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The mainstream education system in which we deliver within the United Kingdom is often considered to be one of the best and most highly developed state education structures across the modern world. With this in mind, research carried out by the US News and World Report placed the United Kingdom at number one spot for the ‘best countries for education award’ out of a possible 80 countries for the academic years for both 2018 and 2019 (US and World report, 2019). This is a great insight into how fantastic our mainstream education system is, however, that does not begin to suggest in any way that we as a country do not require any educational alternatives to it. This essay will be looking at and critically exploring whether there is great demand or need for any possible educational alternatives, the reasons why we as a country should offer these possible alternatives, what alternatives are currently available and how they compare and compete with our highly developed state mainstream schooling system within the United Kingdom. An alternative educational setting is an environment that is not governed or controlled by central government or the state and therefore often follows its own curriculum and style of learning (Carnie, 2017). According to the charity ‘alternatives in education’, “a growing number of parents and teachers across the UK, as well as the globe as a whole are looking for new ways to educate – ways that will inspire, motivate and involve each and every child.” (Alternatives in education, 2020). Looking back at my time at school, state mainstream education for myself was a relatively happy and pleasant time and I very much enjoyed it, however, my twin brother had a totally different experience. Being on the Autistic Spectrum, he often struggled to fit in and eventually, he was removed from our secondary school and placed within a specialist unit at a different nearby school, away from mainstream lessons. This was a change that totally transformed his educational experience and resulted in him becoming the person he is today. To put it into context, if an alternative to mainstream education was not available, he would not have had his needs fully met and therefore would not have been able to flourish into the confident and competent individual he has become. 
According to a report published by the United Kingdom (UK) Government in 2018, alternative provisions to our education settings can be extremely beneficial for a range of pupils who, perhaps, because of a variety of reasons which often include exclusion, illness, disability or lifestyle reasons (online schooling, 2019) would not be able to receive suitable and appropriate education within the typical mainstream settings offered by our mainstream state schools (UK Gov, 2018). The aim of offering an alternative is to ensure every child’s developmental process is nurtured to the highest of standards and that their range of different needs are fully met. As well as this piece of data, research carried out by the National Education Union (NEU) suggests that many UK mainstream teachers, the pupils and their parents are becoming more and more concerned with the quality of mainstream settings and are growingly being more dissatisfied with the mainstream settings being offered at present (NEU, 2019). Both these pieces of research could suggest that there is definitely a great need for educational alternatives to our mainstream state education settings – and is growing. 
At present, there are approximately 100 independent educational alternative schools across the United Kingdom which breakdown down into seven different types. These are available for those wanting their children to receive a different, and often progressive alternative to the mainstream setting offered. These include; independent schools, Montessori, Steiner, Community schools, Home schooling and Free schools (gov.uk, 2020). These are all considered to be examples of avenues of learning which are tailored to suit the educational experiences of each child on an individual basis. Most types of alternative schools in the UK will eventually offer GCSE sessions similar to that of a mainstream school however the school journey up towards this point in time is likely to differ greatly between the different types of alternative schools (alternative provision, 2018). Even though the number of alternative settings is relatively low compared to the number of state schools in the UK, research has suggested that it is likely the number of alternative schools on offer within the UK would be a lot higher if funds were given towards them from central government like some other European countries (Carnie, 2017). As quoted by Educationalist, Ken Robinson, “the world is undergoing revolutionary changes. We need a revolution in education too.” (Robinson, 2006)
Arguably one of the main and most obvious reasons for a desire for an alternative to mainstream schooling is the concern regarding the relentless focus on testing and meeting targets which is often resulting in a growing amount of pressure on children and young people at such a young age. It is something that has led many individuals to question whether this is the best way to learn or to prepare for adulthood and whether there are other, perhaps better, ways available to result in prepping our future generations for adulthood in our forever changing and contemporary society (Alternatives in education, 2020). For example, there is a minimal amount of pressure placed on children within Steiner school environments due to there being no tests or targets unlike mainstream provisions.  
Research by the International Bureau of Education (boe, 2020) state that the cognitive progress of children is not possible without the learner being fully engaged and involved in the teaching environment. Educational alternatives to mainstream provision have taken research like this on board to create settings that appropriately respond to the individual developmental needs to reflect the type of society they want to live in rather than schooling children to sit tests, exams and meet targets. It is only fair to point out however, that the United Kingdom Government have also taken onboard these studies and have introduced certain frameworks within their mainstream settings to incorporate the findings to positively impact our children. For example, Forest schools give mainstream children the opportunity to be hands on and creative within local natural environments which aim to help develop confidence and self-esteem skills. However, this mirrors a postcode lottery as this learning approach is only available and implemented at schools with access to outdoor space, which when considering schools located in cities such as London, green natural spaces are limited (alternatives in education, 2020). This is something that could be eliminated within a Steiner school setting due to it providing a laid back and creative learning environment. Wales and Scotland have also seen the benefits of alternative schooling and have started making changes to their curriculums in recent years. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]A Steiner School is an educational alternative to that offered by mainstream schooling which places great empathy on the need for children to be creative, imaginative, musical, artistic and hands by learning both inside and outside of the classroom. The core subjects of English, Maths and Science are discretely incorporated into these hands on, play activities (Alternatives in education, 2020). A typical Steiner curriculum is filled with activities in oral language, music, and constructive and creative play, written language in books and instruction in other academic areas is specifically overlooked. It is believed that promoting children’s imagination will produce the foundations required for further academic subjects such as maths and reading (Laliberete, 2007). This alternative to the typical mainstream settings offered from our educational system keeps children free from stress, pressure and strain due to minimal homework and targets. Steiner believed that the absence of over testing learners results in a raise in children’s self-esteem, social skills and promotes a joy for learning. 

Montessori is similar to a Steiner Schooling environment in the sense that there are great empathies on learning outside through play (Carnie, 2020). Children are allowed to freely move around the classroom and work at their own pace without interference or possible solutions from the class teacher or other staff members unless it is totally necessary. There are no fixed lesson times and as a result, the learning naturally occurs through the use of play and ‘fun’ activities. There are also no set assignments or formal testing and exams unlike with mainstream schools, which as pointed out, results in children being less likely to suffer from stress and anxiety. 

Alternatives to mainstream provision is also growingly favourable with parents as each setting places each child at the centre of their own learning and the schools themselves are small enough in size or organised in such an intimate way where teachers, parents and pupils know each other exceptionally well which creates a strong sense of community where everyone looks out for each other and teachers are able to respond to the needs and interests of each child on a one-to-one basis and create an appropriate learning programme of study as a result which is meaningful and relevant for each child (Carnie, 2020). If alternative schools were not available, it is likely that many children would fall under the radar and would not meet their full potential. Goodman (1973) believed that traditional mainstream schooling cages and distorts human nature and believed that we should have mini schools to ensure all needs are met which suggests he would agree with this type of schooling. 

Two famous examples of alternative education provision within the United Kingdom is King Alfred’s school in London and Summerhill school in Suffolk. King Alfred’s school follows the national curriculum but has no exams under year 10, no school uniform and teachers and students are on first name terms (Education alternatives, 2020)
Whereas all Summerhill school’s lessons are optional, and their main ethos is the right to play and have no pressure to conform to adult ideas regarding growing up. Other aims of the schools include; having the choice and opportunity for children to develop at their own pace and follow their own interests, allow children to be free from compulsory assessments, to allow children to be free from judgements from an adult and to live in a community that fully supports them and their choices (Summerhill, 2020). These are rights that are often not given within a mainstream state school. It is the oldest and most famous type of educational alternative compared to mainstream school and is a thriving democratic community where most children board during the term and all grow up to becoming self-confident, tolerant and considerate. Like mainstream school, GCSEs are offered but they are not compulsory and do not have to be taken if the individual does not want to. That being said though, research suggests that most pupils leave Summerhill school with GCSEs. Summerhill school is inspected by Ofsted just like mainstream schools, and in their latest report scored GOOD and claims that the pupil’s behaviours are OUTSTANDING, and they all make good progress (Ofsted, 2011). This suggests that this type of schools is clearly working and is successful. 

There are considered to be some possible downsides to alternative provisions compared to the schooling offered by our state mainstream education. One issue could be regarding the teacher’s skills. Unlike state mainstream schooling, teachers at alternative schools do not need certain degrees and qualifications which can often result in the teachers being a lottery which can be particularly bad if the teacher stays with the same class for several years. Having the same teacher for several years can also present issues in itself as lack of rapport between teacher and child can often occur (good schools guide, 2020). Another downside to alternative schooling is that the schools themselves receive no state funding from the United Kingdom government and therefore most need to rely on donations and private funding. This can lead to many children missing out on this type of education if their parents are unable to pay the fees and they do not secure a charitable donation. For example, relating back to Summerhill school, annual school fees for a boarding child can range from £8568 up to just under £15,000 (Summerhill, 2020). Considering the UK median average wage for a full-time adult is only £30,000, sending your child here is out of the question (statistia, 2020)

To conclude, the mainstream state education system offered across the United Kingdom, along with the National Curriculum are extremely successful and numerous results and studies, such as the US World and New Report shows this. However, studies also show that the education offered to children through various educational alternative to mainstream schooling has also proven to be successful. Summerhill school is the oldest and most well-known form of alternative schooling in the world and has a repetition of providing students with a good standard of education and providing their students with outstanding behavioural skills. Students attending both mainstream and an alternative type of schooling have the chance and opportunity to study a range of different GCSE subjects if desired and both mainstream and alternative schooling gives their students the same chances and opportunities of attending university later on in adolescent. The only difference is the way in which children reach these end goals. Educational alternatives have the same inspections carried out by Ofsted and Estyn as mainstream settings and studies have shown that alternative schooling is no worse off than that offered by state mainstream education. Also, many jobs in our ever-changing society require individuals to be creative, something that Ken Robinson famously claims that mainstream schooling is killing off unlike some alternative settings. Due to this, the United Kingdom is in need for alternatives in the education offered and if anything, more educational alternatives should be made available. Educational alternatives are a great way to ensure that every child is placed in the centre of their education, can learn what they want, when they want and can progress at their own person stages without any influence or extra pressure from unnecessary exams, numerous homework tasks and being known as an individual rather than often only being regarded as a number or statistic within state mainstream education. As long as statistics show they are working, the more the merrier. 
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