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The Next Forum
The next three numbers of Forum will focus, in
turn, on issues arising from comprehensive
reorganisation relating first, to primary educa
tion, second, to the 11 to 16 age range in secon
dary schools, and third, to the 16's to 19's. Each
aspect raises specific problems which will be tackl
ed systematically.
The next issue, then, focuses on primary educa
tion. Contributions will concentrate on the effect
on p r i m a r y e d u c a t i o n of c o m p r e h e n s i v e
reorganisation, on parental choice (for secondary
education) and its impact on primary systems, and
on new forms of assessment now developing in
primary schools. Related articles will focus on
language and skill development in primary
schools. Contributors include Graham Jameson,
Michael Clarke, C.V. Frisby, Maureen Hardy and
others.
In addition Caroline Benn writes on new forms
of selection, and Harvey Wyatt reviews the longawaited N F E R report on mixed ability teaching. A
special feature is an article on T h e Children's
Revolution' (at Soweto), by Colin Collins.

Right to Comprehensive
Education
The struggle for comprehensive education has been long
drawn out, to some extent traumatic, and is still in
complete. There can be no doubt that its achievement is
profoundly in the interests of ordinary people
everywhere. In spite of present difficulties, both
political and economic, there needs now to be a final
haul to break the obstacles and bring the reform to com
pletion.
That is why Forum, first established to promote the
movement to comprehensive education more than twen
ty years ago, fully supports the new organisation RiCE
— the Right to Comprehensive Education — and the
new round of campaigning that RiCE is organising.
Roger Seckington, a long-standing member of Forum's
Editorial Board, has been elected Chairman of RiCE,
and, in his article in this issue, makes clear the objec
tives. RiCE is 'campaigning for the RIGHT to a genuine
comprehensive education for everyone. It does not set
out to duplicate or replace organisations with a long
standing commitment to comprehensive principles, but
will liaise with them. It unites parents and teachers. It
starts with the clear understanding that comprehensive
schools work and work well, a n d t h a t each
neighbourhood deserves its own adequately resourced
school'.
The set of general principles agreed by RiCE are given
on page 27. They are fully in accord with Forum's long
term policy, stressing, as they d o , the incompatability of
comprehensive systems with selection in any form, the
need for a broadly based curriculum for all without
built-in forms of differentiation, the right of pupils to a
'totally free education service', as well as the determina
tion that public moneys should not be diverted from the
maintained to the so-called 'independent' system (as
they are under the Assisted Places Scheme and in other
ways). Around such a policy it should be possible to
unite the large majority of the population.
Forum intends to play its part in the re-thinking
necessary to mark this new phase in the campaign. In
this issue we focus on a restatement of comprehensive
principles as rights and are proud to include a number
of articles by heads and teachers who between them
have very many years experience of comprehensive
education. In each of the next three numbers we intend
to concentrate on a specific aspect of the system. Our
next number (January 1982) will discuss the effect of
comprehensive reorganisation on primary education;
the next (May 1982) will focus specifically on the 11 to
16 age range in the secondary school, while the third
(September 1982) will be concerned with comprehensive
provision for the 16's to 19's. Each phase presents its
own problems, some of which are highly controversial.

We hope, through this systematic treatment, to con
tribute positively to the re-thinking now required if we
are to make a positive advance in current political and
economic conditions. It is, in our view, no use taking up
a purely defensive position in the current climate. Better
by far to take the offensive into enemy territory, as was
done successfully at the start of the whole campaign for
comprehensive education.
In this number Clyde Chitty and Roger Seckington,
both members of the Editorial Board, and both fully
engaged in teaching in a highly successful comprehen
sive school, re-state comprehensive principles in the
light of contemporary needs. Clyde Chitty recapitulates
the historical case for the single, ' c o m m o n ' school,
reminding us of its status as a central demand of the
labour movement over the last century and more. An
drew Finch presents a fully thought through statement
of principles and practice, based on his own experience
as a comprehensive head over the last twenty years, and
drawing into a unity issues relating to school organisa
tion and ethos, the content of education and teaching,
counselling and the 'caring' aspect of comprehensive
schooling. There is a great deal of value here to the com
prehensive movement as a whole; the significance of the
transition to comprehensive education, so loudly
decried by its opponents (and the mass media), as com
pared with the previous position, stands out with great
clarity. Margaret Maden, also with long experience of
comprehensive schooling, tackles central issues relating
to the problems of unity in diversity, to the development
of the school as an open, participatory system, as also to
the nature of community involvement — an issue taken
up by Harry Ree, who sees the future as hopeful in
terms of achieving the unity of the school through the
increasing predominance of a new generation of
teachers no longer formed by the contradictory ex
periences of grammar and modern school teaching and
ethos. In this connection we are glad to include an arti
cle by Bernard Barker, the first comprehensive head to
have been educated at secondary stage in a comprehen
sive school. He focuses on the pedagogy of comprehen
sive education — certainly an important aspect if pre
sent opportunities are to be seized.
Forum, then, takes an optimistic stance. We believe
that real advances can be made — now; and that the
success of this initiative depends to some extent on re
defining the objectives of struggle in terms of present
realities. The fight for adequate resources for education
must go on; but alongside this, clarity is needed as to
direction and purpose. This number contributes to that
end.
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Why Comprehensive
Schools?
Clyde Chitty

A member of the Forum Editorial Board, Clyde Chitty taught at a number of comprehensive schools in
London before becoming Vice Principal at Earl Shilton Community College in Leicestershire in 1977.

My plan of instruction is extremely simple and limited.
They learn, on week-days, such coarse works as may fit
them for servants. I allow of no writing for the poor.
My object is not to make fanatics, but to train u p the
lower classes in habits of industry and piety.
R. Brimley J o h n s o n (ed.), The Letters of Hannah
More. The Bodley H e a d , 1925, p . 183.
Far too many boys and girls . . . are still being allowed
to write themselves off well below their true potential.
Lord Boyle of H a n d s w o r t h in an Afterword to the
School of Barbiana's Letter to a Teacher. Penguin,
1970, p.135.
One of the guiding principles of my sixteen years in
teaching has been that one must never underestimate
what children can achieve. For me, that is largely what
the comprehensive reform is all about: a belief in the
educability of all children and in the futility of forcing
them into outworn categories. T o the cynics, this might
seem impossibly naive, but surely no other rationale
makes sense in terms of educational progress and
development.
That this needs stating so precisely in an article in
Forum in 1981 is, to me, indicative of the confusion
which surrounds the case for comprehensive reoganisation. W h a t now seems obvious, looking back over the
past twenty-five years, is that the wide social appeal of
the comprehensive ideal, attracting converts right across
the class structure, has been a source both of strength
and of weakness. On the one h a n d , it has helped to en
sure strong local support for a vast number of first-class
genuine comprehensive schools. At the same time, and
perhaps more significantly, it has helped to foster a
bewildering and ultimately harmful diversity of aims
and aspirations which has prevented the comprehensive
movement from establishing its own clearly-defined
criteria of success.
It is easy to demonstrate that the campaign for com
prehensive education in Britain has not been the work of
a single class or social grouping. The movement which
gathered m o m e n t u m in the sixties — based on the
pioneering work of certain progressive local authorities
in the previous decade and supported by some middleclass pressure groups — can be viewed as the successor
to an earlier, essentially working-class, movement to
establish the c o m m o n secondary school which had its
origins in the first half of the nineteenth century. The
idea that education should be given in a series of com
mon schools organised in ascending stages was put for
4

ward by the L o n d o n Working Men's Association,
precursors of the Chartists, as long ago as 1837. Grass
roots support for this standpoint continued down to the
First World War and beyond, and contrasted strongly
with the campaign of Fabian reformers led by Sidney
Webb to maintain fundamental divisions in education
beyond the elementary stage.
The original demands for a unified system of educa
tion attacked the principle of differentiation on educa
tional grounds. In his evidence given in 1887 to the
Cross Commission appointed to consider the develop
ment of elementary education, Thomas Smythe,
described as 'a representative of the working class',
argued that separate schools for different social classes
should be replaced by one school 'common to all', as
the best means of raising the whole level of schooling.
Then again, the Bradford Charter, a comprehensive
programme for educational advance unanimously
adopted by the Bradford Trades Council at a conference
in October 1916, and later by the Labour Party,
reiterated the demand for a common secondary school
within the framework of a unified national system of
education. ' N o longer ought education to be ad
ministered on the assumption that only a minority are
fit to be educated, or that education is for the few'. This
would make an excellent campaign slogan for a pressure
group of the eighties; it was, in fact, said in support of
the Bradford Charter over sixty years ago!
The movement to establish the common secondary
school went down a blind alley when the Labour Party,
or, to be more precise, Fabian elements within the Par
ty, took up the cause in a big way in the late fifties and
early sixties. The early Fabians had actually supported
differentiation beyond the elementary stage in the in
terests of preserving an efficient 'meritocratic' society.
Webb wrote in 1903 of the need for a 'capacitycatching' scholarship system to benefit all whose brains
made it profitable for the community to equip them
with more advanced instruction. The Fabians of the six
ties rejected this idea; and a new dimension was added
to the ideological battle against selection.
Far from merely having educational objectives, the
comprehensive school was now seen as a powerful agent
of peaceful social change, helping to bring about a more
cohesive and harmonious society. The main thesis of
Anthony Crosland's The Future of Socialism, published
in 1956, was that class had replaced capitalism as the
principal dragon to be slain, and that class hatred was
buttressed by Britain's elitist educational system. In this
and a later book The Conservative Enemy, published in
1

1962, he spelt out the theory that the comprehensive
reform could be a critical tool in the process of improv
ing British society without recourse to violent change.
Not only would comprehensive schools enable children
from different backgrounds to meet and respect one
another; they would actually play a leading role in the
task of creating a more stable society. According to
Crosland: 'the object of having comprehensive schools
is . . . to avoid the extreme social division caused by
physical segregation into schools of widely divergent
status, and the extreme social resentment caused by
failure to win a grammar school place, when this is
thought to be the only avenue to a 'middle-class" oc
cupation'.
This so-called 'egalitarian' concept of the 'social
mix', while completely ignoring the basic realities of
British capitalist society, gained a tremendous hold on
the Labour Party's imagination. It possessed obvious
appeal for 'radicals' more committed to social engineer
ing than to revolutionary change. It found expression in
Circular 10/65, which laid down the intended pattern of
comprehensive reorganisation after the Labour victory
in the 1964 election. In the words of the Circular: 'a
comprehensive school aims to establish a school com
munity in which pupils over the whole ability range and
with differing interests and backgrounds can be en
couraged to mix with each other, gaining stimulus from
the contacts and learning tolerance and understanding
in the process . . . The Secretary of State therefore urges
authorities to ensure, when determining catchment
areas, that schools are as socially and intellectually com
prehensive as is practicable'.
One of the definitions of a comprehensive school, us
ed as a basis for the research sponsored by the Depart
ment of Education and Science and initiated by the Na
tional Foundation for Educational Research in 1966,
was that of a school which collects pupils 'representing a
cross-section of society in one school, so that good
academic and social standards, an integrated school
society and a gradual contribution to an integrated com
munity beyond the school may be developed out of this
amalgam of varying abilities and social environments'.
As Brian Simon has pointed out, 'those who approach
the matter in these terms do not necessarily stress new
opportunities for intellectual development, particularly
for hitherto deprived working-class children . . . Rather
the leading idea is to promote social cohesion in a classdivided society — modern Fabianism. This might,
perhaps, be described as "egalitarianism", though the
description doesn't seem very precise, nor very
helpful'.
All this has had the undesirable effect of setting up
useful targets for the enemies of reform to aim at. It has
been easy to claim, as did R.R. Pedley in the first Black
Paper, Fight for Education, that supporters of
reorganisation were using schools 'directly as tools to
achieve political objectives'. It has been easy to ridicule
the concept of the 'social m i x ' , where 'the Duke lies
down with the docker and the Marquis and the milkman
are as o n e ' . And when Julienne F o r d ' s researches in the
late sixties led her to the conclusion that comprehensive
schools do not necessarily promote social unity, this
was hailed as a major condemnation of the whole
system, while in reality, of course, it was nothing of the
sort. It really does not matter whether or not a school is
'socially comprehensive'; nor can it be expected to solve
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all the contradictions inherent in capitalist society. In
the words of Half Way There, first published in 1970: 'a
comprehensive school is not a social experiment; it is an
educational r e f o r m ' .
So much, then, for the 'blind alley' which diverted
our energies in the sixties and early seventies. Sadly, it
has had important consequences for the development of
the comprehensive school. Owing to the confusion over
objectives, there has been a marked failure both to
demolish the old myths surrounding intelligence and
learning and to grasp the opportunities afforded by the
abolition of selection. Nowhere is this more apparent
than in the curriculum structure of many comprehen
sives.
Two years before the publication of Circular 10/65, a
report appeared which was to have a profound impact
on the internal organisation of many of our schools.
The Newsom Report of 1963 lent itself to being inter
preted as an argument, in favour of non-academic, iifeadjustment' courses for children in the b o t t o m streams
of the fourth and fifth years: those who would once
have left at fifteen. The fact that so many schools simp
ly opted for 'Newsom Courses' for non-academic
'Newsom' children was, in itself, indicative of staffroom attitudes towards the seemingly 'less able'. A n d
these courses persist today under various guises,
especially in the larger schools, selling kids short and
perpetuating the myth of innate stupidity. After all, or
so the arguments goes, isn't it a waste of time trying to
educate the lower orders? The answer, then, has been to
provide special courses built around 'education for
citizenship' or 'preparation for life' — courses which,
even in the hands of honest, well-meaning teachers,
amount to little more than indoctrination, manipulation
and containment.
The H M I report Aspects of Secondary Education in
England, published in December, 1979, shows that in
the vast majority of comprehensives, curricular dif
ferentiation actually begins in the third year. Pupils in
the higher bands are often given the opportunity to start
one or more additional foreign languages — additional,
that is, to French; while their less able contemporaries
are encouraged to drop French altogether. Similarly, a
select group of pupils might be studying separate
physics, chemistry and biology; while the 'science' on
offer to the bottom streams is restricted to rural science
or incorporated into 'environmental studies'. Only the
less able are thought to profit from extended contact
with the creative/aesthetic area of the curriculum.
Whatever form the differentiated curriculum takes in
the fourth and fifth years — whether organised around
completely segregated courses or a bewildering variety
of option schemes — it seems quite obvious that the re
jects of the system are pretty disenchanted with their
schooling. Tell Them F r o m Me, a recently-published
anthology of comments made by Scottish pupils about a
year after they left school, contains numerous criticisms
of the treatment meted out to non-examination classes
in comprehensive schools. In a section of the book en
titled ' N o time for dunces: rejection is m u t u a l ' , one girl
writes: 'I diden't attend school reguarly because in my
last year the school dident give us any thing of intrest. I
was in one of the lower classes and we dident get O level
work. I myself think that all classes should be made the
same because if you are in the lower classes you lose all
intrest in school'. A n d in the words of another girl who
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was in a 'non-certificate' class: 'I did not like my last
year at school at all. Those who were doing a noncertificate course were asked to sit in a class with a book
opened at any page at all and pretend to be reading in
case the head-master or someone like that would come
into the r o o m . If you were not interested in O-levels,
then the teachers couldn't be bothered with y o u ' . .
It would clearly be wrong to depict all teachers of
'bottom-stream' children as lazy or uncaring, but the
differentiated curriculum lends itself to a neglect of
those academic skills which are the birthright of all
youngsters. Even where the teaching of so-called 'less
able' children is honest and well-intentioned, the ap
proach is too often undemanding and downright
patronising. Teachers might be kind and sympathetic,
concerned, where possible, to compensate for the ef
fects of deprivation and hardship, but their concern and
sympathy still leave these children as losers in a harsh,
competitive world. This has been shown to be par
ticularly true in the case of disadvantaged black children
in our inner-city comprehensives.
In her book The Education of the Black Child in Bri
tain, published earlier this year, Dr Maureen Stone
urges a radical review of the way West Indian children
are educated in British schools. Drawing on recent
research, she claims that present teaching methods 'have
resulted in low attainment by West Indian pupils and
concentration of black children in lower streams of the
comprehensive school, remedial classes and special
schools for the educationally s u b n o r m a l ' . And much
of this has come about through a sentimental attach
ment to misguided notions of cultural deprivation.
Black children today are given Black Studies, steelband practice, reggae music and basketball, because
that seems 'relevant' to well-meaning teachers and is
supposed to boost black self-concept and self-esteem.
But just as a diet of diluted social studies confirmed the
low attainment of the ' N e w s o m ' child, so a diluted cur
riculum for immigrants will simply confirm the black
child as 'non-academic'. As a consequence, black
parents consider themselves short-changed; and we have
the ridiculous situation where schools cut the time given
to basic subjects in order to introduce 'soft options' that
will appeal to black children, while their parents
organise 'Saturday Schools' to cover the basic skills not
being learned at school. Dr Stone urges the need for all
comprehensives to embrace a commitment to teaching
methods associated with the mastery of skills and
knowledge — and the development of abilities.
This is a 'blueprint for education' that must apply not
only to urban blacks but to working-class children as a
whole. These are the youngsters who for too long have
been regarded as 'second-class citizens' in our schools.
Even within the comprehensive system, there has been a
failure in many areas to raise the attainment level of all
children, though the comprehensive school is clearly the
only form of organisation which can facilitate advance.
In his chapter 'The Limits of Positive Discrimination'
in the recently-published Education for the Inner City,
Marten Shipman attacks the pessimistic environmental
determinism of those teachers who accept low standards
from their pupils on the grounds of poor h o m e
backgrounds — a situation which leads, inevitably, to 'a
downward spiral of expectations'. All parents clearly
have a right to expect that their children will receive
'good schooling'. The older secondary-school child,
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who suddenly realises that he will leave school un
qualified, has, in effect, been double-crossed. Recent
evidence shows that among many teachers in inner-city
areas 'relating to the kids' is valued above sheer
teaching ability. Teachers who stress the academic and
pedagogic aspects of their work are in danger of being
criticised by colleagues for imposing burdens on
'average' and 'below-average' children which they simp
ly cannot bear. Yet such defeatist attitudes inevitably
widen the gap between rich and poor. As Professor
Shipman points out: 'the former will get the necessary
information and support from the home, and will
follow examination syllabuses that will qualify them for
jobs. The latter are liable to be penalised by sentimen
tality. Not everyone can succeed, but the dice should be
loaded in favour of, not against, the p o o r ' .
Muddled objectives, together with a sentimental and
ultimately harmful attitude towards children from im
poverished backgrounds, have ensured the failure of
our secondary school system, even after reorganisation,
to improve the relative position of the semi- and unskill
ed working class. Educational change must not be relied
upon to produce a more equitable society, but it seems
only just that all children should have access to a pro
gramme of study that is demanding and worthwhile —
and geared to future success. This, then, is the major
task to which all our comprehensive schools must apply
themselves in the last two decades of this century. If
they fail — if too many schools continue to be 'com
prehensive' by name and 'multilateral' by nature; if too
many teachers continue to hold a pessimistic view of
h u m a n potential — reorganisation will have been in
vain.
13
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(Continued on page 13)

The Comprehensive
Movement
Roger Seckington
Principal of Earl Shilton Community College and member of the Forum Editorial Board, Roger Seck
ington is Chairman of RiCE, The Right to Comprehensive Education. He writes here on his experiences
over the last twenty years of the comprehensive movement.

A few weeks back I met Andrew H u n t , principal of
Rawlins College, Quorn in the forecourt of Leicester
shire's splendid centre for in-service training as we made
our way to the same meeting. Immediately he began a
gentle tease about his confusion over the seemingly
endless number of organisations associated with the
comprehensive movement. Amongst these are F O R U M
and C C E , the Campaign for Comprehensive Education,
two organisations that have often joined together over
key issues, the parents' groups of A C E and C A S E , and
the more recently formed P R I S E . On this occasion,
however, Andrew H u n t had two new groups in mind.
He has been seconded to help establish The Centre for
the Study of Comprehensive Schools in the University
of York and I am associated with RiCE, The Right to
Comprehensive Education. Both these organisations
began their work in January 1981.
Meeting Andrew H u n t in this way reminded me of
some of these people who are associated with the com
prehensive movement. He is in his fourth headship. His
first school was a grammar school, but his last two
headships have been of highly successful upper-tier
comprehensive schools, first in Hull and now in
Leicestershire. My own teaching career barely spans his
period of headship, but also began in a grammar school.
How significant, I wonder, is a professional precomprehensive schools experience. Our chairman of the
FORUM editorial board is an octogenarian. A true
pioneer of the comprehensive movement in L o n d o n , in
particular Wandsworth School, Raymond King is still
applying his vigorous mind and passionate concern to
the development of comprehensive ideals both national
ly and internationally. Dame Margaret Miles, President
of the C C E , also ran one of L o n d o n ' s most successful
comprehensive schools, Mayfield. She is frequently
drawn out from Wales to write, speak, appear on TV or
share her experience with others at conferences or
meetings. They were at the helm when the comprehen
sive movement got started, stood four-square in the
Black Papers period and still share fully with those
whose concern is the development and prosperity of
comprehensives.
I can still remember the horror expressed by my
fellow grammar school teachers when I decided to join a
new comprehensive school. Their concern was genuine
and kindly meant towards a young colleague they saw
throwing away a safe career for work in uncharted and
dangerous waters. Rather like the parish priest giving up
a comfortable living for missionary work amongst
'heathen savages' in some distant corner of the world.

There was only one colleague in the grammar school
who shared my growing disquiet. We had both joined a
grammar school fairly unthinkingly because it was the
'right' thing to d o . My P G C E course had prepared me
for nothing else. There was a token visit to a very new
comp, and, token again, a short teaching practice in a
sec m o d .
Once in the grammar school there came a gradual
awakening to some of the issues that are central to the
thinking on comprehensives. First was the growing
awareness of how wasteful this system was. It is quite
appalling to reflect that although all the students in that
boys' grammar school had 'passed' the 11 + , indeed all
had an IQ higher than 115, yet only about one-third
were successful in the terms of those establishments,
namely in passing exams. A system of fine streaming ex
isted from A to F. Only students in the A and B streams
obtained a reasonable number of ' O ' levels. Streams E
and F were, right from the start, convinced that they
were 'failures'. They were often openly described as
such and the system even frustrated the teachers who at
tempted a ' n o r m a l ' grammar education because these
groups were usually allocated non-specialist rooms, the
older text-books, the least experienced teachers and
eventually a curriculum modified along sec mod lines.
Contact with teachers in non-selective schools showed
both what could be done with the 'more able' — those
who had just 'failed' the 11 H
and yet depressed one
with the knowledge of the colossal problems they faced.
These schools, dealing with between 70 and 80 per cent
of the secondary school population, were a post-war
creation based on the belief that an education ap
propriate to the pre-determined needs of particular
ability ranges was only possible in separate schools. The
system was and is divisive. First and second class provi
sion existed in the educational system. Success was built
on failure — 'success breed success, and failure breeds
failure'. The selection process was in question as indeed
was the whole nature of intelligence. Doors were firmly
slammed in children's faces and the routeways were
established too early. There had to be a better system.
The 50's and 60's were an active period in the move
towards a comprehensive system. Selection at eleven
had been challenged. A concept of equality in educa
tional opportunity and provision was growing. 'The
concept of equality in education, therefore, is in fact en
tirely opposite to the notion of sameness and uniformi
ty, of turning out all children to one pattern. It is rather
the concept of equal worth, that is, all equally deserving
and needing such aids to personal growth as we can
1
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give'. Grouping for education was a matter of great
concern — in particular the social and academic effects
of streaming. New comprehensive schools were being
built and areas were re-organised along comprehensive
lines. Much of this rapid development matched the
mood of the times. A huge post-war building pro
gramme was needed to accommodate the massive in
crease in the numbers of school children. In areas of
particularly rapid growth such as Coventry new allthrough comprehensives could be built. At the same
time a visionary director of education, Stewart Mason,
was, in 1957, able to establish a plan that ensured a
wholly comprehensive system within two decades in
Leicestershire and which used the existing school
buildings to great purpose. It was a mixture of
pragmatism and philosophy.
I joined my first comprehensive school in 1962 in
Conservative dominated West Dorset. A decision had
been made to build a bi-lateral school, largely because
one building made economic sense, to replace the ageing
buildings of an ancient foundation grammar school and
merge with it some five scattered all-age schools. The
first head of Beaminster School was Jack Walton, a
founder member of F O R U M and, until recently, a
member of its editorial b o a r d . He was hugely energetic,
totally committed to comprehensive principles and his
proselytising approach was completely necessary in that
traditional and conservative area. Not too long after its
opening Where was to describe Beaminster School as
one of the best rural comprehensives in the country.
In Half Way There (1970), Benn and Simon were able
to indicate that 'comprehensive education is now secure
ly established in Britain — and none too soon in view of
the urgent requirements of social, scientific and
technological advance that make the raising of educa
tional standards and the widening of opportunities for
all so imperative'. Already the original Black Paper
(Feb. 1969) had been published and in some areas a
desperate stand was being made to retain selective
schools. In response some comprehensive schools tried
to out-do the grammar schools just as secondary
modern schools had a generation earlier. This often in
volved extensive internal selection such as streaming,
banding or differentiated courses producing an infra
structure rendering true comprehensive development
impossible. It is necessary to work with conditions as
they are, for example, we have to put u p with the absur
dity of a double examination system at sixteen. But
working with a situation for the sake of our pupils does
not mean acceptance of that situation and we can and
should work vigorously for a change.
3

The development of comprehensive schools had been
hedged about with difficulties. The 70's saw an
altogether different m o o d emerge. Through the decade
and into the early 80's the national commitment to com
prehensive education has lessened, and in many respects
become actively hostile, financial support has been
substantially reduced and we have a dramatic falling
rolls situation. During this period of decline and in
creasing difficulties, came the 'Great Debate' with its
associated series of DES and H M I documents. Most
recently we have from the D E S , The School Curriculum
and from the Schools Council, The Practical Cur
riculum. Both assume a subject-based curriculum. The
DES is making a statement about the curriculum and
the Schools Council is attempting to help schools con
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struct a curriculum. Neither move us on that much but
of the former it might be said that what matters most is
who is saying it rather than what is being said. In the lat
ter there is a sensitive approach to the educational needs
of children and how best resources can be matched to
meet those needs.
Over the years the issues do seem to remain much the
same. In 1970 Half Way There made thirty one recom
mendations. There is not the space here to record all
thirty one but they include a national commitment to a
comprehensive system available to all up to eighteen
years, the ending of any form of social or academic
selection for entry to school, adequate staffing ratios,
parental choice, the ending of the double examination at
sixteen, an end to any discrimination on grounds of sex
in the selection of options, an encouragement to all
schools to abolish streaming and the establishment of an
entirely open sixth year. Another study of that depth
and quality — Nearly There or Three Quarters There —
would be necessary to judge how far those recommen
dations have been achieved or fulfilled.
Great care must be taken not to underestimate the
positive gains that have already been made within com
prehensive schools. All children are going through the
same door in most of our communities. The trauma of
selection has been lessened or has disappeared. A system
entirely based on competitiveness is being replaced by
one which uses a more co-operative or collaborative ap
proach. What should be included in the curriculum is
under constant review and a rich and varied programme
is available in most schools. Attention is being given to
what might be described as an essential curriculum to
which all students have a right of access. Ways in which
we assess and monitor an individual pupil's progress is
being studied, perhaps most important new insights are
being gained on how children learn. On the other hand
we cannot pretend that all is well. The bogus com
prehensive is a fact, either because where an authority
does not provide the right conditions it prevents the
development of a viable school; or because the school
itself has no intention of moving beyond bi-lateralism or
multi-lateralism. Post 16 provision is in an absolute
muddle. Present government policy seems to be aimed
at reducing rather than enhancing provision, at slowing
down if not stopping the movement to comprehensive
education and this combined with drastic cuts in expen
diture on education should prompt a new initiative and
a more aggressive campaign for a c o m m o n system of
education.
Earlier I wrote of the debt we owe to the early
pioneers of the comprehensive movement. I even asked
as to whether or not some pre-comprehensive experience
was an asset. In no way do I mean to imply that those
coming into the profession now have no role. Indeed
they are the campaigners of today and tomorrow. But I
would ask whether or not coming through the system
oneself makes any difference to the attitude taken to the
comprehensive movement. Recently the Times Educa
tional Supplement reported the appointment of the first
head who was himself entirely the product of the com
prehensive system — at primary and secondary level
anyway. In an as yet unpublished statement presented to
a RiCE conference Margaret Miles wrote, 'We made
some small advances on limited fronts, often
dependent
on the vision and skill of individual teachers, but the
slowness of the comprehensive reform, the lack of sup-

port from the educational establishment, the innate con
servatism of the educational process and the strength of
the counter revolution inhibited change and forced the
comprehensive
schools back to a defensive
position
from which they sought to justify themselves not by be
ing different from the grammar schools but by showing
that anything they could do we could do too, and
possibly better. Happily with a new generation
of
teachers and parents who knew not the
grammar
schools things are getting
better\
Also I wonder if colleagues like myself who are lucky
enough to serve in an enlightened authority will take
more for granted. In Leicestershire we have had com
prehensive schools for well over two decades, more
often than not also linked to a wider community role.
Great care and consultation is taken over the buildings,
staffing and resources. In the recent years of cutbacks
the Director of Education, Andrew Fairbairn, has con
sistently pressed for the highest standards of provision
and even if there is a deliberate avoidance of central dic
ta on policy the vibes are clear enough and the way well
signposted. In such an atmosphere one could be com
placent. It is noticeable, and no doubt totally understan
dable, that it is in areas like Richmond where there is
local dissatisfaction over possible re-organisation that
action is taken. If teachers were the early driving force
in the comprehensive movement it is now the parents
who have taken up the banner. They want good com
prehensive schools in their area.
RiCE is campaigning for the R I G H T to a genuine
comprehensive education for everyone. It does not set
out to duplicate or replace organisations with a long
standing commitment to comprehensive principles, but
will liaise with them. It unites parents and teachers. It
starts with the clear understanding that comprehensive
schools work and work well, and t h a t each
neighbourhood deserves its own adequately resourced
A

school. The Centre for the Study of Comprehensive
Schools has as its aim the study and dissemination of
good practice in comprehensive secondary schools.
Both organisations will take new initiatives, return to
the familiar issues and re-vitalise the campaign working
for the development of a fully comprehensive system.
Once again we need people who can bang the d r u m , give
us a lead, and point us towards the highest goals. The
issues are clear enough. Each neighbourhood should
have its own c o m m o n school adequately resourced to
enable a genuine comprehensive structure and cur
riculum. A comprehensive curriculum has yet to be
devised. So far we have just been tinkering with the
traditional pattern. We must be able to unshackle
ourselves from the monster of a dual examination at six
teen; much more attention being given to the potential
of the profile system. Post 16 education needs an urgent
review to sort out the muddle and to establish a system,
within a comprehensive framework, that enables all
16-19 year olds to continue their education whether full
or part-time. Falling rolls should not be seen as an op
portunity to strip away educational resources that repre
sent an investment for the future. Rather we should be
saying that more resources are required. The opportuni
ty exists to improve pupil teacher ratios and if we keep
the plant and the teachers, we shall be able to respond
quickly to the inevitable growth in demand for a wide
range of educational needs.
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Thoughts on Comprehensive
Developments
Margaret Maden
Headmistress of Islington Green comprehensive school, Margaret Maden was previously deputy head of
Bicester comprehensive school, Oxford. She is well known for her knowledge of, and support for, com
prehensive principles, and writes here of her experience and objectives at Islington.
A Comprehensive school in a metropolis will frequently
contain children who reflect and represent all the
strengths and weaknesses of the large city. Whilst there
are comprehensive schools whose pupil population is
mainly one social or ethnic group, there are others, in
cluding Islington Green where I work, which contain an
enormous diversity of children. This diversity includes
children whose parents are academics or professional
journalists, whose parents are unskilled workers or
amongst the 'chronic unemployed'; children who were
born in London but are black, children who were born
in Cyprus or Pakistan. There are children w h o , at age

11, are already performing at an advanced academic
level and there are those who haven't yet registered on
any known Reading Age test. Some of the former are
socially insecure, some of the latter, socially mature.
The task of the school is to help all these children
learn effectively both academically and socially.
However, the issue which exercises us most before we
move into any operational strategy is that of con
vergence and divergence. In other words, how far do we
want to achieve common goals, and how far do we want
to support and recognise differences
amongst our
pupils? For example, any institution has to have norms
9

or rules relating to behaviour. At Islington Green we
produced a statement of Pupils' Rights and Respon
sibilities. This was constructed following consultation
between teachers, pupils and parents. It isn't a very
remarkable document, containing as it does, re
quirements relating to reasonable behaviour between
adults and children. However, it contains I suspect,
fewer automatic sanctions which follow unacceptable
behaviour than would apply in a more homogeneous
school population. The reason for this is I hope, ob
vious. It is neither desirable nor practical to work entire
ly or mainly on the precept 'let the punishment fit the
crime'. Rather, the 'punishment' needs to fit the child.
W h a t is just about acceptable from a child who ex
periences enormous emotional and social stresses is not
acceptable from a child whose context is a secure and
loving family. The former case may result in a 'punish
ment' which offers a more structured, controlled
monitoring of behaviour as well as much talk with both
child and parent (will the proposed teachers' Conditions
of Service and Contract bear this in mind?). The latter
case may result in a more traditional 'punishment'
which relates to the nature of the offence. The nor
mative approach to what is usually regarded as school
discipline is important in an inner city comprehensive
school, but it is not sufficient if we are to take seriously
the differences between children. It is instructive to
observe the learning and understanding experienced by
the children themselves on this issue. Teachers are not
alone in having to acquire qualities of discrimination in
such a divergent setting.
There are however, a limited number of issues
relating to behaviour on which we are not prepared to
negotiate. These have been established because some of
the legitimate differences between our pupils are con
demned and rejected by some people outside school. I
refer mainly to racial characteristics and origins, but it is
also true that girls are often treated less favourably than
boys, unless the school intervenes. Hence, the school
declares itself against racial or sex discrimination.
Behind such a declaration the school ensures that within
the c o m m o n curriculum, the cultural strengths and
perspectives of non-European peoples are included, as
well as the role of women in cultural developments.
Monitoring of learning materials, whether commercially
produced or teacher-designed, occurs with these factors
being considered as well as the usual ones of readability,
layout and design, and appropriate curricular content.
Similarly, the performance of ethnic minority pupils
and girls is monitored whether through Reading Age
tests, samples of pupils' work, or in public examination
results. It is not enough to simply produce a ' c o m m o n
curriculum' and assume t h a t all children will
automatically respond and learn effectively. Monitoring
of groups and individuals must occur, especially where
lower performance is known or suspected. Only when
this is done can effective intervention take place.
The organisational context of learning for such a
great variety of pupils is another important issue. There
is no comprehensive school I know of which does not
claim to value and p r o m o t e the individual needs of its
pupils. However, many schools choose to 'stream',
' b a n d ' or 'set' their pupils from Years One or T w o . The
resulting low expectations of lower streams or sets oc
curs and the very considerable potential of many pupils
is I believe, lost. Yet it is all too easy to simplify this
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issue and deal with it in an empty ideological manner.
At Islington Green we organise all First Year classes on
a 'mixed-ability' basis using Primary school profiles and
teacher assessments, friendships (and antipathies) as a
means whereby classes containing children of different
p e r f o r m a n c e l e v e l s , e t h n i c a n d s o c i a l class
backgrounds, girls and boys are established. This
organisational system is used for all subjects (except
Maths from Year 2) in the first three years and
thereafter in English and Humanities, as well as in
roughly half of the options in Years Four and Five
where low numbers prevent the separation of ' O ' level
and CSE classes. The main reason we have chosen to
organise teaching groups in this heterogeneous way
relates to our conviction that as a result, performance
levels will be higher. We also believe that a lot of impor
tant learning takes place within the peer group when
such differences are present; this being connected with
the 'hidden curriculum' of any genuine comprehensive
school.
However, it would be foolish and dishonest to claim
that this heterogeneity is by itself a thing of excellence.
T o have, in the same class, children who can barely read
with those who are on their fourth Updike or Dickens;
children who urgently require personal attention
relating to non-accidental injury as opposed to personal
attention relating to a 'hiccup' in their latest 380Z com
puter program is pretty demanding. The polarities I
describe are of course, extreme but are not altogether
mere hyperbole. Superficially it could be argued that the
existence of such extremes makes mixed-ability classes
untenable. I would argue the opposite, but in conjunc
tion with certain conditions. It is the occurrence of ex
tremes that makes the keeping of options open so im
portant. The number of children at Islington Green who
suffer multiple disadvantage on ILEA'S social priority
index is considerable (around 10%). It is these children
who frequently 'leap ahead' and surprise us all. I do not
know, but I strongly suspect, that their development is
firmly associated with the opportunities offered in a
class where the teacher has to take cognisance of the
needs of the most, as well as of the least 'able'.
This is the crux of the issue in terms of practical
classroom strategies. Teaching such heterogeneous
groups is hard work and the role of the Head of Depart
ment and other senior staff is crucial. Joint planning
and preparation of course materials has to be managed
by the Head of Department. The solitary teacher who
sees teaching as an activity discharged once the
classroom door is closed cannot operate successfully.
The sheer volume and complexity of learning materials
required for such mixed groups is enormous; hence the
need for collaborative planning and testing of materials.
Beyond the departmental context the school has to pro
mote activities which support teachers in their
understanding of cross curricular issues and identifica
tion of good practice. Islington Green is fortunate in be
ing a school administered by I L E A . Hence, we currently
have an INSET programme funded by the Authority.
This enables teachers to observe other teachers, or
themselves (through video) at work. It provides support
in the p r e p a r a t i o n of teacher-designed learning
materials. Our whole INSET programme is aimed at im
proving our own performance, especially with regard to
mixed-ability teaching. This is one of many examples of
the way in which structural devices are in no sense suffi-

cient when trying to develop a good comprehensive
school. The 'fine-tuning' associated with quality is
essential if the chosen structures are to be made to work.
Structures themselves are open to modification either
because of a school's re-appraisal of its goals and
aspirations or because of changes of staff or pupil and
parent population. Departments modify their own
schemes of work for a variety of reasons. The emphasis
in recent years has been on the processes of learning
rather than on content. Partly because of the influence
of Michael F . D . Young and others, many teachers in
London schools place great emphasis on knowledge
which is directly accessible to pupils. As with the earlier
work of Bernstein et al. it is probable that at the school
level there is an over-simplification of the original
hypotheses.
The danger is that some teachers believe that working
class children, especially if they also belong to a minori
ty ethnic group, are in some sense 'educationally doom
ed'. It is then often assumed that the proper strategy is a
curriculum which is centered on the childrens' own ex
periences, including those which contain overt elements
of exploitation and disadvantage. The urban ex
perience, including this 'nasty side', is an important ele
ment of the curriculum of the inner city school (also, I
would suggest, of the provincial or rural school).
However, this particular component is not enough; it is
very important indeed that teachers examine the content
as well as the processes of the formal curriculum. It is
possible to reject, for example, the work of Dickens or
Shakespeare as being too 'remote' from the personal ex
periences of the urban child, especially when such
writers are also regarded as members or representatives
of an elite. Similarly, curricular units based on an
assumption that the urban child is more in need of
knowledge of contraception than is the rural child or
more in need of 'social studies' than History require
closer examination than I think has occurred hitherto.
There is a peculiar sensitivity to issues relating to
'hierarchy' in the inner city school and this manifests
itself in a variety of ways from the choice of curricular
content to the relations between staff and pupils, staff
and staff, or staff and parents. It is tempting to deride
this as an obsession or neurosis belonging only to the in
ner London teacher. (Indeed, this feeling is never far
from the surface of the annual conference of the N U T
where inner London teachers have to be very convincing
indeed to obtain a hearing at all.) However, it is just as
reasonable to interpret this scepticism and suspicion of
anything that smacks of elitism as healthy and pro
gressive. Certainly if comprehensive schools are to be
serious about shared values, negotiation and consulta
tion then these apparently negative preoccupations will
almost certainly arise. Unless the school is sufficiently
confident to recognise such fears and doubts amongst
younger staff, in particular, then negotiation and
development cannot proceed. An open system is needed
so that such issues can be debated not just between
staff, but also between parents, governors and pupils.
The energies and commitment of more radical staff
need to be used constructively. It would be very depress
ing indeed if such energies were left unheeded and a
useless polarity existed along the lines of immediately
accessible curriculum ('Hoxton Childhood') versus an
'elite' curriculum (Dickens and genetic theory). Even
worse if some decided that the latter is appropriate for

the 'more able' whilst the former is exactly right for the
'less able' a n d / o r 'working class'.
The influence of a particular school and geographical
context on the comprehensive school has, I hope, been
implicit in the issues raised in this article. Unlike in
dependent or selective schools, comprehensive schools
cannot operate successfully / / t h e y assume a 'space cap
sule' a p p r o a c h . Neither will the simple clientprofessional relationship suffice wherein an assumption
of totally shared values exists. Whilst it is true that the
aspirations of all parents for their children are very
similar, irrespective of social class or ethnic group,
nonetheless important differences have to be con
fronted. There are parents, both working-class and
middle-class, who hold (in my view) exaggerated fears
concerning the intrinsic dangers of inner city life and
thereby place great emphasis on the custodial or security
aspects of school. There are parents who regard 'pro
per' school uniform as a vital indicator of a school's
status and seriousness. Some parents emphasise purely
instrumental goals for their children; others, the noninstrumental. As well as differences of expectation there
are differences of talents and cultural values which can
and should contribute to the work of the school. For the
professionals to make sense of all these qualities and
needs, the school has to do more than mouth platitudes
concerning 'openess'. Islington Green has committed
itself to a community education development in the
hope that it will be more able to effectively respond t o ,
and make use of, parental inputs in particular.
We would like parents and other adults from our
local community to be more directly involved in the
work of the school either as learners or 'aides'. We
think that the quality of our work with our primary
client group, the pupils, will thus be enhanced. Irrespec
tive of a community education 'label', we have found
that when teachers, parents and pupils talk together and
work together, then benefits accrue in terms of our
understanding and knowledge. The role of the Govern
ing Body is also significant. Just as a H e a d ' s task is to
'hold the ring' so the Governing body performs the
same function in a lay capacity. The importance of this
in a comprehensive school lies in the 'ring' being so
divergent, not merely by accident but by design. The
paradox of needing to be open and at the same time
(especially in the fragmented inner city) offering an
identifiable structure and firmness has to be grappled
with constantly. The traditional closed-system, assum
ing as it did, homogeneity and permanence is inap
propriate. This is why a lot of time and effort is expend
ed on discussion and negotiation. Institutional boun
daries are needed, but of a special kind. They need to
offer and encourage openess and participation and yet
they must be constructed in such a way as to define the
terms of membership.
Another reason for the L o n d o n comprehensive
school needing to be consultative and informative in its
style of relationships between pupils, parents and the
local community is the presence of the media. Nearness
to Fleet Street and national television means that the
London comprehensive is frequently used by the media
to exemplify some theory ('crackpot' or otherwise) con
cerning comprehensive education. When Islington
Green school was used in 1979 to support some illargued theory that 'progressive comprehensive educa
tion' should be equated with 'low standards' our
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relative openess and consultative style became crucial.
Because our parents, in particular, were knowledgeable
about the school and possessed direct and constructive
access to the school, we were able to survive a series of
vicious and bizarre attacks from the media.
It is difficult to decide how far the issues raised in this
article are peculiar to the inner city comprehensive
school. I think it is probably more correct to conclude
that they are those which exist in comprehensive schools
where there are children from all social classes and
many ethnic groups and where there is a conscious com
mitment to analyse and resolve the apparent contradic
tions arising from such a mix.

Such conditions and characteristics are more likely to
exist in inner cities but not exclusively. Indeed, it would
be wrong-headed and divisive to assume that there is an
animal known as the 'inner-city comprehensive if this
merely conjoured up images of multiple disadvantage
and low performance.
There are many problems, but there are also many
opportunities and strengths to be promoted and
developed. Given the commitment of the staff I work
with, the resilience, wit and hopefulness of pupils and
parents and the serious and generous support of the
governors and authority, there is really no excuse for the
school I work in not being a really good comprehensive.
,

Comprehensive into
Community will go!
Harry Ree
Harry Ree was head of Watford Boys' Grammar School before becoming Professor of Education at the
University of York. After retiring in 1975 he taught at Woodberry Down and at Archbishop Michael
Ramsey comprehensive schools in L o n d o n .

The grammar schools established by the 1902 Act were
not very different from the g r a m m a r schools of the
1950s. The ideals and aims, the curriculum and staffing,
the assemblies, speechdays and uniforms, these hardly
changed over 50 years. But if today we look at the com
prehensive schools established in the fifties and sixties,
what a transformation! And there is little doubt that
changes will continue throughout the next twenty years
at the same pace, in spite of cuts.
And yet, only partly because of this rate of change,
the comprehensive schools have been going through
what is probably the most difficult period of their ex
istence. In the early days they were seen, particularly by
middle class liberals and socialists, as being the answer
to their educational dreams. Since then these useful sup
porters have defected in large numbers. This has been
reflected, not only in the increased popularity of private
schools, but in a continuous campaign through national
and local media to find faults in particular comprehen
sive schools and in the whole idea of comprehensive
education.
The upsurge of optimism and generous expectation
which followed the war served to launch and float the
early comprehensives; this has now dwindled to a
trickle. But fortunately there is still a source of such
generous expectation inside the schools, among an im
portant minority of teachers, who still believe in the
longterm comprehensive ideal, and who work to make it
real. N o doubt this explains why the ordinary parents of
a child in a comprehensive school, who themselves went
to a secondary modern school, find the comprehensive
schooling their child is getting to be far far better than
what they had as children. But these are not the parents
who get interviewed.
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Unavoidably, in the early years, the schools had to
concentrate resources on the child who otherwise might
have gone to a selective school; hence the ploys of
streaming and setting and the pressure to prepare for the
familiar public examinations. Hence the dominance in
many schools of heads and departmental heads who had
had long or successful experience in grammar schools.
But those coming from the secondary modern schools
needed accommodating t o o , and not necessarily in
lower status j o b s . A small minority were given head
ships in what were considered lower status schools,
others appointed to the newly formed, and in fact very
necessary, 'pastoral' posts, or as heads of non-academic
departments, such as P E or Craft. There are still
vestigial remains of these policies, and in some few
schools they are not so vestigial. However it has
gradually been recognised that while the merging of all
sorts and conditions of child in one school has gone
rather well, the merging of two streams of teachers has
presented the schools with unexpected problems. Those
coming from the grammar schools held very different
ideas about how to connect with and treat children from
those coming from the staffrooms of secondary modern
schools.
For the grammar school teacher knew very well that
those they were teaching would very probably, when
they left, become their social equals or even superiors,
even if they were not at that social stage already. This
called for an attitude towards pupils which assumed that
almost all of them were either potential middle class in
tellectuals, or potential 'local worthies'. This did not of
course prevent some grammar school teachers treating
younger pupils at times as inferior, or even as temporary
savages, but the hope and expectation of improvement

was deeply embedded in the teachers' subconscious.
And academic aspirations were never far away from the
minds of parents and pupils.
Those however whose teaching experience had been in
secondary modern schools tended to have a very dif
ferent view of their charges. Most of the children they
taught could properly be thought of as children, and
seldom as young men or young women, certainly not as
young ladies or gentlemen. They could be regarded
more as other ranks rather than potential officers, and
they needed driving rather than persuading to work,
supervising rather than training. However encouraging
and supportive the teachers might be, and many were
admirably so, ceilings and ambitions both of pupils and
their parents were discouragingly low. This discrepancy
led to the establishment in the staffrooms of com
prehensive schools of two different philosophies, two
different beliefs as to how children, particularly older
students, should be treated — how they should be
taught, and talked to, how they should be approached
and listened to, how they should be rewarded and
punished.
Gradually this has changed, and is still changing.
Teachers who stuck to the old grammar school ap
proach often found lessons other than with top stream
pupils unbearable (so did their pupils), while those who
had taken on pastoral posts, and who had been used on
ly to deal with children up to the age of 15, found their
approach failed to cut ice with some of the older and
often tactlessly superior students. Change also came
from the annual influx of young teachers who h a d n ' t
known modern or grammar schools, either as pupils or
teachers, from the gradual acceptance of retirement by
older teachers and department heads, and by the pro
motion to senior posts of these new recruits. Today they
are well placed to recognise that the comprehensive
school is an entirely new institution, and cannot be run
as if it were an amalgam of two philosophies. They are
now developing a new coherent philosophy of com
prehensive education.
One immediate solution to teaching difficulties was
the adoption of a policy of unstreamed classes. This, at
least often alleviated the problem of problem groups,
collecting like silt in the lowest streams. Many teachers
however failed to realise that effectively to teach an
unstreamed class requires a new expertise which many
(and I speak from personal experience) found it im
possible to master. Some went on courses and set about
mastering the new techniques, others retired hurt.
Another solution was greatly to increase the extent
and sensitivity of pastoral activity in the school.
Teachers in becoming tutors discovered a new role, and
often a new side to their own natures, and to the
characters of children. They have come to take pleasure
in getting to know 'their g r o u p ' , as well as the parents
and homes of 'their' children. An important concomi
tant of this development has been the noticeable exten
sion of 'trips'; these are not confined to hectic flips to
Boulogne or Southend for a day, but long weekends or
whole weeks spent far away in another part of the coun
try in centres for outdoor pursuits. These are occasions
when often more learning goes on than in a classroom,
some children learn to appreciate books and wild
nature, teachers and pupils get to know each other as
people, a new relationship is established which carries
over into the classroom, all learn tolerance, and ex

perience the educative shock of transplantation.
Significantly the most influential change has come
from outside the school, and not merely from the trips
described above. The invasion of the school by parents
and other adults, coming in to learn, to teach, to work
or to play, has altered the whole atmosphere of many
schools. N o longer are such schools exclusive, or ex
clusively concerned to 'bring u p ' children. They are
there to encourage expansion in all directions and for all
comers. We know well enough that the knowledge need
ed for facing the world of t o m o r r o w extends far beyond
what can be learned before the school leaving age is
reached. Continuing to go to classes, off and on
throughout life makes sense of Henry Morris' phrase:
'We shall raise the school leaving age to ninety!' But
Henry Morris in 1924, visionary though he was, still saw
his schools, his village colleges, as dispensers of culture
from above. On the other hand he was well aware of the
educative power of local democracy, such as can be seen
in some of today's village colleges, where adults and
young people including teachers and students col
laborate to run sections of the institution or some aspect
of local life. Thus they are realising Morris' ideal where
every local community would become an educational
society, and education would not merely be a conse
quence of good government, but good government a
consequence of education.
What of the future? The rosy pattern painted above
has been realised in few schools or colleges as yet; even
these are handicapped by the insistence from outside
(and sometimes from inside as well) on a traditional cur
riculum, by class attitudes to examinations, or simply by
the fear of change. Some would welcome a manifesto
commitment by a future government to turn all com
prehensive schools into community colleges. This might
give an initial boost to community education, but it
could be dangerous if mindlessly applied. J o h n Watts,
in his chapter in the recent symposium, Issues in Com
munity Education (Falmer Press 1980), warns convinc
ingly against 'ill-prepared innovation'.
'Within a public system of education we are democratically
accountable to the community, and external constraint
must be accepted. An innovation that was harmful to
students would need to be stopped. The moral for in
novators is that they should prepare the ground
thoroughly. They need to have thought through the im
plications of their proposals, and not just in general terms
. . . They need to talk these through with those upon whose
support they depend, officers, governors and above all
parents, so that a partnership is formed committed to car
rying the innovation through . . . The legend of Actaeon
might provide a parable for the incautious innovator. He
was bedazzled with a vision of the naked goddess bathing
— raw inspiration. He went too close and was punished by
being turned into a stag which his own hounds then killed.'
(Continued from page 6)

12. M a r t e n S h i p m a n , ' T h e Limits of P o s i t i v e
Discrimination', in Michael Marland (ed), Education for
the Inner City. Heinemann, 1980, pp.69-92.
13. G. Grace, Teachers, Ideology and Control: Study in Ur
ban Education. Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978; R.
Giles, The West Indian Experience in British Schools:
Multiracial Education and Social Disadvantage in Lon
don. Heinemann, 1977.
14. Marten Shipman, op.cit., p.80.
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Comprehensive Principles
in the Upper School
A n d r e w Finch

Appointed first headmaster of Longslade Upper School in Leicestershire in 1960, Andrew Finch has had
20 years experience in modelling a comprehensive school according to genuinely comprehensive principles.
He gives here a considered statement of his objectives and experiences.

The nation, or the local authority, that opts for com
prehensive education is making a bold statement of in
tent. It is aiming, ideally, to develop all the good in all
its people. Its teachers are committed to trying just as
hard to meet the learning needs of one pupil, however
unpromising and refractory, as those of another,
however bright and willing. Its schools must seek ever
more effective means of catering faithfully for the allability intake and enabling each individual to find what
is best for him or her.
In this article I shall have in mind mainly the upper
school age range, with which I have dealt for most of
my teaching career, but much of what I have to say will
no doubt have implications for other age groups. I shall
try to show, from my experience in the Leicestershire
school and college with which I was associated for many
years, how a fully comprehensive ethos, gradually
evolving over a period of time, can be reflected both in
the formal curriculum and in other important aspects of
school life and organisation.
First, then, the formal curriculum itself. M a n k i n d ' s
existing range of useful skills, knowledge and ex
perience, already vast, is increasing at a bewildering
rate. It seems to me that boys and girls of 13 or 14 ought
to have the opportunity to select for themselves certain
branches of study which attract or interest them, and to
pursue these in greater depth. Pupils do need to practise
rational choice and decision-making. They should have
guidance of course, but it is much better to teach them
how to choose rather than what to choose. Preparation
for adulthood ought to include some experience of mak
ing important decisions carefully, and some experience
of living (at least for a while) with the consequences of
one's own decision! A cosy paternalism which
postpones choice by imposing a prescribed curriculum
on each class or g r o u p , or even a ' c o m m o n curriculum'
on all pupils up to the minimum school-leaving age, is
probably not the best way of helping adolescents to
grow into mature and responsible adults. Accordingly,
in our school, only half of the Fourth and Fifth Year
curriculum was a ' c o m m o n c o r e '
(English,
Mathematics, a course of general personal and social
education called Liberal Studies, R E , P E , Careers);
each individual student built up the other half of his per
sonal time-table from a wide range of subject ' o p t i o n s ' .
I must confess that I am rather suspicious of the cur
rent quest for a totally c o m m o n curriculum in the 14 to
16 age range. Some sincere 'comprehensivists' find that
it has a certain egalitarian appeal, but it seems to me
that the ideals I outlined in my first paragraph might be
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ill-served by such a Procrustean device. No doubt it
would be administratively convenient and, if rigidly ap
plied, more economical of staff, which easily explains
the present popularity of the idea in certain quarters!
On the other hand, one could envisage a common cur
riculum (or a significantly enlarged c o m m o n core) so
flexibly designed that within it the individual needs, in
terests, preferences and indeed personalities of different
pupils could still be given plenty of scope. That would
be fine, but a curriculum organised on such lines would
be just as uneconomical of staff as one involving a
substantial 'options' element. The important thing is
surely to enlist each pupil's active interest in his own
education by not inhibiting, but building upon, the
natural curiosity which may attract him to this or that
area of study. Thus a comprehensive upper school needs
to offer the widest possible range of legitimate and
meaningful activities for the pupils, whether or not
organised within the broad framework of a so-called
' c o m m o n curriculum'.
If there is to be choice, then each individual pupil
needs to be able to choose realistically what he sees as
relevant and important courses for him personally. In
our school we came gradually to realise that vocational
and academic courses are not really different in kind:
after all, the most 'academic' subjects have always been
'vocational' for certain pupils, namely the future
teachers and researchers! So, among our many options
there were plenty with a broadly vocational appeal, in
areas such as design and technical studies, economics
and commercial subjects, and several others. All useful
roles in society have a legitimate claim to some prepara
tion in school, provided the preparation is not narrowly
specific but is consistent with the fundamentally
necessary process of all-round personal development.
It goes without saying, I trust, that a comprehensive
school which includes the 16 to 19 age range absolutely
ought to have an open Sixth F o r m . Indeed, if schools
are not going increasingly to lose their sixth forms to
tertiary and open-access sixth-form colleges, they have
got to act urgently to extend the range of courses that
they offer to 16-year-olds and above, so as to be able to
cater satisfactorily for the vocationally committed, for
the 'non-academic' (a term which really must cease to be
used pejoratively!), and for part-time students. But in
discussing the education of the adolescent, the Sixth
Form should not be regarded as a separate issue. The
gradual emancipation of the young adult or near-adult,
the practical recognition of his increasing maturity and
his changing needs, are satisfactions which all young

people should begin to experience while still in com
pulsory full-time education; and in this matter of accep
ting an important vocational element in the curriculum,
it is perfectly valid and should be quite normal for
youngsters to move in that direction in the last year or
two before they reach the minimum school-leaving age
— just as in so many other matters traditionally thought
of in connection with the Sixth Form if thought of at all,
e.g. more freedom; more responsibility for organising
one's own work; more individualised study; more
responsibility for the satisfactory social life of the
school; less formal staff-student relationships; a more
liberal and more adult atmosphere generally, relaxed
and purposeful at the same time.
Comprehensive schools, then, must be eager to break
new ground in their syllabuses and courses of study, in
cluding, naturally, those leading to public examina
tions. Public exams, in a sense, should eventually be
open to all, but not exams of the bad old sort, rather a
whole new system based on a variety of methods and
techniques, with some profile reporting and an element
of self-assessment. Meanwhile we must do all we can to
insist that the proposed unified 16-1- exam system at
least retains Mode 3 procedures, which offer the best
opportunities to teachers wishing to be free to respond
flexibly to the individual needs of their pupils (and, in
deed, to social and technological changes now and in the
future). And we must do our very best to make sure that
the old grammar-school/secondary-modern dichotomy,
once it can no longer survive in the form of O-level ver
sus CSE as it still tends to do at present, does not make a
successful last-ditch stand a little higher up the age
range by persuading us to segregate rigidly the A-level
sheep from the non-academic (V-level?) goats. Genuine
understanding, the ability to think for oneself, skill in
practical problem solving — these are qualities which
can be better acquired by most people through nontraditional courses. 'Academic' syllabuses based largely
on rote learning are often profoundly anti-educational
in their effect!
Mode 3 CSE regulations were certainly invaluable in
our school in assisting us to implement, at Fourth and
Five Year level, the important comprehensive principle
of non-streaming. Not that we had ever attempted any
fine streaming: no doubt some schools with our annual
intake averaging about 450 Fourth Year pupils would
have divided them into, say, seventeen forms called 4A,
4B . . . down to 4P and 4Q, according to some estimate
of general academic ability! We didn't do that, but we
did begin (in the early to mid-1960s) with a system of
broad banding. For a few years we had four bands, a
' t o p ' and a ' b o t t o m ' with two parallel bands in between.
Then, although our intake was growing rapidly, we
reduced the number of bands to three, the first and the
third each being acknowledged as overlapping substan
tially with the second. In the early 1970s, for a year or
two we went to two bands with a built-in 60 per cent
overlap; and very soon after that we gave up the idea of
ability banding altogether.
Writing now, nearly a decade later, it seems faintly
laughable that it took us about twelve years to find out
that a school is not forced to categorise its pupils accor
ding to ability in any general way on admission to the
Fourth Year — and that it is really good for morale if
you d o n ' t ! Experience makes it obvious, if one is not
blinded by preconceptions, that the two-year period

from 14 to 16 is liable to see rapid, critical and often
more or less unpredictable changes in a young person's
development, physical, social, mental, moral — let
alone academic. A policy of support, encouragement,
and keeping opportunities as open as possible, seems
much the fairest and wisest, and it is a policy which is
worth going to great lengths to establish in practice.
With no ability banding or streaming, how does a
comprehensive school cater effectively for the slowest
learners and for the exceptionally gifted? The first thing
is to understand that these opposite extremes are merely
the most obvious instances of the one fundamental rule
of comprehensive education: every single pupil is a uni
que individual and has to be seen and treated as such.
Having said that, specialist remedial assistance should
certainly be provided for the most retarded pupils.
These can be withdrawn for a time from some classes,
either singly or in very small groups, and in other
lessons, without being removed from the class situation,
they can be given personal help by a remedial specialist
who attends the lesson as a support teacher for that
specific purpose. The outstandingly able pupil can be
directed towards wider or deeper reading, more am
bitious and demanding project work, and so on, similar
ly on an individual basis.
Individual study programmes should go with greater
individualisation of learning at every level. But the
school's formal curriculum has, in general, to be
covered by teachers working with classes; personal
tutoring on a one-to-one basis must be the exception
rather than the rule, and there are sound educational
reasons for this quite apart from the obvious practical
one! So what kinds of grouping are appropriate in an
unstreamed Fourth or Fifth Year? Well, the ablest
students do need, for a part of the time, the challenge
and stimulus of studying and discussing in a group with
their gifted peers. The least able students need, for a
part of the time, the security that comes from being with
a sympathetic teacher in a small homogeneous class in
which learning difficulties are acknowledged and tackl
ed in c o m m o n . But at other times in the school week
they should all, ablest, least able, and the great majority
in between, have the experience of working in a mixedability situation, without the element of competition but
rather in an atmosphere of co-operation, ideally, and at
the very least, respectful of each other's h u m a n dif
ferences.
In our school we provided all these kinds of learning
situations; we had quite careful 'setting' in a few sub
jects, some completely mixed-ability grouping, and
most subjects were taught in groups organised on a basis
that came somewhere between these two extremes,
though usually nearer to the latter than to the former. In
general, we certainly leant not to foster all-round com
petitiveness. After all, most people do have a pretty
strong competitive instinct; and it occurs to me that
perhaps comprehensive schools have a duty to redress
the balance by teaching co-operation, even more urgent
ly than we did. Prizes (which we abandoned), 'form
orders' (we didn't have forms), internal exams with can
didates encouraged to measure their 'results' against
each other's instead of against their own previous stan
dards — all these traditional features of school life seem
puerile and irrelevant in the context of a healthy com
prehensive upper school. Sport and games are the pro
per outlets for the competitive instincts of young
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h u m a n s ! But in school life as a whole I am sure we need
less competition, less selection and rejection; more ac
ceptance, encouragement, and co-operation.
There are two answers to the critic who objects that
without the constant spur of competition, examination
results will decline. The first answer and the most im
portant one is that it's wrong and short-sighted to judge
a school or a system mainly by examination results:
other criteria, more significant though less easy to
measure, are a good deal m o r e appropriate, and I am
coming to some of these in the next paragraph. But the
second answer — if your objector is still not satisfied —
is this: good exam results do tend to come, as a bonus, if
the other, more important criteria are being met. (In our
school, with admittedly a partly re-drawn and
somewhat 'improved' catchment area, within five years
of stopping all general ability banding our annual total
of CSE1 and O-level A to C grades had actually doubl
ed!)
To do a good j o b , then, comprehensive schools need
a broad curriculum, a flexible organisation, and above
all a teaching staff convinced of the equal value and im
portance of all pupils — however unequal, in fact uni
que, they all are in other respects. This awareness goes
with a thoughtful view as to what education itself ac
tually consists of. Not only must the traditional,
predominantly academic (usually pseudo-academic)
curriculum be widened to include far more emphasis on
practical and creative work, but the 'hidden curriculum'
likewise demands attention. Of course we must beware
of the awful inverted snobbery which leads some
comprehensive-school teachers to go so far as to
denigrate genuine academic achievement. But we must
show constantly that scholarship is only one of various
admirable qualities that h u m a n beings can cultivate. At
least equally important for the individual 'scholar', and
much more so for the majority of young people, are
honesty, good will, a desire to honour one's com
mitments; adaptability, resourcefulness, initiative, com
bined with a sense of social responsibility; an appetite
for continued learning throughout one's life. The reader
will readily think of a dozen other similarly desirable at
tributes. Many of them have to do with moral educa
tion, which in the widest sense is arguably the most im
portant aspect, though a much neglected one, of a
school teacher's task; and moral education depends very
largely on the hidden curriculum and on everything that
the head and staff are seen to d o . In my view, the degree
in which the development of such personally and social
ly life-enhancing qualities can be assisted and reinforced
in any given pupil by his school experience, is a proper
measure of that school's genuine educational success
with that pupil.
Personal qualities can only be taught by example, or
rather they can't be taught except by people w h o are
prepared and able to set an example. That may seem to
be a tall order, but pupils are not easily fooled! I am cer
tain that much disenchantment and consequent bad
behaviour arises from the discrepancies which pupils
must often notice between what they experience at the
hands of the staff and what the staff actually say to
them. They are asked to give a high priority to com
pleting their homework punctually; but too often there
is an unacceptable delay before it is returned to them,
and sometimes it is not even seen. They are urged to
show respect; but too often respect is not shown to
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them. They are told to eschew violence; but in many
schools in this country — most disturbing of paradoxes
— they can actually still be beaten if they offend! We
have a long, long way to go.
If pupils are to be helped to develop genuinely respon
sible attitudes, they need a certain degree of freedom in
which to grow. In our comprehensive upper school we
learnt a good deal about this question of the relation
ship between freedom and responsibility, and about the
possibilities of shared government and student par
ticipation.
We encouraged the students to accept, individually
and collectively, more responsibility than they had been
accustomed to take, as children, in their previous
schools. Indeed we were using that word, 'students',
twenty-one years ago, when it was a very unusual term
to be applied to school pupils; and we aimed at a semiadult atmosphere suggesting not so much a school as a
kind of junior college. So we had few of the un
necessarily restrictive regulations often associated with
school life. For example, there was no gratuitous ban on
talking or running; the students were not turned out of
the building during the lunch hour, and equally they
were free to leave the campus altogether at that time if
they wished; there was (eventually) no school uniform.
But we did encourage a responsible use of freedom, and
indeed we insisted on it in plenty of individual cases
when to do so was necessary in order to safeguard the
freedom of others.
It is important, t o o , that this exercise of freedom and
responsibility, and the experience of personal decision
making in the matter of option choices mentioned
earlier, should be supported by the experience of collec
tive decision-making which comes with the practice of
democracy within the school. Our School Council
evolved into a Joint Committee, still composed largely
of students but including also teachers, non-teaching
staff and parents. This Committee had wide powers; for
example, it reviewed annually the list of school rules
(yes, we did have some!), and it controlled the spending
of a substantial proportion of the private School Fund.
In case the reader thinks I am fatuously implying that
' o u r ' system worked perfectly, let me hasten to insert a
disclaimer. I certainly can remember a few teachers us
ing what seemed to me rather unnecessarily repressive
discipline with a few students, some of the time:
teachers are h u m a n t o o ! And we had too many
apathetic students — as well as one or two of the
chronically rebellious sort, who would have opted out
of any system for the sheer satisfaction of fighting it.
But one of the paradoxes to which I referred above, and
which must alienate many thoughtful adolescents, is
this: in class they are told about the virtues of British
democracy, but what they experience is much too often
a dictatorship (more or less benevolent, as the case may
be). I am sure that comprehensive schools, in particular,
have a duty to help pupils grow up into adults who will
be capable of participating usefully at various levels in
the democratic government of the institution, the com
munity and the nation to which they belong.
It was comprehensive reorganisation that brought
home t o many teachers the p a r a m o u n t importance of an
effective system of pastoral care and individual
guidance, with staff specially designated to keep a close
watch over the all-round development of a group of
pupils, not all of whom they would necessarily meet in a

formal teaching situation. Such 'tutor groups' should of
course be completely mixed in as many respects as possi
ble: even a mixture of ages (14 to 19 inclusive) has been
found to be very advantageous in the hands of staff who
believe in it — as with so many other innovations and
reforms. The tutor has the opportunity and the duty of
showing by his whole attitude, and by the personal in
terest he is seen to take in each pupil, that the most une
qual in ability or attainment are indeed equal in impor
tance.
This recognition of the unique identity and equal
worth of each individual pupil, and this emphasis on
pastoral care and guidance as a major staff responsibili
ty, can gain valuable support from the work of one or
two qualified school counsellors. Such appointments to
our staff, where the necessity of good pastoral care was
already fully acknowledged, had the effect of enabling
the pastoral role to be performed, in general, with
greater insight. A trained counsellor, provided of course
that he has the right personality for the j o b in the first
place, does not render any other member of staff less
necessary, as was at first feared in some quarters! But
with his specialised knowledge of adolescent psychology
he can be a prime source of in-service training for his
colleagues, and can in fact become a valuable agent of
change within the school. A good counsellor will con
tribute notably to the mutual understanding of pupils
and teachers. He will remember, and encourage his col
leagues to remember, that the pupils' mental health
needs to be safeguarded, and that this is not always easy
given the multifarious pressures to which adolescents
are often exposed in their personal and school lives. He
will know, and encourage his colleagues to apply the
knowledge, that the individual student works best when
he is not over-anxious, when he is interested and gaining
satisfaction, and when he likes and trusts the people he
is with, his teacher in particular.
It follows from all I have written so far that the at
titude of a good comprehensive-school teacher has to be
different, and that his function is different, from those
of a school teacher in the past. We have moved on, sure
ly, from the stage at which education was held to
necessitate first and foremost a training in blind obe
dience, and schools were accordingly expected to allow
their pupils no freedom at all! Traditionally, teachers
were entrusted with the task of passing on the ac
cumulated knowledge and wisdom of the race, to pupils
who were being trained for unquestioning obedience
and, in the case of a privileged minority, for leadership
based on the same authoritarian approach. This em
phasis on tradition and control, these barriers between
the specially selected leaders and the specially trained
followers, nowadays strike us as inhibiting and
dehumanising. A more open, more generous at
mosphere, and a new attitude among teachers, seem to
me essential if comprehensive education is to succeed.
If you have known and worked with large numbers of
pupils of all backgrounds and all abilities, as our staff
did; and if you have had time, or made time, to try the
experiment and think through it, then you will know
that whatever 'teenagers' may be like and whatever
some of them may do in a crowd (and sometimes the
whole crowd does tend to adopt the standards of its
least mature members), when you take one of them —
any one of them — as an individual and give him your
time, your encouragement, your concern, and in some

degree your trust, he responds by in some degree
blossoming, rising to the occasion, growing a little —
often a lot — in stature, showing that he is responsible,
beyond the limits that a superficial judgment might have
set for him. A n d you could say that one object of com
prehensive education is to do this for as many of our
young people as possible, and ideally for all our people.
But this means, among other things, that teachers are
no longer to regard themselves exclusively as
pedagogues. They must recognise — and it can come as
a shock — that it is barely possible for anything they do
in school not to have some effect on the personal wellbeing of the pupils. They need the skill to form good,
honest relationships with their pupils, without pretence
on either side. The respective roles of teacher and
learner mark a clear difference between them, therefore
a kind of barrier can be said to exist, but
comprehensive-school teachers, without denying that
difference, do need to avoid erecting unnecessary addi
tional barriers, as many teachers have habitually done,
either through indifference or from a lack of selfconfidence. What is more, they need to be concerned,
not only with school, but with society. Comprehensiveschool teachers need to be concerned with social
welfare, with compensating pupils when necessary —
and it is surprisingly often necessary — for social
deprivation or environmental handicap. Teaching is a
form of social work, whatever may be argued to the
contrary!
And finally, potentially the most far-reaching
development due to the 'comprehensive' nature of our
school was this: it made us, eventually, into a communi
ty school. From the initial commonsense assumption
that a comprehensive school could not fittingly set out
to be an isolated academic 'ivory tower' we came to
understand, over a number of years, that comprehen
sive education is for the whole community, adults as
well as children and adolescents, and that it is for them
throughout their lives.
A comprehensive school needs to interact consciously
and constructively with its environment. Barriers must
be swept away. Pupils must be able to spend school time
off the premises — on the usual group visits to places of
interest, but also on fieldwork of many kinds, on local
investigations in environmental and community studies,
on short residential courses, on community service, on a
wide variety of work experience placements, and on
following up any topic or personal project that has cap
tured the individual youngster's interest and fired his
imagination. A n d the school needs to be open, obvious
ly to parents at any time, to groups of educationists,
parties from industry, and self-invited visitors of all
kinds, but also in the sense that adults from outside with
interesting knowledge or expertise to share should con
stantly be invited in by head and staff to meet and talk
with the pupils about curricular and extra-curricular
matters. In the end our school became officially a selfgoverning Community College, with a busy network of
activities, mainly after school hours but also some dur
ing the school day and often at week-ends also, involv
ing hundreds of adults and young people, both separate
ly and together, in dozens of classes, clubs, societies and
special events, and making in these and other ways a
massive contribution to the life of the local area. The
importance of such work, making for continued selfeducation, in the widest sense, throughout the com17

munity, can scarcely be exaggerated, and community
education, I am convinced, has to be recognised as by
no means a dispensable luxury or 'frill', but as an in
tegral part of any genuinely comprehensive form of
organisation.
If comprehensive education involves all this, can we
afford it? Well, the first requisite is a change of attitude,
a change of heart, which in itself costs nothing; but it
would be glib and misleading to leave it at that. Of
course more funds are needed, to maintain and extend a
wide and varied curriculum, especially in the 14 to 19
age range; to develop fuller, more broadly based
systems of assessment and more thorough methods of
reporting; to revolutionise the professional preparation
of teachers, and to provide regular and systematic inservice training instead of the haphazard and inade
quate arrangements which exist at present; to m o u n t
and staff compensatory education programmes on a
generous scale; to train and employ more counsellors,
community educators, and other professionals whose
particular and essential contributions to comprehensive
education are made chiefly outside the school
classroom. Money will certainly be required for all these
improvements, sooner or later, and the trouble is that if
it is not forthcoming fairly soon the price, in the form of
social upheaval and civil unrest, may well be all the
heavier in the end. As a first step, the breathing-space
created by falling rolls will simply have to be used (as
for many years we were looking forward to its being us
ed) to raise the level of educational provision, rather

than to excuse the imposition of further crippling
'economies' upon local authorities which have already
undertaken more or less drastic reductions in expen
diture.
Our present government has made it obvious that the
principles of comprehensive education, as I have outlin
ed them in this article, are totally alien to its ways of
thinking. That is unfortunate for all concerned, not
least for our leaders who were democratically elected in
1979 but who are already so badly out of touch with the
needs of this country and the feelings of millions of its
people. Even if it were temporarily true that previous
standards of material provision could no longer be af
forded, let alone improved, it would still be necessary to
regard good education — and a fair share of whatever
resources are available for that purpose — as the birth
right of all. This principle, which is at the heart of the
comprehensive ideal, has gained much ground in this se
cond half of the twentieth century. Even the Thatcher
government has not dared openly to deny it, although it
has done so clearly enough by implication. But the clock
cannot be put back for very long. I believe that the con
viction has taken firm root, in the country as a whole,
that it is not only morally right but socially necessary,
and even, in the long run, economically essential, to
establish the best possible educational opportunities for
the whole population. If the will to do so is there, one
must have high hopes that the means will be found, if
not by the present government, then by the next one.
We can afford no less!

'Ugly Ducklings'
Bernard Barker

Now head of Stanground comprehensive school, Peterborough, Bernard Barker has been described as 'the
first truly comprehensive head' to have emerged from the comprehensive system, having been educated at
Eltham Green school in London. He writes here on the pedagogy of comprehensive education.

The great issue of comprehensive education is how or
dinary people may be enabled to achieve extra-ordinary
results, how the children of our public and private hous
ing estates may learn to govern themselves and create
their own future. British society and industry urgently
needs the impetus of adaptable, energetic youngsters
unafraid of responsibility, free of unreasonable
deference and confident enough to take decisions of
their own. In their early years comprehensives have
helped achieve a parity of esteem and self-esteem bet
ween schools and pupils; with their essential pluralism
and emphasis on equality of opportunity they have
established the moral foundation for an open and
democratic education. Yet there remain intellectual
assumptions and institutional factors unnoted by Green
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papers and great debates which more often than not
produce a pattern of work and learning resembling
nothing so much as that familiar from the days of gram
mar and secondary modern schools. Aneurin Bevan's
plea for boys and girls with 'the souls of Kings and
Queens' is remote indeed from the self-contained world
of the CSE project, thousands of borrowed words away
from Regal dignity.
The most important of these by far is the belief,
shared by most teachers, that success in learning
depends u p o n a genetic or God-given intelligence, an in
trinsic capacity or quality like height or eye-colour.
Staff r o o m conversations are peppered with tell-tale
labels — 'thick', 'bright', ' d i m ' — which signal selffulfilling prophecies and defeatist teaching strategies.

Helen Keller was quarried by her teacher Anne from a
deaf, dumb and blind beast; how much more easily
teachers surrender with fit, healthy pupils inarticulate
for want of a friendly chat. Is it not likely that learning
ability resembles weight more than height, a quality
dependent upon diet, environment and will as much as
disposition? Even if there are absolute limits on perfor
mance are there not millions capable of playing a tune
who are discounted because they are not Beethoven? In
the real world as in learning, accident, curiosity and per
sistence are as important to understanding or achieve
ment as pure ability however defined. Darwin did not
arrive at the theory of natural selection by a process of
abstract cerebration. Instead he read Malthus's essay on
population at the right moment and the phrase 'survival
of the fittest' jolted his morass of evidence into a new
pattern and gave him in a flash one of the most impor
tant ideas in intellectual history. American policy in
Vietnam was framed, like our own appeasement in the
thirties, by the 'brightest and the best' but it was wrong
and cruel in the end.
The assumption that children have 'learning ceilings'
imposed in or before their cradles makes acceptable the
dismal failures of the school system, cushions teaching
methods from criticism and mocks any residual con
fidence in citizenship except at the ritualistic level of
elections and rate-paying. ' W h a t , this lot run the coun
try? !' snigger even the most sympathetic teachers of the
submerged mass of our pupils. And yet we know, or
ought to know, that class and culture are the real and
formidable barriers to learning and it is plain enough
that the feats of memory and scribbling required for ex
amination success are seldom necessary outside school.
The academic, verbal emphasis of the modern educa
tional system, slightly up-market though it is from the
mechanical skills felt appropriate for elementary and
secondary modern schooling, excludes youngsters
whose native culture is not naturally literary or dialec
tical. This unintended exclusiveness also serves to foster
the myth that education itself is no more than a middle
class trick.
Teachers have proved peculiarly susceptible to the
pessimistic i m p l i c a t i o n s of t h i s ' d o c t r i n e of
intelligence', resisting a decade of curriculum reform
designed to provide alternatives to 'chalk and talk' and
opportunities for more active pupil involvement. Part
of this caution stems from the simple fact that teachers
have to teach too much and too many. The main effect
of the 'cuts' has been to reduce the already miserly pro
vision of ancillary help, equipment and books, so in
creasing the pressure on staff to 'get by' with established
but unsatisfactory teaching techniques. Hoetker and
Ahlbrand,* disappointed by the results of schoolroom
innovation in America, pose the question: ' W h a t is
there about the recitation, for instance, that makes it so
singularly successful in the evolutionary struggle with
other, more highly recommended m e t h o d s ? ' The
answer is of course that traditional exposition represents
a survival strategy, economical in effort and resources
yet combining easy class control with an outpouring of
examinable information. Complex issues of content,
process and assessment are side-stepped by a strategem
which reduces the learning relationship to bleak, unin* The Persistence of the Recitation, American Educational Research
Journal, 6, 1969, p.63.

viting simplicity.
There is, however, more to conservatism than lack of
funds or energy. The 'cuts' have become an excuse for
almost any indefensible or merely tired practice. If
teachers really wanted to ask: 'If you were President
Kennedy, would you send advisers to Vietnam?' instead
of listing ten or more 'causes' of the war, nothing would
stop them. The real reason that children are only rarely
invited to make their own guesses or judgements and are
given few opportunities to talk through real life pro
blems in their own language is that the 'intelligence doc
trine' has convinced many members of the teaching pro
fession that ordinary people cannot think. Piaget and
Cyril Burt are the unacknowledged legislators of the
comprehensive school. They dismiss or do not consider
the talk of working class children and the possibility of
developing and expanding that 'folk speech' into a sen
sitive and authentic medium of understanding. Learning
is pictured instead as some abstract encounter in which
pure reason engages contentless geometric problems.
For the schools themselves this has meant impossible
abstractions for the 'able' (e.g. 'Liberalism' in history,
'Romanticism' in literature, 'Refraction' in physics) and
a process of infinite simplification and dilution for the
remainder. The pitifully elementary work devised for
average and lower sets in comprehensive schools sug
gests a level of pupil operations so far below that needed
even to survive in the Mafia-like world of book-makers,
motorbikes and personal relations where urban youth
seems to thrive it is surprising that the underlying model
of children's thinking has not been called into question
more sharply.
The A P U science observation tests, for example, in
clude some items which suggest teachers trained in logic
and deduction thwarted by the uncharted and
misunderstood spontaneity of many pupils. Very young
children, domestic animals even, can immediately
distinguish a stinging nettle from a myriad of other
green-leaved plants. Yet fifteen year olds who ' k n o w ' a
nettle without botanical instruction or close scrutiny of
the offending stem often fail with much less complex
tasks of recognition, discrimination and inference.
Richard Hoggart sketched the essentially personal, in
formal quality of working class experience and
understanding in The Uses of Literacy in 1957 but such
insights have affected comprehensive teaching very lit
tle.
It is unlikely that schools will cease to be engines of
failure while children's thinking is so little understood.
The H M I Survey Aspects of Secondary Education half
implies that the examination boards are responsible for
the stifling burden of writing in our schools and the nar
row focus of much teaching. It is true that without ex
aminations the existing scheme of things would soon
lose its coherence, structure and sense of direction but it
would be a mistake to assume that there is some hidden,
authentic comprehensive impulse awaiting its moment.
Children fail because they spend their time deciphering
and encoding messages in alien symbols and languages,
rarely extending their own. Public examinations express
the assumption and beliefs underpinning our divided,
pluralist schools but they have not created them. Prac
tical and theoretical considerations rather than external
pressures lie behind many teachers' commitment to con
tent, to communicating a body of knowledge diluted for
the appropriate levels within the secondary age and
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ability range. Attempts to redefine or reorganise this
content have been at the centre of the curriculum reform
movement, now strangely transformed into central
Government prescriptions for a basic 'core' of study in
school. Where teachers have reservations about such a
descriptive, factual approach they are limited or even
constrained by text-books pitched at a common
denominator of 'coverage' or recitation. The low status
of content-free disciplines such as art, craft or design
further indicates how schools overemphasise those
things which can be described or passively recorded in
plain, unexcited prose, itself conforming to certain pre
conceived, academic rules. This combination of
assimilation and repetition can become almost mindless
for many pupils and makes education an exclusive and
unattractive business. Other strategies and ideas,
designed to actively engage many more youngsters in
thoughtful learning are available but the weight of tradi
tion is against them.

The principal difficulty posed or factual treatments is
that they depend on skills of comprehension and ex
trapolation to the exclusion of genuine inquiry or in
volvement. Concepts and ideas are locked into un
manageable paragraphs and are not accessible for
manipulation or exploration. Pupils' responses are
limited at best to the formula: 'Grapes grow in Italy
because . . .' and at worst become exercises in copying
and presentation. There is no novelty about the alter
native. Successful teachers have always relied on their
ability to enable children to identify with problems and
participate in solutions. A process of experiment in
which pupils formulate ideas and test them out before
writing in their own words is the basis of real learning in
any subject. Nuffield Science and the Oxford
Geography Project are two examples of the 'active in
quiry' method in operation, challenging pupils to work
with raw materials to solve problems. Practical subjects
can be reduced to a sequence of instructions and

Bakery Game
This is a game about profits to be made from baking and selling loaves. Bread is made by mixing flour, yeast and
water, then baking the dough in a hot oven. If yeast is left out, the bread remains flat and hard but can still be
baked. Each member of the class owns a baker's shop and must decide how much bread to bake, what type of
bread and how to make it.
Each player starts with capital of 24 units to buy ingredients from the list below:
Ingredients (costs quoted for 10 loaf quantities)
Wholemeal flour
Brown flour
Additives
Yeast
Fruit
Milk

5
3

White flour
Rough husk flour

1
1
1

Deduct 1 from the cost of baking
ten loaves for each of the following
added: chalk dust, bone meal, straw, dust &
chaff.

No bread may contain more than 1 additive.
Baking costs
If the oven contained any wholemeal or brown bread add 2 to the total cost of ingredients per 10 loaves; add 1
for white or black bread.
Calculate the total cost using the following table:
Loaf
Wholemeal
Brown
White

No. baked

Cost of Ingredients

Baking Costs

Total

Rough black
Prices
Bread can be sold at the prices shown below (per 10 loaves). Multiply by the number of loaves to calculate total
proceeds
Wholemeal or fruit bread
8
Brown bread
6
White bread
4
Rough black
3
Deduct total costs from total proceeds to arrive at a profit figure.
Questions
1. H o w could you increase your profits as a baker?
2. H o w would additives like chalk dust affect your reputation as a baker?
3. Why was it important for the Guild to make rules about the quality of the bread, especially the ingredients to
be used?
4. Which type of bread would have sold the best in Medieval towns? Why?
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routines but where tangible ingredients are available to
stimulate curiosity and establish a thought-provoking
beginning there are opportunities for an open response
wholly missing in the standard text-book presentation.
Where the subjet matter is embedded in abstractseeming language (in history for example), it is especial
ly difficult to achieve a practical or experimental mode
of learning. Recent work on simulations, games, in
vestigations, d r a m a and problem-solving do suggest
teaching methods more appropriate for authentic com
prehensive schools and more likely to involve ordinary
people in their own education. The example on page 20
shows how schools might escape the form of question
ing which asks children to repeat some word, phrase or
formula or to guess at some immaculate answer already
existing in the teacher's head.
The Bakery Game is designed for use by individuals
or groups and aims to promote discussion and writing
around a number of economic and moral possibilities.
At one level it offers the simple pleasures of a game,
fostering competition and engaging pupils' interest. Its
educational significance lies, however, in its invitation
to 'imagine you are there', to identify with a medieval
baker and experience part of his world from the inside.
This technique helps youngsters to participate in a pro
blem by taking a decision or selecting an option rather
than accept the passive role of observer or chronicler.
The decision-making process provides the chance to
test ideas and suggestions experimentally and leads
naturally to a dialogue with the teacher and other
children in which concepts can be internalised in spon
taneous language. When it comes to writing copying is
left behind; pupils are able to discuss what they have ac
tually done, to report on manipulations attempted and
assumptions exposed. In my own experience this is
almost the only means by which non-narrative writing in
school can become genuinely felt and alive, achieving
some of the instinctively perceptive quality children oc
casionally manage in describing character or scenes
from life during English lessons. The abstract and
remote is made tangible and immediate. Problems are
expressed on the printed page in a form that generates a
response, offering an accessibility missing from
chapters of continuous prose punctuated only by
decorative photographs and illustrations.
The mode of posing questions implicit in the Bakery
Game is genuinely open-ended; there is no single right
answer but a range of possibilities to be explored. Learn
ing ceases to be governed primarily by considerations of
pace or level because the emphasis is upon response,
upon how the mechanism is used, on the quality of
reasoning and writing children are able to display. Dif
ferent levels of ability can be served where necessary by
variations in the nature, detail and complexity of the
background information and evidence supplied.
The tyranny of narrative can be defied if teachers are
clear about the issues they wish to unravel and believe
that all children are h u m a n , sentient creatures capable
in their own way of achieving maturity, responsibility
and wisdom. Sometimes schools face a granite wall of
deprivation, underprivilege, cultural distance and pre
judice with no weapon but language. This does not
mean that citizenship and learning are forever the
possessions of a leisured few. If teachers choose to bring
about a democratic community, civilised and indepen
dent, it is within their power to do so.

Open Plan
Schools
N o e l Entwistle

Open-Plan Schools by Neville Bennett and others,
published by NFER, is here reviewed by Professor
Noel Entwistle who was previously at Lancaster
University and is now at the University of Edin
burgh.
Open-plan primary schools: what are they for, what are
they like, and how are they used? These are some of the
questions to which Neville Bennett and a research team
at Lancaster have directed their attention in a three-year
study sponsored by the Schools Council. The outcome is
a substantial descriptive account of open-plan primary
schools in England and Wales. The research design
allowed information to be presented at different levels
of detail — from an overall national picture down to
case studies of individual schools and even of individual
pupils within them. There is no doubt that this report
fills an important gap. Previously views were readily ex
pressed on the merits or de-merits of open-plan schools.
Now it should be possible to relate such views to a more
valid overall picture of the reality of teaching and learn
ing in these schools.
What are open-plan schools for? One cynical answer
is that they cost less to build and so appealed to local
authorities at a time when cost became a critical factor
in design. But, of course, there are good educational
reasons for introducing open-plan schools. Bennett's
report presents a thorough review of the literature which
looks both at the philosophical and historical roots of
open-plan schools, and at empirical evidence on how
they are used. Open-plan designs embody many of the
ideals of the progressive movement in primary educa
tion. They provide opportunities for flexibility in group
ing, social interaction between pupils, and co-operative
teaching, and the physical environment is itself informal
in its lay-out and furnishings. Terry Hyland, who wrote
the introductory chapter, emphasises the importance of
Montessori's ideas on the tradition from which openplan schools have developed.
'In place of the authoritarian pedagogue, the Montessori
teacher was to be a "directress", a guide and organiser
whose responsibility was to ensure that learning took place
through interested activity rather than as the result of the
false incentives of external rewards and punishments. This
duty consisted essentially in "securing for the child the op
portunity of satisfying his spontaneous tendency towards
well-ordered activities".' (page 16)
Hyland traces the gradual introduction of open-plan
primary schools to the design of the Amersham school
publicised by the Ministry of Education in a Building
Bulletin of 1958. He stresses the correspondence bet
ween the open-plan designs and progressive teaching
methods.
'The sort of individual and group work typical of pro
gressive practice is now linked with a particular teaching
strategy and form of school organisation, and all this is
placed within a certain type of school building.' (page 19)
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Hyland faces head-on the argument that the introduc
tion of open-plan schools was more a response to
economic pressures than to educational theory and
practice, but rejects this view. He argues that other
forms of economy could have been used, if economy
was the main aim. The Ministry of Education chose this
particular form of economy, and the local authorities
increasingly responded by building open-plan schools to
meet the cost requirements. Hyland is probably right in
interpreting the trend as motivated mainly by the desire
to provide primary schools which facilitated progressive
methods of teaching. Indeed, to be cynical in the op
posite direction, it might be argued that central and
local government were conspiring to impose on teachers
a form of teaching which they were not adopting as
rapidly as expected. The combination of inspectors'
reports and the Plowden Report urging the advantages
of progressive methods, together with the building of
open-plan schools made traditional methods of teaching
officially unacceptable and physically more difficult to
operate. Conspiracy theory is enticingly versatile in pro
viding clear-cut ex-post facto explanations in either
direction: reality tends to be less planned, more expe
dient, and less efficient. Educational developments in
Britain seem to emerge as reactions to a variety of com
peting influences and constraints.
The review of the empirical literature, and the fin
dings of this particular study, show just how little con
trol central planners or theorists can have over educa
tional practice. Open-plan schools potentially provide a
custom-built environment for progressive teaching.
H o w do teachers and pupils react to open spaces? Open
ness encourages flexibility by omitting walls, and
removing walls. But there may be unexpected
psychological reactions.
'The psychological implication of walls is one of protec
tion, a defence against danger. Open space induces anxiety,
whereas enclosure induces security and meditation.'
The open-plan school may eliminate for the child the
security of a 'home-base' and provide an environment
in which movement and excessive noise create addi
tional insecurity for teachers and pupils. One reaction
by teachers is to retreat into traditional classroom
organisation; thus imposing an open design does not
necessarily lead to progressive methods of teaching.
This finding is c o m m o n in the research literature, and is
noted by Bennett in observations in this study. Perhaps
the central problem is that while head-teachers generally
have prior experience of open-plan work, this is less true
of the assistant teachers. Sometimes the teachers have
not even chosen this type of school, they have been
moved into it by the authority. We should thus expect a
variety of reactions and coping ploys by teachers.
The literature review highlights problems of noise and
of teachers who found open-plan environments un
congenial.
'Sound levels have been rarely measured and there is some
dispute as to what should be regarded as an acceptable
level. A level of 65 decibels allows intelligible conversation
to a maximum of seven feet, but it seems likely that levels
substantially above this are typical in open-plan primary
schools . . .
'The open-plan teaching environment is not suitable for
all teachers and pupils, who should be allowed to opt out
gracefully. Staff should ideally be committed volunteers
amply supported by in-service provision.' (pages 41-42)
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The literature review continues by pointing out that
'pupils feel more secure in self contained classrooms ex
periencing a traditional approach, and that under this
approach creativity may be a little higher', 'pupils in
conventional schools tend to have more friends and
make friends more easily', and that 'the trends favour
higher achievement in conventional schools . . .
(although) samples have been small and unrepresen
tative' (pages 48-49).
By the end of the review of the literature, what seems
to be an excessively gloomy view of open-plan schools is
emerging from this report. It is strange that there was
apparently little in the literature which suggested that
teachers responded to the challenge of a new environ
ment with enthusiasm, that open-plan did, in perhaps
most cases, lead to a greater value being placed on in
dependent and group-work, that pupils gained in social
adjustment and enthusiasm, or that the curriculum
showed less domination by the 3-Rs and competitive
assessment. Does a more positive view emerge from the
main study?
The first step was the recognition of the variety that
existed in the design of open-plan schools. It was im
mediately clear that previous research had taken insuffi
cient account of this variability. The outcome of school
ing could not be based on a single category, 'open-plan'.
The research team at Lancaster found it necessary to
develop an elaborate categorisation scheme. Besides
variations in the extent to which spaces were defined by
walls or furniture, Bennett distinguished Type 1 and
Type 2 open-plan schools. Type 1 'shared teaching
space in addition to shared practical a n d / o r enclosed
areas such as quiet r o o m s ' , while Type 2 'shared prac
tical a n d / o r enclosed areas but no shared teaching
space'.
'Observations in the initial school visits suggested that this
distinction between designs which allowed shared teaching
space and those which did not appeared to be crucial in
terms of teaching organisation.' (page 52)
Bennett's categorisation scheme also included the
number of teachers for which each shared unit was
designed. Thus each type was also described as designed
for 'pairs', 'triples', ' q u a d s ' or 'multis', giving eight
categories in all.
A questionnaire sent to the headteachers of all the
open-plan schools in England and Wales revealed, from
a 7 5 % response, that two-thirds of schools were of the
more closed Type 2 design, and over half of these were
designed for just two teachers. Thus the popular
stereotype of open-plan schools as large, barn-like,
open structures is contradicted by the evidence. Indeed
it would be possible to infer that most open-plan schools
remain essentially closed as teaching units. The ques
tionnaire also gave an impression of the methods of
teaching adopted in the open-plan schools. Even the
questionnaire data, which is likely to be biased towards
the impression teachers wish to give, reinforces the
'gloomy' conclusion of the review of the literature. 88%
of infant teachers and 7 5 % of teachers of juniors work
either entirely independently or with a minimal amount
of co-operative teaching. The co-operation which did
occur was mainly on project or topic work, and was
found more frequently in the more open Type 1 schools.
Again the curriculum organisation typically followed
the traditional pattern of the split-day with basics being

taught in the mornings and project work, art and craft,
coming in the afternoons. Use of individualised ap
proaches was very limited. This conclusion is understan
dable in terms of the evidence on educational aims.
Teachers in open-plan schools espouse similar aims to
teachers in conventional schools. For teachers and head
teachers, and in both infant and junior schools, the two
most important aims were
'To equip the child with basic skills in reading, writing and
number' and
T o enable the child to develop as a happy, cheerful and
well-balanced individual.'
The prevalent pattern or organisation even suggests that
these aims are dealt with sequentially and that children
should be happy and cheerful in the afteroons!
Attitudes of teachers in comparing open-plan and
conventional schools showed a clear profit and loss ac
count. Thus in open-plan schools teaching is seen as
more stimulating, but it is more of a strain and requires
more planning and preparation.
Teachers also perceive the school design dictating
teaching method more in the open-plan school than in a
conventional school. Pupils benefit more socially, and
are more independent and responsible, but they are
more easily distracted. Conventional schools were con
sidered to be better for both brighter pupils and those
who are timid and insecure. Overall, headteachers
preferred open-plan schools but their colleagues were
equally divided — perhaps reflecting the degree of choice
they had in deciding on their teaching environment.
In conclusion Bennett emphasises teachers' concerns
about noise and heavy work loads, and their repeated
criticisms about the lack of consultation about openplan designs and the lack of appropriate in-service train
ing for the new teaching role these schools are intended
to foster.
The entire second year of the project was devoted to
observation and interview studies of a representative
sample of contrasting open-plan schools. The findings
tend to confirm the questionnaire results, but present
more detail and a better feel of what actually happens in
these schools. In particular the case studies illustrate the
critical importance, in open-plan schools, of the par
ticular design chosen by the architect and the local
authority — and the common complaint of inadequate
consultation with teachers on design and inadequate
preparation of teachers for new demands and oppor
tunities.
Observations of teachers and pupils in the 23 selected
schools focused on the relative allocation of time to dif
ferent activities and different areas of the curriculum,
with the repeated message that 'there is a link between
curriculum balance and pupil attainment'. The observa
tions showed enormous variations in curriculum
balance among the 23 schools.
'Some pupils are given the opportunity to study maths for
only two hours a week, others for seven hours. Some ex
perience four hours a week of language activities, others
twelve hours. Some children get little or no opportunity to
work on environmental studies while others get seven
hours.' (page 234)
Bennett found that, in junior schools, only 6 6 % of time
was spent on curriculum activities, for 21 % of the time
pupils were 'non-involved', while 1 3 % went on ad
ministration and transition between different areas in
the school.

'Analyses were also undertaken to assess whether involve
ment varied in the different areas of the curriculum. Of in
terest here was the fact that the curriculum areas on which
most time was spent is mathematics and language, showed
the lowest involvement levels.' (page 235)
But these analyses could be paralleled in conventional
primary schools. The variations in curriculum balance,
and the time spent in non-involvement, do not seem to
be characteristic of open-plan schools. In fact this whole
section of the report is better understood as a continua
tion of the theme begun in Bennett's previous book
Teaching Styles and Pupil Progress. That book was seen
by many as an indictment of informal methods. It was
in fact more of a plea for curriculum balance and plann
ing, together with the direct teaching of basic skills. The
present report continues this theme. Although it is in
tended to avoid value judgements, the nature of the data
collected, and even more the data which was not col
lected, leaves a clear impression of the particular educa
tional values espoused. Even if formal methods are not
explicitly endorsed, the non-cognitive, extra-curricular
activities, seen as of great importance by many pro
ponents of progressive ideals in teaching, are played
down.
'Tying shoe-laces, for example, may well be deemed
manipulative or social skill training even though some
would argue that it is not the school's responsibility.' (page
234)
It is often the aside which contains the personal value
judgement.
It would be wrong to be unduly critical, however, of
there being a 'stance' taken. It is probably inevitable,
explicitly or implicitly, that educational researchers take
such stances out of their own experience and training.
The value of this report is in its detailed information
about the varieties of open-plan designs, and the ways in
which teachers work in them. Those who hoped for a
strong statement of support for open teaching from this
research will, however, be disappointed. On the whole it
provides more a catalogue of difficulties and disap
pointments, summed up by the regressive classroom —
open-plan in design but conventional in its organisation
and teaching.
'An open-plan school is no guarantee of open or informal
education practices. For many the removal of walls is akin
to the removal of trousers — privacy and security are lost
and alternative cover is arranged.' (page 33)
If government and local authorities did conspire to pro
vide teachers with no alternative to informal methods by
the design of schools, like previous attempts it seems to
have foundered on the rock of teacher autonomy — or
perhaps more fundamentaly on the belief in an ideal of
teaching suitable for all teachers and all pupils. Schools,
and teaching methods, have to take account of the
characteristic differences in the way teachers choose to
teach and pupils prefer to learn. The flexibility we
should perhaps be looking for in the design of schools is
not so much that which encourages freedom of activity
and movement within a tradition of progressive
teaching, but that which allows flexibility between the
balance of advantages and disadvantages in both infor
mal and formal methods. Fortunately the majority of
open-plan schools, with a provision of both open and
closed teaching areas, will provide some of that flexibili
ty, and good teachers will be able to provide the rest.
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Curriculum comes
first
After two decades of public debate about the
institutional organisation of secondary
schools, the comprehensive lobby is starting
to address itself to the question of what goes
on inside the classroom. A one-day con
ference on the comprehensive curriculum was
organised on 6 June by RiCE, the group that
is trying to act as a focus for the many-sided
efforts to establish comprehensive education.
Over a hundred participants, many of them
well known to readers of Forum, came
together to discuss what might be involved in
this vast subject, and to attempt to clear the
ground by exchanging their ideas directly.
The success of the day was probably in
dicated less by the broad principles that were
agreed upon than by the extent to which the
debate widened and deepened the questions
the participants set out to answer.
At a short preliminary meeting members
arrived armed with five very brief papers,
terse but provocative statements of the key
issues as seen by Denis Lawton, James Hem
ming, John Watts, Jack Whitehead and
Maurice Holt. Apart from expressing a com
mon dismay at the persistent survival of the
traditional, academically oriented cur
riculum, and its paralysing grip upon even the
comprehensive schools, these 'key issue'
papers were very diverse. Between them they
singled out a dozen starting points for
reform, and contained enough controversial
material for a dozen conferences.
There was a perceptible relief when Roger
Seckington, principal of one of Leicester
shire's more progressive community colleges,
opened the proceedings from the chair with a
lively recapitulation of the main issues, a
plain man's guide to the conflicting views of
the 'waterfront of luminaries' which was cur
rently advocating changes in the curriculum.
Maurice Plaskow followed this with an ir
reverent look at the contrasting philosophies
informing two recent publications: The
School Curriculum issued by the DES (and
oriented, so it claims, to some unidentified
'national needs' and 'fundamental social
values') and the Schools Council pamphlet
The Practical Curriculum, which attempts to
explore the needs of the pupils themselves for
some matrix of knowledge, skills, attitudes
and values which can be effectively
assimilated. Spelling out the writing on the
wall, which points unmistakably to the move
ment of governments — of all shades —
towards direct intervention in curriculum
matters, he asked members to appreciate the
urgency of the question in hand.
These two speakers having combined to
fire their audience to the critical temperature
for active debate, contributors from the floor
began immediately to illustrate the complexi
ty of the subject. Jack Whitehead asked
whether 'subjects' in the sense of labels on
the timetable for areas of knowledge which
form the framework of the present day cur
riculum, were always sufficiently clearly
distinguished from the psychologist's concep
tion of the categories of knowledge the in
dividual organised for himself as part of the
process of learning. Other contributors im
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mediately pursued with enthusiasm these
inter-relations of curriculum content and
pedagogy, until they were turned abruptly
aside by Roger Thornbury who sought
members' views on what Margaret Miles had
described as the 'dragon' of the examination
system and its deadening effect on the cur
riculum. He invited them to consider whether
the requirements of the 1980 Act to publish
each school's record of success in certificatehunting might not be merely part of a general
outside pressure on schools, reducing their
freedom of choice, and whether an ap
propriate response to such pressures for
uniformity might not be a more analytical
study of what he described as the 'intake
variable' for each school.
Richard Barnes warned members of the
difficulties of modifying teachers' own
values, even when they imagined they were
adopting more flexible attitudes, and he in
stanced teachers' ineradicable distrust of
holistic approaches which attempted to link
school structure with curriculum strategy, ac
countability and pupil assessment. He feared
that this aversion to overall systems could,
even now, be leading teachers into short
sighted enthusiasm for various piecemeal
reforms that could later prove to embody
conflicting aims and values. For example, he
foresaw a danger of building up a
bureaucracy around the development of pro
file assessments, every bit as rigid as the
straight jacket of examinations. 'There are
soups' he prophesied 'that we could fall into'.
No one laughed, for he had touched a nerve.
Joanna Swann talked about motivation
and self-assessment in the primary school,
which in turn raised the subject of vocational
orientation at secondary level. Philip
Toogood mentioned the challenge of the
16-19 year olds and the role of MSC, and the
implications of having adult and part-time
learners alongside secondary pupils. Robin
Chambers advocated a robust attitude to
reform in defiance of shrinking resources,
and Michael Armstrong demurred, remin
ding his audience of how many hopeful new
initiatives were complete non-starters
without, for example, better staffing ratios.
'We delude ourselves' he declared 'if we im
agine that change is available without
resources'.
Most of the day was planned for seven
small working groups in which members

could bring the key issues they had so far con
sidered to bear upon the problems of par
ticular age-groups. Significantly it was the
years 14-16 that attracted most participants,
and Robin Chambers, John Watts and Nigel
Gann led three separate discussion groups on
this age. They were all, in different ways,
concerned with how to involve pupils in will
ing negotiations with their teachers about
what they should learn, while trying to move
away from the present wide and often un
balanced range of options geared to the needs
of the academic minority.
Two groups considered post-sixteen educa
tion, led by Margaret Miles and Michael
Cahill, and found the combination of
organisational with curriculum problems baf
fling in their complexity, while two other
groups under Margaret Maden and Michael
Armstrong gave their attention more con
fidently to the middle-school and primary
years. All these discussions, along with the
'key-issue' papers are being reported in con
siderable detail in the September issue of
Comprehensive Education. The participants
appeared to feel, by the end of the day, that if
no answers had been found, at least some
relevant questions had been identified and
their complexity and inter-relatedness made
clearer, and that perhaps the work of making
confusion of opinions manifest is the essen
tial first step to forming a useful consensus.
DOROTHY DAVIS

Visitors from the
Netherlands
Three leading educationalists from the
Netherlands, Dr Hoogeveen, Dr Plas and Dr
van der Brink, all members of the Dutch In
stitute for Curriculum Development, visited
England for four days in May to discuss
issues relating to the common curriculum at
both the primary and the secondary level.
Much of their time was taken up with discus
sions at the DES and the Schools Council. As
avid readers of Forum, they asked particular
ly to spend a day with Clyde Chitty and
Michael Clarke of the Forum Editorial
Board. They visited Earl Shilton Community
College on Thursday 14 May and were clearly
very impressed with everything they saw and
heard. Their enthusiasm was infectious, and
. they established an easy rapport with all the
students they met. Clearly, Holland is having
the same debate about the desirability, or
otherwise, of the common curriculum that is
now going on in England. Clyde Chitty and
Michael Clarke now have a standing invita
tion to visit the Netherlands and see
something of the work being done in Dutch
schools.

Discussion

Thinking about
School Transfer
About this time of year, when the school is at
its busiest with third year option choices,
mock exams and career placement, it is also
customary to begin to think about the new in
take which will be arriving in September.
Belper High School is a 13-18 comprehensive
sub-divided into four houses. There is
nothing unusual about receiving students into
vertical tutor groups within houses so that
they benefit not only from the pastoral care
of the tutor, but also the experiences and
perceptions of those older than them. Nor is a
scheme of induction for new students
unusual. Such induction courses are often
run on a day in school basis prior to transfer
or when children are invited to school a day
early at the start of the September term. More
advanced courses such as a 'headstart' week
at the end of the summer holidays have also
been tried with success where resources exist.
The Induction course at Belper High
School is rather unusual, however, in that it is
operated exclusively by sixth formers in close
liaison with group tutors. Planning starts
during the last four weeks of the preceding
summer term during the post exam period
when many fifth year students engage in a
wide range of enriching activities not normal
ly available within the curriculum.
During this time about eight or ten students
from each house (usually prospective sixth
formers, but by no means always) have ad
dressed themselves to the problems that will
face the new intake. This is, of course, as
much a learning experience for them as an
important planning exercise. They are urged
to view the school and their experiences of
schooling in a more objective light. A lead
lesson, during which they also divide into
working groups, encourages them to identify
areas of failure, obstacles to growth:
Planning an Induction Course
Try to identify problems newcomers will
have:
a. how is the new environment different
from what they have known?
b. what are their expectations of the school?
look for danger points where these expec
tations are likely to be disappointed.
c. what are other people's expectations of
them?
d. what are their expectations of themselves ?
In
a. consider the social as well as the physical
environment.
b. remember that their expectations may be
negative.

c. consider other students, older — the same
age — well motivated — poorly motivated
— staff — parents.
d. what factors affect self-image ? Ho w can a
person be encouraged to have a better
self-image?
Only having identified problems and con
sidered the range and complexity is it worth
planning an INDUCTION COURSE, the
aims of which should be to encourage
newcomers into positive attitudes to all
aspects of the school community rather than
cajole them into half hearted acceptance of
somebody else's values.
Try to use a variety of ideas and resources.
Games, tapes (slides?), own experience —
above all.
— stimulate discussion and interchange of
ideas wherever possible.
— limit the use of 'worksheets'.
— always use well presented, well planned
materials.
As a result of work in small groups several
distinct and often quite different initiatives
evolve and a programme is eventually for
mulated which comprises the work of all the
groups. Each group is responsible for pro
ducing the resource material for its own con
tribution to the programme, and, in the case
of more practical elements in the programme,
to take responsibility for the smooth running
of the event. This year the Induction pro
gramme contained elements as widely dif
ferent as a simple alphabetical check list of
things a new student ought to get to know
about (to be used in discussion) to a quite

complex board game dealing with the oppor
tunities and obstacles that will be presented to
the student in his first year.
In previous years groups have organised
day excursions by train for the whole year
group and have been responsible for block
bookings, collecting fares and planning a
programme for the day. For two years a map
of the school has been provided with various
key positions marked, with a question which
encourages the young newcomers to 'explore
and ask'. Another group sought to stimulate
inquisitiveness by a highsounding scheme
called 'Agencies of Enquiry'. This posed
several questions which could be answered
most effectively by using a distinct source;
books, newspapers, radio, teachers, parents
spring to mind. But how do you quickly find
out the weather conditions in Glencoe? Ring
041-246-8091! Other schemes involved tape
recorded interviews with the previous year's
new intake, which are then transcripted for
multiple use. This has proved a useful
stimulus for discussion.
Each year the programme is quite different
because it is planned by different people. The
value of this is twofold. Firstly the course is
automatically as 'up to date' as it can be in
terms of school procedure and organisation.
Secondly social behaviour in society is plotted
around a shifting axis of external stimulus
and restraint and this is true of behaviour
within the school community too. What bet
ter than the retrospective perceptions of those
just completing their years of compulsory
schooling to interpret the strength and direc
tion of these forces; to plan a programme for
those about to come into the 'system' which
will most help them develop a clear image of
what it's about, and an ability to use it to
their best and mutual advantange?
At Belper we have operated the course on a
once weekly basis during morning tutor time.
The course has run for 4-6 weeks and the
sixth formers then continue to maintain in
formal contact with the group with which
they have worked, in a less structured way.
During the Spring term when option
choices are made the sixth formers help ad
vise on possible choices and have selected
resource material on decision making to back
up their counselling. So this is responsible
work. We never push students into the post
exam period 'Induction planning option', nor
do we foist on them prefectorial glory for
what they are doing. It does seem, however,
that even where the new intake remain
bewildered by the complexity of their new ex
periences, the sixth formers, at least, appear
to be increasingly incorporated into the life of
the school as a whole by their active involve
ment in its educative function.
PETER DAVIES
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Reviews

Research by
Teachers
A Teachers Guide for Action Research,
Edited by John Nixon, Grant Mclntyre
(1981), pp 209. £11.95 hardback, £4.95
paperback.
One of the heartening features of the current
situation in schools is that in spite of the in
creased pressures more and more teachers are
beginning to look closely at what goes on in
their own classrooms. The very fact that it is
now possible to produce a book which
documents in a series of case studies, how a
number of teachers have set about this task
is, in itself, an indication that the 'teacher as
researcher' movement has come of age. It is a
movement which stands in direct opposition
to the tradition of empirical research, based
largely in institutes of higher education with
teachers in schools seen as the consumers of
the final product rather than co-producers.
There is a clear implication in the introduc
tion that research conducted from inside the
school by teachers themselves is likely to be
more relevant to the concerns of schools than
some of the more recently funded large scale
studies into teacher effectiveness. A second
major assumption is that 'action research' —
teachers reflecting on the consequences of
their own activities — will owe allegiance to
no particular research technique. Providing
teachers can diagnose the problem then it is
usually the case that the most appropriate
method of investigation will tend to suggest
itself with the application of a little commonsense. Thus John Nixon argues in his in
troduction that 'A conscious effort should be
made to bracket any pre-conceived ideas con
cerning the correctness or otherwise of a par
ticular research model . . . the single most
important point to be taken from this book is

the necessity of developing one's own unique
way of looking at those complex en
vironments in which pupils are constrained,
and teachers choose, to spend their working
lives'.
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To this end the book is divided into three
sections. Part one provides four case studies
where teachers choose different methods to
enlarge their understanding of a particular
aspect of teaching. There is a sharp contrast
here between the analysis by Michael Arm
strong of a series of landscape paintings by
one child and the more systematic study by
David Gower which is concerned to analyse
students' learning difficulties and to structure
the chemistry course accordingly. In part two
contributors such as Alan Roote and John
Smiddy look at the problems which may arise
when collaborating either with a colleague or
involving a whole department. In part three
the way in which outside agencies, teachers'
centres, or consultants, may be utilised to
make the investigation more effective is
documented. After each section the editor at
tempts a brief summary of the major issues
which seem to have emerged from among the
contributions. There is a very useful
bibliography and a list of addresses of groups
which teachers who were interested in engag
ing in research of this kind could join.

Clearly then the book is designed to en
courage more and more teachers to engage in
research of this type. It is at this point that I
become less certain of its value. In his
foreword John Elliott points to the coin
cidence that most of the contributors brought
together by Nixon have developed their in
terest in action research through involvement
with CARE and Lawrence Stenhouse.
Stenhouse himself has often made the point
that to engage in action research successfully
requires teachers who operate in 'open'
classrooms, that is, in situations where a
teacher's role is negotiable both with his
pupils and with colleagues. The follow-up to
the ORACLE research in which we have been
talking to teachers about factors which
militate against their attempts to modify their
practice suggest that this freedom is essential.
One of the problems of the book is that the
teachers who describe their research methods
are not the same ones who discuss problems
of negotiation with their pupils and other
members of staff so that it is not possible for
the reader to ask, 'If I engage in this kind of
activity am I likely to have to deal with these
kinds of problem?' We need many more ex
amples of how teachers overcame the com
plaints of colleagues about noise levels upset
ting their children in the next base area or

coped with Headmasters who, although
claiming to encourage teacher initiative,
nevertheless liked to check up from time to
time by setting regular standardised tests.

It is perhaps this privileged position which
lead Nixon to polarise the alternatives bet
ween the teacher as his own researcher and
the professional working within a funded
project. In the last few years, particularly in
the aftermath of Bennett's Lancaster study,
researchers have come to see a role in pro
viding information about the consequences
of certain actions in the classroom. The great
merit of such studies is that they remove the
possibility of any guilt by showing the teacher
that his or her problems are shared by many
others whereas in the action research with its
emphasis on the uniqueness of each
classroom, there is the danger that the teacher
will often turn inwards and blame himself for
any perceived deficiencies. The ideal,
therefore, is possibly a compromise between
the two extremes where professional resear
chers become more attentive to issues which
have an immediate relevance to teachers and
more teachers analyse their own teaching
situation in the light of these general findings.
Valuable though this book might be for
teachers who, as part of their higher degree
course, are charged with carrying out selfevaluation, it does not seem to me to come to
terms with the realities of classroom life in a
way which would encourage many teachers to
engage in this type of soul searching. This is a
pity because the authors are surely correct in
arguing that, insofar as action research im
proves the quality of teaching, it also im
proves the quality of learning within the
classroom.
MAURICE GALTON
University of Leicester

RiCE
The Right to Comprehensive
Education

New Directions?
Rethinking Curriculum Studies, edited by
Martin Lawn and Len Barton, Croom Helm
(1981), pp 253, £10.95 hardback, £6.50
paperback.
'A Radical Approach' proclaims the title
page of this volume; but at first glance the
format is a familiar one: a set of papers writ
ten around a theme and collected by the two
editors who introduce and summarise the
works. By stating their aims at the beginning
of the book and drawing their conclusions at
the end, the authors are following a well-tried
method of launching a new piece of theory on
the educational world. And if part of their in
tention is only made clear in the conclusion,
then who is the reader to quibble with this?
Lawn and Barton identify three themes in
this book which aim 'to contribute to the ad
vancement of curriculum studies'. These are
(i) an examination of issues concerning the
relationship between theory and practice in
cluding an introduction to new perspectives
on curriculum studies, (ii) a discussion of the
'self and 'structure' poles of curriculum
analysis, and (iii) an effort to show the reader
the extent and range of possible argument in
this field through the personal reflections and
accounts of some of the contributors.
The book is divided into four sections: 'In
troduction', 'Critical Reappraisal', 'New
Directions' and 'Curriculum Practice'. The
first section contains only one paper, by
William Pinar and Madeleine Grumet, entitl
ed 'Theory and Practice and the Reconceptualisation of Curriculum Studies' which
gives an account of the origins of the field
and defines the 'reconceptualist' viewpoint.
It is a complex and academic paper, difficult
to follow unless the reader has the depth of
knowledge of the authors.
In part two Geoff Whitty 'reappraises' the
British field of curriculum studies by a
careful and well-referenced attack on the
work of Denis Lawton, on the grounds that
Lawton refuses to enter into dialogue with
the sociologists and does not take account of
the political perspective of curriculum. This is
an interesting chapter to those for whom
Lawton's books were the chief references in
their B.Ed, essays on 'Curriculum'! The
other paper in the section is a review by
Maureen Clark and David Davies of four
journals in the Radical Education tradition
from the point of view of their contributions
to the discussion on curriculum.

Madeleine Grumet opens the third section
of the book with her account of an
autobiographical method of curriculum
theory. She presents a rationale for this
method which helps bring about required (she
says) acts of interpretation as well as observa
tion of curriculum enquiry. The second paper
by Michael Apple is an explanation of
Marxist-oriented views of the curriculum as
well as an account of the development of his
own thinking and some possible courses of
action which arise from his conclusions.
However, it was not until I had read the third
paper in the section that I was able to place
the other two into any sort of framework.
William Reid's paper, as well as explaining
the 'Deliberative Approach' to curriculum
analysis, also classifies and explains the rest
of the field, including the approaches of
Grumet and of Apple. Bearing in mind his
own caveat about over-simplification of posi
tions other than his own, this paper would be
an excellent introduction to the breadth of
curriculum theory and research.
In the final section of the book there are
two papers which are more about research in
to curriculum practice than about practice
itself. Nevertheless, both are well worth
reading, though for different reasons. Rob
Walker gives a highly technical account of
some of the research in which he has been in
volved, but it is the research method which I
found fascinating. The new emphasis, which
also appears elsewhere in this book, on the
necessity for subjective research into
classroom experience provides food for
thought for those reared on the principle of
objective scientific enquiry. Mike Golby's
paper entitled 'Practice and Theory' incor
porates a neat exercise in philosophy on the
nature of these two sides of the same concept.
The account of his research, especially his
comments on the way his report was received
by the subjects of the research, is most
thought-provoking.
There were two things about this book that
I did not like. The first was the way in which
each contributor referred to almost every
other contributor as if the book were the ef
fort of a closed circle of researchers/writers
to entirely capture the field of curriculum
theory. The second is the way that 'New
Directions' turned out not to be new at all,
but merely collations of ideas which had their
origins throughout the Seventies.
Apart from these two criticisms, I would
say that for those who like to read fairly in
tellectually demanding chunks of 'educa
tional theory', this book contains plenty of
substance.

RiCE is campaigning for the RIGHT to a
genuine comprehensive education for
everyone. It aims to act as a co-ordinating
body. To achieve this RiCE will liaise with
all those local campaigns and national
bodies which include a commitment to
comprehensive education in their general
aims.
RiCE will expose the developments
which erode the comprehensive principle,
such as the re-introduction of selection in
schools and the diversion of public funds
to private education. RiCE will also aim
to publish policy statements on all aspects
of comprehensive education.
The following general principles have
already been drawn up by RiCE, and ex
press the group's philosophy of com
prehensive education:
1. During the whole period of com
pulsory education all children should
have the right to attend a local state
school with adequate resources to en
sure a fully comprehensive structure
and curriculum.
2. A comprehensive system is incompati
ble with selection. All state schools
should therefore be open to all
children, regardless of ability, sex,
race, or religion.
3. In each school all pupils should have
the right to experience a broadly based
curriculum and have equal access to
all the opportunities offered.
4. All pupils should have the right to be
assessed within a common system.
5. All pupils have the right to a totally
free education service. All public
money available for education should
be invested only in the maintained
system.
6. All those over 16 should have the right
to continue their education, full or
part-time, without financial hardship.
RiCE supports moves towards an in
tegrated system for educating 16-19
year olds with the expansion of ex
isting schools and colleges, to enable
academic, vocational and training op
portunities to be freely available.
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