[bookmark: _Hlk57208792]Critically discuss and evaluate the statement that “Education is compulsory, but school is not”.

Ever since the 1880 Education Act, it became compulsory for children between the ages of five and ten to attend school.  Further amendments were made in 1893, 1899, 1918 and 1944 raising the school leaving age to 11, 12, 14 and 15, respectively.[footnoteRef:1]  The Education Act 1996 states that parents have a duty to provide suitable education for children of compulsory school age, currently five to 16 years, either at school or otherwise.[footnoteRef:2]  In addition to UK law, article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights asserts that no-one shall be denied the right to education.[footnoteRef:3]  Furthermore, article 28 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child recognises education as the right of the child.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  UK Parliament, Going To School, Key Dates (2020) < https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/school/keydates/> [accessed 25 November 2020].]  [2:  UK Government, Education Act 1996, (1996) < https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/part/I/chapter/I/crossheading/compulsory-education> [accessed 25 November 2020].]  [3:  European Court of Human Rights, European Convention on Human Rights (2010) < https://www.echr.coe.int/Documents/Convention_ENG.pdf> [accessed 25 November 2020].]  [4:  UNICEF, United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2016) < https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/unicef-convention-rights-child-uncrc.pdf> [accessed 25 November 2020].] 


Therefore, according to UK law, the process of teaching or learning must take place, but where it should take place is not established by law.  Whilst the majority of children attend school, many are in alternative education.[footnoteRef:5] Also known as ‘Education Other Than At School’ (EOTAS), the provision of education in a non-school setting is a valid alternative to mainstream school, providing it adheres to the principles of education in a lawful way.  EOTAS must provide efficient full-time education suitable to the child’s age, ability and aptitude, and make accommodation for any special educational needs.[footnoteRef:6]  It is the responsibility of the Local Authority to make provision for education outside of school.[footnoteRef:7]  One example of EOTAS as an active choice is home-schooling, whereas a non-choice but statutory EOTAS is the Pupil Referral Unit. [5:  UK Government, Schools, Pupils And Their Characteristics, (2019/2020) < https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics#> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [6:  UK Government, Education Act 1996 (1996) < https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/7> [accessed 26 November 2020].]  [7:  UK Government, Education Act 1996 (1996) https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1996/56/section/19 [accessed 26 November 2020].] 


This essay aims to explore these two forms of EOTAS, examining the advantages and disadvantages of both. Drawing on over a century’s work by different theorists (Steiner, Montessori, Neill, Friere, Holt, Gatto), this essay aims to show that whilst education is compulsory, school is not if there are viable alternatives.

School is an institution for educating children, of which there are many advantages.  School is (if the correct safeguarding and health and safety protocols are in place) a safe, secure place where students of similar ages can develop academically, physically and socially under the guidance of teachers-experts in their field- and ancillary support staff.  Through staff support and attention to students’ needs “schools can enable all children to find positive pathways to adulthood”[footnoteRef:8] Students can attend classes, collaborate with peers, discuss ideas, use specialist equipment, receive pastoral support, participate in competitions and make friends, “helping every young person to live a fulfilling life”.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Linda Darling-Hammond and others, ‘Implications For Educational Practice Of The Science Of Learning And Development’, Applied Developmental Science, 24:2, (2020) 97-140.]  [9:  John White, ‘What schools are for and why?’, Impact Paper 14, Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain (2007).] 


School teaches curricula that will be tested in high school examinations, of which success in these examinations may help to provide work opportunities for students in their adult lives.  As GCSE and A Level results are the criteria by which school leavers are measured,[footnoteRef:10][footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12] this preparation for examinations is extremely important.   [10:  UCAS, UCAS Tariff Points, (2020) < https://www.ucas.com/undergraduate/what-and-where-study/entry-requirements/ucas-tariff-points> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [11:  Zhongchang Chen and Yongqiu Wu, ‘The Relationship Between Education And Employment: A Theoretical Analysis And Empirical Test’ Front. Econ. China 2, (2007) 187–211.]  [12:  Jo Hutchinson and Kelly Kettlewell, ‘Education to employment: Complicated Transitions In A Changing World’, Educational Research, 57:2, (2015) 113-120.] 


School prepares children for adult life by introducing them to structured days, routine, hierarchy, teamwork, communication skills, sanctions and rewards.  School also functions as day-care centre for children, enabling their parents/carers to go to work.  Moreover, school is an economically efficient way of educating children- the average class size for key stage 1 is 26.9, key stage 2 is 27.9.[footnoteRef:13]  This means that for the cost of one salaried teacher (plus support staff), 27 students can receive an education. [13:  UK Government, Schools, Pupils And Their Characteristics, (2019/2020) < https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-pupils-and-their-characteristics#> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


However, for practical reasons, school very often utilises a ‘one size fits all’ approach.[footnoteRef:14]  Regardless of interest or ability, all students are placed in a classroom and receive lessons in subjects that are considered important.  Students may sit at a desk for many hours, listening to the teacher, reading, writing and completing numeracy and literacy exercises, and it is this form of traditional didactic instruction which has been suggested is less effective than alternative forms of active learning.[footnoteRef:15] Traditional teaching is that of “memorisation and recitation” with no emphasis on critical thinking or problem solving.[footnoteRef:16]  This approach is effective for some but not all students. [14:  ISBM University, Advantage And Disadvantage Of Traditional Classroom Learning, (2020) http://blog.isbmuniversity.edu.in/traditional-classroom-learning-advantage-disadvantage/ [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [15:  Daniel Richardson, ‘Don’t Dump The Didactic Lecture; Fix It’, Advances In Physiology Education, (2008), 32 (1), 23-24.]  [16:  Roohi, ‘Methodology Of Teaching - A Glimpse Of Effective Teaching Techniques’, International Journal of Applied Research, 2(12), (2016), 86-88.] 


Since the late nineteenth century, educators have been forming alternatives to traditional pedagogical practice.  Rudolph Steiner (1861-1925) and the Italian educator Maria Montessori (1870-1952) were pioneers in the promotion of alternative education.

Montessori’s ‘Children’s Houses’, were an early form of EOTAS.  Children were taught to respect people and their environment by being an active part of the house’s care, were free from the constraints of a desk and were given spatial freedom in natural play, and never forced into learning, but rather left to their own devices and “explore and find things out for themselves”.[footnoteRef:17][footnoteRef:18] [17:  Maria Montessori, The Montessori Reader, (Virginia: Wilder Publications, LLC, 2008).]  [18:  Maria Montessori Institute, Children’s House (Nursery) (2020) < https://www.mariamontessori.org/schools/montessori-childrens-house/> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


Likewise, Rudolph Steiner, the Austrian founder of anthroposophy, and contemporary of Montessori, established ‘Steiner schools’, schools that focus on children’s love of learning, giving the child more freedom to express his individual self,[footnoteRef:19] rather than being confined to a desk all day long.  Steiner advocated an informal, holistic approach to education which looks after the child’s physical, emotional and intellectual wellbeing, incorporating eurythmy, games, and sport alongside reading and writing.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Rudolph Steiner, The Education Of The Child And Early Lectures On Education, (Massachusetts: Anthroposophic Press, 1996).]  [20:  Steiner Waldorf Schools Fellowship, What Is Steiner Education? (2020) < https://www.steinerwaldorf.org/steiner-education/what-is-steiner-education/> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


A contemporary of Montessori and Steiner, the Scotsman, A S Neill (1883-1973), agreed with the idea of non-coercive schooling.  He established the Summerhill school in 1921[footnoteRef:21] which was a radical idea of child-led learning, child-led democracy and child-led authority- adults had equal status to children and were addressed on a first-name basis.[footnoteRef:22]  Unlimited play is one of Summerhill’s defining features, with lessons available but attendance optional.  Neill considered ‘living’ greater than ‘learning’ and emphasised the importance of having happy and carefree children in his school.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Summerhill School, A S Neill’s Summerhill, (2020) < http://www.summerhillschool.co.uk/about.php> [accessed 03 December 2020].]  [22:  BFI, A.S. Neill, [video]. 1968 < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SJP0GTEtj9M> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [23:  A S Neill, Summerhill: A Radical Approach To Child Rearing, (New York: Hart Publishing Company, 1964).] 


These three theorists agree that schools can be beneficial for children, just not in the mainstream way that they are operated today.  Whilst many would agree that having happy, free, playful, independent children is important, it can also be argued that these children suffer academically compared with their peers.  There is less focus on examinations and academic success, which is reflected in the Ofsted and Estyn reports of these schools.[footnoteRef:24]  In Wales, one Steiner school was ranked ‘adequate’ by Estyn[footnoteRef:25], the other ranked ‘good’ for care and wellbeing, ‘adequate’ for standards and teaching, and ‘unsatisfactory’ for leadership.[footnoteRef:26]  Steiner schools were reported in mainstream news in 2019 for ‘failed inspections’.[footnoteRef:27]   [24:  OFSTED, Steiner Schools Inspection Reports <https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/search?q=steiner&location=&radius=&latest_report_date_start=&latest_report_date_end=&status%5B%5D=1> [accessed 03 December 2020].]  [25:  ESTYN, A Report On: Cardiff Steiner School, < https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-08/Cardiff%2520Steiner%2520School.pdf> [accessed 03 December 2020].]  [26:  ESTYN, A report On Nant Y Cwm Steiner School, < https://www.estyn.gov.wales/system/files/2020-08/Nant%2520Y%2520Cwm%2520Steiner%2520School.pdf> [accessed 03 December 2020].]  [27:  Camilla Turner, ‘Ofsted Chief Warns Over Steiner Schools As She Reveals That Three Quarters Failed Inspection’, The Telegraph < https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/2019/07/22/ofsted-chief-warns-steiner-schools-reveals-three-quarters-failed/> [accessed 03 December 2020].] 


The Summerhill school received a ‘good’ OFSTED rating,[footnoteRef:28] the area for improvement being assessments.  The fact that none of the schools are ‘outstanding’, students graduate without the academic qualifications that mainstream students may achieve, and some are even the lowest performing schools[footnoteRef:29] means that students of this type of alternative school may be disadvantaged when it comes to earning UCAS points for university, or meeting requirements to interview for a job.  It can be argued that rather than the schools be blamed for not ensuring students’ academic success, the criteria for measuring success be changed.  After all, the curricula, praxis and values in these schools hugely differ from that of mainstream schools, so the achievements of the students should not be measured by the same yardstick. [28:  OFSTED, Summerhill School Report, < https://reports.ofsted.gov.uk/provider/27/124870> [accessed 03 December 2020].]  [29:  Howard Williamson, ‘No Easy Answers In 21st Century Learning’, Children & Young People Now, (2009) < http://news.steinerwaldorf.org/2009/> [accessed 03 December 2020].] 


These schools, whilst non-traditional, are still schools. They place less emphasis on formal academic success and more on the child’s natural inquisitiveness in learning.  Both can be considered forms of education, so it is reasonable to say that whilst not a conventional school, Children’s Houses, Steiner Schools and Summerhill all provide an education which is sufficient to allow the child not to attend a mainstream school.

Another alternative to school is home education, where the child receives an education either in the family home or other location.  It must be efficient and suitable to the child’s age, ability and aptitude but does not need to be formal, timetabled or follow the National Curriculum.  It is the responsibility of the parents/carers to ensure the child receives an adequate education and to financially support this education.  It is the responsibility of the local authority to ensure the child is indeed receiving a suitable education, and to safeguard and promote to welfare of the child.[footnoteRef:30]  For some educators such as Paulo Freire (1921-1997) formal schools were a system of oppression, therefore home education may be a viable alternative. [30:  Department for Education, Elective Home Education: Departmental Guidance For Parents (2019) https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/791528/EHE_guidance_for_parentsafterconsultationv2.2.pdf [accessed 30 November 2020].] 


The Brazilian Friere, who lived during a time of “social welfare revolution”[footnoteRef:31] and worked to eradicate illiteracy[footnoteRef:32] believed that schools perpetuated the exclusion of the oppressed, enslaving and denying justice to them.  He suggested that through passive education children learn to follow discipline and are conditioned into meek obeisance.  According to Freire, dialogue is a crucial tool in learning, allowing for two-way communication, critical thinking, problem posing and questioning the status quo (of classism, social hierarchy, oppression etc).  Traditional classrooms do not advocate this form of critical pedagogy, rather, they promote the teacher as the key holder of knowledge and the students as passive receivers.  Which content is taught, how it is taught and to whom it is taught is at the discretion of the teachers.  The teachers are political beings, whether they realise it or not, therefore will consciously or subconsciously promote an agenda.  For Friere, education was like banking- the teacher makes ‘education deposits’ in the child.  This form of ‘banking education’ perpetuates a vicious cycle of the teacher oppressing the student, by not striving to awaken his critical consciousness and allow him to recognise his reality, to better his world.   [31:  BBC, Brazil Profile – Timeline, (2019) < https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-latin-america-19359111> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [32:  Freire Institute, Paulo Freire Biography, (2020) < https://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/paulo-freire-biography/> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


For Friere, the institution of school is a political vehicle that reinforces oppression, especially of the working class.  On the contrary, present day Britain is a completely different climate.  Schools/government offer low-income children free school meals,[footnoteRef:33]  help with home to school transport[footnoteRef:34] and help with school uniform costs.[footnoteRef:35]  These measures help to ensure that all children, regardless of background, are able to receive an education.  Whilst school is not compulsory, for many families free state school is the only financially viable option of providing an education for their children.  When deciding whether to home-school, the materials and equipment that children can access, the amount of time that parents/carers are able to commit to spending with the child, and the skills and knowledge the parents/carers have and are able to pass down to their children, are all important considerations for families.  Children can receive an education at school, however school is not compulsory and some families still prefer home-schooling.  In fact, in 2020, year of COVID-19, 87% of parents said that a child in their household had been home-schooled.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  UK Government, Apply For Free School Meals, (2020) < https://www.gov.uk/apply-free-school-meals> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [34:  UK Government, Help With Home To School Transport, (2020) < https://www.gov.uk/help-home-school-transport> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [35:  UK Government, Help With School Uniform Costs, (2020) < https://www.gov.uk/help-school-clothing-costs> [accessed 06 December 2020].]  [36:  ONS, Coronavirus And Homeschooling In Great Britain: April To June 2020, (2020) < https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/educationandchildcare/articles/coronavirusandhomeschoolingingreatbritain/apriltojune2020> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


The American advocate of school reform, John Holt (1923-1985) was a schoolteacher who also saw school as an injurious institution.  He claimed, “school is a place where children learn to be stupid”.[footnoteRef:37]  He said that children learn from their natural environment, the people, places and things around them, and that left to their own devices, children would pursue subjects that interest them, what is more, they will excel at these subjects and at the acquisition of knowledge.  This knowledge does not have to be academic, but could be practical, enjoyable, useful, enriching and so on.  “…little children love the world. That is why they are so good at learning about it”.[footnoteRef:38]  In Holt’s opinion, this love of learning stops at school.  Schools are formal institutions that stifle natural curiosity by forcing upon the child abstract curricula.  Schools kill the child’s natural impulse to explore and they destroy the child’s intrinsic motivation to learn, by using extrinsic rewards and teacher-led learning. [37:  John Holt, How Children Fail, (Boston: Da Capo Lifelong Books, 1995).]  [38:  John Holt, How Children Learn, 50th anniversary edn. (New York: Da Capo Press, 2017).] 


Holt supported the idea of ‘unschooling’, taking away the institution, rules, and formality of school and allowing natural, informal, child-led learning.  For Holt, school should not be compulsory, and home-schooling-delivered in the right way- could be a viable alternative.  He advocated “natural, organic, central, fundamental” institution for learning, outside the confines of the traditional school building which could be the family home, or elsewhere.  Museums, galleries, exhibitions, centres of arts, science, leisure, community and business, parks and so on can all be excellent places of learning for children.  

Like Holt, John Taylor Gatto (1935-2018) was a schoolteacher who thought that schools inhibited education.  Gatto posed seven lessons that schoolteachers teach children.[footnoteRef:39]  With confusion and dependence amongst these seven lessons, Gatto surmised that rather than enable children, on the contrary, schools harm children.  Gatto believed that schools deliver a one style blanket education that does not consider people as individuals.  “Schooling is not education” said Gatto in an interview,[footnoteRef:40] emphasising that there is no ‘one right way’ that suits everyone.  Furthermore, Gatto saw school as a tool designed to teach children about social expectation and conforming to the norm in order to prepare them for adulthood; he saw school as a capitalist instrument that provides childcare, controls the masses and serves the state. [39:  John Taylor Gatto, Seven Lesson Schoolteacher, (Canada: New Society Publishers, 1992)]  [40:  John Taylor Gatto, Classrooms Of The Heart (1991) < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CaVKKBCWYic> [accessed 01 December 2020].] 


For Gatto, free will is fundamental to learning.  If, by home schooling we can eradicate the need to conform and obey and in fact allow children the liberty to think for themselves, follow matters of interest to themselves, then we will find that he who is interested in building will quickly come to understand concepts of shape, space, number and so on and he who is interested in reading will naturally absorb language.   It is possible that a child can be free and still receive an education.[footnoteRef:41]  It is not necessary that this education is in a school. [41:  Johannes Giesinger, ‘Free Will And Education’, Journal Of Philosophy Of Education, 44:4 (2010) 515-528.] 


Sometimes, children are excluded from traditional school and attend a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU).  Whilst attendance at PRUs is compulsory, and not a parental or child choice like home-schooling, nevertheless they are different to mainstream schools and can be considered alternative schools.[footnoteRef:42]  Children may be excluded from their normal school for behaviour issues, caused by various reasons such as home environment, bullying, special needs or other.  The local authority is still legally bound to provide education for those children therefore they are sent to PRUs to rehabilitate and hopefully return to mainstream education.  PRUs are operated in different ways to mainstream schools due to the students’ unique needs. [42:  Department for Education, Investigative Research Into Alternative Provision, (2018) < https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/748910/Investigative_research_into_alternative_provision.pdf> [accessed 04 December 2020].] 


PRUs often embody Holt’s style of ‘unschooling’.  They offer a broad and balanced curriculum,[footnoteRef:43] but rather than strict classroom-based learning, they provide alternatives such as forest school, work experience opportunities, and bespoke education in vocational subjects.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Department For Children, Schools and Families, Pupil Referral Units (2009) < https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20090821210044/http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/exclusions/alternative_provision_policies/pupil_referral_units.cfm> [accessed 04 December 2020].]  [44:  Ceredigion PRU, Our Schools, (2020) < http://ceredigion.ceredigion.sch.uk/our-schools/> [accessed 06 December 2020].] 


Education is important to give children an equal start in life and to allow them to develop intellectually, emotionally and socially.  By changing the principles on which education functions, schools can improve and aspire to meet the needs of all children.  Gatto proposed not changing the school but changing practice to meet the needs of the individual.  Schools should cater to the individual, promote equality, allow freedom and avoid notions such as ‘banking education’.  No child should be denied the right to an education, but school-based education should be provided where it is a good fit for that child.  Education is compulsory, but school is not.
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