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OMEP 

OMEP (Organisation Mondiale pour !'Education Prescolaire - the 
World Organisation for Early Childhood Education) is an interna­
tional, non-governmental, multi-agency organisation whose primary 
aim is to promote, worldwide, the health, education and rights of 
children aged from birth to eight. OMEP members work regionally, 
nationally and internationally to: 

promote optimal conditions for the well-being and healthy 
development of all children; 

• assist with projects aimed at improving the life experiences 
of young children; 

• support and publicize research contributing to our under­
standing of, and work with, children and their families; 

• promote developmentally appropriate early childhood edu-
cation, and education for peace in the world. 

!ram Siraj-Blatchford is a Lecturer in the Education Department at the 
University of Warwick and a member of OMEP; Audrey Curtis is a 
Senior Lecturer at the University of London Institute of Education and 
is OMEP' s European Vice-President; Tricia David is a Lecturer in the 
University of Warwick Education Department and she chairs OMEP 
(UK). 
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Summary 

Young children's learning experiences are most efficient 
when they are relevant, meaningful, and active, and are 
provided in a challenging but familiar context. 

Teachers of young children tend to be pragmatists- they try 
to find out what 'works' in fostering each child's learning. If 
dogmas are widespread, they are presumably more likely to 
be found in 'teacher-directed' classrooms and schools than in 
'child-directed', since the latter are extremely rare. 

Research evidence about the superiority of whole class teach­
ing over group and individual work at Key Stage 2 is incon­
clusive, and research evidence for the early years indicates 
that more whole class teaching than already occurs would 
not benefit children in this age group. 

Early years teachers recognise subject divisions in their plan­
ning and recording, but offer children relevant, holistic ex­
periences through thematic work, to help them transfer 
understandings. 

Early years teachers have maintained standards in the basics, 
while improving standards in the other areas of the National 
Curriculum. If reading standards have declined, this is now 
known to be in those areas where children's lives have 
become more stressful during the last few years. 

• Teacher expectations and teachers' levels of training have an 
effect on children's school experiences, progress and interest 
in learning. Every other European Community country is 
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moving towards longer teacher education and training, 
greater synthesis of theory and practice, more course-work 
on how children develop and learn. 

We need a vision for the future to which we can work and 
which will help us improve children's lives, including their 
lives in schools. We need a greater commitment to funding 
the years before five; to education and training for all who 
work with our youngest children; and we need to ask our­
sdves whether the education we provide all our children is 
high quality, purp~seful and relevant to the lives they lead 
now, and will have in the 21st Century. 
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Introduction 

Early years practitioners have, for many years, argued that young 
children benefit from opportunities to learn through first hand 
experience, individually or in groups, for significant proportions of 
their school day (eg. Bathurst, 1905; McMillan,l912; Isaacs, 1929) as 
opposed to being subjected to whole class, teacher-directed ap­
proaches. In this document we present research undertaken during 
the last twenty years which supports their argument. The research 
has provided qualifying riders which have led us to refine our ideas 
about children's learning and effective practice in early childhood 
education. 

The publication of reports in which children aged 4 to 11 are seen 
as a homogeneous group of learners is unhelpful, and the discus­
sion document published recently as the initiator of a debate about 
good primary practice, Curriculum Organisation and Classroom Prac­
tice in Primary Schools (Alexander et al, 1992), failed to include some 
of the evidence available about the early years of schooling. This 
may have been unintentional on the part of the authors, who may 
indeed have considered their brief required them to focus on the 
later years. The discussion document (Alexander et al, 1992) states: 

'This report reviews available evidence about the delivery of education 
in primary schools' in order 'to make recommendations about 
curriculum organisation, teaching methods and classroom practice 
appropriate for the successful implementation of the National 
Curriculum particularly in Key Stage 2.' (Par. 1) 

However, the document uses some evidence from research con­
ducted in Key Stage 1 classrooms and comments on teaching in Key 
Stage 1. Further, even if the authors (Alexander et a!, 1992) had 

7 



EFFECTIVE TEACHING IN TilE EARLY YEARS 

confined their explorations to Key Stage 2, it would have been naive 
to assume that any changes emanating from ensuing deliberations 
would not have had serious repercussions for teachers in Key Stage 
1 and nursery classes. Those of us who have, for many years, 
worked in the early years field know all too well the effects of the 
practice and expectations in the junior/middle phase upon the 
earlier stages of education. For this reason we felt it imperative to 
write an early years 'report', a short, complementary 'sister' guide, 
to be considered in conjunction with that of the 'three wise men'. 

This document by three members of OMEP(UK), all early years 
specialists, who have had extensive experience of classroom teach­
ing and management in schools (including headships), attempts to 
highlight areas of importance to early years practitioners, and to 
address some of the omissions of the official discussion document. 
Naturally there can be no hope of extensive coverage of the issues, 
but we suggest that interested colleagues may wish to follow up the 
research documents cited, to discuss their own interpretations of 
the evidence, and for this reason they are given in the text. We hope 
our document will provide early years practitioners, parents, gov­
ernors, policy makers and politicians with fundamental informa­
tion on which they may base discussions of practice aimed at 
improving provision for all the youngest children in our schools. 

This report will consider three questions:-

what do we know about how young children learn? 

• what do we know about life in early years classrooms and 
schools? 

• do we have a vision for the future, and how should early 
years teachers be educated and trained in order that they 
provide excellent education for all? 
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EFFECTIVE TEACHING IN TilE EARLY YEARS 

What do we know about how young 
children learn? 

No programme of teaching can be successful if we do not take into 
account the characteristics of young children and how they learn. 
The nursery and infant school years cover an important period of 
change and development in children's thinking and in their ability 
to make sense of the world. Every adult who has worked with this 
age range knows that the healthy child is active, curious and highly 
motivated to learn. 

But how do they learn? Is their thinking qualitatively different 
from adults' or is it lack of experience which produces unexpected 
replies to our questions? For decades the issue of how children learn 
has exercised the minds of educators, philosophers, sociologists and 
psychologists. In the first half of this century behaviourist psycho­
logists like Pavlov, Thorndike and Skinner had an important in­
fluence upon the ways in which children were taught and there was 
much emphasis upon rote learning and the need for 'intermittent 
schedules of reinforcement' -irregular periods of practice. 

Gradually it was realised that traditional learning theories, based 
upon principles of stimulus and response could not account for all 
aspects of children's learning and educators turned to the ideas of 
Piaget (1971) and Susan Isaacs, to help them understand how 
children learn. Piaget saw children's intellectual development as a 
process of change with the children learning through active inter­
action with the environment. Piaget argued that a young child's 
thinking is qualitatively different from the adult's, and Isaacs' de­
tailed observations of children provided powerful insights into the 
holistic nature of children's learning. 
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EFFECTIVE ,cACHING IN THE EARLY YEARS 

In recent years there has been criticism of Piaget' s views that 
children's understanding depends upon their stage of develop­
ment. Donaldson (197S) suggests that young children's inability to 
carry out correctly some of the Piagetian tasks was due to their 
failure to understand what was required of them. She argued that 
all learning takes place within a particular context and if the child's 
expectations, based upon previous knowledge of the world, are 
different from the teacher's expectations then the child will 'fail'. 
This, in her view, results from a communication problem between 
adult and child. In order to. help the child. move from a context 
bound situation to disembedded thinking we need to view the 
situation from the child's point of view. 

Researchers like McGarrigle and Donaldson (1974), Gelman 
(1969) lmd Bryant and Trabasso (1971) have demonstrated that 
young chil'dren can understand problems at an earlier stage than 
Pia get had suggested if they appreciate what is required from them. 

Action and problem solving are of importance in the learning 
process as indicated by much research including Wood, Bruner and 
Ross (1976), and Sylva (1976), who argued that concrete experience" 
is crucial in helping children towards abstract thinking. Their re­
search, a:nd that of many others, has demonstrated that children do 
not learn as ·successfully if they are simply told or shown what to 
do rather than given the opportunity to experiment for themselves. 
As Donaldson and her colleagues commented, learning will be 
inefficient if it lacks meaning for the child. 

Language has a fundamental role to play in the development of 
learning and understanding. For Bruner (1983) and Vygotsky 
(1978), language, communication and instruction are at the heart of 
intellectual and personal development. In talking the adult acts as 
facilitator, providing. the 'scaffolding' which enables the child to 
make sense of her world. The child who cannot solve a problem or 
·memorize an experience on her own, may well be able to do so with 
the help of an adult. 

Whereas Bruner speaks of the adult as providing the scaffolding, 
Vygotsky talks of the 'zone of proximal development', that is the 
gap between what the child is able to do alone and what she can 
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attain with the help of someone more knowledgeabl~_than herself. 
Ifis through language and social interacti()n that adults transmit.the 
knowledge and values oftheir culture to children. This transmission 
of societal and cultural values is normally through adults, although 
there are examples in the literature where other childre11 can pro­
vide the appropriate 'scaffolding' (Azimita, 1988). 

Learning from each other I collaborative learning 
Y)'gotsky argued that 'cooperat1vely achieved success' is fun~ 
damental to learning. The instruction which the more knowled­
geable person gives l:o another with lesser skills enables learning to 
take place. Azimita's research (1988) has shown that sometimes it 
is other children who transmit the necessary knowledge. Further­
more it has been found that when children collaborate on a problem 
s.olving task, they are more likely to reach a solution than if they 
tried to solve the problem alone (Forman and Cazden, 1985). Com­
munication within a group, even where there are differing and 
incorrect opinions will produce positive learning effects (Doise and 
Mugny, 1984). 

Cooperative learning takes place effectively in many play .silt.!: 
atiot";s. By playing together and trying out new ideas and combina­
tions of skills, children Me able to come to understand many of the 
skills and behaviours that are expected of them by the adult worlc:i, 
Bruner has argued that it is in the play situation that young children 
can come to test their ideas and knowledge in innovative combina­
tions, independently from the adults whose role has been that of 
structuring the play opportunities. Sylva et a! (1980) stressed the 
value of children working in pairs and pointed out that higher levels· 
of complexity in play and language were to be found in these 
situations. 
-Although learning is an interactive process, best facilitated by the 
appropriate intervention of adults, there are other factors which 
need to be considered which may affect children's learning. Moti­
vation is one important factor. Activities which stem from the 
child's interests and therefore produce intrinsic motivation are 

-more likely to lead to effective learning. This is one of the reasons 
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why rigid instruction programmes like the Bereiter and Engle.m!!nn 
(1966) were less successful with Headstart children in the USA than 
the guided play situations advocated by the High/Scope pro' 
gramme (Weikart eta!, 1971), a curriculum which is structured by 
highly trained professionals. · 

Other relevant factors include memory and recall and concentra- . 
tion. Pia get argued that the child's ability. to memorise material is a 
function of age, and there is no doubt that young children have 
difficulties in recalling information accurately. However it seems 
that children have most difficulty in concentrating ·and recalling 
when the task does not match their understanding. The 'problem 
of the match' is one of the most difficult challenges for the educator. 
Children in this age group (ie. 3-7) are very unlikely to have de­
veloped mental strategies like rehearsal, or to be able to organise 
their thoughts about what they already know, recalling their knowl­
edge in a meaningful way in order to use it for new learning 
experiences. For this reason the adult acting as facilitator will be, 
among other things, 'memory bank', 'prompt', 'sounding board', 
and 'supporter'. 

No psychologist would pretend to be able to give a complete 
answer to the question 'How do children learn?' but there is suffi­
cient evidence to show that learning is most effective when chj]dren 
are actively involved and not passive recipients of information .. 
Adults have a vital role to play in transmitting the knowledge and 
values of different cultures and can best do this by providing the 
necessary 'scaffolding' in a context which is familiar and meaning­
ful, but challenging. 
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What do we know about life in early 
years classrooms? 

The possibility of presenting all the research evidence which exists 
is far too complex for us to do justice to in this brief report. However, 
we will attempt to present some of the main findings of relevance 
to the current debate. · 

The prevalence of dogma 
Poor quality of teaching in some schools seems unlikely to be 
associated with any particular educational 'doctrine' or 'dogma'. 
We would concur with HMI findings that there is indeed a wide 
variation in standards in similar schools and similar classes and that 
this presents a problem that deserves our undivided attention. 
However we also believe that these variations may be as relevant 
to didactically taught, subject-based classes as to so called, 'child­
centred' classrooms. Since research shows (DES, 1978; Tizard eta!, 
1988; Desforges and Cockburn, 1987; Bennett and Kell, 1989) that 
'progressive' teaching methods are a great rarity; they can hardly be 
blamed for alleged low standards within the system as a whole. 

Child-centred practice 
The view that child-centred educators fail to provide any encounter 
between pupils' 'personal understandings and the public knowl­
edge embodied in our cultural traditions' (Alexander et a!, 1992; 
par.64) begs the question of whose cultural traditions are being 
referred to and, more importantly, misrepresents child centred prac­
tice. 

13 
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Where the curriculum has been based on first-himd experience, 
the teacher structures certain activities so that children may explore 
and experiment (see for example the HMI publications DES, 1987,-
1989a,b,c,d, 1990a, 1990b ). Then, teachers, acting as facilitators, - . 
build on that relevant experience and offer a further range of 
experiences, depending on their assessment of the child's learning 
needs. This may range from direct, didactic teaching, to the encour­
agement to represent, interpret, evaluate, and transform, or be 
creative with, ideas about those experiences. We _have e\'idence 
about the experience and development of the role of teacher as 
'facilitator', or 'mediator', which is based on Vygotsky's work 
(1978) from, for example, Wood eta! (1980), Desforges and Cock­
burn (1987). These studies indicate the crucial and varied nature of 
adult intervention in learning. 

The 'idea that children are never told or taught may stem from 
research in classrooms where teachers were unsure of what was 
required of them (Campbell and David, 1989; Alexander, 1992). For 
experienced child-centred practitioners meaningful questioning, 
expiaining and 'telling' are widely re~ognised as consistent and 
essential techniques to be adopted in the process of learning. 

Children may label some school activities as 'play'. Indeed, play 
with or without an adult's participation, may form part of the 
pattern of a child's day in the early years, but research has shown 
that even in reception classes deemed to offer 'good practice' by 
three local authorities, 4 year-old children actually played for only 
8 per cent of their day (Bennett and Kell, 1989). Much longer periods 
of the day are commonly spent in play (28%) at breaks and' dinner­
time' by children in all age-groups (Blatchford, 1989). In other 
words, it would appear that, if there has indeed been a decline in 
standards, it cannot be attributed to 'play methods' or 'child-di­
rected' classrooms- they have never really been tried in sufficient 
numbers to so affect the nation's educational standards. 

In fact, HMI (DES, 1991) surveys indicate that standards in Key 
Stage 1 have been generally better than Key Stage 2 over the past 
two years so presumably this would suggest that 'child-centred' 
practices, which are more widely applied in infant classrooms and 
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more readily taught on early years specialist courses in teacher 
training, are more effective, and indeed, such methods have been 
endorsed by the Government-convened 'Rumbold Committee' 
(DES, 1990a). 

Wasting children's time . 
Research about children starting school ( eg. see Willes, 1983; Steven­
son, 1987) has demonstrated just how much valuable learning time· 
is wasted in the first ·year in school, through inappropriate, too 
formal teaching methods. Many primary schools have worked hard 
to improve this situation for the youngest children in reception 
classes, but care needs to be taken in any discussion of moves to 
more whole class, or specialist teaching, that very young children's 
needs, and 'fitness for purpose', are not overlooked in the moves to 
change practice in classes for older children. Less of children's time 
would be wasted if there were better adult:child ratios in early years 
classrooms. 

Organisation 

a) 'Fitness for purpose' 
It is important for teachers to use a variety of teaching styles, 
·ranging from whole class, to group, to individual, using the notion 
devised by Mortimore (1992) of 'fitness for purpose', a!ld this is 
endorsed by Alexander eta! (1992). It is the act of making decisions 
about which children and which subjects or topics should be taught 
using which style which make teaching young children a very 
complex task. Thus, 'fitness for purpose' in relation to teaching very 
;)'Qung children must take account of the active nature of the learn­
ing process, as discussed above. 

b) Individualisation and match . 
Alexander eta! (1992) argue that we need to match the task with the 
pupil and yet at the same time substantially increase whole class 
teaching to the detriment of providing children with the extra 
support in small groups under the kind of close supervision they 
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need for some tasks. They argue that appropriate differentiation is 
'hopelessly unrealistic' and that our classroom organisation and 
teaching methods should not be grounded upon those princi­
ples(llO). While at the same time they argue: 'effective assessment 
and record keeping are more likely to occur in schools which 
recognise that pupils' progress depends upon assessing their 
strengths and weaknesses.'(113) Surely the whole purpose of as­
sessment and record keeping is to facilitate-the provision of appro­
p_riately differentiated curricula, and differentiation now a legal 
xeguirement (DES, 1989d)? 
· Teachers of young children have found it necessary t() focus, as 
the Plowden Report (CACE, 1967) urged, on individual children 
and their learning needs ('at the heart of the education process lies 
the child'). The matching of the curriculum to the child is central to 
good practice, it is as useless to present children with tasks which 
are too easy, as it is to present them with tasks which are too difficult. 
-...._,_ . 
Trying to match the work in an exact way is indeed very difficult 
(Bennett et al, 1984),,but it is well-nigh impossible if the teacher does 
J:lqiJ<JIOW the children's individual strengths and weaknesses, and 
if the teacher does not understand the ways in which developmen­
tal psychology can inform practice. This view is supported by the 
Bnlish Psychological Society's (BPS, 1992) Media Release on 'Teach­
ing Styles in the Primary Classroom'. 

Daniel Stern (1977) used a beautiful analogy when explaining 
how some parents are more effective than others in fostering their 
babies' development, although the effect is similar to that achieved 
by the behaviour delineated in the analogy of' scaffolding', it is the 
analogy of 'the dance'. Parents who learn to adjust their' dance' to 
their child's, who try to make sense of their baby's attempts at early 
communication and interaction will bring that baby on much faster 
than those who expect their baby to adjust to them. Perhaps this 
sensitivity to the 'dance' is the secret of good practice in teaching, 
w:hatey_er the age of the learner. What we do know, however, is t:hat 
this type of practice is very demanding in classrooms with one adult 
to a large number of young children (Desforges and Cockburn, 
1987), but we also know that certain types of classroom organisa-
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· tion, where children are given time to work on self-chosen_tasks, 
and where there is skilled and careful planning of resources and 
classroom procedures, teachers are freed to spend more time with 
individual children. Further, that the children will often select tasks 
that offer the most appropriate challenge, or 'match' for them (Sylva 
et al, 1980; Campbell and David, 1990). 

Other studies show how hard committed infant teachers will 
work to try to offer children appropriate, first-hand experience but 

· that their failures have more to do with the impossible nature of the 
task of teaching small children without adequate staffing ratios 
(Desforges and Cockburn, 1987), and HMI (DES, 1991) reiterate the 
need for skilled classroom help from nursery nurses and ancillaries. 

c) Whole class teaching 
The authors of the official discussion document call for more whole 
class teaching, but also for discrimination as to when such teaching 
would be appropriate. We argue that early years teachers already 
make such decisions for a variety of practical reasons, such as, small 
group teaching in much of the work involved in the Science Pro­
grammes of Study. Here, it is not only the children's learning needs 
which are taken into account, but alsO resourcing and children's 
safety. 

Greater proportions of time spent on whole class teaching is not 
the answer for our youngest children, for the reasons cited in 
different sections, above. The criticism of 'working on too many 
different activities or subjects simultaneously' (97) may have more to 
do with the lack of adequate planning and rigour in practice, than 
in this style of working. This type of organisation was formerly 
labelled 'progressive' or 'informal', but as the BPS (1992) point out, 
there is no research evidence to indicate the efficacy of' formal' over 
'progressive' methods. Bennett's (1976) study is often quoted in 
support of this argument, yet the teacher whose children outper­
formed all others was 'informal' in the classroom. What was import­
ant here was that this teacher was 'formal' in the sense that she 
planned, assessed, recorded and evaluated most conscientiously. 
Further, consideration must be given to evidence from the USA 
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(Katz, 1987; Zigler, 19&7) warning of young children 'burning out' 
as a result oftoo early formalisation. Furtper, some of our European 
partners who have been cited as paragons of 'formality' and whole 
class teaching are moving away from this style of work with young 
children (Fargeas, 1992). 

One wonders if any of the LEAs where reading standards at 7 are . 
said to have declined are those where children began to be taken 
into formal reception classes at 4 years old, without any appropriate 
alterations to resourcing and practice. · 

Examples of research evidence indicating the importance of var­
ied organisational approaches· include the following: Sylva and her 
colleagues' study (1980) demonstrated how certain activities of-. 
fered cognitive challenge in a way that' others did not, and part of 
that challenge lay in the children's experiences working in pairs, 
directing their own learning; Meadows' work with Cashdan(E188) .. 
provided other evidence about ways to offer sjich challenge, and 
their report indicates the extent to which we·may be underestimat­
ing the intellectual capabilities 1lf young children.· 

It is possible that teachers are most adept in the use of a variety 
of teaching styles, including groupwork, when they feel most con­
fident in their own levels of subject-knowledge (Alexander, 1988) 
and when they have undertaken courses which have specifically 
focused on groupwork, for example (Doyle, 1986).· 

d) Cross curricular work (topic) and/or subjects 
In· the discussion document there are some confusing statements 
about early years teachers, for example, in par.' 65 'teachers (often of· 
younger pupils) ... prefer to view the curriculum in terms of broad areas'. 
Firstly, this does not mean they are incapable of planning and 
evaluating work in terms of subjects. · 

Secondly, Alexander et al (1992) argue that subject disciplines 
represent: 'the most poweiful tools for making sense of the world which · 
human beings have ever devised'(64). Not· only do we believe that 
concept formation is generally facilitated by approaches from a· 
number of perspectives, we are also conscious of a body ofinformed 
opinion tha't argues that increasingly professional subject speciali-
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~sation has led to a dangerous lack of economic adaptability in a 
rapidly changing world. We are also aware of the lack of concern 
that has often been shown by specialist scientists and technologists 
for the by-products of short term developments in terms of pollu­
tion and standards of living. 

HMI (DES,.1989a), in the very document used to suggest that 
topic work leads to weak teaching in history and geography, argue 
that 'Topic work was an important and integral part of the curricu­
lum in all the scrools where there was good practice' (DES, 1989a; 
par.46). Additionally, in commenting on the implementation of the 
National Curriculum at Key Stage 1, HMI (DES, 1991) state that 
'there was some good cross-curricular. work in topics' (par.l) and 
that topic work has 'generally improved ... more schools were at­
tempting to secure continuity across year groups by disctissing 
topic frameworks which cover a Key Stage or the whole school.' 
(Par.28) · 

As far as the National Curriculum is concerned, the non-statu­
tory guidance for all of the subjects so far introduced stresses the 
value of subject integration. We are not contesting the value of 
subject based curriculum planning, assessment or recording but we 
feel that if themes are to be introduced through subjects then some 
subjects may well, in our' opinion, neglect important themes. For 
example, Home Economics provides early years teachers with 
many varied activities. These are not only relevant and meaningful 
to young children, but they also offer learning experiences within 
which teachers can identify subject-specific elements. 

Key Stage 1 teachers apply the National Curriculum, discrimi­
nating between the subjects. A great deal of on-going effort is being 
made to study them in orderto integrate them rationally and Key 

. Stage 1 teachers have been warmly congratulated by HMI (DES, 
1991) for their considerable efforts. Their conscientiousness in this 
task, in working to present the Programmes of Study in ways which 
will be meaningful to young children, has been reported (Campbell 
et al, 199J). 
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Standards 
The alleged fall in reading standards indicated by NFER (Gorman 
and Fernandes, 1992) research in the period 1987-91 may well have 
been due to the disruption caused by the intemperate pace of 
introduction in National Curriculum and Assessment procedures 
during the same period. Alexander et a! (1992) suggest that the 
alleged deterioration in numeracy is due to the lack of 'teachers' 
knowledge, skills and understanding in the subject' (72) and that 'to 
function effectively in the 21st century, our children will need higher 
standards of literacy and numeracy than ever before' (25). However, they 
also comment that 'Pupils are more likely -to spend a higher proportion 
of time off task in the reading and writing tasks which dominate mathe­
matics and English than when engaged in other activities' (76ii). 

The evidence cited concerning teachers' own expertise in math­
ematics is somewhat confusing. We are told that children's perfor­
mance in 'geometry', 'measures', 'probability' and 'statistics' have 
improved, yetthese are far more 'specialised' areas of mathematics 
than the basic number categories, which included 'decimals' and 
'fractions' that we are told have seen a deterioration. In fact this 
whole argument is contradicted directly by the admitted improve­
ments made in science and technology, including. information tech­
nology by non-specialist teachers. Further, concentrating again on 
'the basics', the most recent evidence from NFER (Gorman and 
Fernandes, 1992) on reading standards, indicates that there has not 
been a general decline, but that children living in poverty are those 
most likely to be under-achieving, presumably as a result of their 
stressful and impoverished lives. 

Evidence about 'the basics' from research by Tizard eta! (1988) 
indicates that this is often the kind of work children find uninteres­
ting. 'Although most children enjoyed school, less than half found 
their lessons interesting' (Tizard et a!, 1988; p.185), and children 
complained that they found reading and spelling particularly frus­
trating. Interestingly, these researchers suggest that the remedy lies 
in 'the new 'developmental' primary teaching approaches' which 
'may prevent some of these frustrations.'(p.185) We agree that 
children are less motivated in these ',basics' if they are taught as 
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such, and would like to see publishers taking more interest in 
progressive integrated packages that support simultaneous atten­
tion being given to subject materials, literacy and numeracy. 

Further useful evidence about children's oral and written lan­
guage, and their ability to work independently, comes from the 
materials generated by the National Oracy Project and the National 
Writing Project, and from HMI endorsements of these results (DES, 
l990b ). The higher standards that we should and are aiming for are 
surely not only in terms of the so called 'basic skills' but much more 
in terms of developing capability in problem solving and the inte­
gration and synthesis of information. 

Teacher expectations -Happiness and challenge 
Parents in the study by Hughes and his colleagues (1991) reiterated 
the desire heard by most early years practitioners, that first and 
foremost they want their children to be happy at this stage in their 
education. Nancy Elliott, Senior Inspector for Primary Education in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne stated, at the 1989 Primary Conference in 
Scarborough, that some schools are indeed happy places, but dam­
ningly, that they can be 'the next best thing to a lobotomy', lacking 
challenge, and having low expectations of children. If we believe 
schools should be happy welcoming places we need to explore the 
ways in which daring to learn, daring to make mistakes, learning 
to learn and to think, learning to be literate and numerate, to 
develop the physical, social, emotional, aesthetic, creative, techno­
logical, scientific, spiritual and moral aspects of our humanity, can 
be universally available and at the same time exhilaratingly en­
joyable. 

It is undeniable that teacher expectations need to be raised in 
some particularly inner city schools. There is a growing body of 
research that demonstrates this (see for example, Tizard eta!, 1988; 
Ross and Tomlinson, 1991). However it also needs to be recognised 
that standards have often been affected by a vicious cycle of educa­
tional failure, in both schools and communities. 
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Effects of earlier ,experience . · . 
.Some children embarking,on. their primary school careers in recep­
tion class may be judged less o£a 'pl,easure to teach' than those who 
adapt quickly to the demands of school (Tizard et al, 1988) and this 
has been shown to relate to children's earlier experiences. Reduced 
teacher expectations may be the result. A number of studies raise 
different aspects of this issue (eg. Barrett, 1986; Crocker and Cheese­
man, 1988; Hutt et al, 1989; Jowett and Sylva, 1986). Whatever the 
cause, research evidence ( eg. Knight, forthcoming) is indicating that 
nursery education has a beneficial effect on later SAT scores, and 
many children are currently denied access to that foundation. A 
long and rigorous study by Chris Athey (1990) has demonstrated 
the tenets of Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory about the beneficial 
effects of the empowerment of the parent-child 'dyad·;·for in her 
study parents and staff worked very closely together and the nurs­
ery educl).tion offered was made relevant, ('fit for the purpose'), by 
the use of careful observation and recording, and by detailed know!-\ 
edge of each child's learning styles. Further, two House of Com, 
mons Select Committees (HoC, 1989, 1991) have recently endorsed 
the value of nursery education, one, reporting on standards of 
reading, stressed that the members of the Committee were 'in no 

· doubt of the value of nursery education' (p.xii). 

Is the National Curriculum too big, and was the 
pre-ERA curriculum too ·small? Should the National 
Curriculum be made 'just right'? 
We have to accept that the possible responses to this general recog­
nition must include: 

1. The abandonment of the National Curriculum as currently 
envisaged and structured or; 

2. The adoption and elaboration of setting and streaming prac­
tices and the further reintroduction of differential schooling, 
or; 
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3. The adoption of more child-ce11.!red and progressive methods · 
throughout education and perhaps especially in Key Stage 4 
where the greatest diversity will be apparent. 

The first option would involve our turning our backs <;>n some maior 
advances that have been made to implement the National Curricu­
lum so far and would probably have a catastrophic effect ort teacher 
morale. The second option would lead to even greater variations in 
local and national standards and represent a huge step backwards 
both historically and socially. We therefore favour the last option 
and believe that it is consistent with many school development 
plans. Schools have taken the N.C.C. at its word that they would be 
told what to teach and not how to teach. 
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Conclusion­
vision for the future 

The education system 
Alexander, Rose and Woodhead (1992; par 15) touch on the fact that 
the class teacher system was devised to be 'cheap but efficient'. 
Desforges and Cockburn (1987) argue that a system which is anala­
gous to a 'Ford', even if 'sooped up', can never become a Rolls 
Royce. To ensure continuity of experience and, at the same time, 
sufficient expert support for teachers in subjects other than 'their 
own' may mean that 'in real terms' pupil:teacher ratios must be 
altered for the better. This would mean that children would work 
with people who are familiar to them yet who team teach 
througj:wut the school. It seems likely that early years teachers are 
more used to working in this more flexible way, alongside other 
colleagues. 

Teacher education and training 
To argue that 'teaching is not applied child development' (52) and 
for greater emphasis to be placed on the study of classroom practice 
(Alexander et a!, 1992), is to hint at a real problem for the recent 
history of enquiry into education. Unfortunately the argument 
suggests some dichotomy in these approaches, whereas we believe 
that it is essentia~ to recognise that the study and elaboration of 
classroom practice and the psychological and socio-psychological 
study of child development are consistent and complementary 
activities, not alternative perspectives. These areas of study provide 
essential understandings upon which to ground rational educa-
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tiona! developments. Research (Pascal eta!, 1991) is demonstrating 
that we in the UK will be alone in Europe if we move away from 
teacher education which is grounded in understandings about how 
children learn and how children develop (surely the two are insep­
arable?). 

We feel that the existing entry qualifications for teacher education 
courses provide a quite proper and adequate basis for the core areas 
and that initial teacher training should actually provide a more 
demanding grounding in all of the National Curriculum subjects 
and cross curricular elements. In the short term we must recognise 
that the improvements in science and technology have been 
achieved through the provision of adequate quality inservice train­
ing and if we are concerned for the future what we need to be asking 
is 'Where are the courses, the supply cover and the commitment to 
Key Stage 2 and the other subjects?' 

While the demands of Key Stage 2 may well cause difficulties for 
many primary teachers, we certainly do not accept that Key Stage 
1 demands create any serious problems for infant teachers. If pri­
mary teachers need greater subject knowledge then this suggests 
the need for continued in-service training. The successful im­
plementation of science and information technology in Key Stage 1 
has, so far, demanded and been realised through a substantial 
commitment to supply cover and to the provision of quality inser­
vice training by local education authorities. We have yet to see if 
this will be continued throughout the Key Stages and for different 
subjects. If it is not then we shall not be seeing any failure on the 
part of teachers, only on the part of Government taking on an 
over-ambitious project with too tight a schedule and inadequate 
resourcing to see it through. Furthermore, in-service training and 
education must offer teachers more than instruction and induction 
in National Curriculum subjects and assessments. It must give 
teachers time to share in discussion of the issues and dilemmas 
involved in practice. 
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Parents 
Increasingly, the part parents play, in educating as well as caring for 
their young children, is being acknowledged and underpinned by 
~search (eg. Hannon et a!, 1991j Tizard a'l<U:!!!g]le.o,..19i!4). Athey 

. (1990}has shoWTI:illatparell!swno, through partnership with profes-
~onals, acquire pedagogic~! ~o>Vledfie!are able effectively to support 
allilexren-acnildren's Ie~ining. Te<ic_hers in. the_~arly years ,.ecogitise 
the crucial I.£! e. ()f parents, but need time-to wcork with them, developing . 
skills, strategies ailcfconriClence to share their own professionalism. .. 

'--·-·--· ···---~--- ----~-"'- -~.----------~~~----'~·--·- ·-~o-•- '-• --- .,, • ' ., - •---~-. -• ' 

Children's lives 
Although it is impossible for us to tell what the lives of these young 
children will be like in the 21st Century, we need to ask ourselves 
whether the egy~bei!)g_gff~~d i§_JJl'J:j?.Q~eill_l,_~nd whether !tis 
capable of equipp!f!g_\!lem all tolivein '! p.Q~\:iJ1du§tri~tech' 
world, where environmental, health, and other global co11cem_s~ai'e 
lil>~Ix. tgbg£om~ II\ <:lie ~ciir~:a~ (heyeilrs-progr~ss. 

Our membership of the European Community too may influence 
our children in ways we have not foreseen. 

We have commented upon the effects of poverty on children's 
attainments. According to some of the most recent evidence (Bradshaw, 
1990) this is having profound effects on many children's lives. While 
home circumstances should never be permitted to be used as excuses 
for failing to motivate and challenge children, or for low expectations, 
it must be remembered that parents of young children are more likely 
to turn to teachers for support if the school ethos is one of caring for 
them as individuals, and for having time to care about personal devel­
opment. Most adults recall with affection those teachers they would 
describe as 'good ·practitioners', and they will normally add that such 
a teacher 'knew them, knew what standard of work they wanted of 
each child, and knew what they were teaching;' In other words, we 
remember as' effective practitioners' those teachers who not only knew 
their subject/ s but treated us as individual, interesting, people, who 
mattered. 

We will only improve standards when we have devised and im­
plemented a vision of life-long, high quality education for all. 
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