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Primary mover

Forty years after the Plowden report, education for the under-11s is being reviewed,
and the mastermind behind the project has some radical ideas. Peter Wilby reports
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Robin Alexander: he believes the three Rs should become four,vith the addition of ‘oracy’. At the moment, he says, our fourth R is religion Photograph: Graeme Robertson
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on eggshells, “There may be uncomfort-
able moments and unpalatable findings,”
he says gravely. The government's pri-
mary strategy, published in 2003, won't
be treated, he says, “as unproblematic”.
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“The country has changed since Fhw
den, Big questions are being asked about
idﬁtﬁtr. social cohesion and social divi-
sion, aboul religious faiths and so on.
People are asking whether we still have
a coherent society at all. Plowden was
launched inaspirit of optimism. The news
is mostly pretty bleak now. Yet though
we've had a lot of small-scale inguiries,
wa haven't had a major review.*

Moreover, Alexander insists, we have
far more evidence than we had even 20
years ago about what works and what
doesn't for the under-12s. “There's all
the evidence from Ofsted and
dy of published mmrch he
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E 1‘ Pl,im Back st startling findings - set out in a 00-page
}., a_ry ory volume that won educational book prizes
on both sides of the Atlantic - lsthat the
mover _ —s 50 L _ - = R longest pupil “utterance® during an Eng-
Fi & lish primary school lesson lasted just nine
seconds, while in Russis it could reach'40
seconls. In et in Russia, children on aver-
uge spoke for longer than theteachers. This
wasn't quite troe of France but, angues Alex-
andet, the French view of primary educa-
tion is quite distinct from the English. “It's
there to ndvance republican ideals, a vory
different thing from the minimalist teach-
ing of the three Ry, hetold me,

This doesn’t mean, he emphasises,
that reaching in France or Russia is bet-
ter than in England, which in any case
has become stronger on oracy during the
past few years, But it shows that different
forms of pedagogy (a word rarely used in
this country) are possible and that weGah
learn from them. But does classroom talk
= or, as Alexander mther oft-puttingly
calls it, “dialogic teaching™ = improve
overall leaming?

Certainly Alexander, whao has also stud-
ied classtooms in Deqmark and Finland,
finds fewer behaviowral probléms and
longer conceniration spans in most other
European countrivs, He also argues that
there is scientific evidence to support the
view that talk empowers a child’s think-
ing. Talk doesn't just improve communi-
cation skillsand confidence, it has=unique
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journey to understanding of langoage,
number, art and so on; effective learning
is seen as a collecrive, social enterprige
and there is newroscientific evidence to
support this view. The quarrels between
“progressives™ and “traditionallss®,
between “child-centred" and “subject-
centred” approaches, which began with
Plowdenand continued long after, are no
onlydisruptive and divisive; argues Alex-
ander, They are also redundant.

Thistakes usintoAlexandersown ideas
about primary education. And though he
emphasisesthat the review “isn'ta vehicle
for my interests; )'m just one coantributor™,
he has a big idea which; It secins to me,
i hound 1o influence the revipw™s focus,
“The tradition of English ecducation,” he
says, "is that children should be seen and
not heard. The Victorians invented amass
elementary schoolsystom for the working
classes and the important thing was that
youlearned basicskills and asked no ques-
tions. We inherited From them the idea of
the three Rs. Out fourth R, if itexistsatall,
is religion," Bat theve should be a fourth
R that has at least equal status with the
others, Alezanderargues: oracy,

“In many dther countries;" He shiys, Lady Plowden's
“the spoken word has a much highersta- report in 1967 was
tus.” The tadition of English clissrooms to become the
is for the teacher to do most, and some- primary teacher’s
rimes riearly all, of the @lking. Pupils are bible for the next
asked questions that are frmmed to elicit quarterofa
"correct” answiers; they are nobt encour- century

aped to engage in a dialogue, still less 1o Jim Rose, Chris Woodhead and Robin Alekandor became known as ‘the three wise men’ :
think aloud, reason: and argue, “Progres: status as & sine gua non for all lsaming”.
sive tenching” was hardly an improve- ] V5. a 2 ’ It is above all throvugh talk that teachers
ment on this. (Plowden devoted just I l Ie pOhtlca_l dlscourse has I I lOVEd On should challenge children, Alexander
three outof1,243 paragraphsto “speech®™.) adds: *Teachers find that when children
Teachers asked questions which, though S become inore nrticulare, the tmditional
. basics improve also.”




think aloud, reason and argue. “Progres-
sive teaching” was hardly an improve-
ment on this. (Plowden devoted just
three out of 1,243 paragraphsto “speech”.)
Teachers asked questions which, though

Alexander believes talk empowers a
child’s thinking Roger Bamber

ostensibly “open”, were unfocused and
unchallenging. Children were habitually
praised, rather than getting any kind of
useful feedback. Talk of eitherkind, Alex-
anderargues, hardly deserves beingcalled
dialogue, and it would seem pretty bizarre
anywhere outside a school.

Contrast that with France or Rus-
sia, where children are expected, from
an early age, to talk clearly, loudly and
expressively. In Russia, particularly, the
child talks to the class as much as to the
teacher and it is quite common for chil-
dren to go to the front and explain how
they have worked througha problem. The
manner of a child’s response — the clarity
and the articulation —matter as much as,
it not more than, the substance,

Alexander has evidence to support
his thesis from extensive observations of
schoolsin France, Russia, the USand India,
aswellas England. Among the many rather
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“The political discourse has moved on’

Outside academia, Robin Alexander
is best known for his role, albeit a par-
tially unwitting one, in the final demo-
lition of the Plowden consensus,
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education department’s press release
hardened it further, “Call for return to
Fosimeia Lo o

Plowden “to a public deconstruction'.
But if some siispected Alexan-
| der of being a teacher basher and a
cheerleader for chalk-and-talk, he
mmthmnmphmmmre-
Nobody has been more critical
of the narrowness of testing and the
compatitiveness it encour-
ﬁ\voodheadﬂmdhim up with the
Mhm:&newhuw&e&m
replace literacy and numeracy
| “individual empowerment and social

| sowill the primary review lead
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have changed,” says Alexander, “The
debate was ludicrously polarised in
the early 1990s. It was hewyousup&
goating and gross pver-simplification
of the issues; The political discourse
has moved on. People are more pre-
pared, in government and in the pro-
fession, to entertain complexity.”
Peter Wilby

the newspaper
Alexander protested thit the mes-
sage was more mixed; for example,
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status asa sine qua non forall learning”,
It is above all through talk that teachers
should challenge children. Alexander
adds: “Teachers find that when children
become mare artictlate, the traditional
basics improvealso,”

There is more. “There is a relationship
betweendialogueanddemocracy. Ifweare
serious about gitizenship, it starts in the
classroom, " Hesays hisbook on dialogic
teaching was sent by the Hong Kong gov-
emment this year to allits schools. Thisis
not only because Hong Kong worries that
its schools rely too much on learning by

rote, but also because the government

wants to nurture the habits of democratic
participation and resist pressure from Bei-

jing to become a less liberal soclety.

Is the British government at all inter-
ested in democratic participation? Its
Primary Strategy, when first published,
mentioned talk only once, and very
briefly. Only later — perhapsstung by eriti-
cisms, particularly from Alexander — did
it decide that it was central to the strat-
egy and write it prominently into teacher-
training materials,

Ministers got little praise from Alex-
ander for this belated conversion, He
accused them of pirating, without
acknowledgement, his own materials
on dialogic teaching and added that this

oppommisdcappmpﬁaﬂon" smacked of
“control freakery”

Does he regre't those harsh words? No.
Alexander promises that the primary
review won't pull its punches and rhat it
|.I\‘.rill be “fiercely independent™. | heligve
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For details of the review and how to sub-
mit evidence, go 1o www.primaryreview.
org.uk



