Heading for Inclusion

Submission to the 2007 review into Primary Education.

Heading for Inclusion is an organisation of education leaders dedicated to the principles and practice of inclusive education.

Heading for Inclusion welcomes the opportunity to contribute to a discussion on the future of Primary Education.  Our members have been beacons of light holding out that education is greater than the technocratic, bureaucratic, pedestrian path that we have been forced to tread by successive Conservative and Labour governments since the nineteen eighties.  Primary Education has been used as a political football in which teachers, schools and children’s lives have been reduced to extremely narrow statistically measurable ‘outcomes’ which require simplistic, rapid and continual intervention to effect short term (questionable) improvement.

Heading for Inclusion believes that this unbalanced focus on such a small detail in the educational life of a nation, has contributed to the breakdown in society as seen in increased alienation of ethnic minorities, increased suicide in young people, increased teenage pregnancy, continued segregation of disabled people, young people adopting extremist religious views and actions and an ever increasing prison population of young people (to name but a very few high profile measures of alienation).

Politicians have successively and consistently ripped the soul out of Primary Education leaving it denuded of meaning for many young people.  While initiatives are piled on to schools to try to redress the balance – Every Child Matters, Primary Strategy - the core reasons remains in place:

1. An obsessive reliance on high stakes testing to ‘objectively’ measure and compare the relative success of state schools.

2. A tyrannical system of school inspection designed originally to intimidate schools out of ‘progressive’ methodologies (although these have never been defined).

3. A technocratic, incoherent, inconsistent National Curriculum which was never designed to engage young learners or to bring a lifelong joy of education.

That schools have been able to continue to develop and grow thinking, feeling, loving young people throughout this period, is a testament to the courage, tenacity and dedication of the teachers who have been continuing to act with integrity in spite of the most amazing pressures brought to bear by politicians and the media.  Many schools remain the hub of their communities giving coherence and meaning to people’s lives and gluing the fabric of society.  

Heading for Inclusion hopes that the current review will address the above key factors which are not only holding back the effective education of our young people, but are having serious effects on the future life of our nation.

Accountability

It has become a received wisdom – almost a mantra - that schools ‘must be accountable’.  This has resulted in teachers – particularly Headteachers coming under the most intense scrutiny, not experienced by any other professional body.  This continues to stifle creativity and reduce the effectiveness of education.  It is no surprise to hear that the majority of enquiries to the Innovations Unit are for activities that schools can already do.  ‘Ofsted’ has created a climate of fear and lacks the respect of many in the profession (unlike HMI).  Even the training and selection of School Improvement Partners concentrates on analysing narrow data based on SAT results.  Meeting Political, not educational, targets is the thrust of accountability.  In this climate an educational background is not even necessary.  Ofsted inspectors can be ‘lay’ people with only the scantest understanding of ‘education’; even our own General Teaching Council is significantly populated by non teachers.  Teachers are regularly, publicly blamed for social ills over which they have no control.  This national disrespect of teachers has been taken up by young people and their parents.  Those of us who come from or who have visited other countries note the high regard in which teachers are held, as represented in their professional status, income, conditions of service and treatment by politicians and the media – even free entry to galleries and museums! Teachers continue to be paid considerably less than other professionals – doctors, solicitors, engineers, senior civil servants. Our qualifications are being slowly eroded and our work is being devalued by passing it to less qualified people.

Paraprofessionals, essential to the successful running of schools, are often underpaid and undervalued.  There needs to be a consistent, national qualification and training system in place to produce the highest quality teaching support for all children.

The system of school Governance is anachronistic and unresponsive to the rapidly changing education system.  When working at their best, governors are highly motivated, professionally supportive and contribute well to the effective running of a school.  At their worst they are uncooperative, unsupportive of the aims of the school and militate against its efficient running.  It is not acceptable, in the twenty first century, to leave the governance of schools in the hands of, at best, well meaning amateurs.  Vast resources are put into training Governors which could better be spent on strategically improving schools.  Schools need to be governed by highly trained professionals.  Many countries have a system of Local Authority ‘supervision’ of schools.  The Local Authority provides financial, pedagogical and strategic support and has the overview in distributing resources and recruiting, training and retaining staff fairly across schools.  Local Authorities are best placed to evaluate the effectiveness of their schools and to provide support where it is needed.
Despite lip service to the contrary, accountability comes down to the ‘performance’ of a cohort of children in SATs.  For Key Stage 2 this means the ability of a child, on a particular day, to produce answers to questions within a limited amount of time; within a very limited set of subjects; leading to a particular result; which will be compared to the result the child had at Key Stage 1, compared to the results of other children across the country; placed into a bank of statistics, and used to praise or criticise the school.  It will further be used, in many cases, to set the child during their secondary education.  

That this system is seen as somehow objective or useful would be laughable if it did not have such devastating effects on the status of schools and the lives of its community.

1. Our primary objection is that ‘education’ is far too important to be reduced to such a restricted set of data.

2. Learning is not a linear activity.

3. SAT tests are not criterion referenced so year on year comparisons are disingenuous.

4. National Curriculum levels are not ‘objective’ in any scientific sense.  The stages in development are at best incremental.  Moving from a level 3c to a level 5c cannot be compared to moving from a 3b to a 5b.  Let alone the difference between one child making such a step and another – despite gathering a large amount of comparative data.

5. SATs clearly disadvantage huge groups of learners who, at the age of eleven may be stressed, unmotivated, disengaged, unable to access the question in the way it is presented.  With the best will in the world, even the best teachers find it hard motivating some children in ‘performing well’ in SATs.

6. Children with disabilities, children with emotional or behavioural problems, children from unstable or unsupportive home backgrounds, children with English as an additional language continue to be disadvantaged – not only by the process of doing SATs but in the way that the education system, while preparing them for SATs, is not concentrating on far more important areas of their education.
7. Probably the most damaging effect of SATs is the ‘Pygmalion Effect’,  where there is clear scientific evidence that educators inadvertently make assumptions about a child’s abilities based on ‘objective data’ and lower or raise the level of their expectation in regard to the child’s perceived abilities.  Our system of high stakes testing increases the danger of the self fulfilling prophecy – which can blight children throughout their education.

When one reads the accounts of people thinking back to their ‘best teacher’, they do not write about the one who taught them the necessary tricks and techniques to get a good mark in SATs, they say things like ‘inspiration, creativity, relationship, the ability to treat me as a person, respecting my views, challenging my thinking.’  The seeds of learning a teacher plants in the mind of a child may take years to grow and develop.  This is something understood in ancient Greece!  We appear to have forgotten our lessons from history.  If we want truly to measure the effectiveness of a teacher then we should talk to the child years later to see how their life has been enhanced.  It is an abomination to judge the effectiveness of a school or individual teacher on the results a child obtains on a test.  This practice must stop.  

Putting Joy at the Heart of Primary Education.

Those of us Heading for Inclusion have worked in a variety of educational fields to show a clear way ahead.  Our simple message is that all children have the right to receive a world class education at the heart of their own community – in a fully inclusive local community school (Even the United Nations shares our view!).

A world class education in the twenty first century will be radically different in many ways:

· The overall aims of Primary Education would be to encourage a lifelong joy of learning and to develop a desire to participate as active, responsible citizens of the world.

· The ‘Core Subjects’ would depend on the needs, experience and interests of each individual child.
· Literacy and numeracy would be seen as the useful tools that they are for accessing deeper learning and not as an end in themselves.
· The atmosphere of schools will be characterised by an ethos of experimentation and adaptation.  Making mistakes, learning from and correcting them.

· Teachers and paraprofessionals would build relationships, learn from, listen to and guide young people to embark on an exciting and challenging educational journey:  Sometimes alone, sometimes with small groups and sometimes with larger groups of people.
· The ratio of pupils to teachers will be sharply decreased (1 – 20 would be a good start).  Parents intuitively know that smaller classes have a tremendous effect on the education of their children and, if they can afford it, pay vast sums to have their children educated privately.

· We would stop the practice of assuming that young people always learn best with others their own age.  We will look at much more creative ways of organising the learning of individuals and groups.  

· The Government needs to take a lead in developing new technologies so that all children have equal access to the highest quality learning platforms.
· Each child would carry with them a ‘Profile of Achievements’ to celebrate how their education is progressing.

· Learning to include everybody would be key to judging the effectiveness of the school.

· Young people would have the choice to undertake criterion referenced national qualifications in a wide range of subjects to indicate their abilities in all the different areas of learning.

· Teachers and other paraprofessionals would be given sabbaticals to network with others at home and abroad to research current best practice and to bring that good practice back to their own and neighbouring schools.

· Schools would not be working in competition to or compared with each other but instead would work collaboratively to secure the best education for the young people for whom they work.

England’s state education system was never designed to provide a world class education for the majority of young people.  Even the comprehensive ideal was never fully comprehensive, as many disabled children were excluded from its resources and kept in segregated schools.  (We note that the continued existence of private education militates against a fully inclusive system).  Despite these constraints we believe that a shining renaissance in Primary Education is within sight – and only requires the political courage to set it free.  We hope that this review will create the climate to enable schools to provide the education that our society truly deserves and would welcome the opportunity to contribute further. 
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