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Summary

3.2

3.3

Introduction

This report ‘reviews available evidence about the delivery of education
in primary schools’ in order ‘to make recommendations about curricu-
lum organisation, teaching methods and classroom practice appropri-
ate for the successful implementation of the National Curriculum
particularly in Key Stage 2°.

Standards of achievement in primary schools

The data on primary pupils’ achievement are in many ways inade-
quate. It is, nevertheless, possible to identify some evidence of down-
ward trends in important aspects of literacy and numeracy. At the
same time, there have been improvements in the quality of teaching
in, for example, science and information techmnology. Whatever else
they do primary schools must accept overriding responsibility for
teaching literacy and numeracy and ensure that those key areas of
their work are taught effectively. (Paras 24 to 50)

The quality of teaching in primary classrooms

The task of the primary teacher has changed dramatically in recent
years, particularly since the arrival of the National Curriculum.
Primary teachers, especially in Key Stage 1, deserve credit for their
commitment and skill in coping with these changes. (Para 57)

Over the last few decades the progress of primary pupils has been
hampered by the influence of highly questionable dogmas which have
led to excessively complex classroom practices and devalued the place
of subjects in the curriculum. The resistance to subjects at the primary
stage is no longer tenable. The subject is a necessary feature of the
modern primary curriculum. It requires appropriate kinds of knowl-
edge on the part of the teacher. However, the extent of subject knowl-
edge required in order to teach the National Curriculum is more than
can reasonably be expected of many class teachers, especially but not
exclusively in the upper years of Key Stage 2. (Paras 62 to 64, 77 to 80)

Thorough planning, and careful attention to mapping progression and
monitoring progress, are essential requirements for success, irrespec-
tive of the ways in which the curriculum is organised. There have been
improvements here, particularly sinee the introduction of the
National Curriculum, but the process needs to be further strength-
ened. (Paras 58 to 61)
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There is clear evidence to show that much topic work has led to frag-
mentary and superficial teaching and learning. There is also ample
evidence to show that teaching focused on single subjects benefits
primary pupils. We see a need both for more sharply-focused and
rigorously-planned topic work and for an increase in single subject
teaching. (Paras 65 to 72)

The organisational strategies of whole class teaching, group work and
individual teaching need to be used more selectively and flexibly. The
criterion of choice must be fitness for purpose. In many schools the
benefits of whole class teaching have been insufficiently exploited.
(Paras 86 to 101)

Effective teaching, regardless of the strategy used, requires the
teacher to deploy a range of techniques. It is particularly important
that the potential of explaining and questioning is realised. (Paras 102
to 106)

Over-complex patterns of curriculum and classroom organisation
frustrate diagnosis, assessment, task matching and pupil learning.
(Paras 97, 109 to 110)

Standards of education in primary schools will not rise until all teach-
ers expect more of their pupils. Assumptions about pupils’ abilities
should be treated as working hypotheses to be updated in the light of
new evidence. (Paras 85, 107 to 110)

Subject expertise, teaching roles and staff deployment

The problem of shortage of subject expertise is now an acute one in
primary education. Every primary school should, in principle, have
direct access to specialist expertise in all nine National Curriculum
subjects and in religious education. (Paras 140 to 141)

Primary teaching roles are currently too rigidly conceived and much
greater flexibility in staff deployment is needed. We recommend the
introduction of semi-specialist and specialist teaching to primary
schools to strengthen the existing roles of class teacher and consul-
tant. There is a particular case for concentrating specialist teaching at
the upper end of Key Stage 2. (Paras 139 to 150)
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Although the introduction of LMS has resulted in an increased admin-
istrative burden, the head’s key responsibility remains that of provid-
ing curriculum leadership and monitoring the quality of teaching in
order to raise standards of pupil learning. (Paras 151 to 163)

Initial training, induction and INSET

Decisions about the initial training of primary teachers should be
made in the light of a clear understanding of the kinds of teachers
which primary schools now need. The competencies required for the
teaching role(s) in question can then be clearly specified and appro-
priate decisions taken about the form and location of training. The
acute problem of overcrowding in primary initial training would be
alleviated by a better articulation of the respective roles of ITT, induc-
tion and INSET. Schools have an obligation to help the new teacher
extend the competencies acquired in initial training. (Paras 164 to
175)

The current priorities for initial training and induction should be the
acquisition and strengthening of subject expertise and systematic
training in a broad range of classroom organisational strategies and
teaching techniques. (Paras 167 to 169)

INSET is currently too diffuse. Priorities should be clearly identified
and pursued in sufficient depth to ensure that in-service training has
a decisive impact on the quality of teaching and learning in primary
schools. To avoid the risk of schools recycling their own inadequacies
it is essential that every teacher has access to a mixed economy of
school based and other forms.of INSET. (Paras 178 to 183)

The National Curriculum

The National Curriculum Orders should be regularly reviewed to
ensure that they make appropriate demands on pupils of different
ages and abilities and, individually and collectively, are manageable
in terms of the time, resources and professional expertise available in
schools. (Paras 129 to 131)






Introduction

The Secretary of State has asked us ‘to review available evidence
about the delivery of education in primary schools’ and ‘to make rec-
ommendations about curriculum organisation, teaching methods and
classroom practice appropriate for the successful implementation of
the National Curriculum, particularly at Key Stage 2°. The statement
made by the Secretary of State on 3 December 1991 stressed that
‘questions about how to teach are not for Government to determine’. It
emphasised his desire ‘to initiate a discussion, not to impose solu-
tions’, and invited ‘every primary headteacher and every primary
classroom teacher to join in the radical rethinking now needed as to
how best to teach children in our schools.” This report attempts both
to respond to the remit and to provide a basis for the debate which the
Secretary of State wishes to promote.

We have had neither the time nor the resources to invite new evi-
dence, visit schools or commission research. Instead, we have concen-
trated on reviewing, as invited by the Secretary of State, existing
evidence, particularly that pertaining to the issues of standards, class-
room practice and the implementation of the National Curriculum,
bringing to bear our knowledge of primary education. In this process
we were able to gain access to the work of a number of research pro-
Jects still in progress and HMI’s considerable database. We are grate-
ful to the researchers and HMI concerned for letting us see this
material. We wish to thank the many individuals and organisations,
who, unsolicited, wrote to us: we have taken account of their views.

There are two points we would like to emphasise. First, most people
will be aware that the debate about standards and classroom practice
is all too often conducted in terms of a simplistic dichotomy between
‘traditional’ and ‘progressive’, or ‘formal’ and ‘informal’. The move to a
more mature and balanced discussion of the issues is long overdue,
and we hope that our report will contribute to this process.

Second, we want to make clear at the outset our position on the fund-
ing of primary education. There is, in our view, no justification for the
fact that Year 6 pupils in primary schools are funded less generously
than Year 7 pupils in secondary schools. This historical anomaly
means that primary schools have insufficient scope to employ, for
example, the degree of specialist expertise that is needed to achieve
better quality subject teaching. We would stress, however, that many
of the issues of eurriculum organisation, class management and
teacher expertise which lie at the heart of this report do not necessar-
ily involve any increase in funding, and we hope, therefore, that our



readers can suspend their concern about overall levels of resourcing in
order to consider the arguments and issues we present.

The report’s structure is straightforward. After setting the scene we
review the all-important questions of standards of achievement and
the quality of classroom practice, before identifying various ways in
which both can be improved. To maintain continuity in the discussion,
the main sources of evidence are cited not in the text but in an
appendix.



Primary education in the 1990s:
Background
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It is important to understand that the system of primary education in
England is, structurally and qualitatively, extremely diverse.

In January 1991 (the most recent date for which the figures are avail-
able), there were 3,782,108 primary aged pupils in England being
taught by 163,686 full-time and 37,419 part-time teachers in 19,047
primary schools. Over half a million of the pupils were aged under five
years.

These schools included infant (4/5-7), first (4/5-8/9), infant and junior
(4/5-11), junior (7-11), first and middle combined (4/5-12), and middle
deemed primary (8-12). In as far as it is the largest single category,
containing well over half of the total, the junior/infant school is the
primary ‘norm’.

The smallest of these establishments had under ten pupils, the largest
over eight hundred. About 17 per cent of primary schools, mainly in
rural areas, had under ninety pupils, and the average primary school
size for England as a whole was 199 pupils.

Nearly 80 per cent of the schools in 1990 were located in cities and
large towns, including some 14 per cent in inner city areas. HMI esti-
mate that two-thirds of the inner city schools (as compared with one
third nationally) had significant proportions of disadvantaged pupils.

Primary class sizes showed considerable variation. In January 1990,
three-quarters of the primary classes had one teacher and fewer than
30 pupils, and nearly a quarter had fewer than 20 pupils; but 17.5 per
cent had over 31 pupils, and 1.3 per cent {or just under 2000 classes)
had more than 36 pupils. Most classes were taught by one full-time
class teacher, but a significant proportion of classes (10,000 or 7.4 per
cent) were taught by two or more teachers, usually part time.

Although bald statistics like these help underline structural diversity
as a salient feature in primary education, they convey little about
those elements of classroom life upon which much of the recent pub-
licity and criticism have centred. It is therefore important to empha-
sise that the variety is not only quantitative: there are also important
differences in the ways schools go about their task of educating pupils.

For example, taking schools as a whole, the patterns of grouping and
the organisation of learning change dramatically from the reception
year to year 6: a curriculum centred on activities tends to give way to
one centred on topics and subjects; there is an increase in whole-class
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teaching as pupils become older; oral and practical work are given less
emphasis and there are more sustained periods of reading and writ-
ing. Moreover, the manner in which the curriculum is structured and
taught varies not just between years but also within them — across
classes and schools. Thus pupils of the same age in different schools
may experience a largely topic based curriculum, a subject based cur-
riculum, or a combination of topics and subjects. Where topic work
exists, it too (as we shall see later) can vary considerably in approach
and scope. While nearly all teachers employ whole class teaching to
some extent, some make much greater use of it than others. At a finer
level of detail, teachers use the various techniques of questioning,
instructing, telling and explaining in markedly different ways.

However, there are two kinds of diversity which are clearly unaccept-
able. The first is a degree of inconsistency in curriculum and class-
room practice which militates against curriculum balance within a
school year and/or curriculum progression and continuity as pupils
move from one year or class to the next. The second is excessive vari-
ation in the quality of the education provided by different schools and
teachers.

Although primary schools vary considerably in size, location and char-
acter, and although they are very different places from the nineteenth
century elementary schools from which they are descended, they have
preserved intact two major features of those earlier establishments.
The first is a curriculum characterised by close attention to the ‘basics’
of reading, writing and number. The second is what was devised as the
most ‘cheap but efficient’ means for delivering that curriculum, the
class teacher system.

Each element in this legacy has avoided challenge for a remarkably
long time. Yet in the context of the successful delivery of the National
Curriculum, each now needs to be questioned. What, in the 1990s, is
a balanced curriculum? What kinds of expertise are needed to plan
and teach it? Can a generalist reasonably be expected to profess exper-
tise across a curriculum of the scope and complexity of that now
required by law at Key Stages 1 and 2?

‘Primary’ as a label first surfaced during the 1927 Hadow Committee’s
deliberations, and was confirmed in the 1931 Hadow Report which
offered what was soon to become the first of many such slogans, that
‘the curriculum is to be thought of in terms of activity and experience
rather than knowledge to be acquired and facts to be stored’. The
polarisation of curriculum and experience and the assumption that
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knowledge is merely arid fact, became two of the least helpful guiding
principles of a number of post-war primary schools. On the other
hand, Hadow also provided the basic structure for primary education
— a stage of schooling for 5-11 year olds, subdivided at 7 — which
remains today.

The Plowden Report of 1967 set the seal of approval on the Hadow
vision, and elaborated it into what it called a ‘recognisable philosophy
of primary education”

A school is not merely a teaching shop, it must transmit values
and attitudes. It is a community in which children learn to live
first and foremost as children and not as future adults.... The
school sets out... to devise the right environment for children,
to allow them to be themselves and to develop in the way and at
the pace appropriate to them. It tries to equalise opportunities
and compensate for handicaps. It lays special stress on individ-
ual discovery, on first-hand experience and on opportunities for
creative work. It insists that knowledge does not fall into neatly
separate compartments and that work and play are not oppo-
site but complementary.

In this paragraph are the seeds of the ideas and practices to which sev-
eral generations of teachers have aspired. However, they did not nec-
essarily deliver. The commonly held belief that primary schools, after
1967, were swept by a tide of progressivism is untrue. HMI in 1978,
for example, reported that only 5 per cent of classrooms exhibited
wholeheartedly ‘exploratory’ characteristics and that didactic teach-
ing was still practised in three-quarters of them.

The reality, then, was rather more complex. The ideas and practices
connoted by words like ‘progressive’ and ‘informal’ had a profound
impact in certain schools and LEAs. Elsewhere they were either
ignored, or — most damagingly in our view — adopted as so much
rhetoric to sustain practice which in visual terms might look attrac-
tive and busy but which lacked any serious educational rationale.
Here they lost their early intellectual excitement and became little
more than a passport to professional approval and advancement. The
real problem was not so much radical transformation as mediocrity.

This was predicted by Alec Clegg, an influential figure in post-war
primary education, in 1974:
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What will educational historians say about the transformation
of our primary schools since the last war? They will no doubt
write about open education, vertical grouping, activity methods,
free choice and other clichés which were the verbal shorthand of
those who started it all and knew what they were doing, but
which more recently have become the jargon of those who have
Jjumped on the bandwagon but cannot play the instruments.

It is fashionable to blame the Plowden Report for what are perceived
as the current ills of primary education. However, if ill-conceived prac-
tices have been justified by reference to Plowden, this reflects far more
damagingly on those who have used the report in this way than on
Plowden itself. If Plowdenism’ has become an ideology to which thou-
sands of teachers have unthinkingly subscribed, then it is necessary
to ask why the teachers concerned have stopped thinking for them-
selves and have apparently become so amenable to indoctrination. If
things have gone wrong — and the word ‘if” is important — then scape-
goating is not the answer. All those responsible for administering and
delivering our system of primary education need to look carefully at
the part they may have played.

We see the need to encourage a new kind of debate about primary edu-
cation, but we also wish to distance ourselves as firmly from mindless
iconoclasm as from mindless orthodoxy. There has to be — and there is
— a better way.



Standards of achievement in primary
schools
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Concerns about educational standards are expressed at two levels.
There are particular worries about whether standards of literacy and
numeracy have fallen in recent years; and there are wider concerns
about whether the standards achieved by primary school pupils consti-
tute an adequate preparation for the demands of life in modern society.

On both levels it is clear that, to function effectively in the 21st cen-
tury, our children will need higher standards of literacy and numeracy
than ever before. This judgement is, of course, independent of the
vexed question of whether standards are rising or falling. We attempt
below to come to as definitive a judgement on this issue as the evi-
dence allows, though we have to say that there are insufficient statis-
tical data on primary pupil performance over time. A number of
preliminary points, however, need to be made.

First, we have highlighted concerns about literacy and numeracy
because these are the key skills upon which so much learning
depends. But it is important to recognise that there are other curricu-
lar objectives which need to be reviewed in an analysis of pupil
achievement. For example, there have been considerable gains in the
teaching of information technology in recent years and it is significant
that HMI report improvements in the standards of work in science
in Year 1 during the first year of the implementation of the National
Curriculum. Prior to the National Curriculum, science was neglected
in very many schools and the positive developments which HMI have
described in both these areas need to be registered in the debate about.
standards. Neither should a proper concern for literacy and numeracy
cause us to forget that HMI also report generally high standards of
behaviour in primary schools. Parents and employers alike continue
to place considerable emphasis on the development of values and
socially responsible attitudes, and this is an area where the vast
majority of primary schools are markedly successful.

Second, we need to comment on the concern being expressed by some
schools that the time available for teaching the skills of literacy and
numeracy has come under pressure from the introduction of the
National Curriculum and the new nent arrangements. If there is
less time then it is obvious, so the argument goes, that standards will be

" threatened. This is a serious issue which needs to be confronted.

It is evident that primary schools have undergone a period of consid-
erable disturbance over the last three years. Much of this disturbance
has impacted on Key Stage 1 classes as teachers have had to under-
take training and preparation, for example, for the new assessment

11
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arrangements. How far such interruptions to the pattern of work have
affected standards of literacy and numeracy is difficult to say. Head-
teachers’ views should be taken seriously on this matter and they
have certainly registered concerns about the turbulence caused to
school timetables. It is important, therefore, to keep the position in
each school under review to ensure that disturbance to the teaching
timetable is kept to a minimum.

Since many teachers have found it very hard to adapt their current
practice to the new requirements, the manageability of the National
Curriculum must be kept under review. It may be that the difficulties
are in part transitional and may ease as teachers become more fam-
iliar with the statutory Orders. Moreover, it is unwise to proceed as if
a simple dichotomy existed between teaching the subjects of the
National Curriculum on the one hand and teaching the skills of liter-
acy and numeracy on the other. Some primary schools have demon-.
strated, there are rich possibilities for teaching literacy and numeracy
within subjects such as science, history and geography. It is also
unwise to assume that more time automatically means higher stan-
dards. Research evidence shows that pupils often spend less time on
task in sessions devoted to language work and number than in most
other work. What counts is the quality of the teaching and learning
that is achieved in the time available and how well that time is man-
aged. We believe that it is premature to blame the National Curricu-
lum itself for time pressures, much less for lack of attention to literacy

.and numeracy or for a decline in standards. We support, however, the

case for a review of the National Curriculum as currently constituted.

The main sources of information about standards of pupil achieve-
ment in primary schools upon which we have drawn are:

i data collected by the Assessment of Performance Unit (APU);
ii ~LEAdata;

iii data collected by the National Foundation for Education
Research (NFER);

iv  results of the National Curriculum assessment of seven year
olds;

v HMI reports;

vi international comparisons.
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The APU was set up in 1975 to promote the development of methods
of assessing and monitoring the achievement of children at school and
to seek to identify the incidence of underachievement. Between 1978
and 1984 the APU undertook the first phase of annual surveys of
pupils aged 10 and 11. Five such annual surveys were carried out sep-
arately in English, mathematics and science, involving some 2 per
cent of the age group in each subject each year. A second phase of APU
testing took place five years later for mathematics (1987) and for
English (1988). The proposed 1989 science survey was abandoned.
Practical as well as pencil and paper tests were devised by the APU
teams specifically for the purpose of national monitoring. There are no
APU data on the achievements of seven year olds.

During the first phase of testing only slight changes in pupil perfor-
mance in England were identified over the five year period. Such
trends as were revealed were upwards rather than downwards — in
mathematics overall, in reading and, for boys, in writing. In science,
while there were some variations in performance across the five sur-
veys, there was no clear evidence of a rise or fall in standards.

In the 1988 APU English assessments pupils showed some slight
improvement in their performance in reading ‘for information’ while
their reading of a story showed no change, as compared with the 1983
findings. There was also very little change overall in pupils’ writing
performance although there was a slight deterioration in the out-
comes on one of the tests.

Findings from the second phase of mathematics testing showed that
pupil performance in some aspects had improved over the five year
period while others had declined. Improvements were made in ge-
ometry, measures, probability and statistics while deterioration, to
a rather greater extent, had occurred in nearly all the number cate-
gories, with the largest decline in decimals and fractions.

In summary, over the period of ten years of APU testing, the major
conclusion for English and mathematics is that, though standards
remained much the same in most aspects of these two core subjects,
there was some improvement in reading but there was also a worry-
ing deterioration in important aspects of numeracy.

In the autumn of 1990 the Secretary of State asked the School Exam-
inations and Assessment Council (SEAC) to survey the evidence on
reading standards of seven year olds held by LEAs. The survey, con-
ducted by the NFER, received information from 95 out of the 116

13
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LEAs in England and Wales. Of the 26 LEAs in which ‘the data
enabled a judgement to be made’ a decline in standards was evident
in 19, three LEAs reported a rise, in three the findings indicated no
change and in one ‘fluctuations made it impossible to determine a pat-
tern. Of the nineteen LEAs in which a decline was reported this
mainly occurred in the latter part of the 1980s. In some cases this
decline offset a slight increase in the earlier part of the decade. Our
rough estimate is that the decline amounted on average to about two
points of standardised score in the nineteen LEAs. The report con-
cluded that ‘the data do not exist from this survey, which would enable
any judgement to be made as to the national picture concerning stan-
dards of children’s reading around the age of seven’.

As we write, however, a report is being finalised by the NFER on a sur-
vey undertaken to compare the performance of seven to eight year olds
(Year 3) on a reading test taken in 1991 with that of a similar group of
pupils who had taken the test in 1987. Preliminary analysis suggests
that there was a statistically significant fall of 2.5 standard points
(from 100 to 97.5) in average reading scores between 1987 and 1991,
roughly equivalent to a decline of three to five months in reading age.

Results from the first administration of National Curriculum assess-
ments (1991) indicate that approximately two thirds of Year 2 pupils
attained level 2 in the core subjects (English 61 per cent, mathemat-
ics 66 per cent, science 67 per cent). Significant differences among
these subjects, however, occurred in the proportions of pupils atfain-
ing levels 1 and 3.

The English results (with 17 per cent at level 3) were broadly as
expected. The results for reading revealed a smaller proportion at
levels 2 and 3 (71 per cent) than for English overall (78 per cent).
This may in part relate to the more demanding requirements which
had to be fulfilled in order to achieve success on the attainment target
for reading.

The results in the mathematics attainment targets and in the subject
overall (6 per cent at level 3) were generally lower than in English.
Pupils in general did less well than expected in Number Operations
(attainment target 3) where 44 per cent had not yet reached level 2. In
some of the attainment targets covering space, shape and data han-
dling, more pupils might have been expected to achieve level 2 or better.

In science some 22 per cent of pupils achieved level 3: many more than
expected. This was mainly because performances were much higher
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on the attainment target for the exploration of science {attainment
target 1) than for other attainment targets. For example, on the
knowledge and understanding component only 5 per cent reached
level 3.

In general, the distributions of pupils by level for both the mathemat-
ics and the science attainment targets were very uneven.

The 1991 National Curriculum assessment results have to be inter-
preted with great caution since the assessment procedures, including
the administration of the standard assessment tasks, were still at a
fairly early stage of development. They involved some 43,000 Year 2
teachers making National Curriculum assessments for the first time.
Factors such as problems in the interpretation of National Curriculum
statements of attainment, the variable quality and amount of in-
service training, local variations in terms of resources, including staff
time, and the very time consuming nature of the requirements, all
exacerbated the difficulties experienced by teachers in introducing the
new procedures. In future years many of these problems should dimin-
ish as the arrangements are simplified and teachers become more
confident in making their assessments. Since this is the first run of
National Curriculum assessments we have no base line to determine
whether there have been changes in standards of pupils’ performance
over time. In future years such comparisons will become possible.

HMI visit over 3,000, or about one in six, primary schools each year.
Over the last three years the Annual Reports of the Senior Chief
Inspector, while detecting no general rise or fall in educational stan-
dards, point to some long-standing weaknesses in classroom practice
and conclude that standards are not as good as they must be if the
existing and future needs of individuals and the nation at large are to
be met. HMI frequently draw attention to disturbingly wide variations
in standards of pupil achievement between schools serving broadly
similar catchment areas and between similar classes in the same
school. Whatever may be happening to standards of performance over
time, we believe the scale of differences revealed by HMI is unaccept-
able. Some schools and some teachers will, of course, always be more
effective than others. But the wide variation in standards in our
primary schools points to some obstinate barriers to pupils’ progress
that will have to be removed if standards are to be raised.

HMI inspections over the last two years show that standards in Key
Stage 1 are generally better than in Key Stage 2. This is the result of
a better match of work to ability in Key Stage 1 than in Key Stage 2,
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