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Sam Roberts (0952270)

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

Educational alternatives are needed for many reasons. It would be short sighted for any person to believe that traditional, private, progressive, democratic or even libertarian education will work for each and every student. Every child is an individual, and as such, learns in his or her own way. Each learner has a different way of taking on board information, and has a specific set of needs that should be met. In this essay, I will look to explore the needs of those studying within modern day Britain, and take an in-depth look at ‘mainstream’ or ‘traditional education’ curriculum being taught in school and the need for alternatives, while also critically examining a number of these potential other choices.
“The national curriculum is a set of subjects and standards used by primary and secondary schools so children learn the same things. It covers what subjects are taught and the standards children should reach in each subject.” (UK Government, 2018)
The above statement is published on the UK Government website as an explanation behind the National Curriculum, as established in 1988. While the need to offer education to everyone is a great thing, teaching children the same topics, as if they’re all the same, and they all learn the same way, certainly doesn’t benefit everyone within the classroom. In Dumbing Us Down: The Hidden Curriculum of Compulsory Schooling (1992), John Taylor Gatto argues that schools offering traditional education confuse students, makes children indifferent, and emotionally and intellectually dependent. In a similar manner, Ivan Illich (Deschooling Society, 1970) states his belief that schools are full of contradictions. Schools teach the need for us to need higher education and the need to be taught - rather than to learn ourselves. He believes that schools and society have led us to become institutionalised.
As children, we’re all taught to go to school, but we aren’t necessarily taught that to learn is an enjoyable thing. There are many instances where children will give up on learning, or in a certain class, because that form of teaching doesn’t apply to/or work for them. A personal experience of my own from Primary Education saw me fall a year behind in class because of a lack of connection with a teacher – only for this to be rectified the following year. Education is subjective to the learner. Children don’t dislike learning – they may just need to look at it in a different way.
“Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.” (Mandela, 1990)
	As Nelson Mandela argued during a speech at Madison Park High School in 1990, education can be used to change society in many ways. There is no way one form of education, designed in a one size educates all fashion, can cover all bases. Other options are needed.
Within the United Kingdom today, we have a number of schools and theories offering something different to the mainstream pedagogy. Traditional or state education isn’t the only way to go when it comes to schooling young children. There has been an argument for educational alternatives since schools for all were established within the United Kingdom initially in the 1800s. The Elementary Education Act (1870) saw the creation of framework set out to educate all children between the ages of 5-12 in England and Wales. Before this act was passed, schools were either funded by charities or privately funded. Despite children being given the opportunity of learning for the future – many theorists believed there was a better way of teaching the future generation, and set out to show this in their own style.
John Badley, a Cambridge graduate, created Bedales School in 1893 with the idea of shaping the school around what was best for each individual child’s educational needs. In their own words: “Bedales was founded by John Haden Badley in 1893 to be a humane alternative to the authoritarian regimes typical of late-Victorian public schools.” (Bedales, 2018)
Badley took on board his own experiences and the ideals put forward by the likes of Montessori and Dewey to create his own progressive school – focussing on manual work and other necessary life lessons, such as cooking, instead of purely classroom based learning.
Abbotsholme is another alternative school that was created to rival what the government of the time was offering. Cecil Reddie established Abbotsholme as an experiment for his style of progressive educational philosophy. Similarly to Beadles, Abbotsholme promoted a more liberal education. John Badley actually worked under Reddie at Abbotsholme when the school was created - before deciding to use his own theories to create Bedales.
The likes of Abbotsholme (1889) and Beadles (1893) were responses to the educational norm. They both continue to operate in 2018, under similar values put forward by Reddie and Badley.
Even before these two gentlemen had put their ideas of education in practice, or before the Government in Britain had made moves to make a regular education for all children, William Godwin (1788) argued: “All education is despotism. It is perhaps impossible for the young to be conducted without introducing in many cases the tyranny implicit in obedience. Go there; do that; read; write; rise; lie down – will perhaps forever be the language addressed to youth by age.”
The importance of progressive education is to take away the need for children to be told exactly what they should be doing within the confines of a classroom – or even at home. Progressive education offers child centred education and looks at the rights of the singular person above everything else. The teacher acts as a facilitator, rather than an authoritarian figure. Progressive education is learning through hands-on examples.
Sands School, based in Devon, promotes the use of ‘innovative education’. Sands School is an example of a democratic school - where children are given responsibility for their own education. They operate their own curriculum, and give their students the opportunities take exams, including GCSE’s. The school was opened by four students in 1985; previously educated at Darlington Hall School. Sands Schools argues that there are two pillars of democratic education: “Self-determined learning & a learning community based on equality and mutual respect” (Sands, 2018)
Steiner education, or Waldorf education, is heavily featured as an alternative form of education within the United Kingdom today, and this has been the case since 1925. Currently, 35 schools within Britain teach the Steiner pedagogy. Steiner Schools are the “largest group of independent non-denominational private schools in the world.” Steiner Schools are known for being playful. They should not be confused with Montessori schools. Although both theories believe children need a connection to the outside world, Montessori Schools focus on real-life experiences while Steiner Schools are more focussed on imagination.
“The need for imagination, a sense of truth, and a feeling of responsibility. These are the three forces which are the very nerve of education.” Steiner (1892)
Rudolf Steiner is the forefather of Steiner education. Despite his desire to offer something different to the normal mainstream offering, Steiner’s theories are relatively regimented, and designed to improve concentration.
The aforementioned Montessori Method of Education has been used for over 100 years in a number of different countries, including the United Kingdom. Doctor Maria Montessori created the movement in early 1900s. Most establishments using the Montessori methods in the UK are pre-schools and nurseries, but the principles do overlap into independently run Primary Schools throughout the nation.
“The method is based on self-directed activities, enabling the children to be independent learners and collaborative members of society.” (Montessori Education UK, 2018)
It is also important to look at the practice of ‘unschooling’ when discussing educational alternatives, as this has become more popular within the United Kingdom in recent years. John Holt, who is seen as the pioneer for this practice, created the term ‘unschooling’ in 1977. In 1971, Ivan Illich put forward the theory of ‘Deschooling Society’. When discussing the two terms for the first time in his magazine in 1977, Holt said: “GWS will say ‘unschooling’ when we mean taking children out of school, and ‘deschooling’ when we mean changing the laws to make schools noncompulsory and to take away from them their power to grade, rank, and label people.” With unschooling, Holt wanted people to be able to educate children without the confines of schools, and in an open environment - without fear of getting things wrong.
Alison Parkes, in an article for the Guardian in 2016, aptly defined unschooling as: “a step beyond home education because children decide what they’d like to learn and when. Unlike school, or more traditional types of home education, there’s no curriculum, no imposed learning, no testing. The children set the agenda and pace; the aim is to learn through living.”
Unschooling is designed to let the learner lead, and discover the world in a natural and healthy manner.
Despite the child centred mantra put forward by the likes of progressive & libertarian theorists, alternative education does have its criticisms. The aforementioned Bedales School can charge up to £36,285 per year while Abbotsholme for Sixth Form students will cost £36,585 per annum. Sands Schools fees for 2018/19 are set at £10,710 while Summerhill School, created by AS Neill in 1921 and widely considered the first ever democratic school, has fees of up to £6,347 per term.
According to the National Office for Statistics (2018), the average wage of an adult within the United Kingdom is currently £27,271. Unless scholarships/bursaries are achieved, this does make this form of education unattainable to the average child within Britain in 2018.
Of course, independent (private) education can offer students a whole host of benefits, though. Smaller classes, better facilities and high quality teaching undoubtedly offer students a better quality of learning.
Unschooling also has its financial implications. If a parent is acting as a facilitator within the unschooling environment, it takes away from their ability to bring a wage to the household.
Although state funded, free schools and academies, as established in the United Kingdom in 2010, are a form of schooling that can offer a different curriculum. Free schools and academies were introduced to Britain by the Liberal-Conservative coalition government. As stated, they are funded, however the local council does not control them. The schools/academies have more of a say in what they teach/educate. They aren’t obliged to teach the National Curriculum. Free schools offer the opportunity for more say in what is taught, and as they are funded, the children won’t need to pay to attend.
However, as these free schools and academies are operated outside the curriculum, teachers are not required to have QTS status to teach at the establishment. This freedom can also be detrimental to the teacher, as these schools are able to pay whatever they choose.
Nobody is unteachable. This is what Swiss philosopher Jürg Jegge argued when creating the Kleingruppe Lufingen.
Jegge took on the task of educating those deemed too severe to cope with, even in special schools. Children were put into groups of six, under the guise of a single teacher, ad housed in a building that had nothing to do with school. The students were allowed to do whatever they liked, as long as it didn’t interfere with others.
Through time, student learnt pottery, went on theatre visits, learnt how to restore old cars, and lots of other things, including self-respect and how to read and write. The pedagogical concept was based on the equality of teacher and student as equals.
While separate from what Jegge was looking at within his group, Special Educational Needs (SEN are a big requirement for our society. Inclusion, despite the use of Special Educational Needs Co-Ordinators (SENCO), doesn’t always work when a disability/impairment is too severe.
“If inclusion requires a child to be excluded from the same experiences and boundaries as everyone else just to remain on the premises, then it’s not inclusion.” (Secret Teacher, The Guardian, 2015)
There is no guarantee that the requirements of those with special educational needs are being met fully within mainstream education, if they can even get into a school.
“Official figures show the number of youngsters with special educational needs, plans or statements awaiting school places has more than doubled in just one year – from 1,710 in 2016 to 4,050 in 2017.” (Busby, 2018)
Inclusion isn’t always a possibility. We have a huge need for additional SEN support in the UK to ensure all children get the opportunity to learn. Nobody is unreachable – and it is a human right that we all have a chance at an education.
We have many educational alternatives to the National Curriculum in 2018 – each of which can benefit learners in very different ways. The challenge of today’s society is discovering the form of learning that works best for each learner, and giving them that opportunity. Financial implications however are something that will forever be associated with education. While Chancellor Philip Hammond, has recently announced a one-off £400 million funding initiative to be given to schools, this will likely make little impact in the long run. Additional funding and support is needed to make a real difference to the National Curriculum. While mainstream or traditional schooling is in its current state, it is essential alternatives are available to learners of all needs, and backgrounds.
[bookmark: _GoBack]However, money and its consequences take centre stage when it comes to education. The cost of alternative education means that the most suitable learning method may not always be a possibility.
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