Critically Explore the Need for Educational Alternatives to Mainstream Settings in Modern Britain.

This essay will broadly critique the traditional mainstream educational structures within Britain covering the curriculum, assessment and pedagogy used within the schools (National Curriculum, 2013; Curriculum for Wales, 2015).  Radical education is an umbrella term which covers many different theories of alternative education, all of which differ from mainstream education.  The alternative education within this essay that will be examined and compared to mainstream will be: Pupil Referral Units (PRU) (Pupil Referral Units, 2014), home schooling (Ray, 2015), de-schooling (Weston, 1996), Summerhill School (Summerhill School: An Overview, 2020) and Montessori Schools (Marshall, 2017).  How children learn best and what environments facilitate this will be discussed, highlighting if there is a need for alternative education within Britain (Empowered Avenue, 2020).  
Mainstream schools in Britain follow a generic layout, with a hall used for assemblies, exams and a canteen area (Department of Education, 2014).  Classrooms are designed with hard tables and chairs which are laid out to face the front of the class where there is a white board for the older years in primary and secondary schools.  Classroom layouts differ across countries, this shows a link between learning and culture (When in Britain, do as the British do: Crahay, 1996).  Younger years in primary schools also follow a generic layout that links in with the Foundation Phase curriculum and learning through play (National Curriculum in England, 2013; Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).  However, the Foundation Phase (2015) still uses assessment methods to track the progress of the pupils (Foundation Phase Profile Handbook, 2017).  Mainstream schools follow the same curriculum, this means that the same information is provided within each school to ensure pupils learn the same subject information (Ofsted, 2008).  This helps to ensure that there is a clear standard for teaching to be met by educators and that schools have similar approaches for teaching and learning, even if the pupils are learning through play (Meaningful Teaching and Learning: Anning and Edwards, 1999).  Due to the set structures of the curriculum there is no freedom of choice for the pupils over what they learn.  This can lead to pupils being uninterested in certain subjects, which can result in pupils becoming distracted.  The pupils do have subject options between 14-16 years old. Burgess, Propper, Slater and Wilson (2005) suggest this is how mainstream tries to promote flexibility; yet pupils get limited subject choice to start with (The Role of Schools in Explaining Individuals’ Subject Choices at Age 14).  However, some would argue that mainstreams schools are inclusive and allow for consistency which provides all pupils with the same opportunities to learn and develop socially, regardless of their economic background (Kaur, Noman and Awang-Hashim, 2016).  Due to barriers within mainstream such as funding, staffing, rising class sizes and resources there are many challenges which can impede pupils from getting the most out of their mainstream education system (BBC News, 2018).  Critical education theory is a philosophy that questions what is best to be taught within education, while offering opportunities to all members of society (Boyd, 2020). It also considers what is the best way to deliver education for people who are at a disadvantage; whether this be psychically, mentally, economically or if they have ALN (Boyd, 2020).
Teachers within mainstream education follow the assessment structure to help them assess the progress of their pupils throughout the curriculum.  Assessments can be a range of different things, such as, spelling tests, homework and class work, questioning, writing tasks, reading and formal exams; which enables teachers to assess pupils progress in mainstream curriculum (Briggs, Woodfield, Swatton and Martin, 2008).  How well pupils do within assessments are considered important within mainstream education as Britain’s school culture has become test driven (Roome, 2018; Putwain, 2009).  Results are used to promote which schools are achieving the highest grades, schools are all in competition with each other; exam pressure negatively impacts pupils’ well-being (Roome, 2018; Putwain, 2007).  This emphasises how mainstream education is focused on the achievement of good results yet portrayed as being focused on the pupil’s wants and needs (BBC News, 2020).  Pedagogy is structured across mainstream schools, with a clear hierarchy that places the teacher at the top managing their classroom (Sieberer-Nagler, 2016).  Pupils are to listen and follow tasks the teacher sets, whether this be independent study or working with peers in the time the teacher has given for it; this highlights the lack of free choice pupils have within mainstream education (Cullingford and Oliver, 2017).  
Within the National Curriculum there are different key skills that are focused on due to varying social and cultural demands (Bulman and Fairlie, 2016).  One of these key skills is Digital Literacy which is highly regarded within the workplace and in the STEM field which is an area for development due to its economic significance.  This highlights how mainstream filters through what is considered as needed by the culture of the society the education system is within, it reflects what is needed with social change (Eggleston, 2018).   
This emphasises how culture in Britain is interwoven with schooling having an impact on all areas of life with the result that radical education is not readily accessible for all; Robinson (2006) believes that the ways in which mainstream education is set up actually discourages pupil creativity.  Alternative education is available; however, it is not easily accessed when compared to the amount of mainstream schools (Alternatives in Education, 2017).   Skinner (2020) explains critical pedagogy as a teaching approach which facilitates pupils to assess their own work as well as their education; this enables the pupil to make connections between where they are and how this links into their society and culture (Giroux, 2020).  Education is not just about passing on knowledge in a subject, it embeds what is socially accepted within that culture (Bruner, 1996). Alternative education systems enable other versions of normal to be considered.  
Alternative education theories, conceptualisations and visions of education tend to take a different route for learning and development in contrast to mainstream education.  Alternative education theories take into consideration the learner as an individual and their interests (Sliwka, 2008).  Alternative education does not usually have a strict curriculum that links to direct age groups of children where they must all be told the same information, with the hope that it is learnt and understood like mainstream (Mills, Riele, McGregor and Baroutsis, 2017).  Alternative education allows for freedom of choice for each learner where they can progress at their own pace; although some alternative education can be costly more free provision in Britain is needed (Empowered Avenue, 2020).  Steiner Schools as an example of alternative education are not focused on examinations, grades or on the level of achievement, as Steiner did not believe in placing children under stress (Independent School Parent 2020).  Examination results can be portrayed as the be all and end all within mainstream education, which insinuates that these results will determine if the pupil will get a good job and succeed in life (Nicholson and Putwain, 2019; Putwain and Roberts, 2009).  Radical education questions if the curriculum in mainstream is needed with such a set structure which links to rote knowledge learning and does not allow for creativity or free choice (OECD: Dewey and Parker, 2008).          
There are a range of reasons why there is a need for alternative education, one factor being that mainstream settings do not suit every pupil’s individual learning needs; this could be due to the pupil having additional learning needs (ALN).  Studies by Woodcock and Vialle (2015) found that although there is support for mainstream schools to be inclusive for ALN, teachers’ attitudes showed mixed responses to inclusive practice.  This can also impact teaching and learning within the classroom.  ALN could require a variety of support such as: one to one support; specialist equipment; well-being, self-esteem and confidence support, differentiated teaching methods; breaking tasks down; differentiated environment to help aid the individual learner to develop their skills and understanding (Haroardottir, Juliusdottir and Guomundsson, 2015).  Primary schools use teaching assistants for one to one support, without them mainstream primary schools would not be able to support the number of pupils with ALN that they have (Webster and Blatchford, 2015).  Mainstream schools are faced with funding restrictions, and this impacts what the schools can provide for all pupils; it unintentionally creates inequality within mainstream (Kim and Taylor, 2008).  However, PRU are provided across Britain to ensure the pupils have the additional support they need, where mainstreams schools could not provide what that pupils needed. Although it must be noted that this provision is also limited by funding and access requirements (Pupil Referral Units: Converting to Alternative Provision Academies, 2014).
 Behavioural and emotional issues within pupils can be linked to underlying issues like mental health or ALN, meaning pupils might not be suited to mainstream settings (Cornaglia, Crivellaro and McNally, 2015).  This could result in the mainstream setting not providing the correct level of support, which in turn can impact the well-being and education of the pupil (Brännlund, Strandh and Nilsson, 2017).  It can be a long process for pupils to be recognised as having ALN and receiving a Statement of Needs, this results in the pupils being put into mainstream and facing numerous challenges within their education system.  
Home schooling and De-schooling are other types of alternative education.  A parent may choose to take this route if they disagree with the foundations on which mainstream schooling is based on (Ray, 2015).  Home schooling allows the parent to decide how structured they are and what is taught to the child by what they see fit for them to learn, understand and develop skills in (Basham, Merrifield and Hepburn, 2001).  The parent’s decisions will determine how much free choice their child will have within their own learning and development (Morton, 2017). Children that are home schooled do not have to sit any formal examinations, this is therefore stepping away from Britain’s test-driven education culture (Home schooling: An alternative to mainstream, 2016: Zhao and Badzis, 2014).  
De-schooling looks at education from a different stance again, as it does not follow any curriculum, assessment or examinations.  This allows the child to have complete free choice in what they undertake within their own learning and development; all depending on what they find interest in; this links with Illich’s (1970) views on learning that it should not be forced (Weston, 1996).  Children need stimuli to facilitate learning because if nothing is presented to them then their natural questioning will not occur (Wilson, 2018).  De-schooling can include outdoor learning, which can provide a range of valuable learning opportunities for the child (Yıldırım and Akamca, 2017).  Good engagement, communication, resources and transport mean the parent could provide the child with a range of learning opportunities to follow their interests.  This is a very natural and simplistic approach for child development, learning for children does come naturally when they are in environments that ignite it (Bento and Dias, 2017). 
However, if a parent who is home schooling or de-schooling does not have enough knowledge, skills and resources to pass onto the child then the child will not have access to a broad education (Basham, Merrifield, and Hepburn, 2001). This could negatively impact on the child’s learning and development, where it could be argued mainstream provides pupils with equal subject knowledge by following a set structure (Shepard, 2016).  This links into parenting skills, communication and social skills, resources, creativity and the financial status of the family (Cai, Reeve and Robinson, 2002).  Parents who de-schooled and home school would need the finances to support this type of alternative education, where mainstreams offers equal education for all for free and enables parents to work (Jamaludin, Alias and DeWitt, 2015: Kormaz and Duman, 2014).  The ideas behind de-schooling and home schooling are child centred which is good, but realistically would not suit all children’s family situation; some children are also safer in school (Safeguarding Children, 2020).  There is a need for de-schooling and home schooling to be alternative education choices, so parents have these education opportunities for their children if they are passionate about it (Beck, 2015).  This could result in the both parent and child participating in lifelong learning.  
Summerhill School is run on the basis that lessons are timetabled, however, the pupils have complete free choice on what lessons they attend (Summerhill School: An Overview, 2020).  This would allow for pupils to follow their interests, take responsibility and direct their own learning (Vaughan, 2006).  These teaching methods would help to develop creative and independent learners (Vaughan, 2006).  Some may argue there is too much free choice, although children want to naturally learn (Kizel, 2016).  When firstly attending Summerhill School they may not attend any lessons but there will come a point where they want to socially interact with others and follow their interests (Summerhill: An Overview, 2020).  This also links in with de-schooling as it highlights how natural interests and questioning develop into learning through a range of methods (Miettinen: Kolb, Dewey, Lewin, Piaget, 2000).  Hands on learning and experiential learning within alternative education are important as these develop other skills at the same time, such as fine motor skills, problem solving, communication, independence and creativity; this links to Dewey and Kolb’s views on learning and development (Miettinen, 2000).
Montessori is another alternative education, where the materials provided for pupils are natural and do not have a strong focus on technology compared with mainstream (Leonard, 2015).  Montessori believed that learning should be focused on the child, regarding what they want to learn (Shivakumara, Dhiksha and Nagaraj, 2016).  Montessori believed that the environment for the child should be organised in a way to stimulate learning so they can develop socially, physically, mentally and emotionally (Marshall, 2017).  Montessori education also allows for mixed age groups, this would enable peers to learn skills from one another while developing their social and communication skills (Navarra, No Date).  Mainstream, in contrast, does not allow for ages to be mixed, sticking to a set structure of what age must learn certain information (National Curriculum in England, 2013; Curriculum for Wales: Foundation Phase Framework, 2015).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, The National Curriculum (2013), Curriculum for Wales (2015) in mainstream education does attempt to provide an equal and inclusive education to all pupils without discrimination.  However, these set structures do not suit all pupils where they would be more suited to alternative education settings as discussed throughout this essay: PRU (Pupil Referral Units, 2014), Home schooling (Ray, 2015), De schooling (Weston, 1996), Summerhill School (Vaughan, 2006),  Montessori (Marshall, 2017).  However, it is noted that it is a challenge for any type of education to meet the needs of all individuals due to the number of pupils who would be coming though the education system.  Alternative education has more flexibility, focuses on being child centred, with less focus on examinations which reduces pupil stress (Independent School Parent 2020).  It focuses on providing free choice to the pupils, so they can follow their own interests instead of being forced to learn about a subject that does not interest them (Empowered Avenue, 2020).  This would engage learners within the topics, allowing for creativity, confidence and independence to develop through experiential learning (Miettinen, 2000).  This essay therefore concludes that there is a need for alternative education systems within Britain to be readily accessible as mainstream does not suit each individual and their learning needs (Empowered Avenue, 2020).  
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