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Chapter 1

The challenge for
education in the
21st century
Patrick Hazlewood

Setting the scene
Imagine a happy, successful school set in a rural market town surrounded by countryside of
outstanding natural beauty. The school is oversubscribed, results are very good and the school is
highly regarded, providing very well for its children. Quality of teaching and learning, in the
language of inspection, and success measured by outcome are very good. In such circumstances it
is entirely possible that the same ingredients for ‘success’ will be reproduced year after year with
the school striving to do at least as well as the previous year. Complacency is not an option but
retaining a clear and vital philosophy of education leading to improvement in practice, to
innovation, to living ‘on the edge’ is not encouraged. That at least was the case when the project
to create a curriculum for the 21st century began.
The first stirrings of concern came after the Ofsted inspection of 2000 when the school was judged
to be very effective. My view was that the staff were working as hard as they could, the children
were performing at or around their target levels and any improvements in the future would very
probably be by small increments. The far greater danger was that a decline in performance may
set in. This effect, described by Handy (1994), suggests that all organizations go through phases of
development and improvement. The danger comes in the replication of the measures for success
when the world around has moved on and what made the organization successful may no longer
be sufficient to maintain the upward trend. This phenomenon is as true of educational as it is of
business and industrial organizations.
Over time it had become clear that the locus of endeavour within the school centred on the
teaching and support staff. The children were compliant, for the most part, and were content to be
led and told what to do. As normal adolescents most would get the work done just in time and
the teacher would be the one under pressure to complete the assessment by the deadline. One of
the defining characteristics of professional teachers is the generosity that they exhibit towards
their charges, however irritating or lazy they may be! The coursework assessment, such an
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important component of exam accreditation in the latter part of the 20th century, was designed to
allow students to demonstrate their skills outside the examination hall – but it became the burden
that all teachers dread; yet another field of conflict in which quality of work and time became
victims unless, of course, the teacher stepped in to the rescue. This is not to place the blame on the
learner; coursework was yet another thing that ‘they’ did to you and eventually the game had to
be played (but not without a bit of resistance!).
In 2001 the stark reality dawned. More of the same was not going to be in the interests of anyone,
least of all the children. The curriculum and other aspects of the educational diet that formed the
daily experience of school was probably little different to that encountered by the parents and,
more worryingly, the grandparents! This is, perhaps, an exaggeration but one which raises the
question, ‘Is the National Curriculum a curriculum fit for the 21st century?’ Or is it a curriculum
in which subjects reinforce the notion of some learning being more important than others, of
knowledge and understanding being of a higher order than the ability to apply learning. Much
more disturbing is the failure to ask the question, ‘Whose learning is it anyway?’
The curriculum from the perspective of the child is a strange affair. You go to school full of
expectation and anticipation, full of enthusiasm for learning, ready to explore new ideas and to
experience a challenge. What happens? Every hour the subject changes, you move 25 times a
week and not one of the teachers you meet has any idea what each of the others has done with
you. Some cover similar work on the assumption nobody else has done it, others forget that Year
7 in the secondary school is just that... it is the seventh year of formal education – and yet there
seems to be a widely held view that the primary years didn’t exist! A little exaggeration but not
that much. For the child the curriculum becomes an incoherent jumble of ‘subjects’ with little
planned interconnectivity; repetition, planned or otherwise, is increasingly evident; and personal
ownership of the learning pathway is not a concept that the vast majority of children would
recognize. Thirty years ago Stenhouse (1975) observed that ‘schools take responsibility for
planning and organizing children’s learning. They try – and not very successfully – to give it
direction and to maximize its effectiveness’. In the 21st century will it be any different? We have
wandered into the new millennium with the relics of the past and an educational straitjacket still
intact. If ‘educational innovation’ is about anything it must be about challenging individuals and
systems to provide the very best learning opportunities and environment that we can.
Another example of these relics is the notion of ‘homework’. It could be argued that this has been
the single greatest source of conflict between parents and their children, between teachers and
their students, and has been resented by generations as an imposition on their time at home
(Hazlewood 2005). In the 21st century it is still there, promoted by the establishment without
question. But does it really do what it is purported to do? Is it the way in which learning should
be directed outside the classroom? Or is it an anachronism that effectively acts to reinforce the
idea that learning at school is somehow different to learning at home?
This book makes the bold statement: the approach to learning must be different, the future of the
human race may well depend on it. The far-reaching implications of failing to educate our children
effectively, of failing to prepare them for a world in which the speed of change is becoming
exponential and for a world in which uncertainty is the only certainty, will be dire indeed.
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The turning tide
The establishment of a National Curriculum in 1988 was a direct response to the curriculum
development pattern of the 1980s that saw a proliferation of courses designed to engage children
and raise levels of motivation and achievement. Such courses, for example Mode 3 CSEs (Certificate
of Secondary Education), were aimed towards those children who were not likely to achieve the
higher level GCE. However, some of these courses did have an impact on the approach to GCE
(Hazlewood 1985). The overall effect was that the experience of educational content could display a
wide variation from area to area across the country. Hargreaves (2004a) identifies four factors that
drive the curriculum: heritage, preparation, progression and motivation. In its original form the
National Curriculum was designed to provide all children in England and Wales with a common
curriculum experience that enforced both continuity and progression. Over the years modifications
have recognized that motivation is a contributory factor to success in education and alterations have
been made to both content and compulsion.
Through the 1990s a clear view from a range of sources in America, Canada, Australia and the UK
began to emerge that suggested that the way things had been in education would not be how
they would be in the future. Indeed the thrust was far more powerful; it began to challenge
fundamental assumptions that hitherto remained relatively undisturbed. The rapid pace of
human development witnessed through the 19th and 20th centuries began to look positively
pedestrian compared with that of the current ‘information age’. The 21st Century Learning
Initiative (1997) presented a number of findings which radically altered the perspective of where
education needed to go. The first area concerned the personal construction of knowledge which had
shifted from the earlier behaviourist ‘sum of the individual parts’ perspective to a prevailing view
that interactive relationships and a social construction of knowledge, meaning and connections
were a better descriptor of human learning. This, connected with the second part of the shifting
perspective, that human evolution was dependent on interaction with the environment which was,
in turn, dependent on multiple forms of intelligence that helped make sense of that environment,
called into question the way in which learners were taught. The traditional views of how the brain
actually functioned were also open to radical alteration and in consequence ideas about learning
needed to evolve from simple self-organization towards a collaborative, interpersonal and social
problem-solving activity.
In parallel with shifting perspectives on the nature of learning the 1990s became the decade which
hosted a wide-ranging debate about the nature, organization and management of schools in the
21st century. Caldwell and Spinks (1988) in their ‘gestalt for schooling in the knowledge society’
identified seven areas for radical change:
●

connectedness in the curriculum: the need for dramatic changes in teaching and learning
methodology, allied with ‘new technology’, would challenge the very idea of subject
boundaries;

●

workplace transformation: the move away from the traditional school day and approaches
to human resource management to create an entirely new framework for school operation,
meeting the needs of the learner not the institution;

●

school fabric and globalization: electronic networking, independent and individual
learning would require a radical shift in the structuring of the fixed learning environment;

●

professionalism and great teaching: the organization of learning, approaches to learning,
and range of people involved in the process of learning, would be more complex than ever
before and would elevate the role of teachers. The ability to challenge every learner would
become the real challenge of teachers in the 21st century;
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Chapter 2

From dependence to
independence
Mike Bosher and Patrick Hazlewood

The first part of this chapter is written with a view to giving the reader a feel for the school in its
geographical and organizational context, to enable the reader to understand how the management
and organization of the school changed to meet new educational demands, and how the
curriculum in the lower school was developed using the environment and resources in the
surrounding locality.

A pen portrait of St John’s
St John’s is a rural mixed non-selective 11–18 comprehensive school set in the Kennet
Valley on the outskirts of the market town of Marlborough in Wiltshire. The adjoining
Savernake Forest, Avebury stone circle, the Iron Age site at Silbury Hill and the white horse
country of the Pewsey Vale, all serve as a backdrop.
It was established in 1550 under the auspices of the Church of St John and during the 18th
century it became known as Marlborough Grammar School. After several moves to
different sites in the town, it became established in 1962 on the fringe of the main retail
and housing areas. In another part of the town, Marlborough Secondary Modern School
was established just after the Second World War. In 1975, the two schools combined to
become St John’s School with the sites split by a journey of 1.2 miles.
The school re-designated itself as a Community College in 1997 as a statement of support
to the community it serves and became a Technology College in 1998. It has a catchment
area of approximately 125 square miles and a feeder catchment of 13 primary schools. The
school student population at the present time is 1,500 with a sixth form of 290 students
offering 27 A/S and A2 subjects including Classics, Classical civilization and law. The
nearest secondary school in any direction is 8 miles away, and St John’s provides a sixth
form for students from the nearest of those schools who live in the area of the Pewsey Vale.
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The Upper School took the name of a previous headteacher, A.R. Stedman, author of The
History of Marlborough Grammar School (1944), and became known as the Stedman site,
while the Lower School was named the Savernake site after the extensive royal hunting
forest which overlooks the town.

St John’s Lower School

In 2005 the school
is awaiting planning
permission to move
within the next 18 months
onto the Stedman site
with a proposed new
development costing in
excess of £20 million
which will provide a stateof-the-art
educational
facility offering a flexible
teaching and learning
environment exclusively
designed to meet the
needs of education for
the 21st-century student.

At the present time, the school population is split between the two sites with Key Stage 3
on the Lower School Savernake site and Key Stages 4 and 5 on the Upper School Stedman
site. In order to facilitate effective teaching and learning, and to maximize resources and
facilities, a nomadic existence is experienced by all staff and many students as they move
between sites. The school has a permanent coach and driver on hand to transport students
between the sites with approximately 2,500 student movements a week. It is a requirement
of all staff who teach in the school that they should do so across both the ability and age
range and, in consequence, staff move between sites, often 2–4 times a day.

St John’s Upper School
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A further consequence of this constant movement is
that no staff and few students have a base that they
can call ‘home’. No teacher has a classroom
allocated to them and many have a filing system
which is the back seat of their car! Many staff
meetings take place as snatched conversations in
transit. This nomadic existence instils a degree of
organization into everyone but leads to emotional
and physical fatigue by the end of each week.
Despite these apparent difficulties, the school enjoys
an excellent academic reputation, being named by
HMCI in 1997 as ‘one of the country’s top
comprehensive schools providing education of a
very high standard’ (HMI Report 1997).
Achievements at GCSE are 70 per cent grades 5+A*C and A2 results achieved averaged out at 312
points per student in 2004.
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Changes in the school
In the time before the curriculum revolution at St John’s the curriculum was the same as at most
large 11–18 comprehensives. A few unusual aspects such as the teaching of Classics at Key Stage 3
remained and the school had, as part of its Technology College status, engaged in very successful
early entry accelerated GCSE programmes in chemistry, physics, biology and mathematics. To all
intents and purposes the curriculum was broad, balanced and designed to meet the needs of
1,500 students, at least ‘needs’ in a conventional sense. The management structure of the school
had, however, undergone considerable re-structuring and evolution. Bringing about radical
curriculum change which will be sustainable requires professionals who will be happy working
‘outside the box’. A culture in which calculated risk taking, and freedom from the fear of failure,
is essential to support any radical step like ‘throwing the National Curriculum out’!

Changes in the management structure
In 1996 the management structure of the school was similar to many schools nationally: a team of
three deputy headteachers and two senior teachers presided over the usual arrangement of heads
of department. Management was hierarchical and very top-down (see Figure 1 below) leading to
a culture that did not encourage freedom of expression.

Headteacher

Deputy head
(Curriculum)

Deputy head
(Pastoral)

Deputy head
Head of Lower School

Senior teacher

Senior teacher

Core subjects

Head of Upper School

Heads of department

Heads of department

Subject
teachers

Subject
teachers

Subject
teachers

Subject
teachers

Figure 1: the management structure in 1996
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