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My argument is simple: school as we know it cannot deliver the goods, we need radical reform designed to produce a new model fit for our times. Or to put it more eloquently: ‘What we need is a metamorphosis in education. From the cocoon a butterfly should emerge. Improvement only gives us a faster caterpillar’.
 My butterfly is called the active learning school.
The purpose of this paper is to
1. outline the main challenges posed by the secondary school system and the Government’s response
2. explain why piecemeal reform doesn’t work
3. set out the public service  values that should underlie such a change

4. propose a model for the active learning school
5. suggest a strategy for achieving change.

For reasons of time and space, I intend to confine myself to dealing with the English state secondary school system. I recognise that there are pressing issues that have a bearing on all this, such as pre-school and primary education, fee-paying schools and further and higher education, but they must wait for another occasion.

Three Challenges and the Government’s Response
Progess but not a breakthrough: that sums up what has been happening to school standards in recent years.  There’s no doubt that we have seen a remarkable improvement in education standards in England since the 1960s, brought about above all by the comprehensives which are attended by over  90% of young people. Who would have thought forty years ago that over 40% of the age group could qualify for higher education.  Improvement rates in some urban areas have been impressive even if they start from a low base. And there has been a marked reduction in the number of schools in special measures   But it is also clear that the line of improvement is now plateauing, even if some   individual schools are still demonstrating the capacity for remarkable change.  
For the public and the policymakers, the key challenge is under-achievement.   Two out of five young people are leaving school without 5 A*-C GCSEs, rising to seven or eight of ten in some areas. One in ten young people is not involved in education, employment or training. Truancy remains a significant problem, and the atmosphere in many classrooms is inimical to learning, with public order a problem in a minority of schools.  The national staying on rate at 17+ is one of the lowest in western Europe.
A second challenge, just as serious in its way but less commented on is that  school in its current form is failing to discover and develop creativity and talent. Gordon Brown, fresh from a visit to China, warned that we would fall behind the Asian mammoths unless we could develop the skills of every teenager.
  Which leads us to challenge number three, that school is an inadequate preparation for rapid social and economic change. The 14-19 White Paper puts its finger on the problem:

If we are to continue to attract many of the high value-added industries to this country, and to compete effectively on the global stage, then we will need far more of our population to have high levels of education. (p.14). 

It noted that although there are more young people gaining 5 GCSE A-Cs,  too many of them  leave school with only the faintest idea about how the world works and how to make a living, as employers rightly complain. Moreover, according to the Public Accounts Committee, ‘Public money intended for employment-related skills training should not have to be used to equip people with basic literacy and numeracy skills that they should acquire at school’.

Policy responses to these fundamental challenges have focused on three kinds of solutions: increasing resources; introducing competition to drive up standards; diversifying the curriculum. In the past year, the Government has gone for all of these. The controversial Schools White Paper proposed the extension of trust schools, to create a pressure for improvement, alongside the development of the personalised curriculum. Meanwhile,  the Chancellor announced an objective of closing the resourcing gap between state schools and the private sector. A key objective of the new  14-19 strategy is to vocationalise the curriculum, making it more relevant to employers and to young people:  

This means for the first time in this country establishing a strong progression route through employer-designed specialised Diploma qualifications combining skills development and general education. 
 

These kinds of solutions are certainly a step forward: they are necessary but not sufficient. The problem, summed up by Wilf Stevenson in his paper on public service reform, is that 

reform has centred around re- shaping the architecture and management of services rather than thinking about their core purpose in a modern economy.  Organisational change, new structures and inputs have triumphed over thinking about content and outcomes.

It is not hard to find illustrations of this approach in the world of education. Building Schools for the Future (BSF), the £2b. school renovation programme, aims to provide our children and young people with the learning environment  they deserve. But they also need a radically different learning experience and these new schools, with their glitzy atriums are little more than a modernised version of the chalk and talk classroom. The 14-19 White Paper, despite some welcome improvements, is lacking in measures to engage those who leave school at the earliest opportunity or to transform the relationship between schooling and the real world. A stronger, more highly regarded vocational strand would help but it does not go far enough. And nor does the school enterprise initiative, which offers just five days on the subject a year. There are many examples of schools responding positively to the enterprise agenda but it remains on the margins of what contemporary schooling is about. The result is that progress is slow and uncertain and there is little prospect as things stand of the dramatic improvements that the Government seeks. The 14-19 White Paper sets out the laudable aim of increasing participation at 17 from 75% to 90% over the next ten years but it is by no means clear how this can be achieved.

Why Piecemeal Reform Doesn’t Work
But there are limits to the scope for improvement and these are rooted in the nature of  school as a system and the challenges it faces everyday. Precisely because it is a system, any serious attempt at reform that does not take this into account is doomed to fail. Piecemeal change simply will not work. To understand this better, we need first to understand the nature of the current system. 
School, in its essence, is a Victorian construct. The handing down of values and information, the organisation of the curriculum into subjects, the emphasis on academic achievement, even the organisation of the timetable and the terms: these are all characteristics of the state school system created by the 1870 Act and after. That school was set up to shape the citizens and workforce of a different era. It reflected different values and priorities. Above all, it was shaped by the notion, endemic in our education system, that a minority should be prepared for elite positions through an intensive study of bodies of knowledge designed to impart the skills of government.  
The problem with the Victorian model is that it impedes learning, engagement with the  world outside the schoolgates and a sense of responsibility. It blocks reform. There are three specific and inter-related reasons for this, reflecting the three key dimensions of schooling: organisation, content and activity.  Let me define these briefly:
· Organisation: this is about  purpose, structure,  the use of space and time, the why, the who, the when and the where.
· Content: this deals with the things that are studied, the what. It is a broader notion than curriculum which  refers to the formal organisation of content in schemes of study.
· Activity: this deals with the way that learning and teaching take place, the how. Again it is a broader notion than pedagogy, a term that refers to the science or art of teaching.
Organisation

The central purpose of the secondary school is to produce young people with qualifications. The highest value is accorded to academic qualifications leading to degrees. League tables rank schools according to their success in achieving these outcomes. Value-added tables take account of their success in moving pupils up the qualification ladder. There are no tables to reflect success in  fostering creativity and enterprise , promoting engagement with the world outside or social responsibility. In practice, most schools, despite the pressure of the league tables, place a priority on these other outcomes, to varying degrees. But they remain subservient  to the core business of the school.  
Despite recent moves to personalise learning, the use of computers and handouts, our schools’ work routine would be familiar to a visitor from Victorian times. We bring together the seething, hormonal mass of adolescents just at the moment when they are becoming convinced that they are the best judge of their own interests. We ask them to spend the best part of their daylight hours,  seated, for the most part inactive, imbibing, what seems to them,  a largely inert mass of dead knowledge. They move from classroom to classroom at the ring of a bell, their lives dominated by textbook exercises, essays and tests.   Whose crazy idea was it to lock up adolescents for six hours a day with their peers? We impose on them rules of behaviour and dress, and we direct them to leave their passions at the gate: sex, music, fashion, mobile phones, discrimination and injustice, the state of the world, the state of their family. In better off areas, young people go along with this out of a sense of duty, some because they are stimulated by their teachers, many because they know it is the price they pay to get a foothold on the treadmill of life.  
This mismatch between the values and outlook of school and pupils is most profound in the poorest areas.  For a minority of schools and for a minority of pupils in most schools, the focus on qualifications is disabling, generating tensions and occasional outbreaks of violence. Policemen stationed in secondary schools used to be the American nightmare but no longer. More prosaically, too many teachers spend too much of their time managing behaviour rather than teaching.  These are symptoms of an outmoded command and control system. 
Content
Latin and Greek have all but disappeared from the curriculum, certainly in the state sector, but school still revolves  around  the business of preparing pupils to gain academic qualifications. Content closely reflects the core purpose of the school. This is illustrated by the GCSE  timetable which clearly  reflects a hierarchy of educational values: most time is devoted to core subjects such  as English, Maths and IT, with rather less time for optional subjects such as languages, History and Geography. Finally, there are the graveyard subjects: personal and social education, citizenship, enterprise, work experience. The exact balance varies with specialist sports or language schools, for example,  adopting a different timetable reflecting their designation. Although ministers are right to point to schools’ scope for changing  the National Curriculum, the reality is that it requires enormous will and resources to change the direction of this ship. 
This can be seen in the attempts at vocationalising the curriculum, an objective with strong government support. QCA research shows that in state secondary schools, representing 60% of all schools but over 90% of pupils, only 7.7% of the qualification points earned come from vocational qualifications. By contrast, the figure for CTCs is 24.1% but these represent less than one percent of the total number of institutions.
 When schools were surveyed about their response to work-related learning initiatives, only 14% provided enterprise education opportunities. To make matters worse, the process of  reform is being poorly managed.  A report for the DfES suggests that one reason for this low level of engagement with enterprise education  is the multiplicity of enterprise initiatives and the  lack of coherence in this field.
 

Activity
The nature of teaching and learning in schools flows from organisation and content. These constraints can be seen in several features of the secondary school that are taken for granted.

As the science of learning develops, we realise that the neat timetable divisions into short weekly slots may be convenient organisationally but they inhibit the development of ideas and skills. Another finding is that active learning, or learning by doing, is an important key to effective learning. Yet, a large part of the school week is dedicated to passive learning from textbooks and other written materials.  We know, too, the importance of motivation in learning and how this gains from relevance. Yet, the agenda is largely set by the demands of the National Curriculum.  The cumulative result is that students have few opportunities to determine for themselves the learning agenda, and opportunities for learning outside the classroom are minimal. A growing number of pupils take part in learning in further education colleges for part of the week but this also takes place in the classroom, and many more students now spend part of their time in the IT lab. where they gain access to the world outside through the internet. Little time is spent in the workplace or the  thousands of real world settings that are available just outside the school. 
A Question of Values

Because organisation, content and activity are so closely interlocked, attempts to change one of them in isolation are almost certainly doomed to fail. A serious programme of reform must take as its starting point the need for system change. But in what direction? 

I would like to argue that a new model for schooling must meet a number of tests:

· It has to produce a step change in the rate at which attainment and participation rise, especially for the under-achieving minority

· It has to discover and develop creativity and talent for all 

· It has to prepare young people effectively for life and work in a fast changing world. 
As a basis for public service reform, there is a lot of commonground between these tests and the ‘renewed values’ put forward by Wilf Stevenson in his paper
 :shared opportunities, shared responsibilities and  shared sense of community. 
Stevenson talks about widening opportunities and ‘ensuring that potential is not under-utilised’ In terms of school reform that means  bringing about a rise in attainment and participation, especially for excluded groups, and developing the creativity of all young people.  He talks about responsibility and community which equates to my third test, about preparing young people effectively for life and work. To put it another way, school must add to the sum total of human and social capital. It should strengthen communities and the bonds between them. 
We have to be clear about the values on which reform is to be based for any discussion about schooling is also a discussion about the sort of society we want and its moral basis. In an increasingly heterogeneous society, school is perhaps unique in providing a meeting point for different cultures and outlooks. If anything, it is even more critical in building common goals and a common culture than it was for a previous generation. These social goals cannot be usefully separated from the educational goals of increasing skills and knowledge. To quote John Dewey:

I believe that the moral education centers upon this conception of the school as a mode of social life, that the best and deepest moral training is precisely that which one gets through having to enter into proper relations with others in a unity of work and thought. The present educational systems, so far as they destroy or neglect this unity, render it difficult or impossible to get any genuine, regular moral training.

This means addressing the current mis-match between school and society, and bringing the two into line. The mis-match is critically about values and purposes. To make sense of the world and to help shape it, citizens and workers need skills in selecting and processing information to generate useful knowledge;  they need to be able to solve problems rather than applying cut and dried solutions. To engage young people, school must be seen to address their interests and those of their communities. Learning only works by consent.  This means that there must be a new settlement between young people, their parents, the community and the school – especially in the most disadvantaged communities, of all colours. 
New Model for Schooling
From this discussion, we can draw out the guidelines for a new model of schooling:  School should
· Link the acquisition of knowledge directly to the experience of the world

· Bring together people of different ages to exchange ideas and skills

· Take account of our growing understanding of the way human beings develop understanding and skills

· Promote enterprise for wealth creation and active citizenship

· Give responsibility to young people as citizens for the conduct of their lives, relationships and learning

· And going beyond the extended school concept, strengthen communities through a two-way bond: the school provides services and employment, the community offers learning  experiences and expertise –  the Scarman Trust call this a Community Service Agreement.

Because form follows function, the result is a radically different kind of school, one that is as much a concept as a place. You may feel that Charles Handy is going too far when he sums it up: ‘schools should be like work and vice versa’.
 Certainly, school should become a centre for the production of ideas, products, services and networks for a whole community. For as Charlie Leadbeater has argued, ‘…education will not be enough on its own. We also need to excel at exploiting and applying our know-how…A dynamic knowledge society must promote innovation and entrepreneurship alongside education and training’.
 This is the vision that underpins the CAN Academy at Shotton Hall near Peterlee, and the enterprise initiatives at City School, Sheffield or Swanlea (‘a hotbed of enterprise’) in East London. I call it the active learning school. 
And if all this sounds too utilitarian and New World-ish, it is important to emphasise that this new synthesis of liberal and vocational education underpinned by strong learning skills and active learning is designed to engage all young people with the best cultural experiences. We need work skills in the modern world but not a narrow vocationalism. Rather we need the highest order of intellectual and personal skills. There should be more opportunities to perform Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, as a group of Berlin young people did for a Channel Four film, working alongside professional choreographers and Sir Simon Rattle’s Berlin Philharmonic. Or the hip-hop influenced version of Romeo and Juliet performed on a professional stage by a youth club from Harlesden, North London.  The active learning school is designed, too, to give more opportunities to young people to excel in the hard knowledge areas that we need more of such as maths and chemistry. 
The New School

What goes on in the new school, how is it organised, how is it designed?  

The old school begins with a curriculum, little changed over decades. The new school begins with a set of activities designed to prepare students for life and work and to strengthen the community. The boundary between the school and the outside world is porous; the school is an integral part of its community. Schools work together in federations, sharing resources, ideas and expertise.
  Activities involve young people working and learning alongside their peers and adults, acquiring the core skills of critical thinking, managing learning, working in teams, communicating, reading, writing, listening and speaking, playing sport and  developing self-expression in a variety of media. They involve too the essential skills of self-government, decision-making and building sustainable communities. In short, we are talking about building a learning community.

The 11-14 phase is a period of exploration, trying out experiences and activities, taking an increasing level of responsibility for organising activities and learning, and acquiring the core skills. Already much of the time is spent working with an adult or older student, perhaps making pots or plumbing a house or learning about nanotechnology.   From 14 onwards, as they move into adulthood, young people spend an increasing amount of time away from school, taking part in projects such as building a nursery or restoring a disused cinema as a performance centre or helping to run a hotel or small engineering business. They might take part in a dig to give them an insight into the social context of the  second expedition to Britain described in Caesar’s Gallic Wars. The enthusiasm they experience in doing and making and thinking to a purpose translates into a willingness to manage their own learning and to crack problems with literacy and numeracy.

The school is organised into teams and groups of teams. Groups contain teams of varying ages and are led by older students, teachers and adult specialists. The specialists have several jobs: 

· to organise and fund the annual  work plan of the teams, ensuring a balanced programme of activities and learning

· to liaise with the teachers in the design and delivery of learning programmes

· to identify a coach for each student

· to set up projects inside and outside the schools

· to use their own expertise in programme delivery eg as drama coaches or core skills tutors
· to ensure that  every student acquires a systematic body of knowledge which might be in a subject area such as applied mathematics, or childcare or Russian literature, or in a cross-disciplinary field such as sustainable development. 

The annual work plan, which forms part of the local community strategy, is designed to promote local enterprise and development. The school provides a base for a number of student-run companies, some of them spin offs from the nanotechnology programme.  

The school has a governing body, representing students, staff, parents and community interests. It is managed by a small executive group of teachers and specialists plus two students on work shadowing placements. As in a university, this group elects a Dean to provide overall leadership.  Whenever feasible, the school encourages students to take responsibility for themselves and others, and to cope with the real life dilemmas this poses.
 What’s wrong with democracy in schools?

Organisation

The first sight of the school is of a hive of activity. The ground floor is given over to workshops, performance and exhibition areas and a range of service outlets, including a hotel, restaurant, library, nursery and advice centre, all staffed by students. Nearby there are incubator units, where fledgling enterprises are learning to spread their wings, and live-work units where craftspeople and designers live above their workshops and studios. You can see a band rehearsing a hip hop set in an audio studio, whilst lunch is being prepared in the training kitchen.  Upstairs there are study rooms, team meeting rooms, offices and lecture rooms. These are the nearest thing to the classroom of the traditional school but they are designed to hold 100 students and can be configured for small group work. A team of university lecturers is leading a day seminar in one of them, based on their research work on  drug addiction and crime. 
There are also virtual operations rooms where computers are used to simulate a variety of real world experiences, including pilot training, hospital management, courtrooms, warehouse distribution centres, newsrooms. (These are all based on current practice eg Staffordshire University’s courtroom, and will be familiar to the computer games generation.) Most of the people we see are young people but a substantial minority are adults who come to work on the site or to take part in the learning programmes themselves. Many teams include adult learners. 

On the same site, set apart in its own campus, there is also a primary and pre-school. Younger children are progressively introduced to the resources enjoyed by their older counterparts, gaining the confidence and skills to take part in the doing, making and performing ethos of the new school.

We call it a school but maybe the American Community College is closer to the mark for this new type of institution that subverts the traditional boundaries between school, further and higher education. Closer to home, it shares the  ethos of many further education colleges which are quietly showing how to provide active learning experiences in a realistic work environment.
Getting There
Looking at the sometimes painful history of recent public service reform, especially in education, we can draw out some golden rules as a firm  foundation for a strategy for change:

· Build on what works and the best of innovation

· Take students, parents, employers, the community and educationalists with you
· Don’t rush it: test each step.

Some recent Government policies and the creativity of schools and other agencies provide a strong foundation for a change in the right direction. Building Schools for the Future provides unprecedented investment in the kit, and steady improvements in teachers’ pay and training mean that there is now a better qualified and motivated workforce than a decade ago. Although Government could not bring itself to bite the Tomlinson bullet, and to end the vocational-academic divide, the 14-19 strategy goes a long way in that direction and may achieve by stealth what  Charles Clarke and Ruth Kelly did not feel able to commit to publicly. The design of the new Diplomas – to include learning through a ‘realistic work environment’ and project work  - are certainly a step in the right direction.
 
Outside Government, there has been a flowering of new ideas and approaches that demonstrate that improving attainment is a feasible objective of reform. The Campaign for Learning’s focus on Learning to Learn has been widely adopted in schools, while ContinYou seems  finally to have  persuaded the DfES that the community school is the road to improvement. Knowsley has decided that its secondary schools should become centres of enterprise. 
The RSA’s Opening Minds project audaciously marries the subject specialisms of the national curriculum and its emphasis on knowledge accumulation with a competence framework derived from an analysis of the skills and knowledge required by the modern world such as citizenship skills and values, and interpersonal skills. The project demonstrates the value of the competence framework in engaging students and raising attainment. 
 Opening Minds demonstrates that the subject framework of the National Curriculum does not prevent a focus on project work. 
Another model is Ruskin Mill, a restored textile mill in the Horsley Valley near Stroud in Gloucestershire, which employs over 100 people running a residential college for young people with special needs and a host of craft workshops. In return for training apprentices, these enjoy a rent discount. On the same site, there are teaching rooms, IT centre, bakery, a teaching kitchen, 15 fish ponds, 2 acres of market garden, a 45 acre  mixed organic farm and 38 acres of managed woodland. The Mill works as an educational, environmental and employment project with mainstream funding from the LSC. Its success has led to new offshoots in Stourbridge and Sheffield.

Further afield, in Gothenburg, Sweden, we can see how the best of liberal and vocational education can be meshed to provide a high quality educational experience. Typical of Gothenburg’s determination to redesign its learning and industrial base in tandem is GTG, the technical high school set up jointly by the City Council and Volvo to train the motor engineers of the future. Students, who are taught in a purpose-built learning centre with the latest Volvo models to practice on, have the opportunity to earn a decent income during spells spent gaining experience of production management and engineering. They also know that they can progress to university if they complete the high school course successfully. What is especially appealing about GTG to British eyes is the way it combines high level general education with a fixation on the industry’s current know-how needs. 40% of the credits counting towards the final qualification are for general and social studies, designed to ensure that students are able to make sense of rapid global change and to communicate in two or three languages. GTG is producing engineers who will be global citizens.
These two contrasting models, GTG and Ruskin Mill, demonstrate how it is possible to provide a high quality vocational experience for both special needs young people and potential high flyers. Our new model will only work if it is seen to meet the needs of all young people.
The examples given here meet the third golden rule: they are tried and tested. Political impatience is too often the enemy of effective reform but the lesson is clear.
Next Steps

But surely all this is hopelessly utopian, like global disarmament. It may be desirable but there’s no hope of ever getting there. But as Oscar Wilde said, ‘A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it leaves out the one country at which Humanity is always landing… Progress is the realisation of Utopias’.
  So, how can we go forward? In two ways, I think: through debate and action. 

First, we need to promote a national discussion about new models of schooling that meet contemporary needs. Our aim should be to renovate the comprehensive ideal based on a candid acceptance of its limitations. In other words, we recognise the constraints of a system engineered in the 60s and 70s and acknowledge the need for change. 

Second, we need to develop a new model or models rooted in practical reality. Building Schools for the Future (BSF) offers an opportunity for trialling the new model but it will need long conversations and real engagement with all concerned.  BSF provides an opportunity for

· a fresh start with parents and students, especially in communities with a distant relationship to their schools

· engaging the educational professionals in a debate about how best to realise the ideals that brought them into teaching 

· engaging employers in a discussion about what they can gain from and what they can offer to the new school 

· discussions with other learning providers, especially FE colleges, about where they fit in, and with the DfES about loosening the rules about re-building. 

Without a radically different approach, BSF  runs the risk of becoming a missed opportunity: true, the new buildings are impressive but their design reflects an outmoded approach to learning.

We need to be able to demonstrate that the new model(s) are well grounded in reality, are workable, make a difference and have the support of young people, parents, local authorities, employers and other stakeholders.  There is scope for pilot schemes to explore different models. Peter Mortimore has called for a pilot or experimental school to be developed in every local authority area.
 The Young Foundation plans to pilot what it calls the Studio school to ‘foster the development of enterprise skills and entrepreneurship for the global service economy’.
 We need to be able to identify the implications for schools of the new model(s) in terms of curriculum, organisation, teaching and learning, community links, funding and pay, and so on. 

Finally

My aim here has been to spell out the notion of the active learning school as an alternative to the traditional model of schooling, one that fits with the comprehensive ethos of ‘forging a communal culture by the pursuit of quality with equality’, and which is designed to bring out the best in all abilities and aptitudes. 
 No doubt there are other models: what we need now is a debate about the alternatives, much like the debate that took place in Britain from the 40s onward that paved the way for the abolition of the 11 plus. 
Like then, there is a growing appetite for reform. A glance at the websites of the QCA and the Specialist Schools Trust demonstrates that many schools, recognising that the old model is worn out, are indeed avid for change. The problem is that this movement in embryo lacks critical mass. A public debate could help the young shoots to mature into a powerful force that may even sweep along a Government understandably nervous of  further educational upheaval. In the meantime, ministers and their advisers could usefully follow Hilary Cottam’s advice:
Our focus should not be on how we can more efficiently and effectively connect current services to user demand, but rather on the nature of the goal we are pursuing and how we might best get there.
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