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- I -  

 

This conference marks the tenth anniversary of the launch of the Cambridge Primary Review  

and the fourth , almost, of its successor, the Cambridge Primary Review Trust.  

 

The story of the Review is told, albeit briefly, in your conference programme and in greater 

ËÌÛÈÐÓɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ3ÙÜÚÛɀÚɯÞÌÉÚÐÛÌȮɯÚÖɯ(ɀÔɯÕÖÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÙÌ×ÌÈÛɯÐÛȭɯBut I must pay tribute to Esmée 

Fairbairn Foundation, whose five consecutive grants supported the Review from 2006 to 2012, 

and to Pearson, who have supported the Trust since 2013. I must also stress that although, 

publicly, such initiatives tend to be identified with the person who lea ds them, the Review 

was genuinely a collective effortȮɯÈÕËɯ(ɀÔɯËÌÓÐÎÏÛÌËɯÛÖɯÚÌÌɯsome of its 100 associates here today. 

 

A lthough various awards - from t he National Union of Teachers, the Association of Managers 

in Education, the Society of Educational Studies, the British Educational Research Association 

and Sage - all testified ÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ1ÌÝÐÌÞɀÚɯ×ÌÙÊÌÐÝÌËɯÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌȮɯÈÚÚÌÚÚÐÕÎɯÐÛÚɯÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÐÚÕɀÛɯ

straightforward.  However, on one key measure we were certainly successful. We achieved 

extensive press coverage throughout , and independent media analysis shows that on five of 

the ten occasions when the Review published its reports it was the top UK news story overall .  

 

But such exposure came at a price, for despite the balanced content and measured tone of our 

31 interim reports the headlines they provoked mostly sensationalized our findings . 'ÌÙÌɀÚɯÈɯ

selection: 

 
Backlash against testing regime ... The pain of a generation forced to grow up before their time 

... Children being robbed of their innocence by guns, gangs and celebrities ... Primary tests 

blasted by experts ... Literacy drive is flop, say experts ... Kids lose love of books ... Why are 

children so unhap×àȳɯȭȭȭɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯàÖÜÕÎɯÈÔÖÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÛÌÚÛÌËɯȭȭȭɯ.ÜÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÛÌÚÛÌËɯÛÖɯ

ËÌÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯȭȭȭɯ%ÈÐÓÌËȵɯ/ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÌÙÌÕÊÌɯÐÚɯËÈÔÈÎÐÕÎɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯÚÈàÚɯȭȭȭɯ ɯ

shattering failure for our masters ... Underfunded primary schools fail to teach lit ÌÙÈÊàɯȭȭȭɯȿ,ÖÙÈÓɯ

×ÈÕÐÊɀɯ ÈÕËɯ ȿ×ÖÓÐÊàɯ ÏàÚÛÌÙÐÈɀɯ ÏÈÙÔÐÕÎɯ ÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɯ ÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯ ÚÈàÚɯ ȭȭȭɯ 2ÊÏÖÖÓÚɯ ÍÈÐÓÐÕÎɯ ÛÖɯ ÍÐÙÌɯ ÛÏÌɯ

imagination ... The winnowing out of happiness ... Children deserve a broader curriculum ... 

Where now after damning indictment of education? ... Dis advantage lies at heart of review ... 

2ÛÈÓÐÕÐÚÛɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȯɯ+ÈÉÖÜÙɀÚɯÊÌÕÛÙÈÓÐÚÌËɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓɯÖÍɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯȭȭȭɯ ɯÚÛÜËàɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÚÖÜÕËɯÛÏÌɯ

death knell of league tables ... Alexander review: give us back our schools ... Rowan Williams 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/cpr/
http://cprtrust.org.uk/cpr/cpr-publications/interim-reports/
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ÊÖÕËÌÔÕÚɯȿÖ××ÙÌÚÚÐÝÌɀɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯȭȭȭɯ3ÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÚt failing is ignoring 

advice. 

 

But also: 
 

 Cambridge Review team, take heart - your ideas may yet triumph.  

 

There was some even-handed reporting, but 

overall the narrative was Review versus 

government , or in respect of the Rose review, 

Alexander v ersus Rose.  

 

Actually , I happen to know that Jim Rose argued 

that this was a golden opportunity for 

collaboration  between the two reviews in the 

interests of a really well conceived primary 

curriculum , but according to Mick  Waters, who 

was then at QCA and close to the action, 1ÖÚÌɀÚɯ

ÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÐÈÓɯÉÖÚÚÌÚɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÈÓÓÖÞɯÐÛȭɯLike much of 

the press, they preferred confrontation.   

 

Thus it was to the headlines rather than the 

reports that the government responded, dishing 

out rebut tals and insults of almost Trumpi sh 

ferocity, and show ing that despite our careful 

briefing s of DfE officials before each report was 

published they had less interest in what we 

actually said than in protecting the  government 

from media scorn by attacking us. Here is a selection from DfE media releases, quoted in the 

final report  (p 24) in the hope that government might be shamed into a more mature and 

considered response:  

 
ȿ3ÏÌÚÌɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÚɯÜÚÌɯÛÜÕÕÌÓɯÝÐÚÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÓÖÖÒɯÈÛɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ/ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚɯÈÙÌɯÈÛɯÛÏeir highest 

ÌÝÌÙɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɀɯȱɯȿ ɯÚ×ÖÒÌÚÞÖÔÈÕɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ#"2%ɯÈÛÛÈÊÒÌËɯÛÏÌɯ/ÙÐÔÈÙàɯ1ÌÝÐÌÞɯÍÖÙɯ×ÌËËÓÐÕÎɯɁÈɯ

ÊÖÓÓÌÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÙÌÊàÊÓÌËȮɯ×ÈÙÛÐÈÓɯÖÙɯÖÜÛɯÖÍɯËÈÛÌɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏɂɯɀɯȱɯȿɯɁ(ɯÈÔɯÕÖÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈ×ÖÓÖÎÐÚÌɯÍÖÙɯ

delivering what parents want, even if these researchers ɬ often on the basis of out-of-date 

research ɬ ËÖÕɀÛɯÓÐÒÌɯÐÛȮɂɯ$Ëɯ!ÈÓÓÚɯÚÈÐËɀȭȭȭɯȿ/ÙÖÍÌÚÚÖÙɯ ÓÌßÈÕËÌÙɯÐÚɯÌÕÛÐÛÓÌËɯÛÖɯÏÐÚɯÖ×ÐÕÐÖÕÚɯÉÜÛɯÖÕÊÌɯ

again we fundamentally disagree with his views ɬ as will parents across the country. Parental 

ÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÌËÜÊÈtion in the home is vital for their learning. We need parents to make 

books available, read to their children and take an interest in their homework. Many parents 

ÈÓÙÌÈËàɯËÖɯÛÏÐÚȮɯÈÕËɯÜÕÓÐÒÌɯ/ÙÖÍÌÚÚÖÙɯ ÓÌßÈÕËÌÙȮɯÞÌɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÛÏÌàɯÈÙÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɯÛÖɯËÖɯÚÖɀɯȭȭȭɯȿɯ

Ɂ(ÕËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɂɯÐÚɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯÕÖÛɯÈÕɯÈ×ÛɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÓÍ-ÚÛàÓÌËɯȿÓÈÙÎÌÚÛɀɯ

review of primary education in 40 years. It is another deeply ideological strike against standards 

and effective teaching of the 3Rs in our primary schools. Many of its contributors oppose the 

ÝÌÙàɯÐËÌÈɯÖÍɯɁÚÛÈÕËÈÙËÚɂɯȭȭȭɯ ɯÙÌÛÜÙÕɯÛÖɯÈɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÐÖÕɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÈÊÏÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÚÐÊÚɯÐÚɯÚÜÉÚÜÔÌËɯ

into a process of osmosis would destroy another generation of primary schoolchildren in the 

same way that the children of the seventies were failed ... The Primary Review is ... about 

reversing the changes of the last twenty years and returning our schools to a time when there 

ÞÈÚɯÕÖɯ×ÜÉÓÐÊɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÚÐÊÚɯÞÌÙÌɯÓÈÙÎÌÓàɯÚÜÉÚÜÔÌËɯÐÕÛÖɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÓÌÚÚÖÕÚȭɀ 

https://www.routledge.com/Children-their-World-their-Education-Final-Report-and-Recommendations/Alexander-Armstrong-Flutter-Hargreaves-Harrison-Harlen-Hartley-Brewer-Kershner-MacBeath-Mayall-Northen-Pugh-Richards-Utting/p/book/9780415548717
https://www.routledge.com/Children-their-World-their-Education-Final-Report-and-Recommendations/Alexander-Armstrong-Flutter-Hargreaves-Harrison-Harlen-Hartley-Brewer-Kershner-MacBeath-Mayall-Northen-Pugh-Richards-Utting/p/book/9780415548717
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A forlorn hope i ndeed. The process reached its sorry climax when far from welcoming the 

final report as a contribution to evidence-informed policy, ministers first cynically 

misrepresented and then dismissed it - a response for which they were widely criticised and 

which when I met them at DfE they later accepted was wrong, though only in private.  

 

!ÜÛȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɀÚɯÈɯÊÙÜÊÐÈÓɯȿÉÜÛɀȮɯÛÏÌɯ"/1ɯÍÐÕÈÓɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯÌÕËÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÞÖÙËÚȯ 

 

The Cambridge Primary review ... is not just for the transient architects and agents of 

policy. It is for all who invest daily, deeply and for life in this vital phase of education, 

especially children, parents and teachers. 

 

ȿ3ÙÈÕÚÐÌÕÛɯÈÙÊÏÐÛÌÊÛÚɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÊàɀ. So here we all are, education professionals, soldiering on , 

investing in prim ary education dai ly, deeply and for life . And there goes our one-time 

nemesis, former Secretary of State Ed Balls: out of 

office, out of Parliament and into Strictly Come 

Dancing, closely followed by Michael Gove  and Nicky 

Morgan  ɬ dancing not the tango but a weird caper 

called the Brexit.  It was on the basis of this contrast, 

between here today gone tomorrow politicians and th e 

rest of us who are in it for the long haul , that we argued 

in 2009, and I repeat now, that people who judged the 

Review solely by how much notice the government 

took of it were missing the point. True, we made policy 

recommendations and some of them were heeded; but 

most of what we reported was for teachers, not 

policymakers .  

 

IÛɀÚɯÛÏe teachers who have heeded this message that the 

Cambridge Primary Review Trust  celebrates. Their 

insistence on professional autonomy underpinned by 

reflection, evidence and vision underlines the force of another often-repeated quote from the 

ÍÐÕÈÓɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛȯɯȿ"ÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÞÐÓÓ not learn to think for themselves if their teachers merely do as they 

ÈÙÌɯÛÖÓËȭɀ 

 

Taking the Review as its starting point but responding to what by 2012 were rather different 

circumstances, the Trust identified the eight priorities  ÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯ(ɀÓÓɯÙÌÍÓÌÊÛɯÐn a minute: equity, 

voice, community and sustainability as guiding principles, and  aims, curriculum, pedagogy 

and assessment as practical imperatives. These derived from the Review and the 

dissemination events that followed it, and have been pursued through policy engagement, 

research, school leadership and professional networking and development  through CPR3ɀÚɯ

regional networks , its Schools Alliance and its CPD partnership  with Pearson.  

 

The most widely ÝÐÚÐÉÓÌɯÈÚ×ÌÊÛɯÖÍɯ"/13ɀÚɯÞÖÙk has been the succession of research reports 

and briefings that we commissioned to update and extend those produced by the Cambr idge 

Review. The final two will be published shortly  and all are listed in your programme . But 

ÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯmore. Our regional netwo rks have organised an impressive array of events and 
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initiatives, often working closely with local members of the 3ÙÜÚÛɀÚɯSchools Alliance. We have 

contributed to numerous official consultations. We have joined forces with other organisations 

on campaigns such as Better Without Baseline, More Than a Score, and Bacc for the Future. 

Our (almost) weekly blogs have commented on issues and developments both transient and 

fundamental, and they have been contributed by heads, teachers, student teachers and 

journalists as well as academics. If you want to see how all this activity feeds into the eight 

CPRT priorities, ÎÖɯÛÖɯȿ/ÙÐÖÙÐÛÐÌÚɯÐÕɯÈÊÛÐÖÕɀɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ"/13ɯÞÌÉÚÐÛÌ. 

 

-II -  

 

Let me turn next to the titles of this conference ÈÕËɯÔàɯÒÌàÕÖÛÌȯɯȿ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÈÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÉÌɀɯ

and ȿ6ÏÈÛɯÞÖÙÒÚɯÈÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙÚȯɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÚ×ÐÛÌɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÊàɀȭ 

 

ȿ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÈÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÉÌɀɯis the title of $ËÔÖÕËɯ'ÖÓÔÌÚɀÚɯ1911 critique of English 

elementary education. It reminds us of a shared objective of the Cambridge Primary Review  

and the Trust: to combine reliable evidence about children, their worl d and their primary 

education with a valid vision for the future.  

 

ȿWÏÈÛɯÞÖÙÒÚɀɯÐÚɯthe mantra of those who cut to what they see as the only educational question 

worth considering ȭɯ-ÖÛɯȿ6ÏÈÛɯÐÚɯeducation ÍÖÙȳɀɯɬ ÍÖÙɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÌàɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÈÚÒɯ- 

ÉÜÛɯȿ6hat methods are most effective at delivering the required educational outcomesȳɀ 

Required, that is, by ministers. 

 

And what of those outcomes? Of course we must have clear learning goals and we need to 

know to what extent those goals have been achieved. That is blindingly obvious. But while 

some outcomes may well be laudable and appropriate , others may not, and all must be a 

matter of debate rather than decree. Is it really essential, as one ministerial convert to 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/networks/schools-alliance/
http://cprtrust.org.uk/about_cprt/cprt-priorities-in-action/
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$ȭ#ȭ'ÐÙÚÊÏɯÐÕÚÐÚÛÌËɯÛÖɯÔÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàɯ8ÌÈÙɯƚɯ×Ü×ÐÓɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÒÕÖÞɯÞÏÖɯÚÏÖÛɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɀÚɯ*ÐÕÎɯ

William II, especially when this is a question that no historian can answer?  

 

In any case, too exclusive an emphasis on outcomes, even those that are sensible, neglects the 

truth that for the child the process  and moment of learning are no less important .  Primary 

teachers were rightly incensed a few years ago when another minister announced that the 

most important outcome of primary education is making  ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯȿÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙà-reÈËàɀȮɯÈÚɯÐÍɯ

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÌxperiences during their intensely formative  primary years have no value in 

themselves. Anyway, g iven that last year Ofsted published a report entitled Key Stage 3: the 

wasted years? the idea of 'secondary ready' is problematic, to say the least.  

 

Further, from the broad range of possible outcomes of learning - academic, social, emotional, 

behavioural, aesthetic, moral, physical - only a small proportion are amenable to 

measurement, and in our data-driven education system this intrinsic w eakness inevitably and 

seriously distorts the curriculum . So, as my title invites , we must ask whether what works in 

education - or rather, what is claimed to work on the basis of the less than perfect measures 

available - is what really matters . 

 

What is and what might be. Evidence with vision. What works and what matters. To these I 

add a metatheme that suffuses all of them. IÛɀÚɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯpolicy.  

 

Ever since the 1988 Education Reform Act started transferring hitherto devolved powers  from 

local authorities and schools to Westminster, policy has become ever more inescapable, 

intrusive  and impervious to criticism . Witness those 459 government documents on the 

teaching of literacy that were issued to primary schools between 1996 and 2004 - ÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÖÝÌÙɯ

one official document on literacy every w eek for eight years. School leaders here today can 

probably update that figu re.  

 

!ÜÛɯÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯonly the DfE documentary delugeȭɯ3ÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÏÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÝÈÓÐËÐÛàɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯ

is promulgated. Some feel that in terms of quality  as well as quantity education policy has now 

become dangerously counterproductive. This was certainly the view of those four eminent 

educationists who i n 2008ȮɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÏÌÐÎÏÛɯÖÍɯ-ÌÞɯ+ÈÉÖÜÙɀÚɯstandards drive in the name of 

ȿÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɀɯ(which ÛÜÙÕÌËɯÖÜÛɯÛÖɯÔÌÈÕɯȿÉÈÚÐÊÚȮɯÉÈÚÐÊÚȮɯÉÈÚÐÊÚɀɯÈÕËɯȿÛÌÚÛÚȮɯ

ÛÌÚÛÚȮɯÛÌÚÛÚɀȺɯwrote  this in an open letter to a national newspaper:  

 

Despite significant additional investment in education since 1997 and many welcome 

measures in all phases of education, our research shows that government policy is now 

ÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌɯ&ÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÖÞÕɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯÍÙÌÕÌÛÐÊɯ×ÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɯ

must slow down to what is possible ... We have become increasingly dismayed by 

ministers who are intent on permanent revolution in every aspect of the education 

system from structures to qualifications. In so acting, they demonstrate a deep lack of 

trust in the professional education community ... W e have come independently to the 

same conclusion, namely that government policy is no longer the solution to the 

difficulties we face but our greatest problem.  

 

http://www.robinalexander.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/ASCL-Annual-Conference.pdf
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/education/education-news/governments-education-policy-is-self-defeating-academics-warn-838156.html
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So: ȿEËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯÚ×ÐÛÌɯÖÍɯ×ÖÓÐÊàɀȭɯWhat of the focus of policy ? In his introduction to What Is And 

What Might Be, Edmond Holmes wrote  (pp v -vi) , in terms which I think speak as directly to 

our situation in 2016 as to that in 1911:  

 

My aim ... is to show that ... the prevalent tendency to pay undue regard to outward 

ÈÕËɯÝÐÚÐÉÓÌɯȿÙÌÚÜÓÛÚɀɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÕÌÎÓÌÊÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÐÕÞÈÙËɯÈÕËɯÝÐÛÈÓȮɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÖÜÙÊÌɯÖÍɯÔÖÚÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

defects that vitiate education in this country.  

 

Having anticipated behaviouris t psychology - undue regard to [the] outward and visible - and 

the tyranny  of SATs - undue regard to results - he then anticipated the backlash. He went on:   

 

There is at least a breath of healthy discontent stirring in the field of elementary 

education, a breath which sometimes blows the mist away and gives us sudden gleams 

of sunshine, whereas over the higher levels of the educational world there hangs the 

heavy stupor of profound self -satisfaction. I am not exaggerating when I say that at 

this moment there are elementary schools in England in which the life of the children 

is emancipative and educative to an extent which is unsurpassed, and perhaps 

unequalled, in any other type ... of school. 

 

ȿ3ÏÌɯÏÌÈÝàɯÚÛÜ×ÖÙɯÖÍɯ×ÙÖÍÖÜÕËɯÚÌÓÍ-ÚÈÛÐÚÍÈÊÛÐÖÕɀȭɯ DfE, its advisers and acolytes take note.  

 

-III - 

 

6ÌÓÓȮɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÌÕÖÜÎÏɯpessimism, for the moment anyway . I want to turn next to those eight 

priorities that have guided ÛÏÌɯ3ÙÜÚÛɀÚɯefforts since 2013. In relation to each of them, what can 

we say about what is and what might be? About what policy has achieved and what policy 

has frustrated? And about what works and what really matters?  

 

Voice 

 

+ÌÛɀÚɯÉÌÎÐÕɯon an upbeat note with voice:  ËÝÈÕÊÌɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÝÖÐÊÌɯÈÕËɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯÐÕɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯ

classroom in accordance with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. "ÈÙÖÓɯ1ÖÉÐÕÚÖÕɀÚɯ"/13ɯ

research update on voice has stimulated several initiatives in our regional networks, for it 

Ú×ÌÈÒÚɯÛÖɯÈɯÞÐËÌÙɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛɯÐÕɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÝÖÐÊÌɯÈÕËɯÙÐÎÏÛÚɯthat has taken the movement far 

beyond the formal procedures such as school councils that we documented in the Cambridge 

Review final report.  So, for example, there are now 4000 UK schools working towards the 

UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools Award and many more that are not part of this scheme 

but have signed up to the idea.  

 

However, i t is to be hoped that they all understand that the real test of a schoÖÓɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÐÛÔÌÕÛɯ

to voice lies not so much in national schemes and school structures, helpful though these are, 

as ÐÕɯÞÏÈÛɯÏÈ××ÌÕÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÓÈÚÚÙÖÖÔȰɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÍɯÈɯÊÖÔÔÐÛÔÌÕÛɯÛÖɯÝÖÐÊÌɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÌɯÐÕÛÖɯ

Èɯ×ÌËÈÎÖÎàɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÔ×ÖÞÌÙÚɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÛÈÓÒ, respects their ideas and thereby gives them 

ownership of their learning  - which is what the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

explicitly requires - ÐÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÈÙÌÓàɯÚÊÙÈÛÊÏÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌɯÖÍɯÞÏÈÛɯȿÝÖÐÊÌɀɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÔÌÈÕȭ  

 

'ÌÙÌɀÚɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÈÕÎÓÌȭɯȿ5ÖÐÊÌɀɯÈÕËɯȿÝÖÛÌɀɯÏÈve different Latin roots - vox/voice and votum/vow 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/FINAL-VERSION-Carol-Robinson-Children-their-Voices-and-their-Experiences-of-School.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/FINAL-VERSION-Carol-Robinson-Children-their-Voices-and-their-Experiences-of-School.pdf
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- ÉÜÛɯÐÕɯÈɯËÌÔÖÊÙÈÊàɯÛÏÌɯÝÖÛÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛÐáÌÕɀÚɯultimate ÝÖÐÊÌɯÈÕËɯÐÕɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÍÌÉÙÐÓÌɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯ

climate how people vocalise their views and use their votes has implications for voice in the 

classroom.  

 

On the one hand, an EPPI research review at the UÕÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàɯÖÍɯ!ÙÐÚÛÖÓɯÏÈÚɯÚÏÖÞÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯ

path to active and discerning citizenship starts not with le ssons that preach ȿ!ÙÐÛÐÚÏɀɯÝÈÓÜÌÚɯor 

the virtues of British parliamentary democracy but with classroom talk that encourages 

children to question, argue, reason, challenge the opinions of others and justify their own - 

what I call dialogic teaching.  On the other hand, and as far removed from this as it is possible 

to imagine, we have the divisive demagoguery and populist tribalism o f Trump , Farage and 

some of the tabloids, the verbal and physical violence that they encourage - let us never forget 

Jo Cox - and the replacement of evidence and reasoned argument by claims, lies and 

accusations that appeal to ÏÜÔÈÕÐÛàɀÚɯworst rather than its best. Voice is the not just the 

opportunity to talk, but how that opportunity is exercised.  

 

Another angle again. It would be facile to claim a connection between the growing abusiveness 

of political discourse and the rise of cyber-ÉÜÓÓàÐÕÎȮɯÉÜÛɯÍÖÙɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɯÚÖÊÐÈÓɯÕÌÛÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯ

ÐÚɯÙÖÜÛÐÕÌɯÈÕËɯ×ÌÙÝÈÚÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÐÛɀÚɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌɯÈɯËÐÔÌÕÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÝÖÐÊÌɯÛÏÈÛɯËÌÔÈÕËÚɯÖÜÙɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕ, 

and urgently ȭɯ'ÌÙÌɯ(ɀËɯÊÖÔÔÌÕËɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÙÌÊÌÕÛɯ"/13ɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛȮɯ"ÈÛÏàɯ!ÜÙÕÌÛÛɀÚɯThe Digital Age 

and its Implications for Learning and Teaching in the Primary School.  

 

Equity  

 

If we ask whether the voices of all children have an equal chance of being heard, then we see 

how voice relates to the next CPRT priorit y, equity : Tackle the continuing challenge of social and 

educational disadvantage, and find practical ways to help schools to close the overlapping gaps in 

educational attainment.  

 

In recent years, governments of all persuasions have told us that they are committed to 

reducing inequality in society and education. Building on a legacy of positive discrimination 

going back to the Educational Priority Areas of the 1960s, significant public money now goes 

to ÛÏÌɯ/Ü×ÐÓɯ/ÙÌÔÐÜÔɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯȿÞÏÈÛɯÞÖÙÒÚɀɯÚÛÙÈÛÌÎÐÌÚɯÌÝÈÓÜÈÛÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ$ËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕɯ$ÕËÖÞÔÌÕÛɯ

Foundation. One of these is the joint CPRT/University of York project on dialogi c teaching, 

which I joint ly  dir ect.   

 

Meanwhile, we have a level of child poverty - currently 28 percent - that is matched by few 

other rich countries, a growing gulf between rich and poor,  and gross and stubbornly 

persistent inequalities of gender, race, culture and opportunity . And of course, and critically, 

the demographics of social and educational inequality closely coincide.   

 

All this is well documented in not one but three CPRT reports. Together w ith Laura 

Vanderbloemen, Kate Pickett, co-author of the brilliant 2009 book The Spirit Level, has 

produced for us Mind the Gap: tackling social and educational inequality, revisiting and 

developing her central thesis that unequal societies have unequal educational systems and 

that you canɀÛɯeliminate educational inequality without tackling  social inequality . Mel Ainscow 

and his Manchester colleagues have given us Primary Schools Responding to Diversity: barriers 

and possibilities, and from Michael Jopling and Sharon Vincent we have Vulnerable Children: 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Burnett-report-20160720.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Burnett-report-20160720.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/research/classroom-talk/
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Pickett-Vanderbloemen-report-ONLINE.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Ainscow-report-160505.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Ainscow-report-160505.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Jopling-and-Vincent-report-20160427.pdf
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needs and provision in the primary phase. Michael and Sharon focus on what local authorities and 

agencies do and might do better . The other two reports have more to say about national policy, 

and while both Kate Pickett and Mel Ainscow acknowledge  the welcome boost to school 

income that the Pupil Premium provides, they highlight its limitations. Worryingly, Mel and 

his colleagues argue that the Premium may narrow rather than widen  the vocabulary of social 

diversity ȭɯ3ÏÌàɯÚÈàȯɯȿ3ÌÈÊÏÌÙÚɯÕÖÞɯÊÖÔÔÖÕÓàɯÙÌÍÌÙɯÛÖɯɁ/Ü×ÐÓɯ/ÙÌÔÐÜÔɯ×Ü×ÐÓÚɂɯÈÚɯÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÚÜÊÏɯ

a group can be defined meaningfully, when in fact it consists of no more than a highly diverse 

aggregation of individuals whose only common feature is that they have free schÖÖÓɯÔÌÈÓÚȭɀ  

 

 ÕËɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÙÌÚ×ÖÕÚÌȳɯ On the one hand, certainly, the Pupil Premium  - thanks to 

the moderating influence of the coalition ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯ+ÐÉ#ÌÔɯ×ÈÙÛÕÌÙÚ. On the other, flying 

in the face of 1960s evidence about the damage to the self-esteem and life chances of the 

majority who were not deemed worthy of a grammar school education, we have the grammar 

schools proposal. To have two initiatives from the same government department pulling in 

opposite directions , both in the name of narrowing the gap, is bizarre. !ÜÛɯÏÌàȮɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯ×ÖÓÐÊàȭ 

 

In any case, as Mel Ainscow warns, the definition of the gap to be narrowed has itself become 

narrower. Here wÌɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÙÌÊÈÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯ+ÈÉÖÜÙɀÚɯ-Èrrowing the Gap programme , which followed 

Every Child Matters, focused on a much wider spectrum of disadvantage than income, 

including looked -after childre n, children with disabilities, children with special needs, those 

excluded from school, those with records of poor or patchy a ttendance, young offenders, 

young carers, children at risk, children living with vulnerable adults, chil dren not fluent in 

English, children of asylum seekers and refugees, children with mental health problems and 

children from marginalised groups such as travellers.  

 

Community  

 

6ÏÐÊÏɯÓÌÈËÚɯÛÖɯ"/13ɀÚɯ×ÙÐÖÙÐÛàɯÖÍɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàȯ Promote community engagement and cohesion 

through school-community links and a community curriculum that supplements and enriches the 

national curriculum, and by developing communal values in school and classroom. You may recall 

that the Cambridge 1ÌÝÐÌÞɀÚɯÍÐÕÈÓɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛɯÚÏÖÞÌËȮɯÕÖÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÌÕÎÛh of the 'community 

soundings' with which the Review started - 87 focus group meetings in nine regional locations 

- that primary schools are not only pivotal to their local communities , but also, at their best, 

they model what community is about. As we said, like many others cribbing the words of 

W.B.Yeatsȯɯȿ/rimary schools may be the one point of stability and positive values in a world 

where everything else is changing and uncertain. For many, schools are the centre that holds 

ÞÏÌÕɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÍÈÓÓɯÈ×ÈÙÛɀȭ  

 

Like voice, community  is a priority that is not subject to DfE policy requirements and where 

schools can make their own way. But, also like voice, policy can make community harder to 

achieve. For while teachers and school leaders strive to create communal relationships and 

patterns of behaviour , communities outside the school that are fractured have a habit of 

intruding, and th is fracturing is economic as well as social and cultural. Meanwhile, t he 

stripping away of local educational governance and accountability  diminishes communit y 

investment in neighbourhood schools, while performance tables, enforced academisation and 

the drive to an American -style marketised system are about division rather than solidarity. 

Here you should read Warwick Mansell ɀÚ CPRT report on academies. Warwick is particula rly 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Jopling-and-Vincent-report-20160427.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Primary_Review_Community_Soundings_report.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Primary_Review_Community_Soundings_report.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Mansell-report-160527.pdf
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concerned about the dangers of unaccountable admissions policies, financial discretion and 

governance, and in the spirit of community ÈÙÎÜÌÚȯɯȿ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÈÉÚÌÕÊÌɯÖÍɯÎÖÖËɯÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌɯÚÏÖÞÐÕÎɯ

why they should be dispensed with, local democracy, accountability and support should be 

maintained for all state -ÍÜÕËÌËɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚɀɯÈÕËɯȿÛÏÌÙÌɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÔÈßÐÔÜÔɯÛÙÈÕÚ×ÈÙÌÕÊàɯÈÛɯÈÓÓɯ

levels of decision making about the future of schools. Users of services, and citizens generally, 

ÕÌÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÚÌɯËÌÊÐÚÐÖÕÚȭɀ 

 

Sustainability  

 

The last in the cluster of CPRT priorities relating to children and their world is sustainability : 

Embed sustainability and global citizenship in educational policy and practice, linking to the UN agenda 

for global education after 2015.  

 

Well, the same prime minister who claimed that he was going to ÏÌÈËɯ ȿÛÏÌɯ ÎÙÌÌÕÌÚÛɯ

ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯÌÝÌÙɀɯÓÈÛÌÙɯÛÖÓËɯÏÐÚɯÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÚɯÛÖɯȿÊÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÎÙÌÌÕɯÊÙÈ×ɀȮɯÈÕËɯÏÐÚɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚÖÙɯ3ÏÌÙÌÚÈɯ

May duly obliged by abolishing the Department of Energy and Climate Change. And this 

despite the United Nations 2015 Sustainable Development Goals, the 2015 Paris Climate 

Change Agreement and its ratification only last month.   

 

Meanwhile, although education for sustainable development was a cross-curriculum 

requirement from 2000 to 2013, it was excluded from the national curriculum introduced in 

2014. Meanwhile too, Brexit and its attendant nationalism, xenophobia and racism have dealt 

a body blow to the idea that learning and citizenship in our interdependent and fragile world 

must be global rather than merely national ; and all over Europe right wing nationalist politics , 

emboldened first by Brexit and now by Trump, are follo wing suit.  

 

As with voice, community and equity, the priority of sustainability carries forward the agenda 

of the Cambridge Primary Review which in turn reflected concerns expressed by parents, 

teachers, community leaders and children themselves. Children  of course have most to gain 

or lose from our decisions. So ÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÙÌÔÖÛÌÓàɯÔÈÝÌÙÐÊÒɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÖÜÙɯ×ÙÌÚÚÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯ

education for sustainability and global citizenship. As with voice and community, the 

achievement of this priority is partly in your hands,  in spite of policy ȮɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÏÌÓ×ɯàÖÜɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯ

the CPRT report from Doug Bourn and his colleagues at the UCL Institute of Education, 

Primary Education for Global Learning and Sustainability, not to mention practical ways forward 

floated in our blogs by Ben Ballin of Tide~ Global Learning .  

 

Aims  

 

This takes us to the central question of what primary education is for. Once again policy fails 

us. Every version of the national curriculum since 1988 has been prefaced by a brace of goals 

that are not only  platitudinous but also bear no relation to the content they precede. They are 

also habitually ungrammatical. Thus the current national curriculum, like its predecessors, 

ÚÈàÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÜÙÙÐÊÜÓÜÔɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯ×ÙÖÔÖÛÌɯȿÛÏÌɯÚ×ÐÙÐÛÜÈÓȮɯÔÖÙÈÓȮɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓȮɯÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÈÕËɯ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯ

ËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ×Ü×ÐÓÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÈÕËɯÖÍɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàȭɀɯ(ɯÊÈÕɯÚÌÌɯÏÖÞɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÝÈÓÐËɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÈÒɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ

spiritu ÈÓȮɯÔÖÙÈÓɯÈÕËɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàȮɯÉÜÛɯÞÏÈÛɯÖÕɯÌÈÙÛÏɯÐÚɯÔÌÈÕÛɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯȿÔÌÕÛÈÓɯ

ÈÕËɯ×ÏàÚÐÊÈÓɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯȭȭȭɯÖÍɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàɀȳɯ#ÖɯÚÖÊÐÌÛÐÌÚɯÏÈÝÌɯarms and legs? Anyway, Margaret 

Thatcher, on whose watch this crass phrase was invented , decreed that thereɀÚɯÕÖɯÚÜÊÏɯÛÏÐÕÎɯ

http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Bourn-report-160217-final.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/category/ben-ballin/
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as society - though she presumably accepted the existence of legs. 

 

(ÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÚÖɯÔÜÊÏɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯÊÜÙÙÐÊÜÓÜÔɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÈÐÔÚȮɯÍÖÙɯÕÖÛÞÐÛÏÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯ#Í$ɀÚɯ

silly  statement about the mental and physical needs of society, aims are all too clearly 

expressed by the subjects that ministers include and exclude, what they define as core and 

non-core, and the extent and kind of content they require for each; and it all adds up to the 

ÍÈÔÐÓÐÈÙɯÙÌÎÐÔÌɯÖÍɯÏÈÔÔÌÙɯÛÏÌɯƗ1ÚȮɯËÖÕɀÛɯÞÖÙÙàɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÚÛȭ No, my objection is the sheer 

ËÐÚÏÖÕÌÚÛàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÛÚɯÌß×ÙÌÚÚÌËɯÈÐÔÚȮɯÏÖÞÌÝÌÙɯÐÓÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÌȮɯclaiming 

a broad, balanced, liberal education that celebrates ȿÛÏÌɯÉÌÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÈÕËɯÚÈÐËɀɯ

while the curriculum itself as specified in the current national curriculum framework heads in 

the opposite direction towards minimalism, narrow instrumentalism and a disdain for culture 

that would have Matthew Arnold spinning in his grave at the barefaced cheek of those 

ministers who use his words to paper over the poverty of their vision.   

 

A year ago, and underlining ÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯfailure both to come clean on aims and to 

engage in a proper debate on the matter - for the aims of public education are for all of us, not 

just ministers - the House of Commons Education Committee launched its own enquiry into 

the quality and purpose of education in England. In some irritation I penned a CPRT blog 

ÌÕÛÐÛÓÌËɯȿ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛȳɀɯand askedȯɯȿ6ÏÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɯÖÍɯ×ÈÙÓÐÈÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÚÒÚɯȿ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯ

ÖÍɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕȳɀɯÞÌɯÔÐÎÏÛɯÙÌÛÖÙÛȮɯËÌÚÊÌÕËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÌÝÌÕɯÎÙÌÈÛÌÙɯËÌ×ÛÏÚɯÖÍɯÊàÕÐÊÐÚÔɯÛÏÈÕɯÜÚÜÈÓȮɯ

ȿ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÖÍɯÛÌÓÓÐÕÎɯàÖÜȳɯ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÐÕÛɯÖÍɯÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÐÕÎɯÛÖɯàÌÛɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÖÕÚÜÓÛÈÛÐÖÕɯ

when oÕɯ×ÈÚÛɯÍÖÙÔɯÕÖÉÖËàɯÛÈÒÌÚɯÈÕàɯÕÖÛÐÊÌȳɀɯÈÕËɯÐÕËÌÌËȮɯȿ8ÖÜɯÈÚÒɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÌËÜÊÈÛÐÖÕÈÓɯ

purposes now? After hundreds of so-called reforms? Are you telling us that these reforms 

ÏÈÝÌɯÈÓÓɯÉÌÌÕȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÐÊÛɯÚÌÕÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËȮɯ×ÖÐÕÛÓÌÚÚȳɀ 

 

But then I remembered my duties as citizen, educator and chair of this Trust , and submitted, 

on behalf of the Trust, a copy of the Cambridge Primary Review aims for primary education 

together with a commentary. Those aims, ÞÏÐÊÏɯàÖÜɀÓÓɯÍÐÕËɯÚÌÛɯÖÜÛɯÐÕɯÍÜÓÓɯÖÕɯÖÜÙɯÞÌÉÚÐÛÌ, were 

grounded in an extensive enquiry that trawled the views of thousands of witnesses from all 

walks of life as well as official statements from many other countries. Out of this we 

crystallised the twelve aims in three groups - children their world, thei r education - that many 

schools have now adopted and which I firmly believe remain wholly apposite. Indeed, when 

you look at the middle four  ÈÉÖÜÛɯȿÚÌÓÍȮɯÖÛÏÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÞÐËÌÙɯÞÖÙÓËɯ- encouraging respect and 

reciprocity; promoting interdependence and sustai nability; empowering local, national and 

global citizenship; and celebrating culture and community - you may agree that in light of the 

way our society and world are going, these four are if anything more urgent now than they 

were then. 

 

But the crucial pr ocedural point about aims is that they should mean what th ey say. They are 

not the icing on the curriculum cake but its raw ingredients. They should drive what is taught 

and how, and they should shape and inform the values and life of the school as a whole.  If a 

ÚÊÏÖÖÓɯÊÓÈÐÔÚɯÛÖɯÍÖÚÛÌÙɯÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛɯÈÕËɯÈÜÛÖÕÖÔàȮɯÖÙɯsustainability and  global 

citizenship, or to excite their imaginations, we are entitled to ask where and how. In the words 

http://cprtrust.org.uk/cprt-blog/whats-the-point/
http://cprtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/HoC-Purposes-Inquiry-CPRT-logo-1.pdf
http://cprtrust.org.uk/about_cprt/aims/
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ÖÍɯ"/13ɀÚɯÈÐÔÚɯ×ÙÐÖÙÐÛàȯɯDevelop and apply a coherent vision for 21st century primary education; 

enact [it] through curriculum, pedagogy and the wider life of the school.  

 

Curriculum  

 

And what of curriculum ? "/13ɀÚɯ×ÙÐÖÙÐÛàɯÐÚɯÛÖɯdevelop a broad, balanced and rich entitlement 

curriculum which responds to both national and local need, eliminates the damaging division of status 

and quality between core and non-core, and teaches every subject, domain or aspect to the highest 

possible standard. 6ÌɯÈËËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËɀÚɯÍÐÍÛÏɯÙÐÊÏÌÚÛɯÕÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÚÜÙÌÓàɯÈɯÔÐÕÐÔÈÓɯ

requirement for public education, not an unattainable ideal.  

 

After a protracted national curriculum review starting with great Govian fanfares in 2011, the 

government invited but largely igno red the advice of its expert group and thousands of 

equally expert submissions, bent the international evidence to suit its purposes, and proposed 

what it had decided before its review was launched. Subsequent consultations achieved some 

trimming at the margins - and I count the reinstatement of a programme of study for spoken 

language as a personal victory , for a Freedom of Information request has shown that it was in 

direct response to the evidence I presented at a ministerial seminar  in March 2012. But 

otherwise, the September 2013 framework says it all. 89 pages for English, 52 pages for maths, 

44 pages for science and just 35 pages for the remaining nine subjects, or two or three pages 

for each subject that are so brief and generalised as to be almost useless.  

 

So the old, deeply damaging two -tier curriculum continues to reign supreme, notwithstanding 

concerns expressed by chief inspectors as well as teachers and researchers. Meanwhile, drama 

is no more than implicit and what the framework does say, for example about literacy, has 

ÈÛÛÙÈÊÛÌËɯÈÚɯÔÜÊÏɯËÐÚÔÈàɯÈÚɯÞÏÈÛɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛȭɯ In any case, after all the fanfares and frustrations, 

it turns out that this national curriculum is not national at all, because it applies only to some 

schools. Indeed, it is neither national nor, in the sense that most people understand the word, 

http://www.robinalexander.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/DfE-oracy-120220-Alexander-FINAL.pdf
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a curriculum . Rather it is a list of subjects that starts in massive prescriptive detail before tail ing 

off into please-yourself ÐÕÚÐÎÕÐÍÐÊÈÕÊÌȮɯÛÏÜÚɯÎÐÝÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÌɯÛÖɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÈÓÒɯÖÍɯȿÉÙeadth and 

ÉÈÓÈÕÊÌɀȮɯÓÌÛɯÈÓÖÕÌɯȿÛÏÌɯÉÌÚÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÈÕËɯÚÈÐËȭɀɯ 

 

There is of course an alternative: the Cambridge Primary Review primary curriculum 

framework of aims and domains, which balanced national entitlement and consistency with, 

through its community curriculum, local responsiveness  (Children, their World, their Education, 

pp 237-278). 
 

What this sorry tale illustrates is not just ministerial arrogance and poverty of vision but also 

resistance to evidence. In the national curriculum, as in the proposed EBacc, from which the 

arts are excluded all together, the arts fall victim to all three. Yet we know that the arts are not 

only profoundly significant in themselves for both individual development and national 

culture, but they are also extremely useful in term s that even the most utilitarian of ministers 

should understand. Last year the arts industries contrib uted £84 billion to the UK economy, 

and a US research review provides evidence that properly conceived and rigorously taught - 

and, sadly, neither conditi on can be guaranteed - the arts can enhance: pupil motivation and 

engagement, including attendance, persistence, attention, aspiration and risk-taking; pupil 

achievement in tests of reading and mathematics; skill transfer from the arts to other subjects, 

including, again, reading and mathematics; habits of mind across all areas of learning, including 

problem-solving, critical and creative thinking, and the capacity to deal with ambiguity and 

complexity; and social competencies including collaboration, teamw ork, tolerance and self-

confidence. (ÍɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÜÚÌÍÜÓɯto children, the economy and society and ÛÏÌÕɯ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯ

what is.  
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Assessment 

 

I have the same sense of despair over policy on assessment as I do over policy on curriculum. 

"/13ɀÚɯ×ÙÐÖÙÐÛàɯÐÚɯÚÛÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÖÜÎÏÛɯÕÖÛɯÛÖɯÉÌɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÈÛÐÊɯÉÜÛɯÍÖÙɯÔÐÕÐÚÛÌÙÚɯ

apparently is: Encourage approaches to assessment that enhance learning as well as test it, that support 

rather than distort the curriculum and that pursue standards and quality in all areas of learning, not 

just the core subjects. What could be more obvious and desirable than that? Instead we have 

policies that distort the curriculum, treat tests in literacy and numeracy as proxies for 

ÊÏÐÓËÙÌÕɀÚɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÈÊÙÖÚÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÜÙÙÐÊÜÓÜÔɯÈÚɯÈɯÞÏÖÓÌȮɯÈÕËɯÎÌÕÌÙÈÛÌɯÜÕÈÊÊÌ×ÛÈÉÓÌɯÓÌÝÌÓÚɯÖÍɯÚÛÙÌÚÚɯ

among both children and teachers. SATs, as I wrote in 2009 during the Cambridge Review, 

remain the elephant in the curriculum.  This splendid cartoon, with Ed B alls being strictly come 

swatted with a copy of our final report, was in TES. 

 

Meanwhile, assessment enquiries are set up, they report, they recommend, they are followed 

by more reviews, and very ÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÊÏÈÕÎÌÚȭɯ1ÌÔÌÔÉÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ2ÌÊÙÌÛÈÙàɯÖÍɯ2ÛÈÛÌɀÚɯ$ß×ert Group on 

Assessment in 2009? Or #Í$Úɀɯ3ÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯ ÊÊÖÜÕÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯ×ÙÖ×ÖÚÈÓÚɯÐÕɯƖƔƕƗȳɯOr the 2015 

Commission on Assessment Without Levels? Or +ÖÙËɯ !ÌÞɀÚɯ *Ìàɯ 2ÛÈÎÌɯ Ɩɯ 3ÌÚÛÐÕÎɯ ÈÕËɯ

Accountability Review in 2011? Thus the assessment reviews come and thus they go. Bew, 

Bew, Barney McGrew, Cuthbert, Dibble and Grubb.  

 

NÖÞɯÐÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ2ÌÓÌÊÛɯ"ÖÔÔÐÛÛÌÌɀÚɯÛÜÙÕȭɯ.ÕɯƖƗɯ2Ì×ÛÌÔÉÌÙɯÐÛɯÓÈÜÕÊÏÌËɯyet another primary 

ÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÌÕØÜÐÙàȭɯ6ÌɯÈÙÌɯÛÖÓËɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÐÓÓɯȿscrutinise reforms to primary assessment and 

their impact on teaching and learning in primary schools ... and cover the wider effects of 

ÈÚÚÌÚÚÔÌÕÛɯÖÕɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÚÊÏÖÖÓÚȮɯÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓÌɯÕÌßÛɯÚÛÌ×ÚɯÍÖÙɯ&ÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɯ×ÖÓÐÊàȭɀ 

 

If the Select Committee were only half aware of the evidence already assembled and cogently 

presented by teachers, researchers, professional associations, organisations like the 

Assessment Reform Group, campaigns like Better Without Baseline and More Than a Score,  


