Education in exciting times: transforming the educational experience for children and promoting democracy 

By Brian Matthews  


The purpose of this article is to argue that the education system requires significant change if it is to improve pupil learning and support democracy. I will start by looking at the impact of the Education Reform Act of 1988 on education and indicate what has happened since then. I then draw attention to approaches that could help further democracy and enable a strong counter narrative to Conservative views. 


Education has changed huge amount since the 1980s and it useful to have an idea of the changes. Before the introduction of the Education Reform Act (ERA) in 1988, education was largely decentralised, with the elected Local Education Authorities having a significant role in the strategic planning of provision and being responsible for schools in their areas (Halpin, Barnes, & Perry, 1988). Until this intervention many schools were comprehensive, taking pupils of all abilities from their local catchment area. Comprehensive schools were successful in that they brought together a range of pupils from different backgrounds and that the standards, as measured by external exams, were improving.

There was a large measure of negotiation on what should be taught that included educators, local inputs, government and businesses. There were minimal exams at the end of Primary schools and no external exams until the age 15/16.  There was no National Curriculum so there was flexibility in the curriculum and teachers had agency, so many were involved in developing education. Most schools were sharing good practice (and resources) to meet the needs of all children and improve their learning.  The NUT published the Educational Review Journal and ran free CPD sessions. There were large curriculum developments designed to improve pupil interest and understanding, such as the Nuffield Physics, Chemistry and Biology projects - guided learning through experiments and discovery; Stenhouse Humanities Project - based on process learning; De Bono Thinking Skills - based on pupils having to reason and reflect, and the Schools Council Science in Society and History project.  Pupils were at the centre of educational development. There were also some anti-racist and -sexist developments. All of these were evidence-led in their approach.

There was room for improvement in the education system. The very flexibility in the curriculum meant that although some schools tried new approaches that were successful in developing pupils to get on with each other and improve learning, others stagnated or decreased learning.  Some LEAs were well organised, others not.  However, rather than tackle these flaws, the Conservatives, driven by ideological adherence to the principles of the market economy and competition, developed the Education Reform Act (ERA) to introduce radical change into what was largely a very successful education system. 


Attacks on the State system

[bookmark: _Hlk190871550]There was a very strong attack on the education system from the right-wing, especially the press. Three areas were particular targets: comprehensive education, egalitarianism and 'progressive' teaching methods (C. B. Cox & Dyson, 1968). The Black Papers (C. B. Cox & Dyson, 1968, 1969) were one of the main sources of critiques of comprehensive schools and of educational policy. These were light in producing evidence  and strong on polemic (C. B. Cox & Dyson, 1969).  During the period 1976  to 2008 the percentage of pupils achieving five O levels (or GCSEs) rose from 23% to 81% (Benn & Downs, 2016) (Comprehensive Future, 2016).  Hence, there is reason to assume that comprehensive schools were doing well during the attacks on them. 

The attack on comprehensive schools, and the start of forging different types and groups of schools that would separate pupils, was due to the Conservatives’ realisation of the importance of structure in education in achieving aims that were not central to their values. For instance, bringing together pupils from many backgrounds helps them understand each other and reduce prejudice, hence it is an important part of engendering equity (Allport, 1979) and improving attainment  (Eurydice, 2013; Organization for Economic Cooperation ed., 2015). Conversely, the more the education system is fractured, the more opportunities will exist for pupils to be separated by social class, ethnicity and religion (Cantle, 2001; Gorard, 2015). This separation sends messages to pupils that they are different from each other in important ways (Gallagher, 2004) and can lead to inequalities and social injustice (Burns, Hambleton, & Hoggett, 1994). As a result, where there is segregation, pupils can lead ‘parallel lives’ (Cantle, 2001) and although they live in the same areas they do not share communal activities. It is then easy to lack knowledge or respect for each other, so prejudice can foster (Allport, 1979).  A range of pupils, if in contact with each other, can improve empathy and social skills (Pettigrew, 1998) and, with different socio-economic groups, citizenship  engagement (Collado D, Lomos C, & I, 2014).  

Governance of schools and democracy

Baker, and following Secretaries of State for Education, broke the links between Local Education Authorities and schools.  If all pupils are in State Schools, inequalities are easier to see than if pupils are separated from each other. Local Management of Schools and grant-maintained schools were introduced and reduced the power of Local Authorities without ensuring improvements or addressing the shortcomings that existed as indicated above.  New approaches that developed the curriculum, and local control, were diminished, LEAs were sidelined eventually to be all but removed. Academy Trusts can set up schools that are geographically distant, so separating decisions on education away from the local community. 
Academy Trusts have a large amount of freedom to determine their governance, and some Trusts have removed or sidelined democratically elected staff governors and parent governors. This has created a ‘democratic deficit’ (Allen & Gann, 2022)  as power over schools moves from the local community to un-elected Trust Boards (Price, 2024). Hence there has been a decrease in community involvement. If one wishes to move to a more equal and democratically controlled education system, the structure of schools requires change. 

The structure of the education system is very important, and it is possible to see why comprehensive education and egalitarianism were attacked together.   

Changes to the Curriculum 1988 onward

In order to support his policies, Baker in his role as Secretary of State for Education, ran a consultation on what changes were needed.  




The book Take Care Mr Baker (Haviland, 1988) charts how the evidence from the review was largely ignored. Brian Simon had also raised important concerns (Simon, 1988) about  the changes. In particular these included the destruction of consensus, a lack of focus on pupils’ needs and democracy (Evans & Davies, 1989).  Further, the new curriculum would mean  that anti-racist approaches would be decreased or stopped  (W. Ball & Troyna, 1989). Cox (S. Cox, 2016) argued that democracy was undermined, and that the centralisation enabled the conditions for starting a narrative around a lack of trust in teachers. 

It was argued at the time that the main reasons for the changes made by Baker were political rather than educational. The marketisation of education now involved centralised control of the curriculum, and that pupils would ‘know their place’ (Simon, 1988) (S. Ball, 1994).  Further, the Act was to reinforce control of education and reduce the potential for pupils to think critically, be creative and analyse society.  The National Curriculum was framed so that it removed or diminished:

a) Media Studies – which helped pupils study gender, racism and political bias – and to have a crap-detector, essential in this age with misinformation, see Finnish approaches in this area (Mackintosh & Kiernan, 2019). 
b) critical thinking.
c) Social Studies that looked at how society could be organised with an analysis of the political parties. 
d) a history that considers how much the general population is responsible for change.
e) a pressure on sex education to focus only on reproduction to the exclusion of other sexualities, hence reinforcing traditional gender roles. For Example, Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988 was a UK law that prohibited teachers from discussing same-sex relationships in schools. 
f) a reduction in Environmental Studies

In my view, these changes constitute the politicisation of education and the enhancement of right-wing values, and a decrease in democracy. 
What is more worrying is that these trends have developed in depth and intensity up to the present day. The situation has got even worse, including at the beginning of when Labour was in power in 1997. However, towards the end of Labour’s term in Office, there was positive change, for example the 1998 Crick Report on Citizenship and around 2010 when the QCA introduced a National Curriculum that was aims-based; placed pupils at the centre, had an aim to educate pupils to be active citizens in a democracy. Also it gave teachers a reduced curriculum and introduced Personal Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS) and the Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL). Additionally, there were a full range of materials to enable teacher-development and debate on improving learning; the Teachernet and Teachers’ TV.  These initiatives were short-lived and immediately removed in 2010 as soon as the Conservatives got back into power in a coalition with the Liberal Democrats. 


A restricted view of learning

The curriculum was restructured in 2010/2011. In 2010 there was an aims-based curriculum where teaching and learning were devised to achieve those aims, which included that pupils should be a) confident learners, b) confident individuals and c) responsible citizens who make a positive contribution to society. These aims were swept away and replaced with a subject-based curriculum that was based on the transmission of subject knowledge, hence formally excluding those aims. 

There has been an increasing overload on the curriculum content and a narrowing of the subjects to reduce the time for the Arts and PE. Courses such as Media Studies, Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) and Personal, Learning and Thinking Skills (PLTS), have been excluded or reduced from the formal curriculum, although many teachers try to correct this deficit. Citizenship education has been neutered. Formal assessments tend to focus on some abilities to the exclusion of many others, so the learning that some pupils make goes unrecognised.  

The present National Curriculum has focused on formal exam assessments and decreased other ways of assessing, such as continuous assessment. As a result, since exams assess each individual pupil it reinforces individualism.  There is no counterbalancing of evaluating cooperation through continual assessment, group work or even group assessments. It is worth noting that collaboration is seen as essential for pupils to develop in the modern world (Dickerson, Rossi, Bocock, Hilary, & Simcock, 2023). Investigations and problem-solving activities are not built into the curriculum and so there are a range of skills that cannot be assessed, such as being able to reflect or think critically. Instead, competitiveness is stressed.  Pupils are compared with each other through normative assessments, where only some pupils can get certain grades. There is no balance with cooperation being evaluated. There is so much stress on pupils to learn the facts and get things right that they can be worried about getting things wrong and risking failure (Betts, 2023).  
Part of the reason for the emphasis on facts is that

There is evidence that pupils are under stress because of the pressure to succeed and that it affects their wellbeing (Roome & Soan, 2019).  Similarly, because of the pressure to succeed at exams, Ofsted and league tables, teachers can feel under stress, which also affects pupil-wellbeing (Roffey, 2012). While the National Curriculum is set up to emphasise the transmission of knowledge it must be recognised that many teachers do their best to promote pupil interactions and to get them to think.

An example of just how biased towards learning facts and not allowing pupils to develop critical thinking can be seen in the way the ITT Core Content Framework approaches learning theory in the Standard 2 How pupils Learn.  This Standard is almost exclusively devoted to memory, implies that memory is learning, and that long term memory is key. This focus on memory and cognitive load theory (Sweller, Ayres, & Kalyuga, 2011) is not entirely wrong, but this Standard only touches very briefly on theories of learning which are based on a large amount of research. Learning theories, for example constructivism, place the pupil in the centre, stress the importance of language and peer and teacher communications, and see the student as an active agent Journal | Fabian Education Pol) (ref). Cognitive theories of learning indicate the importance of pupils thinking, reflecting, debating ideas which are relevant, and investigating problem-solving.  Then, since the pupils have to learn to work together, the development of emotional literacy skills are central (Brian Matthews, 2006). Learning can take some time if this approach is adopted, but it is deeper with more understanding  (Brian Matthews, 2023; Mcleod, 2023; Tobias & Duffy, 2009). (Taber, 2019). 

Although it may be a controversial way of putting it, this could achieve thought-control of teachers and pupils as it does not alert trainee teachers that it is a restrictive view of learning that is likely to prevent development of the intellect in many ways. Remembering is the lowest level of learning.  One aspect of promoting democracy is for students to be engaged in a transformative social process during groupwork that involves praxis – reflection and action. Therefore, the focus on memory and repetition over thinking and debate shows how the Standard indicates a need to stop pupils thinking and developing praxis.  


Supporting democracy

In order to clarify how schools can help support democracy it is worthwhile looking at the views of young people. There has been research on Gen Z, those born between 1997 and 2013, although different reports use similar age ranges.  Of direct relevance to democracy, Craft reported that 52% of Gen Z think “the UK would be a better place if a strong leader was in charge who does not have to bother with parliament or elections” and 33% thought that it would be better if the army was in control. Duffy and Morini found that 6% wanted a dictator with no elections. These results indicate that, at the least, they felt that democracy had failed to deliver. Against this, many Gen Z’s wanted equality and social justice, and desired to create change with passion and authenticity (Craft Research & Channel 4, 2025) (Duffy & Morini, 2025). They were optimistic about change. 

[bookmark: _Hlk192604571]However, while believing in equality, 59% of Gen Z reported feeling a tension between men and women (Louca, 2025). Across  24 countries 42% thought that sufficient was being done for gender equality, and in the UK 36% felt that men were being expected to do too much and 50% felt women’s rights had not gone far enough  (Louca, 2025).  The quality of relationships should be improved as there has also been a marked increase in social anxiety and decrease in wellbeing. 

In a talk Alice Mahon (Mahon, 2025) points out that Gen z gain information from a range of sources, and that those from social media can have little detail, often without a supporting background, and can be contradictory. As a result Gen Z can have a fragmented view that is resulting in a lack of trust and that ‘truth is no longer a given’. Mahon raises the question, if unverified social media is believed more than established sources, what does it mean for democracy and social cohesion? Similarly, social media is often seen individualistically so that, unlike a discussion among friends, different points of view are less likely to be aired and debated. Hence, they are less likely to develop the skills of dialogue and praxis. This can result in acceptance of more unacceptable views.  

[bookmark: _Hlk191990803]In parallel to the above views Gen Z can also have strong ethics and be prepared to turn down jobs (Deloitte, 2024). Many value public services and see that they have a part to play in improving the World – they are particularly concerned about climate change (Deloitte, 2024) (Craft Research & Channel 4, 2025). In the future will have to be prepared to do a variety of jobs through their career, and many employers call for pupil who can be Collaborative, Communicators, Creative and Critical thinkers (4Cs) and also need flexibility.

While the figures in these reports may not be accurate, they paint a picture of what young people believe and so give an indication of what may be needed in an education system. In brief, education in schools should help young people develop social and emotional skills, especially across gender, develop the 4Cs, and learn to understand the complex sources of information they encounter. Further, we need to recognise their talents and wish to change society and show that we value these by placing them centrally in the curriculum. 

The time in secondary schools is a fluid period socially for pupils, where they are developing their views and ideas of self, and so is an important time.  Pupils need to develop sound relationships to help counter gender issues and social anxiety while improving wellbeing. As we can see from above, the subject-centred National Curriculum does not centrally address the needs of a democratic society.   

The students would be helped to recognise the influences on them if they developed the ability to engage in deliberative dialogue and critical thinking with their peers. One aspect, in addition to these factors, is that pupils learn to inspect information, see where it comes from, if it is backed up with other reliable sources, in other words, have a crap detector  (Postman & Weingartner, 1971).  Finland has instigated educational initiatives to combat misinformation (Mackintosh & Kiernan, 2019), which is also important in building trust and democracy (McNutt & Crow, 2023).  Recent reports have shown how much pupils are engaged with misinformation (Thornberg & Chueri, 2025) and conspiracies in schools (Burtonshaw et al., 2025). 
The development of critical thinking, and all the PLTS (Qualification and Curriculum Authority, 2006)  across all subjects would help develop the skills necessary for a positive democracy. For example, in science pupils could be educated to look at reports and research and then ask, ‘Who funded this research? What are their values?’. Often cross-curricular work would help deepen thinking, especially for issues such climate change, global development and governance. To do this would also tap into Gen Z’s wish to change things. Pupils also should develop regard for others, compassion and a deep understanding of democracy itself.

Therefore, the main feature is to focus on relationships of all forms so that pupils can understand and see diversity as a positive and bring these understanding to exploring different opinions with compassion and praxis.  In order to achieve this pupils should regularly be learning in groups where they have to collaborate and discuss, such as in Investigation-based enquiries (SAILS, 2016) and problem solving. Strategies can be used to further social and emotional development that draw attention to progress rather than be formally assessed (Brian Matthews, 2006; B. Matthews, 2017). 

It is beyond the scope of this article to detail the changes what would be needed to align the education system with democracy, but here I indicate briefly the direction of travel.
In order to achieve a more balanced curriculum we need to change the structure of the curriculum to an aims-based curriculum where the first stage is to decide what stakeholders want the education system to achieve. The curriculum would then be organised around achieving those aims.  

It is quite possible that there would be general agreement from parents of the aims of such a curriculum: be confident learners, enjoy school, be active citizens, which would pave the way for substantial change.

The wide range of abilities and aptitudes that pupils have should be recognised and valued.  This would require a wide range of types of assessments. It is necessary to ensure that schools work in collaboration and help each other and so stop competition between schools.  Teachers should have high quality CPD and become a Masters profession to promote teacher-agency. 

It is also essential to recognise how important structures are in both school systems and the curriculum. This means, as discussed above, moving to all schools being State schools, such as Comprehensives, that have democratic links to the community in which they are set, and move to an aims-based curriculum. 

The Take Care Mr Baker was a warning about the damage to the education system, which is now so entrenched that people often accept it as being neutral and normal. Mrs Phillipson has the reverse problem, which is how to carefully alleviate the damage done and to work on real long-term change to remove it. This is an exciting time for the Labour Government, it is able to affect real change - small tinkering will not get to the roots of the difficulties. Some changes can be done quickly, others will take a long time and careful planning. There are many educators who would like to work with the Education Secretary to effect substantial change to engage pupils in a joyful education system, we look forward to it. 


Forging ahead with positive change

For the Labour Party to get its ideas accepted it needs a) a strong narrative and makes changes that b) can be felt by people as being good, and c) spoken in a language that is understandable and concrete. 

All of these are possible if the changes suggested above are accepted. A major problem is that if there are few changes in education, then the Conservative narrative of standards, accountability, transmission of facts (deep learning) and structures are kept, then Labour has lost before it has even started.  

 Provided there is some real change it is easy to put forward a strong counter positive narrative that can change education positively in a short time, and be recognised, but this is for another article. 
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Learn to learn      tap into their wish to change things


(https://www.theguardian.com/education/microsite/teachernet/0,,752829,00.html ref) https://www.kathybrodie.com/inthenews/teachernet-a-great-source-of-free-early-years-material/ )  were removed. 
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