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ABSTRACT 

This study was a descriptive and theoretical analysis of 

recent curriculum and instructional reforms in British primary 

education. Focus of the study was on the infant school and those 

trends and issues which tended to relate to early childhood educa­

tion. 

The study was divided into the following areas: 

1. The historical and philosophical development of mod­

ern British primary education, emphasizing the infant school. 

2. The theoretical assumptions which form the basis of 

recent reforms in British primary education. 

3. A description of the educational program and roles of 

the teachers and learner. 

4. Selected aspects of the program which were considered 

most innovative and distinctive and which were considered most 

successful. 

5. An analysis of positive and negative or limiting 

characteristics of British primary educational reforms reported 

in both British and American sources. 

6. Selection of those reforms which tended to be most 

relevant for transfer to early childhood programs in the United 

States. 
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Sources of data included a content analysis of British 

and American primary and secondary documents and publications. 

These data were augmented by field notes recorded by the author 

resulting from on-site observation and participation in reformed 

British primary schools. The content analysis included an over­

view of the historical development of the British primary school 

reforms, the philosophical commitment, theories of learning, the 

curriculum and instructional program, the roles of the teaching 

staff and learners, aspects of the program which tended to free 

or open the learning environment, areas of innovation and change, 

and a critique of the program. 

An important contribution was the analysis of Piaget's 

theories of learning which tended to form a major theoretical 

rationale for open education development. The unifying theme 

emphasized was providing the reader with an understanding of 

British primary educational reforms. For many others it may pro­

vide an initial contact with alternatives for a more viable 

program for early childhood education. 

Some of the most significant, positive characteristics of 

the British reforms with possible implications to early childhood 

programs in the United States were: 

1. Use of a body of learning theory based upon the stud­

ies of Jean Piaget. 

2. Inter-personal relations of teacher and learner re­

flecting mutual trust and concern for learning and development 

resulting in both teacher and pupil positive self-concept. 



xii 

3. Replacing the concept of traditional elementary 

classroom organization and the role of the teacher and pupil with 

individualized child-centered learning experiences. 

4. Concern for helping children learn how to learn re­

placing the structure of what to learn. 

5. Replacing the traditional scope and sequence in cur­

riculum with development of programs reflecting concern for in­

terests and attitudes of the child. 

6. Providing a climate of freedom in which teacher and 

learner participate in the development of classroom programs in­

viting pupil interaction, exploration, and discovery. 

7. Elimination of the use of traditional standardized 

test results in determining program success as well as pupil 

placement. 

8. Restructure of the use of advisory personnel replac­

ing those who have served in traditional supervisory roles. 

Areas for further research were identified as the theo­

retical foundations of the British reform curriculum and instruc­

tion in both British and American open programs to include 

evaluation and measurement, administration and supervision, and 

teacher education. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In the fall of 1967, a series of three articles by 

Joseph Featherstone were published in The New Republic. In these 

articles, Featherstone described the educational reforms which 

have become known as a "revolution in British primary education." 

As a result of these and other articles describing the reforms in 

British primary education, early childhood educators in the 

United States have become increasingly interested in the changes 

in British primary schools. 

Certain areas in England have become identified as exem­

plary in reflecting modern British programs. These programs 

tended to provide direction and models for change throughout the 

nation. Many of the schools in these areas have been visited by 

American educators who have written and published their observa­

tions . Such reports continue to appear in current professional 

j ournals. 

Adoptions of the British model have been made in some 

private and public school programs in the United States . In the 

past few years British leaders in modern primary programs have 

served as resource personnel in workshops and study groups in the 

United States. Recently, national and regional conferences 

1 
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concerned with curriculum and learning have included study sec­

tions focusing on the British primary school. Educational study 

tours to Europe have included scheduled school visitations to 

primary schools in England as well as opportunity to meet British 

educators. 

As interest and concern about the British primary school 
/ 

revolution has increased, a number of relevant and important 

questions have been asked. What forces have accelerated changes 

in primary education throughout Britain? What aspects of the 

changes have excited American educators? What practices or inno­

vations would have relevance to early childhood programs in the 

United States? 

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to analyze recent curricu­

lum and instructional reforms in British primary education with 

specific focus on the infant school. The infant school includes 

children from five to seven years of age. The study is theoret­

ical and descriptive. British and American published sources of 

data, augmented by field notes collected through observation and 

participation, were used as sources for research. 

The study of British primary education included the fol­

lowing significant areas: 

1. Historical development of British primary education 

2. Philosophy and rationale which formed the basis of 

reform in British primary education. 
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3. Theories of learning upon which program development 

was based. 

4. The role of the teaching staff members and their re- . 

lationship to the learner. 

5. Identification by authorities of those factors of the 

program which tended to free the learner and the teacher. 

6. Identification of those curriculum and instructional 

areas of the British program which were considered by British and 

American authorities as most innovative and appeared to consti­

tute high potential for success in Britain. 

7. Identification of those aspects of the reforms which 

have caused the greatest concern or criticism. 

8. Identification of elements of the program which were 

relevant for transfer to early childhood education in the United 

States . 

The research of Jean Piaget has been considered founda­

tional to these reforms. His theories were analyzed from both 

the British and American points of view. The synthesis of the 

British and American use of PiagetTs theory of child development 
r 

was used as a major criterion for the formulation of a model for 

early childhood education in the United States. The major as­

pects of primary education in Britain which have possible trans­

fer to the United States were identified and incorporated into 

this model. 



4 

Significance of the Study 

Programs for the education of young children have con­

tinued to gain significant attention throughout the United 

States. Evelyn Weber (1970) recently published a survey of in­

novative programs in early childhood education. Weber's report 

indicated that early education is currently being given extensive 

thought and attention in educational development. 

Federal funding continues to support the development of 

Head Start and Follow Through programs. Centers for research and 

experimentation in early childhood education established through 

federal grants have produced curriculum materials and services 

which have influenced program design and change. Such national 

support has tended to recognize the importance of the early 

learning experiences of young children. In addition, private or 

commercial funding has supported mass media programs which fo­

cused on skill development as well as providing information for 

pre-school and primary children. TV programs such as "Sesame 

Street" and others focusing on language development have impact 

on young viewers and have affected program organization in class­

rooms . 

.American educators are increasingly in need of gaining 

current information which would provide a base for desirable pro­

gram development for the early s chool years. The growing inter­

est of American educators in the development of British primary 

programs appears to have influenced the pattern of program change 
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in individual schools as well as in some larger areas. The la­

bels of "open classrooms" and "the open school" used iri describ­

ing modern English primary schools have appealed to a growing 

number of educators as a way of describing education relevant for 

young children. 

Two of the twenty Follow Through models funded by the 

federal government in 1962 were based upon the British infant 

school model (Armington 1969, Cawthorne and Haskins 1962). Both 

New York City's Open Door Project (Nation's Schools 1971a) and 

the Educational Development Center at Newton, Massachusetts 

(Armington 1969) are influenced by the British program models. 

Assumptions Underlying the Study 

It was assumed that the emphasis which has been placed on 

the importance of the experiences of young children in their 

early years will continue to be of national concern. It was as­

sumed that recent research findings of the importance of early 

childhood education will continue to demand modification in pro­

grams relating to early childhood education in the United States . 

It was assumed that current interest in changes in Brit­

ish primary school programs will continue to interest educators 

in the United States . It was assumed that the British programs 

will continue to stimulate innovation and serve as models for use 

in the development of American programs. 
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It was assumed that the reports and articles analyzed in 

this study reflected adequate observation and reporting proce­

dures by professional educational leaders. It was assumed that 

the schools visited during the field study phase of this re­

search reflected a socio-economic and socio-cultural range in 

populations as well as a similar range in program commitment and 

adaptation. 

Limitations of the Study 

This study was limited to available reports, articles, 

and documents published in Great Britain, the United States, and 

Canada. Data used from observation and participation in field 

work were limited to schools in Surrey, Leicestershire, and those 

in the Inner London Educational Authority zone of influence as 

selected by the Director of Primary Education in County Hall, 

London, England. A total of eleven schools were visited. 

There was no attempt to compare the schools undergoing 

reform with the traditional British schools. No attempt was made 

to compare or contrast the model used for the British primary 

school with other early childhood education models in the United 

States. 

Neither parent reaction nor teacher reaction to the 

changes in primary education were included in this study. No 

attempt was made to correlate family style and socio-economic 

level and the success of the school program. 
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This study was limited to a description and theoretical 

analysis of the infant school curriculum and organization. Al­

though the range of British primary education was described, this 

study focused on the infant school program. This might include 

nursery education in some cases. 

Definitions of Terms 

Educational Priorities Area; The educational priorities 

area includes the neighborhood areas in London identified as 

those where children are most severely handicapped by home condi­

tions . Additional school funding is provided in such areas. 

Family Grouping: Family grouping is the familiar term 

used for vertical age grouping. In a school where family group­

ing is used, a child remains in the same class, with the same 

teacher, for the whole period of his infant school life. Enter­

ing with a few (perhaps five to eight other newcomers) a child 

joins a class which already contains ten to twelve children of 

six years of age and ten to twelve children, seven years of age. 

Entry into school depends upon the child's date of birth. 

Follow Through: Follow Through programs are designed to 

follow Head Start programs in providing continuity of education­

al experiences for young children generally in low income areas 

of the United States. Such programs are generally funded through 

the United States Office of Health, Education and Welfare. 
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Hadow Report: A consultative committee appointed in 1924 

by the President of the Board of Education in Britain included 

Sir Henry Hadow as chairman. The committee was directed to sur­

vey the whole range of elementary education. The reports of the 

committee are commonly referred to as the Hadow Report. 

Headmaster, Headmistress: The headmaster or headmistress 

"is the designated head teacher of primary school units. General­

ly, women serve as heads in infant schools. Junior schools have 

either men or women as heads. 

Head Start: Head Start is the label given to pre-school 

programs for children in low income areas in the United States. 

Such programs are generally funded by the United States Office of 

Health, Education and Welfare or other agencies. 

Immigrant Children: An "immigrant child" is defined in 

England as a child born abroad of immigrant parents or born in 

England of parents who immigrated after 1955. Most of these 

children are handicapped by unfamiliarity with the English way 

of living as well as with standard English language. In some in­

ner London schools, more than half the pupils are from immigrant 

families. 

Infant Schools: The British "infant school" unit in­

cludes children between the ages of five and seven. If there is 

a nursery class in an infant school education programs include 

children of ages three and four. 
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Integrated Day: The integrated day is a school day which 

is combined into a whole and has the minimum of timetabling. 

Within this day there is time and opportunity in a planned educa­

tive environment for the social, intellectual, emotional, physi­

cal, and aesthetic growth of the child at his own rate of 

development. 

Junior School: The British junior school unit includes 

children from the ages of seven or eight through eleven. 

L.E.A.Ts: Local Education Authorities are responsible 

for all maintained s chools in England and Wales. They are the 

county or city councils that oversee the schools in their area. 

One hundred and forty-eight such authorities of many different 

sizes exist in England. Legally, the curriculum of a school is 

the responsibility of the local L.E.A. 

Open Education: Open education is a phrase used to de­

scribe "free day," "integrated day," "integrated curriculum," 

"informal classroom," "developmental classroom," "Leicestershire 

model." Open education has its most immediate roots in England. 

It has become a way of thinking about children,' learning, and 

knowledge. 

Plowden Report: Children and Their Primary Schools, Vol­

umes I and II: A report of the Central Advisory Council of Edu­

cation, Department of Education and Science, published in 1967, 

is commonly known as the Plowden Report. Lady Bridget Plowden 

served as chairman of the Council whose members were appointed 
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in 1963 by the Minister of Education. The Council considered the 

whole subject of primary education and its transition to second­

ary education. 

Primary Schools: The British primary school is a unit 

organized for pupils between the ages of five and eleven (or, if 

there is a nursery class, three and eleven). When the annual ad­

missions amount to two or more classes the school is divided be­

tween separate infant and junior departments or between separate 

schools. Each department and school has its own head teacher. 

State Schools: State schools in England are the tax sup­

ported schools which most< children must compulsorily attend. 

Compulsory education begins at age five. 

Wendy House: The Wendy House is the English label for 

the playhouse corner or home center in infant school classrooms. 

Design of the Study 

This study was theoretical and descriptive. The data of 

the study included selected content from a wide range of British 

and American reports, articles, materials, and documents about 

current reforms in British primary education. The data also in­

cluded a historical perspective of the development of British 

education based upon Her Majesty's Stationery Office publications 

and other standard British sources. 

These published sources of data were augmented by a field 

study of British primary education using standard observation-

participation procedures. The field study included a range of 
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urban, suburban, and semi-rural tax supported primary schools re­

presenting a range of socio-economic and cultural differences . 

Content analysis of the data formed the basis of the study. The 

analysis of published materials was correlated by data collected 

from field research. 

Analysis of British materials and a content analysis of 

American data were used to describe the primary school program. 

This included historical development, philosophy and rationale, 

theory of learning, role of the teaching staff members and their 

relationship to the learner, aspects of the program which tended 

to free the learner and the teacher, curriculum and instructional 

program which were considered innovative and appeared to consti­

tute high potential for success, and aspects of the reform which 

have caused concern or criticism. 

Emphasis was given to the application of Piaget's learning 

theory to early childhood curriculum. The report of the Central 

Advisory Council for Education (Plowden Report 1967)," Children 

and Their Primary Schools, stated that a major school of research 

dominant in Great Britain and influencing school practice was as­

sociated in particular with Jean Piaget. Piaget's theory in­

fluenced the 1931 report on the state of education in England 

and recommendations for change. The Piagetian school of thought 

continued to provide a theoretical base for recommended program 

organization and development in primary schools. Stages of 

*In this text, the Plowden Report is alternately cited as 
the "Council." 
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learning were considered. Values of play, investigation, use of 

primitive materials, the strengthening of intrinsic interest in 

learning, the relation of language and learning, and the need for 

an integrated curriculum were developed as reflections of impli­

cations for practice which were supported by Piaget's theory. 

American educators gave little attention to Piaget's 

writing until the late 50's and 60's (Lavatelli 1970). With the 

increasing interest in early childhood in the United States, at­

tention has been given to the significance of Piaget's research 

by many including Hunt (1961), Flavell (1963), Bruner, Oliver, 

and Greenfield (1966), and Sigel and Hooper (1968). Studies 

along Piagetian lines have been so numerous that only selected 

publications were used in this study. An aspect of this study 

was the application of Piaget's theories to early childhood cur­

riculum. Both British authorities and those in the United States 

provided direction, description, and analysis of these applica­

tions . 

Attention was given to the significance centers in the 

United States have given to transfer of aspects of British models 

to the United States. Consideration was given to the development 

of programs for early childhood education in the United States 

based upon British theory. 

In Chapter 1 an overview of the study was presented. 

This included the significance of the problem and the sources of 

data as well as the method of analysis. Assumptions, 
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limitations, definitions of terms, and the design of the study 

were included. 

The relation of the infant school to British primary ed­

ucation was developed in Chapter 2. The historical development 

of primary education, philosophy and rationale which formed the 

basis of reform in British primary education, theories of learn­

ing upon which program development was based, role of the teach­

ing staff members and their relationship to the learner, 

identification of those factors which tended to free the learner 

and the teacher, and identification by British educators of those 

areas of programs which were considered as most innovative and 

potentially successful, as well as aspects of reforms which have 

been questioned by British critics are identified. 

Chapter 3 has included in it an analysis of the recent 

literature written by American educators about British education. 

The content analysis was based upon those areas identified and 

described in Chapter 2. These included the areas of historical 

development, philosophy and rationale, theories of learning upon 

which program development was based, the role of the teaching 

staff members and their relationship to the learner, factors of 

the program which tended to free the teacher and the learner, 

curriculum and instructional areas of the program which were con­

sidered as most innovative and potentially successful, and iden­

tification of those aspects of reform which have caused greatest 

concern or criticism. 
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Chapter 4 included an analysis of learning theory of Jean 

Piaget. Consideration was made of the application and use of 

Piaget1s research by British authorities. Studies by American 

educators of Piaget's theories as related to the cognitive func­

tioning of young children were identified. A synthesis of the 

British and American theoretical application of Piaget's theory 

of development concludes this chapter. 

Chapter 5 described programs for young children in the 

United States which reflected major aspects of British primary 

education. These aspects have been considered as some of those 

transferred from British practice for use in developing programs 

in the United States. Further considerations were given to pos­

sible utilization of British reforms in American programs for 

early childhood education. A model for early childhood education 

was included in the conclusion of this chapter. 

A summary of this study was included in Chapter 6. Con­

clusions were based on this study, implications for the develop­

ment of educational programs, and recommendations for further 

research are incorporated in this concluding chapter. 



CHAPTER 2 

ENGLISH PRIMARY EDUCATION 

Sir Anthony Crosland, Secretary of State for Education 

and Science, stated in the foreword to the Plowden Report, "Pri­

mary education is the base on which all other education has to be 

built. Its importance cannot be over-estimated (1967, p. iii)." 

This chapter deals with major areas of primary education 

for young children in England. Significant aspects of the his­

torical development of primary education were identified. The 

philosophy and rationale which form the basis of reform were 

identified through description of aspects of the present program. 

Major theories of learning upon which program development has 

been based are presented. The role of the teaching staff members 

and their relationship to the learner was described. Factors 

which tended to free the teacher and the learner were identified. 

Those curriculum and instructional areas of the British program 

which were considered most innovative and potentially successful 

were identified and described. Aspects of the existing program 

which have caused concern and criticism were identified. A brief 

description of the organizational pattern of British primary edu­

cation serves as an introduction to this chapter. 

15 
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Organizational Patterns 

The British primary school is an institution organized 

for children between the average ages of five and eleven years of 

age, or if there is a nursery class, three and eleven. When the 

annual admissions amount to two or more classes, the school is 

divided between separate infant, five to seven years, and junior, 

seven to eleven years, departments in the same primary school, or 

between separate infant and junior schools . Each department has 

its own head teacher and is housed in a separate building or sep­

arate floors if both units are included in the same building 

(Central Office of Information for British Information Services 

1967). 

The number of children attending an infant school aver­

ages around 240. The average number attending the junior school 

is three hundred. Thirty-five to forty children are found in 

most classrooms. Most classes have one teacher although in some 

situations auxiliary teachers move from room to room to assist 

in the classroom setting. The head continues in the role of 

teacher and moves in and out of classrooms, serving as another 

adult available to help children (Wilson 1971). 

The Plowden Report recommended that the terms "infant 

school" and "junior school" be replaced by "first school" and 

"middle school." It should be noted that if the recommendations 

of the Council are adopted changes will occur both in the names 

used to identify schools for the primary years and in the age 
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range for each school. The report recommended that "children 

stay in 'first schools' until the age of eight or more and in the 

'middle schools' until they are twelve and one-half (1967, 

p. 462)." Although some schools have begun to move in these di­

rections, the traditional terms "infant" and "junior" have been 

used throughout this study. 

In surveying the historical development of British educa­

tion for young children it was appropriate to look at current re­

ports which included historical data considered significant. 

Such data set the background for understanding current programs. 

Historical Development 

Contemporary British authors have presented historical 

flashbacks of British primary education. Such information estab­

lished the background for understanding the significant changes 

reflected in descriptions of current programs. 

Blackie described a typical primary school before World 

War II: 

The building is almost certainly old. Most of the 
new buildings of the 1930Ts were for senior students and 
only on new estates were young children taught in up-to-
date buildings. In a large city school there would prob­
ably be a hall, with classrooms opening off it and, as 
often as not, the head teacher's desk would be in the 
hall so that he or she might keep an eye on all that went 
on. In smaller schools, whether in town or country, 
there might be no hall and sometimes no room for the head 
teacher, who would sit in the classroom in which he 
taught. The children would spend much of the day sitting 
at double desks or sometimes long desks without backs and 
they would either be receiving instruction in the form of 
class-lessons or be performing tasks of writing, reading 



or learning by heart. They would seldom, often never, 
have an opportunity of choosing what they did. Set 
exercises, set compositions, set drawings or paintings, 
set music, set physical exercise, set lessons--these 
dominated most of the day in most schools. Many 
teachers showed great skills in handling large classes 
and in getting the children to work. The best teachers 
managed to infuse a remarkable amount of interest into 
this very rigid framework and a few were beginning to 
break away from it to encourage more initiative and en­
terprise in the children (1967, p. 6). 

Dorothy E. M. Gardner reviewed the developments in the 

English infant and nursery schools: 

During a professional life which began in 1921, I 
have witnessed great changes in education and in parti­
cularly in Infant Schools . It may be well that in the 
period ahead the very significant developments which are 
now so evident in Junior Schools may mean that the Infant 
School may cease to be the most rapidly changing part of 
the educational landscape. However, Infant Schools in 
considerable numbers began to reflect fundamental changes 
considerably earlier than did more than a few Junior 
Schools or Junior Departments of schools for children of 
a wider age range. 

The nursery school too has changed and developed, 
but as a younger institution it did not have far to go. 
There never was a time when the Nursery School teacher's 
function was envisaged as chiefly that of a purveyor of 
information or moral training simultaneously to large 
numbers of relatively passive children. One has, however, 
only to open any textbook on the history of education to 
realise that for many years the Infant School teacher 
was expected to function in that way - in the nineteen-
twenties it was still very common to find Infant teachers 
in front of their classes instructing a.^d exhorting and, 
though often with great skill and warm humanity, trying 
to achieve the impossible task of securing uniformly 
good results from all members of the whole class . Oral 
lessons, usually short in dux>ation, were interspersed 
with periods of physical activity or "occupation," but 
even in these periods the whole class would be engaged 
in the same series of physical exercises or the same 
"occupation." A considerable part of the teacher's time 
and energy was devoted to holding back the brighter chil­
dren sufficiently to allow the more average ones to 
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maintain the pace, while the rest of her exertions were 
particularly directed to the still more difficult prob­
lem of the backward child (1966, p. 1). 

Mary Brown and Norman Precious began their text with the 

following statements: 

It was only just over 150 years ago that some seven-
year old children were working a sixteen-hour day and for 
some time after the Education Act of 1870, which intro­
duced compulsory State education, the scope of the schools 
was very limited. Education based on mechanical profi­
ciency, the obedience and passivity of the pupil and 
verbal instruction by the teacher was the general rule. 
Most teachers were instructors and ruled by fear. They 
were paid according to the number of attendences and the 
children's success in examination results. During the 
tragedy and chaos of the Second World War, evaluation 
brought to light the terrible poverty in certain areas and 
conscription revealed a great deal of illiteracy. But­
ler's 1944 Education Act was the result of the public out­
cry for the situation to be improved and this Act stressed 
that education should be made available to fit the require­
ments of each and every child and it should be an education 
suitable for his age, aptitude, and ability (1969, p. 11). 

Evelyn Lawrence summarized attempts to analyze influences 

of the past upon the present by stating: 

The history of education is a complex one, like a his­
tory of life itself. The forgotten teachers, in their 
classrooms, the innumerable lectures, magazine articles, 
conferences and drawing room meetings are gone mostly with­
out record. Generalized stages in educational change do 
not readily suggest themselves but after a century of eval­
uation the scene has altered and its moderations can be 
noted (1969, p. 9). 

The historical development of freeing curriculum and 

placing with teachers decisions for curriculum with their impli­

cations is contributed to the understanding of current practice. 

A summary of significant changes are presented for this purpose. 



1898 

Ending of the system of payment by results under which a 

proportion of teachers' salaries was dependent upon the results 

of an annual examination of pupils held by Her Majesty's Inspec­

tors . This suspension led to an increasing freedom of teachers 

to exercise their own judgment in matters of syllabus . 

1905 

A Handbook of Suggestions for Consideration of Teachers, 

which included only broad requirements, was issued by the Board 

of Education. A large measure of choice was left to individual 

schools. 

1918 

The teachers' handbook included in the preface a state­

ment indicating that the only uniform practice which the Board of 

Education desired to see in the teaching of public elementary 

schools was that each teacher should think for himself, and work 

out for himself such methods of teaching as may use his powers to 

the very best advantage and be best suited to the particular 

needs and conditions of schools . Uniformity in detail of prac­

tice was considered undesirable, even if it were attainable. 

Teachers were reminded that freedom implies a corresponding re­

sponsibility for its use. 
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1937 

The 1918 statement in the teachersT handbook was re­

printed . 

1944 

Enactment of the Education Act of 1944 included the elim­

ination of the Elementary Code. The only statutory requirement 

remaining was that children should be educated according to their 

age, ability, and aptitude. All children were to receive reli­

gious instruction of an undenominational Christian character ac­

cording to an agreed syllabus and take part in daily religious 

services. This was the only curriculum requirement included in 

the Act. The old division into elementary and higher education 

was replaced by the threefold classification: primary, second­

ary, and further education. 

During the forty-six years between the abolition of pay­

ment by results and abolition of the codes, the use made by 

teachers of their growing freedom varied considerably. Teachers 

responding most towards freedom to experiment and change were 

those in infant schools. The infant schools were already influ­

enced by the philosophy of nursery schools because the training 

for nursery work was often given in colleges which specialized in 

infant education. 
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The Hadow Report 

In the introduction to the Plowden Report the Central Ad­

visory Council stated that they were invited, in effect, to 

analyze how far the intentions of Sir Henry Hadow and his commit­

tee had been carried out and stood the test of time. Hadow and 

his committee were commissioned in 1924 by the President of the 

Board of Education, now called the Secretary of State for Educa­

tion, to study the whole of elementary education and report as to 

courses of study suitable for children up to the age of eleven in 

elementary schools, with special needs of children in rural areas 

(Board of Education {Hadow Report"! 1931, p. xii). 

The Council making the 1967 report considered Hadow as 

the architect of the English educational system. They considered 

that the foundations for modern British education were laid in 

three reports made by the Consultative Committee on the study of 

British education under the chairmanship of Sir Henry. These re­

ports included the 1926 Education of the Adolescent, Primary 

School made in 1931, and Infant and Nursery Schools of 1933. 

John Blackie (1967), retired Chief Inspector for Primary 

Education, indicated that the Hadow Report changed the whole face 

of English education. Blackie considered the most far reaching 

recommendation to be that the old elementary school, which had 

had an age range of five to fourteen be split in two. The 

younger part with children of five to eleven was to be called the 

Primary School and the older part, eleven to fourteen, the Senior 
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Elementary. This reorganization slowly began to develop after 

1927 and by 1939 had affected only one-third of the children in 

England. 

In considering the role of the infant school in the de­

velopment of primary education the Hadow Report traced the 

earlier development of infant and elementary schools: 

Up to 1870, apart from certain educational provi­
sions in the Factory Acts (1833 to 1867) and in the 
Mines Acts (1860), which only applied to children work­
ing in factories and mines, there was no general legal 
compulsion on parents to send their children to school. 
The Education Act of 1870 conferred on the newly estab­
lished School Boards power to make by-laws requiring the 
attendance of children between the ages of 5 to 10 with 
power to retain them at school to the ages of 11, 12, 
or 13, subject to the provision that such by-laws must 
grant exemptions on certain conditions to pupils over 
the age of 10. The Education Act of 1880 turned this 
power into a duty. As before 1870 the provision of 
Primary Schools was left wholly to the voluntary ef­
forts of different bodies, mostly denominational, aided 
by grants from the Treasury between 1833 and 1839 and 
from the Education Department as from 1839, it is not 
surprising to find that there was little attempt in 
practice to differentiate between junior or primary in­
struction on the one hand and senior or post-primary 
instruction on the other hand, since the number of pu­
pils who remained over the age of 10 in most primary 
schools was comparatively small. It is, however, inter­
esting to find that from the very inception of the move­
ment for the provision of popular elementary education 
on a large scale there was a noticeable tendency to dif­
ferentiate the provision made for infants under the age 
of 6 from that for children over that age. 

In tracing the development of Primary Schools for 
children above the infant stage, it is impossible to 
ignore the influence of the Infants' Schools which grad­
ually came into existence in the early decades of the 
last century, partly as "minding schools" for young chil­
dren in industrial areas, whose parents were at work 
during the day, partly as a means of promoting their 
physical well-being and furnishing opportunities for 
their moral and social training and partly to provide 



some elementary instruction in the 3 R's, which would 
render it possible for the children to make more rapid 
progress when they entered the monitorial school. Even 
before 1805 Joseph Lancaster had drawn attention to the 
necessity for improving the "initiatory," i.e., the 
dame schools and the minding schools, if children on en­
tering the monitorial school at the age of 6 were to 
derive full benefit from it. The Infant School estab­
lished in 1816 by Robert Owen (1771-1858) at New Lanark 
in Scotland had a great influence on the development of 
infant education. Children were admitted to the school 
at the age of 2 and cared for while their parents were 
at work in the local cotton mills. The instruction of 
children under 6 was to consist of "whatever might be 
supposed useful that they could understand, and much 
attention was devoted to singing, dancing, and play­
ing." In 1818 a group of Radicals and advanced Whigs 
comprising Brougham, James Mill and others, combined to 
establish an Infant School on Owen's lines in London, 
and imported a teacher from New Lanark. Owen's ideas 
were popularised and at the same time given a new direc­
tion by Samuel Wilderspin (1792-1866) who worked out a 
system of infant education which left its mark for many 
years on the curriculum and the building of Elementary 
Schools. To him these schools owed the infant "gallery," 
and a mistaken zeal for the initiation of children at 
too early an age to formal instruction. The training of 
teachers for infant schools was first seriously begun by 
the Home and Colonial Institution (later known as the 
Home and Colonial Society) which was founded in 1836 to 
establish Infant Schools and to train teachers for work 
in them. The principal promoter of this Society, Rev. 
Charles Mayo (1792-1846) was definitely influenced by 
Pestalozzi. 

The Society originally set out to train teachers for 
children under the age of seven, but later extended its 
scope to prepare teachers to deal with children up to 
the age of 10. The reason for this was that the tendency 
in parishes, where only one school could be established, 
was to organise a school for older children, and leave 
the education of the infants to the Dame Schools. On the 
other hand, in many places Infant Schools preceded the 
Elementary Schools. It is impossible not to be struck 
by the contrast between the rather arid and narrow con­
ception of education as conducted in the monitorial 
schools, in which the instruction was almost limited to 
the three R's, with needlework for girls, and in some 
instances a little gardening and other occupation for the 
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boys, and the comparatively rich tradition underlying 
the curriculum provided in the better Infant Schools, 
which was largely based on ideas deriving from Oberlin, 
Owen, and Pestalozzi (Hadow Report 1931, pp. 1-3). 

The Plowden Report 

The most comprehensive survey available on British pri­

mary schools is found in Volumes I and II, Children and Their 

Primary Schools (1967). This survey was commissioned in 1963 by 

the Minister of Education, Sir Edward Boyle. He instructed the 

Central Advisory Council for Education in England to consider the 

whole subject of primary education and the transition to second­

ary education. Extensive reference has been made to this report 

throughout this chapter. Volume I included the findings and re­

commendations of the Council. Volume II consisted of accounts of 

surveys and research commissioned at the request of the Depart­

ment of Education and Science. This report is more commonly 

known as the Plowden Report. Lady Bridget Plowden served as 

chairman of the Central Advisory Council for Education (England) 

throughout this study. The Council included a range of people 

concerned with education. Titles of listed Council members in­

cluded those of university professors, headmasters and head­

mistresses, housewives and parents, school inspectors, and 

members of the Central Advisory Council. 

This report was submitted to the Right Honorable Anthony 

Crosland, Secretary of State for Education and Science, by Lady 

Plowden on October 28, 1966. In the foreword to the report 
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Anthony Crosland recognized the work of the Council members by 

stating: 

Their report is now published and everyone - not 
only those professionally concerned with education, but 
parents and the general public - must be grateful for 
the thoroughness with which they have carried out their 
task. 

Primary education is the base on which all other 
education has to be built. Its importance cannot be 
over-estimated„ 

The many recommendations in the Report, some of far-
reaching significance, will be studied with the greatest 
care by the Government and, I am sure, by all the other 
interests concerned (Plowden 1967, p. iii). 

Part V, "The Children in the Schools," was considered by 

the committee as the heart of the report. Questions such as the 

following were considered in this section. 

Is there any genuine conflict based on children as 
they are, and education thought of primarily as a prep­
aration for the future? 

Has "finding out" proved to be better than "being 
told?" 

Have methods been worked out through which discov­
ery can be stimulated and guided and children develop 
from it a coherent body of knowledge? 

Has emphasis on the Hadow Report placed on individ­
ual progress been justified by its results? 

How can head teachers and class teachers arrange the 
internal workings of each school and each class to meet 
the different needs of the highly gifted boys and girls, 
of slow learning pupils and of all the infinite varieties 
and latents which lie between? 

Do children learn more through active co-operation 
than by passive obedience (1967, p. 2)? 
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In answering such questions the Council report included 

reference to aspects of traditional primary education in past 

years. These were contrasted to descriptions of present prac­

tice. Significant changes which had affected present practice 

were identified. The report described the best practices found 

by the Council. These practices set the direction recommended 

for all schools to move toward reflecting. 

Philosophy and Rationale Which Form the Basis 
of Reform in British Primary Education 

The Plowden Report was the most comprehensive survey of 

current practice in primary education in England available at the 

time this study was made. The content of the 1967 report was 

based upon a description of practice followed by recommendations 

for change made by the Council. This report has been considered 

to reflect the philosophy and rationale which form the basis of 

reform in modern British primary education. The Council based 

its study upon the existing structure of nursery and primary edu­

cation, the nature of the child, and recent research on how chil­

dren learn. Thoughtful consideration was given to the philosophy 

and rationale forming the basis of change in providing for the 

education of children. 

"At the heart of the educational process lies the child." 

This initial statement in the Plowden Report regarding "The Chil­

dren: Their Growth and Development" sets the foundation for edu­

cational concern in England. 
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The Advisory Council stated: "No advances in policy, no 

acquisitions of new equipment have their desired effect unless 

they are in harmony with the child, unless they are fundamentally 

acceptable to him (1967, p. 7)." 

The report emphasized that knowledge of the manner in 

which children develop is of prime importance both in avoiding 

educationally harmful practices and in introducing effective 

ones. The report reviewed the work done on the physical, emo­

tional, and intellectual growth of children in the last fifty 

years. The work of the Central Advisory Council focused on those 

facts which had greatest educational significance and those prin­

ciples and practices which had a direct bearing on educational 

practice and planning. Only the most obvious implications were 

included in the report. Those listed by the Advisory Council in 

the Plowden Report included the following: 

Individual differences between children of the same 
age are so great that any class, however homogeneous it 
seems, must always be treated as a body of children 
needing individual and different attention. 

Until a child is ready to take a particular step for­
ward, it is a waste of time to try to teach him to take 
it. 

Even at the ages with which we are concerned boys 
and girls develop at different rates and react in dif­
ferent ways - a fact which needs particular attention 
because we have co-educational schools. Boys are more 
vulnerable to adverse environmental circumstances than 
girls. Both reach maturity earlier. 

Though I.Q.. scores are a useful rough indication 
of potential ability they should not be treated as in­
fallible predictors. Judgments which determine careers 
should be deferred as long as possible. 
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Since a child grows up intellectually, emotionally 
and physically at different rates, his teachers need 
to know and take account of his "developmental age" in 
all three aspects. The child's physique, personality, 
and capacity to learn develop as a result of continuous 
interaction between his environmental and genetical in­
heritance . Unlike the genetic factors the environmental 
factors are, or ought to be, largely within our control 
(1967, pp. 25-26). 

The Advisory Council considered it significant to include 

in the 1967 report a statement made by the Hadow Committee in 

1931 on aspects of the later stages of education which continued 

to reflect the rationale of the 1967 report for change in pri­

mary education: "The schools whose first intention was to teach 

children how to read have thus been compelled to broaden their 

aims until it might be said that they have now to teach children 

how to live (1967, p. 100)." 

The major force in change in English primary education 

appeared to be a commitment to the belief that the major role of 

primary education was to provide an educational environment in 

which children could be helped to learn to live. 

A summary of the aims of primary education was made by 

the Consultative Council in the Plowden Report. The Council 

stated that if these beliefs were applied to all primary schools 

it would be apparent that the trend of their practices and out­

looks would correspond to a recognizable philosophy of education 

and to a view of society. This philosophy of education and view 

of society were summarized in the following manner: 
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A school is not merely a teaching shop, it must 
transmit values and attitudes. It is a community in 
which children learn to live first and foremost as chil­
dren and not as future adults . In family life children 
learn to live with people of all ages. The schools set 
out deliberately to devise the right environment for 
children to allow them to be themselves and to develop 
in the way and at the pace appropriate to them. It 
tries to equalize opportunities and to compensate for 
handicaps. It lays special stress on individual dis­
covery, on first hand experience and on opportunities 
for creative work. It insists that knowledge does not 
fall into neatly separate compartments and that work 
and play are not opposite but complementary. A child 
brought up in such an atmosphere at all stages of his 
education has some hope of becoming a balanced and 
mature adult and of being able to look critically at 
the society of which he forms a part. Not all pri­
mary schools correspond to this picture but it does 
represent a general quickening trend. 

Some people, while conceding that children are hap­
pier under the modern regime and perhaps more versatile, 
question whether they are being fitted to grapple with 
the world which they will enter when they leave school. 
The view is worth examining because it is quite widely 
held, but we think it rests on a misconception. It 
isolates society, and regards education as being in all 
stages recognisable and specifically a preparation for 
this . It fails to understand that the best preparation 
for being a happy and useful man or woman is to live 
fully as a child. Finally, it assumes, quite wrongly, 
that the older virtues, as they are usually called, of 
neatness, accuracy, care and perserverance, and the 
sheer knowledge which is an essential of being educated 
will decline. These are genuine virtues and an educa­
tion which does not foster them is faulty. 

Society is right to expect that importance will be 
attached to these virtues in all schools. . . . (Plow-
den 1967, pp. 187-188). 

Current Practice: Philosophy and Rationale 

Significant to this study were some areas relating to the 

organization of primary schools including: recommendations for 
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entrance and leaving age, class and school size, and the place of 

nursery education. 

Age 

The Plowden Report indicated that in England children 

were admitted to infant schools at intervals of four months and 

promoted to junior schools or classes only at intervals of twelve 

months. Children were required to go to school at the beginning 

of the term after their fifth birthday, although it was common 

practice for children to be admitted in the term before their 

fifth birthday; they were promoted to the junior school (or jun­

ior classes) in the September following their seventh birthday 

(see Appendix A). 

The Plowden Report (1967) indicated that the choice of 

five as the age at which children must begin school was made in 

1870 almost by chance. The Hadow Report (Board of Education 

1931) included the Consultative Committee's study of the five 

year old age entrance. The Hadow Committee concluded that since 

this entrance age was working well in practice there was not good 

reason for modifying the law. 

In 1964 the Central Advisory Council began again to sur­

vey aspects of desirable age for school entry. A part of this 

survey included visiting primary schools in Denmark, France, 

Sweden, Poland, the United States of America, and the U.S.S.R. 

where the compulsory entrance age was higher. The Council re­

ported that most countries other than Israel and a few stated 
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whose educational systems were derived from the British system 

favored a later age entrance than England. 

The Council concluded in the Plowden Report that it would 

continue to support the five year level for compulsory school 

entrance. The report included the following statement: 

It seems to us, too, that there is sound educational 
agreement for admitting five year olds to school. It 
was with this age group that informal ways of learning, 
and teaching geared to individual needs, was first es-
tensively used in this country. There is a marked con­
trast between education given to six and seven year olds 
in England and in most countries with a later age of 
entry. In this country, learning through play and crea­
tive work continues throughout most infant schools; 
elsewhere this approach seems to us on our visits often 
to be lacking. We think that it is probably sacrificed 
to the formal work which a later date of entry might 
easily seem to demand. We should not want this to hap­
pen in England (1967, p. 139). 

The Plowden Report further recommended that the statutory 

term by which children must go to school should be defined as the 

September term following their fifth birthday. Attendance at a 

nursery school should be permitted for the first term of compul­

sory education. The report indicated that a child should be al­

lowed to attend school for a half a day, if their parents wished, 

until the child reached the age of six. This would mean that 

some children would be nearly six before they attended full-day 

infant school and some no older than at present. The median age 

for infant school entrance would be five years six months. The 

report considered the raising of age of entry by a few months as 

beneficial for the following reasons: 
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It would simplify the organization of the infant 
schools which could then be staffed and equipped for a 
full year. 

Children would no longer need to be promoted each 
term. 

The unfairness which springs from the varying 
lengths of education in the infant school would dis­
appear. 

The savings of teachers and classrooms would help 
to make possible a preparatory period of part-time 
nursery education for all who want it. 

This would ease the transition from full-time home 
to full-time school, as would the slightly later start 
of school life for two-thirds of the five-year-olds. 
Those children will still need an introductory period 
of part-time school after reaching the statutory age 
and would, we think, largely come from those who are 
barely five on admission (Plowden 1967, p. 139). 

These changes were recommended by the Council only if 

nursery education was available for all who wished it for at 

least one year before school starts. 

Size 

The results of the 1964 National Survey of Maintained 

Primary Schools were reported in January 1965. The survey re­

vealed that most infant schools included between one hundred and 

three hundred children on the roll; just under half of the junior 

and infant schools had fewer than one hundred children on roll; 

nearly one-third of all primary schools included all age schools, 

of which only a few remained, had one hundred or fewer children 

on roll. They contained, however, only about twelve percent of 

the primary school populations; junior schools, which were 
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concentrated in urban areas, tended to be larger than junior 

mixed and infant schools (see Appendix B). 

The Plowden Report (1967) indicated that the National 

Survey on infant starters in 1963 revealed in that year a quarter 

of the children of parents included in the survey entered a class 

of thirty or under; slightly fewer went into a class with more 

than forty children. The rest were in classes of thirty-one to 

forty. Twenty-six percent of the special sample of infant start­

ers entered classes over forty. The Council indicated that in an 

increasing number of areas the rising fives were being included 

because the summer term was when the infant school was most 

crowded. Conditions relating to large class size for young chil­

dren appeared to be increasing. It was predicted that except in 

the educational priorities area changes for entrance and leaving 

infant schools as recommended in the Plowden Report would not be 

possible until the late 1970's. 

The Plowden Report recommended that as the schools reor­

ganize to first schools, which were identified at the time of the 

report as infant schools, they include children from eight to 

twelve years of age. It was recommended that the average number 

for each should be 240 children per first school and 300 to 450 

children per junior school. The Council report indicated that 

surveys made during this study favored schools small enough for 

children to move freely about the building without anxiety. The 

Committee recommended that primary schools should be of a size in 
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which the head and other teachers know children as individuals. 

The report further stated that schools should be small enough for 

heads to know parents personally and to involve them in the work 

and life of the school. 

The Plowden Report concluded that a class teacher could 

not satisfactorily work with more than thirty to thirty-five 

children. The Secretary of State declared his sympathy for an 

ultimate objective for this class size for primary and secondary 

schools. 

Nursery Education 

The Plowden Report included recommendations for providing 

nursery schools for children under five. Over two-thirds of the 

parents included in the National Survey wanted their children to 

start school before the age of five. The Council considered that 

to raise for some children the age of school entry and not to 

provide some alternative education for the year before the new 

age of entry would be inexpedient as well as educationally un­

sound . They recommended that alternative education usually 

should be part-time in a nursery group. The Council indicated 

that nursery schools were needed especially in socially deprived 

areas which were considered priority areas. In these areas were 

clustered immigrant families whose primary language was one other 

than English. The Council supported the need of these children 

for "verbal stimulus, the opportunities for constructive play, a 
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more richly differentiated environment, and the access to early 

medican care as provided through the school (1967, p. 36)." 

Theories of Learning Upon Which 
Program Development Is Based 

It would be difficult, if not impossible, to separate 

learning theory, the role of the teacher, curriculum and instruc­

tion in surveying the development of English primary school pro­

grams, especially those of the infant school level. The 

curriculum was dependent upon the teacher. The teacher's commit­

ment to children and her background in learning theory helped to 

determine how provisions were made for child learning in the 

classroom. 

Education given in all schools in England in the Nine­

teenth Century was based upon the ideas then current about chil­

dren. It was believed that children should be strictly 

disciplined, severely punished when they were noisy, dirty, 

naughty, or lazy and that they should learn facts, spelling, and 

figures by heart. Blackie (1969) and the Plowden Report (1967) 

both stressed that there were individual teachers and individual 

schools in which more enlightened practices were followed, es­

pecially in nursery and some infant schools. In general, strict­

ness, insistence upon sitting still and quiet, repetition, and 

the learning of facts were considered by most teachers and par­

ents as the best way to teach children. 
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The change from this system to the freedom and informal­

ity reflected in many modern British primary schools might be 

attributed to many forces. Two major factors appeared in Brit­

ish references used in this study. One was reference to the 

growing body of literature concerned about learning and the edu­

cation of young children available to teachers toward the end of 

the Nineteenth Century. Some of those already identified were 

associated with the works of Rousseau, Pestalozzi, Froebel, 

Whitehead, Dewey, and Montessori. All encouraged change and in­

novation. The second factor which encouraged change in curricu­

lum supported by those new learning theories accepted by teachers 

was the complete absence of any centralized curriculum in England 

since 1926. This lack of structure provided freedom for English 

teachers to frame their own syllabus and develop their own 

methods . 

In recent years, the translations of Jean Piaget's stud­

ies have revealed through his detailed and systematic observation 

much about the stages of learning which some of the earlier in­

tuitive teachers had already hypothesized. The interpretation of 

Piaget's research reinforced much of that which was beginning to 

appear in British education in the 1930's. Application of Pia-

getian theories appeared in the Hadow Report (1931) and provided 

support to the recommendation made at that time by the committee 

developing this survey of education in England. 
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The Froebelian school which appeared in England came from 

Germany when liberal Germans moved to Britain after the 1848 re­

volution. The Germans brought with them Froebel's approach to 

educating young children. They provided great influence for 

change in the ways in which young children might be educated in 

England. British families who cared about the education of their 

young children welcomed and encouraged the development of class­

rooms with teachers trained in Froebel's methods. The approach 

as developed by those teachers and others trained in schools 

using Froebel's approach grew and spread. Evelyn Lawrence traced 

the influence of Froebel's philosophy. She stated: 

Gradually, the more formal parts of the school method 
were dropped, and freedom and initiative for the children 
in accordance with Froebel's own better teaching crept 
in. Gradually, the movement broadened out as more teach­
ers were trained and more Froebel schools established. 
Among more progressive educationalists Froebel's main 
principles became a part of the ordinary staff of think­
ing, no longer attached to the name of the man who gave 
them birth (1969, p. 12). 

Authorities identified the influence of Marie Montessori 

as well as Frederick Froebel in influencing change in primary 

education for the younger children. Although in the Plowden Re­

port the Central Advisory Council recognized the Froebel School 

as one of the strongest influences in the early development of 

primary schools, Gardner and Cass (1968) viewed the greatest 

single influence on nursery and infant schools in the 1920's as 

that of Montessori. They gave recognition to tusi efforts of pio­

neer infant teachers who appreciated and utilized Montessori's 
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approach. They gave recognition to teachers who saw that it was 

possible even in large classes to have children busily and pur­

posefully occupied while the teacher could be in the background 

helping children individually. Gardner and Cass indicated that 

some schools adopted the self-teaching and self-correcting ma­

terials developed by Montessori, but more often teachers devel­

oped adaptations of the materials as well as developing their 

own. 

Gardner and Cass (1968) noted other forces influencing 

teacher change during this period. One was the result of the 

work of psychologists who constructed and applied intelligence 

tests. Through the use and interpretation of these tests, teach­

ers were helped to recognize that they could not expect the same 

degree of achievement from all children of the same age. The 

other was the impact of the "project method" as emphasized by 

Dewey. Dewey's influence was described: 

It was the strong emphasis which the "project" idea 
placed upon the purposes and interests of the learner 
that its great contribution lay. Progressive infant 
teachers were quick to appreciate its value in that it 
harnessed to the cause of education the tremendous 
drive and energy of children when they are deeply con­
cerned about finding out certain things and gaining 
certain skills for ends which they themselves appreciate 
(Gardner and Cass 1968, p. 4). 

The growing recognition by infant and nursery school 

teachers of the variety of ways in which children evidenced en­

thusiasm for finding out about the world around them and over­

coming difficulties gave these teachers an even deeper respect 
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cited by Gardner and Cass (1968). Older as well as younger in­

fant school children were provided a greater variety of choice 

through the use of the "project" method. The term "activities" 

replaced that of "project" in the planning and organizing of 

learning experiences for young children since the project ap­

proach required focus on one major theme. Teachers in nursery 

and infant schools recognized greater satisfaction for children 

in the use of diverse,interest areas throughout the classroom. 

Play and Learning 

Gardner and Cass cited the influence on teachers in the 

1930Ts of the published research of Susan Isaacs concerned with 

learning and young children. They stated that Isaacs illustrated 

how often the highest peaks of the child's thought and learning 

were found in the situation of spontaneous and purposeful play. 

They noted, "Teachers realised afresh what Froebel meant when he 

wrote of play that it is not 'trivial' but 'highly serious and of 

deep significance' (1968, p. 6)." 

Gardner and Cass and the Central Advisory Council in the 

Plowden Report recognized the value of play and the child learn­

ing inherent in it. The Plowden Report stated that "... play 

is the central activity in all nursery schools and in many infant 

schools (1967, p. 193)." Gardner and Cass stated that it would 

appear that in modern nursery schools free play had moved into 

the heart of the curriculum. They indicated in infant schools 
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devoted to a period in which children could choose their occupa­

tions pursuing them either individually or in larger groups. 

Gardner and Cass stated that some infant schools, like most nur­

sery schools, devoted most of the day to children's free choice 

only making breaks when particular experiences were offered by 

the teacher, such as stories, poetry, and listening or moving to 

music. Reading, writing, and mathematics, creative music, and 

practice of physical skills with apparatus were available at many 

times of the day together with the creative materials and dramat­

ic properties which previously were more commonly associated with 

the idea of a single free choice period. 

Language and Learning 

The significant importance of language accompanying child 

activation was given recognition by British educators. The Cen­

tral Advisory Council in the Plowden Report concluded that the 

development of language was central to the educational process. 

They reported: 

Spoken language plays a central role in learning. . 
. . The complex perceptual-motor skills of reading and 
writing are based in their first stages upon speech, the 
wealth and variety of experience from which effective 
language develops. Language originates as a means of 
expressing feeling, establishing contact with others and 
bringing about desired responses from them; these remain 
as fundamental functions of language, even at a more ma­
ture level. Language increasingly serves as a means of 
organizing and controlling experiences and the child's 
own response to it (1967, p. 19). 
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Leonard Marsh referred to the works of Luria and Vygotsky 

as well as Piaget in contributing to the research related to the 

development of language and thought. Although Marsh would not 

completely identify thought with language he felt it was clear 

that language played a vital part. Marsh referred to the rela­

tion of language and learning when he stated: 

Every teacher is concerned to discover how children 
learn and we often ask the question "How do children 
think?" The cognitive field of psychological study as 
a component of any education theory has been described 
by Piaget. The study of the development of children of 
basic concepts and strategies for their thinking in­
volves setting up performance situations (or the time-
consuming abstraction of material from normal classroom 
situations) and the clinical interview technique. Ob­
viously, such methods depend to a large extent on our 
understanding of the use of language and the realiza­
tion that the words spoken by a child do not necessar­
ily reveal the extent or real nature of the child's 
personal experience and cannot pretend to be free from 
misinterpretation. Despite these difficulties much 
valuable material has come to hand, and it is the best 
method we have (1970, p. 12). 

Marsh stated it was clear that an analysis by Piaget gave 

the teacher a psychological theory of utmost significance in its 

influence on the practical provisions for learning. He stated 

that the "active" view of knowledge outlined by Piaget, that 

knowledge was not the contemplation in one's mind by copies of 

things, but rather a result of the individual's actions on into 

thought, provided the most satisfactory guide for the teacher. 

This lent support to the developing pattern of primary education. 
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Current Influences 

The Council developing the Plowden Report indicated that 

the major bodies of research dominant in Great Britain today were 

associated with the names Baldwin, Isaacs, Luria, Bruner, and, in 

particular, Jean Piaget. The Council felt that the theories of 

such persons focused on discovering the ground plan of the growth 

of intellectual powers and order in which they are acquired. The 

report stated: 

One of its most important conclusions is that the 
great majority of primary school children can only 
learn efficiently from concrete situations, as lived 
and described. From these situations, children acquire 
concepts from every area of the curriculum. According 
to Piaget, all learning calls for organization of ma­
terial or of behavior on the part of the learner, and 
the learner has to adapt himself and is altered in the 
process. Learning takes place through a continuous 
process of interaction between the learner and his en­
vironment, which results in the building up of con­
sistent and stable patterns of behavior, physical and 
mental. Each new experience reorganizes, however 
slightly, the structure of the mind and contributes to 
the child's world picture (1967, p. 192). 

The Council referred to that made to Piaget in the 1931 

Hadow Report in relation to a similar inclusion in the 1967 re­

port. Members of the Council stated: 

Piaget's thought which influenced the 1931 Report 
and our own, is not easy to understand. It is almost 
impossible to express in other than technical terms. 
Although he is not primarily an educationalist, his 
work has important implications for teachers. His ob­
servations of the sequence in the development of chil­
dren's concepts are being tested on samples of children 
in many countries and these tests are tending to con­
firm his main findings. Much more investigation is 
needed on the extent to which the school environment 
and the guidance of teaching provided by teachers can 
accelerate children's progress. The effect of social 
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expectations on the way children learn also calls for 
study. Nevertheless Piaget's explanations appear to 
most educationalists in this country to fit the ob­
served facts of children's learning more satisfactorily 
than any other (1967, p. 192). 

The Plowden Report rejected in the main, the behaviorist 

theory of learning process associated with Thorndike, Hull, Pav­

lov, and Skinner. The report stated that the behaviorist was 

concerned with simple and complex operant conditioning, the 

place of reinforcement in learning, habit formation, and the mea­

surement of various kinds of stimulus-response behavior. Much of 

the more recent work derived from animal studies and its main 

relevance was in motor learning though some work has been done on 

the learning information, concepts and skills by children and 

adults. The report indicated that this type of research "did not 

offer direct help to teachers since for the most part, the mo­

tives and sequence of children's learnings were too complicated 

for analysis in terms of simple models (1967, p. 192)." 

Support was provided in the Plowden Report to teachers 

who arranged many opportunities for children to play, investi­

gate, explore, and discover through self-directed activities in 

integrated programs. The report valued the role of concrete ex­

periences in child learning and the research of psychologists 

developing theory which supported this kind of structure and or­

ganization for learning. 

It appeared that the behaviorists had been rejected by 

British authorities. More interest had been placed in the 



45 

interpretation and application in the school setting of research 

in cognition, particularly that of Jean Piaget. An analysis of 

the interpretation and aspects of application of the research of 

Piaget is developed more fully in Chapter 4. It has been as­

sumed that the practices described in modern English infant 

schools reflect the interpretation of Piaget as providing the 

theoretical base for developing programs. 

The Role of Teaching Staff Members— 
Their Relationship to the Learner 

The Teacher 

The role of the teacher was given prime importance in all 

British sources. The Council members who developed the Plowden 

Report stated that in every section of the report they were 

forced back to the recognition of the teacher's role and its 

prime importance. The report reinforced the concept that to a 

unique extent primary teachers in England had the "responsibility 

and the spur of freedom." They adopted schemes of work to the 

children for whom they were responsible and, the Council re­

ported, in an increasing number of schools teachers planned how 

the day would be spent. The Council report indicated that it has 

long been the characteristic of the English educational system 

that the teacher has been expected to carry the burden of teach­

ing by example as well as precept. The report stated: 
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He (the teacher) is expected to be a good man and to 
influence children more by what he is than by what he 
knows or by his methods. "First he wrought and then he 
taught" is particularly relevant to the teachers of 
young children. Teachers cannot escape the knowledge 
that children will catch values and attitudes far more 
from what teachers do than what they say. Unless they 
are courteous they cannot expect courtesy from children: 
when teachers are eager to learn and turn readily to ob­
servation and to books, their pupils are likely to do the 
same. There is little hope that children will come to an 
appreciation of order and beauty either in nature or what 
is man-made, unless these qualities are enjoyed by their 
teachers and exemplified in the schools (1967, p. 312). 

The staff of most schools was described as including 

teachers who planned for groups of children sometimes including 

auxiliary teachers and ancillary helpers who assisted teach­

ers in classrooms. A teaching head usually moved in and out of 

the classroom interacting with children and teachers throughout 

the day. 

The Head Teacher 

In every school the head teacher was the dominating in­

fluence (Blackie 1967). The head influenced the philosophy of 

the school and the behavior of the teachers in it. Although the 

curriculum of a school was the responsibility of the L.E.A. 

(Local Education Authority), in practice the L.E.A. delegated 

this responsibility to the head teacher. The choice of the head 

teacher was made by the L.E.A. Once the head was appointed he 

was given almost complete freedom in deciding how his school was 

to be run. The head teacher decided whether to run his school 

democratically and consulted his staff at all points, or merely 
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issued instructions and directives to them. Blackie (1967) 

stated that a great majority of the schools were run on a more or 

less democratic basis. Even so, he indicated, the staff carried 

out the wishes of the head and if they did not agree they sought 

other posts. Authorities appeared to agree that generally staffs 

were friendly and cooperative and on easy terms with their head 

teacher. 

The most important factor for the development of the 

"good" school was the relationship between head and teacher and 

the head's interpretation of his role in the school, noted 

Leonard Marsh (1970). Marsh indicated that the process of change 

was highlighted in the example of schools where the traditional 

head's room and desk have gone, to be replaced by a general meet­

ing area with informal furniture for staff use, smaller special­

ized areas for secretarial and administrative tasks, as well as 

a more private area for the use of staff and head in meeting with 

parents and others . 

Marsh considered that teachers and heads saw the primary 

school as an extension of the good home. He indicated that the 

school environment should be planned to influence, to provide op­

portunities for choice within an appropriate and carefully de­

vised range, and to produce a climate where children experience a 

mature pattern of sound relationship and catch a sense of stan­

dard and judgment in this pattern in their work. Providing such 
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an environment was considered by Marsh as "the primary profes­

sional responsibility of teachers working with young children 

(1970, p. 8)." 

Marsh indicated that one of the major responsibilities of 

the head should be with the arrangements of space, the general 

differentiation of school area to provide a range of opportuni­

ties and experiences for children. Under his influence through 

group discussions, Marsh continued: 

. . . the head would be concerned in strengthening 
the observational basis of the work of the staff (both 
in the sense of using the environment and the observa­
tions of the professional teachers of children in the 
learning situations) so as to have available accurate 
observational descriptions of children to guide the 
work of the school (1970, p. 139). 

Factors Which Tend to Free the 
Teacher and the Learner 

The sensitive relationship between teacher and child was 

considered common practice in most British literature describing 

modern primary schools. This relation was described by Blackie 

(1969) in the composite study of Primary Education in Britain 

Today. Blackie indicated that the essential point in the whole 

educational system was the point of contact between teacher and 

child. It was to make this contact as fruitful as possible so 

everything else might exist: authority, administration, inspec­

tion, curriculum. If the system failed to work at this point of 

contact (between teacher and child), it failed everywhere. 

Blackie described this as a contact between persons where both 



the teacher and the pupil must have full scope as persons. If 

the teacher became simply a transmitter of other people's ideas 

and was obliged to follow a scheme of work thought out by some­

body else, Blackie felt that "the teacher then ceased to act as a 

person because he had not been made, or even allowed, to use his 

mind and imagination, to the fullest extent. The English system 

allowed him to do otherwise (1969, p. 5)." 

How does the teacher work out this system or plan in his 

own classroom setting? How does he work out his own innovations 

in practice? Blackie suggested some of the following factors as 

influencing teacher behavior in planning for the learner: "he is 

helped by his initial training, by the courses he attends after 

his initial training, by his reading, by the advice and support 

of colleagues and inspectors, and by internalizing all of these 

so that they become a part of his teaching personality (1969, 

p. 5)." Blackie concluded that innovation under such a system 

may come more slowly than when imposed from above, but it comes 

more surely because it is initiated by the teacher, based on and 

tested, by his own experience. British sources indicated that 

the English system encouraged teacher and child to behave as in­

dividuals . Each' is encouraged to develop initiative and enter­

prise . 

Other factors which were considered as freeing the teach­

er and learner were identified in the organization of the day, 

organization of the children, and organization of the environment 
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for learning. Organization in each of these areas provides sig­

nificant concern for the learner and his learning needs. 

Organization of the Day 

The Central Advisory Council in the Plowden Report (1967) 

indicated that the labels of "free day" and "integrated curricu­

lum" reflected the beliefs about how children learn. The Council 

stated that the strongest influence making for the free day had 

been the conviction of some teachers and other educationalists 

that it is through play that young children learn. They felt 

that if teachers encouraged overlap between what is done in 

periods of self-chosen activity and in the time allocated to 

reading and writing, a good learning situation would probably re­

sult . Children who are not ready to read could go on playing and 

building up vocabulary, while other children were reading. Play 

would lead naturally to reading and writing associated with it. 

The report stated: 

Children do not flit from activity to activity in 
their anxiety to make use of materials not available at 
other times of the day. Some infant schools are not 
confident enough in the value of self chosen activity to 
give the whole day to it, except for times which are 
used for stories, poetry, movement, and music—even 
these nay be voluntary, particularly for younger chil­
dren. The tendency is spreading to junior schools. 
Children may plan when to do work assigned to them and 
also have time in which to follow personal or group in­
terests of their own choice. In a few infant and jun­
ior schools the day is still divided into a succession 
of short periods. In the great majority, we are glad to 
say, there longer periods and these can be adjusted at 
the teacher's discretion (1967, p. 1967). 
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It was felt that the role of the teacher in such a plan 

was the determining factor for its success. The Plowden Report 

(1967) stated that in the past heads were expected to show exact­

ly what each class was doing every minute of the week and to pro­

vide a summary showing the total number of minutes to be spent in 

each subject. This was referred to as the timetable. In extreme 

cases, the curriculum was divided into spelling, dictation, gram­

mar, exercises, composition, recitation, reading, handwriting, 

table and mental arithmetic. 

The Council concluded that it was obvious that this ar­

rangement was not suited to what is known about the nature of 

children, of the classification of subject matter, or of the art 

of teaching. The report intimated that the teacher could best 

judge when to make a change. The moment of change might not be 

the same for each child in the class . 

The Council reported that children planned their own work 

in many schools. The report observed that the teacher constantly 

ensured a balance within the day or week both for the class and 

for individuals. The Council charged the teacher with the re­

sponsibility of seeing that time was profitably spent and that he 

gave guidance for its use. "In the last resort," the Council 

concluded, "the teacher's relationship with his pupils, his open­

ness to their suggestions, and their trust in him are far more 

important than the nominal degree of freedom in the timetable 

(1967, p. 1967)." 
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The integrated day was described by Brown and Precious 

as "one which is combined into a whole and has the minimum of 

timetabling (1969, p. 13)." Within this day there was time and 

opportunity in a planned educative environment for the social, 

intellectual, emotional, physical, and aesthetic growth of the 

child at his own rate of development. Their definition extended 

this day to encompass the whole life of the child during the six 

years of primary education. 

Organization of Children 

Not only has the organization of the school day moved 

toward an integrated day, but in recent years infant schools have 

begun to include a range of ages within one class group. Common 

terms given to this method of organization have been family 

grouping, vertical grouping, vertical all-age grouping, and 

cross-age grouping. Such forms of grouping might be identified 

as another factor which frees the learner and the teacher. 

The concept of vertical grouping was developed by Mary 

Mycock in Teaching in the British Primary School. She described 

the large English primary school as traditionally classifying 

pupils according to chronological age. "The children progress 

through classes in the primary years moving from teacher to 

teacher according to age and sometimes according to ability." 

However, she continued, "In small schools, mcK-rtly in rural areas, 

mixed age-grouping was unavoidable because of the small numbers 

of children in each age group (1970, p. 35)." 
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In recent years there has been considerable interest in 

the relationship between how children are grouped and the signi­

ficant influence of multi-age grouping on the development of each 

child, Mycock reported. This interest has resulted in some large 

urban schools voluntarily adopting a system of vertical or family 

grouping. Vertical grouping has been utilized more frequently in 

infant schools than in junior schools. In schools which con­

tained vertical grouping, all classes were parallel. Each class 

contained an equal proportion of children of all ages from four 

and one-half to seven and one-half years to eight. The children 

remained throughout their infant school in the care of one 

teacher. 

Ridgeway and Lawton (1968) observed that in practice 

teachers found this system gave to the children a valuable sense 

of security and stability. To their teachers it gave a deeper 

quality of insight into the all-round development and character 

of the children which sprang from two to three years of close and 

intimate association. 

Authorities agreed that vertical grouping was more common 

in infant school classes, although Mycock reported that junior 

schools were beginning to question the whole notion of homogene­

ous grouping whether by age or ability. Attention has been fo­

cused on problems of class organization with particular reference 

to streaming and non-streaming. Traditionally, streaming was 
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based upon placing children in specific classes and groups ac­

cording to their ability. 

Some junior schools have progressed from non-streaming to 

vertical grouping, especially in the seven to nine year age 

range, and teachers spoke enthusiastically of the opportunities 

this grouping affords. Mycock concluded that "as yet, specific 

evidence of this method of organization from the junior stage is 

much less abundant than from the infant stage (1970, p. 35)." 

Organization of the Environment 

The significance of the organization of the environment 

by the teachers and its use for learning by young children was 

considered of prime importance by all English authorities. This 

has been identified as another factor which contributed toward 

freeing the teacher and learner. 

Among the authorities who developed this topic were 

Ridgeway and Lawton (1968), Brown and Precious (1969), Mann 

(1964), Marsh (1970), Blackie (1967), and the Central Advisory 

Council in Children and Their Primary Schools (piowden 1967). 

In the preface to Ridgeway and LawtonTs Family Grouping 

in the Primary School, L. Christian Schiller remarked: 

Young children grow to the full when they live in 
an environment which encourages growth. Material 
things are an important part of this environment. The 
most important part is the climate of thought and feel­
ing created by those adults in whose care the children 
are (1968, p. 8). 
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where the integrated day is in practice, the environment is all-

important. It must be so well planned, challenging, interesting, 

and attractive that the child wants to become involved with the 

materials, wants to satisfy his curiosity, and to learn (1969, 

P. 13)." 

Mann listed the following points for consideration of 

teachers in their use of the environment for learning: 

1. We must study the environment in which we have 
to work and discover its possibilities, so that we can 
use it to greatest advantage. At the same time, we must 
decide how to overcome its disadvantages . 

2. We must know how to organise the time at our dis­
posal so that the best possible use is made of it to suit 
the needs of all the children under our care. 

3. We must list possible useful materials that can 
be made available for the children's use and seek 
sources, even unusual ones, of supply. 

4. We must consider, in advance, possible ways in 
which children might use these materials to aid their 
development, yet we must be ready to reconsider or 
change our plans to fit in with the actual needs of the 
children. 

5. We must have such knowledge and understanding of 
the children's needs that we know when it is best to 
leave a child to experiment and work alone and when it 
is best for us to "teach"(1964, p. 17). 

Marsh described the use of the environment by the teach­

er: 

The teacher in the primary school recognizes that 
there are many different ways of learning and teaching 
and that his planning will for the most part involve a 
pattern of varying activities and varying groups . It 
is a flexible and fluid learning pattern requiring a 
range of materials and equipment. The teacher is 
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anxious to get an enormous variety into the small 
teaching space permitted by current building cost lim­
its so as to involve children in the process of choice 
within the space framework established by the teacher 
(1970, pp. 101-102). 

Marsh also described the school design as that which took 

into account concern for flexible schedules with a variety of 

materials available for child activity and learning. The total 

area of the school was seen as teaching space including use of 

hallways, assembly rooms, and outside areas. The school site was 

used as part of the larger teaching area that makes up the neigh­

borhood . 

Use of the environment outside the classroom was devel­

oped by most British authorities . Interests of children identi­

fied outside the normal classroom setting were brought into the 

classroom for further investigation and study. The Plowden 

Report included the following example: "Where once the teacher 

brought autumn leaves into the classroom and talked about the 

seasons and their characteristics, now he will take the children 

out to see them (1967, p. 199)." 

Marsh (1970) described the classroom as one reflecting an 

orderly environment with the disciplined arrangement of an enor­

mous variety of working possibilities within a small space. 

Within the framework of the school, space needed to be arranged 

so as to encourage quiet, reflective reading with larger areas 

for general research and recording activities, and yet larger 

areas for movement and physical activities. Marsh described one 
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building where "working bays" were created. The teacher arranged 

materials in the bays or work center, reflecting such areas as 

craft, cooking, or library activities. Children worked in small 

groups or as individuals for long uninterrupted periods or for 

only a moment. In the workshop studio resource area was found a 

variety of materials for child learning ranging from those en­

couraging mathematical investigation to creative art and con­

struction activities. 

The major aim in primary education was that of creating a 

suitable environment for children. Included in Blackie's presen­

tation of the character and aims of primary education which ap­

peared in Primary Education in Britain, edited by Geoffrey How-

son, was the following statement: 

The school building must be safe. It must also not 
be too large and complicated, for children need security 
of mind as well as body and little ones can be unhappy 
and overwhelmed in a vast building. Children need 
light, air and space, but they also need privacy and 
small corners and enclosed places. The old kind of 
school with its row of classrooms, each with rows of 
desks, and perhaps a hall for assembly and indoor phys­
ical exercise took no heed of the nature of children. 
The latest English primary schools have no classrooms or 
desks. They have spaces of varying size, some designed 
for special purposes, others for general use. There 
will be a carpeted library for quiet reading and en­
quiry, one or two studios with tiled floors for paint­
ing, modelling, sculpture and craft-work of all kinds, 
a music room with a variety of musical instruments of 
a kind which young children can play, places containing 
mathematical, scientific, historical and geographical 
material. Out of doors there will be a paved surface 
for days when the ground is wet, but also plenty of 
grass, trees to climb, sand to dig in, pools in which 
to paddle and quiet sheltered spots in which to sit and 
talk and daydream. Such buildings, designed in every 



detail for children and their learning, are still ex­
ceptional but their number is increasing because this 
is the kind of building that a growing number of 
teachers is demanding (1969, p. 6). 

Blackie's description of the modern school building was a 

reality in only a few areas. Even so, older buildings reflected 

the same aims in the structuring of an environment conducive to 

child learning. The classrooms reflected the same concerns for 

providing opportunity for children to explore and discover 

through the use of materials available in the classroom environ­

ment . Hallways as well as classrooms have become work centers. 

Schools have opened as teachers and heads have reorganized tra­

ditional classrooms and buildings by creating work and learning 

centers with materials which they believed appropriate for young 

children. 

In the infant school classroom and building such areas 

included some of the following: a library or reading area with a 

variety of books on a range of reading levels, a writing center 

with paper, pencils, crayons, a math center with a variety of 

manipulative materials, a science center including live animals, 

books for research, and specimens supplied by the teacher and . 

children, an area for painting, an arts and crafts center, a 

Wendy House (home center), areas for water play and use of sand, 

a block-building area, and a cooking center. Areas for body 

movement, music and rhythms were found in an assembly room or 

open hallway area. Animals and pets were housed in the classroom 
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or in a special area of the building. Children stayed in one 

classroom with one teacher, moved to other classrooms, or moved 

to work areas located outside the classroom. 

Curriculum and Instructional Areas 
of the British Progra"m 

Throughout the British literature surveyed stress was 

placed upon the belief that child learning did not fit into cate­

gories . The younger the child the more undifferentiated their 

curriculum (Plowden Report 1967). The emphasis of the natural 

relationship of the integrated day and the integrated classroom 

in descriptions of infant schools and classrooms reflected the 

belief that the curriculum developed through the relationship of 

child learning and the learning environment. Attempting to more 

clearly discuss aspects of curriculum, most British authorities 

tended to present by traditional subject label those which ex­

isted within the structure of infant and junior schools. Examples 

were given of the ways in which children grew in understanding 

and in developing skills in these overlapping areas. 

A major concern in the concluding section of this chapter 

was to describe selected areas identified as innovative aspects 

of the curriculum in infant schools. Areas selected were the re­

lated areas of reading and writing and the area of mathematics. 
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Reading and Writing 

In the Plowden Report (1967), the Central Advisory Coun­

cil pointed out that successive investigations into reading 

ability taken by the Department of Education from 1948 to 1964 

made it clear that the standard of reading in the country as a 

whole has been going up steadily since World War II. Children of 

eleven had advanced by an average of seventeen months since the 

first report was made. The report stated that for this improve­

ment the schools can take much of the credit. 

The natural relationship of writing and reading, the op­

portunity for children to glimpse the pleasures of reading from 

listening to stories and the development of making books about 

class or individual interests were identified in most British 

sources as basic to teaching children to read. In many infant 

schools, reading and writing were treated as extensions of spoken 

language. 

The Plowden Report revealed that children who did not 

have the opportunity to grasp the relation of reading and writing 

at home were introduced to this relationship by everyday events 

and through the environment in the classroom. The report cited 

examples requiring reading and writing which included some of the 

following: "messages to go home, letters to sick children, la­

bels to ensure that materials and tools are returned to their 

proper places (1967, p. 211)." 
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Ridgeway and Lav/ton (1968) stated that progress in read­

ing and writing were closely linked and that both should be 

closely associated with other activities. They encouraged book 

making by children from the start of school with no pressure from 

the teacher to read or write. They recommended placing in the 

writing corner empty books with attractive exteriors or inviting 

shapes for individual writing or dictating. Group books should 

be centered upon the individual and his immediate world. They 

also suggested that the teacher prepare class books for children 

to illustrate by pictures and writing. They described scrapbooks 

made by children in which pictures from birthday cards, Christmas 

cards, and magazines were cut and pasted. 

Ridgeway and Lawton described interest in reading as 

"similarly simulated with appropriate simple books always avail­

able in the book corner (1968, p. 84)." Large picture books as 

well as all the variety of books which appealed to older children 

were fully available to younger children. Young children were 

encouraged to choose books, focus on a wall story or select a 

group book which would be the subject of special attention by the 

teacher and children. It was reported that in a family-grouped 

class the youngest children frequently enticed older children 

into reading to them. Before long it would become evident to the 

teacher that some children were ready for more positive help. 

Such help was given. 
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The Plowden Report pointed out that books made by teach­

ers and children about the activities of class or of individuals 

figured prominently among the books children enj oyed. They 

stated that these helped children to see meaning in reading and 

to appreciate the purpose of written records. They indicated 

that "children who showed interest in reading but who were not 

ready to make steady progress in graduated materials often prof­

ited from using teacher-made books and picture books (1967, 

P. 211)." 

In one of his writings, Rogers incorporated the descrip­

tion of the introduction of reading and writing in the modern 

infant school made by Ann Fryer, a headmistress in Leicester­

shire. It read (Rogers 1970). 

Children are very good at making these books from 
pictures they collect or draw themselves. Long before 
they are capable of writing their own stories, they en­
joy arranging a sequence of illustration in an imagina­
tive and creative way and recording their stories on a 
tape recorder. You might ask a child's permission to 
write his story under the pictures he has arranged, so 
that it can be chosen as a reading book (p. 106). 

Fryer's description continued: 

There is no magical formula for teaching children to 
read. They travel many different paths to achieve the 
same goal and take varying lengths of time over the 
journey. We try to smooth the way by removing well-
known obstacles with skillful preparation and by re­
lieving unnecessary stress by pacing ourselves to the 
individual. A well-trodden route is one taken through 
a child's natural interest in the pictures he has 
drawn. In talking about his picture, a teacher can in­
vite a child to choose what he would like her to write 
about his picture, and then they read it together. 
According to the child's ability he might then go and 
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trace the words over the teacher's writing or copy the 
sentence underneath (pp. 106-107). 

According to Rogers, Fryer described the use of personal 

notebooks in developing a class set for placing in wall pockets— 

one card for each initial letter, one pocket for each card. On 

these cards were written those words most frequently requested by 

the children. Regular additions were made to it throughout the 

term. Children learned to refer to the wall pockets when writing 

before asking the teacher for a new word. If they could not find 

the one they needed they brought both their personal notebook and 

the card to the teacher so that the word could be added in both 

simultaneously. This activity provided transfer for the later 

use of dictionaries as well as providing self-motivated inciden­

tal learning in that children often became interested in the 

other words listed on cards . They often asked another child or 

the teacher what they said. 

Several graded readers were available in classrooms as 

one would have more appeal to some children than others. With 

some children it was necessary to write their reading books for 

them in order to capture their interest. Pressures were working 

for and against children and that it was only knowing children as 

individuals, catering to their strengths and weaknesses of intel­

lect and personality that teachers could help make children's 

time in school a creative period rather than a destructive one. 

Blackie indicated that "although teachers are free to 

teach children to read in any manner they choose, most classrooms 
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reflected a combination of methods and materials (1967, p. 53)." 

He stated that in practice the majority of infant schools use a 

combination of look-and-say and phonetic methods. These are ap­

plied to the use of written language in the classroom and to the 

use of books by children selected from a wide range of literature 

available in each classroom. 

Blackie provided an interesting description of a typical 

class for fives: 

In the fives' classroom you would probably see a 
number of words and sentences in various places in the 
room. The door would have the word "door" fastened on 
it and the window the word "window." The sentences 
might be about the weather, e.g. "the sun is shining" 
(this would be changed to suit the conditions outside) 
or about the children, e.g. "Simon has a new baby sis­
ter" or about a story that had been read or told to 
the children, e.g. "The little red hen cleaned the 
house." If you searched further you would find cards 
with words and sentences written on them and readers 
which began with very simple sentences like "This is 
Peter" under a picture of a little boy, and went on 
to more extended sentences in later books. You would 
very likely find books made by the children of pre­
vious years containing pictures and words and sen­
tences, and also a good variety of picture books, that 
is books to look at and learn about things from (1967, 
p. 55). 

Blackie indicated that in such classrooms the children 

became accustomed to printed words. He stated: 

They look at what they "say." The teacher draws 
their attention to them. In many schools they learn to 
read them by writing them. This is really only a small 
extension of what goes on at home. "What does that 
notice say, mummy?" asks the child and the mother re­
plies: "It says Private - No entry." "What does pri­
vate mean? Why is it private? What would happen if we 
went in?" The questions follow in quick succession. 
No attempt is made to teach them reading but next time 
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they pass the notice the child says: "There's the pri­
vate notice" and soon the word private is recognised. 
In school this process is taken a little further be­
cause, though it is informal and may look casual, it is 
in fact deliberate. The infants' teacher will actively 
encourage a curiosity about words and, when she thinks 
the children are ready, will use the cards mentioned 
above, "flash-cards" as they are called, to give train­
ing in quick recognition of whole words and sentences 
(1967, p. 56). 

Blackie described the process of learning to read as a 

sort of frontier: 

. . . .  O n c e  a  c h i l d  i s  o v e r  i t ,  t h e  m a i n  j o b  i s  
done. He may still need help, but he can read. He can, 
as teachers say, get on by himself. For some children 
the approach to this frontier is very slow and some seem 
to hang about just on the wrong side of it for quite a 
long time. They need continual help and support. It is 
possible that some children of this kind have been started 
on reading too early. They have found it a struggle and 
have had little pleasure from it. They would perhaps have 
done better if they had been allowed to remain for longer 
in the pre-reading stage, getting used to printed words 
without formal instruction. We know that it is futile to 
try to teach children to stand or walk before they are 
ready, when they do it without being taught, and it is 
very probable that the same thing is true of reading 
(1967, p. 57). 

He continued by describing the use of reading by children 

in the later years of infant school: 

In the Sixes and Sevens classes you will find a quan­
tity of books. They will probably be scattered about the 
room, on various shelves or sometimes in a little library 
corner. They will certainly not be locked away in cup­
boards . The children will be able to get hold of them 
whenever they need them. Many of the books will be sim­
ple, illustrated introductions to a variety of interests 
and topics - aeroplanes, space-flight, railways, motor­
cars, ships, houses, plants, birds, insects. There will 
also be some rather larger books of reference. Even at 
this age children often want to know more about a subject 
than a brief child's book can tell. There will also be 
story-books, books of poetry, collections of myths and 
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legends from all over the world, and books about the 
Holy Land and the Life of Our Lord. 

This lavish provision of books and their constant 
use has perhaps been the most striking change in the 
English primary school since the war. Until it hap­
pened the full possibilities of children using their 
own initiative could not be realised or even imagined. 
In every subject teachers have been surprised at how 
much children will do when given a chance, and the 
chance is so often a good supply of good books (1967, 
pp. 60-61). 

The Plowden Report reinforced the fact that the method of 

systematic teaching that follows the introduction of reading is 

left to the teacher's decision. The report asserted: 

The most successful infant teachers have refused to 
follow the wind of fashion and commit themselves to any 
one method. They choose methods and books to fit the 
age, interest and ability of individual pupils. Chil­
dren are helped to read by memorising the look of words 
and phrases, often with the help of pictures, by guess­
ing from a context which is likely to bring success, 
and by phonics, beginning with initial sounds. They 
are encouraged to try all the methods available to them 
and not to depend on only one method. 

Instead of relying on one reading scheme, many 
teachers use a range of schemes with different charac­
teristics, selecting carefully for each child: some 
schemes emphasise sight reading, others phonics; some 
consist of short books, with a very slow build up of 
vocabulary, and suit children who need quick success ; 
other schemes help children who are able to advance 
rapidly and discard primers. Reading schemes should 
never determine the practice for all children (1967, 
p. 212). 

The Council referred to the use of Initial Teaching Al­

phabet (I.T.A.). Their report stated that it is not a method of 

teaching reading. They defined it as an alphabet intended only 

to get children over the difficult first stage of learning, that 

children soon transferred from it to a fairly simple primer in 
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traditional orthography. They indicated it was used along with 

various methods, and like other instruments, it was used well or 

badly. The Council encouraged continued research on the value of 

using I.T.A. with the minority of children who have failed in 

learning to read by using materials with the conventional alpha­

bet . Research in this area was being carried out by the Univer­

sity of London at the time the Council began the work for this 

report. The Council reported that during the time of this study 

(1961-1967) I.T.A. was in use in something like five percent of 

the infant schools in England. 

Blackie indicated that a relevant objection to the use of 

I.T.A. was that if most children learned to read satisfactorily 

with traditional orthography the expense of providing books 

printed in I.T.A. in the interests of a small minority was not 

justifiable. He reported the sponsors of I.T.A. claimed that 

"although it is the backward reader who made the most spectacular 

progress with I.T.A., all children learn to read more quickly and 

easily with T.O. (Traditional Orthography) and that the time thus 

saved and made available for other things is worth the expense 

involved (1967, p. 59)." 

During the winter of 1968 the author interviewed educa­

tional leaders in the City of London and in the Leicestershire 

area. In both areas those interviewed reported the phasing out 

of the use of I.T.A. as a basic approach in reading materials. 

Local research indicated that children using this form of sound 



alphabet in beginning reading and writing were generally equal to 

and no better than those learning to read and write with the tra­

ditional alphabet and spelling. 

The Plowden Report (1967) stressed that even if methods 

were found which made possible an early beginning in reading it 

did not follow that children's time was best spent in reading. 

The report stated that the earlier children read and the more 

time spent on it the more important it became to see that books 

were worth reading and that their substance did not outrun chil­

dren's experience and maturity. 

Mathematics 

One of the promising practices in British primary educa­

tion has been the attention given to the ways in which children 

develop concepts in mathematics and an understanding of the ap­

plication of the use of numbers . Change in the Plowden Report 

indicated that until comparatively recently a typical "scheme of 

work" in a primary school could have been summarized somewhat as 

follows: "'Composition and decomposition of 10. The four rules. 

The four rules in money. Tables . Vulgar fractions. Simple 

decimals. Simple programs .' Emphasis was laid upon knowledge of 

tables, computation and quick and accurate 'mental arithmetic' 

(1967, p. 235)." 

The Council indicated that about twenty years ago the 

first signs of change appeared. But it was perhaps only in the 

last five or six years previous to the publication of Children 
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in Their Primary Schools that the new ideas spread widely enough 

so as to affect at least a majority of primary schools and to 

justify the name of revolution in a substantial minority. 

The Council indicated that such rapid revolutions are not 

common in English education. The Council indicated that changes 

of this nature and magnitude probably occur only when there ex­

ists a fairly widespread dissatisfaction with "the current state 

of affairs and a predisposition to look in new directions ." The 

report included the following statement: 

The dissatisfaction had certainly been there for 
many years and it was not confined to this country. It 
was associated with the growing need of society for 
mathematics at an advanced level. Those who supported 
the accepted ways argued that a sound mechanical founda­
tion was essential before anything more adventurous 
could be attempted and that children must learn to walk 
before they tried to run. There was, however, a growing 
conviction that the accepted approach laid too exclusive 
an emphasis on mechanical operations, was too little 
concerned with the practical uses of mathematics, and 
that the traditional syllabuses included much useless 
lumber (Plowden 1967, p. 235). 

According to the Council report, for many years teachers 

and textbook writers had attempted to make arithmetic more prac­

tical and more interesting. It was not until a mathematical, 

rather than a purely arithmetical approach began to be made that 

the whole subject began to take on "a new look." The following 

reasons for this change were cited by the Council: 

1. The various kinds of number apparatus for the 
use of infant schools, none of which was perhaps essen­
tial to the change that has taken place, have helped 
teachers to think in a fresh way about number and bro­
ken down some of the misgivings that many teachers 



undoubtedly had about mathematics as distinct from 
"infant number." 

2. More important was the work of many infant 
teachers, and their advisers, who realised that learn­
ing in school and out of school went on all the time 
and who directed children's attention on the mathemat­
ical aspects of their environment and of their play. 

3. Many of these teachers came to realise the con­
tribution of experience to the formation of concepts 
and the limited value of processes learnt by rote. 

4. Books, too, had their influence—Piaget's re­
searches , books about the history and nature of mathe­
matics and the Mathematical Association's "The Teaching 
of Mathematics in the Primary Schools" was a tremendous 
encouragement to change. 

5. The next important move came from the Depart­
ment of Education and Science. Individual members of 
H. M. Inspectorate had, since the mid-forties, been en­
couraging a more mathematical approach and the Mathe­
matical Panel of Inspectors, which had formerly been 
mainly concerned with secondary mathematics, and for 
some time taken a greatly increased interest in primary 
schools. In 1959 one of its members was seconded al­
most full-time to the task of organising courses and 
conferences for teachers. As a result, about 15 per­
cent of all primary teachers in England have by now at­
tended courses and conferences organised by H. M. Is., 
with much valuable cooperation from local advisers, and 
lecturers in colleges and departments of education. The 
aim was to introduce teachers to new ideas, to encourage 
them to set up local groups for further study and ex­
change of experiences, and to remove the insecurity and 
inadequacy of which many were all too conscious. These 
groups were an essential part of the development that 
took place. Some mathematical specialists from second­
ary schools took part in all courses . According to the 
National Survey 26 percent of teachers attended courses 
in mathematics between 1961 and 1964. The most encour­
aging result has been the great interest known to be 
aroused amongst teachers attending, including those who 
had always thought mathematics beyond them. The collab­
oration c-f mathematics from many different institutions 
has led to an enrichment of mathematical knowledge and to 
a clearer understanding of each other's needs and prob- -
lems (Plowden 1967, pp. 235-236). 
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The Council indicated that Mathematics in Primary Schools 

(1966) greatly influenced the Nuffield Project in primary mathe­

matics. The Nuffield Project had been sponsored by the School's 

Council and financed by the Nuffield Foundation. At every stage 

in the development of the Nuffield Guides, teachers have been in­

volved in their production and at every stage ideas have been 

tried out in primary schools. The materials produced are viewed 

not as textbooks, but rather as sets of handbooks to be used by 

teachers in selecting materials and planning activities for 

helping children develop mathematical ability and understanding. 

On Mathematics in Primary Schools, the Plowden Report stated: 

A deliberate change in the curriculum has been 
brought about not by the issue of programmes by states 
or universities as is often done in the U.S.A., but by 
pioneer work by teachers, clarified and focused by 
advisory services to teachers, and diffused on a na­
tional scale by in-service training in which self help 
has played a major and essential part (1967, p. 236). 

The Curriculum Bulletin No. 1, Mathematics in Primary 

Schools, the outgrowth of the workshops begun in 1959 sponsored 

by the Department of Education and Science, reflected the con­

sideration given to how children learn. A summary of the conclu­

sions derived from research included in Chapter 2, "Children's 

Method of Learning," represented the following considerations: 

1. Children learn mathematical concepts more slowly 
than we realised. They learn by their own activities . 

2 . Although children think and reason in different 
ways they all pass through certain stages depending upon 
their chronological and mental ages and their experi­
ences . 
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3. We can accelerate their learning by providing 
suitable experiences, particularly if we introduce the 
appropriate language simultaneously. 

4. Practice is necessary to fix a concept once it 
is understood. Therefore practice should follow not 
precede discovery (Curriculum Bulletin 1966, p. 9). 

The Curriculum Bulletin presented the following material 

on Piaget which provided interpretation and use of his research 

in approach recommended for the teaching of mathematics in the 

primary schools: 

Piaget set himself the task of finding out, as ac­
curately as possible, how the principles of conservation 
and of reversibility, as applied to numbers and to 
spatial thinking, develop in the minds of young child-
dren. These two principles are fundamental to all 
mathematical (and logical) thinking. For example, in 
the field of numbers, conservation means that the number 
of objects in a group remains the same however the ob­
jects are arranged (in a heap, in a long line, etc.). 
Or if we are considering quantities, a quantity of lem­
onade remains the same if it is poured, for example, 
from a shallow dish into a tall, narrow glass. The un­
derstanding of reversibility involves a realisation 
that reversing an action would result in a return to 
the original state of affairs. (Not all operations are 
immediately reversible. When we let a bath of water 
drain away we cannot get the same water back again.) 
Piaget devised a variety of tests and tried these out 
on children of pre-school and primary school age 
(1966, p. 5). 

Stages of learning were emphasized, as the Curriculum 

Bulletin stated: 

Although the ages are always quoted in the records, 
it is the stages of learning to which Piaget draws at­
tention. He was the first to discover that the forma­
tion of a concept takes far longer than had been 
supposed. His findings, and the stages of learning he 
postulates, are most easily understood in reference to 
one of his well known simple experiments (1966, p. 5). 



The following experiment was the third of a series con­

cerned with one-to-one correspondence. In the test, the child 

was shown a set of seven egg cups in a row and also a group of 

eggs (containing more than seven eggs). He was asked to take 

just enough eggs for the egg cups. These stages were developed 

In Stage I (normally between the ages of four and 
five) one child made a row of the same length but con­
taining too many eggs . He was then asked to put the 
eggs into the egg cups to check his answer and was sur­
prised to find there were too many eggs . The extra 
eggs were removed and the child agreed that now there 
were the same number of eggs and of egg cups. But when 
the seven eggs were taken out and put in a heap in 
front of the egg cups the child said that there were 
more egg cups than eggs . It was clear from the similar 
responses of many children that, at this stage, chil­
dren are not capable, by themselves, of making the 
one-to-one correspondence and that they would not have 
discovered it if the relations between the egg and its 
cup had not forced them to do so. As for the equiva­
lence of the two sets (eggs and egg cups), the child's 
answers were based entirely on a visual (perceptual) 
comparison of the length of the rows, even when one-to-
one correspondence had been established by the nature of 
the materials. 

In Stage II (normally between the ages of five and 
six) the child, of his own volition, took seven eggs to 
correspond to seven egg cups and put the eggs in the 
cups. When the eggs were removed and spaced further 
apart, the child said there were more eggs than egg cups. 
When asked if there would be the right number of eggs 
to put one egg back in each cup he did not know. Here 
the child created one-to-one correspondence for himself, 
but he no longer recognised the equivalence of the two 
sets once the configuration was changed. 

In Stage III (normally between the ages of five-and-
a-half and six-and-a-half) the child achieves "opera­
tional correspondence and lasting equivalence." Even 
when the eggs were spread out the child maintained that 
the number of eggs and egg cups were the same. "Because 
they all go into the egg cups." It is only at this 
stage that reversibility is understood, that is, the 
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child can reverse the thinking process and put the eggs 
back into the egg cups in imagination. So the child 
has achieved full operational control of the concept 
(Curriculum Bulletin 1966, pp. 5-6). 

The members of the School's Council indicated that this 

illustration drew attention to the fact that there were varia­

tions in kinds of thinking according to chronological or mental 

age. British mathematicians and psychologists have provided in­

terpretation to this concept of child thinking in mathematics. 

Dr. T. P. Dienes (1969) related Piaget's three stages of 

forming concepts to different types of learning situations. He 

called the first stage the preliminary or play stage. He viewed 

this stage as marked by undirected and seemingly purposeless 

activity. (In order to make play possible, freedom to experiment 

was necessary.) The second stage was viewed as more directed and 

purposeful, but there was not clear realization of what is being 

sought. At this stage Dienes felt a certain degree of struc­

tured activity was desirable, but, because children thought in 

different ways, he recommended the provision of a number of ex­

periences of varying structure, all leading to the same concept. 

He viewed the third stage as one which must provide the practice 

necessary for finding the concept. He referred to such practice 

as including preliminary games, structured games, and practical 

games. 

Dienes added, "Clearly a practice game for one concept 

can act as a preliminary game for a later concept. It is 



important, however, not to use practice games as preliminary 

games for the same concept, a common error in infant schools 

(1969, pp. 7-8)." 

The Curriculum Bulletin suggested that the often appear 

ing problems in later abstract mathematics might not present 

difficulties if the right learning methods (as opposed to teach 

ing methods) were employed at an early period. The chapter on 

learning in Mathematics in Primary Schools concluded with this 

statement: 

With discovery methods in mind and encouraged by 
Piaget's experiments, let us create a dynamic definition 
for the learning of mathematics. To be brief we might 
content ourselves with: "Mathematics is a discovery of 
relationships." But if we (or the children we teach) 
have discovered such a relationship for ourselves we want 
to communicate the exciting discovery to others . We may 
first describe the discovery in words to a friend or 
teachers. Subsequently we may find a more effective way 
of expressing the relationship; for example, in numbers 
(as in arithmetic), in letters (as in algebra), by a 
diagram (as in geometry), or by a graph. Therefore a 
more comprehensive definition would be, "Mathematics is 
a discovery of relationships and the expression of the 
relationship is symbolic (or abstract) form." This is 
no static definition but implies action on the part of 
the learner, of whatever age and whatever ability. It 
is the fact that mathematical relationships can be dis­
covered and communicated in such a variety of ways that 
puts mathematics within reach of children and adults of 
all abilities (1966, p. 9). 

Viewed in the changing trend in the content of mathemat 

ics for primary school children was concern for what children 

could learn as they were helped to make their own discoveries 

about number and number relationships. Emphasis was shifted 

from teaching to learning mathematics. Teachers focused on the 
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child's experience rather than on their own, on the child's world 

rather than their own adult world. 

In the classroom teachers were encouraged to plan oppor­

tunities for experiences where children could think for them­

selves , be given a knowledge and appreciation of mathematics as a 

creative subject (in number as well as geometrical form), recog­

nize its vital presence in everyday life and in the environment, 

not only in man-made things but in material forms as well. 

Teachers were encouraged to provide opportunities for children to 

develop facility with number and skill in computation (quantity 

relationships). 

It was recognized that mathematical opportunities which 

arose naturally, though excellent in themselves as a continuation 

or extension of earlier experience, were rarely sufficient and 

broad enough in primary classrooms. The Curriculum Bulletin indi­

cated that teachers needed to provide the right kind of experi­

ence to serve as a basis for more systematic learning. In order 

to do this an examination was made of the mathematical concepts 

which were possible for most children to learn in the primary 

years. (Some children would, of course, learn considerably more 

and others far less, according to their abilities .) 

A summary of these concepts, processes, and facts were i 

listed for teacher consideration in planning opportunities for 

their development. 
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1. Sorting and classifying objects into sets. Com­
paring sizes of two sets (i.e., the number of objects in 
each) by matching; learning the language of inequality 
(e.g., more than, smaller than, etc.) and later the sym­
bols (< and >) . 

2. Counting the number of objects in a set conserva­
tion of numbers. Composition of numbers up to 20 (i.e., 
how they are made up of smaller numbers, e.g., 6 is 
5+1, 4+2, 3+3, 3+2+1) without counting on or 
counting back (i.e., knowing that 16 + 4 = 20 without 
having to count on from 16, whether the fingers are used 
or not). 

3. The number line, that is the numbers in order up 
to 100, but, except for a few children, no written manipu­
lation of numbers beyond 20. The understanding of place-
value in number rotation, e.g., understanding that the 
value of each of the three 2's in 222 depends upon the 
place it occupies, is gradually dawning at this stage, 
but is not usually firmly established. 

4. Measurement, i.e., knowing how to use a ruler and 
other simple instruments of measurement. Money, i.e., 
the small amounts of daily life. Conservation of measures. 
Knowledge of the relationships between one unit and 
another (e.g., penny and dime, inches and feet, ounces and 
pounds, pints and quarts, i.e., the common units which are 
within young children's experiences). 

5. Simple fractions: halves, quarters, three-
quarters . 

6. Shape and size, including some simple proportion, 
e.g., "twice as big," "three times as long," "half as 
old." 

7. Such aspects of addition, subtraction, multipli­
cation and division as arise in the classroom. 

Some children will be able to cope with considerably 
more than this—and some with considerably less (Curricu­
lum Bulletin, 1966, pp. 88-89). 

Blackie listed some of the activities appropriate for use 

in implementing the seven areas listed above. These included the 

following: 



1. Sorting different objects in a shop (play store) 
bananas, apples, cakes, etc. Laying a table with the 
right number of knives for the people and the same num­
ber of forks. Arranging things in order, e.g., one pea, 
two beans, three nuts, four apples, five oranges . 

2. Counting all sorts of different objects and writ­
ing the number down (this is much better than patterns of 
dots and dominoes which are static). Weighing in scales 
to answer such questions as, "How many acorns balance 5 
counters?" 

3. The number line, or number track as it is often 
called is what it sounds like, a long strip of graph pa­
per one inch wide and 100 inches long, numbered one to 
100 with the 10's marked in some prominent way. This is 
fixed to the wall horizontally and strips of differing 
size from one inch to ten inches are prepared, which are 
used to find the answer to various number combinations or 
how far it is from one point to another. 

4. There are number of ways in which measurement may 
be learned, some incidental, some with a definite pur­
pose: measuring curves, guessing followed by measuring, 
measuring with one unit, and with two, and in every case 
discovering by discussion, trial and error how to do it. 

5. Simple fractions are very easily managed by pri­
mary children or they understand the expressions: half, 
quarter, three-quarters, long before the symbols 1/2, 
1/4, 3/4 to which they are not introduced until they have 
had a lot of concrete experiences of dividing things up 
into the fractions and remainders concerned. 

6. Shapes are of great fascination to children and 
the pattern of tiles or woodblocks on floors and of many 
wallpaper and fabrics will be scrutinized with interest 
and can be cut so as to form a flat shape and then built 
up again, in the course of which the children begin to 
grasp the connection between a cube and its "net." This 
is the beginning of much more advanced mathematical work 
which, until recently, would have had no place in pri­
mary school at all, because it would have been introduced 
by formulas and called "solid geometry." 

7. The essential point is that the operations of 
addition, subtraction, multiplication and division should 
be performed not at first through symbols but as real 
materials. Before 3 x 4 = 12 is learned, three sets of 
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four must be handled and the four sets of three, in a 
number of different materials or obj ects. It must be 
realized that three sets of four oranges make twelve 
oranges, but also that four oranges and four apples and 
four bananas make twelve pieces of fruit, just as three 
oranges, three apples, three bananas, and three pears 
make twelve pieces . Not until this sort of ground has 
been very thoroughly explored should the symbols +, -, 
x, and -£• be introduced, and they should at once be given 
their proper names, plus, minus, multiply, and divide. 

Children who receive this kind of foundation of 
mathematical experience and knowledge in the primary 
school can proceed with confidence and ever-widening in­
terest and capacity through the later stages . 

They extend their number-knowledge so that they are 
thoroughly at home with the first 100 numbers and can 
manipulate them in all sorts of ways .... They really 
understand place-value and they can proceed to the use 
of other bases than 10, particularly the binary (2) base 
which is not of importance since it must be used for all 
electronic computer work. Older people brought up on 
only the denary (10) base often find it difficult to 
handle binary arithmetic. Children find no such diffi­
culty (Blackie 1967, pp. 89-90). 

In the Plowden Report (1967), the Council stressed the 

importance of associating appropriate language with the experi­

ence . The report stated that studies have shown that the basic 

concept is more efficiently formed when language and concrete 

experience appear together. It was emphasized that oral discus­

sion between teacher and a group of children, or between children, 

served many purposes. It was suggested that the learning of con­

cepts was accelerated by discussion. Children frequently learned 

by their attempts to put into words what they are doing and what 

they have discovered. By talking to the children teachers could 

find out the stage the children have reached in learning a con­

cept . A child could work through an assignment card (activity 
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card) and answer every question correctly and yet fail to grasp 

important aspects of the concept. Such a failure was usually 

revealed only in discussion between teacher and child. 

E. R. Boyce (1968) in The First Years in School stated 

that young people came to school with varied mathematical back­

grounds based on situations which had arisen naturally in their 

day-to-day experience outside and inside the home. They had be­

gun to accumulate the knowledge of number, quantity, and space 

adults take for granted. Teachers of first year classes made the 

most of opportunities which arose for introducing mathematical 

ideas and, more important still, for associating the correct 

mathematical language with the situations which arose. Numbers 

were not met in isolation from language or experience as children 

revealed their understanding through what they said about their 

world. Teachers listened to children's language and interacted 

with them repeating their language and extending upon it. 

Since British materials indicated that language has such 

a fundamental part to play in the learning of mathematics, it 

would appear that children working as suggested were learning 

English and mathematics simultaneously. The experience provided 

for mathematics became another means for learning to read. 

Reading, record keeping, and recording were seen as having an 

important place in the learning of mathematics in British pro­

grams . 
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This concern in British primary education for developing 

language with experience has been referred to as a pattern set by 

the work of Piaget. In The Child's Conception of Number, Piaget 

(1952) stated that conversation with the child is more reliable 

and more fruitful when it is related to experience with adequate 

material and when the child instead of thinking in the void is 

talking about action he has just performed. This statement ap­

peared to characterize the philosophy reflecting the interrela­

tion of children, teachers, and materials in modern British 

infant school programs. 

Aspects of Reform Causing Greatest Concern 

The reference used to describe British school programs 

reflected few concerns regarding developing programs and prac­

tice. Generally, the British authors described practices con­

sidered desirable. Such practices reflected many of the 

recommendations made by the School's Council in Children and 

Their Primary Schools, Volume I (1967). A review of these recom­

mendations is included in this section to summarize the conclu­

sions made by the Council. 

This summary is followed by excerpts from Perspectives on 

Plowden (1969), a volume which included five papers developed by 

university personnel who made a critical analysis of the content 

and recommendations included in the Plowden Report. Richard S. 

Peters, editor of the volume, stated that the authors were not 
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attacking the recommendations of the report, instead they wished 

to be viewed as critical about the educational thinking in the 

Plowden Report. 

Excerpts from Sir Alec Clegg (1970) conclude this sec­

tion. Although he recognized misuse of current practice, he at­

tempted to answer the question "What is a humanizing curriculum?" 

Recommendations: The Plowden Report 

In the introduction to Children and Their Primary Schools, 

Volume I, the Council made the following statement: 

English primary education has long had a high repu­
tation. We heard repeatedly that English infant schools 
are the admiration of the world. Were they resting on 
past laurels? Ought we to be learning by the experi­
ments other countries were trying? We went to see. Be­
tween us, we paid visits, though they had to be brief, 
to many primary schools in Denmark, France, Sweden, 
Poland, U.S.A., and the U.S.S.R. Our journeyings are 
set out in Annex C. Our hosts were worried about many 
of the same things as we were. They were looking crit­
ically at curriculum methods.. They were considered with 
such questions as how to provide for children of differ­
ing abilities, how to help most effectively children from 
poor circumstances, and how to recruit and make good use 
of teachers (1967, pp. 2-3). 

The recommendations made throughout Volume I have been 

considered as reflecting aspects of concern for which change was 

considered desirable by the Council. The concern reflected was 

based upon existing programs rather than the changed programs 

toward which the Council set its goals . Council recommendations 

included some of the following: 

1. Since a child grows intellectually, emotionally, and 

physically at different rates the teacher needs to take account 
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of each child's "developmental age." Teachers were urged to 

recognize individual differences among children as well as to 

provide continuous learning opportunities for all children. 

2. All schools should have a program for contact with 

children's homes. Steps were suggested for the development of 

increased community-school relationships through parent-teacher 

contacts and community use of the school. 

3. Parents should be allowed to choose their children's 

primary school whenever possible. Authorities were advised to 

take steps to improve schools which are shown to be consistently 

unpopular with parents. 

4. Educational priority areas were considered to be in 

special need of more teachers to work with fewer children, the 

development of special programs to help children unable to speak 

English, the need for improved buildings and additional equip­

ment, expansion of nursery education, increased number of teach­

er's aides, and research developed to identify which of these 

measures would have the most positive effect as a basis for plan­

ning a longer term program. 

5. Continued work and expansion of the development of 

suitable materials and methods for teaching English to immi­

grants . A need was expressed for adequately trained social 

workers who would collaborate closely with schools, would be 

readily available to teachers, capable of assuming responsibility 

for cases beyond the competence, time or training of the head or 



84 

class teachers, and capable of securing help quickly from more 

specialized social services. 

6. A large expansion of nursery education with nursery 

education available to children at anytime after the beginning of 

the school year after which they reach the age of three until 

they reach the age of compulsory schooling. As soon as there is 

nursery provision for all children whose parents wish it, for a 

year before starting school, the normal time by which a child 

should go to school should be defined as the September term fol­

lowing the fifth birthday for which legislation would be required. 

7. There should be a three-year period in the first (now 

identified as infant) school. The three-year infant school 

should be followed by a four-year course in the middle (now 

identified as junior) school. 

A major concern included in the Plowden Report (1967) was 

"the set-back" some children suffered from the change from infant 

school to the junior school when they were still seven years old. 

The report indicated that at this age many children were at a 

turning point in their mastery of reading. The Council stated 

that evidence from research relating to transfer from infant 

school to junior school at seven had confirmed that such transfer 

had disastrous results on some children's later achievement in 

reading. The Council suggested such research had shown that 

nearly half of the children in a representative sample of schools 
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continued to need the skilled teaching associated with the infant 

school after transfer to the junior level. 

The report indicated that except for those children whose 

experience in the infant school had resulted in disheartenment 

nothing could be worse than a change at this time, after a long 

holiday during which their "half-word understanding may have 

faded away." The report emphasized that even those children who 

appeared to have failed completely might have fared better in the 

infant school had their teachers known that the introduction to 

systematic reading could be left a little later and that there 

would still be time for progress. (It should be recognized that 

English children are introduced to the use of writing and reading 

earlier than in many other parts of the world.) 

8. In selection for secondary education authorities 

should cease to rely on externally imposed intelligence and at­

tainment tests . 

9. Mothers and young children should spend some time in 

the school and class before admission, with mothers staying with 

children when necessary during the first few days of school. 

Meetings between staff and parents should be arranged during that 

period. 

10. There should be no sharp break between infant or 

first and junior or middle school methods. 



86 

11. The size for new or reorganized first (infant) 

schools would normally be 240 children and for middle schools 

(junior) 300 to 450 children. 

12. With the exception of small schools in rural areas 

and voluntary schools, combined first (infant) and middle schools 

(junior) are undesirable. 

13. There should be recurring national surveys of attain­

ment in reading and mathematics . Primary schools should hear 

from secondary schools how their children compare over a period 

with children from other schools . 

14. It was stressed that children's learnings did not 

fit into subject categories. The younger the children were the 

more undifferentiated their curriculum would be. It was recom­

mended that as children would come towards the top of the junior 

school and it was anticipated they would be there until twelve, 

the conventional subjects would become more relevant. 

15. Recommendations for organizing primary schools in­

cluded: combining individual and class work and welcoming the 

trend toward individualized learning; the class should remain the 

basic unit of school organization, particularly for the younger 

children, although children should have access to more than one 

teacher, and teachers should work in close association, experi­

ments should be tried in associating two or three classes of the 

older children—up to about one hundred children in the case of 

three teachers, the maximum size of primary school classes should 
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be reduced accompanied by experiments to test the effects of 

small classes and generous staffing, continued unstreaming in the 

infant school with hopes that it would continue to spread through 

the age groups of the junior school, flexibility in the school 

day and spacing of the school year. 

Criticisms: Perspectives on Plowden 

The authors who contributed to Perspectives on Plowden 

(1969) included Richard Peters, Professor of Philosophy of Educa­

tion, University of London Institute of Education; Richard Dear-

den, Lecturer in Philosophy, University of London Institute of 

Education; Brian Foss, Professor of Psychology, Bedford College, 

University of London; Basil Bernstein, Professor of Sociology of 

Education, University of London Institute of Education; Brian 

Davies, Lecturer in Sociology of Education, University of London 

Institute of Education; and Lionel Elvin, Director, University of 

London Institute of Education. 

Peters, editor of this text, indicated that the focus of 

concern in the contributions to the volume was with the educa­

tional thinking of the Plowden Report, its theoretical basis, and 

its appropriateness or otherwise to the practical needs of the 

present. Major concern centered around philosophy of education, 

aims of primary education, other aspects of child psychology, 

some sociological comments on Plowden and the roles of society 

and the teacher. Peters suggested that where the Plowden Report 
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was being treated as an authoritative textbook, the views in 

Perspectives on Plowden would provide a valuable critique. 

In the foreward to the book, Peters stated: 

We argue that although the general view of education 
taken in the report represented a great advance on the 
more authoritarian thinking that came before it, yet it 
is theoretically not satisfactory and is far from appro­
priate to the practical needs of our time. This does 
not mean that we want a return to the past. Quite the 
reverse. And we very much respect some of the members 
of the Plowden Committee and their advisers who have 
worked for the great improvements that have taken place. 
We hope indeed that they will not take our criticisms 
amiss, even when we phrase them a little sharply (1969, 
pp. ix-x). 

Peters presented the first paper entitled "A Recognizable 

Philosophy of Education: A Constructive Critique." He first 

pointed to contradiction in aims as stated for the committee. 

The Committee were chary of committing themselves to 
an explicit statement of aims though they perhaps were 
not quite clear about the reasons which "a number of dis­
tinguished educationists and professors of educational 
philosophy" had for cautioning them about them—namely 
that they must either be highly general and therefore not 
very informative, such as "self-realization," or more 
specific and therefore plural in a society like ours 
where there are many different convictions about what is 
important in education. This caution, however, did not 
save them from blatant contradictions—as when they begin 
the chapter with a statement of "one obvious purpose," 
which is to fit children for the society into which they 
will grow up, and go on to say later that a school is "a 
community in which children learn to live first and fore­
most as children and not as future adults (1969, p. 2)." 

Secondly, Peters stated that the report summary of a 

recognizable educational philosophy was proliferated, in important 

half truths that were paraded as educational panaceas . He ex­

pressed concern in the following areas: 



(a) That the child has a "nature" which will "devel­
op" if the appropriate environment is provided. What 
will he develop into? Presumably a "mature adult" who 
can "be himself" and be critical of his society. 

(b) Self-direction is very important in this devel­
opment . "The child is the agent of his own learning." 
"Sensitivity and observation are called for rather than 
intervention from the teacher." Children have an in­
tense interest in the world around them together with 
powers of concentration which will ensure learning if 
they are provided with materials for which they are 
"ready." 

(c) Knowledge cannot be divided into separate com­
partments . Self-chosen activity within an "integrated 
curriculum" is desirable. 

(d) The teacher must be a guide, an arranger of the 
environment, rather than an instructor. 

(e) At several places in the report the statement of 
this dominant ideology was followed by some qualifica­
tions, for instance on the importance of "the older vir­
tues" or on the dangers in "discovery methods." But 
these read very much like attempts to deal with awkward 
objections while retaining the main emphasis; they do 
not add up to an attempt to present a properly thought 
out educational theory (1969, pp. 3-4). 

Peters also expressed concern about the use of the con­

cept of development in the report by stating: 

How is such development to be conceived? In most 
books on child-development "development" is divided into 
physical, intellectual, social, moral and emotional as­
pects, as if social and moral development were devoid of 
"intellect," as if morality and the use of the intellect 
were free from passion, and as if emotional development 
was separable from thought and social awareness. This 
indefensible type of classification should surely be 
scrapped and replaced by a more logical division into 
forms of thought and awareness, each of which has its 
affective aspect. This would include scientific, mathe­
matical, moral, historical, inter-personal, aesthetic, 
and religious forms of awareness; proper attention should 
also be paid to the developmental aspects of various 
forms of skills—"basic" and linguistic ones included. 
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What is urgently needed is a new approach to child-
development in which the logical aspects of these forms 
of awareness and the values inherent in them are more 
closely related to facts about the learning processes 
of young children. This would imply abandonment of the 
absurd practice, which is prevalent in Colleges of Edu­
cation, of curriculum courses being taught either by 
subject specialists who have little experience of young 
children or by education lecturers who have experience 
of young children but only an embryonic knowledge of the 
subjects. If anything calls for team teaching and the 
pooling of knowledge, curriculum courses do. Some of 
the more enlightened Colleges of Education are already 
moving in this direction (1969, pp. 5-6). 

Peters revealed his concern about the stress on self-

direction and self-chosen activities which were closely connected 

with the ideal of individual self-development. He stated: 

How far are we going to press the value of self-
chosen activities if young people overwhelmingly reject 
scientific subjects in a highly industrialized society 
which needs increasingly a vast array of technicians 
and technologists? 

Too little is known about how such autonomy indepen­
dence, and "creativeness" is developed. It may well be 
that a very bad way of developing this is to give chil­
dren too many opportunities for uninformed "choices" too 
young. . . . The implication of all these points is 
that it is essential for children to be initiated into 
skills and bodies of knowledge which are a part of our 
public heritage, before they can sensibly strike out on 
their own (1969, pp. 10-11). 

Finally, Peters suggested that educators must think seri­

ously about how children should be encouraged to stand on their 

own feet and find their own way. He felt that it was not enough 

to say that children should learn to be themselves at school; 

educators must give them the equipment to find out what kinds of 

selves they wanted to be. He felt that a great deal of informa­

tion could be imparted to a child which he could not possibly 
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discover for himself. Peters felt that too much emphasis on 

self-chosen activities might lead to a certain type of promiscui­

ty among children. He pointed out that the old Aristotelian 

notion of the self-originated development of an organism, which 

was so popular with psychologists in the first part of this 

Century, has been transformed, especially in Piaget's theory, 

into a too exclusive stress on intrinsic motivation. 

Peters expressed concern for the committee's statements 

in the report on non-compartmentalization of knowledge by stat­

ing: 

The Committee, predictably enough, made its obei­
sance to the fashionable view that knowledge cannot be 
split up into distinct slabs and that the curriculum 
should therefore be undifferentiated though, interest­
ingly enough, little attention is paid to this convic­
tion when in Chapter 17 "Aspects of the Curriculum" were 
set out in a traditional way with few suggestions for 
"integration (1969, p. 13)." 

Peters concluded his critique with a consideration of the 

role of the teacher which he saw as the image of the child grower 

presented in the Plowden Report: 

. . .  a  c h i l d - g r o w e r  w h o  s t a n d s  b a c k  a n d  m a n i p u l a t e s  
the environment so that children will proceed from dis­
covery to discovery when they are "ready." There is so 
much wrong with this image that one scarcely knows where 
to begin in criticizing it. Most of what is wrong with 
it can be summed up by saying that it systematically 
ignores the inescapably social character of thought and 
language, of processes of transmission, and of motiva­
tion. The notion that children can peel concepts off the 
world without sensitization to selected aspects of it in­
corporated in a public language, that most of their in­
terests are self-originated rather than caught from 
others, that children become "ready" by some kind of in­
ternal ripening without imitation, identification, and 
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instruction - all such notions are highly suspect. Most 
progressive educators such as Susan Isaacs and Dora 
Russell worked with small classes of intelligent chil­
dren drawn predominantly from middle-class homes. I 
suspect that this idealized picture of the learning sit­
uation is largely an extrapolation from such special 
conditions. 

. . . .  P e r s o n a l l y ,  I  a l w a y s  a s s o c i a t e  t h e  s e l f -
chosen type of curriculum with a supermarket, where the 
teacher stands around benevolently ensuring that the 
wants of the consumers are satisfied! But more serious­
ly does not the Plowden image of the teacher tend to 
down-grade the role of the teacher at a time when the 
teacher should be occupying an increasingly important 
role? For in a pluralistic society, when there is no 
unified ideal that can be handed on by the priests, who 
else is there to stand between the generations and to 
initiate others into the various aspects of a culture 
within which the individual has eventually to determine 
where he stands? If the teachers are not thought of as, 
to varying degrees, authorities on this culture how ef­
fective are they likely to be in a society in which most 
of the pressures on young people are not in the direction 
of education (1969, pp. 15-17)? 

Peters wrote that he often wondered whether the Plowden 

Report was not being altogether too idealistic in expecting many 

of the teachers to teach continuously in informal ways at the 

junior school level, let alone in the secondary school. He asked 

why they should subscribe to an either-or view of teaching at any 

level. His real objection about the Plowden picture of the 

teacher was its suggestion that there was just one ideal method 

of teaching which was usually contrasted with what he called the 

"old formal teaching and rote learning." 

Peters concluded his presentation with the following 

statement: 
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The moral of all this is not, of course, that we 
should throw overboard all that has been learnt from 
"progressive" methods and revert to archaic systems of 
undiluted mass instruction. It is rather that we should 
do all in our power to help teachers to develop a criti­
cal, empirical, adaptable attitude to methods of teach­
ing and encourage them to learn to think on their feet 
and experiment with different ways of teaching different 
types of subjects to different types of children. If 
only this critical, experimental attitude to teaching 
could be more encouraged we might soon cease to turn 
out teachers who thought that if they can only keep 
talking - or stop talking - then children are necessari­
ly learning something, or teachers who practice some­
thing approximately to a free day without keeping a care­
ful check on what in fact each child has learnt. Better 
still, we might turn out no teachers for whom "teaching" 
has become a dirty word (1969, p. 20). 

Robert Dearden (1969) dealt with aims. He felt that a 

good statement of aims was lacking in the report. He stated that 

out of its 555 pages, the Plowden Report devoted just three and 

one-half to a discussion of aims. He indicated that a substan­

tial part of even that portion was devoted to doubts, not quite 

as to whether it is right actually to have any aims, but as to 

whether there is anything to be gained from trying to state them. 

Dearden suggested that since the Plowden Report was a 

work of recommendations it could not avoid assuming that certain 

things were educationally valuable. He stated, "If it does not 

state the aims expressive of these values, still it will not have 

escaped actually having them. They will simply lie, implicit 

only and therefore unexamined, scattered through the body of its 

recommendations (1969, p. 24)." 

Brian Foss focused on other aspects of child psychology. 

He stated that psychology was most precise then predicting 
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behavior in rather artificial controlled situations and much less 

precise over the everyday behavior with which education is con­

cerned. Foss felt that the report's recommendations could have 

been arrived at without considering any psychological evidence at 

all. He remarked: 

The authors of the psychological sections have said 
rather little about teaching and learning, but dwelt 
rather on some parts of psychology which are relevant to 
a child's all round development, and specifically to the 
development of personality. In doing this they have con­
centrated particularly on the younger children (indeed on 
the pre-school child) and said almost nothing about, for 
instance, the social pressures which are so influential 
on older children in the primary age range. This empha­
sis is doubtless based on the contention (which may well 
be correct) that the early years are the formative ones. 
In theorizing and collecting evidence about these early 
years, educational psychologists tend to fall into two 
groups . The larger group favours a Freudian or Jungian 
or Kleinian framework, tending to take a clinical ap­
proach in studying "the whole child," and using ideas 
such as unconscious processes and family relationships in 
describing the child's development; while an understanding 
of cognitive rather than emotional or personality devel­
opment depends on a study of Piaget's work. In contrast, 
there are those who prefer a more experimental psycholog­
ical viewpoint, who look at development in terms of 
learning (in a wide sense of modification of behaviour 
through experience), and who may use one or more of the 
so-called theories of learning as a frame of reference. 
This kind of psychology is often more rigorous; its main 
disadvantage is that it does not help the teacher to 
view the child "as a whole," and indeed gives the im­
pression that the child is a plastic and passive lump 
moulded by his environment. Despite this, experimental 
psychology is able to contribute, and the report has un­
derestimated this contribution (1969, pp. 42-43). 

Foss concluded that the psychology in the report was dis­

appointing in two main respects—its lack of emphasis on environ­

mental effects and on social motivational factors . He summarized 

as follows: 
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By taking the view that the child "must be allowed 
to develop" the authors emphasize the endogenous aspects 
of the child, about which the teacher can do nothing. 
Many children have a wretched home before coming to 
school, and have goals in life which teachers deplore. 
Along what lines should the child be allowed to develop? 
Luckily, when children come to school, their goals can 
still be modified, through reinforcement and through 
modelling on the behaviour of others . But at the top of 
the primary age range, the modelling is likely to be on 
other children. The writer believes that at this age 
the major problems in education are caused by inappro­
priate rather than inadequate motivation. Bruner (1966) 
has edited a report of a conference on psychology con­
cerned with education, particularly primary education. 
It covers several areas of psychology which are very 
relevant to the subject of the Plowden Report. The 
reader is referred to a chapter by Kagan which presents 
briefly a useful analysis of the part played by motiva­
tion in a child's school learning. He concludes that, 
for every child who arrives at school with inappropriate 
goals, the "teacher must salvage this child" before he 
can learn anything. For this to be possible, we need to 
try a variety of techniques and keep our minds open to 
different theoretical approaches (1969, p. 54). 

Basil Bernstein and Brian Davies presented "Some Socio­

logical Comments on Plowden." They stated that the report, set 

out to encompass descriptively a huge field of practice in 

schools on the strength of its findings arrived at in the light 

of current evidence, recommended numerous changes. Bernstein and 

Davies opened their critique with the following statement: 

The twin necessities of describing and recommending 
without offending seem to have induced in the report a 
lack of analytic rigour not conducive to good sociologi­
cal explanation, the essential character of which is to 
"look behind" the publicly acknowledged reasons for our 
arrangements. To be quite explicit, the report, as 
Peters and others in this volume are ready to point out, 
regularly leaps from value to fact in respect of all of 
its central themes. It can be shown to be committed to 
a particular horticultural view of child nature and de­
velopment and to a particular view of the teacher, school 
and curriculum which this commitment logically entails . 
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In general terms, this view comes very close to the 
semi-official ideology of primary education in this 
country, the most systematic exposition of which may be 
found in many colleges of education. Even if the mani­
fest intentions for reform in Plowden come to nothing, 
therefore, its possible latent function as official re­
inforcement (better still, martyred official reinforce­
ment) for such views must be brought out and the views 
exposed to examination (1969, pp. 55-56). 

Bernstein and Davies suggested that the Council failed to 

show the interrelationships between the biological and cultural 

components of childhood. They felt that the recent changes which 

had taken place in the structure of the family as well as of the 

processes of socialization were not analyzed and examined in this 

study. They indicated that Plowden did not present evidence bro­

ken down by age, sex, and socio-economic categories which would 

allow further testing and study of role of class and sex in child 

development in the school setting. 

The roles of society and the teacher were analyzed by 

Lionel Elvin. Elvin felt that the report failed to consider the 

positive role of the teacher and of society and the consequential 

failure to establish a rationale for the primary school as such. 

He made known his views when he said: 

What really matters is the picture that the primary 
school teacher has of his or her professional self, for 
this will communicate itself quite surely to the class 
and the school. It is the plea of this paper that un­
less the teacher pictures himself as acting positively, 
yet without the wrong authoritarian note which has hap­
pily almost gone, the standards that we want to be 
transmitted will not be transmitted as well as they 
might be. An inadequate theory of what you are doing 
is bound to let you down even though your practice may 
in some measure remedy the defects in your theory. Our 
criticism of the Plowden Report (leaving aside, as we 



have said, its often wise administrative proposals) 
comes to this, that in recent years although the prac­
tice of teachers has on the whole indeed been better 
than the theory that has often been given to them, 
there has been confusion and a resultant loss of power 
in the schools. By power we do not mean domination in 
the wrong sense; we mean power in the right sense, of 
positive educational functioning beyond being merely a 
catalytic agent. 

The Plowden Report, unhappily, has not realized this 
need. It has left us where we were a couple of decades 
ago. No doubt, as Mr. Dearden says, school education is 
a continuum. But if we have divisions according to age, 
and they are specific enough for us to say a year should 
be added to the infant school and a year to the junior 
school in compensation, then what should be the primary 
school's distinctive "philosophy?" 

I would say, very generally, that if the infant 
school is where the young learn through play, and the 
secondary school where they learn through work, then the 
primary school is where the transition from one to the 
other takes place. This must mean that it is in the pri­
mary school that the teacher increasingly acts, not just 
to put the young in "learning situations," but positively 
to transmit standards that we want to be passed on to the 
young. If this is true, then a report that for the most 
part simply projects the philosophy of the infant school 
upwards into the junior school is not going to help us 
very much. This unfortunately is what the Plowden Report 
has done. An opportunity has been missed (1969, pp. 102-
103). 

In contrast to the authors of Perspectives on Plowden, 

Sir Alec Clegg, Chief Education Officer of the West Riding of 

Yorkshire, Wakefield, England, stated: 

Recently a very thorough report was produced on the 
English primary school, and one of the things that the 
investigators did was to analyze over one hundred fac­
tors which might contribute materially to the effective­
ness of a child's education. Their conclusion was summed 
up in this sentence: "Variation in parental attitudes 
can account for more of the variation in children's 
school achievement than either the variation in home cir­
cumstances or the variation in schools." 
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Now if this is true, and I have no doubt that it is, 
then conditions are worsening not only for children who 
are obviously deprived and who are easy to isolate but 
also for a very high proportion of all children, and for 
two reasons. In the first place the generality of chil­
dren no longer receive the essential care that they used 
to get, and in the second place the adult world sets 
them a worse example than it used to do. The generality 
of children are less well treated because values are not 
what they were. The child has to compete in importance 
with the television set or the car or whatever status 
symbol happens to prevail at the moment, and on the 
whole it is probably true to say that the child is talked 
to, sung to, and cared for, and, in the best sense of the 
word, disciplined less than his grandparents were when 
they were children. His parents to salve their con­
science give him indulgence when he needs love. As for 
their example, they have created a world for him to be 
brought up in which violence, sexual depravity, and 
false values of all kinds abound (1970, pp. 8-9). 

Sir Alec indicated that all of this created immense prob­

lems for the schools, and these are not problems of what children 

know but of how children behave. He asked, "How can changes in 

curriculum help in so vast a problem? How can they bring about 

changes in Behavior? Our beliefs in matters of this kind have 

often been, and to some extent still are, pathetic (1970, p. 9)." 

He provided the following examples: 

Our great grandfathers believed, for instance, that 
if one taught arithmetic from the Bible, somehow or 
other it would produce a moral in addition to a mathemat­
ical effect. The result was that children were asked 
such questions as: "There were 12 patriarchs, 12 apos­
tles , and 12 evangelists . Add the patriarchs and the 
evangelists together and subtract the apostles, and what 
is the remainder?" Or perhaps better still (and this is 
a genuine example), "Solomon had 700 wives and 300 con­
cubines . Add the concubines to the wives and state the 
result." 

In order to make sure of producing the moral effect, 
we punished with the cane in England or the tawse in 
Scotland, and in many schools we still do. In England, 
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also, our understanding of what causes bad behavior in a 
child diminishes as the child grows older. The teacher 
who teaches a six-year old and finds him difficult knows 
the home must be wrong and says, "What a pity." When 
the same child is 10, his teacher inflicts a penalty. 
When he is 15, the teacher sees him as an incorrigible 
layabout. Yet all that has happened is that adverse 
pressures have worked on him for 10 years, and the facts 
with which the teacher has filled him have done little 
to help. 

But there are schools which, in fact, not only 
manage to lay a sound foundation for the child's learn­
ing but are vitually without behavior problems, and such 
schools are to be found in the most drab and dreary and 
adverse of social backgrounds. What are their charac­
teristics? As one who once taught on the principle, 
"this is what you have to do; this is how you have to do 
it; and I'll make it to see if it is right," I find the 
new approach almost a miracle. I can only describe it 
as I see it daily in classes of 35 to 40 children; I 
cannot say by what magic it is done (1970, p. 10). 

Clegg asked, "Which school is more humane, the tradition­

al subject-matter oriented school or the informal school recom­

mended in the Plowden Report?" He responded to his question in 

the following manner: 

The problem of educating in this way is that it de­
mands a high quality of teaching and when the quality is 
not there the school is bad. Such a school may make a 
fetish of "activity;" there will be few children quietly 
at their books or pursuing work which demands calcula­
tions ; children will find it difficult to concentrate for 
more than 15 minutes at a time; and there will be much 
mopping up of paint and clay. The teachers may well be 
sentimental: "We are not a show school. We are a muck 
and muddle school but we are all happy." 

This is to be compared, of course, with the bad for­
mal school where children work from fear, where sensitive 
children withdraw in the hope, often realized, of being 
ignored, where the least able are of no account, where 
memorization masquerades as learning, where only "the 
best" is on show, and where the pat-on-the-back is given 
to the brightest child who needs it least and is denied 
to the weakest who needs it most. 
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It is perhaps more interesting and more profitable 
to compare the best formal school with the best informal 
school. In handwriting, that is to say in actual cali-
graphy, as in spelling there may be nothing to choose 
between them, but in the powers of expression the in­
formal school gains every time as it does with all the 
other expressive activities—painting, clay modeling, 
and dramatic work. In the mechanical manipulation of 
figures, there may again be little difference but in 
tackling a mathematical problem the informal school will 
be superior. In the memorization of information, the 
formal school may "have the edge" but in assessing a 
problem and in finding a solution to it whichever the 
field, the children in the informal school are likely to 
be well ahead. 

To come back to the original problem, which school 
is the more humane? 

If humane means the ability to memorize facts, to 
respond at once to a drill or instruction, to do as 
others do, to accept that some are successful and others 
are failures, and to behave well under supervision, then 
the formal schools are more humane. But if humane means 
the ability to think for oneself, to initiate, to imag­
ine, to work without supervision, to be insensitive to 
the needs of others, and to conduct oneself with concern 
and compassion for others whether supervised or not, 
then the informal schools are more humane (1970, p. 12). 

Summary 

This chapter dealt with major areas of primary education 

for young children in England. Significant aspects of the his­

torical development of primary education were identified. The 

philosophy and rationale which form the basis of reform were 

identified through description of aspects of the present program. 

Major theories of learning upon which program development has 

been based were presented. The role of the teaching staff mem­

bers and their relationship to the learner were described. Fac­

tors which tended to free the teacher and the learner were 



identified. Those curriculum and instructional areas of the 

British program which were considered most innovative and poten­

tially successful were identified and described. Aspects of the 

existing program which have caused concern and criticism were 

identified. Sir Alec Clegg's answer to criticisms of British 

education concluded this chapter. 



CHAPTER 3 

ENGLISH PRIMARY EDUCATION AS VIEWED 
BY AMERICAN OBSERVERS 

This chapter includes an analysis of recent literature 

written by American educators about British education. The con­

tent analysis was based upon those areas identified and described 

in Chapter 2. These included the areas of historical develop­

ment, philosophy and rationale, theories of learning upon which 

program development was based, the role of the teaching staff 

members and their relationship to the learner, factors of the 

program which tended to free the teacher and the learner, curric­

ulum and instructional areas of the program which were considered 

as most innovative and potentially successful, and identification 

of those aspects of reform which have caused American authorities 

greatest concern or criticism. An additional category was in­

cluded as a part of the content analysis . This was the area con­

sidering elements of the British primary program which American 

authorities identified as relevant for transfer to early child­

hood education in the United States. 

Method of Analysis 

Research examples of content analysis included in Founda­

tions of Behavioral Research by Fred Kerlinger (1964) provided 
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direction for the method of analysis developed in this study. 

The selection of content categories was based upon those used as 

guidelines in the study of British education. An additional 

category was included in the survey of American writers. 

For the purposes of this survey the following procedure 

was established. Each published article was considered separate­

ly. No attempt was made to pool materials published by the same 

author. Each article or book was surveyed for content. A coding 

system was used to identify the amount of content included about 

each area listed for study. The following symbols were used for 

recording the findings in these areas of study: 

(-) not identified by author 

(X) identified by author (with little or no 
development) 

(XX) identified by the author (with some 
development) 

(XXX) identified by the author (with extensive 
development) 

No attempt was made to suggest hypotheses or to test hy­

potheses from the survey of this material. Some conclusions have 

been drawn from the study based upon the relative frequency of 

reoccurring aspects considered by authors as well as the extent 

specific areas were developed by authors. 

Kerlinger (1964) stated that whether a researcher's in­

terest is basically theoretical or basically practical he has to 

steep himself in these materials. He indicated that the first 
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purpose of the use of available materials was to explore the 

nature of the data and the subjects to get insight into the total 

situation. 

Although many sources were explored for this study, forty 

selections were identified as appropriate for inclusion in this 

survey of British education as viewed by Americans. Several au­

thors listed in the survey had published articles in magazines 

and bulletins before expanding some of their materials into book 

form. 

The repetition of authors in the survey included some of 

the following: five references by Joseph Featherstone (1967a, 

1967b, 1967c, 1968, 1971), three by Vincent Rogers (1969, 1970, 

1971), one by Vincent Rogers and Clarence Calder (1971), three by 

Lillian Weber (1969, 1971a, 1971b), two by Lois Fair Wilson 

(1969, 1971), two by Ronald Barth (1970a, 1970b), Barth in combi­

nation with Charles Rathbone (1969), and two separate articles in 

Nation's Schools (1973a, 1971b). 

The professional roles of the authors included those of 

preschool teachers, elementary teachers, college professors, pro­

fessional writers—and in one source, a lay magazine reporter. 

Some authors reflected deep feelings and reactions, others pro­

vided direct observation with little or no personal evaluation. 

All appeared to suggest that what they had to say was signifi­

cant, either because of current interest in British education or 

because of their concern for the state of education in the United 
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States. The "Survey of Content Analysis of American Authors" is 

presented in Appendix C. The following is a summary of the con­

tent analysis included in the survey. 

Historical Development 

Historical references were less frequent than descrip­

tions of current practice. Even so, eleven authorities made some 

reference to aspects of the historical development of British 

education. These authors tended to identify those aspects of 

history which they viewed as significant in contributing to pres­

ent programs. 

Specific reference was made to the following aspects of 

historical development: the gradual evolving change in primary 

education, the ongoing influence of those people responsible for 

teaching children and training teachers, the publication of state 

documents supporting certain aspects of education, and the impact 

of findings in evaluation of young children during World War II. 

An interview by Courtney Cazden in 1967 with Miss Susan 

Williams, headmistress of Gordonbrook Infant School, was tran­

scribed in Infant School (1969). (Gordonbrook was recently 

filmed by Lillian Weber for use in training in the United States). 

Cazden's initial questions caused Miss Williams to recall infant 

education when she was a child. She was quoted as saying: 

When I was a child, and until quite recently - in 
fact, when I went to Gordonbrook in '53 there were still 
some rooms with stepping. The classrooms have a flat 
place in front where the teacher walks around in her 
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little special - apartment, shall we say? That is how 
it used to be. Then, towards the children - where the 
children sat - there would be a series of steps. The 
steps went right across the classroom and they would go 
up about six inches at a time.... and the desks were 
screwed down onto each of these steps. The teacher 
stood in front, and she could see the children, because 
they were all at different levels; she could see the 
children at the back as easily as those in the front. 
That was called "stepping." And as you went up and down 
the rows to see the children, many a time I've stumbled 
down a step - you're in for a nasty turn on those. 
Finally we had them all taken away. But I've even done 
this work in a classroom with stepping and sloping 
desks. . . . So, there's nothing that people can say 
we can't manage. It can be done (1969, p. 1). 

Dr. Cazden included the reference Miss Williams made to 

her work as a teacher during the war years where children came 

and went, yet a learning program continued for the children. 

Charles Silberman (1970) developed the significance of this 

period further in.the historical review of British education in 

"The Case of the New English Primary School" in Crisis in the 

Classroom. 

Silberman suggested that throughout their history, Brit­

ish teachers had developed an "instinct" about teaching and 

learning. This, he felt, was heightened again during World War 

II when urban teachers and their pupils were evacuated due to the 

bombing raids. Some teachers had to rethink what they were do­

ing. He asserted: 

The rethinking was made all the more necessary by the 
fact that the teachers found themselves with the children 
twenty-four hours a day; forced into a new relationship 
with their students, they began to see them in a differ­
ent light. Learning was clearly something that went on 
all the time, not just during school hours, hence the 
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teachers were persuaded that it is fruitless to try to 
segment and compartmentalize children or learning. They 
were even more persuaded when the war ended . Back in 
their traditional classrooms, teachers found themselves 
confronting a roomful of children who had been dis­
persed all over England, some of whom consequently could 
read fluently, some poorly and some not at all. Faced 
with a range of backgrounds, knowledge and ability sev­
eral times the prewar norm, teachers once again found it 
necessary to improvise (1970, p. 214). 

Silberman (1970), Barth (1970a), and Barth and Rathbone 

(1969) made reference to the evolving changes in primary educa­

tion in England. All suggested that change had not been sudden, 

that present practices in informal education really had not been 

a radical departure from the past. Silberman (1970) attributed 

evolving change to the people responsible for teaching children. 

He stated that it had developed gradually over the last half cen­

tury, out of the insights and experiments of innumerable teach­

ers, "heads" (principals), local and national school inspectors 

and advisors, and college and university professors. He indi­

cated that the roots went all the way back to the infant school 

Robert Owen established in New Lanack in 1816. 

Silberman quoted Sybil Marshall of the University of Sus­

sex who, like Susan Williams, was asked by an American to look 

back over thirty or more years of teaching. Sybil Marshall con­

cluded that the so-called revolution came about because: 

. . . the teachers in infant classes everywhere be­
gan to act on a professional instinct that told them a 
happy child actively involved in something he wanted to 
do was getting more out of his educational opportunities 
than a passive, bored child politely resisting most of 


