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Foreword

Contrary to the views of some self-styled
‘experts’ primary education is not just about
corralling young children inside classrooms,
sitting them down (on the carpet or behind
desks) and telling them things which they
have to remember. Whatever else this ency-
clopedia does, it stresses the fact that primary
education is an extremely complex enterprise,
whether considered in theoretical, practical,
research or policy terms.

Scanning the entries alone should be
enough to convince the skeptic that educating
primary-age children is not just a matter of
instructing children in clearly defined ‘basic
skills’ or getting them to acquire the com-
petences necessary to achieve particular levels
of performance on tests. It is much more
complicated and demanding than that. Like
this encyclopedia, primary education is an
amalgam of so many different elements —
interpersonal, emotional, academic, physical,
moral, even aesthetic and spiritual. It involves
all sorts of thorny questions which are far
from easy to answer and are themselves con-
troversial: © What is education for? What is
“basic” to primary education? What aspects of
our culture merit being taught to the young?
How should teachers and children treat one
another?” This encyclopedia is not afraid to
raise such questions, even though it does not
claim to provide definitive answers. Through-
out it reinforces the powerful notion of pri-
mary education as a moral and emotional
enterprise, as well as a practical activity —
one in which , as the compiler says, ‘learning
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is rooted in relationships, motivation and
desire, as much as in methods, structure and
equipment’.

Primary education both uses and teaches a
multitude of concepts — not just technical
ones such as ‘ability grouping’, ‘assessment for
learning’ or the inevitable and omnipresent
‘phonics’ but more general, and arguably
more fundamental, ones such as ‘nurturing’,
‘caring’, ‘relationships’ and ‘emotions’. A
multitude of such ideas are discussed here
along with the more mundane, but necessary,
aspects of primary education such as ‘break
time’, ‘desks’ and, of perennial concern,
dealing with ‘naughtiness’!

A variety of other entries capture the reali-
ties of everyday teaching — its joys, frustra-
tions, surprises and disappointments. What
comes over clearly is the enormous inter-
personal complexity involved when twenty-
five or more human beings have to interact
for five or six hours a day in the confined
space called a classroom. Nor does the com-
piler neglect the uncomfortable dilemmas
facing primary teachers — do they stress com-
petition or cooperation, independence or
conformity, present or future needs, process
or content? Such dilemmas have to be
resolved daily but their resolution can never
be final or decisive. Readers seeking recipes
for sure-fire educational success will not find
them here (they cannot be written, let alone
acted upon) but they will find insights and
information to help them make informed
professional decisions, whether they are



teachers in training (an unfortunate phrasel),
qualified teachers undertaking further study,
teaching assistants with aspirations to further
their careers or governors trying to grapple
with their multiplicity of responsibilities.
Thirty years ago so many books and articles
not only failed to add to our understanding of
teaching but actually obscured the dilemmas,
uncertainties and difficulties which character-
ize it. Theirs was a tidy, uncomplicated world
where everything fitted neatly into place,
where everyone agreed as to children’s
‘needs’, where heads and teachers worked
‘harmoniously’ towards shared goals and
where teachers intuitively ‘knew what was
best’. It was never so, it is not now — given
the contentious nature of education , made
more so by a welter of political initiatives in
the last two decades. This encyclopedia illus-
trates how far writing on primary education
has come since then as a result of the work of
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those featured in the various entries, the work
of those mentioned by name in the intro-
duction (with one modest exception!), and
not least the work of the compiler himself
as he has introduced successive cohorts of
students to the intricacies and mysteries of
primary school teaching.

Writing in 1980 Professor Brian Simon
commented that ‘primary education has been
in a state of almost continuous transition
throughout its short history.” It will continue
to evolve. As users of this encyclopedia you
will play a part in this evolution but hopefully
some of you will want to contribute to the
future literature of primary education. Who
knows? Your insights might well form part of
a new encyclopedia of primary education to
be published in 2030!

Colin Richards
Emeritus Professor
University of Cumbria and formerly HMI
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Introduction

I consider it a privilege to have been asked to
compile this encyclopedia of primary education
and enjoyed immensely the formidable but
stimulating task of putting together such a
volume. The concept of primary education is
wide-ranging and far from easy to pin down,
but I've done my best to be faithful to the
topic and not be tempted to deviate from the
path and indulge my interest in related edu-
cation matters. One of the challenges of
writing an encyclopedia is to provide suffi-
cient information such that each entry can
‘stand alone’ yet avoid repetition. In doing so
I have had to make certain assumptions about
the reader’s knowledge while adding short
explanations and definitions where I consider
it to be necessary for clarity. The majority of
entries are cross-referenced to provide an
indication of where else it is worth looking
for information relating to the principal topic.

One of the key factors when writing an
encyclopedia is not only deciding which
topics to include and exclude but also how
much detail to provide for each one. Some
subjects are so vast that whole books have been
written about them (e.g. bullying); others may
seem less important but have great significance
for educating and nurturing our children (e.g.
friendships). In addition, there is the challenge
that every writer faces in keeping pace with
current legislation and the latest ‘big idea’ in
education that is often superseded by new
initiatives and requirements before the book
is even published. Elections sometimes result
in a reshaping of the political landscape and a

new government or legislature might take a
different direction in its education policy
from its predecessor, revise old systems and
modify existing ones. To offset the impact of
these inevitable policy changes, I have avoi-
ded focusing too much on legislative matters
and tried as far as possible to concentrate on
the educational issues that they represent.

I have included some information about
influential figures in primary education, past
and present. The selection of such ‘giants’ in
the field has been a particularly difficult task,
especially deciding who to include from those
still living. I could easily have filled the book
with details about the impact that many
committed and dedicated people have made
in the field of education — and primary edu-
cation in particular — some of whom I've
been privileged to meet. The problem is in
knowing where to start and where to end
such a list. In truth, many of the most pow-
erful education thinkers are found among
‘ordinary’ primary school teachers and head
teachers, who may never have their names in
lights but have been a positive influence on
thousands of children and practitioners down
the years. These are the real heroes, selflessly
working for the good of children and trying
desperately to maintain their principles in an
increasingly politicised system. There are, of
course, many politicians who have also gen-
uinely striven for the good of the child but
the rapid turnover of government ministers
makes it hard to distinguish commitment
from ambition.
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A few of the entries may surprise you, not
least that of Albert Einstein — though his
inclusion probably reveals my predilection for
people who turn away from the trappings of
fame and choose to devote their efforts for
the common good. Some of the influential
figures operated outside the strict parameters
of primary education but have proved to be
vastly influential; I refer here to notables such
as Bruner, Piaget and Dewey. I have also
devoted a number of pages to seminal histor-
ical events, such as the Hadow Reports dur-
ing the early years of the twentieth century
and the Plowden Report of 1967, plus a
mention of the William Tyndale Junior
School debacle in 1974, all of which triggered
a rethink of education policy and practice.

Much of the information provided in this
encyclopedia is ‘generic’ in that it pertains to
primary education generally; however, some
entries are rooted in the education system that
operates specifically in the individual coun-
tries of England, Wales, Scotland, Northern
Ireland and the USA. The political shape of
the United Kingdom, with various powers
devolved to constituent countries, has made
the task of referring to ‘the government’
much more complicated, as it may refer to
the whole of the UK or (increasingly) to an
initiative or perspective unique to a particular
country (e.g. Scotland). One of the most
obvious examples of countries in the UK
adopting different approaches to an issue is
with respect to testing, where arguments
about the value of national curriculum tests
(‘SATS’) has split and riven opinion in Eng-
land but has largely been resolved elsewhere.
In this example, as in many others, the issues
surrounding testing are endemic but the
practice varies from place to place.

Like every author, I have tried extremely hard
to give credit for every source of information
that I have used; in such a complex under-
taking, however, there are bound to be occa-
sions when I have inadvertently failed to do
so. For any such errors I offer my apologies in
advance and welcome clarification. I have
freely drawn information from my previous
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books, notably Foundations of Primary Teaching
(David Fulton Publishers) and Primary Educa-
tion: The key concepts (Routledge). I must
express my indebtedness to general web sites
such as Wikipedia for bits of information and
links to various sources of data. I have also
discovered other snippets of information in
long-forgotten files on my computer but
their origins remain a mystery.

I agreed to write this encyclopedia because
I wanted it to be useful to a wide range of
people interested in primary education. Of
course the danger of trying to reach such a
diverse audience is to end up pleasing no one!
However, I trust that I have avoided such a
fate and that teachers in training, qualified
teachers undertaking further study, teaching
assistants with aspirations to further their
careers, parents, governors and academics will
all find material of value.

Most significantly for me, writing this
encyclopedia has reminded me of two fun-
damental truths: first, how much knowledge I
have accumulated about primary education
down the years; second, the humbling rea-
lisation of how much I still have to learn. In
using the book, I hope and anticipate that
you will experience something similar.

Primary education

The phrase ‘primary education’ has been in
use since the 1930s to describe the formal
phase of schooling for pupils (‘students’, USA)
aged between five and eleven years in the
United Kingdom; however, the process of
educating children takes place from the
moment a child enters the world and even,
some would argue, prior to birth. Parents are
therefore the first educators; teachers and
other professionals contribute to the process
and help to structure learning within an edu-
cational setting but cannot hope to do the job
unaided. Though schools can provide equip-
ment and resources that few parents could
ever afford, learning is rooted in relationships,
motivation and desire, as much as in methods,
structure and equipment.



There have been many changes in the field
of primary education over recent years. In fact
ever since the incoming British prime minis-
ter, Tony Blair, announced as part of the
Labour Party’s 1997 election manifesto that
‘education, education, education’ lay at the
heart of national policy, huge sums have been
invested in the sector. Early years provision
for children aged 3-5 years has been expanded
considerably; every primary school has teaching
assistants to support qualified teachers, some
of whom (appointed as higher level teaching
assistants) take an active role in supervising
and teaching groups of children and whole
classes. This particular innovation has been
controversial to say the least, viewed by
sceptics as a cheap way to provide substitute
(‘supply’) teachers; viewed by supporters as a
way to utilise expertise and release teachers to
plan lessons and assess pupil progress.

The introduction of government guidelines
for literacy and numeracy in the late 1990s —
viewed by the vast majority of teachers as
requirements — and changes in the structure
of lessons as a means of improving standards
in English and mathematics, became so
embedded in practice across the curriculum
that concerns were raised about the repeti-
tious nature of pupils’ learning experiences
and the accompanying loss of creativity for
both teachers and children. A variety of
reports and studies were produced in the first
decade of the twenty-first century, warning
the government of low morale among staff
and tedium among pupils (or ‘learners’ as
official documentation increasingly began to
describe them), resulting in a series of initia-
tives to encourage greater flexibility and
innovative teaching and learning. The
response among primary teachers was mixed:
on the one hand, they were pleased, if some-
what suspicious, about the relaxation of
external impositions; on the other hand they
lacked confidence about changing their
teaching approach for fear of adversely
affecting test results. In fact, it is fair to say that
arguments about the relevance and help-
fulness of national tests in literacy, numeracy
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and science for primary aged children have
been a political conundrum and a bane for
government. The listing of national test
results, school by school in England, has placed
considerable pressure on everyone involved
in education, and at the time of writing
(2009) there appears to be a strong move
towards replacing the tests (popularly known
as SATs) with a more flexible form of assess-
ment, thereby following the example set by
Scotland and Wales.

Other important policy decisions include a
renewed emphasis on considering the ‘whole
child’, rather than separating education from
welfare. The Every Child Matters initiative
has been particularly influential, as the edu-
cation service provided through local autho-
rities in England have combined forces with
social services to try and ensure that children
are protected from harm, as well as given
every opportunity to succeed academically.
Other political initiatives involve additional
information for parents about their children’s
progress, extended school provision beyond
the normal working day and a huge expansion
in information technology.

Despite the plethora of initiatives and tigh-
tening of political control, the heart of pri-
mary education remains largely unchanged.
In particular, the crucial relationship between
teacher and taught; the camaraderie between
the many adults working in school on behalf
of the children; the dynamic links between
home and school; the daily routines; and the
thousands of interactions and conversations
that take place between adults and children. I
try to capture the essence of the intricacies of
school life in my book, Foundations of Primary
Education by focusing on two children’s
experiences:

Both Monica and Charley enter the school.
Both remove their coats, chat to classmates,
walk towards the classroom door. They
notice teachers, assistants, parents, pictures
on walls and familiar objects. Their noses
tingle at the intoxicating mixed scents of
floor polish, electronic equipment, damp

Xvii
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clothing and toilets that greet them. A random
set of sounds impinges on their conscious-
ness: chattering voices, clatter and thud of
feet, doors creaking and adults talking ani-
matedly. Their eyes light up as they enter the
classroom and glimpse the familiar, reassur-
ing sights. They sit down on a carpet or line
up at a door, answer to their names, respond
to a request or command. The familiar
sounds of teachers’ voices issue instructions;
the children are sensitive to tonal patterns
and intonation. They recognise when tea-
chers are cross, sad, bored or pretending,
and modify their behaviour accordingly.

The day begins and the bum-numbing
effects of registration and, perhaps, class
assembly are replaced by work sessions and
activities. Playtimes and mealtimes provide
relief from their toil. The children disappear
into the frantic world of games, chasing,
arguments, intensive relationships, erratic
behaviours and unpredictable weather.
They wonder about the paradoxes of school
life: why teachers insist that they wear a coat
when it isn’t cold or enthuse that going
outside is good for them when it is
obviously miserable and damp. They see the
teachers disappearing into the warmth and
security of the staffroom and catch the odd
snippet of conversation, wave of laughter,
smell of coftee.

As each playtime ends, a few children
hanker for a turn to knock on the staffroom
door, return a teacup and inform the dis-
appointed teachers that Miss Jenkins says
that it’s in-time (an expression used only in
primary schools). The day continues. A hall-
time offers chance for some fun — if teacher
allows. Laces are tied, buttons fumbled and
socks tugged. The end-of-afternoon story
or sharing draws children and teacher toge-
ther, and soon home-time heralds the end
of another school day. Coats are pulled off
pegs or scrambled for on the floor; odd
gloves mysteriously disappear and reappear;
accusations over property and other disputes
reverberate down the corridors. Mothers,
fathers and grandparents are there to pick up
the children, ask brightly about the day,
exchange a word with the teacher, flash a
smiling ‘thank you’ and head for home.
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Pushchairs and a stream of young mums line
up across the front of the building. Parents
check lunch boxes, stare at the latest school
letter and herd their little flocks towards the
exit. Monica skips oft happily, keen to tell
mother about her successes and show off her
new reading book. Charley edges out of the
room, casting a hopeful glance at the tea-
cher, before moving away to pick up her
younger brothers and sisters, and usher them
along the pavements to the local shop to
buy them a snack for tea. The teacher gives
Charley a reassuring smile and wink: Take
care, Charley. See you tomorrow. Charley can
hardly wait for tomorrow to come.

(pp- 7-8)

A good primary education does not guar-
antee happiness or success in life but it offers a
chance for the Charleys and Monicas of this
world to make the best of their abilities and
opportunities. Adults in school can only do so
much; legislation can only provide a frame-
work and support system; policies can only give
an overview; the real hope for children lies in
providing the right conditions for learning:
(1) knowing they are loved and appreciated;
(2) being set a sound moral example by
adults; (3) given clear guidelines for behaviour
and conduct; (4) provided with knowledge
and information; (5) encouraged and trusted;
(6) allowed to enjoy learning; (7) shown how
knowledge is relevant to life; and (8) led into
deep rather than superficial forms of learning.

There are different perspectives on what
constitutes an educated child, but a shared
belief is that education consists of more than
passing examinations and being ‘top dog’. It is
a continuous life-changing experience that
has the potential to benefit all humankind. As
such, the affective dimension of education —
touching the emotions — is more significant
than most politicians and policy-makers seem
to appreciate, so you will discover that in
addition to the extensive amounts of infor-
mation in this encyclopedia, the human and
personal elements are liberally threaded
throughout its pages.



ABILITY

See also: creativity, gifted and talented, intel-
ligence, Intelligence Quotient, multiple
intelligences, slow learners

Definitions of ‘ability’ that appear on the
Internet include, from Wordnet: ‘the quality
of being able to perform; a quality that per-
mits or facilitates achievement or accom-
plishment’ and ‘possession of the qualities
(especially mental qualities) required to do
something or get something done’. The
‘“Wiktionary’ definition expands the defini-
tion somewhat: ‘the quality or state of being
able; power to perform, whether physical,
moral, intellectual, conventional, or legal;
capacity; skill or competence in doing; suffi-
ciency of strength, skill, resources ... . These
wide-ranging definitions contrast rather shar-
ply with the use of ability in educational
phrases such as ‘high ability” and ‘low ability’
that signify, in eftect, whether or not a child is
capable of completing academic work suc-
cessfully. When educators speak of an ‘able
child’, more often than not they mean that
the pupil is fully literate and numerate. When
teachers refer to a pupil as ‘very able’, it is
likely that they mean, in the vernacular, that
the child i1s ‘top of the class’ in that subject
(e.g. high ability in mathematics). Pupils at the
other end of the spectrum (i.e. not very able)
are often spoken of as being ‘slow learners’.
Interpretation of ability is significant in
educational settings, especially schools, because

it is often used to organise children into
different groups for learning, especially in
English and mathematics. In doing so, tea-
chers have to be aware that able pupils do not
necessarily possess the full range of funda-
mental skills that may be assumed. For
instance, Dean (1998) notes that boys, in
particular, struggle to keep pace with the
demands of writing and sometimes under-
achieve. Some very able pupils may exhibit
odd characteristics that mark them out as
being atypical and invite teasing from other
children. Others will excel in every curricu-
lum area (including sports) and thereby attract
excessive admiration from their peers. Howe
(1990) warns that although able children may
not react in expected ways, close parental
involvement, coupled with high expectations,
offers the best way forward.

With the recent resurgence of interest in
exceptionally capable pupils, the terms ‘gifted’
and ‘talented’ have tended to be used in
preference to the descriptor ‘very able’ to
signal that children are in the top 5 per cent
of the school population, as measured in for-
mal tests. Indeed, some authors (e.g. Bates
and Munday 2005) conflate concepts of abil-
ity, giftedness and talent into a single phrase;
thus, ‘able, gifted and talented’. Educators
often make the point that ‘ability’ should be
distinguished from ‘capability’, which indi-
cates that a child may possess an aptitude that
can be developed but is not yet fully formed.
Whereas the term ‘ability’ tends to be used as
an intrinsic ‘got it’ or ‘not got it’ (rather like
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