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There 1s Another Way

Insist that your children look ‘beneath the surface’ and are given the space,
encouragement and skills to think for themselves.

Take a fresh look at how you organise your curriculum and trust children to respond
well when you really stretch them with genuinely authentic learning.

See your library as so much more than a room full of books and engage your librarian
as an ‘information professional right at the heart of what schools are about.

Understand — and help your children understand — that learning is never a straight
line and that getting it wrong is an integral step along the way to getting it right.

Remember to value children more than data, that children value people more than
worksheets, that the best teachers are learners too and that your job is a part of your

life, not the other way round.

Remember that your school — and its community — are unique. Simply repeating a
formula used elsewhere denies all involved the chance to create something special.

Engage in educational research to best understand the power of educational research.
But know its limitations too.
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There 13 Another Way
Look for links between subject areas that will bring the curriculum to life and make it
a purposeful experience for all learners and not just ‘because it’s in the exam!

Look beyond their behaviour to the circumstances behind their behaviour and ensure
you don't simply rely on simplistic sanction and reward’ approaches.

Challenge everything — superiors, job titles, systems, everything that you feel is getting
in the way of all children achieving what they are truly capable of.

Value every child in your class relentlessly and regardlessly in both word and deed and
remember the extent to which little things can make a lasting difference.

Understand the power of wonder to help engage young people and motivate them to
learn, then build in opportunities to discover wondrous things across the school.

Keep a watchful eye out for the unintended consequences of school improvement
measures and always remember that schools are endlessly complex systems.

Look beyond what that young person is now to what they could become, with your
help, and remember that your influence will reach further than you will ever know.

Use technology in learning to enhance great pedagogy not replace it. The skill, for you
and them, is to start where you are comfortable, then reach just beyond that.

Think carefully about the nature of ‘progress’ in your school and be aware of what you
are losing as well as what you are gaining. Especially when it comes to values.

Encourage young people to stand for something, to connect with their community and
then to act on what needs changing. And support them all the way.
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There 1s Another Way
Never confuse research with politics and always entertain new ideas without losing
sight of your values, your experience and your common sense — then act accordingly.

Use story to tap into children’s imagination, to engage them, to help them remember
what you've taught and as a starting point for many aspects of the curriculum.

Grasp the fact that the world we are educating our children in and for is unsustainable.
Take your class outside and reconnect education with something bigger.

Mental illness is abundantly evident in — and often provoked by — life in school. Learn
about it, know what to do about it and then do what is needed, every time.

Plan lessons for your children, in your classroom, in your school, in your community
and that are ‘worth behaving for’. Use their engagement to reflect on your efficacy.

Be aware whose interests are served by the curriculum you teach and the systems of
control you employ. Knowledge may well be power but genuine education is about

freedom.

Focus on relationships more than you focus on behaviour. Focus on values more than
you focus on control. Look at your behaviour as much as you look at theirs.

Develop your practice in various ways and on an ongoing basis using the many tools
available to you these days, with coaching right at the heart of the process.

Use technology to make your school credible and their learning relevant but integrate
it with your development plan and the needs of the wider community.

Make things harder for children, not easier, by using curiosity and novelty as powerful
tools to engage young people in their own learning.

X
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28. Seek to combine the curriculum with the reality of their own lives and then plan
lessons where moments occur which you cannot plan for.

29. Understand how a young person’s actions can be the outer representation of their
feelings and the power you have, as a caring adul, to influence both for the better.

Tell us what you think — learn@independentthinking.co.uk

www.independentthinking.com



o st 5E R,

Introduction

In 1993 Ian Gilbert set up Independent Thinking to change young people’s lives by changing
the way they think — and so to change the world.

Since then, joined by some of the UK’s leading educational thinkers and innovative practi-
tioners, Independent Thinking has worked in thousands of schools with hundreds of thou-
sands of young people, teachers, leaders, parents and others across the UK and around the
world.

Our message has always been one of hope, liberation and respect, putting children at the
centre of the educational process with learning something they do, not that is done to them.
And, more important than the outcome, it is the process that children go through — and
grow through — that is the mark of a great education.

Over two decades, we have seen the educational pendulum swing back and forth but we, like
so many great teachers, have striven to remain true to our principles. We exist to make a dif-
ference not to make a profit. We work like a family. We do what we can to help anyone who
asks. We play nicely. We have a laugh while we're doing it because, as we have said repeatedly,
education is too important to be taken seriously.

In 2006, through our friends at Crown House Publishing, we published the first Big Book
of Independent Thinking, our first foray into putting our voices in print. Since then we have
written countless books and the Independent Thinking Press has won awards for pushing

the boundaries of what educational publishing should look and feel like.
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In 2015 we published our second Big Book, at a time when the education we believe in and
the education system we feel strongly about are under attack more than ever. There are
strong voices across social media, in schools and in power telling teachers and school leaders
that ‘this is the way to do it, reminiscent of Margaret Thatcher’s famous TINA — There Is
No Alternative — approach. Yet the way being advocated is a way that runs contrary to what
many in the profession believe in.

This book is our message to them — and to teachers everywhere — that no matter what we are
told, there is always another way.
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Chapter 1

If You Want To Teach
Children To Think

Politics, Hegemony and Holidays In the Dordogne
Ian Gilbert

When you want to teach children to think, you begin by treating them seriously when they
are little, giving them responsibilities, talking to them candidly, providing privacy and soli-
tude for them, and making them readers and thinkers of significant thoughts from the begin-
ning. That’s if you want to teach them to think.

Bertrand Russell

In 1951, the British philosopher, mathematician and, to be frank, bit of a ladies’ man,
Bertrand Russell, published an article in the New York Times entitled “The Best Answer to
Fanaticism — Liberalism. For Russell, liberalism isn't about opposing authority but having
the freedom to oppose it if you so desire. He doesn't claim that the freedoms to discuss and
question will always lead to the best outcomes but thatabsence of discussion will usually lead
to the prevalence of the worse opinion’’

Russell’s education was as privileged as it was lonely, as is so often the case for our landed
gentry. A series of tutors followed by the best that Cambridge University could offer helped
develop the man who was undoubtedly one of the greatest thinkers of the 20th century, one



Ian Gilbert

who saw critical dissension as much as an exercise required for a good mind as for a function-
ing democracy.

If this is so, if we do want to teach children to think, and not just to combat fanaticism, to
what extent is this actually happening in our classrooms? Are we genuinely fulfilling Russell’s
dream of treating young people in such a way that their thinking counts? The fact that they
should be thinking counting more so? Or can a child perform admirably in a ‘successful’
school, winning a whole raft of GCSE grades and plaudits without ever having a thought of
their own? Could it be argued that the current penchant for the teaching of knowledge in a
direct transmission model, regimented by a highly structured system of sanction and control
within an equally highly structured school system with its own command, control, measure-
ment and punishment processes in place, is a direct attempt either to get children not to
think at all or at least not to think for themselves?

And what about their teachers? Could it be argued that the current predilection for ‘educa-
tion research, the silver bullet to end all silver bullets, is an equally well-designed ploy to
prevent educators from thinking for themselves too? Is the push to identify and promulgate
‘What works? a means by which “What else might work? can be conveniently overlooked,
and the questions At what cost?” and “Works to achieve what? fail to get a look in?

Which, of course, brings us to the question of hegemony. I don't know about you but this is
not a word that cropped up in my teacher training or my classroom teaching career. However,
I was uneasy with a French GCSE curriculum that seemed to revolve around a white middle
class camping trip to the Dordogne. I was also very concerned that although we didn’t set by
postcode, if we had it would have made no difference to which children ended up in which
set. Looking back, these were all tell-tale signs of hegemony in action, and I was promoting
it as blindly as the next person.

Put simply, a cultural hegemony is what you get when the powers that be arrange the world
in such a way that it would appear that there is no other way for that world to be so ar-
ranged.” And then work hard to keep it that way. In education, this is achieved both through
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what is taught and how it is taught. In the first instance, a national curriculum is a clearly
labelled intellectual land grab that says, “This is what is important and you must know it. The
inference is, of course, if you know it but it is not in our curriculum, then it is not important.

The fact that in England, at the time of writing, there is a national curriculum, but it is
only forced upon those schools which have not followed the yellow brick neo-liberal road to
academy status, does not mean that the hegemonic grip is being loosened. Rather, they’ are
holding the dog they are wagging elsewhere — this time through interference in what exam
boards put in their schemes of work. Wherever you hold the metaphorical dog — if you are
the one deciding, for example, what and whose books are important, what and whose history
is important and what constitutes ‘British values’ — then you control the hegemony and you
are very much in the driving seat.> No wonder the Secretary of State for Education, Nicky
Morgan, rejected a call in 2015 for educators to have at least some say in setting the curricu-
lum, claiming: ‘It's my belief that what our children learn in schools must be something that
is decided by democratically elected representatives.* We are the hegemon, we get to choose.

In the second instance, with regard to the way children are taught, turning children into
uncritical consumers of knowledge (‘Because it’s in the exam’) can well be seen as a process
by which we are turning them into uncritical consumers full stop. By definition, citizens do
things for the common good and not just for financial or selfish reasons. They make choices,
balance views, take responsibility, participate, activate, organise. They think for themselves.
It is questionable that a‘sit there and learn what I tell you or else’ approach to pedagogy will
encourage this, regardless of how well it may prepare young people for passing exams — the
only currency of educational success currently in use. Where education and business have
become bedfellows, preparing a generation of uncritical consumers seems like a party dona-
tion well spent.

Of course, this is not the case in all schools. For the past five years I have spent much of my
time as an educator and as a parent in the independent international school sector observing
what is effectively the schooling of the children of the developing world's elite. Encouraged by
the highly skills-based International Baccalaureate programme, the majority of these schools
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Insist that your children look ‘beneath the
surface’ and are given the space, encouragement
and skills to think for themselves.

Take a fresh look at how you organise your curriculum
and trust children to respond well when you really
stretch them with genuinely authentic learning.

Understand — and help your children
understand — that learning is never a straight
line and that getting it wrong is an integral step
along the way to getting it right.

Remember to value children more than data, that
children value people more than worksheets, that the
best teachers are learners too and that your job is a part
of your life, not the other way round.

Remember that your school — and its
community — are unique. Simply repeating a
formula used elsewhere denies all involved the
chance to create something special.

Challenge everything — superiors, job titles, systems,

everything that you feel is getting in the way of all
children achieving what they are truly capable of.

Be aware whose interests are served by the
curriculum you teach and the systems of control
you employ. Knowledge may well be power but
genuine education is about freedom.

Look beyond what that young person is now to
what they could become, with your help, and
remember that your influence will reach further
than you will ever know.

Focus on relationships more than you focus
on behaviour. Focus on values more than you
focus on control. Look at your behaviour as
much as you look at theirs.

Make things harder for children, not easier, by using
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young people in their own learning.
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