’!
As they say, it really would be very difficult to make all this up…

I can think of at least eight strong arguments against assessing our
young children on entry to Reception at age four. First, it merely
ratchets up the relentless encroachment of institutional schooling
values and practices into early childhood settings, ignoring the widely
held view that early childhood experience needs to be treated as a
phase in its own right (as most other countries do), and thus protected
from the top-down ‘schoolifying’ influences of policy-makers wanting
to give the impression that they are ‘doing something’. 

Secondly, there is enormous variability in children’s development up
to the age of six, and this is one of the most compelling reasons why it
is inappropriate to herd children aged four into school year-groups.
Such developmental variability means that teachers have to force a
substantial number of children to be ‘ready’ for quasi-formal school
learning far earlier than is developmentally appropriate for those
children. Such forcing will very likely distort a child’s early development,
with possibly life-long negative consequences. Any embracing of

2. http://www.daynurseries.co.uk/news/article.cfm/id/34/should-there-be- more-
formal-testing-of-children-at-nursery.
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earlier standardised assessment is therefore wrong because (a) it
erroneously assumes that it is legitimate to compare young children’s
capabilities against some fictional ‘norm’; (b) it unquestioningly takes for
granted England’s existing school starting age (see above); and (c) it
can only lead to teachers didactically trying to make young children’s
capabilities sufficiently similar to facilitate teaching in institutionalised
year groups at ages four to five.

Third, there is the fundamental incompatibility of children’s
imaginative play, on the one hand, and the kinds of noxious ‘audit
culture’ values and practices that a system of ‘normalising’ assessment
represents. It is no coincidence that there has been a discernible
downgrading of play in recent policy pronouncements, just as the
further incursion of audit-culture practices proceeds apace. 

Fourth, there are the inevitably narrow definitions of learning that
such an approach to standardised assessment will necessarily
produce – an approach privileging cognitive/conscious learning, and
therefore necessarily ignoring or downgrading what is arguably far
more important in early childhood – unconscious learning in all its
subtlety and complexity.

Fifth, if you want to help children succeed academically,
paradoxically this will not be achieved by focusing predominantly on
academic achievement. Counter-intuitively, the most effective strategy
for advancing academic achievement is to nurture children’s socio-
emotional and physical developmental needs. Genuinely balanced
development is therefore essential for healthy and appropriate early
learning. If these cognitively biased baseline assessments are imposed
on nursery settings, teachers will necessarily start ‘teaching to the
assessments’ – and before long, young children’s early learning will
become even more damagingly distorted than is currently the case.

Sixth, there are the noxious effects of a so-called ‘performativity’
culture, whereby both professionals and children end up ‘dancing to
the tune’ of the inspectorate and its demands in order to ‘deliver’
outcomes that they know will keep the inspectorate off their backs –
rather than their pedagogical practices being closely geared to
children’s uniqueness and developmental particularities. 

Seventh, copious research details the negative impact of such test
and assessment-driven blunderings not only on children’s self-esteem
and sense of ‘volitional self’, but also on teacher’s anxiety levels. The
crucially foundational dispositions to learn, largely socio-emotional in
nature, will thus very likely be damaged by these crude intrusions into
children’s early experience. 

Finally, as soon as we start assessing young children, we are
necessarily assuming that what is measurable and quantifiable is what
matters. Yet in early childhood, there are compelling arguments for what
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is unmeasurable (e.g. dispositions to learn, ‘invisible’ unconscious
learning) being far more important than specifiable cognitive abilities.
And even worse, by focusing on the procedural and the measurable in
this way, the unmeasurable, unconscious learning processes that are
essential in early childhood are at best interfered with, and at worst,
may well be fatally compromised.

The second tell-tale development which I want to discuss is the
political foisting of a didactic teacher-centred discourse and
associated practices on to England’s hapless early years sector. In April
last year, Minister Elizabeth Truss was quoted in the Daily Mail3, railing
against ‘a generation of unruly toddlers’ in our nurseries, ‘running
around with no sense of purpose’, and condemning ‘chaotic’ pre-
schools that leave children unable to sit still and listen when reaching
primary school. The schoolifying ‘cat’ was comprehensively out of the
bag in Parliament the very next day, when Truss proclaimed that ‘We
want children to learn to listen to a teacher, learn to respect an
instruction, so that they are ready for school….’ 4(my italics). 

A few months earlier, in February 2013, ministers were reported as
wanting more high-quality graduates to work in early years, with Early
Years teachersbuilding on the strengths of Early Years Practitioners
(EYPs). In January 2013, minister Truss was referring to the ‘boosting of
the role of teaching in the early years’ (my italics), continuing that ‘We want
to see more flexibility between early years teachers and primary teachers
and we want to see more primary teachers in early years and vice versa’.5

Then, in October 2013, in a report titled ‘Ofsted’s new ‘tougher’
framework goes live’, we read that a number of references to ‘practice’
have been replaced by references to teaching, with the removal of
references to Development Matters being replaced in some cases by
references to ‘Early Years Outcomes’. Note the creeping (or is it
cascading?) focus on ‘educational attainment’. We were further told
that ‘Settings must... be prepared to provide ‘structure and routine’....
Ofsted will also shortly be carrying out surveys… to look at the best
examples of teaching.... The new framework will also assess settings
on children’s readiness to start school’ (my italics).6

In the face of recent developments and ministerial pronouncements
and rhetoric, it seems clear that the outburst about ‘unruly toddlers’ was
part of a wider, carefully orchestrated drive to ‘schoolify’ England’s early-

3. Daily Mail, 22 April 2013.
4. Hansard, 23 April 2013.
5. C. Gaunt, ‘More Great Childcare: Interview with Elizabeth Truss’, Nursery World, 
28 January 2013; see http://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/nursery-world/news/1106524/
childcare-interview-elizabeth-truss.
6. C. Gaunt, ‘Ofsted gets tough on teaching, safeguarding and safety’, Nursery World,
15 October 2013; see http://www.nurseryworld.co.uk/nursery-world/news/1119601/
ofsted-tough-teaching-safeguarding-safety
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years sector. There exists a long-standing debate as to whether children’s
early learning should be teacher-directed (‘didactic’) or child-led
(‘experiential’). Until quite recently, the issue of ‘teaching’ in the early years
hardly ever came up, for in practice, England’s Foundation Stage curricula
have been more orientated towards comparatively free-flow play and
experiential learning, rather than to quasi-formal teaching. But all this is
now changing under the present Government – and quite dramatically.
The vast majority of early-years practitioners believe that young children
learn best experientially through free play within a ‘creative space’
appropriately ‘held’ by adults; but it is clear that this understanding is now
at severe risk from an ideologically driven, politicised agenda.

In addition, what underpins the Government’s aggressive assertion of
this new ‘teacher’ discourse is England’s unconscionably early school
starting age of four. Many four-years-olds are just not ready for institutional,
‘teacher-led’ schooling; and those who do seem to be ‘school-ready’ are
only ready because they have been conditioned to be so because of the
inexorable logic of the system that is determined that children start school
at four. Yet rather than admitting that four is developmentally too young for
institutional schooling, the Government’s response is to dig all the more
furiously in the wrong hole – erroneously concluding that the answer to the
problem of young children not being ready for school at four is to schoolify
early childhood at ever younger ages. So this highly warped logic is the
reason why they are now ratcheting up the status of the ‘teacher’ and
‘teacher-led’ group activities, and relatively downgrading the place of free
play. For according to the DfE, play is now only acceptable if it is [wait for
it...] ‘planned and purposeful’…. 

Many believe that the Government’s obsession with schoolifying
early childhood will be catastrophic for the well-being of our youngest
children, and especially for those they claim to be wanting to help most
– those from relatively deprived backgrounds, whose foundations for
learning often lag well behind children from more affluent families.
Institutionally (and behaviourally) to condition these children with more
quasi-formal, ‘teacher-led’ learning behaviours before they’ve
developed the crucial socio-emotional foundations of learning, in order
expediently to insert them into England’s inflexible schooling system,
can only lead to unbalanced and distorted child development and
learning. This will in turn inevitably generate a surge in the number of
children erroneously labelled as having learning difficulties – when in
reality, the problem lies in no way with these hapless children, but with
the rigid, historically anachronistic schooling institution into which they
are being indiscriminately shoe-horned. 

Politicians seem incapable of understanding the subtle complexity
and commonly paradoxical nature of early childhood, in which ‘more is
so often less’, and a cognitive, control-fixated way of ‘planning’ young
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children’s ‘outcomes’ is to fundamentally misunderstand the nature of
early child development. The very nature of political activity is presaged
on the assumption of making policies that proactively achieve definable
outcomes; yet this is the very mentality that is entirely inappropriate in
the delicate, subtle realm of early childhood. 

Concluding Thoughts
It is a supreme irony that at the very time that the Truss-Gove Tendency
is colonising England’s early years sphere with a relentless drive
towards teacher-led, assessment-obsessed schoolification, our Far
Eastern competitors are now furiously rowing back from their own early
‘hot-housing’ schooling systems, having discovered the massive
damage they have wrought in children’s lives. The current trends in
England are not only totally unnecessary and driven by unprocessed
anxiety, but they display an abject misunderstanding of the subtle,
complex nature of early learning and development – and are destined to
generate a massive increase in SEN diagnoses and associated
pathologising and labelling, which wise educators know will be a
catastrophe for many of our youngest children. 

Thankfully, there now exist formidable cultural challenges to these
toxic developments, like the Too Much Too Soon campaign, Early
Childhood Action, the Save Childhood movement and TACTYC; and
these cultural movements will continue to challenge the ill-informed
toxicity of age-inappropriate early years policy-making until some kind
of sense starts to prevail. More widely, such abject political failures can
only add to the growing cacophony of professional and academic
voices arguing for education policy to be removed from the party-
political sphere altogether, and given over to a relatively autonomous
cultural body independent of both the party-political state and of private
business interests – as eloquently advocated by 10 professors of
education.7 to the. For many of us who hold our children’s well-being as
a non-negotiable and inalienable human right, the day when our
education system is liberated from the blundering intrusions of the
careerist political class cannot come soon enough.

Resources
House, R. (ed.) (2011) Too Much, Too Soon? Early Learning and the
Erosion of Childhood, Stroud: Hawthorn Press (2nd updated edition in
preparation, 2015)
‘Too Much Too Soon’ campaign – see http://www.toomuchtoosoon.org/
Early Childhood Action – see http://www.earlychildhoodaction.com/
Save Childhood movement – see http://www.savechildhood.net/
TACTYC – see http://tactyc.org.uk/

7. Times Educational Supplement, 2 April 2010.
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As I started to write this piece , the British Isles were being battered by
terrible storms, meteorologists were talking about the wettest winter
since records began, thousands of families were coping with floods and
power failure ... and I was thinking about the primary school textbook on
‘Weather’ I wrote in 1990. The section on ‘Opinion and Evidence’ was
full of dire predictions from environmentalists about global warming. 
I remember thinking to myself: ‘Oh well, we’ll probably know in 20 years
or so. I hope they’re wrong. ‘  

I hope I’m wrong in some of my own opinions too. Since starting
research into child development in the late ‘90s, I’ve concluded that
what’s happening to childhood is another example of unthinking human
abuse of nature, in this case human nature. Unfortunately, the evidence
that 21st century culture damages the physical and mental health of
children and young people grows stronger every day. 

After ten years in the headlines, the ‘obesity crisis’ continues to alarm
medical authorities; levels of real-life activity (especially outdoor play)
have declined steadily as screen-based activity increases; at the last
count, 70 per cent of children weren’t getting the recommended
amount of sleep per night; and earlier this year the charity Young Minds
warned about the mental health implications of the 

toxic climate young people face in a 24/7 online culture where they
can never switch off, where they experience constant assessments

Childhood and education in a
competitive consumer culture 

by Sue Palmer
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at school, bullying, sexualisation, consumerism and pressure to
have the perfect body at a young age.1

It’s the economy, stupid
My own background is primary education, but writing and campaigning
about childhood bring me into contact with all sorts of people –
developmental psychologists, nutritionists, playworkers, early years
specialists, health professionals, social workers, fosterers, the police....
and, of course, parents. The more I discuss ‘toxic childhood syndrome’
with them, the more convinced I am that the poison at the heart of
contemporary childhood is hyper-competitive consumerism. 

The ill-effects of the syndrome are different: for boys and girls; for
children from the inner cities and those from rural environments; and,
above all, for children from socially advantaged and disadvantaged
families. But what the Good Childhood Report in 2008 called a ‘culture
of selfish materialism’ – driven by high-pressure marketing and mediated
by screen-based entertainment and communication – infects them all. 

Selfish materialism isn’t a new phenomenon, of course – a quick
glance through Michael Gove’s history curriculum illustrates its malign
influence on the rich and powerful through the ages – but until the last
century, most of humankind was too busy keeping body and soul
together to worry much about the status conferred by purchase of
luxury goods. By the 1950s however, consumerism was extending
choice to an ever-wider public, and with the collapse of the Soviet
Union in the mid-80s it became the driving force of social progress
across the planet. Here in the wealthy west, marketing had to raise its
game to keep the economic miracle on track.

Suddenly the pace of life accelerated, the TV teemed with ‘lifestyle’
programmes, shopping was elevated to the status of religion and it
became ever more difficult for consumers to sort out the difference
between ‘want’ and ‘need’. Global corporations employed increasingly
sophisticated marketing strategies to sell endless products to adults
(‘because we’re worth it’) and – as soon as children’s channels allowed
direct access to children’s minds – also set about developing an
‘aspirational’, competitive, materialist mindset in the upcoming generation. 

By the early 2000s, parents were worrying about the peer pressure
on ‘tweenagers’ (eight to 12 year-olds) to dress and behave like much
older kids. Ten years later, the ‘tween’ age-range has been lowered to
five- to 10-year-olds, because top primary children are now part of the
Facebook generation. Today’s marketers also have internet access to
babies who, within months of birth, can be strapped into Appitivity Seats,
jabbing at their ‘baby apps’ on strategically-placed tablet devices. 

1. January 2014: www.youngminds.org.uk/news/blog/1830.
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Over the last eight years there have been several campaigns about
the commercialisation of childhood (including one by the NUT), and
successive UK governments have commissioned three high-profile
reports on the subject. But none of them did more than tinker around the
edges of the problem. The success of the UK economy depends on the
spending frenzy of dedicated consumers, so how could a government-
funded body question the corporate take-over of children’s minds? 

For anyone familiar with developmental psychology, however, this
looks increasingly like a new form of child exploitation. While selling
children endless products may be less immediately offensive than
sending them up chimneys and down mines, the toxic cocktail of
commercial exploitation is affecting the long-term health and well-being
of a growing number. We’ve yet to see the effects of ‘baby app’-
addiction on child development (there has, of course, been no research)
but from what I know about early brain growth, the prognosis is not
good. I do indeed hope I’m wrong. 

No child left undamaged 
Competitive consumerism hails, of course, from the USA, where it has
been fed since the 1950s by the Chicago School of Economics, so
problems with childhood recognisable in the UK are usually noticeable
in the States a few years earlier. These problems have included a steady
rise in ‘developmental conditions’ such as ADHD, dyslexia and ASD, a
widening of the educational achievement gap between rich and poor,
and a general deterioration in children’s behaviour and capacity to focus
in school. My research for Toxic Childhood suggested most of these are
the result of changes in child-rearing customs, which themselves result
largely from commercial pressures, rather than educational practices. 

However, by the 1990s governments on both sides of the Atlantic
were convinced it was the fault of teachers and – since all political
parties were by now in thrall to the Chicago School ethic – the
consumerist values by which children are trained to live in the world
beyond school began to affect classroom practices too. For Western
schools to turn out economically-viable little units of production and
consumption, ‘education’ must be fit for that purpose and its
effectiveness rigorously measured. It’s not in the interests of global
corporations, nor of the governments that serve them, for units of
production and consumption to learn to think for themselves – what’s
required is a compliant mindset and the ability to tick the right boxes. 

Our current tests-and-targets educational culture mirrors that of the
States, where in 2001 President George W Bush instituted the ‘No
Child Left Behind’ programme (since rechristened ‘Race to the Top’ by
the Obama administration). A test-driven educational regime ensures
that the competitive, materialistic ethic of consumerism is reproduced in
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the classroom from children’s earliest years, and the word ‘aspiration’ –
so beloved of marketers – is used to convince parents and teachers that
young minds should be crammed with the superficial knowledge
needed to pass standardised tests. Since schools and teachers are
also held accountable for their pupils’ progress, they’ve felt obliged to
collude with this process (even if they object, measurement and
accountability keeps them so busy there isn’t time to make a fuss.)  

Just as access to parental cash decides whether children are
winners or losers in the world of high-pressure consumerism, high-
stakes testing ensures their win/lose status in the educational race to
the top. This collusion between the forces of school and cool ensures
that some children feel from the outset like natural-born winners (and
determined to maintain their advantage), most are obliged to spend
their school lives with noses pressed to the grindstone under constant
pressure to strive for a satisfactory ranking, and some are persuaded
that they’re natural-born ‘losers’ (thus sinking steadily to the bottom of
the heap). 

In terms of educational brain-washing, the UK system has an
advantage over the USA. We have a statutory Early Years Foundation
Stage, starting from birth, and an exceptionally early school-starting age
(officially five but now effectively four for about half our children). The
Foundation Stage profile includes aspirational targets for literacy and
numeracy to be achieved ‘by five’, so the resultant ‘schoolification’ of
early years practice has eroded early childhood just as efficiently as
‘coolification’ erodes it in the home. 

And the market is likely to infect education even more in years to
come. The steady drive towards privatisation in the English education
system is remarkably similar to that across the Atlantic, documented by
US historian Diane Ravitch. As Ravitch explains, the ‘educational reform’
movement in the States now hands over schools to private firms, letting
the market sort out the winners and the losers: 

They wish to substitute private choices for the public’s responsibility
to provide good schools for all children. They lack any
understanding of the crucial role of public schools in a democracy.2

Detoxifying childhood
As I wrote the last paragraph, a man on the radio announced that the
storms are abating. During the next few weeks, flood water should
retreat, power will be switched back on and Spring will arrive. Perhaps
we’ll all go back to hoping the severe winter weather was just a blip, that
global warming isn’t really going to happen. 

2. Diane Ravitch Reign of Error, 2012.
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Since I know nothing about meteorology, I admit to having so far put
my head in the sand as far as climate change is concerned. It’s a natural
human instinct to avoid inconvenient truths, especially those for which
the evidence is highly technical and hotly debated. In fact, if I hadn’t
spent a lifetime working with children, and people who work with
children, I’d probably feel the same way about ‘the erosion of childhood’.

But the experts I meet regularly – in nutrition, children’s play, sleeping
patterns, marketing, screen-based technology, child development, and
so on – have accumulated a fair whack of evidence that all is not well in
their specialist fields, and take pains to explain the technical bits to me in
layman’s terms. I’ve therefore concluded that ostrich-like behaviour isn’t
an option. If, as a primary teacher and a human being, I don’t shriek about
the dangers of modern lifestyles to children, I’m being culpably negligent.

Still, a determination to campaign against the commercialisation of
childhood isn’t the same as giving up hope – not just the dimly receding
hope that you’re wrong, but the far brighter, shining hope that 21st-
century child exploitation really is just a blip. 

Raising children has always been fraught with danger – Viking
marauders coming over the hill, outbreaks of plague and famine, German
bombs… Each generation has its own particular cultural minefield to
negotiate. Over the last three decades, we’ve lived through a tsunami of
cultural change: rapid technological advance kept us all too busy to think
straight; the siren voices of the market helped everyone confuse life with
lifestyle; and women’s sudden transition from home front to workplace
meant we lost much ancient lore about child-rearing. But the evidence of
a crisis in childhood is now coming thick and fast – from a variety of
scientific disciplines, UK children’s charities, UNICEF, the OECD …. 

And parental love is the greatest force on the planet. If parents can be
alerted to the dangers posed to their children through growing up in an
unrestrained, hyper-competitive consumer culture, I believe they’ll act –
individually and collectively – to effect change. 

What’s more, change can come soaring suddenly out of the blue. 
A year ago, campaigners against easy access to internet pornography
for children and young people had little hope of the Government
instituting an ‘opt-in’ policy for adult content; this year, the major internet
providers will circulate the ‘opt-in’ clause to everyone who pays their
bills. There will undoubtedly be problems in ensuring the policy’s
effectiveness, but the first step has been taken. 

In every way, it’s in the interests of primary teachers to help parents
detoxify childhood. The NUT Charter for Primary Education is an
excellent first step. As a profession, we’ve been conned into embracing
a market-driven ethic that’s deeply damaging to young children. As a
profession, the time has come to stand up and present the evidence
against it. 
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It is no accident that the Charter for Primary Education starts with time
– the time of the child, and the need to defend childhood and children’s
learning against oppressive and destructive demands. One of the
great discoveries of progressive educational thinking in recent
centuries concerns child development: the recognition that children
are not miniature adults but have their own patterns of growth and
ways of engaging with the world. 

Successful learning and development takes time. Good primary
teachers are aware of different children’s ages, developmental
levels and learning processes. They pay heed to children’s
existing knowledge and understanding and cultural
backgrounds.1

All of this is placed at risk by Gove’s new National Curriculum. It is a
Pied Piper curriculum – it is stealing childhood. 

Children’s time cannot be speeded up in the race to obtain the
world’s best PISA results. In fact, this seems to be
counterproductive. Twenty years of high-pressure government
surveillance was meant to ‘raise standards’, but England has
tumbled further and further down the PISA ladder, as Gove never
stops reminding us. As we pointed out in our 100 Academics letter

It doesn’t have to be 
this way: international
perspectives

by Terry Wrigley

1. Primary Charter, www.primarycharter.co.uk, under Resources.

PrimaryCharter_pamphlet  21/03/2014  10:40  Page 33



34 What is the future for primary education?

‘Too Much Too Young’ 2, Gove’s new National Curriculum will drive
teachers to rely on rote learning to cram all the details into children’s
heads without giving them chance to think. 

The English accountability regime is about jumping hurdles, not
about quality. Politicians have dug education into a hole and Michael
Gove’s answer is simply to dig deeper. Ironically, behind all the rhetoric
of catching up with Finland and Singapore, his advisers are careless
with the facts. His GCSE reforms were launched under cover of
making the exams harder ‘as in Finland’, but Finland doesn’t even have
exams at age 16. Primary school children are being required to learn
shed loads of science to ‘catch up with Singapore’, but Singapore
doesn’t start science till age eight or nine, and then modestly and in line
with children’s potential interests. Finland’s children remain in
kindergarten until the age of seven. 

This panic is not simply due to Michael Gove’s obsessive
personality. It is an extreme consequence of neoliberal policy-making
which values education only insofar as it produces human capital.
Ironically, the British ruling class has failed to invest in apprenticeships
and training, and work-related training for 16- to19-year-olds is
underfunded and often fragmented with a heavy drop-out rate, yet
these same businessmen are demanding that five-year-olds should be
better drilled in literacy and numeracy. Children are being robbed of
childhood time to prepare them as human resources in an increasingly
parlous economy. Ironic too that the preparation focuses heavily on
accurate arithmetic and spelling, the very skills in which information
technology is replacing workers. 

Progressive ideas about childhood education were developed,
from the late 18th century onwards, in response to a more hopeful
worldview known as Enlightenment. Education took on a different
meaning because of two great aspirations for transforming the world:
scientific thinking and political liberation. Philosophers and educators
such as Rousseau, Owen, Froebel and Pestalozzi realised that
children build learning on experience and that they learn through play.
A century later, Vygotsky realised that language is an essential tool for
making sense of experience, a cultural tool, and later his followers
(Harold Rosen, Douglas Barnes and others in England) showed us
how to make classrooms more dialogic, no longer dominated by the
teacher’s voice or restricted by closed questions. Is all this to be
forgotten? 

2. http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/letters/letters-gove-will-bury-pupils-in-facts-
and-rules-8540741.html. The letter was featured as the Independent’s main front page
article on 19 March 2013, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-
news/100-academics-savage-education-secretary-michael-gove-for-conveyorbelt-cur
riculum-for-schools-8541262.html and on the Telegraph’s front page on the same day.
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The Charter for Primary Education is so important because it seeks
to defend learning through experience, learning through play and
children’s power to engage in meaningful discussion. To quote: 

Learning in symbolic forms (abstract language, mathematical symbols,
scientific rules etc.) should build upon and work with the child’s
experience, use of the senses, and creative and experimental activity. 

It is through imaginative role play that children gain a symbolic
realisation of possibilities. It is at play that children are most free to talk. 

It is through talk that children are most able to deal with problem
solving and interpretation of the world around them.3

The new National Curriculum for primary schools devotes just over a
page to spoken language and 80 to spelling, punctuation and grammar. 

Education elsewhere
Sometimes it must seem that we are living in a dictatorship of no
alternatives. Given the pressure on England’s teachers to conform to a
limited view of education, it can be helpful to remember how things
were in the past, and to look beyond the borders. 

When my children started school in the 1980s there was still space
for play – quite literally in fact. Language and maths were taught
separately (though often integrated too), but their primary school
believed in a thematic approach which, for Reception and Year 1,
involved a ‘structured play’ environment. This was transformed every
two months to match the current theme: if the new theme was travel,
last month’s post office became a travel agents, the kitchen offered
food from another culture, the post van became an aeroplane, and so
on. This provided impetus for role play where speaking and writing and
counting flowed from children’s desire to interact with others. The
opportunities for language development were particularly important for
children who spoke Punjabi or Mirpuri at home. 

The 1970s and early 1980s were a time of hope for primary
schools, with many teachers exploring new forms of learning and
teaching, encouraged by the Plowden Report (1967). This was too
much for the forces of reaction who began to caricature child-centred
learning, and the media exploited a troubled situation at one single
school (William Tyndale) to demand a universal return to authoritarian
Victorian schooling. By 1988, Thatcher’s Education Reform Act
introduced the National Curriculum, SATs and Ofsted – a brave new
world of acronyms and test data, competition and fear. 

3. Primary Charter, www.primarycharter.co.uk, under Resources.
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Finland
Other places have been more fortunate, and done well by it. Finland,
repeatedly among the highest achieving countries in PISA tests, has
achieved this without inspectors, tests, league tables or ‘special
measures’. Its national curriculum is the result of genuine discussion and
development, not top-down dictat. Schools are quietly monitored so that
those which are struggling receive discreet support behind the scenes,
but this is infrequent because teachers are highly qualified, accustomed
to team work, and not demoralised by abuse from politicians. 

Primary school starts at age seven, and subjects are introduced
gradually, with a curriculum which is sensitive to the age and
development of the child. For example, geography, science and health
are combined as Environment and Natural Studies to age 11; and
speakers of other languages have a modified pace and expectation for
Finnish. Children who are struggling are given intensive help. In
addition to subjects, there are themes such as Environmental
Responsibility, Media Skills and Communication, and Cultural Identity
and Internationalism. 

The curriculum is not overloaded with rules of language to be
covered (despite the complexity of Finnish grammar), but is grounded
in democratic values: 

The underlying values of basic education are human rights, equality,
democracy, natural diversity, presentation of environmental viability,
and the endorsement of multiculturalism... It is the mission of basic
education to create new culture, revitalise ways of thinking and
acting, and develop the pupil’s ability to evaluate critically.4

Norway
My first impression on visiting Norwegian schools was how homely
they were: classrooms had curtains, rugs, settees, and teachers who
related to young children with real warmth. When two of my student-
teachers visited a Norwegian primary school, to spend time with a
class of eight-year-olds, they were taken aback when the children
came to hug them. Norway’s teachers themselves came under
pressure for a while from a right wing government which wanted to
imitate the English model (tests, privately run schools etc) in order to
match Finland at PISA (notice the contradiction?). This was defeated
through widespread opposition, partly because a quarter of the 
15-year-olds being tested handed in blank sheets of paper in protest. 

Norway’s children are not divided up by ability, although they are
often set individual work programmes for maths practice. Younger

4. http://www.oph.fi/download/47671_core_curricula_basic_education_1.pdf, page 12
(section 2.1) 
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children spend one day a week learning at their school’s forest camp.
Schools aim for half an hour a day of physical activity, some of it self-
organised during breaks. 

One of the most widespread pedagogies there is Storyline, also
very common in Denmark and Iceland, and often known as ‘the
Scottish method’.5

Storyline
Storyline was actually invented in Glasgow as a way of doing thematic
learning with young children, and is organised round a narrative rather
than a central problem or issue. This has the advantage of intensifying
the pupils’ involvement, and matches Piaget’s understanding that
children of this age think most fruitfully when issues arise from
experience. The teacher introduces the situation, often as a mural. 
The children discuss this, and invent characters for themselves. 
The teacher moves it forward by introducing nodal events, each of
which triggers various kinds of learning activity – drama, research,
writing, maths, debate etc. At every stage there is discussion to
generate ideas and problematise situations. Though Storyline was first
devised for lower primary, it is now used across Scandinavia and
elsewhere for all ages, including adults. 

A well-known Scottish example concerns the Vikings. The children
arrive at school to find a mural of an uninhabited bay. They discuss
where and when this might be, and then invent characters for
themselves, as the early inhabitants. They draw their characters and
stick them onto the mural, then, after some research, paint houses. 
The next day, they arrive to find a sailing ship on the sea and heading
towards land. What will the impact be? How will the locals react? 
At a later stage the children arrive to find a lifesize image on the wall: 
a single Viking who has been left behind by his shipmates. There is
intense debate: some want to kill him, others recognise that he has
useful skills, and so on. 

Other examples of Storyline are more conceptual, for example being
shipwrecked on a desert island, or an expedition to save the rainforest,
but always the children engage as characters in a sequence of events
and in an environment. The Storyline structure sustains coherence as a
learning community, but creates space and opportunity for initiative: it is
an open architecture for learning. There is differentiation in that children
can respond in different ways, but without hierarchy or segregation, and
all their products and contributions are respected. The learners also
draw heavily on their prior knowledge and experience. 

5. http://www.storyline-scotland.com/what-is-storyline-2/ with links to other Storyline sites.
6. See T Wrigley (2006) Another School Is Possible, London: Bookmarks, pages 117-123.
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The Bielefeld Laboratory School6
The Bielefeld Laboratory School in Germany (five- to16-year-olds) has
been open for nearly 40 years. It is state funded but with additional
funds to promote curriculum renewal. Its initiatives are supported by
Bielefeld University, and major developments are carefully evaluated.
Children in Reception and Years 1 and 2 learn in three-year mixed age
classes. There is an emphasis on a wide range of experiences, including
traditional crafts (printing, weaving etc.) as well as literacy and maths. Its
founder Hartmut von Hentig proposed that pupils should: 
● pursue an interest together, show each other, talk about it
● step back from the group – be alone
● explore the elements: make a fire, dam water, dig a hole
● build a hut, plant a garden, look after an animal
● cook together and eat it – wash up afterwards
● read quietly
● observe something, observe others, follow your curiosity
● celebrate special occasions, perform something, sing, give one

another presents that you’ve made yourself
● and all of that along with the normal school activities – writing,

reading, calculating, drawing, cleaning up.7

Queensland
Queensland’s New Basics8 initiative recognised that assessment,
though it is meant to follow on from curriculum design and pedagogy,
can easily distort and sabotage learning if it is poorly matched. That is
why they developed the idea of authentic assessment using ‘rich tasks’.
These are often collaborative and interdisciplinary (including
investigative and communicative skills), and involve affective, ethical
and aesthetic dimensions as well as cognitive. They are ‘authentic’
because they involve a real or realistic activity and the task must be
worthwhile learning rather than an add-on, culminating in a product,
performance or presentation. Here are some examples: 

Multimedia Presentation of an Endangered Plant or Animal
(Years 1-3)
Students will investigate a threatened plant or animal and the extent to
which it is at risk. They will use this investigation to take constructive
action and create a persuasive and informative multimedia presentation.

A Celebratory, Festive or Artistic Event or Performance (Years 4-6)
Students will work within teams, in different capacities, in planning,
organising, creating and performing in a celebratory, festive or artistic
event or performance that takes place at or outside the school.

7. T Wrigley (2006) as above.  
8. www.acsa.edu.au/pages/images/2001_new_basics_qld_trials_a_curriculum.rtf.doc.
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Oral Histories and Diverse and Changing Lifestyles (Years 4-6)
Students will explore change in, and diversity of, lifestyles, by
recording oral histories from various members of their own
community, including people in a variety of cultural groups. Based
on this, they will design a media presentation that also predicts how
practices might change in the foreseeable future.

Looking forward
There is still innovation in many English schools, and teachers continue
to find a space for initiatives such as philosophy for children and
Creative Partnerships, despite a lack of official support and
encouragement. (The latter’s funding was terminated in 2011.)
However, everything is undermined and marginalised by the pressure of
high-stakes assessment and evaluation, and an obsession with grading
children according to narrow tests of competence in core skills. 

Primary education has been different, and is different elsewhere. 
It can change in English schools if teachers can stand together and
have the courage to take back control. The Charter for Primary
Education will support this resistance and recovery. 

Help us fight for
progressive, child-
centred, primary
education
Can you:

Keep in touch with the 

Charter for Primary Education 

email primarycharter@yahoo.co.uk

Organise a Charter for Primary

Education event in your area?

Organise a launch event for

this pamphlet?

Add your name to the list of

supporters of the charter?
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What is
the future
for primary
education?

The coalition government is 
reforming education at break-neck
speed. Our schools are being
privatised, our curriculum is being
narrowed and our children are being
tested to a frighteningly new extent. 
The voices of teachers, parents 
and educationalists are being
systematically ignored. The Charter 
for Primary Education has sought to
make our voices heard by pointing
towards an alternative vision for
primary education that is child-centred
and democratically run. 
This pamphlet aims to take a look at
some key aspects of primary education
today and to discuss how we can
campaign to change it for the better.

Edited by Jess Edwards, 
coordinator of A Charter 
for Primary Education

Produced in association with the 
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