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Doing education differently 

This is a briefing paper for parents on education provision other than at school

Introduction

Most parents reading this will not necessarily be aware that there is provision outside of mainstream school to educate children. In this briefing paper, two provisions of education other than at school will be researched, outlining the advantages and disadvantages of such systems against what the state provides, and critically examine these, drawing on the ideas of other theorists, where relevant. Comparisons will be drawn between them based on inspection reports, noted in this report and in the appendix.

UK law states that children must be educated, but how we choose to educate our children, is up to us.[footnoteRef:1] The Education Act of 1996 (section 7) gives parents the right to educate their children out of school and takes its lead from the Education Act of 1944, which refers to the responsibility of every parent to ensure that a child of compulsory school age receives full time education suitable to their age, ability and aptitude, taking into account any special educational needs, ‘either by regular attendance at school or otherwise’ (Mountney 2009: 13). It is the term ‘otherwise’ that allows parents to educate at home, or identify an alternative provision of education to suit their child’s needs. [1:  The state provides schools for various ages, run by local authorities and private agencies, but overseen by government bodies such as the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). It is the term ‘otherwise’ that allows parents to educate at home, or identify an alternative provision of education to suit their child’s needs.] 


There are many fee-paying schools in the UK, including two of the largest: Steiner Waldorf and Montessori. However, the two independent schools to be critically discussed in this paper are: A.S. Neil’s Summerhill and Jiddu Krishnamurti’s Brockwood Park both set up by two radical thinkers from the 20th Century. On his return to the UK, from teaching in Germany in 1921, Neil set up Summerhill in Suffolk.[footnoteRef:2] Nearly fifty years later in 1969, Krishnamurti set up Brockwood Park in Hampshire.[footnoteRef:3] Regarded as one of the world’s greatest thinkers and religious teachers of his time, Krishnamurti did not expound any philosophy or religion, but rather talked of the problems of living in a modern society with its associated violence and corruption; of the individual's search for security and happiness; and the need for mankind to free itself from inner burdens of fear, anger, hurt and sorrow.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  A.S Neil was a teacher who taught for twelve years in the Scottish government educational system, having graduated from Edinburgh University in 1905 (Palmer 2001:1). After the 1st World War, Neil taught at King Alfred School before joining the staff of a progressive school in Dresden, Germany.]  [3:  Krishnamurti had been educated at Oxford University and groomed to be the New World Teacher by the Theosophical Society, a role he later rejected.]  [4:  www.Krishnamurticentre.org.uk] 

Introducing Summerhill, an independent school in the private sector
[image: http://static.newworldencyclopedia.org/thumb/9/9e/SummerhillSchool.jpg/300px-SummerhillSchool.jpg]
You cannot have freedom unless children feel completely free to govern their own social life. When there is a boss, there is no real freedom (1968:39).  																         			        	 A.S.Neil (1883-1973) 

A.S Neill was an educator and untrained psychotherapist, having been in psychoanalysis with Wilhelm Reich,[footnoteRef:5] who believed in ‘sexual freedom and the importance of self-regulation’ (Palmer 2001:3). Neil was the founder and principal of Summerhill school, regarded as the oldest children’s democracy in the world (Vaughan 2006). The school employs 15 staff and accepts up to 75 pupils between the ages of 5-18, and is racially integrated as a result of students from all over the world attending (2003:98). Neil wanted children to be free to be themselves, in an environment where school lessons were optional and everyone had equal rights; so that children felt they were in charge of their own lives. Neil believed that ‘free’ children are not easily influenced. He believed this led to an absence of fear of adults and authority. Neil wanted to give children time to develop naturally, where the child knows they are approved of. He wanted the school to fit the child, therefore, the use of a timetable was to assist the teachers, not the students. Neil believed that if children were permitted to play then, 'As young adults they are able to face the realities of life without any unconscious longing for the play of childhood’ (1968: 45). [5:  Reich was a student of Freudian psychoanalysis] 

Fiona Carnie, in her book Alternatives to Education (2003), makes reference to Ian Warder, one of the teachers at Summerhill who believes that learning is a natural process, and works best when there is an interest and self-generated motivation. He believes the child wants to enjoy every minute of school because it is just the thing they want to do. Warder also refers to the twice weekly school meetings as ‘examples of the student’s growth, responsibility and maturity’ (2003: 90-94).[footnoteRef:6]                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        [6:  According to Warder, ‘these meetings offer the opportunity for anyone to change the community rules, the ‘laws’, and the chance to ‘bring someone up’ if your personal rights have been infringed in any way’ (Carnie 2003: 90)] 

This is what Neil refers to as self-government in which the adults and children have equal status. Warder explains that the children can be fined for breaking the rules or given specific duties as an appropriate punishment. This enables children to learn to be responsible for themselves and their actions, and how to get on with others. He views this as ‘real education’ and points out that older students are encouraged to become Ombudsmen to resolve arguments and disputes, and act as ‘beddies’ officers towards the younger children. Bullying is rare and restorative justice ensures that children not only solve their own issues but are learning together how to resolve them. In 1999, OFSTED demanded changes to the philosophy at Summerhill, but following a high-profile court case, where the judge allowed the school to run one of its school meetings in court, led to an historic High Court decision (1999) which found against the government and saved the school.[footnoteRef:7]    [7:  The school, now owned by Neill’s daughter Zoe Readhead, has not had a completely trouble-free history and was under threat of closure from the Department for Education and Skills (DfES). Repeated visits from inspectors resulted in allegations that health and safety requirements were not being met, but the real battle was over the curriculum and the freedom of the children to attend lessons as and when they pleased. The school was required by Ofsted to make lessons compulsory, which they refused to do as this freedom is the key feature of the school’s philosophy. ] 


School inspections findings and recommendations
Summerhill had two inspections in 2016 with the Independent Schools Inspectorate (ISI) rating education good and personal development as excellent. Summerhill met all standards, but one, which was that the school must ensure the boarders sleeping accommodation provides appropriate separation by gender (2016: p2 part 5).[footnoteRef:8]  (Please see Appendix 1) [8:  http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/downloads/Summerhill%20EQI%20Final%20161216.pdf] 

Introducing Brockwood Park School and Inwoods Small School
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Education in the true sense is helping the individual to be mature and free, to flower greatly in love and goodness. That is what we should be interested in, and not in shaping the child according to some idealistic pattern. (www.brockwood.org.uk)
							         J. Krishnamurti (1895-1986)

Brockwood Park is a co-educational boarding school founded by the writer, speaker and philosopher, J. Krishnamurti set in 40 acres of Hampshire countryside.  It has students from over twenty countries, aged between 4-19 with a maximum number of 90 pupils and 27 staff (2003:106). Meals are vegetarian, freshly prepared from mainly organically-grown produce. The aim of the school is to explore life in the light of Krishnamurti’s teachings on the transformation of human consciousness. Concerning life at Brockwood, Krishnamurti said, ‘We are learning together. That is real co-operation, that is real community. That demands natural affection, care, attention.’ (www.brockwood.org.uk)		           

Brockwood has its own culture, which is diverse and shaped by students and staff alike. Students are encouraged to take a questioning approach to what they see and hear. Inquiry time, which takes place weekly is when all students and teachers come together to discuss philosophical topics that come up in their daily lives. It differs from other classes because no one is teaching or leading the class, but results in open discussion in a suitable atmosphere. Themes for discussion vary from the very general and abstract, such as ‘fear’ or ‘appearance’, to the more specific, like the intentions of hip-hop music. By discussing such topics, the students become aware of the beliefs and values which underlie their opinions and habits. This may be instant or might be arrived at later and lead students to find that their outlook on things has changed. The division between staff and students is negligible, so friendships evolve easily resulting in both strong and sensitive relationships where learning constantly takes place and academic standards remain high. 

School inspections findings and recommendations

Brockwood had two inspections in 2016[footnoteRef:9] and both found high levels of pastoral care due to generous staff-to-pupil ratio. According to inspectors, there is a clear sense of purpose and a willingness to listen and to change (2016). Pupils are encouraged to be healthy through nutritious vegetarian menus and regular exercise, including dance and yoga. The school ethos promotes generosity of spirit, a co-operative atmosphere and strong shared values. Recommendations included more outside training opportunities for staff and opportunities for children in early years to practise and extend their basic skills. (Please see Appendix 2) [9:  https://www.brockwood.org.uk/pdf/Brockwood-Park-Integrated-Inspection-Report-27-04-16.pdf] 


Comparisons

Where the two schools differ is that Neil’s philosophy allows children complete freedom to find their own way in life, to decide for themselves what they wish to learn and at what stage. Alfred Adler (1933) in his writings on Superiority and Social Interest advocates the value of community, which he calls Gemeinschaftsgefuhl (Social Interest). In some ways, Neil’s attempts to set up and provide such a community based on the freedom of the individual to grow naturally, fits Adlerian principles.[footnoteRef:10] He believed that social interest was key to the development of the individual and good mental health (Ansbacher and Ansbacher 1979: 29-40). I suspect Neil would agree with Adler because it was his view that children left Summerhill as well-adjusted adults as a result of living in such a community. Summerhill encouraged shared decision making, co-operation and affection and no conditioning placed on students. In fact, Neil went so far as to say that free children left to grow naturally do not develop neurosis (2006: 150). Likewise, Adler believed that once individuals understood their goal in life, and if it was a mistaken one, they would come to understand how they had erred, they would want to change course and join the rest of humanity, in Summerhill’s case, this would be the community (1979: 37). One could therefore argue that Neil was putting into practice Adler’s individual psychology. [10:  Adler was an educator and philosopher, and the pioneer of individual psychology, as well as a contemporary of Freud.] 


Whereas, Krishnamurti’s philosophy is about creating a place of learning that respects the individual and promotes inquiry. It does not offer absolute freedom, but the child is encouraged to become who they want to be and encouraged to question everything. Krishnamurti was viewed as a spiritual guru by many and promoted the practice of meditation and vegetarianism amidst an atmosphere of friendly equality, whilst working together in a family orientated way through shared decision making, as well as nurturing a spirit of responsibility, co-operation and affection. He maintained that if young people learn to see how they are conditioned by race, nationality, religion, tradition and beliefs, they will discover for themselves how to be fully intelligent human beings. (www.brockwood.org.uk) 

Brockwood follows the governments educational curriculum and young people attend lessons, whereas Summerhill does not insist on the latter. However, classes in both schools are small and children engage well with the teaching staff with no reports of misbehaviour. This could be because the young people want to learn and are ready to do so, displaying complete dedication and motivation to their studies. Both schools maintain average results for examinations, but some individual students excel in their chosen studies and go on to further study at university or other forms of higher education. It is probably fair to say that those students who are keen to do well are far ahead of other students and are able to take examinations early, as well as follow their particular interests and receive the help they need to do well in order to reach their full potential. Compared to mainstream schooling, where classes can be four or five times larger, individual help is not so easily available. 

Young people’s relationships with staff from the two independent schools are excellent. Nor are there significant issues of bullying or harassment. Children feel safe and secure, listened to and taken notice of. Could it be that there is no need for children to misbehave? The children get to know one another and the staff. These relationships are key to their growth and development, and represent excellent pastoral care. This is where both independent schools excel, evidenced by the young people in their confident manner and well-being. The time spent with adults in a cooperative and equal relationship was supported in the inspections.  The view is that these young people knew who they were, what they want and how best to get it (2016).
The obvious advantage of state education is that it is free and local. The children are able to live at home and grow up with their families. However, they are not always immersed in school life as they would be if they were living in Summerhill and Brockwood. Here, children are keen to study outside of normal working hours, especially if they are working on a personal project. One might derive from this, that learning is symbolic of play, thus making school enjoyable and worthwhile.
Paulo Freire in, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) refers to the state model as ‘banking education’, using the metaphor of students as ‘containers’ into which educators pour knowledge. Freire who grew up in Brazil where there was a high incidence of illiteracy, viewed students as ‘oppressed’ and as being treated as ‘objects’ or ‘things’, as they have no purpose except those their oppressors prescribe for them (1968). The central premise of Freire's critical pedagogical theory is that no education is neutral - it can be used for domestication or liberation. Both Neil and Krishamurti would not only be advocates of Freire’s theory, but proponents of it, most likely influencing him. Freire’s critical pedagogy is a teaching approach inspired by critical theory, which attempts to help students question and challenge posited ‘domination’ and is practiced at Brockwood by students encouraged to think for themselves through inquiry. Problem-posing, which Freire refers to is a method of teaching that emphasizes critical thinking for the purpose of liberation and defines ‘praxis’ as ‘reflection and action directed at the structures to be transformed’ (1968) can be witnessed in both schools. In Summerhill, students gain the confidence needed to take initiative, solve problems, and formulate ideas, especially via self-government where they develop skills in language, learning, and leadership. Here, teachers and students learn together as Freire suggests (1968). Would pupils in mainstream education be regarded as ‘oppressed’ as Freire believes, or poor in the same way that they might be in Brazil? John Taylor Gatto in, Weapons of Mass Instruction demonstrates how mainstream education sets out to harm children, which he believes is a deliberate policy to render the population manageable. He believes schools groom children from an early age to become subordinate (2017:24).
Theorist, John Holt in his ground making book, How Children Fail (1969) suggests that ‘adults destroy most of the intellectual and creative capacity of children by the things we do to them or make them do’ (1969:165). He believes children end up afraid of not doing what people want, of not pleasing, even of making mistakes or of being wrong. This means they are afraid of experimenting, examining new things and entering the unknown. This fear ensures they do as they are told. They fear asking questions, showing curiosity and doing anything that displeases people in authority.[footnoteRef:11] This may have been true of the nineteen fifties and sixties, but is this the case now? Children’s rights are enshrined in UK legislation now.[footnoteRef:12] However, his conclusions suggest ways of enriching the experiences of children at home and at school, which Neil concurs with by adding his own commendation of How Children Fail, ‘John Holt has done a good and necessary job. A very good book indeed’ (1969).  [11:  Holt accuses parents and teachers of encouraging ‘children to act stupidly, not only by scaring and confusing them, but by boring them’ (1969:167). Holt accuses us of persuading children to lead unintelligent lives by not being allowed to think for themselves. He believes our children are taught to carry out meaningless tasks on the basis that this drudgery prepares them for life, that is, not to question or be curious, whilst teachers and parents present a dishonest and distorted picture of the world. Holt accuses us of lying to children, of pretending to know the answers, of never admitting not knowing, deceiving both ourselves and them.  Holt quite rightly states that ‘schools should be a place where children learn what they most want to know, instead of what we think they ought to know’ (1969:171). On an even more cynical note, Holt accuses teachers of feathering their own nest by promoting their unique set of skills and knowledge over and above all else (1969: 163-176).]  [12:  i.e. The Children Act 1989 and 2004. The UN Convention-Rights of Children.] 

Conclusion
What can we learn from these comparisons? It appears that involving children in the life of the school is an effective way of increasing motivation and commitment. If we want children to become responsible adults, they need to be able to make mistakes and learn from them. In most schools’ children are told what to learn, what to wear and how to behave and teachers are told what and how to teach. It is a disempowering experience for all concerned (2003:19). According to theorists Holt, Freire, Gatto, Neil and Krishnamurti; a holistic approach to education is vital. It is about developing the whole individual in order to foster creative, emotional, moral and spiritual growth as well as intellectual development. The teaching of arts encourages expression and according to Carnie, ‘such a broad and holistic approach to education is more likely to produce rounded and balanced individuals than one which focuses almost exclusively on academic achievement’ (2003:19). Brockwood Park and Summerhill help children make sense of the world and not just follow the governments curriculum or subject-based approach. In this way children learn through activity and interaction, through discussion and experiment, rather than by passively receiving information. This is what prepares a child for adulthood and to be able to apply what they have learned in other situations (2003:19). A question for parents might be to ask, whether mainstream schooling is able to achieve a similar outcome? In this briefing report, some pertinent questions have been raised for parents to consider before making their mind up as to what kind of education they wish their child to receive or indeed experience. (word count: 3224)
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[bookmark: _GoBack]Appendix 1: Summerhill School Inspection 2016
The Inspection noted that class sizes are small and pupils learn at their own pace. Their creative ability is excellent, as demonstrated by the quality of the artwork, craft and technology skills, music making and photography. The most able and most talented pupils build successfully on their own motivation and enthusiasm for independent learning, sometimes tackling work well above that expected for their age. Results at examinations are similar to the national average. 
The inspection found that pupils possess strong communication skills. They are confident and their personal development is excellent displaying a growing awareness of the need to be self-reliant and independent. The pupils have complete freedom to do what they want and organise themselves, managing their own time efficiently once they understand how to use freedom wisely and channel it into productive activity. They develop strong self-esteem through solving their own problems. (2016: 4.2 p5)
‘Parents were unanimous in feeling that the school successfully supports the development of pupils’ personalities and their social awareness’. (2016: 4.3 p5)
As they get older, pupils demonstrate a growing awareness of their own ambition and personal aspirations. Pupils handle autonomy and independence well from the earliest age (2016: 4.3)
‘Pupils’ spiritual awareness is not marked or evident in an overt way with some practising their own beliefs in private. Pupils of all nationalities mix freely, and are respectful and tolerant of each other’. (2016: 4.5 p5)
‘Pupils recognise that their well-being benefits from their relationships with staff, who share and contribute wisdom and advice but as part of an equal partnership between staff and pupils. Younger pupils recognise the benefit gained from the ability to make decisions throughout the school and learn from their mistakes’. (2016:4.11 p7)

‘Pupils respect the school rules as they have ownership of them. They can and do change these through the school meetings, which represent a true embodiment of the school’s democratic ideals’. (2016: 4.6 p6) ‘Pupils throughout the school feel safe, secure and well looked after. Pupils provide each other with sensitive and effective support for emotional worries and concerns’. (2016: 4.7 p6)

Appendix 2: Brockwood Park School Inspection 2016

‘The aims of the schools are set out in a document called The Intentions. They include educating the whole human being, exploring freedom, responsibility and selflessness, and enabling pupils to discover their talents, with an aim of achieving academic excellence. There is an emphasis on pupils learning to be healthy, to appreciate the natural world and to value a sense of order and silence’. (ISI 2016:7)

‘The quality of the pupils’ academic and other achievements is good, supported by the good curriculum and teaching. (2016: 2) The curriculum is carefully developed to allow for the pupils’ individual needs and preferences’. (2016:8) 

‘Pupil’s personal development is excellent. Pupils are independent learners with a positive attitude to learning’. (2016:8)

‘Each pupil has an individual programme of study…these personal timetables encourage the pupils to take responsibility for their own learning’. (2016: 6)

‘They listen carefully and are well motivated. They work well together and show strong support for each other. They are highly independent and self-motivated learners who develop a keen sense of inquiry and a love of learning for its own sake. The older pupils demonstrate high level research skills in the complex topics chosen for independent projects’. (2016:9)

‘The spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of the pupils is excellent’. ‘The pupil’s cultural development is strong’. (2016: 9)

‘Class topics, assemblies and Inquiry time help pupils acquire values and skills to enable them to develop responsibility, resilience and independence, and choose their path in life…the school’s ethos encourages pupils to be free and responsible’. (2016: 9-10)

‘British values are developed through the school’s ethos of sharing, respecting each other and following democratically agreed rules and routines’. (2016: 9)

‘By the time they leave school, pupils have an excellent standard of personal development. The pupils leave with maturity and enquiring minds, and relate well to adults in a respectful way’. (2016: 10)

‘Pupils’ views are taken into consideration regularly through the Morning Circle and Inquiry time’. (2016: 11)

‘They are highly independent and self-motivated learners who develop a keen sense of inquiry and a love of learning for its own sake’. (2016: 3.10 p5)

‘Children respond positively to the expectations placed on them and demonstrate enquiring minds alongside joy, wonder and enthusiasm in all
they do’. (2016: 3.19)

The curriculum is commended, highlighting the quality of the pupil’s academic and other achievements (2016:2), as well as pupil’s personal development (2016:8). Also highlighted were the pupil’s spiritual, moral, social and cultural development. Inquiry time and the school’s ethos enable responsibility, resilience and independence, where pupil’s views are taken into consideration, which assists them to choose their path in life, emphasizing both freedom and responsibility (2016:10)
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