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Critically explore the need for educational alternatives to mainstream settings in education 

In modern Britain, a wave of alternative methods of education have begun to emerge. These methods often question and criticise standard education in schools across Britain. The question, ‘what really is the point of education?’ is key to this debate. Carnie (2003) asks this question. She goes on to query, ‘Is it about lighting a fire or filling a bucket? Is it about personal development or providing fodder for the economic markets?’ (Carnie, 2003, p:1). This piece of writing will assess and critically evaluate alternative methods of education within Britain, looking at what students are gaining from these and to see if alternative education really is the way forward.

In order to assess the value of radical and alternative educations we must first ask ourselves what is the value of mainstream schooling for children? Apple (2004) sees school as something which prepares children for later life. Apple means this in the sense of input and output, the input being the children going into school and the output being the results the child attains allowing them to move onward to the next phase of education. The school and teaching methods are therefore seen as a ‘black box’ in which education occurs. Apple states that within the ‘black box’, ‘what is taught, the concrete experience of children and teachers – is less important.’ (Apple, 2004, p:25). This indicates that the teaching and experience within the school is unimportant and it is only the achievements of the child that matter. This promotes the idea that the learning experience is not particularly valued and the only important factor is outcome, ‘results’, possibly suggesting learning will only be focused on what will be examined and not on less easily measurable but valuable life skills. Dreeben (1968) looks upon the importance of mainstream schooling in a different way. He focuses on what children learn in school which educators do not necessarily teach them. Throughout schooling children will develop certain behaviour patterns which will prepare them for adulthood. He also sees mainstream schooling as a transitional phase between childhood and adulthood. This surely suggests that schooling will prepare children for their future lives. However, it must be considered that this is a very dated view of schooling. 

An alternative approach to education which has been gaining interest both for the right and wrong reasons within Britain is ‘unschooling’. According to Rolstad and Kesson (2013), the idea of unschooling was first introduced in the late 1970’s by the educational practitioner John Holt. Ricci, Laricchia & Desmarais (2011) describe unschooling as a learner-centred and democratic approach to learning which occurs within the child’s home. When a child is being unschooled the learning focuses on what the learner is interested in and their passions. The learner ‘chooses what, where, how and when they want to learn something.’ (Ricci, Laricchia & Desmarais, 2011, p:141-142). There is no set curriculum which child and teacher must abide by. Although this may sound similar to home-schooling the two are in fact completely different. The major difference is that in unschooling the school curriculum is not being replicated within the home. (Taylor & Utne ,2013). Examples of learning that would occur in an unschooling setting include the constructing of home movies, creating puppet shows and exploring woodland. The basic concept of unschooling does seem very appealing and a great independent way to learn. However, questions must be asked such as; are these children really learning? Do these children really have a social life? Gray (2014) conducted a study involving 75 participants who had all been unschooled. The aim of this study was to assess unschooled adults’ views on unschooling. He found that, when asked, nearly all participants would unschool their own children unless the children made it clear they wanted to attend a normal school. A huge criticism of home and unschooling is that children will have little/no social life as they won’t have the opportunity to interact with classmates. Despite this belief nearly all participants gave positive feedback of their social lives while being unschooled with 69% of participants stating they were ‘clearly happy about their social lives as unschoolers.’ (Gray, 2014, p:1). 

Unschooling and formal schooling are very hard to compare in terms of effectiveness as they are entirely different forms of education. There is the possibility that unschooling could be too informal. Some may argue that the main aim of school is to attain grades from GCSEs and A Levels (as stated in Apple, 2004) in order to progress on to further education and into skilled work. Unschooling does not have a specific exam structure and therefore students will come out of their education with no specific qualifications.  This could potentially limit future job prospects. This, however, is not necessarily the case.  In a TED talk by Callie Vandewiele (2015) a case study of her and five siblings is discussed. Vandewiele discusses how all her siblings were unschooled yet are now fulfilling professional careers with jobs including a firefighter, a software designer and undertaking a PhD at the university of Cambridge. This example demonstrates that there is the possibility of a professional career after an unschooling education. It also calls into question the validity and necessity of mainstream schooling.  Do children really need the qualifications they are working towards in mainstream school settings? 

Outdoor education/ Forest Schooling offer another alternative to mainstream schooling which is becoming more popular in Britain. When it comes to forest schools and outdoor learning, contact with nature is key state Smith, Dunhill & Scott (2018). The environment in which the learning takes place is very important as it is providing children with an alternative to mainstream education within a classroom. ‘The philosophy of forest school is to encourage positive outdoor experiences through natural play to people of any age group.’ (Smith, Dunhill & Scott, 2018, p:525). Play is key when it comes to outdoor learning but the school curriculum can be still be built into outdoor activities. An example of this could be listening to a story and then creating a journey stick to summarise it. Although this may seem like just a simple task it incorporates listening and literacy skills. Bilton (2010) states that letting children play in an outdoor environment as a means of learning does not mean that they are going to fail. She believes that filling children with facts in a conventional education will not help them learn. Bilton summarises a study undertaken comparing children in school who took part in no outdoor learning and those who did. The study found that those who attended outdoor learning sessions showed higher levels of concentration and creativity, among other traits, than those who didn’t. As well as concentration and creativity forest schooling/ outdoor learning also helps students develop confidence, positive mental attitude and social skills, according to Slade, Lowery and Bland (2013). All of these beneficial factors of outdoor learning make it seem a very attractive method to use especially when considering the curriculum can be combined with play. 

With outdoor learning being conducted in a much more relaxed manner and in an alternative environment there is a link between this type of learning and reduced stress. Robotham (2008) reports an increase in students who are suffering from significant levels of stress and also mental health issues within mainstream lower and higher education. This connection between education and heightened stress suggests that pupils are being given an increased work load and exam pressures which they are struggling to handle. A really good example of this is Weale’s (2018) article about the impact of this year’s GCSE exam period. She reports a disturbing pattern of heightened anxiety with some students driven to panic attacks and even suicide attempts. This is strong evidence in support of the argument for an alternative, more relaxed, education such as outdoor learning which can help to ease stress and avoids putting students under too much pressure. Students are also able to explore and learn in ways of their own choosing, making the learning personalised and student-centred.

The idea of personalised learning through forest schooling and outdoor education links in with the idea of progressive education.  Progressive education is ‘interest-driven and self-initiated.’ (Dishon, 2017, p:272). Other features of progressive education include a child centred approach, classes of mixed ability and the teacher as guide and a supporter rather than an instructor. Here again, we see the idea of freedom associated with outdoor learning. Dishon (2017) argues that the freedom students are given in a progressive educational environment increases the effectiveness of their learning. This suggests that progressive educational alternatives have a positive impact on the way students learn. 

When compared to unschooling, outdoor learning seems like a much more effective method of alternative education. The key difference is that outdoor learning does not neglect the skills which students will be tested on. English and maths for example, can be readily incorporated into outdoor play activities and children are potentially more likely to engage in an outdoor setting than they would in a classroom. This would seem to suggest that outdoor leaning is the ideal type of learning to engage and educate students. However, not all educational settings can facilitate outdoor learning. A city-centre school might be an example of this. Knight (2011) reports that in urban areas such as inner-city London there is a much higher risk of social exclusion and this may be in part due to a lack of outdoor learning. This suggests that where schools fail to find alternatives to mainstream education children potentially fail to develop key skills such as social skills. This adds strength to the argument that there is a need for educational alternatives in order to promote children’s development. 

The idea of Libertarian Education is one which emerged in Britain post World War II. According to Robinson (2015), Libertarianism, as a philosophy, is based on the idea of minimal intervention from the state in terms of how citizens live their lives. Adherents of this philosophy believe strongly in free will and the right of the individual to act freely within society. Otsuka (2003) states that Libertarianism is all about full self-ownership. This philosophy is echoed in the idea of Libertarian Education. In Libertarian education, the state government and the education system are completely separated, state Republicanviews.org authors (2016). Libertarians believe that the government is completely unnecessary to, and should have no involvement in education. Learning is a process which is spontaneous and requires no authority. Republicanviews.org authors also comment on how governments will often interfere with children’s free will and with their education. This is at odds with their beliefs in the importance of being able to act freely in accordance with Libertarian philosophy. A great inspiration for Libertarian education in Europe came from Francisco Lever who in 1990 was the founder of La Escuela Moderna in Barcelona reports Shotton (1992). The inspiration to Libertarian education came from Lever’s description of the relationship between the state government and teachers.

When it comes to evaluating Libertarian education, the practicality of the philosophy must first be examined. ‘Can a school based on Libertarian principles exist in the modern world?’ (John, 2012, p:110). It is acknowledged that some private schools do consist of some elements of what would be called a Libertarian education. Could this suggest that Libertarian education is too idealistic? The idea sounds amazing on paper but in practice it may not be an appropriate method of education. This takes us back to Apple (2004). What children experience within education is not necessarily important. All that matters is the input and the output and, if the student has nothing to show for the time spent in education, then the experience could be considered as useless. This would suggest that there may not be a need for Libertarian education within modern Britain. Interestingly, though, there is a school in Britain which incorporates some, if not all, Libertarian principles.  This school was developed in 1921 by A.S Neill. It is called Summerhill. Summerhill is a private school which is pupil-centred and run entirely on democratic lines, states Wallace (2009).  Students decide what they will learn and when they want to learn it. The education is completely child-centred and free from any authority. Wallace describes the school as being opposed to any idea of hierarchy such as teachers being regarded as more important than the students. This approach mirrors the philosophy of freedom of Libertarian education. 

So, is Libertarian education an appropriate alternative for mainstream schooling? Undoubtedly, it would have great appeal to families whose children struggle to function within a traditional classroom environment. Also, it is important to remember that there is strong evidence to show that children learn effectively in different ways. Children may feel empowered by the freedom they are given over their learning and this may contribute to the development of confidence and a strong sense of self. Libertarian education emphasises the role of play. According to Educational Play Care authors (2016), children will learn key skills such as social skills throughout free play and learning. This suggests that there is a real need for learning which allows children a freedom of what they want to do. However, it does not necessarily follow from this that education need to be run on entirely Libertarian lines and it is important to remember that most schools need to rely on state governments for funding. Whittaker (2017) states that for each student that enrols in a school the school receives three thousand five hundred pounds. A Libertarian school, separated from state intervention, would not receive this and could consequently suffer in terms of being unable to acquire sufficient resources for learning.  Additionally, to go back to Apple (2004), Libertarian education, like many other educational alternatives, is open to criticism that it denies students the measurable outputs of an education – i.e. qualifications. 




In conclusion, the three educational alternatives which have been discussed all share a few key themes. Fundamental to all three is the idea of individual freedom; freedom from sitting at a desk in a classroom writing notes and undertaking constant tasks. In these alternative educational approaches, children are offered a different perspective, which encourages and allows them to work on their personal and social development as much as their academic development. 

“When you take the free will out of education, that turns it into schooling.” (Taylor Gatto, 1991).

As appealingly idealistic as these radical educations sound, it is very unlikely that they will grow in popularity and become mainstream. Modern education is dominated by measurements and standards, by examinations and by preparation for the workplace through the acquiring of qualifications. Nobody denies the importance of social and personal development as part of the educational experience but this is not currently seen as the primary aim of education. Yet as more and more children suffer mental health problems, our system of schooling has a moral obligation to consider its own role in that growing crisis and to find ways of addressing it.  For theorists like Apple (2004), the experience of education is irrelevant. Contrastingly, for people who were made to feel stupid in school because they did not fit the mould of mainstream education the feeling of being inadequate can last a lifetime.  Alternative educations offer a way of allowing learners to choose their own path and learn in their own way.   
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