Critically explore the need for educational alternatives against mainstream settings in modern Britain.
This essay will focus on delivering a background on educational alternatives and will take a deeper look into critically exploring the need for Steiner and Montessori schools. The traditional mass schooling structure as we know it today, was developed during the industrial revolution in order to educate large numbers of children ready for working life. Education in Britain has transformed remarkably over the last century as Culotta & McLain (2019) note that schools were once a place to administer punishment. Since then, corporal punishment has been abolished and schools have evolved into a student focussed environment preparing their children for the future, where the rights of the child are one of the most important factors of all (Littleton, Wood & Staarman, 2010).
Society has dramatically changed since the 19th century, with technological advances changing the nature of work. Young people require very different skills in order to gain employment today, compared to what was expected of them over a century ago (Carnie, 2003). It is widely agreed by education professionals that the current UK National Curriculum that has been applied in mainstream settings in England and Wales since 1988 is extremely outdated (Donaldson, 2015). The Welsh government are combatting this by introducing a fresh new curriculum in 2021. 
It is agreed that everyone learns at different paces and in different ways. A ‘one size fits all’ method is doubtful to meet the needs of most children most of the time (Reigeluth & Karnopp, 2013). Information is easily accessible in today’s society, with the possibility to discover anything with the click of a button. This has led to a growing rise in parents searching for alternative education approaches. A growing number of parents are continuing to search for alternatives that are better suited for the needs of their children (Carnie, 2003). In Britain today there are a selection of alternative schools available such as Steiner schools, home schooling, Summerhill schools, Montessori schools and community schools. 

What exactly is alternative education? Carnie (2003) notes that alternative education portrays different approaches to learning and teaching other than that of mainstream settings. Alternative education tends to be in the form of both private and public schools that offer a radical but flexible curriculum, that focusses heavily on the individual students needs and interests (Raywid, 1988 & Koetzsch 1997 & Aron, 2003). Lange & Sletten (2002) believe that alternative schools are education settings that provide the needs that cannot be met within mainstream education settings. Lehr & Lange (2003) reiterate that alternative schools provide an education that is different to that of mainstream. This is supported by Aron (2006) who notes that alternative school settings are thought to serve vulnerable youth and are often associated with children who are unsuccessful and offer schooling of a lower standard compared to mainstream. Alternative school settings are highly valued for their creativity and innovation as they challenge to educate and motivate disconnected students. Cash (2004) states that alternative schools have achieved success in building an environment that holds more benefits for students that mainstream schools. Kochhar-Bryant & Lacey (2005) suggests that students who were not successful within mainstream settings can strive for success within personalized and small environments that alternative schools offer. Research gathered by Cash (2004) suggests that alternative schools are making a difference to children’s lives that had previously struggled to thrive within mainstream settings. Lange & Sletten (2002) noted that alternative schools are settings that provides the needs that cannot be met within mainstream education settings. There is no doubt that alternative education is becoming more popular as it provides an education that some parents prefer. 

The National Education Union (2019) recently conducted a poll for teachers in mainstream settings, where they identified that 18% of teachers within the UK are planning to leave the education sector within 2 years and a further 40% planning to leave within five years. A key finding was complaints of poor work-life balance for teachers and staff. The majority of teachers surveyed believe children are being assessed too much, and schools are focussing more on good grades rather than the children’s development. The dissatisfaction is shared amongst parents and children as well which could be a key factor to the shift in alternative school settings. National Education Union (2019) also identified that mainstream schools within the UK are less able to meet the needs of pupils with extra support needs and special educational needs. Suggestions have been made that this is due to ever increasing class sizes, that result in limited one to one time with pupils. Zheng (2006) noted that teachers around the globe have a negative outlook towards alternative education (2006). However, an enormous amount of statistics shows that teachers in mainstream schools in the UK are struggling and can no longer cope with the growing pressure that they are faced with, which indicates that something needs to change within the public educational system. Alternative education approaches could indeed be an option worth looking into. 

Steiner schools were created by Rudolf Steiner in 1919, originating in Germany in 1919. Trostli (1998) notes that Steiner began a movement that is known as ‘Anthroposophy which he described as “the wisdom of the human being” and defined it as a “path of knowledge to guide the spiritual in the human being to the spiritual universe”. Waldorf Education (1991) state that at the beginning of the 19th century, Steiner started to create an idea that would later become a new culture for education. The Brighton Waldorf School (2019) explains that Steiner’s vision is to have an inspiring curriculum that meets all needs of each individual child. Steiner schools achieve this by adopting an artistic, academic and practical learning culture that balances children’s emotional, physical, spiritual, cultural and intellectual needs, therefore allowing them to build confidence for their futures. His idea held a strong position in the minds and hearts of his students, some of his students would later become some of the most influential figures of the 20th century that would go on to be leaders within their profession (The Walldorf’s, 2018). 

Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship (2019) state that schools follow the philosophy of delivering relevant lessons for children’s age. As children pass through different phases (0-7,7-14,14-21) this indicates what learning outcomes will be for the pupil. Ceylan & Akay (2017) states that Steiner schools ensure that they provide protection for childhood, many schools ask parents not to allow children access to internet or television until around secondary school. The aim is to prevent children being exposed to materialistic, mass culture and consumerist mentality that the media showcase. In relation to the current global pandemic, (COVID-19) children attending Steiner schools will have little knowledge on how to use technology, therefore online lessons, work and tasks would be problematic as the children are not digitally competent enough, and using technology goes against the school’s ethos. Ceylan & Akay (2017) support this by saying that teachers do all within their power to prevent children dealing with cyberbullying and negative media. Teachers ensure that within school, children can be children and do not need to worry about the external problems they may have at home such as hunger, poverty, violence and prejudice. Clemons (2015) & De Souza (2012) both support this idea as teachers want children to mature before they have to face difficulties in their lives. The philosophy behind Steiner schools is for children to have memories of a happy childhood to remind them that life is worthy of being lived and can be better than what is perceived in challenging moments.
Steiner schools within Britain can offer alternative learning experiences that are as beneficial as experiences gained in traditional mainstream settings. De Souza (2012) suggests that teachers can achieve deep understanding amongst students by reading stories to their class and aim to create images that naturally store in the children’s hearts for a long time. De Souza (2012) states that these images allow children to understand principles and moral concepts and allow them to connect with reality and knowledge that is only accessible through creativity and imagination. Once teachers have read a story, they allow the children to participate in activities such as drawing, painting, music games and poetry to allow children to express what they experienced from the story. De Souza (2012) has suggested that this promotes gross and fine motor skills alongside creativity and imagination. Stewart (2015) supports the idea of storytelling followed by artistic tasks as it allows children to gain a deeper understanding, helps them organize their thinking and express themselves with a clearer mind allowing them to display their full potential. 
House, (2014) a Steiner schoolteacher states that alternative schools increase children’s maturity and responsibility which allows them to find a deeper understanding of freedom, therefore allowing them to use freedom maturely and effectively in their lives. House (2014) suggests that this is one of the biggest contrasts with mainstream settings, which are adopting a heavy emphasis on churning out pupils who will maintain the current status quo and will fit into the system. This suggests that alternative education is a place to inspire children to reach beyond their potential and flourish. 
Nicol (2016) states that Steiner schools do not receive funding from government, however in 2009 The Steiner Academy in Hereford became the first fully funded Steiner school, suggesting that there are many benefits that come from this type of education.
Another alternative education to mainstream schooling is the Montessori approach. Currently, the United Kingdom have around 700 Montessori schools and nurseries. The quality of provision in UK Montessori settings are very good, with 91% of settings being graded good or outstanding following their latest Ofsted inspections (Gaunt, 2014). The Montessori approach is extremely holistic and is designed to develop the whole child. Maria Montessori believed that children have the greatest capacity to learn during the periods from birth to 6 years old. She believed that children learnt best by doing. The Montessori educational approach has existed for over 100 years, however there have been debates over its true effectiveness as evaluations of the approach is limited (Marshall, 2017). 
One thing that is strikingly different in Montessori classrooms is the fact that children are given much more freedom than they do in a traditional mainstream classroom. Children have the ability to choose what activity they work on, where they do it, with whom they do the activity with and the time they spend on the activity. Classroom rules do exist; however, the children are trusted with the responsibility that comes with this freedom. The main goal of Montessori schooling is to let children’s physical, emotional, intellectual and social development progress and unfold (Montessori, 1912/1988). The process is entirely driven by the child and is a perfect example of self-directed learning.

Another aspect of the Montessori approach that differs from conventional mainstream schooling are the learning materials and the learning environment. Montessori learning materials are tools that are very simple, sensory based and made out of wood (Lillard & Else-Quest, 2006).  They are designed to stimulate children’s thinking and to discover learning through independent learning, repetition and practice. However, research by New and Cochran (2007) has noted that these simple learning materials are perhaps too restrictive and are outdated for today’s children, with the growing advances in technology. 

The environment is very important within the Montessori classroom, the furniture is proportional to children’s height and size, to allow children to learn independently without relying on adults (Lillard, 2013). Everything is structured within the classroom, so that the children will know exactly where everything belongs, and they can pick materials independently and store them back where they belong without relying on the teacher to do it for them.

McAlister-Young (2010) explains how the Montessori approach is purposely non-competitive, there is also no testing or assessments. The Montessori approach does not punish children, and they do not use reward systems either (Marshall, 2017). The Montessori approach to testing and assessment is dramatically different to that of a conventional mainstream school. They encourage open-ended activities that develops creative thinking and encourages exploration. These activities are not suitable for grading pupils. Children who attend Montessori schools take ownership of their own development and progress by completing daily work journals, weekly individual conversations with their teacher and keeping portfolios of completed work. This is the information that is used when teachers report pupils’ progress to parents. There are no ‘grades’ or ‘outcome levels’ (McAlister-Young, 2010), however the reporting is extremely detailed and individualised. Reporting without grades is much more beneficial for parents and children because grading and scores can be misleading for parents, and cause unneeded anxiety (Rathunde, 2005). Grades can also have a negative effect on pupils’ self-esteem and their willingness to learn if they receive a poor grade. The absence of testing certainly creates a non-competitive environment. Although it is beneficial in some ways, there is also a worry that discouraging competitiveness hinders children’s development. Competitiveness is a trait that can inspire children to reach beyond their potential, and it is also needed to learn tough life lessons i.e applying for jobs when they’re older. Cardenas (2015) reiterates this by suggesting competitiveness is a beneficial skill to obtain as it boosts self-motivation and allows children to have a clear mind of what they need to be successful.
Dohrmann (2003), Lillard & Else-Quest (2006) Lopata, Wallace & Finn (2009) Rathunde (2003) noted that all Montessori pupils enjoyed working hard, learning and appreciated a positive, community-based environment within school. They went on to say that evidence suggests that Montessori pupils have better achievement in language, maths, arts and problem solving compared to children in mainstream settings. Rathunde (2003) examined pupils from both Montessori schools and mainstream settings. He had students record their, energy levels, mood, sense of enjoyment and feelings of importance eight times a day for 7 successive days. Montessori pupils had greater educational experiences when compared with the children from mainstream settings. The key findings were that Montessori pupils had invested better in working hard at school, built stronger relationships with their teachers and had deeper connections with their fellow pupils compared to the pupils in mainstream settings.
 
To conclude, Featherstone (1971) suggests that Montessori, Dewey, Piaget and Bruner, believed that children within school settings should be able to adopt natural responsibility for their own learning. Haskett and Lenfesty (1974) add that children should have the opportunity to identify their own unique inner potential. Critically speaking traditional mainstream school settings do not offer these opportunities to their students on a daily basis.
Overall it is understandable why there is a growing need for alternative education within Britain, it provides different learning opportunities and experiences that may better suit some children. Some children learn at a slower pace than others. As there is a growing number of parents continuously researching what schools are best for their children, further thought should be given to the alternative education sector. These can be constructive places for children to engage with nature, boost creativity and imagination and most importantly allowing children to be children to name a few. It would seem that children enrolled within the alternative education sector are free to learn what they want and do what they want within reason, as pupil centred learning is the philosophy within Steiner and Montessori schools. Mainstream educational settings could take note from some aspects adopted by alternative schools, however with anything positive comes the drawbacks. Typically, these alternative schools are not government funded and therefore would cost parents high tuition fees to which they may later find out the school does not suit their child. Another drawback is the lack of technology within Steiner schools and the mixed use of technology in Montessori schools. It could play a huge disadvantage to children in the future as the world is moving towards technology. This would suggest some aspects of both Steiner and Montessori’s philosophies are outdated and not suitable within modern society. With the current world pandemic (COVID-19) in full swing, it draws the question as to how children in Steiner and Montessori schools will have access to education during this unprecedented time? 
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