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An interesting aspect of getting older is that one accumulates 
perspectives on activities which seem to cycle round 
again - but are experienced in different ways each time. 
This personalises C. W. Mill’s brilliant insight about the 
interplay of biography and history (1). One comes to see, as 
Mills also put it, that ‘personal troubles’ often turn out to 
reflect ‘public issues’. Primary education has recently been 
facing the interaction of curricular prescription, austerity 
and inequality to create very serious ‘personal troubles’ for 
individual learners, families and schools.
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Of course, such ways of thinking 
also stimulate the question: 

‘What is to be done?’ – or, as the 
great educator Edmund Holmes put 
it in 1911: ‘What is, and what might 
be?’ (2). But let’s start with a little of 
my own experiential narrative.

As a pupil, my youngest years were 
spent in an austere, post-war, text-
book directed prep-school. I vividly 
remember my jealous amazement at 
the displays of art and craft, the play 
equipment and the nature tables at 
the primary where ‘Sunday School’ 
took place.

As a PGCE student in the early 
1970’s, I recall the emphasis on child 
development and the imperative of 
working ‘alongside the child’ – as 
Len Marsh put it.

As a newly qualified primary teacher, 
I learned of the enabling importance 
of relationships between teacher 
and class, and with individuals 
– something which I came to 
understand as the moral foundation 
of classroom order and of effective 
teaching and learning. And I learned 
too of the importance of curriculum, 
of what Shulman (3) identified as 
‘content knowledge’ and ‘pedagogic 
content knowledge’, in engaging the 
minds and imagination of primary 
aged children in structured ways.

Some 30 years of work as a 
teacher educator and researcher 
followed, but key dimensions of 
my understanding of teaching 
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(curriculum, pedagogy, assessment) 
and of learning (social, emotional, 
cognitive) were already embedded 
in my direct experience as pupil, 
student and teacher. 

Perhaps something similar will 
resonate in the perspectives of readers 
who have comparable experiences of 
classroom life. Beyond these, parents 
and grandparents go round similar 
loops, albeit in different settings and at 
varying scale and duration. 
 
There are thus many continuities 
in the underlying issues which are 
associated with constructive adult-
child interaction in different phases, 
settings and eras. In my view, such 

continuities explain both the relative 
stability of ‘principles’ of teaching 
and learning and the resolute 
commitment of primary teachers. 
Both are founded in tried and tested 
authenticity.
What then is it about politicians 
which causes so many, when called 
to take responsibility for primary 
education, to fail so completely to 
understand it?

When Margaret Thatcher and 
Keith Joseph challenged ‘producer 
capture’ in the 1980’s and then 
introduced the 1988 Education 
Reform Act, they explicitly sought to 
constrain the influence of teachers. 
Teacher expertise struggled for 
recognition. Understanding of the 
importance of experiential aspects 
of primary education was gradually 
eroded.

In the last three decades, the 
influence of neo-liberal economics 
and of globalisation has permeated 
into educational policy. The state 
apparatus of curriculum prescription, 
high-stakes assessment, inspection, 
competition and marketisation 
has given scholars of Althusser 
and Foucault (4) plenty to work on. 
Researchers now document the 
influence of national requirements 
even within the intricacies of 

classroom discourse and every-
day practice. In short, although 
dressed up by skilful ideologues 
such as Michael Gove, far too many 
contemporary education policies are, 
ultimately, coercive.

For teachers, this diminishes their 
professionalism and undermines their 
expertise – despite the impressive 
contrarian efforts to sustain them 
through reflective practice and other 
forms of evidence-informed teaching.

For children, it is an even bigger 
disaster, for the practices which 
teachers are required to promote 
often fail to connect with authentic 
learning processes. Contemporary 
pressures make it hard to sustain 
recognition that education involves 
not just acquiring knowledge, but 
also becoming a self-confident 
person and a self-aware citizen. 
Further, over-prescription fails to 
recognise that the experiences of 
childhood have their own intrinsic 
value. These years should be not be 
managed instrumentally, as merely 
a passage to another educational 
phase or to economic utility.
And so, ‘what to do?’. According 
to me (a lovely turn of phrase 
which I acquired from Mary Jane 
Drummond), there are two key 
necessities if change is to come 
about – ‘understanding’ and ‘power’. 
Additionally, to exert influence in our 
form of democracy, these need to be 
linked through ‘alliances’ between 
key stakeholder groups.

‘Understanding’ takes us, of course, 
to potentially complex debates 
about forms of knowledge. I’m 
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particularly concerned with the 
relationship between research and 
practice in education. As I know 
well, researchers (like many others) 
are vulnerable to a range of perverse 
incentives. For example, because 
of particular funding policies in HE, 
education has lost the intensity of 
interest from psychologists which 
existed in the 1960s and 1970s. 
To establish a scientific basis of 
understanding about the learning and 
development of young children, we 
need new alliances between teachers 
and psychological researchers – 
including, when appropriate, those 
with neuroscientific expertise. 
This should complement the 
continuing work of sociologists, 
who have succeeded admirably in 
documenting the influence of poverty 
and inequality on learning outcomes 
(and much else). In leading on these 
two disciplines, I do not intend to 
diminish the contributions of history, 
philosophy, anthropology, etc - for 
other perspectives provide important 
insights too (5). It is also perhaps best 
to be explicit that, in my view, it is 
not credible or strategically sensible 
to hark back to the ideals of the 
Plowden era, although the principle 
of trying to go with the flow of child 
development remains a good one. 

New understanding of learning, 
teaching and primary education 
must be based on contemporary, 
forward-looking research. Such 
understanding is an international 
effort now, of course. My contention, 
based on experience of networks 
deriving from the Teaching and 
Learning Research Programme (6), 
is that knowledge from across the 

world is gradually accumulating 
with greater and greater degrees 
of coherence. Although there will 
always be disputes and nuances to 
be debated, we are getting better 
at knowing what we know and 
understand. Teachers should not 
stand back though, for researchers 
need the insights of practitioners 
and forms of co-production are 
essential for the development of 
authentic, valid understanding.

And so to power. ‘Divide and 
Rule’ and ‘Unity is Strength’ are 
phrases which illuminate here. 
So we must welcome all forms 
of cooperation between teacher 
unions and the development of 
national and international phase 
and subject associations (such as 
ASPE, NAPE, NATE, ASE, ATM, 
etc). Re-establishing forms of 
area-based school coordination, 
for support and challenge (which 
Education Authorities once 
provided), may help too. And the 
use of social media and other forms 
of networking can be immensely 
effective in generating influence. 
Competition between schools, on 
the other hand, is certainly a way 
of dissipating collective influence 
and of leaving individual schools 
exposed to the ebb and flow of 
inspection regimes and policy 
prescription. Care is needed though, 
because contemporary demands 
for accountability must be taken 
seriously. The strategic goal, in my 
opinion, is to try to do this through 
generating greater respect for the 
profession. That means assiduous 
attention to professional standards, 
to evidence-informed judgement 

and to explanatory engagement 
with the public through professional 
bodies. Rigorous processes of 
self-improvement are crucial. My 
own attempts to promote ‘reflective 
teaching’ is a contribution to this and 
has now spanned over 30 years, with 
the latest text just published (7).

The holistic understanding on which 
high quality primary education is 
based should not be gendered but, 
in my view, it tends to resonate 
more easily in the experience and 
understanding of many women. To 
the extent that this is true, then the 
gradual development of women’s 
status, rights and achievements in 
recent decades could, if sustained, 
gradually create the cultural 
circumstances in which more holistic 
understandings of education can 
flourish. Again, such developments 
are likely to be international and 
cumulative, building over decades. 
Perhaps Mumsnet shows the way?
The key stakeholders with direct, 
current experience of primary 
education, are children, parents and 
teachers. Businesses too should be 
taken seriously, for the ‘bottom line’ 
is an empiricist driver – and is thus 
more grounded than the rhetorical 
temptations which politicians face. 
That is the reason for the interestingly 
enlightened stance which the 
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Gradually, inexorably, politicians have to be won over to 
want what we want them to want. To do this, we need 
understanding from working with researchers, and we need 
to build power and influence from working with educational 
stakeholders. 

The next Bulletin 
in this series will 
be published on 
1 February 2019
ICT and Primary Education 
Professor Patrick Carmichael, 
University of Bedfordshire

Professor Andrew Pollard is 
semi-retired and works part 
time at the UCL Institute of 
Education, where he currently 
has responsibility for promoting 
research impact. He is a former 
primary school teacher, teacher 
educator and classroom 
researcher. He has led large-
scale research activities and 
been an adviser, from time 
to time, to governments and 
political parties since 1990. 
Sadly, he does not have a 
magic wand.

1. C. W. Mills wrote The Sociological Imagination, first 
published in 1959.
2. Edmund Holmes was a Chief Inspector of Elementary 
Schools. His book, What Is and What Might Be?, was an 
influential contribution to debates about the nature and 
purposes of education.
3. See Shulman, L. S. (1986) ‘Those who understand: 
knowledge and growth in teaching’, Educational 
Researcher, 15, 4-13.
4.  Althusser was a Marxist analyst of state power, most 
famous for the vivid distinction between the ‘ideological 
state apparatus’ (such as schools) and the ‘repressive 
state apparatus’ (such as the police). Foucault was a 
post-modern philosopher whose work on surveillance, 

knowledge and power has led to studies which 
‘deconstruct’ everyday life to reveal underlying patterns. 
Both raise major questions about the role of education in 
society.
5. For a discussion of the relationship of research and 
educational policy and practice, and the contributions of 
different disciplines, see the reports of the Strategic Forum 
for Research on Education at: https://www.bera.ac.uk/
researchers-resources/publications/uk-strategic-forum-for-
research-in-education-sfre-final-report.
6. The Teaching and Learning Research Programme 
(2000-08) was a large-scale UK-wide educational research 
initiative addressing many topics, issues and sectors. 
From it, Andrew Pollard and Mary James distilled a set of 

‘principles’ about effective teaching and learning which, 
they argued, are common to most educational settings (see: 
James, M. and Pollard, A., 2012, ‘TLRP’s ten principles 
for effective pedagogy: rationale, development, evidence, 
argument and impact’. Research Papers in Education, 26(3), 
275-328).
7. Reflective Teaching in Schools (in various editions) 
supports evidence-informed teacher professionalism and 
is structured around TLRP’s educational principles and a 
conceptual framework representing teacher expertise (see: 
Pollard et al, 2019, Reflective Teaching in Schools. London: 
Bloomsbury).

Notes

What does ASPE do for those in Primary Education? 
We...

• promote informed and reflective study on practice that affects  
 children’s learning; 

• encourage collaboration between colleagues in schools and universities;

• hold events which promote the best in researched practice; 

• provide informed commentary on education policy issues;

• commission publications, including the international journal Education  
 3-13, written by leading researchers and practitioners.

Confederation for British Industry 
has often taken in recent years on 
curriculum reform and on the value of 
soft skills.

Gradually, inexorably, politicians 
have to be won over to want what 
we want them to want. To do 
this, we need understanding from 
working with researchers, and we 
need to build power and influence 
from working with educational 
stakeholders. 

The march of history is uneven, and 
circumstances are very important. 
For example, if the Brexit debacle 
leads to years of economic instability 

and community stress in the UK, 
then progress for primary education 
of the sort I’ve suggested is likely 
to be difficult. However, perhaps 
things will not be so bad, and 
there may even be echoes from 
a growing holistic understanding 
of environmental issues. In any 
event, progress in the growth of 
understanding and the power to 
influence policy and practice will ebb 
and flow. In my opinion, the most 
important thing which responsible 
educators can do is to hold fast to 
evidence-informed principles. This 
provides the ‘high ground’ and will, I 
hope and believe, win out in the end. 
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