Critically exploring the need for educational alternatives to mainstream settings in modern Britain. 


Alternative education canc over leanring within a traditional or non tradiotnal learning setting.  Within mainstream education there are already many alternatives such as private schools, academies and free schools however this essay will look beyond the mainstream setting. Educational alternatives exist at both primary and secondary level today and include Steiner, Montessori, homeschooling and unschooling, free schools, democratic schols amongst many more However which forms of alternative education are the best have been and are still contested amongst educational theorists (Barrow, 2012). One thing these alternatives have in common is that they were created out of a need for change. In the case of Steiner schools for example which were developed after the first world war in a time where ecuducation was much more retrictive. These schools were ased on the idea of freedom and child orientated learning, which was regarded as radical at the time (Woods, 2015). 
Alternative education caters to those on the margins of society, disenfranchised with the mainstream school system by offering them a different curriculum, pastoral care, essentially another chance (Martin et al, 2016). 
However, how do these ideas fit into modern Britain? The country performs relatively well in global rankings for academic subjects and equity in education (OECD, 2015). When we have come so far in education is there still a need for alternative schooling? 

An example  of an educational alternative is Summer hill school in Suffolk, a well-known educational alternative, describes itself as being a democratic school and although it was created almost a century is still considered radical. The school was created in a time where strict discipline in the classroom and rote learning were the norm within education and the school was created as a way to combat these ideas and offer children an alternative educational experience (Cassebaum A, 2003). In modern education it seems as though constant assessments and testing have taken the forefront.  Summerhill school offers a break from this competitive environment. The school is democratic in so far as the pupils and staff make decisions as a community and they are responsible for themselves as learners.

Theorists in favour of alternative education tend to value individual happiness, thinking for oneself, encouraging natural behaviours and that learning should not be forced but facilitated. They are against separating school and life and learning out of context. As Barrow (2012) argues despite Rousseau not being aware of grading, tests and the hidden curriculum he was nonetheless skeptical of the influence school had on children.

Another reason as to why educational alternatives are needed  with modern mainstream education is large classes and a higher student to adult ratio. The majority of alternative schools such as  aim to reduce class size as they suggest this improves academic performance. However, the OECD argue that countries that perform well in education priorities the quality of teaching over class size (OECD, 2013). Evidence shows that the effects can only be seen once the class drops below 15 pupils where a teacher can change dramatically enough that they be given more individual feedback and one to one attention something many alternative schools cannot offer. The average class size for Steiner school is  . (EEF, 2018). Especially when we look at class sizes in countries that perform well in Singapore who topped PISA charts in 2015 and have average class size of 35 (OECD, 2015).

Alternative education is not only just needed by children but by teachers too. One of the problems with modern teaching often addressed by alternatve eduation is teacher autonomy 
Teacher autonomy helps with motivation and creases job satisfaction (Khmelkov, 2000). The burearocracy of mainstream education results in less time spent on more meaningful tasks.
That is not  to say that teachers will have complete control over what they teach however they are often more encouraged to be creative and collaborate with other members of staff also described as engaged autonomy (Gabriel et al., 2011).


However, Pitt (2010) argue that too much independence can leave teachers feel unsupported in the classroom and that it takes away jobs from leaders within the school

In Sands school in Devon, another democratic school of around 60 students, there is no hierarchy. Decisions are made between staff and students to help with communication and to stop power imbalances. The school allows children to have a sense of autonomy as they have more choice over aspects of their school day such as their timetable what subjects they study and what is put on the school menu (Sandsschool.org).

A major criticism of alternative education is that the instituions are not held up to the same standards as mainstream education, especially with regards to Steiner schools,  as they are so flexible with so many aspects of the school (Huxel 2013). It is true that the schools may not be as standadised and that it will depend on each individual school but the same could be said of mainstream education
Montesorri for example a lot of the principles such as sbheyeg have been adopted by a lot of schools however it is the teaching that makes the difference. 

Although the majority of these schools are fee paying there are some schools such as the Steiner school in Somerset which is funded by the government and is free to all pupils. This is a positive thing for many students as alternative often charge fees. Do these alternative schools increase inequality by filtering out students who cannot afford the fees? Are mainstream schools more inclusive in that sense as they will take anyone or do they too reinforce social class by separating children into groups.

Sands school israted as good in most areas and outstanding in personal development behaviour and welfare.  Aa a result of the school’s democratic ethos ‘’ Pupils are thoughtful and caring. They demonstrate increasing self-confidence’’. (OFSTED, 2016). The relationship between staff and pupils is more relaxed rather than seeing them just as figures of authority, teachers are facilitators. The learning in this school environment is always contextualized and allows the learner to reflect on real experiences something mainstream schools cannot always do and this is how children learn best (Mujis,2017). The school allows students to developeself-motivation another skill which mainstream schools are criticized for not cultivating within their students.   

However, these establishments still tend to resemble schools in terms of subjects and the layout of the school day. Alternative education has been taken even further by some who disagree with idea of school altogether. Illich (1970) wanted to disestablish schools altogether and to ‘deschool’ society.
Unschooling, a form of homeschooling, is truly democratic as it involves nurturing a child’s curiosity and allowing them to learn independently. The movement grew out of a need to leave the restrictive school setting and to allow the child complete autonomy over their learning. Unschooling offers children the opportunity to pursue their interests while developing a passion for learning (Petrovic et al, 2017). For Rousseau who believed strongly in experiential learning with the parent as a facilitator, the need for unschooling came from freedom in the education of emile so society or school could not corrupt him. Rousseau believed ‘’education should support a child's natural growth rather than the demands of society’’ (Duardo de Nobile, p.16).

However, unschooling is often criticized for  not allowing children to socialize with children their own age or with children from different backgrounds, cultures and ethnicities. Another argument is that it is so much harder to measure the success when there are no ongoing assessments. On the hand this does mean children are not ranked or in competition with others but  set their own standards (Taylor et al 2013).
It could be argued mainstream school does encourage individual learning and student autonomy as constructivism is promoted with the current curriculum. However, this has been labelled as a faux autonomy not tied to self-motivation but to what there is there to gaint such as good grades and other external motivations.  Illich also believed that schools as institutions were inherently manipulative. 

Giroux (2003), who was also committed to democratic education reiterated the importance for educators to be able to think and act against the grain to create social change. Giroux was critical of those who saw schools as passive environments and the pedagogy he described as a set of techniques used the school to produce moral and political regulation. 

The same concerns over mainstream education as a tool for social control are echoed by modern theorists and teachers today. John Taylor Gatto, (1991) who is particularly skeptical of modern schooling suggested that as his time as a teacher all he did was teach children to be dependent on the school system and  to learn their position within it. He argues there that there is no right way to become educated, that good schools need variety and choice that cater to an individual’s needs rather than relying on a national curriculum and testing.



Mainstream education in Britain is changing, with the introduction of a curriculum in Wales with a bigger emphasis on creativity and health and wellbeing than before, blended learning and quicker, alternative ways into teaching to name a few. 
These are regarded as positive initiatives and progressive as they aim to prepare children for the future whatever that me look like but they aren’t radical. Despite there being plenty of literature surrounding issues in education today there is little on how to change it. ‘’These books advise parents to stay on the well-trodden path of standardized schooling, but to travel it a bit slower’’ (Taylor, 2013 p.46).
As long as schools are prioritising assessments and qualifications, are judged on data above all else over a child’s happiness and wellbeing there will continue to be a need for alternative education. 
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