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Introduction

The controversy of progressivism

Speaking at Brighton College in 2008, the then Shadow Education Secretary Michael Gove condemned, in a keynote speech, what he saw as ‘pupil centred learning’ which, in his eyes, had ‘dethroned’ the teacher. Warming to his theme, Gove continued, ‘This misplaced ideology has let down generations of children. It is an approach to education that has been called progressive but in fact is anything but. It privileges temporary relevance over a permanent body of knowledge’ (Gove, quoted in The Guardian, 9 May 2008). This implicit criticism of teachers and their practices unsurprisingly drew a loud condemnatory response from the teaching unions and the tumult which ensued centred upon precisely the reasons why this ‘dethroning’ had taken place. Practitioners were keen to argue that this was not a death caused by their own hand but, instead, through the gradual suffocation of their practices inflicted by increased central control on the parts of successive governments, telling them not just what to teach but also how precisely to teach it through headline initiatives such as the Literacy and Numeracy Hours. In addition, Gove’s speech raised concerns of a much wider nature than the mere status of the education profession. Was there, in fact, a legitimate distinction to be made, as seemed to be implied, between ‘pupil centred learning’ and ‘progressive education’ and was it always equitable to link these philosophies with the failure to impart children with a lasting core of ‘permanent’ knowledge?

These remonstrations were not though mere knee-jerk reactions to a strategic political sound-bite. They represented instead long-standing disaffection with governmental educational policy from not only those teachers who were required to directly enforce it but those with, for example, stakes in social policy, youth work and childhood studies. Many university academics – whose inclination to dissent, criticize and be hollow prophets in the wilderness is well known – had similarly long made clear where they saw the wider problems for teachers in terms of classroom behaviour, discipline and professional identity. For them, it was through precisely this aforementioned decline in the opportunities for more independent modes of teaching and learning which had stifled the profession’s creativity and ability to actively engage young people. The historian Roy Lowe whose fine book, The Death of Progressive Education: How Teachers Lost Control of the Classroom, had been published the year before Gove’s speech in 2007, concocted a perfect distillation of the increased pessimism felt by many teachers as he charted the incremental increase in those leaving the profession, dissatisfied at government requirements. While the polemical nature of the work undeniably split opinion, it convincingly questioned, contrary to Gove’s belief, if in fact in the last 20 years, any such ‘pupil centred’ methods had existed at all.

Such discontentment also found a more official champion in the 2009 Cambridge Primary Review – one of whose key recommendations was the right of teachers to reclaim the classroom back from ‘the personal fiefdom of ministers and their unelected advisors’ (Alexander et al. 2009: 2). The then Labour government’s systematic and unilateral rejection of the report in toto was a clear signal to the teaching profession and their supporters that any future mainstream government was unlikely to ever be supportive of efforts to alter the increasingly inflexible relationship between teachers and the bureaucracy of the educational state. Similarly, in the aftermath of the British 2011 summer riots, many commentators, even those only partially sympathetic to progressive ideas, cited disaffection with school, its seeming lack of relevance, excessive ‘credentialization’ and the inhering labelling culture of ‘success’ and ‘failure’ as contributory factors behind the anger and malaise emanating from the young people spilling out onto the streets.

And yet, it seemed odd that Gove would warn in his speech, in such sweeping, ahistorical terms, of the prevalence of such forms of ‘pupil centred’ teaching, especially as it had been his party which, controversially, had done most in recent years to centralize educational control and demonize classroom individualism. The National Curriculum, as part of the 1988 Education Reform Act, had devolved power away from the Local Education Authorities into the hands of the Minister of Education and, latterly, the 1992 Curriculum Organization and Classroom Practice in Primary Schools report had served actively to discourage enquiry-based learning at the expense of subject-based lessons and whole-class teaching. Both pieces of legislation were seen by many as sounding the death knell of the tacit laissez faire understanding which had been allowed to develop, for the better part of 40 years since 1944, between teachers and policy makers, whereby the state had merely delivered pedagogic and curricular guidance and suggestions and had not actively sought to intervene in the ways in which teachers worked within the classroom.

Appositely, it had been the National Curriculum which had constructed a ‘permanent body of knowledge’ which, through periodic testing, was to become the basis for the measurement not merely of the individual pupil but of the success or failure of an entire school. Even the Kenneth Clarke-commissioned ‘Three Wise Men’ Report,1 also of 1992 which, given the choice of its authors, may have served to induce optimism among the teaching profession ultimately classified the Piagetian view of learning so beloved of an earlier generation of teachers as a ‘highly questionable dogma’ (Alexander et al. 1992: 1), which served ultimately to reinforce public prejudices regarding the leftist, subversive nature of teaching authorities.

In many ways, however, Gove’s speech functioned as a useful piece of agit prop as it served to clarify the long-standing, unspoken politicization which existed in relation to progressive education. As Robert Skidelsky (1969) had long ago made clear, it was frequently – although not always exclusively – political affiliation that led to approval or rejection of child-centred approaches. Accordingly, progressive schools were either ‘a delinquent’s paradise of smoking, swearing, window breaking and free love’ or else, ‘a society of sages communing with nature, children partaking in games playing, dictating their own curriculum’ (Skidelsky 1969: 13). It was, perhaps, no surprise therefore that the high point of British state-sanctioned progressivism contained in the Plowden Report2 coincided with the decriminalization of homosexuality and capital punishment, the legalization of abortion and a more general social permissiveness under the 1960s Labour government of Harold Wilson. Similarly, the implementation of more state-directed, centralized initiatives designed to encourage and foster competition among institutions was a legacy of the radical, neo-liberal Thatcher government and her dynamic Secretaries of State, Keith Joseph and Kenneth Baker – both advocates of choice, selection and market forces within education.

Yet, for all of the protestations of the teaching unions and the academics, was Gove right? Had reports of the death of progressive methods in schools and classrooms been, in recent times, exaggerated? Many right wing commentaries and pressure groups thought not. The Campaign for Real Education,3 for example, continues to lay the enduring failings of the British education system at the door of the progressives who, through ‘the integration of subjects, the elimination of content, the introduction of cross-curricular themes, the replacement of RE by Personal, Social and Health Education . . . . have reinforced progressivism on a national scale’ (CRE webpage). Furthermore, prominent critics such as Melanie Philips (1996) have sought to link what they perceive as the moral breakdown of society and the developing ‘crisis in childhood’ with a continuing progressive agenda propagated in schools, which seeks to endow children with concepts such as choice and freedom. Such concepts, she argues, are not suitable for children who are neither intellectually nor morally ready to understand and engage with them and, furthermore, the methods of transmission are frequently indicative of ‘lazy’ teaching and parenting. Far from merely questioning whether such methods provide the best possible education for the young child, those such as Phillips regard the progressive agenda as inherently subversive and indicative of the underlying shift in social attitudes, which has removed traditional forms of discipline and structure from children’s lives. Crucially, in light of the intimate and complex relationship historically enjoyed between the Church and the State, the decline in church attendance and ecclesiastical authority has been seen as one of the catalysts for allowing such laxity to develop. Such developments can be seen too in light of the reduction in importance of the daily act of collective worship, once a long-established part of the school day.

This broad range of concerns has certainly been substantiated by a range of longitudinal objective academic studies – from that of Graham Vulliamy and Rosemary Webb (1993) onwards – which have clearly shown not only the ways in which governmental intentions have been subtly misshapen and altered by those at various levels of the decision-making process, but also how teachers themselves, at a more micro-level, have continued to instigate and instruct, depending upon their prior beliefs and practices. Teachers have thus served as agents of ‘subversion’, both knowingly and unknowingly, in relation to their pre-designated agendas and objectives. Even within the earlier investigations by Ashton et al. (1975), it was found that the three most popular aims of teachers within education were that children should be happy, cheerful and well balanced, that they should enjoy school work and find satisfaction in their achievements and, most crucially, that they, as individuals, should be encouraged to develop in their own ways.

As will be seen throughout the course of the following narrative, there is much within the many strands of progressivism which accords with these pupil-centred aims. Indeed, at the risk of overt generalization, it would be fair to suggest that, in general, teachers themselves tend to be individually more disposed towards wanting a higher degree of professional autonomy. This, after all, was the great battle of the teaching profession over the course of the twentieth century as it strived for an equal, self-regulating footing such as that enjoyed by medicine and law. By its very nature, such a mindset (which arguably still prevails) allowed for the diffusion of attitudes more conducive to freedom of learning and, consequently, child-centred approaches to teaching within the classroom. Such findings and attitudes would therefore seem to have defied many of the more pessimistic predictions of the advocates of progressive education!

To further compound the misery of the ‘traditionalists’, under successive recent New Labour governments, there were even conscious moves back towards more child-centred approaches. In keeping with Tony Blair’s strategy of adapting old and established socialist ideas to fit into the contemporary world, influential educationalists such as Peter Silcock (1999) demonstrated that it was indeed feasible to incorporate progressive approaches within the context of a more pragmatic belief system. Although in practice, the Blair government, with its flagship ‘academy’ policy and desire to persuade the private sector to involve itself with education, was content ideologically to extend the legacy of the previous Conservative administration, actual classroom practice and policy was constructed more through a tacit acknowledgement of the importance of pupil voice. ‘Creativity’, in particular, became a key watchword, with initiatives such as Creative Partnerships, piloted in 2002 and expanded over the decade, seeking to not merely develop every individual child’s creativity through writing, drama, dance and the like but also to foster ideologies of social inclusion through twinning areas of deprivation with the local cultural sector. While such initiatives hinted in their rhetoric at the communal ideas of John Dewey, so were children encouraged to be ‘questioning, making connections, inventing and reinventing’ (Creative Partnerships 2007). In this, there was more than a whiff of the radical critical pedagogy movement whose practitioners sought to develop individual autonomy and free-thinking in the school setting.

Furthermore, within the context of the wider world, international societies devoted to preserving the ideas of Maria Montessori and Rudolf Steiner have continued to thrive, and significant numbers of their schools are to be found in the United Kingdom, coexisting, it seems, quite happily alongside their neighbours while still offering the range of National Curriculum subjects and high attainment levels among their pupils. To further reflect more shifts to the progressive wing, recent Labour governments even saw such schools as worthy of financial rewards and tacit acknowledgement, which perhaps served to rubberstamp, if not an acceptance, than at least a recognition that such alternative viewpoints were legitimate and able to be contained under the umbrella of ‘the state’.

Contradictions in progressivism

These interchanges serve to highlight the broad unmistakeable dichotomy between, on the one hand, the Conservative establishment, which has traditionally favoured teacher-directed learning and a more rigid ‘names, dates and places’ curricula driven by standards, and, on the other, those such as Roy Lowe and the late Brian Simon on the left, who have agitated for more progressive methods and increased attention to be paid to the pupil voice. Michael Gove, himself a Conservative, upon assuming the mantle of Secretary of State, quickly promoted an agenda popularly dubbed as ‘back to the future’, reflecting as it did an unashamedly conventional approach to the curriculum with an emphasis upon discipline, examinations, values and a traditional form of curriculum, including compulsory language learning, calculus (long since considered obsolete) and history, driven by a sense of ‘English narrative’.

However, this stark left/right polarization, while opportune, obscures some of the more subtle complexities associated with progressivism for, in the educational world, things are rarely so conveniently demarcated. In 2010, Anthony Seldon, headmaster of the prestigious Wellington College, produced in conjunction with the Centre for Policy Studies, a pamphlet entitled An End to Factory Schools, which set about recommending to schools and ministers the pursuit of ‘holistic learning’ strategies, all the while simultaneously critiquing the existing education system as encapsulating a ‘narrow vision of education’, which equated, in Seldon’s words, to little more than ‘the apogee of Fordism gone mad’ (Seldon 2010: 16). The invocation of controversial American psychologist Howard Gardner and his contentious theory of multiple intelligences was used by Seldon to further bolster an argument carrying a withering analysis of existing state schools and the system in which they operate, where the sole determinant of success is the passing of limited examinations in the context of a ‘factory curriculum’:

While this is still controversial, it is surely common sense to recognize that students – and indeed all individuals – do have a variety of different intelligences; and

that education should be directed towards drawing these out, rather than focusing exclusively on academic intelligence. (Ibid., 30)

Significant too was Seldon’s call for subjects to be interrelated (‘Interconnections between subjects need to be highlighted to students for a full understanding of the world’), for learning to be related to aspects of the real world, for schools to be freer from the confines of the state and for more ethereal concepts, such as joy and happiness, to be fostered in the classroom.

These claims were startling for two reasons. First, that Anthony Seldon – himself a Tory and headmaster of one of the most distinguished of public schools – was seen to be disabusing the rigid academic ethos upon which such privately funded schools were founded4 and, second, that the state sector schools which Seldon cited as perpetuating a limited curriculum and a production-line approach to learning appeared to be the very ones derided by Gove and others for having continually advocated ‘progressive methods’. There seemed therefore to be a degree of incongruity and confusion about not merely whether progressive methods are being practised, but what in fact they consist, or consisted, of.

It would of course be a mistake to see Seldon – or indeed any of the headmasters of the other public schools who have removed themselves as far as possible from centralized state control – as dyed in the wool progressives. They are not. Seldon’s pamphlet was quick to condemn aspects of the Plowden Report and it is difficult not to associate schools whose fees equate to close to the average working salary with a perpetuation of the concept of a privileged elite. However, in many ways, attempts by fee-paying institutions, and their often charismatic and free-thinking headmasters, of which Seldon is undoubtedly one, to attach themselves to alternative forms of learning is nothing new. History offers us parallels; nearly a century ago, a raft of ‘experimental’ privately funded schools emerged under the aegis of the ‘New Education Fellowship’ – an all-encompassing term designed to reflect a shared ethos among many progressive educational thinkers who themselves, like Seldon, were dissatisfied with the more unattractive aspects of the state education system. Many of these schools were for the children of the intelligentsia but, nevertheless, their adherence to a curriculum based on relevance, more tolerant discipline, encouragement of the arts and crafts and a reliance upon the new science of psychology to justify their practices made it clear that radical schooling techniques were not always to be for those – the underprivileged and the delinquent – who, it may have been felt, had most need of them.

Given therefore the evident ambiguity and haziness which exists in relation to the debates surrounding progressivism, the term itself is clearly at risk of becoming open to exploitation and abuse by a number of parties with conflicting and potentially subversive aims. Lip service has been frequently paid by policy makers and teaching representatives to progressive notions in relation to the curriculum and learning strategies; yet, as Sol Cohen (1999) has implicitly pointed out, it is a fallacy to accept such essentially political statements as equating to genuine progressive advocacy as they may represent little more than an infiltration of mainstream discourse and, in and of themselves, do not necessarily indicate the existence of ‘progressivism’. For Cohen, what defines progressivism is more the existence of its practices at the micro-level of the classroom by individual practitioners rather than what happens to be being said politically at a particular point in time.

Historians and progressivism

Scholarly writings concerning progressive education are themselves comparatively recent. While America has proven an honourable exception in giving long-standing recognition to the academic study of education – and historians of education like Lawrence Cremin have been feted at a national level for their work – the history of education in Britain as an historical sub-discipline has only begun to gain widespread academic acceptance within the past four decades, with the first edition of the flagship journal History of Education only being published as recently as 1972. In part, as William Richardson (1999) has shown, such developments were indicative of a wider trend towards the professionalization of the role of the academic, given currency by the rapid expansion in the number of higher education institutions during the period in question. During that time, writings in the history of education began to migrate from basic narratives constructed solely for the benefit of trainee teachers within teacher training colleges and instead towards scholarly investigations whose readership was intended to be a more directly intellectual audience attached to burgeoning university departments. Nevertheless, despite the ever expanding number of individuals who self-define as historians of education, it is, arguably, only Asa Briggs and Brian Simon who have, even now, achieved a level of recognition outside of their immediate field – the former even then, perhaps, more in his capacity as the official historian of the BBC and through his seminal contributions to social history.

Its relative novelty notwithstanding, the abiding problem the history of education has faced in its battle for a more pervasive reception stems from its ‘strategic location in relation to three broad areas of study: education, history and the social sciences’ (McCulloch 2011: 4). The subject, even today, finds itself in a state of flux between the relative disciplinary pulls of ‘education studies’ and ‘history’ with respected figures within the fields often aligning themselves in one, both or neither of the two camps. While the intimate interface with philosophical and sociological ideas in the context of interdisciplinary studies has undoubtedly contributed to its many strengths – and countless leading historians of education such as Philip Gardner (2010), Ian Grosvenor and Martin Lawn (2001 and 2005) and Kevin Brehony (2001) have developed highly nuanced methodological approaches – it has also led, regrettably, to the ostracizing of the discipline in relation to its more well-established brethren, notably political, constitutional and military historians who often see it as, at best, social science masquerading as history. This cleavage is reflected in the number of historians of education employed within university faculties of education rather than history.

It was, however, the writings of the historian W. A. C. Stewart – the doyen of progressive educational scholarship – in conjunction initially with his partner W. P. McCann that can be considered as the first modern (by which, I mean the last 40 or so years), large-scale attempt at providing sweeping historical narratives charting the emergence and development of the progressive educational movement. In their two seminal works – The Educational Innovators and Progressives and Radicals in English Education – of 1968 and 1972, respectively, Stewart and McCann not only made educational history the subject of astute and cerebral historical exploration but also unwittingly set the tone for the paradigmatic ways in which subsequent educational historians would approach the study of the substantive area. In particular, the Stewart and McCann ‘approach’ appeared to be, in the first instance, vague in relation to its terminology – Stewart himself admitted to using the terms ‘progressive’, ‘experimental’ and ‘radical’ almost interchangeably throughout – and often, thinkers and educators were conjoined together with seemingly little or no similarities in their actual practices. Susan Isaacs and A. S. Neill, for example, were subject to a joint book chapter despite having little in common with one another. As a consequence, such ambiguity led, second, to the de facto association of progressivism with some form of temporally free-floating criteria, which corresponded more to the authors’ unique teleological conception as opposed necessarily to evidencing progressive practices themselves.

In another of the key pioneering discussions on the subject of progressivism, Robert Skidelsky (1969) associated the term with ‘the history of the progressive school movement’ (Skidelsky 1969: 13). Again, while one could convincingly argue that such a decision as to what schools are worthy of the title ‘progressive’ is based on a selection which is arbitrary – the author talked of ‘the successive stages of progressive foundations’ (Ibid) – the overwhelming implication, as with Stewart, was that the historian could ‘measure’ progressivism over time solely by reference to how practices differed from their precursors and antecedents.

In many ways, these approaches unconsciously echoed the theoretical ideas of the American philosopher A. O. Lovejoy who, in his seminal work, Essays in the History of Ideas (1948), perpetrated the notion of the ‘unit idea’, which was his attempt to explain the existence of long-standing and perennial historical ideas which have pervaded the course of human history. For Lovejoy, such ideas, while capable of being reconfigured at different moments, remained relatively unchanged throughout the course of time. Lovejoy used the analogy of an atom to represent these units of thought which cluster together to form a whole and which float freely through time with an existence independent from individual beings. The human input into the changing nature of these ‘units of thought’ (in this case, progressivism) is therefore, after that fashion, much downplayed. As a result, the concept of progressivism came ultimately to be seen as existing in an independent temporal space substantially divorced from individual writers of the past. As a result, the only thinkers worthy of study were those whose progressivism could be shown to be, in some sense, ‘stronger’ than those who had gone before. Nor was such a teleology unique to those narratives concerned with educational history; ‘Whig’ histories of this kind characterized by advancement, progress and an unwitting reification of a concept above and beyond its constituent individual parts were a feature of much early historical writing which took its lead from the theorist Leopold von Ranke.

Perhaps these initial trends were explicable in educational terms by the frequent overlap which existed between historians and philosophers of education, both of whom – in differing ways and for different reasons – saw progressivism as a topic worthy of their academic study and attention. Much of this latter body of literature – for example, key works by Robin Barrow (1978) and John Darling (1994) – sought instead merely to evaluate the ideas of educational thinkers in successive historical vacuums without recourse necessarily to locating them within their very specific historical, social and cultural contexts. As philosophers, that was of course their prerogative, and their striking analyses were none the less potent for it. In more recent times, however, educational historians have begun to move away from the former, linear style of writing so characteristic of early narratives and to engage more with progressive educators at the more immediate level of texts, contexts and networks of thought.

In part, this move has been facilitated, as Gary McCulloch (2011) has convincingly demonstrated, by the increasing awareness and sophistication shown in relation to fresh approaches in methodological thinking, for example, through the work of the former Cambridge Regius Professor of History, Quentin Skinner. Skinner’s work (1969 and 1988) offers, in many ways, a direct repudiation of Lovejoy as for Skinner, meaning is to be sought, found and obtained in the reading of texts and the meaning of those texts as it appeared to those at the time of writing. Skinner has long been quite rightly classified as an intentionalist historian for whom the primary criterion for evaluating the meanings of historical statements resides with the intended meaning which the author possessed in the issuing of it. This is ascertained through understanding the sense and reference of the terms, vocabulary and language being utilized by the author and by gaining a comprehension of what an author was actually doing in the issuing of the utterance – warning, threatening or promising, for example. Much ink has been spilt among historians of ideas debating Skinner’s theories from those – for example, Kari Palonen (2003) – who are genuinely supportive of his approach to those such as Alun Munslow (1997) and Keith Jenkins (2003), who have been actively hostile to his, and indeed, any historical claims which posit an understanding of ‘Truth’. There have even been theorists such as Mark Bevir (1999) who have managed to retain an ambiguity concerning Skinner – admitting the benefit of uncovering authorial intention but only in the ways that an author’s meaning was apprehended by subsequent critical audiences and not by his contemporary readership.

It has not been the case that educational historians have concerned themselves directly with these debates; yet, Skinner is one of a number of thinkers – the French post-structuralists Michel Foucault and Paul Ricoeur would be others – who have themselves begun to be better understood, apprehended and utilized by modern historians of education. Such desire has stemmed both intellectually from the aspiration to novelty in apprehending textual and ideological meaning in a way distinct from that of earlier writers, and pragmatically as well, with methodological approaches now considered central to the framing of research proposals by academic funding councils. More generally, inspired perhaps by contact, collaboration and discourse from appended social scientific disciplines, historians of education have sought to nullify and blunt the incremental charges levelled by postmodernists that the historical enterprise itself is an epistemological non-starter by providing a greater transparency in relation to their practices. As Philip Gardner (2010) has made clear, this has been a welcome move as many ‘mainstream’ historians still suffer from the polarizing effects of truth and interpretation, claiming access to the former, yet still, erroneously, acknowledging the limitations of the latter. Some historians in the field – notably Ian Grosvenor, Martin Lawn and Kate Rousmaniere (1999) – have even sought to incorporate the visual into their narrative writings using a range of images to answer the ‘silences’ which reside in the historical archive. Likewise, the lenses of feminism, discourse analysis and postcolonialism have also been used to underpin historical writings to re-think and reinterpret the views we hold of the educational past.

All of which has meant that the emphasis in educational history now tends to be at the granular level – that is to say, upon individual educators, the texts they produced, the practices they inspired and, more globally, the networks of thought and influence that have emerged between them. This has been reflected in the large number of scholarly articles in important journals – not merely History of Education but also its sister publications, the Researcher, Pedagogica Historica and History of Education Quarterly – which have sought to explicate, investigate and, in some cases, rediscover ‘forgotten’ and lost educators and schools of the past, or else, begin to re-evaluate key educational writings in light of recent trends developments and moves in education. This process has undoubtedly been aided by institutions such as the London Institute of Education and the many repositories housed in American universities which have systematically acquired and catalogued papers and collections relating to a range of important educational thinkers.

Current concerns

In any book of this type, there is always an inevitable element of omission and selection for which I make no apologies. Some writers and educators may be afforded too much space, some too little. The relative importance of an individual or the scope of their influence will always, of course, be subject to personal judgement. There may even be questions raised as to whether some of those figures discussed here are ‘progressive’ or ‘child centred’ at all. I would contend that the latter judgement is ‘presentist’, short-sighted and guilty of prolepsis for all educators here were considered innovative and ground-breaking in their own time, often at the expense of their reputation and it is surely the context of the time which is the most important – we come back once more to Skinner! Nevertheless, in their own way, such discussions ensure the discipline’s vitality and maintain, at the very least, a continued reading of educational texts, all of which have something to say, even if that something is not to taste.

As an example of where I have consciously selected, there is intentionally little reference made throughout to the education systems of the Far East despite those cultures’ burgeoning interests in progressivism and the noteworthy attempts by scholars, in particular Yoko Yamasaki (2010), to trace the contribution made by progressive ideas to the post-war modernization of (in her case) Japan’s schooling systems. However, this omission is not made out of any sense of denigration but is designed to reflect the immediate aims of the book
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