
5 LEARNING AND SCHOOLING

This chapter aims to:

•• emphasize the importance of viewing learning and schooling within a temporal and historical 
context

•• examine the function of schools within the 21st century
•• explore the nature of learning against current curricula and government influence
•• highlight the complex nature of transitions between schools and the importance of 

understanding the impact that transitions can have on children
•• explore social, economic and political influences upon learning
•• consider learning and schooling within a rapidly changing global context.

INTRODUCTION

Two decades ago Schostak (1991, p. 11) offered the following distinction between 
schooling and education: 

Schooling refers to all those processes of control, coercion, and socialization through 
which the values, attitudes, behaviour and common knowledge of individuals are 
moulded to produce shared ‘realities’. Schools, the institutions of the media, the busi-
ness world, churches, the political and legal framework and the ‘family’ can be seen 
variously as instruments in the processes of schooling. Education, by contrast, provides 
a critical perspective on the processes of schooling with the object of liberating individ-
ual expression and action in the exploration of experience in order to draw out alternative 
possibilities.

Since Schostak offered the above distinction the world has changed dramatically. 
Following the destruction of the Twin Towers in New York in 2001 societies 
across the globe have, for example, become alert to the threat of terrorism and 
actively engage in educating the young to be more tolerant and more under-
standing of others. Schools, in particular, have sought to address this and have 
been increasingly responsive to a growing number of directives from government. 
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In addition to the perceived threat of terrorism the global economy has also 
changed dramatically, with the result that much funding that was once available 
to schools and the education system is now no longer available. For some schools 
this has meant significant change in the manner in which they can meet the 
needs of their pupils, in particular those pupils who require additional resources 
such as Learning Support Assistants working with them in the classroom, sup-
port from other professionals such as educational psychologists, school social 
workers or Information and Communications Technology (ICT). In the UK the 
degree and pace of change in education, and especially schooling, has acceler-
ated greatly since the election of the Coalition Government in 2010. Following its 
election significant changes have occurred in the way in which schools are being 
funded and managed, with some suggesting that this has been a step forward 
whilst others are arguing that many of the changes introduced by the Coalition 
Government have been a massive step backwards. 

SCHOOLING WITHIN A HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Schooling in the UK as we now know it has changed almost beyond recognition 
since the time of William Shakespeare and Charles Dickens, and even since the six-
ties and seventies. Though there are some identifiable similarities there are also 
even greater differences. What is clear, though, is that the manner in which children 
are schooled is continuing to change at an accelerating pace and it is inevitable that 
in the next century the education system in the UK and much of what happens in 
schools today will have changed dramatically. 

Currently, within the UK, new types of schools such as Free Schools and Academies 
are emerging and offer reminders of previous generations when schools were run 
by a range of interest groups such as charities, entrepreneurs and churches. Indeed, 
the history of schooling in the UK needs to be viewed as at best haphazard and 
contrived, and at worst disjointed, ill-conceived and non-effective. Understanding 
the historical context within which changes in education, and more specifically 
schooling and learning, have occurred allows us to have a greater understanding of 
why we educate our children in the way we do and why change appears to con-
tinue to define the education system in the UK. A useful entry point in making 
sense of the unfolding historical context of education and how we have arrived at 
the point that we are at in the UK when we are now introducing Free Schools can 
be located in the 19th century in what became known as Ragged Schools.

In 1818, some two years after the renowned philosopher Friedrich Froebel (see 
Chapter 1) opened his first school in Frankfurt, Germany, a cobbler living in 
Portsmouth, England named John Pound started using his shop to educate local 
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children who were poor and destitute. Pound introduced the children to such 
activities as cooking and mending shoes and also taught reading and writing 
together with religious education and nature. About the same time, Thomas Cran-
field who had spent time as a soldier was also running a number of Ragged Schools 
in the city of London, which again catered for poor and destitute children. In fact there 
was a considerable growth in Ragged Schools at this time. Drawing upon the work 
of Montague (1904) and Eagar (1953), Smith (2001, p. 3) has offered some insights 
into the extent to which this type of school was expanding in the 19th century:

For example there were around 200 teachers in 1844, over 1600 in 1851 (Montague 1904: 
169). By 1867 it was reported that the 226 Sunday Ragged Schools, the 204 Day Schools and 
the 207 Evening Schools had an average attendance of 26,000 children. (Eagar 1953: 123)

It was also about this time in 1828 that the celebrated educator and modernizer 
Thomas Arnold was appointed as headmaster to the famous Rugby School, which is 
popularly associated with the novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays. Rugby School was 
amongst those that catered for children of the more privileged upper classes. Though 
catering for the children of the more privileged classes, many of the practices that were 
part of everyday life at the school would now be considered wholly unacceptable. In 
addition, the curriculum offered to the pupils was vastly different to that offered 
today. In fact, it was Arnold who changed much of what took place in the school, and 
in doing so he created a model which has greatly influenced education and schooling 
throughout the UK over the last two centuries. In many respects, Arnold’s ideas were 
ahead of his time in that he modernized the curriculum. For example, he included 
modern foreign languages and also introduced mathematics and history, which we 
now take for granted as necessary parts of children’s learning in schools. Arnold also 
set about establishing the Prefect system, which continues to be common to most 
schools in the UK today. Unlike the Prefect system today Arnold used this system as 
a primary means of maintaining order and discipline in his school with the older boys 
being accorded authority over the younger boys in their role as prefects.

In 1870 the Elementary Education Act, commonly referred to as Forster’s Act was 
passed in England. This Act set out the foundations for elementary education for 
children aged from five to 12. Ten years later in 1880 education became compulsory 
for all children up to the age of 12. The passing of Forster’s Act came at a time when 
many enlightened thinkers and industrial entrepreneurs were openly expressing 
the view that educating the young would bring greater prosperity to the country. 
In 1902 a further Education Act known as Balfour’s Act gave control of education to 
Local Education Authorities. With this Act came a significant growth in post-primary 
schools as well as financial support for voluntary elementary schools which came 
under the control of the Church of England and the Roman Catholic Church. It is 
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worth considering, at this point, the current decline in the role of Local Authorities 
that is taking place under the Coalition Government in England and the huge 
increase in schools opting out of Local Authority control in order to acquire the 
status of Academy and gain more autonomy.

In 1918, the Fisher Act made education compulsory for children from five to 14 and 
passed responsibility for secondary education to the state. At this time, however, 
many children could remain at their elementary schools until the age of 14, as opposed 
to attending one of the many new secondary schools that were opening. Then, in 1944 
the Butler Act brought into being the raising of the school leaving age to 15 as well as 
formalizing the divide between primary and secondary schools at the age of 11. A 
particular feature of this Act was to create a system whereby children after the age of 
11 could attend a Grammar, Technical or Secondary Modern School depending upon 
their performance in a formal examination taken at the age of 11 known as the ‘Eleven 
Plus’. Two decades later, in 1965, the then Labour government in England released 
Circular 10/65, which called upon Local Education Authorities to implement a process 
whereby they would start converting secondary schools into the new Comprehensive 
System. Thus began the process of doing away with the then existing system of Gram-
mar and Secondary Modern Schools as well as the Eleven Plus examination. At the 
time this was hugely controversial, with many opposing the closure of Grammar 
Schools whilst others advocated their closure, embracing the new Comprehensive 
System in which children would be educated together in the same school. For many 
teachers who had worked in Grammar Schools and who found themselves having to 
teach in Comprehensive Schools, the changes were too much and they simply could 
not cope. A significant number left the profession. 

The controversy over the closure of Grammar Schools has persisted, even today, 
with some areas in England still maintaining Grammar Schools. It must be remem-
bered that alongside the introduction of the Comprehensive System there existed 
the ‘private’ or Independent Sector which included such schools as Rugby School 
mentioned earlier. As in the case of Grammar Schools, there have also been those 
who have advocated the closure of Independent Schools, which, they argue, typi-
cally benefit from charitable status, are elitist, and cater largely for the privileged 
few. Others, however, strongly embrace Independent Schools because of their tradi-
tions and because they are viewed as setting exemplary high standards. This debate 
has gained recent momentum with the publication of a report by the Office for 
Standards in Education (Ofsted) (2013), The Most Able Students: Are They Doing as 
Well as They should in Our Non-selective Secondary Schools? (see Chapter 9), which has 
emphasized a distinction between how well more able children are progressing in 
non-selective state maintained schools, as compared with those in selective schools 
such as Independent Schools (see Chapter 9).

06_MacBlain_A2A0052_Ch-05.indd   113 18/01/2014   3:31:39 PM



How Children Learn114

Later, in 1996, the passing of a new Education Act, which followed on the back of 
the 1981 Education Act (see Introduction) placed much greater emphasis upon the 
relationship between children’s environments and in particular the level and type of 
support offered to children with learning difficulties, ‘A child has special educational 
needs if they have a learning difficulty which calls for special educational provision 
to be made for them’ (Department for Education and Employment, 1996, Section, 
323). Here we can see how the focus was shifting from within-child factors to factors 
within the child’s environment and how these affected children’s learning. With an 
increase in the inclusion of children into the mainstream who had special educational 
needs and/or disabilities and who would have previously attended Special Schools, 
however, there came increased challenges for many teachers. Table 5.1 shows a time-
line which indicates the extent of government influence in education in the UK and 
the significant nature of change facing teachers and schools.

Currently, the UK is experiencing major changes in how children are schooled. 
The changes are driven by new ideas and, some would argue, reconstituted  
philosophies and self-interest. Whether or not these changes will lead to better 
education and better learning opportunities for the children of the future remains 
open to speculation and only time will tell.

The election of the current Coalition Government in the UK saw the passing 
of the 2011 Education Act. Details of the Act published on the Department for 
Education’s website (DfE, 2013, p. 1) offered the following, indicating that the 
Act: 

… includes measures to increase the authority of teachers to discipline pupils and ensure 
good behaviour … removes duties on schools and local authorities to give them greater 
freedom to decide how to fulfil their functions … The Academies programme will be 
extended, with Academies for 16 to 19 year olds and alternative provision Academies … The 
Act will change school accountability, with more focused Ofsted inspections and wider powers 
to intervene in under-performing schools. Ofqual, the independent qualifications regulator, 
will be required to secure that the standards of English qualifications are comparable with 
qualifications awarded outside the UK … The Act also makes provision to give effect to pro-
posals to increase college freedoms, giving them greater control over their own governance 
and dissolution arrangements … [It] will enable the Government to introduce an entitlement 
to free early years provision for disadvantaged two year olds … make changes to the enforce-
ment powers … [and] also make provision regarding direct payments for people with special 
educational needs or subject to learning difficulty assessment.

It is clear that this new legislation is designed to make significant changes in the 
structure of education and the underlying principles that guide practice in schools 
in the UK. Only time will tell how these new and significant changes unfold. Once 
again, this emphasizes the importance of practitioners working with children to 
understand the nature of those philosophies that underpin popular thinking and 
perhaps more particularly the thinking of policy and decision makers who exert 
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Table 5.1 Timeline of relevant legislation

1883 Education Act (Factory Act)
Two hours compulsory schooling for children introduced. Many children then educated 
within factories or in Church Schools or Dame Schools where children were taught basic 
literacy and numeracy by well-meaning women.

1870 Education Act (Forster’s Act)
The state takes responsibility for education and provides elementary education for 
children aged five to 13. Schools came under the control of local authorities.

1876 Education Act (Sandon’s Act)
Placed a duty upon parents to make sure their children attended school and brought into 
being school Attendance Committees. 

1880 Education Act (Mundella Act)
Attendance at school for children aged five to 10 years made compulsory and for those 
aged up to 14 unless officially exempted, for example, in order to take up employment. 

1902 Education Act (Balfour’s Act)
Local Authorities replaced School Boards in taking responsibility for the employment of 
teachers and allocation of places to schools.

1918 Education Act
School-leaving age raised to 14 years.

1944 Education Act (Butler’s Act)
1951 General Certificate of Education (GCE) – ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels introduced
1963 Newsom Report (Half Our Future)
1965 Circular 10/65 (The Organization of Secondary Education)
1967 Plowden Report (Children and their Primary Schools)
1970 Education Act (Handicapped Children Act)
1973 Education Act (ROSLA)

School-leaving age raised to 16 years.
1978 Warnock Report (Special Educational Needs)
1981 Education Act
1985 The Swann Report (Education for All)
1985 White Paper (Better Schools)
1987 DES Consultation Document (The National Curriculum)
1987 Circular 11/87

(Sex Education at School)
1988 Education Act (Education Reform Act)

National Curriculum introduced, making education the same for children in all schools funded 
by the state. English, Science and Mathematics became compulsory. GCSEs introduced as a 
replacement to GCE O’ and ‘A’ Levels and the Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) 
examination originally introduced in the sixties for children not taking GCE ‘O’ Levels.

1992 Education Act (Education Schools Act)
1996 Education Act

Schools placed under a legal duty to use best endeavors to meet the special educational 
needs of children. Local authorities placed under a legal duty to undertake statutory 
assessments of children where schools could not meet their individual needs. 

2008 Education and Skills Act 
Places a duty on all young people in England to participate in education or training up to 
age 18. By 2013 it will be compulsory for young people to take part in education or 
training up to the age of 17 years with the age being increased to 18 years in 2015.

2009 Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act
2010 Children, Schools and Families Act
2011 Education Act
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considerable influence and authority over the course of education and ultimately 
children’s learning. 

THE FUNCTION OF SCHOOLS

Talk to anyone about schools and they will have strong opinions, and it won’t be too 
long before they are recounting their own personal experiences of school days, good 
or bad. Anecdotes about school days abound and everyone appears to be an author-
ity on the subject. Try to offer your own views to others on how schools might be 
better organized, and how children should be taught, and you run the risk of not only 
being challenged and contradicted but also subjected to a range of alternatives prob-
ably at great expense to your time. Thankfully, much has changed in the last decades 
as our understanding of the nature of child development and learning has improved. 
In a wonderful autobiographical account of his childhood the celebrated author 
Frank McCourt (1997, p. 84) recounts aspects of his own schooling, which though 
taking place in Ireland some 50 years ago will offer some familiarities for the older 
readers of this text who will be able to relate to how some, if not most, schools func-
tioned at the time of their childhood. The education experienced by the author of this 
current text was in many respects very similar:

There are seven masters in Leamy’s National School and they all have leather straps, canes, 
blackthorn sticks. They hit you with the sticks on the shoulders, the back, the legs, and, 
especially, the hands. If they hit you on the hands it’s called a slap. They hit you if you’re 
late, if you have a leaky nib on your pen, if you laugh, if you talk, and if you don’t know 
things. They hit you if you don’t know why God made the world, if you don’t know the 
patron saint of Limerick, if you can’t recite the Apostles’ Creed, if you can’t add nineteen to 
forty-seven, if you can’t subtract nineteen from forty-seven, if you don’t know the chief 
towns and products of the thirty-two counties of Ireland, if you can’t find Bulgaria on the 
wall map of the world … They hit you if you can’t say your name in Irish, if you can’t say 
the Hail Mary in Irish, if you can’t ask for the lavatory pass in Irish … If you ever say anything 
good about Oliver Cromwell they’ll all hit you. 

In seeking to explore the function of schools Chitty (2002, p. 2) has offered three 
broad dimensions: individual fulfilment, preparation for the world of work, and 
schooling as an ‘essential element of social progress and social change’. The first of 
these can be located in the ideas and philosophies explored in Chapter 1, where 
most philosophers and theorists (with the exception, perhaps, of A.S. Neill, John 
Holt and Ivan Illich) recognized the important role that schools in their time played 
in the individual development of children. The second is more controversial and 
lies at the heart of many key debates relating to what should be taught in schools 
and what the actual purpose of schools really is. 
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This second dimension has acquired greater significance in recent years as aus-
terity measures have begun to affect rates of employment not only in the UK but 
across the globe. The nature of what is being taught in schools and the rationale for 
having government-directed curricula is now gaining much greater consideration 
as jobs are becoming fewer and fewer, and as individuals are having to think more 
carefully about their skills and knowledge base and how these can be traded on the 
open employment market. The third dimension is also acquiring much greater 
attention as society engages in social change at what many consider to be an 
unprecedented and accelerating rate. One very important consideration with this 
final dimension, however, has been emphasized by Chitty as follows:

… even in a comparatively small country like Britain, there is no one clear overriding view 
about the kind of society we want to live in. The pessimism of the 1970s gave way to the 
crude certainties of the 1980s … In the field of education, we seem singularly uncertain as 
to how to deal with some of the more enduring elements of the Thatcherite vision of school-
ing, enshrined particularly in the 1988 Education Reform Act and in the original blueprint for 
the National Curriculum. (2002, p. 5)

This difficult and uncomfortable relationship between the proposed needs of 
society and schooling has always existed and will continue to do so as new gov-
ernments emerge and as the economic and political landscapes change. We only 
have to reflect upon the emergence of the Nazi Party during the 1930s in Germany 
and the magnitude of their effect upon schooling, learning and the curriculum, or 
the direct influence of government in communist countries, to see how this 
uncomfortable relationship between society and schooling can manifest itself. 
Some decades ago, in the early 1970s, the celebrated political theorist Duverger 
(1972, p. 236), in contributing to the existing political debates of the time between 
Marxism and liberal democracy that shaped much of the thinking of the time, 
commented as follows:

The psychological influence of the state begins first with children in the form of education. 
The primary goal of education is to incorporate new generations into society … The principal 
objective of education is to transmit to new generations all the experience of civilization 
developed by previous generations.

More disconcertingly, however, Duverger also proposed that:

An education strongly oriented toward material techniques and an immediate professional 
education, one that does not attach much importance to general education, discourages the 
development of critical thinking and favors conservatism. But, on the other hand, an educa-
tion, which – without neglecting technical and professional skills – emphasizes general cul-
ture will result in producing less conformity and more originality. (p. 236)
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One is again reminded here of the significant impact that the theorist Jerome 
Bruner (see Chapter 2) has had in regard to how we attempt to understand learn-
ing, but more importantly, perhaps, education and schooling. In several respects, 
Bruner chose to challenge many of the underlying ideas that policy and deci sion 
makers expounded in regard to the purpose of schooling and the function of educa-
tion. Smidt (2011, p. 85) has offered the following sharply acute comment in regard 
to Bruner’s thinking of the time: ‘Bruner said that we should treat edu cation for 
what it is, and for him what it was was political’. It is interesting at this point to 
consider Bruner’s perception of the function of schools, which, he emphasized is 
part of the process through which culture inducts children. Cultures, he suggested 
are: 

… made up of institutions (such as schools, hospitals, universities, libraries, banks, compa-
nies, shops, law courts, legal systems and more) where the roles that people can play are 
determined and where the respect accorded to these roles is worked out. (Smidt, 2011: 85)

Bruner proposed that it is only possible to fully make sense of the function of 
schools when we consider them within the wider sphere of those aims that society 
has for its children. Bruner viewed motivation as being key to children’s learning 
and progress in school and suggested that the role played by teachers in motivating 
children was crucial. More particularly, he believed that teachers should encourage 
their pupils to actively and purposefully engage with their learning, which would 
increase their motivation and inner feelings of satisfaction and excitement. 

Exercise

Are too many schools failing to keep up with the pace of change and are they failing to 
prepare children for working in the 21st century? 

LEARNING AND CURRICULA

It will be difficult for many teachers and Early Years practitioners currently in prac-
tice to recall a time when the National Curriculum did not exist and inspections were 
not privatized. It may seem surprising that in the years that followed World War II 
the very idea of a curriculum emanating from central government would have been 
an anathema. Indeed, Smith (1957, p. 161), cited in Chitty (2002, pp. 48–9), proposed 
that, ‘no freedom that teachers in this country possess is so important as that of deter-
mining the curriculum and methods of teaching’.
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A central element in the development of curricula over the past decades has been 
the emphasis upon testing and many would argue that this has become excessive. 
Chitty (2002, p. 151), for example, has drawn particular attention to the adverse 
effects that over testing can have upon children. Referring to a survey published in 
August 2000, Tested to Destruction? A Survey of Examination Stress in Teenagers, Chitty 
cited the following statistics:

… by the age of 16, most youngsters will have taken sixty or more external tests and examina-
tions … with the figure rising to around seventy-five for those staying on into the sixth form … 
Based on detailed responses from more than 8,000 secondary school students in England and 
Wales, the report claimed that many teenagers were enduring a variety of stress-related illnesses, 
had difficulty sleeping and were developing eating disorders such as bulimia and anorexia … 
Yet far from heeding the results of this survey the government has recently announced … that 
compulsory school tests are to be introduced for those 12-year-olds who failed to reach the 
required standard in the existing primary school tests taken at 11. (p. 151)

A significant factor in the delivery of the curriculum has been the changes in the 
inspection regime within schools and Early Years settings. Following political influ-
ence, which led to the Education (Schools) Act in 1992, government brought about 
a reduction in the number of inspectors (HMI) from around 500 to 170 and intro-
duced the new Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted). 

A new UK government took over the reins in 2010 and is proposing what are, 
arguably, some of the biggest changes in education for generations. These proposed 
changes are taking place within the context of major ideological shifts in thinking. 
Following the recent Green Paper, a new Act of Parliament is being introduced 
which will open the way for these major changes. Amongst the changes that are 
proposed are much greater emphasis upon developing knowledge within the core 
subjects, Science, Mathematics and English; greater use and application of System-
atic Synthetic Phonics in the teaching of reading; encouragement of schools to 
adopt the English Baccalaureate examination and more opportunities within 
schools for those pupils who may wish to pursue a vocational path; national testing 
at the ages of 6, 11 and 16; preventing pupils taking many re-sits for GCSE examina-
tions and placing examinations at the end of a course; placing much greater emphasis 
upon written grammar, e.g. spelling and punctuation, when marking examinations 
and allocating marks and grades; and reforming performance tables to take much 
greater account of the government’s expectations that more pupils will have a bet-
ter knowledge and skills base and more accurate levels of literacy with clearly set 
out minimum standards expected at both primary and secondary level.

It has been suggested that too many teachers remain overly concerned with the 
delivery of content and fail to engage sufficiently with the processes of reflection 
and those metacognitive structures that underpin thinking and learning, and of 
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which teachers are themselves a dialectical part (Fisher and Rush, 2008; Fisher, 
et al., 2010). This being so, significant numbers of children may fail to have their 
individual needs met, and fail to reach their true potential (Long, et al., 2007). 
Fisher et al. (2010: 94) have recently commented:

... students preparing to enter the teaching profession should have as a major priority the need 
to devote real time to embracing theoretical views on learning ... To do so would potentially 
free them from vague and distorted notions of what learning actually is and lead to much 
greater understanding of the nature and function of knowledge, the purpose of learning, and 
the manner in which individuals at different stages of their development process information 
and construct meaning of the world around them, and act rationally to improve their lives 
through effective learning.

Despite the continuing debates surrounding the theories of teaching and learning 
and the effectiveness of varying pedagogies, the central debate in the UK remains 
dominated by overly simplistic and polarized views underlying binary arguments 
of teaching and learning as being essentially traditional and teacher-led or modern 
and child-centred (Geens, et al., 2009; Peace and Mufti, 2012). 

Exercise

What are the benefits in having a national curriculum? Should schools be free to offer their 
own curricula? 

TRANSITIONS BETWEEN STAGES AND BETWEEN SCHOOLS

Few, if any, readers will fail to recall the day they started school and their subse-
quent transfer from primary to post-primary education. Some will even recall with 
vivid memories that most emotional of times when they first left their parents to 
enter the classroom with their new nursery teacher or playgroup leader. For some, 
the memories will be joyful whilst for others they may be painful. After all, not 
everyone gets the same start. Readers may wish to compare their own experiences 
with those of the author Laurie Lee in his much celebrated autobiographical text, 
Cider with Rosie:

The morning came, without any warning, when my sisters surrounded me, wrapped me in 
scarves, tied up my bootlaces, thrust a cap on my head, and stuffed a baked potato in my 
pocket … The Infant Room was packed with toys such as I’d never seen before – coloured 
shapes and rolls of clay, stuffed birds and men to paint. Also a frame of counting beads which 
our young teacher played like a harp … (1962, pp. 44–5)
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Transition is perhaps best considered as a process rather than an event in the lives 
of children. Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 26), quoted in Kennedy et al. (2012, p. 20) has, 
for example, defined transitions as, ‘Whenever a person’s position in the ecological 
environment is altered as a result of change in role, setting or both’. Bronfenbrenner’s 
definition is an interesting and useful one as it places particular emphasis upon the 
changing ‘role’ of the child from that of being a family member to that of being a 
student outside of the family home and within a more formal context typically popu-
lated by strangers. In this new more formal environment expectations of the child’s 
role, though similar in many respects to those at home, will also be very different.

It is undoubtedly within the family that most young children are first prepared for 
entry into formal education, be this nursery school, playgroup or primary school. The 
culture of families, however, will vary and these cultures will exert significant influ-
ence upon children when they commence more formalized learning. The family’s 
influence upon the child’s initial transition to formal learning and future learning is 
immense. Within their families, children acquire varying capacities for meeting and 
managing new situations. Each child’s transition from their family to new formal 
learning situations will be different and the process they go through in making these 
very early transitions will be as important as the outcomes they experience (Crafter 
and Maunder, 2012). It is worth considering again the view held by Bronfenbrenner 
who saw transitions in terms of a dynamic process that occurs between the individual 
and the social, cultural and historical context within which they live. This process, he 
argued, is characterized by its reciprocity, with the individual’s own personal and 
individual attributes actually affecting the nature of the transition. 

In drawing upon the wider literature, Jadue-Roa and Whitebread (2012, pp. 32–3) 
indicated three perspectives that have been developed to facilitate research within 
the area of early transitions:

The first relies on the belief that a transition is a critical process that puts the person in risk 
of harm, because there is a lack of continuity that threatens the emotional and psychological 
well-being of the child … the second is concerned with readiness for school and future suc-
cess in academic activities … The third approach acknowledges transition as part of the 
school life of a child. Young children’s perspectives, voices and agency are sought, so that by 
empowering them in their own life experience processes, there is less risk of emotional dis-
tress and later negative impact on school success … 

Kennedy et al. (2012, p. 19) with regard to the readiness of children for transitions 
in their early years, have further commented on the:

… increasing interest to policy-makers in the UK, as indicated by the recent plethora of 
Government-commissioned reports … the new focus from the DfE on the three prime 
areas of learning in the Early Years Foundation Stage … the development of a new website 
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(www.foundationyears.org.uk) to support parents, carers and practitioners in ensuring 
children are as ready for school as possible … the introduction of a new ‘progress check’ 
at age 2 years, an assessment by setting-based practitioners, to ensure any issues relating 
to an individual child’s learning and development are identified early.

It is most important for parents and primary caregivers to work in partnership 
with professionals working in Early Years settings and schools. In doing so, they 
send strong messages to their children in regard to boundaries, values and expecta-
tions. To fail to do so, or to demonstrate to their children conflict with their children’s 
teachers, will invariably result in the child learning that professionals may not share 
the same values as their parents. This can be problematic. Take the following extract 
from an interview between a child psychologist and the father and mother of John 
who is aged eight and who has been referred to the educational psychologist 
because of his aggression towards others:

Example 

Psychologist: I would like you to tell me a little about how John is at home please.

Father: What are you getting at? Do you think we don’t look after him properly?

Psychologist:  No, I don’t mean that. I would like to gain a picture of how John is at home as 
well as at school.

Mother:  We run a pub so we are very busy. I put him up to bed after tea time and he likes 
to watch TV before he falls asleep. I make sure he is OK before I go down to serve 
behind the bar and I go up every half hour or so to check he’s OK.

Psychologist:  One of the concerns the school has is that he swears at his teacher when he gets 
angry. Does he swear at home?

Father: No, he never swears.

Mother: He used to but we stopped it and now, his father’s right, he doesn’t swear now.

Psychologist: What made him stop swearing at home?

Mother:  That’s easy. Every time he swore we put a spoonful of mustard in his mouth and he 
knows that if he swears that’s what he will get. We only had to do it a few times.

The above example demonstrates a marked division between the values of the  
school and those of the home in the manner in which behaviour is being managed.  
It is clear that the parents have very different views with regard to ‘punishment’.  
It is also clear that the school and the parents will need to work more closely 
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together to find a common way for managing John’s behaviours and demonstrate to 
John that his parents and teachers are working in partnership with each other. The 
challenges facing the school in working with John’s parents appear obvious. One par-
ticular challenge will be the need for the school to ‘unlearn’ John’s unwanted behav-
iour of swearing and seek to replace this with a different behaviour. John will be 
resistant to change as he has learned this type of response at home, but, more impor-
tantly, this response will have been reinforced and strengthened by the responses of 
his parents, which appear to lack sensitivity and understanding. In addition, the 
school will have to set about trying to ‘unlearn’ the parents’ view that making him take 
a spoon of mustard in his mouth is an appropriate punishment. They may see such a 
behavioural response to John’s swearing as being completely acceptable. If the school 
insists that they stop doing this and replace putting mustard in John’s mouth with 
another behavioural response, they may go along with the school’s directive but may 
continue to view the school’s response as wrong. In such a case, the school may need 
to meet on a regular basis with the parents, which will take from their own time.

Once considered a necessary part of a child’s education, with little consideration 
being given to the emotional, social and academic effects, it is now recognized that 
transitions are worthy of more extensive research and closer evaluation. Indeed, 
Choi (2012, p. 29) has recently emphasized how government departments in the UK 
have been consistently drawing attention to the need to target the transition 
between primary and secondary school as a key factor in improving the attendance 
of a significant number of pupils. 

Children in nursery schools or playgroups may move to infant or primary 
schools, possibly leaving behind friendships and important relationships with 
key adults who have created the environments that lay down many of the foun-
dations for future development and learning. Later on, the majority will leave 
behind these new environments where they have shared the same teacher as 
their friends and been part of a relatively small community in which everyone 
knows everyone else and move into post-primary education. Crafter and Maun-
der (2012, p. 14) have drawn attention to how primary schools, have ‘… shared 
practices in relation to expected behaviour and responsibilities’. Shared prac-
tices, though apparent in post-primary schools, do not always have the same-
ness as in primary schools where staff tend to meet and talk with each other on 
a daily basis. Transitions between primary and post-primary education can be 
extremely challenging for some children (Chedzoy and Burden, 2005). Lyons 
and Woods (2012), for example, have suggested that approximately 25 per cent 
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of children find the transition to secondary school to be problematic. Now con-
sider the following example: 

Example

Jenny is 11 years of age and lives at home with her father and mother. Jenny’s father is 
much older than her mother and both parents are extremely protective of her. She was 
born prematurely and has an August birthday, which makes her one of the youngest in 
her year at school. Her grandparents have continually expressed their concerns that her 
parents are overly protective of Jenny and do too much for her. Jenny is nearing com-
pletion of her first year at secondary school having previously attended a small rural 
primary school. In the weeks preceding transfer to her secondary school she became 
very anxious. Most of the children in her primary class were going to different schools 
and only three of her classmates transferred to the same school as Jenny. Throughout 
her first year at school Jenny has struggled to make friends and tends to spend most of 
her time with one other girl. Her poor academic progress has given rise to concern 
amongst her teachers who describe her as an ‘overly quiet little girl’ who ‘does not read-
ily contribute in class discussion’. 

Lyons and Woods (2012, p. 9) have commented that ‘Lack of a strongly support-
ive peer group leaves children vulnerable during transition’. At this stage, friendships 
are extremely important, with peers offering emotional and social support and a 
means by which the young person making the transfer can start to safely construct 
this new educational world of which they will be a part until their future transition 
into the early stages of adulthood. In Jenny’s case she appears to be feeling vulner-
able and may not have developed the maturity and resilience needed to make a 
transition that encourages her to interact with her peers in a more confident man-
ner. In some respects, it can be argued that she is lacking in self-efficacy and that 
the transition is not helping her with this. In a recent study, Tobell (2003), cited in 
Choi (2012, p. 27) undertook a study in which 30 girls in their first year of secondary 
school were interviewed about their transition. The girls tended towards describing 
their transition in a less than positive way, suggesting difficulties in having fewer 
personal relationships with peers and an expectation upon them that they should 
show ‘a sudden increase in responsibility as a young adult’. Clearly, transition from 
primary to post-primary education can for some children be an unhappy experi-
ence, whilst for others it can be a very exciting, rewarding and happy time. Teachers 
working in both sectors need to continue developing their knowledge and under-
standing of this important time in the lives of children and how it impacts upon 
their learning and social and emotional development. 
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Exercise

How can practitioners gain from researching transitional stages in education? Are schools 
and Early Years settings currently equipped to do enough to facilitate transitions for young 
children with a wide range of individual needs? 

SOCIAL, ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL INFLUENCES  
ON LEARNING

The decades that have followed the original 1943 White Paper Educational Recon-
struction and the subsequent 1944 Education Act have been characterized by much 
heated political debate, with politicians, some would argue, all too frequently 
interfering and meddling in education, and even going as far as suggesting the decon-
struction and reconstruction of education in the UK. Take, for example, the following 
extract from an interview with Sir Keith Joseph, Education Secretary during the 
government of Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s, after leaving office (quoted in 
Chitty, 2002, p. 29):

We have a bloody state system I wish we hadn’t got. I wish we’d taken a different route in 
1870. We got the ruddy state involved. I don’t want it. I don’t think we know how to do it 
… But we are landed with it … We’ve got compulsory education, which is a responsibility of 
hideous importance, and we tyrannise children to do that which they don’t want, and we 
don’t produce results.

Earlier, in 1981, Sir Keith, in addressing the Conservative Party Conference spoke 
of his enthusiasm for a Voucher System, which he described as ‘a noble idea’ whereby 
parents would have much greater choice; the idea being that parents would be 
given a voucher for their child’s education, or as he indicated in a speech to the 
Institute of Directors in 1982 (Chitty, 2002, p. 29):

The voucher, in effect, is a cash facility for all parents, only useable in schools instead of 
money. It would come from the taxpayer … it would give all parents, however poor, a choice 
of schools regardless of how much these schools cost, be they in the private sector or the 
maintained, that is, the public sector … A voucher would provide an equal moral treatment 
for all parents. It would not, of course, provide an equal background for all children, because 
the home is very important in the education of a child, and homes differ from one another 
in the combination of love, discipline and encouragement that is given to the child. 

Readers may wish to consider the views expressed by Sir Keith Joseph in rela-
tion to recent and proposed initiatives by the current government, such as, for 
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example, the introduction of Free schools. It is, of course, not possible for 
schools to function outside of social, economic and political dimensions of 
influence. The extent to which they can and do function is important because it 
raises numerous issues that require consideration. Each of these three dimen-
sions exerts its own unique but interrelated factors. In drawing attention to the 
political influence of the previous Blair government, in particular government 
directives, refering to American schools, Merz and Swim (2011, p. 305) have, for 
example, suggested that, ‘Most public school principals and teachers wrestle 
with developing and implementing a vision amongst the imposition of man-
dates’. Indeed, Cox (2011, p. 3) has argued that in England the culture of primary 
schooling:

... has been sustained, at least in part, by a performance orientation towards education and 
a target-driven political agenda… Added to this, there has been the overriding expectation, 
over the past two decades or so, that teachers must comply with policy initiatives.

The result of this, Cox suggests, is overload and over-prescription on the part of 
teachers. Rather worryingly, she also suggests that the opportunities that teachers 
have had in the past to use their own professional judgement have become more 
limited. Arguably, this indirectly affects the learning of their pupils as the teacher’s 
autonomy decreases. There are those who have suggested that quality teachers will 
leave the profession if this continues.

Recently, in 2012, Daniel Boffrey, the Policy Editor of the national UK newspaper  
The Observer felt able to write as follows:

Morale among state school teachers is at ‘rock bottom’, according to a former chief inspec-
tor of schools, who speaks out today as unions warn that a ‘perfect storm’ of government 
meddling threatens an exodus of talent from the profession … The pressure on teachers 
includes tougher targets [and] a new Ofsted grading system that threatens the current rating 
of most schools … Many teachers have also complained of dilapidated conditions in the 
schools they work in …

Mayall (2002, p. 13) has commented in relation to policy and decision makers and 
parents as follows:

I was alerted as a mother to thinking about childhood … that children got a raw deal at the 
hands of policymakers. In the 1970s and 1980s, when other European countries were provid-
ing universalist high quality state-run nurseries, British pre-school children were (and still are) 
the victims of a ramshackle patchwork of poor services. Indeed … they could not be called 
services, but rather an ad hoc system which operated certainly not in the interests of chil-
dren, nor even of the ‘working’ mothers, who struggled to finance the household in the face 
of inaccessible, insecure and unaccountable ‘provision’. 
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The social influences upon children in Western industrialized societies are enormous 
and growing. Recently, in 2006, the UK newspaper the Daily Telegraph published a letter 
signed by over 100 teachers, psychologists and ‘other experts’ who were beseeching the 
government to, ‘prevent the death of childhood’. They wrote as follows:

Since children’s brains are still developing, they cannot adjust – as full-grown adults can – to 
the effects of ever more rapid technological and cultural change. They still need what devel-
oping human beings have always needed, including real food (as opposed to processed 
‘junk’), real play (as opposed to sedentary, screen-based entertainment), first-hand experi-
ence of the world they live in and regular interaction with the real-life significant adults in 
their lives. (Fenton, 2006, p. 1) 

Some years previously, however, Mayall (2002, p. 163) in drawing upon the work of 
Buckingham (2000) had commented as follows:

As David Buckingham describes, the prophets of doom vie with the optimists … The doom-
merchants foresee the death of childhood as children are exposed to ‘adult entertainment’ 
and are stressed beyond their years; the optimists see children as liberated from adult-controlled 
childhoods through their access to knowledge, entertainment and networks of children. 
Buckingham argues that the evidence for a full-blown acceptance of either thesis is poor, and 
that the claimants exaggerate their theses …

More recently, in July 2012, Martin Beckford the Home Affairs editor for the Daily Telegraph 
reported that, ‘Children as young as seven and eight are using ecstasy and cannabis, 
according to an official report … The youngest reported user of cocaine was nine’.

It is useful at this point to draw once more upon the theoretical work of Bronfen-
brenner who has placed much greater emphasis upon the changing and dynamic 
cultures within which children grow up (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner 
and Ceci, 2005). As children grow older the nature of their interactions with others 
changes. Bronfenbrenner has suggested, therefore, that to properly understand 
development we need to view it within the social, political and economic contexts 
within which individuals live. He attempted to illustrate this visually by suggesting 
a number of layers that encompass the growing child and he proposed that these 
layers directly and indirectly affect the biological maturation of all individuals.

Bronfenbrenner gave names to each layer surrounding individuals. The closest 
layer to the individual, he called the ‘Microsystem’. It is within this layer that chil-
dren encounter their most direct contact with such influences as their family, the 
nursery school or playgroup they attend, the communities of which they are a part, 
their neighbours, and so on. Bronfenbrenner suggested a two-way process within 
the Microsystem, which influences the child, referring to these influences as 
‘Bi-directional Influences’. As the child is influenced by the behaviours, actions and 
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beliefs of their parents so, in turn, the child also influences their parents. Bronfenbrenner 
suggested, therefore, that the relation is bi-directional and saw the influences on the 
child as being very strong. This is a very important point and one that requires care-
ful analysis. 

All children influence their parents, though some to lesser degrees than others. The 
nature of the way in which parents interact with their young children, including 
infants, is not always parent-led. Indeed, more commonly, perhaps, very young chil-
dren will directly influence the behaviours, and indirectly the learning, of their parents 
through, for examples their cries or their attractive cooing noises and smiles. A very 
young infant, for example, who is lying in their cot and makes a soft cooing noise or a 
babbling noise may alert their mother who when hearing the noise comes and picks 
the infant up and gives it a big hug and then spends time with it. In this example, the 
infant has initiated (though not intentionally) a behaviour (the cooing or babbling) and 
the mother’s behaviour is altered and then reinforced (see Chapter 2) by the infant 
with, perhaps, a smile. In a sense they are both reinforcing each other’s behaviours – a 
two-way process – in which learning is taking place for the infant and its mother, 
although the whole process is at a subconscious level. 

Outside of this first layer is the ‘Mesosystem’, which Bronfenbrenner relates to 
the forming of connections between, for example, the child’s parents and their first 
teacher, or between their surrounding community and their school. In this way 
children can relate their experiences gained whilst at school to their experiences 
gained in the family, and in doing so they can make comparisons between the 
adults and other children with whom they come into contact; be they brothers and 
sisters, teachers, teaching assistants, and so on.

The next outer layer is the ‘Exosystem’, which Bronfenbrenner views as the child’s 
wider social system. It is within this layer that such factors as the commitments that 
parents have to make to their employers and their working environments influence 
their children. It is within the Exosystem that the wider social experiences of children 
impact indirectly upon them. An example can be witnessed with the current economic 
climate in the UK in which it is being proposed that benefits for many single parents 
will be reduced. Another example is where the current Coalition Government in the 
UK has introduced significant changes in the education system by allowing for the 
introduction of Free schools, giving significantly greater choice to parents.

Outside of the Exosystem lies the ‘Macrosystem’, which is made up of children’s 
culture, their societal values, the nation’s legal structures, and so on. All of these 
impact upon the children’s inner layers. Children, for example, who grow up in 
traditional societies where adults reject marital separation and divorce may receive 
less practical support than children growing up in communities that are more 
accepting of marital separation and divorce. It is within the Macrosystem that the 
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ideological views that are historically dominant in the child’s culture are seen as 
being of central importance. Bronfenbrenner identified a further layer, which he 
called the Chronosystem. Central to this layer is ‘time’ and how this interfaces with 
the environments in which children develop. As children develop they interact with 
others in different ways and with the environments in which they live. Bronfenbrenner’s 
theory has, however, been criticized in that it fails to pay sufficient attention to the 
individual psychological needs of the child. In one part of the UK, Northern Ire-
land, an analysis of underachievement undertaken only three years ago (DENI, 
2009, p. 12) offered the following quite worrying statistics:

Statistics show a pattern of underachievement among children living in or at risk of poverty. 
Using entitlement to free school meals (FSM) as an indicator of social and economic depriva-
tion, it was reported that in 2006/07, only 27% of pupils who were entitled to FSM gained 
at least 5 or more GCSEs at grades A*–C ... including English and mathematics by the time 
they left school, compared with 60% of those who were not entitled to FSM ... ‘poor edu-
cational attainment can reinforce the cycle of deprivation that many … marginalised groups 
experience throughout their lives’.

In addressing concerns regarding the underachievement of children in 
England, the Chief Inspector of Ofsted, is currently calling for further changes in 
the way some children might be taught. He is openly critical of the quality of 
teaching that many children in more affluent rural coastal areas are receiving. 
His suggestions have been widely reported in the media. Richard Garner, 
Education Editor for the UK national newspaper The Independent commented as 
follows:

The country’s most talented teachers and heads should be put on central contracts so they 
can be parachuted into schools that are failing disadvantaged pupils, Chief Schools Inspector 
Sir Michael Wilshaw will urge today. They would be deployed to improve the teaching of 
disadvantaged children in the leafy suburbs, rural market towns and seaside resorts – where 
the gap between the performance of poor and rich pupils is greatest, and where many 
deprived young people endure ‘indifferent teaching’. Sir Michael … will publish evidence 
which shows that the schools with the worst records in teaching disadvantaged pupils are 
no longer those in the inner cities – but deprived coastal towns and rural areas in the east 
and south-east of England … These poor, unseen children can be found in mediocre schools 
the length and breadth of the country. They are labelled, buried in lower sets, consigned as 
often as not to indifferent teaching …

The most important factor in reversing these trends is to attract and incentivise the best 
people to the leadership of under-performing schools in these areas …

This may require government to work with teaching schools (specially designated to aid in 
the training of teachers) to identify and incentivise experienced and effective teachers to 
work in less fashionable, more remote or challenging places. (2012, p. 4)
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It is clear from the above report, offered in a highly respected national newspaper, 
that issues regarding the way in which children within the UK are being taught, 
continue to be of national interest. Garner’s report, which must of course be read 
with a critical mind, highlights the continuing debate that surrounds not only the 
manner in which children from disadvantaged backgrounds are taught but also how 
the teaching profession might be organized differently in the future and as a result 
of government intervention.

LEARNING AND SCHOOLING WITHIN A GLOBAL CONTEXT

It is not possible to fully understand learning and how children are educated in 
the 21st century without consideration of the global context within which we all 
now exist. Consider, for example, the current effects on schools in the UK that are 
being posed by the following: conflict in the Middle East; the extent and ease with 
which families are relocating to other countries such as New Zealand, Australia 
and Canada; the reduction in Local Authority governance and the centralization 
of power in national government; the increase in austerity measures brought 
about by the downturn in the global economy; and the ease with which most indi-
viduals across the world can access information on the World Wide Web. 

Much of our thinking in the field of education has been, and continues to be, 
influenced by research and practice being undertaken in other countries; one only 
has to look at the rise in international contributions to academic journals research-
ing education and learning and the ease with which these are made available to 
student teachers and practising teachers undertaking continuing professional 
development. In addition, most children in the UK now enjoy many of the cultural 
aspects from other countries, such as the wonderful range of foods, television pro-
grammes and literature, and social experiences gained from meeting individuals 
from other cultures whilst out shopping or travelling, or dining out. All of these 
experiences add to the learning and social development of children and offer expe-
riences that would have been unheard of 50 years ago. These experiences can be 
extremely rewarding for children and can open their minds to what exists outside 
of their own immediate communities and society. 

Exercise

Consider the view that schools need to do more to address the changing needs of children 
in the 21st century. 
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To understand learning and the education of children more fully within a global 
context, it is also important to make comparisons between the life experiences of 
children and young people. It is generally understood, for example, that children 
in the UK can be employed on a part-time basis if they are 14 years of age and on a 
full-time basis if they have reached 16 years of age. However, this is not the case 
elsewhere. A recent report by the International Labour Force (2005) indicated that 
246 million children across the world were involved in child labour, that 179 million 
children from the age of five to 17 were being exposed to types of labour that 
caused irreversible physical or psychological damage with possible threats to life, 
and that some eight and a half million children were trapped in patterns of labour 
which included bonded labour, prostitution and pornography, and even armed 
conflict (Gray and MacBlain, 2012). It is clear from these startling and very worry-
ing figures that many children across the globe are failing to access anything close 
to adequate education and schooling. Yet, popular opinion in the Western industri-
alized world persists in viewing childhood as a period characterized by innocence 
and playfulness, economic security and regular access to formal education. 
Woodhead (2005, p. 88), quoted in Smith (2011, p.18) draws attention to the prob-
lems associated with adopting this universal view of children’s learning as follows:

While universal accounts of normal development offer a powerful basis for realizing rights in 
early childhood, they also have limitations. Firstly, they tend to overlook the diversities in 
children’s experiences, including differences in the ways children learn, play and communi-
cate … Secondly, any particular account of young children’s development is always partial, 
and can never encompass the varieties of childhood. Thirdly, specific cultural patterns of 
early development and care risk being normalized and universalized.

 Summary

Schooling in the 21st century in the UK is increasing in complexity as the current Coalition 
Government introduces new types of schools with a shifting emphasis of ideologies. For 
this reason, it is important that practitioners critically engage with their own practice and 
draw upon the work of those thinkers and researchers who seek to offer new and purpose-
ful insights into the nature of education at present and, perhaps more importantly, as it will 
develop in future years in response to economic, political and social change at home and 
throughout the world. 

This chapter sought to highlight the importance of considering learning and school-
ing within a social, cultural, historical and global context. The function of schools was 
examined with particular reference to its historical context to alert readers to the need 

(Continued)
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to see the dynamic character of schooling and the fact that what is being experienced 
by children in terms of their formal education has not only changed significantly in past 
decades and centuries but is continuing to change and will change radically in the 
future. The nature of the curricula on offer to children and the influence of successive 
governments as well as global economic factors affecting curricula and curricula delivery 
were also explored. The complex nature of transitions between schools and between 
stages of education was examined, with consideration being given to the importance of 
understanding the impact that transitions can have on children. The following chapter 
now turns to the concept of intelligence and its relationship with learning.
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