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Within modern Britain, the most common and well-known type of education is through mainstream schooling. This may be because all children in the UK aged between five and 16 have free access to a mainstream state school in their area (Gov, 2020), whereas other schools may cost or take longer for pupils to travel to as there are less of them. However, some families may not wish to send their offspring to mainstream schools and instead opt to have them educated through an alternative option such as homeschooling or, if necessary, in a special school. Learning is not limited to these options however as there are many types of education also including virtual education which can be used as a tool to support home education, vocational education, grammar school and so on. Families use special schools rather than mainstream if their child has learning or physical disabilities, this can sometimes be a choice if their child is accepted into a mainstream setting and the school can accommodate as the education of each child is the final decision of the parent (Education Reform Act, 1988), but for some parents they are unable to enrol the child into mainstream if the school are unable to meet their needs. There are various reasons for a parents’ decision on how and where their child is educated and as each child and family is unique, it is important for there to be alternatives to mainstream education. However, it is also important to have alternative to mainstream education within a mainstream environment for those who may simply need extra support or different options for some areas if they are not suited to all that mainstream has to offer. This essay will conduct research into the many reasons why providing alternatives to mainstream education is so significant, who benefits from them and how to utilise these options. 

Green et al (2017), explain that a seemingly low number of children in Britain are attending private education, approximately six percent suggesting that this is due to the rising costs of private schools in modern education. He looks into reason for these parents choosing to spend such money and send their children to private schooling, believing that often, parents from an advantaged background prefer for their children to be surrounded with peers from similar walks of life, blaming social desirability bias for their decision to educate their children this way. However, this sort of prejudice, is not the sole reason for parents opting for private education, he continues by explaining how parents may often be motivated by higher academic achievement and attainment, hoping for a brighter future for them due to their proven methods of smaller class sizes and more improved facilities. However, private schooling is not the only prestigious school type that have higher achievement, the best known schools for academic performance are Grammar Schools (Exam Paper Plus, 2020), Exam Paper Plus explain that grammar schools, do not just cater for those from advantaged background and will only accept pupils based on their abilities using the 11 Plus exam, pupils who score high on these are offered a place regardless of socio-economic status and are given opportunities they would not otherwise have in mainstream education. Green and Hoover-Dempsey (2007), discuss reasons why parents choose to homeschool their children rather than send them to a mainstream school and explain that for them, this is a vital method that they feel is better suited to their offspring. Their research suggested that some parents conclude that homeschooling is best way to educate because they have stronger passion for their children’s learning that a teacher could and that they would therefore have better efficiency and dedication and can ensure their learning offers a positive outlook on life and the world around them, finding comfort in being able to control what their children learn, that it is positive and uplifting, preventing them from being taught anything that they deem harmful, upsetting or even unnecessary. Stevens (2003), explains how homeschooling is commonly viewed in a negative way, often through ignorance or lack of knowledge and says how those without adequate information believe not sending children to a school to learn and home educating them can seem isolated, lonely and not provide enough peer interaction to provide social development, he explains this is natural as vis versa, home educated parents may only point out potential flaws for mainstream education such as lack of freedom, planned learning and lack of individualised learning. Therefore, it is easy to misjudge and important to develop a better understanding to see why considering homeschooling, and other methods of education is vital. Grubb (1998) considers a religious element to choosing homeschool and explain that parents from various religions may feel the need to homeschool if they want to implement their religion into the child’s education in a way in which the school cannot or if there are no nearby mainstream facilities that are specifically for their religion and fear the child may be taught in a way that does not suit or direct them away from their families beliefs. Jeynes (2016), talks of other known reasons for choosing homeschool education, mainly focused on the desire for an overly personalised education, meaning individualised pace, time, environment to learn in and personalised topic learning based on the child or family. He explains that this intensity or parental involvement is vital is educational development and suggests that at mainstream schooling, no matter how brilliant the setting may be, without parental involvement and encouragement, the child cannot thrive. He goes on to discuss children’s potential based on their family’s socioeconomical status, explaining that for children with low SES, homeschooling is often more beneficial, explaining how statistics show that grades of homeschooled children with low SES match that of children with high SES in mainstream education, however when showing only those in mainstream education, high SES children score higher. He suggests various explanations for this such as teacher bias and lower parental involvement of mainstream children from low SES families. 

The Good Schools Guide (2020), discusses the need for special schools in the UK today, explaining that it is not always the parents first option, but for some children, an ALN facility is more suited for their needs. They suggest that nearly all pupils who are placed within a special school will have connections to mainstream at some point, whether it be progression into mainstream when they are ready, being integrated into mainstream alongside their special school learning or having access to both providing they receive the appropriate supervisions. Some of the reasons why they say special schools are important for modern education is that is can provide more support for children with additional needs such as smaller class or group sizes, including one-to-one support, children are surrounded by peers of similar needs and abilities, staff are better trained to support the individual needs of the pupils and special school. They continue that more often than not special school settings have more communication and closer relationships with parents and carers, so they are able to work together for the best interest of the child, wish will ensure they are receiving the best support for their individual needs. The National Autistic Society (2016), considers the possible negatives of a mainstream school for a child with autism, explaining that these children may struggle with sensory triggers such as noise or crowding, these triggers, they explain, could also be worsened during breaks and lunches as children are often left with unstructured free time in larger groups. They also talk about a mainstreams lack of knowledge and training to support children with autism as appose to in a an ALN education setting and the schools may not provide as many, if any specialists to work with the child including therapists. Another important element they consider is the child’s social development and want people to understand that the child may be subjected to bullying in a mainstream school by children who may not understand their differences and why they say or act in a certain way, possibly leading to added difficulty in other areas of learning if they feel too anxious and not confident enough to participate. Cuddy and Leney (2005), research the effectiveness of vocational learning within modern education in the UK, explaining that it is considered a priority for the UK government, discusses the need for vocational education for lifelong learning. They suggest the vocational education, being such a priority, is forever changing to adhere to modern trends, challenges and needs, remaining flexible and diverse. Vocational studies appeal to those who have yet to choose a career option and struggle to find a direction for their studies (Miller, 2019), Miller explains that vocational education can be provided for teenagers across Britain to aid them in finding a suitable career path, or to assist those working towards a specific career that interests them. He says how these courses, which include a range trades and careers such as engineering, plumbing, accountancy and so on, provide practical, hands on experience which can support technical skills for the desired field of work. This will inspire motivation and dedication, as he explains, those who enjoy they work, do a better job, which he suggests is overall beneficial for the worker, the employer and the British economy as more people are in work and earning, and less people are left struggling for work due to not finding a field to work towards, leaving less people needing to rely on the state. The British Council (2015), explain the need to vocation studies as well as mainstream and they provide skills necessary to continue developing Britain’s workforce, they explain how vocational education supports employability skills such as; team work, self-initiative and problem solving, and enterprise skills such as; creativity, networking and industrial skills. They continue that these courses also provide learning for core learning areas including numeracy, literacy, communication and ICT. The British Council explain the importance of this, discussing the lack of young learner leaving education with the skills to support employability and unable to meet the needs of potential employers. Crossley (2018) also emphasises the importance of vocational education for overall society and economy in the UK, offering a ‘whole education’ which lasts, he believed too many children in Britain are being directed into the mainstream education route whereas they could benefit and thrive, following their own interests more successfully through vocational studies. He expresses the importance of vocational education specifically for disadvantaged young people as he suggests they have less opportunity to achieve outside of the school environment so therefore providing a wider scope for education which is not limited to mainstream classroom learning becomes more beneficial overall. 

When considering the importance of virtual education within modern Britain, looking into the need for online learning during the 2020 Covid-19 pandemic is the perfect example, this type of outbreak is detrimental on the education of all learners within the UK and could not have been predicted or planned for and completely prevents pupils from attending mainstream schooling all together. No one can predict when virtual education will become our only option, not only though a crisis such as this, but other illness or accident that may prevent a child from attending their mainstream setting.  Pearson (2020), explains how this situation may leave learners worried and anxious and with the added stress of having a gap in their education could also prove harmful and therefore they provide and discuss online learning support for learners in Britain, so they are able to learn from home and keep up with the education, preventing halt or regression in educational development. They explain that the closure of all UK schools means that parents and carers are having to teach from home, some parents without any experience in teaching whatsoever, and therefore, virtual education has become an integral part of education to support learning at home, without it, they suggest, parents and carers would struggle to provide appropriate learning, leaving some children  at a disadvantage and unable to develop their education for some time. Dignan (2020), says that now is the time for virtual education to shine within Britain and believes the need for it will result in higher use of virtual learning for the future of education in the UK, suggesting that virtual education could be the new mainstream. He admits that although there are improvements to be made to online education platforms, the evolution in virtual education that the last four years has seen has proved vital and he feels we would now be struggling without such online progression, praising the likes of Google classroom, video chat pages such as Zoom and other applications. Dignan suggests that the need to use virtual education now will prove to parents and teachers that virtual education is the way forward and will therefore skyrocket long after it is a necessity as they now have no option but to use online learning and adapt to using it, inevitably pressuring the British public to familiarise themselves with virtual education and realise the potential is has.

In conclusion, education is not and should not be limited to mainstream education within modern Britain, and without research, many relate education firstly to mainstream without considering the importance of other options. All parents across the UK have different opinions and priorities when considering the education of their children and therefore each will have a different desire for where and how they want their children to learn based on background, religion, morals, aspirations and so on. Parents from more advantaged backgrounds may feel they need to send the children to a setting surrounded by others they can relate to and wish to pay for the privilege, whilst feeling comfort that their child is education somewhere of high academic achievement. Parents from lower socio-economic status may also want to separate their children from peers of different backgrounds, perhaps for fear of bullying or teacher bias and opt to homeschool, this being an option for any parent that feels they can give their child the best as they are more dedicated to providing the best education. For those attending school, it is important to provide vocational education to support those who are undecided or not suited to the format in which mainstream education is conducted, this, it is suggested, proves to provide lasting skills for a chosen industry and boost motivation dedication for work. For children with ALN, it may be more suitable to place them within a special school where their needs can be met by specialists who can adhere to their individual needs. Finally, it is important to remember that in unpredicted times such as a pandemic or accident, schooling becomes restricted or impossible and therefore a backup is essential, virtual education can be done from home and provides education to all. In modern education, technology has soared, meaning virtual education is better than ever before and is becoming more of an option for all, not only in times of need but as a general way of learning, whether it be to support homeschool, or all forms of school. Therefore, we must remember that education does not only refer to mainstream schooling and the various other options are equally as important in their own right. 
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